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        Peasant Farmer to Emperor Mage (Lit-RPG)

    
    
    
    
                Book 1 is fully written (135k words), and Book 2 is being serialized. 

Chapters are currently being published on Sunday and Wednesday at 10:00 am CST.

Jacob is just a waste of a human, according to his own parents. He flunked out of college and is unable to hold down a job for more than a few months. He was nearing the age of 30, but he continued to be a drag on his parents' lives. Thankfully, he is no longer their problem after the incident.

Jacob ends up on the path of reincarnation, where a friendly old man helps him into the world of magic. Sadly, he was born to a couple of peasant farmers, but he quickly turned this around with his knowledge of modern agriculture and a touch of magic.

Book 1 follows Jacob as he explores his new magical world, Meldra. The first book is a Non-System POV with people around Jacob following system mechanics.

The story starts out with more slice-of-life content, and the system is not fully realized in book 1, but book 2 includes full system integration.

The system of his world is quest-based, with an analog of magic that is not entirely controlled by the system.


(Not a Farming Simulator. More of an Adventure of Magic.)

            

    
        Chapter 1. Death of a Loner

    
    
    
    
  Jacob Hemlock was twenty-seven years old, and in the eyes of the world, he was a ghost. He was unemployed and had no girlfriend. Those he called friends could form a long list who had long ago dismissed him as a boring recluse. His parents saw him as a disappointment, a failure to launch, who was simply too lazy to apply for college or too unmotivated to keep a job.

They were wrong about the motivation, though. Jacob was not lazy, he was just optimized for a different reality.

Inside the climate-controlled comfort of his bedroom, Jacob was a titan. He sat motionless in his chair, but in the digital expanse of Farm Online, he was currently negotiating a complex export deal for three thousand tons of genetically enriched soybeans.

This game was a second life where he could escape from the crushing weight of reality.

Reiscore Games had built the simulation with a terrifying dedication to realism. The company founder, Anthony Kerin, had poured his own tragic history into the code. Kerin had lost his real-world family farm to financial ruin and fled to the city to become a programmer. He used that pain to ensure Farm Online was as realistic as possible.

There were no shortcuts in this game. To succeed, a player had to understand some specifics of soil chemistry, basic engineering irrigation logistics, ensure gear was properly maintained, and master the volatile commodities market.

There were tutorials and online forums, but ultimately, the success of the farm relied on the player.

Jacob understood it all. He was ranked on the global leaderboards, commanding one of the most profitable agricultural empires in the server.

He tapped a sequence of commands, adjusting the nitrogen levels in his eastern fields. If he were this competent in the waking world, he would be running an R&D department or managing a supply chain.

He had tried, of course.

He had landed jobs before, and the work itself was easy. It was the people who were the problem.

In the real world, people were irrational and messy. He couldn't just click a button to optimize a conversation when he messed up the dialog.

When a coworker made a mistake, Jacob told them so, bluntly. It seemed to be the most efficient method of getting his point across.

In Farm Online, pointing out an error to an NPC resulted in a predictable dip in reputation that could be gamed back to maximum efficiency, but the mistakes were corrected, and the problems were handled as he wanted them to be.

In the real world, it resulted in a visit to HR and a termination letter. And Jake had received many termination letters.

So he retreated here. There was no HR on the farm, just the soil and the digital market.

Jacob blinked, his eyes stinging. He had been online for thirty hours straight. The immersion of the VR headset was complete, but his body was beginning to scream for attention.

A sharp, undeniable pressure had built in his bladder.

He ignored it for another ten minutes, finishing his harvest rotation, until the physical need became painful. He groaned and pulled away from the console. Although he did not want to fully disconnect. The market rates were fluctuating, and he needed to keep his eyes on them for as long as possible.

He stood up on stiff, trembling legs. He began to navigate the short distance from his desk to the ensuite bathroom by memory, his fingers fumbling to loosen the headset straps. He was rushing, and the urgency of his bladder overtook his coordination.

He shoved the bathroom door open and reached for his waistband. He still had the headset half-on, the display obscuring his vision with a translucent overlay of corn futures. He wasn't quite over the toilet yet.

The stream started before he was ready.

Warm liquid splashed against his bare feet and the slick linoleum floor. Jacob cursed aloud, realizing his mistake. He shuffled to the left, trying to correct his aim, but his foot landed squarely in the puddle he had just created, and he had just made the situation with his headset even worse in his panic.

Thirty hours of sitting had left his equilibrium shot. His heel slid out as if he were on ice.

There was no time to grab the sink or scream. Jacob fell hard, his weight driving his upper body down toward the porcelain rim of the toilet bowl.

The impact was a thunderclap in the small room. The porcelain shattered under the force of his skull, creating a jagged, razor-sharp edge. As he collapsed downward, his head bounced off the now broken toilet, and his neck slid deeply against the broken ceramic shard on the way back down. It acted like a makeshift scalpel, slicing cleanly through his right jugular.

He hit the floor, headfirst.

Jake was, thankfully, spared the pain of banging his head and having his neck sliced open. The initial blow to the head had knocked him unconscious instantly.

He also did not have to feel the warmth of his own blood pumping rhythmically out of his neck, soaking the bathmat and painting the walls in a gruesome spray.

He did not have to experience his life ending. He simply ceased to process data; his brain shut off quietly, with him completely unaware.

The simulation continued without him, his corn futures expiring with no one to redeem them.

His parents found him the next morning. They had knocked and received no answer. Eventually, they even sent in-game messages that went unread. When they pushed open the bathroom door, the smell of copper and bodily fluids hit them first.

Jacob was curled next to the broken toilet, his pants around his ankles, and the expensive VR headset flung casually next to his pale, cold body. His parents looked down at him, but the overwhelming emotion in the room was not heartbreak. His parents were beyond feeling something like that for their failure.

For Jake, they felt a dull, heavy pity. It was the resignation of seeing a prophecy fulfilled. They had always figured he would end up like this.

The funeral was a quiet affair because there was no one to invite. To save on costs, his parents purchased a basic pine box and placed him in the cheapest available plot.

No friends came to say goodbye. No guildmates from Farm Online held a vigil.

The seasons in the game changed, and his crops withered. Eventually, his digital empire was slowly reclaimed by the server's algorithm as it was dismantled for excessive neglect.

In the real world, his cheap marble headstone was left untreated. Within a few years, the weather wore down the engraving until it was impossible to read, erasing the name of Jacob Hemlock from the Earth just as completely as he had been erased from the server.

  

    
        Chapter 2. Meeting a god

    
    
    
    
  Air rushed into Jacob's lungs with a violence that burned his throat. He gasped, his body convulsing as if he had just broken the surface of a freezing ocean. He coughed hard, his hands scrambling for purchase, but he found nothing to grab.

"Fuck!" he choked out.

He wasn't in his bathroom. He wasn't on the floor.

Jacob blinked rapidly, trying to clear the static from his eyes. His vision swam, unable to find a focal point. Everything was white. Everywhere he looked was a luminous, infinite white that seemed to stretch on forever. He was lying on it, or perhaps floating in it. The surface beneath him felt solid enough to support his weight, yet when he pressed his hand down, it felt like touching compressed air.

He pushed himself up to a sitting position, his head spinning with the vertigo of a long, feverish dream.

"Where am I?"

He turned his head. A few yards away, the white space was interrupted by a blurry shape. Jacob rubbed his eyes, and the form resolved into an old man sitting cross-legged on nothingness. The man was looking at him with a calm, unreadable expression.

Jacob scrambled to his feet, testing his balance on the invisible floor. He approached the stranger cautiously.

"Hello? Sir, do you know where we are?"

The old man did not answer, looking at Jacob, who was still trying to gain his bearings, without even blinking. He just stared at Jacob with eyes that looked like cracked glass.

Jacob frowned. He waited five seconds. Then ten. Still nothing.

I wonder why this old dude is ignoring me, Jacob thought, frustration bubbling up. Could he be just as lost as I am? Whatever it is, he seems like a rude bastard.

"Hahaha!"

The laughter erupted from the old man like a sudden clap of thunder. It sounded like a deep rumbling thunder, tinted with a bit of amusement.

"I have been called many things over the eons," the old man said, wiping a tear from his eye. "But 'rude bastard' is a first, even for me."

Jacob froze. The blood drained from his face. "Did... did I say that out loud?"

"In a manner of speaking," the old man chuckled. "It's been a long time since someone gave me a genuine laugh. I suppose I'll answer your questions properly instead of reciting the standard orientation script. I think you have earned it."

Jacob took a step back, his mind racing. He can read my mind? Or was I mumbling? I must be hallucinating.

"It is not that I can read your mind," the old man said, answering the unvoiced question immediately. "Nor were you mumbling. In this place, there is no difference between thought and speech. The barrier you are used to does not exist here. Whatever you think projects outward. Don't worry, it takes centuries of practice to learn how to keep a secret in this realm."

Jacob clamped his mouth shut, trying to empty his mind, terrified of thinking anything else offensive.

"Relax," the old man said, waving a hand. "To answer your first question, this place is what you might call 'Heaven', and I am what you might consider a god." He paused, tilting his head. "Though in reality, this is not actually Heaven, and I'm not a god. Think of me as a localised administrator. I have supreme power within this domain. I can create worlds, though I cannot create a universe. We are currently in the space between galaxies, a void that connects the realms."

Jacob absorbed this. It sounded insane, yet the sheer reality of the white void made it hard to argue. "Okay," Jacob said slowly. "Thanks for the honesty. But why am I here? The last thing I remember was that I was in my bathroom, and I think I slipped."

The old man's expression softened into something sympathetic. "You are here because you hit your head. You severed an artery and died before you hit the floor. Since you have no memory of the pain, it means it was instantaneous."

Jacob opened his mouth to argue, but the protest died in his throat. The logic held, he slipped and hit his head, but all he could remember was blackness.

So I'm dead, he thought. The realization hit him with a dull thud. It actually makes sense. How could a place like this exist on Earth? Why would I hallucinate a cosmic administrator? But... why just us? If this is the afterlife, where is the line? Where are the pearly gates? Why is a supreme being acting as my personal welcoming committee?

"You catch on quickly," the old man said, answering the thoughts again. "No one gets used to the telepathy right away, so don't worry about it. And you are right. Someone of my station is usually too busy to handle individual arrivals. This is not a waiting room for the afterlife, Jacob. This is essentially a processing center. An intermediary, you could say. You are here to be reborn."

"Reborn?" Jacob repeated. He felt a strange mixture of relief and anxiety. "So, reincarnation is real. I assume that takes energy, but how do you choose where I go?"

"It takes immense power," the old man agreed, nodding in satisfaction at the question. "Not just to transport the soul, but to integrate it into a new body without shattering the mind. We have to suppress your memories for a decade, or you would go insane trying to operate the body of an infant. As for the destination, that depends on the positive energy you released into the universe. Your karma, you could call it."

Jacob winced. Karma. Great. I spent my life in a dark room playing a farming simulator. I never volunteered or tried to help people with any sort of compassion. I was just a drain on society, according to my parents.

"How do you determine it?" Jacob asked, his voice resigning. "And be honest. How screwed am I? Is there any chance for a decent life, or am I coming back as a cockroach?"

"Karma is not just about charity," the old man corrected. "It is calculated based on different forms of contribution. It boils down to how you left your mark on the world, but in a positive light. I have a formation around your planet that calculates the value of a soul's impact automatically. According to the audit, you have approximately twenty-three thousand karma points."

The old man paused for effect. "That is above average for an Earth human."

"Above average?" Jacob blurted out. "How? I never did anything useful! I was a hermit!"

"I admit, I was curious myself after reviewing your surface file," the old man said. "So I looked into the logs. It appears that the bulk of your points came from the 'forums' of that simulation you obsessed over. You wrote thousands of words of technical guides. In those guides, you explained complex logistics, broke down mathematical formulas for others, and taught new players how to succeed. You educated thousands of people. That generates positive energy in your world but also within that simulation, which is considered a sub-world of your main world."

Jacob stood stunned. My guides. The spreadsheets I made for crop rotation. Helping random noobs understand the market. Explaining the mechanics of the machinery. It was the most validating thing he had ever heard.

"So," the old man continued, "because your type of world is considered a Tier One civilization, the karma cap is usually around fifteen thousand. You have exceeded that. At twenty-five thousand points, a soul qualifies for a Tier Two world. A world of magic. Closer to the source."

Jacob's heart hammered against his ribs. Magic?

"However," the old man said, "you are at twenty-three thousand. You qualify for a wealthy life on a standard Earth-like world. You would be comfortable. Happy, even. Likely, you would endure no hardships you couldn't overcome, and you would be essentially guaranteed to live with no mental scars. But no magic."

Jacob felt a sharp pang of disappointment. He was so close. To have the door to a fantasy world cracked open only to have it slammed shut because he didn't write a few more guides was agonizing.

So I miss out on magic by two thousand points, Jacob thought bitterly. This is just my luck, but at least I could start my next life in luxury.

The old man smiled, his eyes twinkling. "I figured you would be disappointed. So, I have decided to make an executive adjustment. I am awarding you two thousand personal points."

Jacob looked up sharply. "What? Why?"

"For having the guts to call me a rude bastard," the old man grinned. "Do you have any idea how boring it is to have people fall to their knees and weep constantly? Your insolence was honestly refreshing."

The old man stared off into the white distance for a moment, looking nostalgic, before snapping his attention back to Jacob.

"So, the option is yours. I can send you to a world of magic. But be warned. You are barely scraping past the entry requirement. You will not be a prince or some sort of a chosen one. You will be born to peasant farmers in a backwater village on the outskirts of civilization. The best I can promise you is that your parents will not be evil, and you will not be an orphan before the age of ten. After that, you are on your own."

  

    
        Chapter 3. Rebirth

    
    
    
    
  Jacob hesitated. The logical part of his brain screamed that he was being reckless. He was about to trade a guaranteed comfortable life on a familiar Earth-type planet for a peasant's existence in a place where he might die of dysentery before he turned twenty.

But then he remembered the thirty hours he had just spent in the dark, obsessing over virtual soybean futures. He remembered the crushing boredom that had defined his twenty-seven years of life.

I had no motivation because everything was too easy, he thought. Everything was mundane. If I go back to another Earth, I'll just be another bored genius in a cubicle whose only real challenge is the assholes that report you to HR. But in a world of magic, I doubt I could ever be bored there.

He looked up at the old man. "Old man, I need to know more. If I choose the magic world, is it actually possible for me to learn? Or am I going to be stuck shoveling manure forever while the nobles cast fireballs?"

The old man seemed relieved by the question. "The world I have in mind is unique. I can send you there without attracting suspicion from my superiors because the magic there is intrinsic. It is accessible to anyone freely, as it is a fundamental part of every person and every thing that exists there. Theoretically, anyone can learn to wield it. Also, it's a type X magical world, which means there is little information available about its inner workings."

"Wait," Jacob said, a sudden realization hitting him. "You said my karma was too low for a magic world. If I barely qualify, does that mean I lose my memories?"

The old man smirked, clearly enjoying Jacob's sharp intuition.

"Yes. Standard protocol for low-karma entry into a High Magic zone would be in effect. You would have no memory of Earth. However, because your soul is being reincarnated rather than forged anew, it will be denser. This will increase the strength of your soul a bit. Your first ten years of survival will be guaranteed, so no childhood plagues will take you. There is also a minor luck effect that wears off after the first ten years, but it basically ensures you will not be raided by bandits as soon as you are born. And while you won't remember who you were, you will retain your personality and your instincts, so it is possible that you will also keep that aptitude for systems you seem to have as well."

Jacob felt a cold pit in his stomach. No memories. I'd essentially be erasing myself, but magic sounds cool.

He looked down at his hands. They felt ghostly in this white void. If he went back to Earth, he would be Jacob Hemlock again. If he went to this new place, Jacob Hemlock died here.

He looked up, his jaw set. "I don't care. If I can still be me, with my personality and my drive, then I'll take the risk. I'd rather be a peasant with a chance at magic than a CEO in a world without it."

"Then I will send you," the old man said. "But so you aren't going in blind, look here."

The old man thrust his hands forward. The white void rippled and darkened, forming a three-dimensional window into another reality.

"This is Meldra," the old man said.

Jacob leaned in. He saw a planet, vast and blue-green, spinning slowly.

"It is roughly twice the size of Earth," the old man narrated, zooming the view down through the clouds. "But the gravity is identical to yours because the planet's magical core offsets the mass. Humans are not the top of the food chain here. That honor belongs to the Zinthar. Think of them as elves mixed with demons. They control the major ley lines of the planet. But even they are outnumbered by the monsters that roam the unclaimed wilderness."

The view swept over a sprawling landscape with massive, ancient forests, jagged mountain ranges that scraped the stratosphere, and small, huddled settlements.

"Even farmers here might know a cantrip or two to light a fire or heal a small wound," the old man continued. "But true power is gatekept. Nobility hoard the academies, ensuring only their progeny are able to get a proper education. There are Guilds, specifically Adventurer and Mage, where a commoner can claw their way up, but it is brutal work. And there is a system."

"A system?" Jacob asked.

"A construct of the world's magic, set by some ancient wizards that wanted to produce a wider variety of weak upper realm cannon fodder. Not much is known about why they created it, which contributes to it being designated a type X planet. It tracks achievements and displays a status window, similar to the video games you loved. It allows you to quantify your growth. But be warned, as it is just a crutch, and it will make you weak. True masters learn to feel the magic, not just read the numbers."

The image dissolved. The white void returned.

"That is all the time we have," the old man said. "Do you have any final questions?"

Jacob realized he didn't care about the politics or the geography anymore. He just wanted to go. But then he looked at the old man. This ancient, cosmic administrator had possibly broken the rules for him just because of a joke.

"Actually, yes," Jacob said. "I have no questions about the world. But, I'd like to know your name. You've changed my entire existence, and I feel like I should at least know who to thank."

The old man froze. For a second, Jacob thought he had offended him again.

Then, the laughter came. It was even louder this time, a booming, joyous sound that shook the invisible floor. Tears streamed down the old man's face as he doubled over, slapping his knee.

"First you call me an old bastard, and now you ask my name!" he wheezed, wiping his eyes. "What a character. You really are something else, Jacob Hemlock."

The old man straightened up, and his demeanor shifted. The playfulness vanished as it was replaced by an aura of ancient, terrifying gravity.

"This old man has not been asked his name for more than a million years, an entire cycle," he said softly. "Thank you for the courtesy, Jacob Hemlock. My name is Oblitus Virtutis."

As the name was spoken, the air in the void vibrated. Jacob felt a physical shockwave hit his chest. It was as if the old man's very presence shifted reality and manipulated his being. It felt like a heavy stone dropping into a deep well inside his soul. He gasped, feeling something fundamental shift within him.

"Careful," Oblitus warned, his voice echoing. "The name of an old monster like me carries weight. Never speak it aloud in a mortal body, or it would shatter your physical form. For now, let it sit in your spirit. It will essentially act as nourishment. A seed, if you will. One that strengthens the soul."

"Nourishment?" Jacob managed to whisper, still reeling from the sensation.

"I cannot say more," Oblitus said, looking conflicted. "Universal laws prevent me. But know this. In the world you are going to, soul strength is everything. On Earth, a strong soul just meant you were smart or talented. In Meldra, a strong soul dictates how much magic you can hold and recover, how fast you learn complex ideas and concepts, and how much of your will you can exert over reality. My name has just given your soul a very heavy anchor. And it will grow."

Oblitus waved his hand, and a swirling vortex of blue and violet light tore open the white space.

"Now go," he commanded. "May your second life be better than your first."

Jacob looked at the portal, then back at the entity, and smiled. "Thank you, Oblitus."

He didn't look back. He stepped into the light and vanished.

Oblitus watched the portal close, a small, satisfied smile playing on his lips. "Hahaha. Looks like a monster will be born in Meldra after all these years. Hopefully this one succeeds."

"You're playing a dangerous game, old friend."

The voice came from behind him. Oblitus didn't jump. He turned slowly, half-expecting the visitor. A man stood there, radiating the same timeless power, his face a mask of amused mischief.

"Arelion," Oblitus nodded. "A pleasant surprise. To what do I owe the visit after all these millions of years?"

Arelion smirked, walking forward to inspect the spot where the portal had been. "Why didn't you tell the kid the truth? That once his soul strength hits the threshold, which it will thanks to that little 'gift' of your name, his memories will be unlocked?"

Oblitus feigned innocence, widening his eyes. "Did I not tell him? Oh dear. I must have slipped up a bit. I figured he was smart enough to deduce it, though."

Arelion laughed, but his eyes remained serious. "You know the Council watches this sector. And you know the consequences of interfering like this."

"Of course I know," Oblitus scoffed. "Do you think I've forgotten after eighty cycles of desk duty? I'm bored, Arelion. I'm tired of watching worlds from a spreadsheet, unable to create my own. I want to see what happens when you throw a variable into the equation. I want to see a mortal truly struggle and rise."

Arelion sighed, the sound echoing in the void. "I know the feeling. Four hundred cycles ago, I did something similar. The upper echelon calls it punishment, but... "

"How long?" Oblitus interrupted.

Arelion grinned, the excitement breaking through his serious facade. "They're sentencing you to observation duty. You're going to Meldra for a full cycle."

Oblitus let out a low whistle. "Ah, a full cycle to watch one world? Marvelous. I'm glad I sent someone interesting down there first. He might actually keep me entertained."

Arelion shook his head, watching his old friend with a mix of wariness and respect. If he creates another Conqueror, Arelion thought, perhaps that war he has been predicting for a thousand cycles will finally begin.

...

Meldra

In the late autumn, before the first heavy frost of the year had settled over the valley, a small timber cottage stood alone against the receding tree line on a rather sizable farm. It was a humble home, built by hand and smelling faintly of dried herbs and woodsmoke, but the walls were thick enough to keep out the biting wind.

Inside, the hearth fire crackled, casting a warm, dancing light over the room and illuminating the inhabitants.

A sharp cry pierced the quiet night, signaling the end of a long labor and the beginning of something new.

A man, apparently a farmer, wiped the sweat from his wife's brow as she pulled the small, squalling bundle against her chest.

There, wrapped in roughspun wool in a forgotten corner of a vast world, Jacob was born again.

  

    
        Chapter 4. Ruvka

    
    
    
    
  Rain drummed against the sturdy wooden roof of the farmhouse. The sound remained as constant as Arthur’s own heartbeat. He stood by the window and watched the gray mist roll over the fields of Ruvka.

To a stranger, this village in the barony of Baron Talbot looked like a graveyard of mud. The festering swamp to the west breathed a heavy dampness into the air.

Arthur felt the warmth of the beef broth through his mug. Most families in the kingdom settled for watery gruel, but his larder stayed full. He looked at the mud and saw the foundation of a dynasty.

The Sinclair Kingdom was one of the smaller powers on the continent. It was a geopolitical runt. It lacked the massive iron legions of the north-western kingdom and the ancient sorcery of their eastern enemies.

However, the soil here was so dark and fertile it looked like crushed velvet. The rain never stopped, and Sinclair was able to feed the surrounding nations. This reality made farmers like Arthur the most protected assets in the realm.

He watched a group of laborers trekking toward the newly cleared tree line. There were dozens of them, and they moved with a sluggishness born of exhaustion.

Three years ago, running two farms would have broken a man of nineteen. The Sickness had changed everything. It had swept through the valley and claimed the middle-aged with terrifying precision. It had taken his parents as well as May’s parents.

The plague had left a generation of orphans to hold the plow.

Arthur had not spent his days in prayer or mourning. He had merged his family farm with May’s lands. He had walked into the camps of displaced workers and offered a deal.

He gave them a place to build shacks in his forest. In exchange, they gave him their sweat for a fraction of the standard coin. The housing was technically temporary, which meant no crown inspector bothered to check the foundations. The workers had a dry place to sleep, and Arthur had an army of hands for shekels.

He turned from the window and walked to his desk. The heavy oak piece groaned under the weight of his ledgers. Most peasants in Ruvka could not even read a tavern sign. Arthur opened a leather-bound book with a spine that had been reinforced with twine.

His father had died before he could pass on the secrets of the trade. This book had served as his tutor. It had taught him the skills of the gentry. As he focused on the columns of numbers, a blue box flickered in his peripheral vision.

[Mathematics: Level 10]

He ignored the text. The System provided a useful metric, but it had a hard ceiling for men of his station. He could calculate faster than any merchant at the market. He could read a contract for hidden clauses and construct one with even more trickery than the aristocratic lawyers.

Yet, he would never reach the levels required to be a royal scholar. He lacked the variety of high-level skills needed to push past the tenth level, according to the system quest he was burdened with, at least.

"You are going to burn a hole in that page with your eyes," May said.

Arthur looked up. May sat in the rocking chair by the hearth. She looked tired. Her dark hair fell loosely over her shoulders and caught the orange light of the fire. Her fingers moved with a blurring speed as she mended a tunic, displaying all the splendor of a level 8 seamstress.

In the crib next to her, the newborn remained perfectly still.

"The numbers for the autumn harvest are higher than I expected," Arthur said. He walked over to the fire. "If we sell the surplus to the markets in Spring City to the south, we can buy the stone for the new granary."

May stopped her needle. "Is that all you see when you look at the world? Stone and grain?"

"I see security," Arthur replied. "I see a world where our sons don't have to live in a shack in the woods."

"This one doesn't seem interested in shacks," May whispered. She leaned over the crib. "He hasn't cried once today. He just watches us, his little curious eyes always looking around. He spent an hour staring at the way the light reflected off the kettle earlier today. Caleb was a terror at this age, but this one is different."

Arthur looked down at the infant. The boy’s eyes were focused. They didn't have the cloudy, aimless wandering of a normal newborn. The child seemed to be cataloging the room.

"Have you decided on a name?" May asked. "Or should I just call him the Little Accountant?"

Arthur looked back at the journal on his desk. That book had saved them from the poverty that claimed their neighbors. It was the reason they wore fine wool instead of rags. The man who wrote those pages had been a visionary.

"Jacob," Arthur said. "His name is Jacob."

May repeated the name softly. "Jacob Hemlock. It sounds like the name of someone who builds things."

"It does," Arthur agreed. He reached down and let the baby wrap a tiny hand around his calloused finger.

Arthur did not know that the soul inside his son was actually twenty-seven years old. Nor did he know that the boy had once managed the logistics for a sprawling virtual empire. He simply saw his child and felt a surge of ambition.

He would teach this boy the way of the land. He would teach him to butcher a cow and sow the spring fields, and he would teach him to outwit a merchant and read the words of his ancestors.

Little Jacob let out a small yawn. His eyes flickered open for a second before he drifted back to sleep.

"Welcome to the farm, Jacob," Arthur whispered. "We have a lot of work to do."

  

    
        Chapter 5. Jacob

    
    
    
    
  Over ten years had passed since late autumn when Jacob was born.

The farm had prospered under Arthur's steady hand. The local economy in Ruvka had seen an upturn after recovering from the damage done by the sickness, but Arthur was a cautious man. Instead of hiring more hands, he had trimmed the payroll. He wanted to maximize their savings, and he finally had the manpower within his own bloodline to do it.

Caleb was twelve now, and he was growing tall and broad, already looking like he would surpass his father in height. He worked the fields alongside Arthur, handling chores that would tire a grown man, though Arthur was careful not to break the boy's back before he had fully grown.

Arthur knew that Caleb's class needed to be put through strenuous work, though, and the results of his levels spoke for themselves. Things that would have ended his work for most of the day to recover were now just a part of his daily routine. Soon enough, Arthur expected the boy to surpass even him and work all day with Ellis, who would be able to keep up with the heavy workload.

Jacob was ten now. He was smaller and quicker than his older brother. He had been helping since he was seven, starting with fetching water and carrying tools. Now, he was trusted with independent chores, though he was never allowed beyond yelling distance of the remaining hired hands. That was why he worked at the coop, which was positioned just north-east of the farmhouse and west of the barn.

Near the farmhouse porch, five-year-old Lila sat with May. As was the custom in Ruvka, daughters stayed close to their mothers, learning the domestic arts that kept the household running. Arthur rarely saw his daughter during their working hours, but he knew she was safe.

Jacob, however, was currently unsupervised and enjoying every second of it.

He skipped toward the chicken coop, humming a tune that had no name. The late autumn air was crisp, signaling that his eleventh birthday and the winter frosts were approaching quickly.

The chickens saw him coming. They knew the small, energetic human meant snacks. They gathered at the fence, clucking with anticipation. Jacob grinned at them. He liked the chickens. Their jerky head movements and wide, stupid eyes always made him laugh.

He spotted a treat near the compost pile. It was the rind of an orange watermelon, a sweet variety that grew well in the wet soil of Sinclair.

"Here you go, birdies," he mumbled, winding up to toss it.

He threw the rind. It sailed through the air.

Before it hit the ground, Jacob's world shattered.

It felt like an axe splitting his skull from the inside out. Much worse than the typical headache that one might expect to randomly experience.

His vision blurred into a kaleidoscope of gray and white. He fell to his knees, clutching his head, his small fingers digging into his scalp hard enough to draw blood.

"GHAAAAAAA!"

The scream tore out of his throat. It was too loud and too filled with agony for a ten-year-old boy. The chickens scattered in a panic, squawking and flapping against the wire mesh.

Jacob vomited violently into the dirt. The pain was blinding. It was beyond physical pain, the sensation of a dam breaking somewhere within his own mind. A massive, pressurized ocean of information was trying to force its way through an aperture that was too small.

Data. Logistics. Soybeans. The white void. The Old Man.

"FUCK!" Jacob screamed, his voice cracking. "Why does this hurt so bad!"

The curse word hung in the air, alien and foul, coming from a child's mouth.

Usually, reincarnation was a gentle process. The memories were wiped, or they trickled in as dreams. But Jacob had not been wiped. His soul had been carrying a seed.

For ten years, the name Oblitus Virtutis had been echoing in his subconscious, strengthening his spirit. The result was a dense and powerful soul that was able to carry over his previous memories.

Now, that heavy soul was crushing the biological limitations of his ten-year-old brain, causing a forced merger. The personality of the twenty-seven-year-old gamer was overwriting the child.

Jacob convulsed as his eyes rolled back in his head. The pain threshold was crossed, and the darkness took him.

"I could use some help over here!"

Ellis, one of the remaining farmhands, was the first to reach the boy. He had heard the unearthly scream and dropped his shovel. When he arrived, Jacob was already unconscious, his small body seizing in the dirt.

"Help!" Ellis waved frantically toward the barn.

A second hand, a younger man named Tom, came running. He skidded to a halt, his face pale.

"Gods above," Tom breathed. "Is he breathing?"

"He's stopped shaking," Ellis said, his voice trembling. He scooped Jacob up. The boy was limp, a dead weight in his arms. "Support his head. We need to get him to the mistress."

"Man, that scared me," Tom stammered as he held Jacob's head steady. "I've never heard a kid scream like that. Is he dying?"

"Don't talk like that," Ellis snapped. "Just move."

They ran toward the farmhouse. The door flew open before they even reached the steps. May stood there, her face draining of color as she saw her son.

"What happened to my baby!" she screamed. She didn't wait for an answer. She grabbed Jacob from Ellis's arms, her strength fueled by panic. She felt his skin. It was cold and clammy, like he had been pulled from a frozen lake.

"Ellis! What happened?"

"He was just by the coop, Ma'am," Ellis said quickly. "He screamed, and it sounded horrible. When I made it to him, he started shaking."

May turned and marched into the house. "Thank you, boys. Go get Arthur. Tell him to come now."

"Yes, Ma'am," they said in unison, turning to sprint toward the northern fields.

May carried Jacob into the bathroom. She stripped off his soiled tunic and wiped the vomit from his face with a warm cloth. He was so cold. In Ruvka, a cold sweat usually meant the Slosh Cough, a type of pneumonia that filled the lungs with fluid and drowned children in their sleep.

She carried him to his bed and tucked him under three layers of wool blankets. She needed to warm his blood.

She moved to the small shelf above the washbasin and grabbed a bundle of dried herbs. It was a mix of cinnamon and peppermint with others mixed in, meant to open the airways and heat the body. She lit the bundle with a candle, letting the spicy, pungent smoke fill the small room.

It would hide the smell of sickness.

May knelt beside the bed. She might not have been a mage or a priestess, but the women of Sinclair had their own ways. At least, that's what her mother taught her.

She placed a hand on Jacob's icy forehead and closed her eyes.

"Almighty forces of healing," she whispered, her voice wavering. "Heed the prayer of a humble servant. Please help my baby boy through this sickness. By my own will, I ask for your strength in this time of uncertainty."

It was a simple prayer, passed down from mother to daughter for generations.

A faint, golden glow ignited around her hand. It washed over Jacob's body, concentrating around his head like a halo. The light pulsed a few times and then faded.

May let out a breath she didn't know she was holding. Then, she stood up, her knees popping, feeling suddenly exhausted. Using even that tiny amount of mana took a toll on the untrained. But she felt that she was capable of recovering more quickly each time she did it, although it was a subtle difference.

She looked down. Jacob's color was returning, and his breathing had smoothed out while the pained knot in his brow had relaxed into a peaceful sleep.

May kissed his forehead. It was warm, but it was not hot anymore, which was reassuring.

"Rest now, Jacob," she whispered. She dusted off her apron and quietly slipped out of the room to wait for Arthur.

  

    
        Chapter 6. Awakening

    
    
    
    
  Jacob woke up in his pajamas, covered up with his blankets in his bed, with a bit of a headache, but his vision was still blurry. Nevertheless, he managed to look around his room, which was lit up by only candlelight, and he noticed the figure of his father sitting in a chair next to his bed with a book in his hands.

Arthur looked over with a kind smile on his face as he let the book down in front of himself a bit.

"Hey there, buddy, it looks like you're awake. I was worried about you!"

As Arthur spoke to his son, he leaned over to feel Jacob's forehead to make sure he was not clammy or running a fever. Once he was reassured of his son's health, he pulled back his hand from Jacob's forehead.

Jacob still had a confused look on his face and asked, "Dad, what happened? Why am I in my bed? The last thing I remember was feeding the chickens." He didn't mention that he currently had his memories from his past life, and that his personality as an adult had merged with his as a child.

His father answered him, "You had the shakes from what my men tell me, as I have only seen happen to people that hit their head too hard or the old miners, but you don't have any injury to your head that we could find, and the last time I checked, I am sure you were only about 11 years old."

Arthur had a chuckle at his own little joke to help his son feel more relaxed, but Jacob had to swallow nervously due to the circumstances.

Don't freak out, there is no way this farmer would understand anything about rebirth or reincarnation. I need to convince him I need to sleep so I can consolidate my memories and figure out a plan for my future.

Due to his terrible relationship with his parents in his past life, Jacob did not expect much from his current parents, but he was touched by the fact that Arthur was watching over him even now, when he knew his father would need to be up early tomorrow to keep the farm running.

Arthur noticed his son was not very talkative and figured he was tired.

"Son, I think you should try to get some sleep. Rest is probably the best thing for you right now, and we can always talk tomorrow."

Jacob sighed in relief since he didn't need to end the conversation himself, but he was a bit stunned as Arthur leaned in and kissed his forehead before making sure his bed was adequately tucked in.

"Goodnight, son."

Arthur then blew out the candles and left the room, taking Jacob's silence as a sign of being too tired from the events of the day, and left him to get some rest, as he was reassured of his well-being after talking with him a little.

After the door closed, Jacob started thinking about his life and what to do next.

It seems that I have loving parents in this life. I remember the genuine affection they have for me, and I actually feel love for them as well. I never realized how great it was having such good parents. Not only was Dad here for me tonight, but he has done this before when I didn't have my memories and had fallen ill.

After taking a moment to bring up the relevant memories, Jake continued his reflections.

He also takes the time to care for my siblings and me, teaching us about life and giving us room to be kids. My last parents treated me like a thing even when I was a kid. Unreasonable expectations that always amounted to disappointment. This life is starting off great.

With time to think and a clear head, Jacob started to consider his current situation.

Now that I think about it, why the heck did I get my memories back?

Jacob remembered some of his interactions with the old man in the white space, and he specifically remembered that he did not have enough karma to get his memories back when he was around 10 years old.

Maybe that thing about my soul getting stronger from knowing his name allowed me to regain my memories. I also remember he said not to say it while I have a physical body, so I'd better be careful.

Jacob then rolled over to get more comfortable as he was immersed in his thoughts.

This is a world of magic, but as far as my memories go, I can't think of a single thing that seemed magical. I guess that is kind of to be expected, as I live in a small village on a farm, but the old man did say everyone should be capable of doing magic, and something about a magical system?

He was not awake to see his mother's little spell, nor had he noticed the abnormal things the people around him were capable of yet.

I suppose I will have to figure out a way to ask about this without it seeming weird that I know about something we never talk about outside of fairy tales. Maybe I can use that to my advantage since I am a little kid and play it off as a childish yearning for the mystical and unknown.

Jacob involuntarily yawned and rolled on his back as his fatigue caught up with him.

I guess I really do need to sleep and give this little body some rest. There is no telling what my brain structures have undergone in such a small period of time. Rest is the best medicine, after all.

As he was thinking about his health, Jacob drifted off to sleep before he even realized it.

Somewhere above the planet, in a palace tucked into its own little space that had a perfect view of the magical world of Meldra, was an old bald man. At this moment, he was chuckling to himself as he observed the young Jacob try to find his place in this new world with some confusing memories of a past life clashing with his new memories of his current life.

  

    
        Chapter 7. Ready

    
    
    
    
  The morning sun cut through the small window and pressed against Jacob’s eyelids. He squeezed them shut before finally stretching his small limbs. The familiar ache in his joints reminded him of the strange reality of his new body.

The sharp pressure that had hammered against the inside of his skull the night before had faded to a dull throb. He sat up and waited for the room to stop spinning. He smacked his lips together a couple of times, realizing that his mouth was quite dry.

He looked at the wall beside his bed. The grain of the wood was slightly different from the rest of the house. He remembered the tantrum he had thrown at eight years old.

He had been unable to comprehend why Lila deserved the privacy of her own four walls while he did not. Arthur had not argued or lectured after witnessing how serious his child was. Instead, his father had spent a full day hauling timber and sawing boards to split the boys' room in two.

Jacob ran a hand over the rough partition. It was a tight fit, but it was his.

The craftsmanship spoke of a father who valued peace over convenience. Someone who wanted his children to feel comfortable in their own home.

Jacob slipped out of bed and dressed in his sturdy work clothes, which had been reinforced by his mother. He made his way to the kitchen, where the large water barrel sat in its place of honor.

His family followed a ritual here. He carefully lifted the heavy wooden lid and hooked it onto the peg above the barrel. He made sure the underside faced the wall to keep dust from settling on the damp surface.

He reached for the ladle. It rested in a smaller, elevated barrel to keep it away from the floor’s grit.

He gripped only the very tip of the handle and dipped the copper bowl into the deep, cool reservoir.

He held his cup over a catch-bucket to ensure not a single stray drop contaminated the main supply. After he drank, he replaced every item with the precision of a clockmaker.

The water felt like liquid ice against his parched throat. His body reacted with a desperate thirst, and he drained half the cup in one long pull.

As he drank the water from his cup, his stomach started to growl. So, he reached into the bread box and pulled out a thick, dense slice.

The crust was hard enough to require a vigorous soak in his water, but it felt solid in his stomach. The simple weight of the food helped ground his drifting thoughts.

The back door creaked open. He heard the rhythmic thud of boots being knocked clean against the doorframe.

"He was still under the blankets when I looked in," May’s melodious voice carried through the mudroom. "The fever seemed gone, but he was pale as a ghost."

"He's a Hemlock," Arthur replied. "We have thick blood. He'll be up and asking for chores by noon."

The door swung wide, and May stopped in her tracks. Her eyes widened as she saw him standing by the table.

She dropped the basket of herbs she was carrying and rushed across the floor. Her hands were cool and smelled of rosemary as she pressed them against his forehead and then his cheeks.

"Jacob! You’re standing!" she cried. She turned him slightly to check his eyes for any sign of the previous day’s glassy stare.

Jacob felt a genuine heat rise in his chest. It had nothing to do with a fever. He leaned into her touch and gave a small laugh. "I’m okay, Mom. I was just a little thirsty."

Arthur stepped into the room and leaned against the doorframe. He watched the scene with a look of curiosity. He didn't rush over. Instead, he folded his arms and studied the way Jacob held himself. A small, knowing smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

May finally stepped back, though she kept a hand on his shoulder. "Sit down, please. We need to talk about what happened in the yard."

They moved to the heavy dining table. Arthur pulled out a chair for May before taking his own seat at the head.

"I remember falling," Jacob said. He chose his words with care, trying to soften the precision of his speech. "My head felt like it was going to burst. Everything went dark after that. When I woke up last night to talk to Dad, it felt like I was dreaming."

Arthur swapped a glance with May. The look in the older man's eyes was sharp. He was noticing the way Jacob articulated his thoughts and how it contrasted with his normal way of explaining himself.

The boy wasn't babbling like a typical ten-year-old. He was speaking with a clarity that belonged to someone much older while sitting straight up in his chair. May noticed it too, but she simply squeezed Jacob’s hand.

"I was so worried your mind had been hurt," May said. Her voice was steady, but her eyes remained glassy. "If you need to stay in that bed for a week, we will manage. The chickens can wait."

"I don't want to stay in bed," Jacob insisted. "I feel like I have too much energy. I want to go outside and see the animals. I think the fresh air will finish clearing the cobwebs that seem to be clouding my thoughts."

At this point, May looked at Arthur with a questioning look. Arthur had been watching Jacob and May talk the whole time, and now he looked like he was thinking deeply.

I can't tell if he has awakened his magic early or not, but he has always been quite cognizant of the animals as well as the feelings of his siblings. With his level of intelligence at such a young age, it would not hurt to let him know about magic before his siblings. His system will not awaken until he is 12 years old, regardless of the early gifts he may have received from the world.

Arthur looked back at his wife and nodded to her, so she got up and gave Jacob a kiss on the forehead before leaving to attend to the rest of her daily duties. Arthur then gave Jacob a warm fatherly smile.

"Jacob, I am quite proud of how you conduct yourself as a young man. As for what happened yesterday, I think I have an explanation for you, but it will take a bit of time and some demonstration. Do you think you are up for it?"

Jacob became a little nervous at those words.

Has he realized that I was an adult who has been reborn in this body? Was I talking too clearly like an adult instead of a child? No, come on, he does not look serious, he looks like a proud father who is about to teach his son about something important. I can't think of anything he would want to teach me right now that would be related to yesterday, though.

While Jacob was still looking at his father, he said, "I think I would be up to learning anything from you, Dad."

His words gave Arthur an even bigger smile, and he started to look a bit excited.

"Jacob, I am going to teach you about magic."

  

    
        Chapter 8. Magic

    
    
    
    
  Jacob was a bit shocked when his father said he would be teaching Jacob about magic. Since he had been on this farm, he had no memory of any sort of magic being used, so he just assumed that a simple farmer didn't know how to use magic.

His look of shock was evident, apparently, and his father started to laugh.

"Hahaha, don't look so shocked! I know we told you many stories of magic, and I figured you would already believe magic was real!"

It took Jacob a few seconds to get himself together to ask a question, "Are all those stories true then?"

This caused Arthur to laugh even harder, but Jacob knew he needed to ask a question that a kid would ask, not the inquiry of an adult. He also knew his father was having fun, so he figured he would play along.

Arthur then continued, as he repressed a giggle, "Hmm! No, Jacob, the stories were mostly just bedtime tales that my parents told me, and their parents told them. Most of the powers and mystical items in them are just made up from the imaginations of people like us, who can rarely encounter real magic."

Now Jacob was really thinking because he really wanted to know about the magic of this world, but it seemed like his dad didn't know much about it.

"Then what is real magic, Dad?"

Jacob asked his question as innocently as possible while looking up to his dad with big questioning eyes.

Arthur smiled at his adorable son, "Jacob, I think you had a magic awakening, and it is what caused you to get so sick so suddenly, but for just a short time. Real magic, as far as I know, is something inside of you that you learn to control yourself. It is unreasonable and, as the name implies, magical."

Jacob just listened as his father continued, "From what I have seen and heard, magic can allow you to fight with a skill you do not have and with a strength you never possessed. It can let you create natural phenomena that humans should not be able to control, and even unnatural phenomena that humans do not understand. It can make children as wise as adults, and it can turn a peasant into a king."

Jacob realized at this point that his dad really was just a farmer, the son of a farmer, from a small village out in the boonies.

His father seemed to be describing science from the perspective of an American settler during the witch hunt days, without the penchant for killing the mystical beings they encountered. Though exacerbated, Jacob decided to probe a bit further while playing his innocence card.

"Dad, I don't really know what you're saying, but it does sound like my bedtime tales."

Arthur grinned really big as he realized his way of telling his child about magic was not entirely effective.

"Well then, it looks like I will just have to show you what I am trying to say."

Jacobs' eyes then got really big as he thought he was finally going to get to see magic. Instead, his dad grabbed him by the hand and led him outside toward his workshop in the big barn.

"There are a few ways to use magic, Jacob, and one of them is very practical, even if it is unreasonable."

They approached the door to the workshop, and as Jacob thought they would, they entered it, where Jacob could see tools hung on a bench with a shovel sitting on the table.

Jacob had no memory of the workshop, but he did have memories of his dad telling him and his brother not to enter the shop without their father with them. He never thought about it and just tended to the things he was allowed to as a kid.

His first impression of the place was that it was exactly what someone would think of when they thought of the shed of a medieval peasant.

I wonder what kind of magic he wants to show me in here?

Jacob could hear his father rummaging around in a toolbox, and when he was done, he turned around with a smile on his face and a thick silver tool that looked like an ice pick in his hand.

It was about 5" long, and one end of it was about as thick as the wooden handle of the shovel on the table, good enough for a grip, and it slightly decreased in thickness for about 4". It then quickly turned into a point for the last inch, giving it the appearance of a hand-held tool for writing or etching.

Arthur then showed the object to Jacob, "This is a scribing tool, and it can channel your magical power in order to create magical runes of power on objects to give them a specific ability."

"Look at this shovel, it's a normal shovel that we use on the farm, but have you ever noticed how we rarely ever replace them?"

Jacob thought back to his memories, Yeah, I don't remember any tool on the farm ever breaking. Actually, I think it's the same for the wagons and plows.

Jacob only shook his head at his father to indicate that he knew what his father was getting at.

Arthur nodded, "That's because we inscribe all of the tools with enchantments that make them more efficient and durable. I'll show you."

Jacob was really excited now since he was finally going to get to see some magic in this world.

Arthur paused as he was looking at the shovel, then he looked back at Jacob. It seemed as if he remembered something and picked up the shovel before handing it to Jacob.

"You might want to see how well it works before we enchant it."

Jacob took the shovel and nodded as he headed outside to try out the regular shovel. He found a good patch of ground out of the way and started digging with it, making a small hole.

He mentally imprinted the force that was required to get through the layers of soil and how it quickly became quite hard to dig further into the earth into his mind. He then returned to his father with the shovel after removing the dirt from it.

Arthur took the shovel and then wiped it down further with a rag that he kept on the bench. He then placed the shovel on the work area of the table and grabbed the silver inscribing tool, readying it for what he was about to do.

"Watch this, Jacob."

  

    
        Chapter 9. Inscribing

    
    
    
    
  Jacob moved to an angle that would allow him to observe what his dad was doing without getting in his way. The skylight above their heads and the small spaces in the boards of the walls allowed for plenty of light to illuminate the bench, but Jacob wanted to make sure he was not blocking any light from the door either.

Jake thought to himself, If this really is magic, I do not want the lack of light to be the reason that my father blows up the shed with us in it!

Arthur took the scribing tool into his hand and placed the shovel over his lap, where the head of the shovel was easily accessible. Then, he placed the etching tool over the top left corner of the blade of the shovel, and the tool began to glow with a silvery-blue hue, which Arthur directed into specific shapes near the edge of the blade of the shovel.

Watching this happen, Jacob couldn't help but note the shape of the symbols. They look like different Euclidean shapes, and for some reason, I can tell that the size of each one is very specific to its orientation in relation to the other shapes.

Then Jacob thought about what he was just thinking about, what the hell? Why do I suddenly remember who Euclid is? I flunked in college and should hardly remember grade school, and why can I tell the measurements of each shape just by looking at them???

Ignorant of Jacob's inner turmoil, Arthur just kept inscribing the symbols on the blade of the shovel until he made it to the other side of the tool, which created a congruent string of symbols in the metal. Then, with sweat on his brow, he turned to Jacob with a smile.

Jacob watched with rapt attention as the glowing symbols disappeared and then looked at his father with a questioning look.

Once Arthur noticed that he had Jacob's attention once again, he began his explanation.

"That is magic. I've inscribed the shovel with an enchantment that'll make the blade sharper and more resilient so that it will not chip or crack for a long time."

Jacob just turned back to the shovel and stared at it for a while, trying to make sense of what he had witnessed.

Did he truly enchant this tool? If that is the case, shouldn't my family be a bunch of wizards?

Without letting Jacob delve too deeply into his own thoughts, Arthur shoved the shovel into his son's hands.

"Well, you won't know the real difference without testing it out for yourself, now will you?"

His father then had a good chuckle at the stupefied look on the boy's face.

Jacob looked up from the shovel, after hearing his father's playful laughter, to see a bright and warm smile on Arthur's face, the look of a proud father who was showing his son something amazing.

Jacob swallowed, then nodded at his father with a shocked expression still on his little face, which caused Arthur to chuckle a little. Then he turned and walked out to a good patch of dirt once again and tested the shovel.

This time, the shovel seemed to dig deeply right into the soil without much effort at all from Jacob's small body.

This, he took note of as he thought, Right, that was much harder before. This is what I would expect from a shovel I would find in the tool shed, so this is magic, eh? What the fuck?? How is my father not a bloody wizard!!!'

Grabbing his hair in frustration with his little hands, Jacob delved deeper into his thoughts.

With the power to make mundane tools this much more powerful, we should be capable of taking over the town and fortifying it from invaders! We would be the masters of this small, secluded part of the kingdom!

His pulse began to quicken as his shirt seemed to become tighter, particularly around his neck. He began to rationalize how someone capable of magic might not be as powerful as he might imagine.

There must be a reason why we are still a family of farmers!

With a good idea of how to figure out the answers to his questions, once his heart calmed down, he brought the shovel back to the shed.

Arthur initially had that same proud look on his face with his chest puffed out and everything, but he quickly noticed the inquisitive look on his son's face.

"Hey champ, what are you thinking about? You seem to be a bit troubled?"

Jacob looked up at his father, who appeared to be slightly worried, and he took that as the cue to ask his question.

"Father, if you can create such a powerful tool, then you must be a wizard like in the stories, right?"

Arthur looked at his son blankly before he began to laugh loudly. He even doubled over with his arms over his stomach, clearly in a stitch from his laughter. With a couple of knee slaps, Arthur finally got his laughter under control.

He wiped the tears out of his eyes from laughing so hard and addressed his, clearly still adolescent, son, who was now more confused than ever.

"Hah, son, of course not! That little enchantment took all the magical power your old man has in his body, and I almost didn't complete it!"

Now, Jacob had an even more confused look on his face.

Arthur pulled up his chair and motioned for Jacob to come closer.

When Jacob neared his father, Arthur grabbed the shovel and placed it on the bench before picking Jacob up like the small child he currently was and setting Jacob on his thigh to talk to him.

With the calm and soothing voice of a loving parent, Arthur began his explanation.

"Son, I never awakened my magic. This is the extent of what a mundane farmer such as myself can do. I have been able to train my magic a little over the years by making sure all of our equipment is stronger and more durable. I can vary the enchantments according to the inheritance left to our family, but I can really only do one enchantment at a time."

Arthur looked in his son's eyes and could see the light of understanding, so he continued his explanation.

"That is why I laughed, not because you said something dumb or particularly funny, but because I sometimes forget that you are still a child. With awakening your magic, as I suspect, you talk more like an educated adult than most of the farmhands we have."

Jacob nodded in understanding, so Arthur continued.

"Every person is able to use a small amount of magic, but we call this dormant magic. For people like you, when you are able to somehow pull in more magic from the world to use, we call that a magic awakening."

Jacob's little heart began to speed up again, though this time it had a good feeling to it rather than a suffocating panic. He looked off to the side with a look that was a mix of curiosity and delight.

I think my soul strength must have something to do with this, yes... that must be it! With a growing spirit, my soul is constantly being refined, which is increasing my capacity to accumulate the magic of this world. I bet I will soon be able to sense this magic, just like in video games!

Jacob began to rub his hands together as he imagined becoming powerful beyond reason. Arthur noticed his son acting weird and decided he should explain a bit further.

"Now, listen here, Jacob, having a magic awakening does not mean someone will necessarily be able to use magic or will be good at using magic. It just means they will have a greater capacity for magic altogether, but the specifics tend to be random from what I have heard."

Jacob snapped out of his useless thoughts as his father talked some sense into him.

"Magic is actually very hard to use without a special tool like this silver etching pen. Even this pen is only able to make the most basic of enchantments, and using it will not help you to control magic."

Jacob nodded his head along with the knowledge being given to him by his father, deciding to ask, "Then how can I learn to control magic, Dad?"

Arthur smiled at his son as he replied with a look of fascination.

"You will have to go to school, my boy!"

  

    
        Chapter 10. Magic Schools

    
    
    
    
  Jacob immediately felt a dejected look take over his facial expression, as he felt the cruelty of the world begin to beat him back down.

Fuck! I still have to go to school even in this magical world? Gods above, kill me now if I have to go to some school filled with asshole nobles trying to kill any peasants that dare to disgrace their sacred institution with filthy peasant blood!

Arthur could see a peculiar look on the face of his son.

What would Jacob know of school? Unless... 

Arthur leaned toward his son as he inquired of him.

"What do you think school is, Jacob?"

Before answering, Jacob took a second to think about the question.

Why would... oh damnit. I should have no concept of school. What could I say now? Hmm, well, I guess I can try to play out this knowledge from magical awakening. Gotta make it seem like I don't even know why I know.

Jacob scratched his head while he thought, and began to exaggerate a bit with how much he was actually straining to think. Then he faced his father with a confused look.

"Uhhh, well, I think they are a place where kids go to get mentally tortured? Like, strict rules caged into a small chair and table, forced to listen to dry and boring lectures of circular logic?"

Then he waited for a second while Arthur watched him, hand on his chin as he listened to his son.

"Ehh, I don't know why I think that, though. It just kind of came out?"

Looking thoroughly confused, he was able to confirm Arthur's suspicions.

"As I thought. It seems like your magical awakening has resulted in accumulating some shared knowledge."

Then Arthur began to chuckle a bit.

"Hah, don't worry, son. The memories or knowledge of school you likely have inherited are not false, but they are a few years old. I guess whatever knowledge is shared in the ether must be based on collective knowledge or something, so it will take a while for that to catch up to modern times."

Now, Jacob was just as confused as he looked, but Arthur continued.

"No, the magical school I am talking about has been devised to teach young adults the advanced spellwork needed to become a mage or even, eventually, a wizard. And you would not even be able to enroll until you are 15 years old anyway."

Jacob sighed. While this magic school does sound nice, on paper, it would suck to be so far away from my new parents and siblings for so long. Also, I bet it's just a bunch of asshole noble kids trying to one-up each other.

Seeing the look of relief on his son's face, Arthur chuckled a bit more.

"Ah, I can see you would miss your dear old man sincerely, son. While it warms my heart to know I'm so loved, I'll have to disappoint you with keeping you here on the farm for at least 4 more years and some change?"

Jacob thought for a second, then remembered when his birthday was.

"Oh, yeah! I'll be eleven soon!"

Jacob jumped a bit, emulating how he thought a kid would act. Feigning his happiness at having a birthday soon.

Arthur smiled at his son, still cute as an eleven-year-old should be. Even if he did talk more like an adult now.

Then his smile faltered a little as he thought of the harsh reality of their situation.

He considered not telling his son yet, but it seemed there was no need to hold back since he knew Jacob could understand more complex concepts now.

Arthur then had a bit of a troubled look on his face, setting a serious mood which Jake picked up on.

"Anyway, son, I don't think you will be able to attend a magical school, anyway. They are much too expensive for us farmers, and the chances of a peasant getting a sponsor for school are abysmal. Even for those of your talent to awaken magic early, we are unlikely to find someone to pay for your schooling."

Jacob nodded his head, taking on a serious look as well to indicate to his father that he was paying attention and giving the situation serious consideration.

Arthur continued in his extrapolation of their situation.

"I really don't know much about the magical schools either. Not their pricing, nor the actual content of what they teach. It's a state secret, and I am just a farmer. The son of a farmer. What I know is just rumors and gossip. But from what I gather, the price of school there could buy this entire town and all its people several times over."

Jacob just nodded his head along, thinking it made sense. This village is held together by sticks and rags. The people are also not very well nourished, hardly worth indentured servitude.

Arthur noticed his son's acceptance and just sighed, sadly.

"Unfortunately, it is worse than you think. And that's something I can't even get into at this point. But, I assure you, I'll do everything I can to see you grow your magic power. If that is what you want, of course."

Jacob was touched by the generosity and sincerity his father was showing. At that moment, his little heart seized in his chest as if someone was gripping it, a feeling he was still coming to accept with this family.

He thought back to all the times his father and mother made sacrifices for their children. The sleep they lost when taking care of the kids when they were sick. The times he knew they didn't eat enough to make sure their kids could eat their fill at dinner. 

His little heart swelled with that love that he felt, and he ran to his father and hugged his waist.

With his face buried in his father's blouse, he mumbled.

"Dad, we don't need to worry about all that school mess. I just want to learn how to inscribe magic into our tools and how to make this farm run as good as we can!"

Arthur was a bit shocked at his son's reaction at first, but then he felt a warm smile on his face as he patted his son's head with loving affection.

"Then, I guess we should get started on the basics. It's really simple, once you get the hang of it."

  

    
        11. Preparing to Enchant

    
    
    
    
  "Ok, son, I can only show you the inscribing process once every few hours. For today, that will be after lunch. However, I can still talk you through the process, and we can see if you've been gifted control or just a lot of magical power, or perhaps that magical knowledge of yours is the gift."

Arthur trailed off as he began rambling, thinking about the implications of a magical awakening.

"Honestly, we have only ever heard of a singular mage passing through here. And only a few people got to ask him questions about magic. From there, we just have the village rumors. That, and the guards that are on rotation from cities or the militia that comes out here to defend us from monsters. But they honestly seem more clueless than the villagers."

Jacob went ahead and interrupted his father.

"Dad! I thought we were going to enchant stuff!"

Arthur looked down at his child, a little startled. He noticed that his son had a cute, angry face on, and he couldn't help but smile with fatherly love at his son.

He reached down and mussed Jacob's hair.

"You're right, son. Let's see if we can get you to channel some magic into the pen."

Arthur then reached over and grabbed the etching tool off of his bench, where he had left it. Then, he reached down and picked up Jacob and placed his son on one of his knees, so Jacob had a spot to sit at the bench with Arthur.

"Now, Jacob, my great-grandfather, detailed the method that works best for beginners to start the enchanting process. He stated that, for some reason, our magic will first be felt from the center of our chest. He noted in the book that he has no idea why it's like that, and I also have no idea."

Jacob was looking into his father's eyes as his dad explained this to him, and he nodded along. Before his father could continue, though, he made a comment.

"Dad, I have never felt anything magical coming from my chest. Are you sure the magic is in there?"

That caused Arthur to chuckle a bit.

"Heh, it is in there, alright. You have to feel it first. This is the first step to enchanting, but also the most difficult. I will instruct you, as my grandfather has detailed for us and my own father showed me."

Jacob sat up straight as he prepared to follow his father's instructions.

"Ok, first, you should close your eyes."

Jacob then closed his eyes, listening to his father.

"Now, feel your breath coming in and out of your lungs through your nose and out of your nose as you breathe. And breathe deeply so you can really feel it."

Jacob started paying attention to his breathing as he took in a breath through his nose, he followed it down into his lungs and then back out through his nose, making sure to take deep breaths like his father instructed him.

After a while, Arthur was happy with the immersion that his son had taken in the breathing practice, so he continued while speaking softly.

"Good, son, now imagine in the center of your chest, where your heart is beating, that there is a small blue ball of magic. A small wisp of light in the center of your chest."

Jacob, with his eyes still closed, nodded his head and began to imagine the ball in his chest.

"Try to reach out to that ball in your chest with your mind when you are able to visualize it."

It took a while, but Jacob was eventually able to imagine a blue ball of light in his chest and began to try to feel it with his mind. It was an odd sensation, trying to feel an imagined ball of light. But after just a few short seconds, he was able to actually feel it.

"Ah! Dad! I feel it! It feels very comforting and soothing, almost like a warm bath?"

Arthur gently patted his son's back to reassure him.

"Yes, it does feel nice. I think you are feeling the magic in your body; it seems to feel the same for us. Now you need to try to move that ball of warm light around a little. Can you do that?"

Arthur had been speaking to his son very softly at this point, to prevent startling him and ruining his concentration. Jacob could feel the care his father was taking to instruct him, and felt motivated to try his best.

"I will try to get it to move, Dad."

As Jacob started to try to move it around with his mind, he just imagined the ball of light moving around his chest in little circles, and to his surprise, the ball instantly moved appropriately to his demands.

"Oh, that was easy. I can get it to move just fine."

Arthur smiled.

"Good, it looks like you must have been blessed with some amazing control. It took me many long nights to get the ball to move at all. This next part should be easy for you, then. Just imagine the ball staying in place as it sends out a small stream of light down your right arm into your fingers. Ensure the stream stays steady and calm."

He took his son's small hand into his own as he watched the young boy channel his magic.

Jacob did as his father said and imagined a steady, calm stream flowing down his arm and into his fingers from the ball of light. It was an easy task that felt like second nature to him very quickly. He made sure the flow stayed steady and calm.

With the magic that had regenerated, Arthur probed the stream in his son's arm and hand, feeling with his own magic tendrils that his son had an optimal stream going into his little fingers already, and after a few moments, he was confident that the stream would stay steady.

"Good job, Jacob. Now try to push the stream out of the tips of your fingers. This part might be harder since... "

Arthur was interrupted by a soft blue light coming out of the tips of his son's five right fingers. He smiled widely this time as Jacob once again performed beyond his wildest expectations.

"Amazing, son, you did it already."

Arthur grabbed the etching tool and placed it in the small hand of his son, moving his little fingers to curl around the tool.

"Now, let that magic flow from your fingertips into the etching tool. It should feel like guiding a warm stream to warm up the cool metal."

And the metal was cold to the touch. It was a weird cold this time that he had not noticed before.

I wonder if this cold feeling is the magical properties of the tool being inactive; it does seem like it is warming up, though.

Arthur let go of his son's hand as he could see the blue light starting to gather at the tip of the etching tool. His smile began to show teeth as he became more and more excited for his son.

"Alright, Jacob, open your eyes and look at the etching tool now."

Jacob opened his eyes, and to his surprise, the etching tool looked like it now had a blue glowing tip.

"Well, son, I would say you are ready for your first attempt at an enchantment. Just make sure to keep that flow smooth and steady."

  

    
        12. First Enchantment

    
    
    
    
  Jacob looked at his blue-tipped pen with amazement before he remembered something important.

'Hmm, it seems like the color is different than the silvery-blue hue that my father used earlier. I wonder what that is?'

Sure enough, his father revealed the source of that hue which he used earlier as he pulled up a small trowel for his son to etch.

"Here, son, do the inscribing on this small shovel. It should only take a couple of the symbols from earlier. Besides drawing the symbols perfectly, you also need to put your intent into them. For the first symbol I used earlier, that was for strength. Think of something very sturdy and put that intent in the tip of the tool as you draw the symbol. The second symbol I used was for sharpness, so just do the same thing for something you think is very sharp when you draw that symbol."

Arthur thought for a second before he asked: "Can you remember how I drew those shapes?"

Jacob responded by starting to perfectly etch the shapes into the edge of the trowel.

If I remember correctly, this one was first at the closest part of the edge in a row around the entire blade of the shovel for something strong. I think a diamond should do the trick, hehe, yes. Diamonds are very hard, so that should make it very strong; then this one fits in above the row of the first one, between the spaces they make. I need something sharp here, hmm, I remember that internet video of extremely thin piano wire made of titanium slicing through steel beams, that should do the trick!

The tip of the etching tool was brightly glowing with the intent that Jacob was putting into his enchantments, a detail that he missed due to his concentration.

Arthur was now greatly impressed with how quickly his son was learning the enchanting process. In no time at all, without destroying the small shovel, Jacob had finished the enchantment.

When he finished, he held the shovel up to his father with big, curious eyes.

"Dad, I think I did it! Does it look right?"

Arthur had to smile once again.

"Here, let me take a closer look."

He reached out and gently grabbed the small shovel from his excited son and took a close look at the newly enchanted tool.

The shapes are perfect indeed, and the symbols are still glowing with power. I wonder how powerful he managed to make them on his first try?

The symbols eventually faded, seemingly sinking into the metal, after Arthur got a good look at them. With the enchantment officially set, he looked back at his son and gave him a look of pride.

"Well, son, it looks like it was a success. Let's go see how well it can dig up some soil."

He set the shovel on his workbench and then let Jacob off of his leg, where the small child had been sitting. Then, he picked the shovel back up and headed outside the shed with his son.

They found a good patch of solid soil to try the trowel on, and Arthur handed Jacob the small shovel again.

"Ok, son, let's see how you did. Give it a try and see if it seems harder than usual or not."

Jacob nodded and bent down, stabbing the shovel right into the dirt. It went through the soil with no resistance, so he scooped the dirt, bringing up a good patch with it.

"Dad, it was so easy! It went right in and let me scoop out dirt like it was snow!"

Arthur had a serious look on his face, and Jacob noticed as he looked up at his father. His father was still looking in the hole, and Jake followed his gaze to a rock that had been cleanly sliced through.

"Jacob, turn that shovel over onto the flat ground here."

He did as instructed, and when he turned the dirt onto the ground, there was part of a rock that was revealed in the dirt. His enchanted trowel had sliced clean through a rock with zero effort from the ten-year-old.

Jacob gasped as he dropped the trowel, which promptly buried its shovel end straight into the dirt.

Arthur began laughing.

"Wow! It looks like you got the blessing for both control and power! Maybe you could get yourself a sponsor for a magical academy after all!"

Then Arthur leaned over and pulled the trowel out of the ground with no effort.

"This is a truly enchanted item. Nothing like what we have on the farm here. Those are just stronger tools, merely inscribed items."

He turned the enchanted trowel over in his hand, careful not to touch anything with the blade of the shovel.

"This is a weapon now, not just a gardening shovel that your mother would want to use."

Jacob was looking a little awkward as his father was excitedly talking about the shovel.

"Dad, will we still be able to do something with the shovel? I would hate to have ruined a good tool."

Arthur looked away from the shovel at his son's words, a bit shocked. Then he laughed again.

"Hah, no, son, we can't really use this. But that doesn't mean it's not useful to us. We can sell it. I already have a buyer in mind, and then we can get even better tools to practice inscribing on. If that is ok with you?"

Jacob brimmed with joy. "Of course, that is ok with me! I thought I ruined it for a second there!"

Arthur leaned over and rubbed his cute son's hair, mussing it up again.

"Well, then, go get your brother, and we'll take a wagon over to the village to see what we can get."

Jacob smiled widely, happy to be spending more time with his family.

"Alright, I'll go get him right now!"

Then he took off toward the chicken coop, where his older brother was usually working at this point in the morning.

Arthur just watched his son run off with a faint smile before finding a hand to help him get the wagon ready with supplies to trade.

He placed the trowel-turned-weapon into a wooden box and stashed it where he could keep an eye on it during the trip.

  

    
        13. The Village

    
    
    
    
  The rolling hills of Ruvka offered a deception of scale, hiding the jagged, snow-capped peaks to the north until the wagon reached the crest of the final rise.

Jacob gripped the rough wooden side of the transport as the vista finally revealed itself, the distant mountains standing like white-crowned sentinels against a pale blue sky.

He let out a breath he hadn't realized he was holding, marveling at how the village seemed to be cradled by the landscape rather than merely built upon it.

Wow, what a beautiful place. The village is well in order, but that view is simply amazing!

The wagon trundled along, quickly making its way into the village with the single brown horse pulling it along with Jacob, as well as his father and his brother riding in it.

The village itself appeared well-tended, centered around a large stone well that served as the heart of the community.

Most of the houses were constructed from heavy timber with thick layers of thatch for roofing, though the structures became smaller and more weathered as they moved toward the outskirts.

Arthur steered the horse toward a cluster of stalls that stood empty in the morning light, though the smell of woodsmoke and damp earth told of a community that was already wide awake.

They made several stops along the gravel paths, with Jacob and Caleb working together to hoist sacks of grain and crates of root vegetables for the local baker and the tavern keeper.

Each time a delivery was completed, Arthur engaged in an exchange of copper coins, his eyes sharp as he tallied the earnings in a small notebook.

By the time the sun had climbed toward its midpoint, the wagon was nearly empty, save for a small wooden box tucked securely under Jacob’s seat.

"We have one more stop to make before we head back to the farm," Arthur said, turning the horse toward a narrow lane that led away from the village center.

They approached a house that looked entirely unremarkable from the outside, its garden overgrown with weeds that seemed to pulse with a faint, unnatural vitality.

"Now, boys, I want you to pay close attention to how I handle this. The man inside is named Mister Thom, and he is the only person in Ruvka who cares for the sort of oddities that most of us find useless. He’s a bit different from the merchants at the square, so keep your wits about you."

Then Arthur handed the box to Jacob before leading the way to the heavy oak door. When he knocked, the sound was muffled, as if the wood were much thicker than it appeared.

The door creaked open slowly, and Arthur motioned for them to step into the dim interior.

Arthur spared the boys a glance and could see their nervousness at the new and unfamiliar place.

"Don't look so frightened," Arthur whispered, noticing the way Jacob’s shoulders had tensed and Caleb had a bit of sweat on his brow. "We are here as guests, and old Thom is a man of his word, even if his word is often strange."

Old Thom greeted them as they entered.

"So, you've returned to my parlor, Arthur Hemlock. And it seems you have brought the munchakins with ya?"

The boy's eyes went wide when they entered the house. It was dark and gloomy, with white candlelight illuminating many shelves with curious trinkets on each one.

Each shelf was lined with bones and ended in skulls, causing them to glow a brilliant white, illuminating the contents of each shelf. They seemed to contain items of a similar theme, though Jacob did not give each shelf a long enough glance to know what the theme of each shelf was.

He did notice something else, which pulled his attention from the glowing white shelves.

He looked up and thought about what he was seeing.

It's much bigger inside of here than outside. And the view from that window doesn't match our village, did we teleport to some sort of central hub?'

Looking up, Jacob was able to count three stories. At least. It was hard to tell just how far up the ceiling was due to the darkness that hid the top from his view.

Arthur replied to the old man.

"Good morning, Thom," Arthur replied, his voice steady despite the oppressive atmosphere. "You told me once to bring you anything that carried the scent of the unusual, and I believe my son has managed to create something that fits your criteria."

Old Thom was eyeing Jacob at this point, noting his reaction in contrast with his older brother.

Hmm, the older one seems to be focused on the items, which I can hardly blame the young chap for. I love these items as well. But that young one, who has not even activated the system, he has likely figured out what happened when they stepped through the gateway. Which should be impossible, unless...'

The old man reached out with his magic and gently brushed against the power of the young boy. What he felt was something highly unlikely. But it was right there in front of him.

'Raw power at the level of an initial wizard before unlocking his system. No density, though, which is more of a relief. Did this farmer bed the queen or something?'

Old Thom hummed with a deep thinking tone.

"Hmmm, it is something this boy has created. The one with the box?"

Arthur was a bit surprised initially, but shook his head to clear his surprise.

"Oh, um, yes. This is Jacob. He has managed to create something I think you will find interesting."

Old Thom nodded.

"Well then, boy, let's see it!"

He beckoned toward Jacob, who shuffled toward the old man with uncertainty.

Jacob opened the wooden box containing his first creation and looked up at the old man, who seemed more interested in him rather than in his enchanted shovel.

Old Thom reached into the box and grabbed the small, unassuming shovel and turned it over. His eyes began to slightly glow in a blue hue as he used his power to observe the shovel more closely.

What the old man could see shocked him.

This shovel is at least a rare item, but the material is only mundane. The enchantment alone brings that up to the uncommon level. Then, this sharpness, it could be used as a weapon against a dungeon boss for a rank E dungeon. Possibly as an expendable weapon in a rank D dungeon. That is insane!

It was a crude piece of work in terms of aesthetics, yet the functional power behind it was staggering for an amateur.

Old Thom then looked at the young man before him. Someone with an impossible amount of power for their age, and the control needed to harness it.

Good thing spells aren't exactly easy to happen upon or learn without guidance. The gods help us if this young man ends up with any sort of magical class when he becomes of age.

The old man smiled.

What an interesting thing to come from a backwater. I'm glad I kept that door to Ruvka active.

"Arthur, do you even realize what you have here?"

Arthur was a bit taken aback.

"Uh, it seems to be a weapon my son made by accident. I was sure it could get a good price?"

Old Thom shook his head, understanding the farmer had no idea what he had brought the old man.

He reached over his counter and produced three items. One was a sack filled with coins. Another was one of the etching tools that was used in the inscription process that created the shovel dagger.

The third one was an actual dagger, though it lacked any enchantments.

  

    
        14. More Enchanting

    
    
    
    
  Old Thom took the box with the shovel and replaced it with the sack of coins in the young man's hands.

"This is 20 gold and 80 silver."

Jacob was unsure of how much this was, so he turned to Arthur, who had his jaw hanging wide open. So Jacob handed his dad the money, who seemed to be unsure of taking it.

But the old man continued, handing the etching tool to Jacob, who could now see that it was not just silver like the one at home. This one had a core that was more of a blue color.

"This etching tool has a core of mithril. It's useless to me and most of the mages, as well as the wizards in our kingdom. To you, it's a priceless artifact. The mithril makes this beyond the value of the curious trinket that you have brought me, which leads to this third object."

He picked up the dagger and showed it to Jacob and Arthur.

"This dagger is made of a durable material."

He grunted a little when he said this, almost like his words were forcibly changed at the last moment, which caused Arthur to sweat a little. But the old man continued as if nothing had happened.

"I want that dagger enchanted in the same manner as this little gardening tool. You do that, and the etching tool is yours for good. Lets call this a little test, and with that being said, know that I am in no rush to have it finished. I want to see what you can do with it, if you can even enchant it."

He patted Jacob on the head, sending him off toward his older brother.

"Now, Arthur, I think it's time we talk. Just you and me. Adult stuff, ok?"

Arthur gave the old man a knowing look and a nod after making eye contact. Then he turned to his boys to usher them toward the door.

"Alright, boys, go wait at the wagon. This won't take long."

The boys looked a bit dazed, but they walked through the gate to wait at the wagon as directed by their father.

Once the boys were gone, Arthur turned to see Old Thom looking at him.

"The young one is abnormal. Beyond just gifted. Is his mother really May?"

Arthur was immediately taken aback, looking like he had just been slapped in the face.

But Old Thom pressed on, instead.

"No, no, it looks like you didn't father a bastard. Could it be the other way around? Have any random Grand Wizards or maybe the king come through your village lately?"

At this point, Arthur was quite flabbergasted. He managed to spit out a reply, regardless.

"Guh, uh, Thom! No, he is mine. Ours. May is his mother, and I am his father. I am sure of it."

Old Thom stared into Arthur's eyes, his own eyes glowing a bit with a slight cerulean light.

"Hmmm, I see. I would accept if he were the product of some random power house wandering through the village and taking that beautiful woman for themselves. But for him to be born that way naturally, to a couple of farming peasants, no offense. But, well, that hasn't happened in centuries. And the last time it happened caused upheaval in all of Meldra, not just our little kingdom here. You might not have ever heard of 'The Farmer,' but if you had, you would know what I'm talking about."

Arthur started shaking his head, his facial expression a bit awkward.

"Thom, what are you talking about? Are you saying there is something special about the awakening that Jacob has experienced?"

Old Thom scoffed.

"Special? That kid has nearly the raw magical power I possess after over a century of honing my abilities. And I'm not some weak sorceror, either. While I was not trained in an academy like those pompous wizard jackasses, I still found my way. I could still give the best of them a run for their money. And for an upstart little snot-nosed brat that hasn't even unlocked the system to come along and be granted that power?"

Old Thom started pacing.

"He needs to be kept away from any other type of magic for as long as possible. If too much power is given in too short of a time, you could end up with a little monster on your hands."

Arthur had gathered his bearings by this point.

"My son will be nothing like the monsters! He is a kind boy! He has a loving heart. And you should see how caring he is for the chickens. You wouldn't say this if you knew him. Besides, it's hard to believe he has the power you say he does."

Arthur picked up the trowel-turned weapon.

"Sure, this shovel is much more powerful than the enchantment intended, but from what you have said before, it's just the type of leeway inscription has over other types of enchanting methods."

Thom shook his head, giving Arthur kind eyes. Like a grandfather looking at a grandchild.

"I reached out with my magical field and brushed against his. There was more than just raw power. It was controlled. He coils it around himself like an extension of his own body, and I'm not sure if he is even doing that on purpose."

Arthur chuckled a bit at this point, partly because he couldn't believe the absurdity of it. Partly because he couldn't even understand why Old Thom was so upset.

"Even then, you know how the system is. Even someone born with magic still tends to inherit the family skills. In our case, that would be The Bloodline Curse, or so they say. As far as I know, the mage class is only given to those trained from a very young age until the awakening of their system. You probably know more about this than I do."

Thom nodded his head.

"Indeed. You are correct in that he will most likely be given the farmer class, or your peasant farmer class. But that can change. All it takes is one life-altering experience, and the system can evolve the main class. And the gravity of that experience tends to be subjective. Like someone graduating from an academy. Or winning a life-or-death battle through their magical talent."

Arthur threw his hands up in the air.

"Gah! I would give him that experience if I could! He deserves more than just this farm, and as his father, I would do anything to see him succeed. To see him go as far as he can go. As far as he wants to go."

Thom moved in and patted the farmer's back.

"I know why you brought him here, for me to see. And if I have not made my stance clear, my friend, I will have to deny you your request to train the boy. It is too dangerous. Someone like him needs to find his own way, or live as a farmer."

Arthur hung his head at these words, denied of his request before he could even make it.

"Don't worry," Old Thom continued, "I will be watching how he develops that power. If I think I can offer some guidance without upsetting his path, I'll reach out. While I have no intention of directly teaching him, I'm sure a nudge in the right direction will help as long as he is not trying to use his power to lord over others."

That caused Arthur to perk up with a slight smile.

"Thanks, Thom. That's all I can ask."

  

    
        15. Restocking in Ruvka

    
    
    
    
  Old Thom replied to the farmer whom he had just given some small hope to.

"Don't worry, I can still make use of his inscription skill, too. These types of enchantments are hard to come by, even for me. Sorcery is a wilder beast. It's not the sort of magic that lends itself to being trapped in wood or steel like this."

This made Arthur smile.

"Then, perhaps there will be ways for him to earn more money in the future?"

Old Thom nodded his head.

"Of course. As long as I can sell what he enchants, I have a feeling that we'll have a good partnership. However, bulk enchantments are out of the question. My clients are only interested in quality, hence the little test. The rest, you will likely have to take him to Spring City; Thornhold might do in the meantime."

They were heading to the gate now, and Arthur still looked a bit uncertain.

"Thank you for today, Thom. The money will go a long way in helping with his current studies. The things he can practice on will be basically unlimited now. Then we can get that dagger enchanted for you."

They came to a halt just before the threshold. Thom waited, allowing the younger man to sift through his thoughts.

"We still have the farm to manage," Arthur said eventually. "This progress might be slower than you expect."

Thom let out a low, rumbling chuckle. "That is exactly what I am hoping for. I have no desire to see a tyrant child-mage rising out of Ruvka village. A slow, steady pace is a mercy for a boy like him."

Arthur was still visibly uncomfortable with holding his own son back. Especially considering the low status his family has had to endure for as long as their history was known.

"You know, you didn't get to speak with him much. But he does seem to have been given that magical wisdom blessing some get when awakening their magic. I still think you are wrong about his ability to handle his own power."

Thom patted Arthur on the back again.

"Let's hope you are the one who is right here, my friend. I hope that wisdom serves him well and helps him look at the bigger picture. Perhaps the guidance of the system will become a boon in that respect."

Arthur gave old Thom a solid nod with those parting words and stepped through the gate. He emerged on the other side of the door to see his kids waiting in the wagon, still looking a bit dazed.

When he climbed back up into the wagon and took the reins, Arthur looked at Jacob and Caleb. They had a confused look on their faces, so Arthur chuckled a bit and addressed Jacob.

"Well, son, it looks like you've got a bit more than just a touch of magic. It seems Old Thom was interested in making sure you had enough supplies to learn everything about the inscription process that we know."

Jacob knew that was not all there was to it, given the troubled look on his father's face.

That magic was powerful, he thought to himself, and I felt him touch my magic with his somehow. I need to learn how to do that. I bet he was telling my father how it would be impossible for me to attend an academy. I remember that old man in the clouds saying only nobility was allowed to go.

While Jacob was taking a second to think to himself, Arthur gave the reins a flick to get the wagon moving down the road. They moved on from the hidden gateway disguised as a house and headed back to the village.

As they were moving along, Jacob decided to address the situation.

"Did Mister Thom give us more money than that shovel was worth?"

Arthur had to think for a second before answering.

"That is a hefty sum, as I am sure you have realized. It could run the farm for at least three years at our current capacity. But I will say this about old Thom: He never pays more than something is worth to him. You can take it as a compliment to your work."

Hearing the truth of the matter, Jacob was a bit smug. Though he didn't let it show on his face.

Hah! So it turns out that the shovel I turned into a weapon is actually useful! This is good. And I didn't turn out like Dad after he enchanted his shovel. I could probably make a hundred little enchantments like that. This means we could probably do much more than just farming!

With the future looking bright to Jacob, Arthur filled in the silence.

"Alrighty, we're going to stop by the blacksmith to grab a couple of things for you to enchant. Then we can head home to make sure the farm is in order, and you boys can do your chores before anyone tries their hand at inscription again today. That includes you, too, Caleb."

Caleb looked at his dad and gave him a firm nod with serious eyes.

"Of course, father. I will make sure my duties are attended to as they have been assigned."

Jacob decided he would also chime in. Sounding more like a child at the moment.

"I'll make sure the chickens are taken care of!"

Arthur smiled at his boys, both in joy and pride.

Jacob thought to himself during the ride. When the hell did my older brother get so prim and proper? Actually, it's been since he turned 12, if my memory serves me correctly, it must be some puberty thing in this world if my dad doesn't think it's weird for him to act that way.

They quickly made it to the blacksmith, where Arthur purchased a few tools that were not exactly needed at the farm, so Jacob could get some practice. The assortment included small tools and large tools like shovels.

The blacksmith also had to personally help Arthur load a large frame of some sort, though Jacob was unsure if that was going to be used in the inscription training.

Then they were off to the farm, back home once more.

  

    
        16. Back to the Farm

    
    
    
    
  The sun hung low over the final hill, bathing the farmhouse in a warm, golden light. A sight which Jacob had always found to be comforting and reassuring, it conveyed a feeling of home to him every time he got to see it.

May stood on the porch, setting down a heavy wicker basket just as the wagon pulled into the yard.

She offered a vigorous wave. "You're back just in time! I was moments away from putting Caleb in charge of the kitchen so I could go soak my feet and read stories to Lila!" May yelled out in a casual, joking manner. Her look of excitement in seeing her boys overshadowed the idea of Caleb taking charge in the kitchen, at least it did to Jacob and Caleb.

"The gods preserve us," Arthur said with a flash of mock horror. "We barely survived his last encounter with the stove."

Caleb hopped down from the wagon, his expression stiff and defensive as his brows furrowed inward towards his nose. "I only scorched the bottom a little, Father. It was easy enough to eat around the little burnt pieces. I thought it gave the stew a bit of character!"

May let out a bright, melodic giggle. "Caleb, you managed to burn that stew, somehow. I'm still not entirely sure how that is even physically possible. But, if you would just help me in the kitchen more often, then I could show you a few things that would prevent it, should you wish to try your hand at the craft once more."

Caleb just shook his head in defeat, "I know I've got no talent for cooking, Ma, it's alright. I'm needed more in the fields anyway." He looked to Arthur, who gave him a proud and serious nod in confirmation.

Jacob followed his brother's lead and scrambled down from the seat. He ran toward his mother, throwing his arms wide. "Mooooommmm!"

May leaned down to scoop him up, a wide smile lighting up her face. "Did you miss me, Jacob? Or did you just miss my cooking?"

Jacob didn't answer with words. He simply buried his face in her shoulder and squeezed tight.

May patted his back, lingering in the hug to give him the comforting reassurance he seemed to need after the long day in town. When she finally pulled back, she set him down to inspect his face.

"My brave little boy. You did well helping your father today. Did you see anything exciting in our little village?"

Jacob nodded vigorously. He launched into an animated, simplified version of their trip.

He kept the details about Old Thom vague, but his eyes lit up when he pointed back toward the wagon. "Dad brought something huge and metal back with us!"

May looked toward Arthur. He was already signaling a couple of farmhands to help him.

The men grunted as they hoisted a massive iron frame from the wagon bed, carrying it toward the barn with heavy yet careful steps.

"That's a hitch for a new plow," May explained, her voice dropping into a conspiratorial whisper.

"Your father's been grumbling about needing one to speed up the tilling. I expect he'll give us a full lecture on it during dinner. For now, don't you have some hungry chickens waiting for you?"

Jacob’s face brightened at the mention of his chores. "The chickens! I almost forgot!" He spun around and sprinted toward the coop.

Inside the wire run, Jacob tossed handfuls of grain into the dirt. He watched the birds scramble and cluck in their usual, feathered chaos.

The noise was comforting, and he found that it grounded him in a way the strange magic of the village was unable to.

That energy still buzzed faintly beneath his skin, but the rhythmic sound of pecking helped drown out the static.

He leaned against a sturdy fence post and watched the sky transition into a deep, bruised orange.

Maybe magic won't change everything, he thought. Maybe I can still just be me, and I can just play with the chickens.

He felt a surge of excitement at the prospect of shaping this new world.

Even if I never learn the high sorcery of the nobles, this is enough. I chose to come here for a reason, while I might not remember it well I do know that the magic seemed enticing. Besides, I have a family that actually loves me now. I need to remember this and focus on the things that actually matter. To feel that warmth, the genuine joy I feel coming from them just because I'm around, it's a wonderful thing.

Jacob wiped his dusty hands on his trousers. He reached down to give a mottled hen a gentle scratch behind the neck as she pecked at his boots. "Good girl," he whispered. "I expect plenty of eggs tomorrow."

The hen let out a curious chirp and wandered off, completely indifferent to his magical potential.

Jacob felt a strange affinity for the birds. It was a feeling that had grown stronger as his mana developed, even before he had gained his memoris back he had felt some sort of connection to them. It wasn't an overly complex thought. They simply fed into his feeling of home. The feeling he had come to know in this new world.

One that he had never known before.

He stood up and stretched, noticing the smell of woodsmoke and savory meat drifting from the house. Mom must have the beef stew going. I can almost taste those sweet carrots already.

His stomach let out a low, insistent grumble. So, he started back toward the house but stopped when he saw his father leaning his back against the barn door with his arms crossed over his chest.

Arthur was clearly waiting for him.

"Have you gotten the chickens all settled?" Arthur asked, his smile reaching his eyes.

Jacob was touched by the genuine affection he could see in the kind eyes of his father.

Jacob nodded as he approached. "I got them all fed and ruffled. Most of them returned to the coop for the night."

Arthur reached out and ruffled Jacob’s hair. "Good lad. You've been doing a great job looking after them. After dinner, we'll find time to practice a few inscriptions. But first, let me show you this plow frame."

He pulled the heavy barn door open, beckoning Jacob inside. The metal frame they had brought from the forge sat propped up on wooden struts in the center of the floor. To Jacob’s snippets of modern memory, it looked like a heavy, archaic piece of equipment.

"This iron is incredibly dense," Arthur explained, his voice tinged with a familiar longing. "It causes the oxen to tire far too quickly in our expansive fields. Imagine how much more ground we could cover if we could make this piece lighter to the oxen without sacrificing its strength or the work it can put into the field."

Jacob stared at the iron. He could already see the potential. He remembered his old days of strategy games and virtual farms, but the equipment here was a bottleneck for their survival. This equipment was not what he would want to be using himself.

Nevertheless, he could envision what his father was saying. They needed to inscribe it with the strengthening runes while also using a new rune or set of runes that allowed it to be lighter, somehow.

Before he could get too lost in thought, Arthur started explaining things to him.

"My grandfather found a way to weave those two concepts together," Arthur continued, placing a hand on the cold metal. "The issue has always been the power required. Even with the finest tuning, we have never been able to make an object feel more than a few kilograms lighter."

He looked at Jacob with a serious, expectant expression. "Our current tools are holding us back. As it stands, we have fertile land that sits idle because we simply can't work the soil fast enough."

  

    
        17. Enchanting after Dinner

    
    
    
    
  Jacob realised why his father had picked up this piece at the blacksmith, now.

He thinks I can finally enchant it as his grandfather envisoned. Now that someone in the family has had a magic awakening. He thought to himself as he continued to listen to his father's plans.

Arthur moved back to the door with his son as he kept talking.

"We'd better get to the house for dinner, though. Mom will strangle me if I keep you from her food any longer."

The food was just as amazing as Jacob had remembered it always being. Roasted potatoes, crisp cabbage with butter and herbs, with carrots and other vegetables in the stew that worked to accentuate the beef.

The meat basically melted in his mouth, and he could tell his mother had utilised the perfect balance of salt and herbs to bring out the meaty flavour without smothering the amazing taste of the beef.

After the plates were cleared and May ushered them out of the kitchen, Arthur clapped a hand on Jacob's back.

"You up for trying something tonight?"

Jacob already knew what he meant.

"The hitch piece?"

Arthur chuckled a bit as they walked out to the barn once again, Caleb in tow.

"It's too soon for that, but how about a new enchantment?"

That caused Jacobs' eyes to light up.

"Of course! I was hoping we had more inscription runes to test out!"

His excitement caused Arthur to chuckle a bit more, "Don't worry about that, we have more than enough runes to practice in the journal. Once you can learn it, I will teach you the secret Hemlock language the journal is written in! It's a unique little cipher, though, so we'll have to put that off for later. For now, lets focus on learning all the runes that the two of you can."

The stars were out when they stepped into the barn, the only light coming from a single oil lamp hung over the workbench that Arthur had to light. It filled the barn with the subtle scent of burning oil, which mixed well with the smell of hay and musk that normally came from the barn.

He sorted through a few of the items he had gotten from the blacksmith and arranged a few things for all of them to work on.

Caleb had a small trowel like the one Jacob had enchanted earlier that day. Meanwhile, Arthur and Jacob both had a weighty sledgehammer in front of them.

Caleb already knew what to do and began his project without needing any further guidance, pulling out his own silver inscription tool.

Jacob, though, waited for his father to finish with his preparations with an eager smile on his face. He had been anticipating getting to learn more inscriptions since he had basically already mastered the ones his father had taught him previously. He felt that he had some sort of affinity for the inscription process, and he had a subtle feeling of being on the edge of understanding something intrinsic to the runic magic itself.

The feeling is there, he had been thinking to himself lately, I just need to learn more runes so I can form a proper model so I can apply it to an overarching framework to which I believe inscription enchanting would fit into magic as a whole.

"Now, the main thing we have figured out over the years with these runes is that they don't all work together," Arthur interrupeted Jacobs daydreaming as he finally finished up his preparations, "that being said, we've found the strengthening rune seems to be some sort of base rune that can pair with nearly every rune that we know."

Arthur tapped the flat head of the sledgehammer in front of him.

"So tonight, we'll keep it simple. Try etching a pattern of strengthening runes at the base of the head on the faces, not on the bottom."

Jacob nodded, already reaching for his tool.

"Should I use the same style as before?"

"You can start there," Arthur said. "But you might need to shift the shape a little. Each tool has a different feel and usually a different composition. Go by instinct if the lines don't sit right."

Caleb was already hunched over his work, tongue poking slightly out the side of his mouth in concentration, a bit of sweat dripping down his brow as the process was clearly taxing for him.

"This one's going to be better than my last," he mumbled.

Arthur smiled. "That's the spirit, Caleb. Just don't enchant the trowel to dig its own holes. We don't want it wandering off in the middle of the night, not like a certain trowel we had to deal with earlier today."

Jacob laughed a bit at the joke that was aimed at himself. Even Caleb had a bit of a smile, even with his concentration trained on the little shovel. It was nice for the boys to be doing something fun with their father.

Jacob positioned the hammer at a better angle to see it more clearly in the dim light. He pictured the rune in his head, then slowly, with a steady magical pressure, started the etching. He envisioned a bulwark of steel, thick enough to weather a hail of gunfire.

The last line clicked into place with a subtle shimmer of warmth that only he seemed to notice. It was without fanfare, seeming to just give a bit of feedback. And it was as if it had some sort of resonance with the hammer and the process.

The runes shone, as if calling out for completion. That's when Arthur leaned over.

Jacob looked up. "I think it worked."

Arthur gave the hammer a once-over, brushing the runes with his fingers, then nodded. "It feels right; there is no obvious overflow of mana coming from it. But you'll have to test to know for sure."

"It's strange," Jacob said, knocking some dust off the hammer. "It's like I already know what some of these runes want to look like. I don't know how, but they come to me clearly when I focus. Almost like they were there to begin with, just calling out to be formed."

Arthur gave him a thoughtful look. "Might be that blessing of magical wisdom you got. Or, perhaps, you were just born for this."

Arthur took another look at the hammer as Jacob grabbed it and hit it against a solid piece of metal, feeling the extra resistance the hammer had to being damaged, while the scrap took on a new dent.

"Great job, son," He encouraged as Jacob placed his hammer back on the table in front of himself, "give me a moment to finish this, and I'll show you how we do the next part."

Arthur was just about to finish, taking a moment to make the shapes of the runes perfect.

When the last base rune was in place, it also seemed to give off a feeling of needing completion.

"Alright, here is how the feather-weight enchantment looks."

Seeing that Jacob was watching him, he started the process of making the next inscription.

Jacob thought to himself as he watched the runes get formed, one after the other.

These shapes, they seem to have some sort of pattern to them that just makes sense. It's almost like I can nearly predict what comes next as each part is formed. This one, it should be some sort of three-dimensional triangle within a cube, but it is going on a flat surface.

And, sure enough, the inscription was finished with the shape Jacob had predicted.

"This," Arthur began, "is how each rune should look. Give it a try and place them between every second strengthening pattern at the top; you can see how they slot within the pattern."

Jacob went back to his hammer, quickly pulling the inscription together as it should be, with the picture of a feather drifting to the earth in his mind as part of his visualisation. As he felt it should be done.

With the last rune placed, the hammer hummed a bit, and the runes were glowing brightly.

Arthur looked over.

"Great job, son. It looks like that sledge is going to be lighter than a framing hammer."

Arthur turned back to his hammer to finish up his inscriptions.

Jacob just left the hammer on the bench, letting the dimming runes finish soaking into the hammer.

I'm not sure if this is necessary, he thought to himself, but it does seem to actually be getting absorbed into the hammer.

After a while, Arthur's hammer was done and shone for a split second before the runes disappeared. Looking at Jacobs' hammer, the runes were still fading.

"Well, Jacob, let's see how good this turned out."

  

    
        18. Lets Practice First

    
    
    
    
  Arthur reached over after the runes finally faded from the hammer. As he pulled up, he was surprised.

"Wow, this thing is much lighter than mine. But this isn't going to work if we want to put these enchantments on the plough. We're going to have to work on that. Still, for a first-time enchantment, it's great!"

He had easily pulled the hammer off the bench with one hand, having no trouble with the sledge. It looked light, deceptively so.

"The nice thing about this rune is that it makes it light in the hand, but the weight is not actually changed."

Jacob reeled for a second, realising his mistake.

I tried to force the enchantment to do something it wasn't meant to do! He thought to himself, That's why it's not as light as he thought it should be.'

Caleb held up his own tool, finished and glowing faintly with a completed rune. "Mine's done too!"

Arthur took it, gave it a quick look over, then patted his son's head. "Looks good, son, we can add this one to the equipment getting used on the farm."

The boys looked at each other and laughed, and for a moment, the barn felt more like a forge of legends than a dusty farm shed. At least, to the imagination of the two children, it seemed that way.

"Alright," Arthur said, rubbing his hands. "That's enough magic for one evening. Let's get you two washed up before your mother starts thinking we got eaten by the chickens."

His joke elicited a few more laughs as they cleaned up.

After getting the boys back to the house, Arthur came to Jacob's room to tuck him in for the night.

"You're doing a great job, son. We can practice some more tomorrow after work."

Jacob nodded as he was lying in his bed.

"Are we going to try to enchant the plough tomorrow?"

"We are going to need some more practice with that enchantment first," Arthur replied.

Then he reached over and tucked his son in, leaving him with a kiss on the forehead.

As he walked out of the door, he turned back to his son. "Good night, Jacob. I love you." Then put out the oil lamp.

Lying in his bed, looking up at his hands in the darkness above him, Jacob allowed the warmth of the feelings conveyed to him by his father to wash over him, as he realised he had never felt like this in his first life, from what he could remember. It was something else, to him, to actually be able to feel the love of a parent, simply because they loved him and not because he was of some intrinsic value to them as far as monetary or social currency went.

His parents, as far as he could tell, just loved him because they loved him. Because he was their child. That made him feel comfortable around them, and it made him feel safe.

After letting his feelings wash over himself for a while, he turned his attention further inward and focused.

He could see a faint blue and ethereal colour coming off his hands, but no matter how hard he tried, he could not get it to do anything but come out of his hands as it was. He was currently unable to perform any sort of magic other than enchanting, and it frustrated him to no end.

There must be a way to do more than just enchanting through inscribing runes! He thought to himself, I might not remember much, but I do remember that the old man in the white space specifically mentioned that even farmers could learn it in this world. There must be some sort of trick to it that I'm not seeing!

That left him staring into the darkness above his bed, contemplating his failures of the day.

A feather falling is not the correct visualisation. I bet the strengthening part of the enchantment was what made it seem so much more potent than Dad's. But what could I visualise as something that feels lighter, but is actually the same weight?'

This problem seemed unsolvable to Jacob, who eventually fell asleep without being able to figure out what to do. His eyes closed him more out of frustration than fatigue, but sleep took him, nonetheless.

The next morning, May had breakfast ready by the time Jacob woke up. After cleaning up, he came out to his family, eating, laughing, just enjoying each other's company.

Ah, it really is nice to have a family that loves each other, and me. He thought as he witnessed the jovial atmosphere between his family members, People I actually love, that I know support me in whatever it is that I do.

Arthur noticed him come into the dining room.

"Hey there, kiddo! Did you sleep well?"

Jacob was still rubbing some sleep from his eyes, even though he had just washed his face.

"Yeah, I did sleep well. Something in here smells amazing."

May spoke up at that point, while she was taking care of his little sister.

"Go ahead and get yourself some eggs and bacon. There's also toast and butter if you like. Just make sure to eat well, you'll need the energy for today!"

Jacob felt the warmth coming from his mother's care and took his seat, eating his fill while joking and laughing with Arthur and Caleb.

After breakfast was his time with the chickens. Even though he was much wiser with his gift of magic, he was still delegated to the chickens for now. It was a rule that farm work was only done at the age of 12. The chickens were just an activity to give him something to do when he wasn't out and about playing and keeping himself entertained.

Huh, I still don't understand that rule. Dad should know that I can handle more work, and they could probably use an extra hand with how the number of hands has been reduced each year in the past few years, if my memory serves me well, Jacob thought to himself, There must be a reason if he hasn't given me more work yet, especially considering how I'm a farmers kid that knows just about nothing about farming. Or, at least I would be had I not come from another planet.

He fed and groomed the chickens with the concern of his parents' rearing methods on his mind, then made sure the coop was in good order.

Cleaning was done on an as-needed basis, as when he felt like he needed to clean or feed the chickens, he would. Otherwise, it was handled by one of the hands. When he was done, he spent time playing actually with the chickens instead of just caring for them.

They especially loved it when he squatted down and clucked like them with his hands in his pits, mimicking their wings.

As Jacob was brushing the dust off one of the hens, she flapped her wings and sent a gust of loose feathers into the air.

One of them floated upward, twisting, drifting, then settling lightly on his nose before falling to the ground.

He blinked.

Then sat back in the dirt, staring at the feather as he thought about his problem once more.

The falling feather is not the answer. The visualisation doesn't match the inscription.

He thought back to his visualisations for strengthening and sharpness.

They didn't actually have to be like the visualisation; it was the concept. The concept of something that feels lighter, it reminds me of hydraulics. The force needed to lift a car was reduced from thousands of pounds down to just a few pounds that could be done with one hand. I think I'm on to something here!'

With his newfound inspiration, he ran off toward the barn to try his hand at inscribing another sledgehammer.

He quickly jotted down the strengthening runes, taking less time as he got used to writing the base runes.

Then he got to the lightness runes, or weight-assist, as he was thinking of them in the moment.

With the visualisation of something that could lift thousands of pounds with an input of minimal force, he inscribed the set of runes.

He wanted the magic to act as a lever, assisting in lifting the object rather than actually reducing the weight. Something that could actually leverage that force rather than just remove it.

He took care to keep the visualisation as he perfectly inscribed each rune. When he was done, the entire set of runes glowed brightly and didn't dim before he had to head back to the house for lunch.

Lunch was always something quick and easy to eat, and to be taken if needed. Today was sandwiches, and Jacob grabbed his before telling his father what happened.

"Dad, I think I managed to enchant a hammer the right way after taking care of the chickens. Can we go take a look?"

Arthur was finishing chewing his first bite of his sandwich, answering when he was done.

"Of course, let's go."

They left Caleb, who didn't look too interested in making the trip out to the barn, and headed off to see the hammer.

  

    
        19. Enchanting Clothes

    
    
    
    
  Arthur and Jacob stepped into the barn, the warm midday light filtering in through the gaps in the wooden walls.

Dust floated lazily in the beams as if reluctant to settle, visible by the rays of light that they danced around.

The hammer lay right where Jacob had left it on the same workbench they had used the night before.

The runes still glowed faintly, a soft amber color that pulsed gently, slowing with each pulse until they settled down and seemed to sink into the metal. Jacob had come to realize they were not even physically inside the tools and were instead a visual representation of the new power stamped into the mana field of these objects.

Arthur picked it up and gave it a slow swing through the air, testing the feel of it. Watching it arc through the air as if it swung itself, his eyes going wide with surprise for a moment as he nearly lost his grip on the tool.

His brows lifted.

"This is different," he muttered, more to himself than to his son.

He turned to Jacob, holding the hammer out flat on one hand. A look of consternation took form on his face as he tried to pinpoint the feeling.

"It's not just lighter, it feels like the weight's moving with me," he stated, "not against the force I put into it but more like an amplification of the work I do. Did you change the inscription?"

"No, not really," Jacob replied, as he shook his head. "I just took a different approach to the visualization. I figured that just thinking of something as lighter didn't fit the inscription, so I imagined something that moved the weight for the user. Like the runic magic is acting as a second arm that supplies part of the force for the user, to reduce the load felt without having to reduce the full power through reducing the weight of the tool."

Arthur gave the hammer another swing, then set it down and clapped his son on the back.

"Well, you're not forging swords yet, but I'd say you just leveled up in practicality. It's the best lightness enchantment I've ever seen, though I am admittedly limted to our personal inscriptions. Though I still think you've done a great job!"

Jacob grinned widely, practically glowing. Hearing the compliment from his father was rather encouraging and he could feel motivation welling up within him, like drinking an energy drink from Earth.

"Let's not use that one in the field just yet," Arthur added, a little more seriously. "We'll test it on something, less critical. Like maybe the old wheelbarrow. Though that will need to wait until later."

Jacob nodded. "Good idea."

Arthur looked at him for a long second, then ruffled his hair with a soft smile.

"You're growing into this faster than I expected. But you're still a boy, and I intend to let you enjoy that as long as you can." He seemed to mutter once again, but Jacob could still hear him clearly. He was touched by the sentiment that his father would like him to enjoy the rest of his childhood, even though he could see how fast his magical talent was developing.

They started walking back toward the house, the warm air heavy with the scent of hay and sun-warmed wood, before they crossed the threshold, which brought a cool breeze that smelled more like a pine forest blowing in from the east as it was.

"So," Arthur added as they neared the door, "what do you think about enchanting a pair of boots next?"

Jacob blinked. "Are we going to put speed rune on it?"

Arthur laughed. "No, no, not yet, at least. This rune would be for comfort. I'm not as young as I used to be so I'm not sure if a pair of speedy boots would quite fit my wardrobe. Using enchantments like that would likely increase your energy expenditure, don't you think?"

"That might be so," Jacob replied, "but why are we doing your boots first?"

Arthur smiled down at his curious boy, "Well, you've got to practice on something first before creating a mighty artifact, don't you? Besides, I always wanted a pair of comfortable boots for working in, but the tools take precedence, and I haven't been able to catch up in quite some time."

Jacob laughed a bit, then thought about it.

"We can enchant clothes, too? I figured they would be too flimsy."

Arthur nodded at this, smiling once more.

"There isn't much we can't enchant. Have you had to actually etch anything into the metals so far?"

Jacob was a bit stunned, then thought about the inscription process and the thoughts on the mana field he had thought about earlier. "Huh, no, I just attach the magic to the object. I guess I just assumed it had to be something hard like metal. But, I did think it seemed like I was interacting with something more etherial than the material, though I suppose I thought this had to do with the material itself in some way."

Arthur nodded his head as he grabbed a new pair of boots from his closet, bringing Jacob back into the dining room where the rest of the family was finishing lunch.

"That's a great observation, Jacob, and a theory shared by your great-grandfather. He, too, suggested some sort of mana field involved in the inscription process but It's too etherial for me to make any confirmations with my meager mana pool. Though it does seem to help strengthen the enchantment marginally when considering the enchantment being in the mana field during the visualization process."

Taking a seat away from the table, Arthur made sure Jacob had a good spot to see what he was about to teach him before beginning the lesson.

"It's best to put this one along the inside of the top of the boot, where the leather is thickest. I'm not sure why, but it seems to take better here. I suppose, if there is some sort of mana field, then maybe it has a better density at this portion of the boot."

He then flipped the top of the boot outward, so it could be more easily inscribed.

"Go ahead and put the strengthening runes on the lower part, and hold it like this so it won't be upside down when we flip it back."

He handed the boots to Jacob with the top part facing down so he could inscribe them the right way.

Jacob got to work, placing each rune gently so he didn't mess up the leather. While he didn't have to actually scratch the material, he did have to essentially draw the rune with the etching tool, which was held closely to the surface, and he would sometimes brush against it slightly.

After the first few runes, he managed to pick up the pace, since he realized he really wouldn't destroy anything with the enchantment.

He used a more practical visualization for the boots, thinking of a tortoise shell, since they didn't need to be able to dig through solid earth or break apart rocks.

Seeing that Jacob was done, Arthur took one boot and started inscribing the rune for comfort on it.

"This is how the comfort rune is done." He said as he showed Jacob the shape of the rune, "I'm sure you can get it after one try, given its simplicity and your penchant for remembering these runes in detail after seeing them one time. Just take it and continue the inscription process as soon as I'm done. It goes here, right above the third strengthening rune, then you can add the lightness rune between them."

When he was done, he gave the boot to Jacob and took the other one to inscribe when he was almost done with the first.

Jacob thought to himself as he was inscribing.

Alright, the visualization for this one should be a memory foam bed with satin, silky sheets. Then the lightness should be more of a lever, so the boots still feel like they are on his feet. But not too much, like the lightness rune, or it might clash with the functionality of the rune.

After inscribing the first, he went on to the second after Arthur added his rune.

Once both boots had their runes carefully etched in, Jacob sat back and inspected his work. The inscriptions glowed for just a moment, then faded softly into the leather.

"Alright, it looks like it's done," Jacob said, holding them out.

Arthur took the boots, looked them over like a farmer inspecting fresh crops, and gave a nod of approval.

"Let's see if they're good enough to keep my feet from barking."

He slipped them on, wriggling his toes a little before standing. He took a few test steps around the room. Then a few more.

"Well?" Jacob asked, leaning forward with eager eyes.

Arthur stretched his back, bounced lightly on his heels, then started pacing with a look of confusion on his face.

"This is so weird! It feels like I'm walking on clouds. But it is like they're firm clouds, able to support me as I walk around, almost like they help lift my legs while they support my feet."

He looked over at Jacob with a big smile. "These are the best boots I've ever worn. Great job, son."

He walked over to Jacob and ruffled his hair again.

Jacob also smiled, then thought about the process before asking, "Can we enchant more clothes?"

May piped up from the table where she was trying to teach his younger sister to sew.

"You should make a broom that does some extra cleaning for me, my back would greatly appreciate it."

While she was joking, Jacob looked to Arthur with big, round eyes full of hope. He didn't care what enchantments they did at this point, he was getting a bit of a rush just from succeeding in creating new magical objects.

Arthur chuckled a bit, then nodded his head.

"Alright, let's learn another new rune."

  

    
        20. Getting Back to Work

    
    
    
    
  "One broom coming up!" Jacob said with a grin, already imagining what kind of rune could make cleaning feel like less of a chore.

It didn't take long. He found an old broom that had seen better days in the corner of the kitchen, tucked between a cupboard and the wall, and quickly etched the strengthening rune along the wooden handle.

Arthur showed him how the cleaning rune was shaped, and he etched the rest of them with the thought of a wet-vac in mind. Something that could basically automatically clean the house with minimal effort.

The array of runes pulsed once, then faded into the wood. He didn't use too much power this time as he was getting used to controlling his output.

He just wanted something to help his mom, not make her obsolete.

May tried it a few minutes later.

She gave the broom a gentle push, and it glided across the floor like it had a mind of its own. It was not too fast or jerky. Each stroke took less effort than lifting a spoon, leaving a clean swipe behind.

Lila was watching from the table and started clapping her hands.

"Well now," May said, eyebrows lifting. "If all your magic turns out to be this useful, I may never let you leave the farm."

Jacob beamed, his chest puffing up just a little.

The rest of the day passed in a blur of chores and small projects. Arthur kept them busy until dinner, checking tools, walking the fence line, and making sure Jacob played with the chickens.

After a quick wash and another hearty meal, the boys followed their father back out to the barn, ready for another round of enchanting practice under the light of the evening lamps.

"I noticed yesterday, but the days are already getting shorter while the cool winds are getting crisper. I guess that means your birthday is coming up, Jacob."

Jacob was taken by surprise. Oh, yeah, He thought to himself, I was born in late fall, around this time. Oh damnit, that means the festival is also coming up.

"Oh no," he muttered under his breath.

Caleb gave him a confused look. "What?"

Jacob sighed. "That means the festival is coming too."

Arthur raised an eyebrow. "You say that like it's a bad thing."

"I just, I forgot how loud and crowded it gets," Jacob replied.

Arthur chuckled as he set a small spade and a garden hoe on the bench.

"Your friends will be there for you to play with, I think you'll live. Besides, it might be a good time to show off a few enchanted items, maybe some sturdy and self-cleaning clothes. It could be useful to show off your talent."

Jacob perked up at that.

"We can make the clothes clean themselves?"

Arthur chuckled a bit.

"I think you should be able to," He replied, "I can show you the rune we used on the water barrel in the house that keeps the water clean and the transport boxes we use to carry meat to Thornhold or Spring City. I bet it works for clothes, too. I've just never been able to get it to work myself."

Jacob was smiling big at the idea of learning even more practical enchantments, and possibly showing them off at the festival.

"Now, no promises," Arthur added, "but if you do manage to get the enchantment working, I don't see why you shouldn't bring it with us."

Caleb was already poking at the new tools. "I want to do the spade this time."

He didn't seem too concerned with the details of the festival since he already had plans to run around with his village friends.

"You got it," Arthur said, passing him the inscription tool.

Jacob looked at the hoe and began tracing runes in the air, mentally testing out ideas.

Something about the harvest seemed almost magical in its own right.

He could feel it.

He wasn't sure what that magical feeling was, but he could tell that there was some sort of a buzz in the air that was getting stronger as the days approached.

It might just be the feeling of excitement and anticipation, but he could actually feel something magical about the event approaching. It was almost pressing down on him if he focused on it; he just couldn't quite place the feeling.

"Hey, Dad, why do we only use two runes for most enchantments? Only the boots have had three. Is there a reason for that?"

Arthur kept at inscribing his runes as he answered.

"We just don't know the patterns for other enchantments with more than two runes. Your grandfather is the one who found the enchantment for boots, and we haven't figured out anything more since then. Maybe you'll be able to figure it out when you learn all of the runes and patterns. Then you can start experimenting as your grandfather did."

Jacob decided to make the hoe stronger and sharper, since it was often used for getting pesky roots.

I need to consider some sort of grip enchantment, Jacob thought to himself as he created his chosen enchantment, something that would let someone hold the tool better without hurting their hands. Then, no one would have to get blisters when they use my tools.

While he was enchanting, Arthur had finished his own enchantment and went out to the house. Caleb was still intently focused on getting his spade enchanted.

When Jacob finished the hoe, Arthur had returned with one of Jacob's freshly cleaned shirts.

"Alright, Jacob, let's get started on this self-cleaning enchantment. This will actually be the first enchantment that takes two inscriptions, so we can't put the strengthening rune on it."

Caleb silently finished his spade and put it with the other enchanted spades before leaving, clearly tired from the effort it took to make his enchantment.

Jacob watched his older brother leave before focusing his attention on his father.

"Ok, Dad, let's see what's going on here." Jacob replied, "I thought the strengthening rune was the base rune?"

"That," Arthur addressed, "is actually not what I meant by calling the strengthening rune a base rune. A base rune is actually the rune that can be laid down as the foundation for the enchantment, regardless of the pattern, though with a few exceptions like this enchantment."

Jacob nodded his head as he started putting more pieces of the inscription puzzle together in his mind.

"Ok, so this enchantment uses a different base than the other enchantments?"

"Yes," Arthur replied, "this enchantment uses what we've identified as the 'self-actualization' rune in conjunction with the cleaning rune you already used for the broom to create a self-cleaning item. It's used to cause an enchantment to work on the object itself, for runes that don't already have that function built in to them."

Jacob thought about how this worked before responding, "Since you already said we only have one enchantment with three different runes, I'm going to guess that this enchantment never worked with the strengthening rune."

"Yes," Arthur nodded in agreement, "we haven't been able to combine this enchantment with any other enchantment so far. Every time I've tried, I actually end up running out of mana for some reason. It could be that the pattern I'm using isn't quite correct yet, but as I said earlier, I don't have the capacity to do the enchantments we need to keep the farm going while experimenting. Even with Caleb's help, we've been breaking too many tools on the farm to be able to enchant anything else. Hopefully, you can help change that as you learn more."

Jacob smiled.

"Well, let's see how it's done, Dad! I want to master this enchantment tonight!"

Arthur chuckled at his son's enthusiasm.

"Ok, but I only have enough magic left to show you the rune once. If you can't get it tonight, then we'll have to wait until tomorrow."

  

    
        21. Chicken Magic

    
    
    
    
  Jacob was basically jumping with excitement, barely able to remain seated in his chair. He could feel something welling up within himself, trying to burst forth with all the ideas and joy at learning about magic that was currently a jumbled mess of random thoughts and feelings.

The more of these runes I learn, the closer I get to doing some real enchanting! He thought to himself, once he could make a coherent thought through his intense excitement.

Arthur took the shirt in his hand and readied his pen, oblivious to his son's overwhelming emotions.

"Ok, so the first thing is that this is a top-down pattern, which is basically the opposite of what we've been doing. The base will go on the top with the other runes below that. Also, the pattern will make little triangles by placing the second rune between each of the base runes at an equal distance."

He demonstrated slowly, drawing three clean runes with practiced precision. As the last one settled into the fabric, the shirt gave a subtle shimmer before the light dimmed.

"There. That's the starter set. I can only manage these three runes; I can already feel my magic resisting me. It's your turn, but finish the base up first; it shouldn't matter that I added one additional rune before you. Not with what I've seen of your power."

Arthur looked a bit uncertain, but there was still a confidence in that uncertainty. Jacob could tell that his father knew it was unlikely that his eleven-year-old son could finish the enchantment when no one else had been able to do it up to this point, but as a father he chose to believe in his son.

Jacob leaned forward, studying the spacing and the shapes, paying special attention to the way the magic settled into the threads. He felt for it with his own magic as he ran his fingers over the pre-made runes. It seemed to help him know what to do with his own runes.

So, he began to draw.

His lines weren't quite as smooth as Arthur's, but they held firm, and they improved with each additional rune he drew. For the visualization, he focused on something familiar from his previous life.

Self-cleaning windows. Like those water-repellent coatings back on Earth with the soap and sprays to keep things nice and clear! That should work for an adequate visualization, he thought to himself.

He imagined grime sliding off on its own. Then, he pictured cloth that resisted buildup, that stayed fresh even with heavy use, disinfecting itself when necessary.

In his visualization, he also added the idea of it dissolving any buildup that managed to stick.

As he finished the final rune, the array glowed for a moment longer than Arthur's, then gently dimmed.

Arthur gave it a tug, lifted it up to the light, then nodded.

He pulled some dust off the ground and sprinkled it on the shirt, seeing that it promptly slid off without even the smallest particle sticking to the cloth. It didn't even leave a smudge.

"Great work! You can enchant anything you wear like this now. It's too bad that we never managed to git it to work because we needed to save the one or two enchantments we can do each day for the tools. I bet enchantments like this would have saved your mother and sister plenty of time washing clothes."

Jacob nodded, beaming at his success and the obvious look of pride on his father's face. While his father hadn't asked, Jacob would be practicing this particular enchantment on his entire family's clothes.

Before they could get deeper into any of the intricacies of enchanting, May called them in, and they cleaned up the workbench before heading home for the night.

May had a wonderful dinner ready for them, and Caleb was already digging in. Lila waited for everyone to get a plate, though.

That evening, Jacob lay in bed with his hands behind his head, staring up at the ceiling.

Cleaning enchantments, comfort runes, weight distribution, and tool strengthening with magic is making it all start to click, He thought to himself.

He could feel like something was forming in his mind, as the magic seemed to be taking on a form of its own once more, but he also felt like he just didn't have enough information.

It was as if there was a wall or barrier closed to him for now, but one that he could seemingly press on. Perhaps, he could push the wall down, given enough time and effort.

He quickly fell asleep as he started thinking of the patterns they used while enchanting.

It's like we are making two-dimensional images out of three-dimensional objects. He mindlessly thought to himself as he drifted off to sleep.

Jacob woke to the scent of breakfast and the usual background noise of farm life. He got dressed quickly, scarfed down a few eggs and toast with his family, then ran outside before anyone could rope him into an extra chore.

The chickens were already out, pecking through straw and dirt like they were finding secrets buried under every patch of ground.

He crouched near the coop and watched them for a while, arms resting on his knees, head tilted just slightly as he observed the rhythm of their movements.

They don't need to think, he thought as he observed them; they just move around seemingly aimlessly. Scratch, search, cluck, peck. Over and over. It's so relaxing. But it seems more patterned instead of simply aimless.

He watched one hen kick up a clump of straw and uncover something shiny, a coin that had somehow worked its way into the dirt.

Jacob blinked a couple of times, then leaned forward to pick it up.

"Were they looking for this or did they find it?"

They're not searching, he thought, watching one hen dig a shallow furrow, then move down the line like it knew something would be there eventually.

They're following instinct like a rule.

He tilted his head, eyes narrowing.

Is that what enchantments are? Not commands, but instincts built into the object?

He sat back in the dirt, thinking it through.

When I make a rune, I'm not telling the item what to do. I'm giving it a reflex. A reaction. Like muscle memory, but for tools or objects.

He smiled, letting the idea settle.

That's why the visualizations matter so much. Instead of simply just being a bunch of symbols, It's giving the magic something to expect, a response to a situation.

A hen flapped its wings next to him, kicking up dust, then went right back to scratching.

Jacob chuckled.

"Thanks, girls," he said, standing up and brushing off his pants. "That helped more than you know."

Who knew that chickens could help me understand some magic, chicken magic?

He took one last look at the coop before heading back toward the house, the morning sun high now and casting sharp lines across the farm.

By the time he walked into the kitchen, May was already setting out plates with Lila's help. Caleb was finishing off a slice of bread, and Arthur was drying his hands by the sink.

"Well, look who made it back before the food disappeared," Arthur said with a grin.

Jacob smiled, sliding into his seat.

"Had a bit of a breakthrough with the chickens," he said, grabbing a biscuit. "About enchanting."

Arthur raised an eyebrow. "Oh yeah?"

"Not a new rune or anything," Jacob added, shaking his head. "Just an idea about the way it works. How it's not really about control, it's more like teaching something how to react."

Arthur gave a thoughtful nod, mentally reviewing his own understanding as he reached over for the butter.

"Sounds like you're starting to understand it properly. It's important to have these little moments of realization where you draw your own understanding of the craft."

May placed the last dish on the table and sat down beside them, his younger sister in her lap.

"Well, just make sure none of your new magic gets tracked across my clean floors," she said with a playful look.

Jacob grinned.

"But it would be such a good chance to try out your new broom!" He said to her with a bit of exaggeration.

This roused a laugh out of everyone, and they ate before heading back to work.

Arthur went with the farmhands, tending to the crops and animals. Caleb was focusing on the animals, and Jacob was with the chickens to make sure they were comfortable and happy.

  

    
        22. Self-Study

    
    
    
    
  While playing with the chickens, Jacob realized that he had never really felt a strain on his magic like his father and brother. It was as if his magic was endless compared to theirs.

After thinking about it for a moment, he figured he would be able to do some experimenting with his magic.

I wonder if I can enchant some of these rocks?

He leaned over and grabbed a rock that was sitting in the dirt. It fit in the palm of his hand, but it was a bit rough.

Still, he thought, it seems like this is a good practice rock. I should be able to get about six strengthening runes around it.

He inscribed the first rune, and it seemed to take hold, shining a bit as it waited to be completed. He then moved on to the other five runes, and they all took hold as well.

When he was done, the runes shone in a bright glow that kept getting brighter, and soon the rock was too hot to hold.

So he threw it as far as he could into an open area near the chicken coop.

POP

The rock exploded, sending shrapnel in every direction. He had thrown it far enough that neither he nor the chickens were in danger, but they were spooked.

Damn, he thought to himself, I guess I should have known failed enchantments could explode. I wonder what went wrong?

He let himself calm down for a moment, then thought about how to proceed. While thinking to himself, he moved to help calm the chickens down by petting on them and being a familiar presence in their time of stress.

I think rocks are going to have to be tried later. For now, I should just go get some clothes and make some with different enchantments; that should be safe and help avoid any chickens from dying of a heart attack.

He finished helping the chickens before running back to the house to grab a few pairs of his clothes from his room. Then he rushed back to the coop to continue caring for the chickens while he practiced.

Jacob set the clothes down on a flat stone just outside the coop, brushing off any dirt that might get in the way. The chickens crowded around him as if he were their protector from the strange exploding rock.

He started his enchantment experiments simple, repeating the same strengthening and comfort runes he had practiced with Arthur.

The fabric responded well. The runes first glowed briefly, then faded into the fibers just like they had the night before.

Alright, he thought, those should be nice to wear. That's two runes working together again. Let's try doing one with a third.

He grabbed a pair of trousers that had a sturdier material to work with.

Not sure if the quality of the material matters, but that rock must have exploded for a re. Now, let's try to put the strengthening rune on the self-cleaning enchantment.

He turned the top of the trousers out like the boots his dad showed him and did the enchantment from the bottom up.

He started with the strengthening rune, using double the amount of runes with much less spacing between them than what he usually did.

Then he used the self-actualization rune just above the strengthening rune, except the second row of runes didn't sit directly above the first.

Instead, each one nestled between the two below it, forming a staggered triangular pattern that gave the entire array a sense of balance and flow.

With his base of runes seemingly stable, he added the cleaning rune staggered above the self-actualization runes.

When he laid his last rune down, the enchantment began to glow, but then started to flash, and then the runes seemed to crumble as they disappeared without sinking into the fabric.

Huh, I guess failures don't just explode normally. Makes me wonder why the rock did.

He looked over to his small pile of clothes.

Better stick with what I know for now until I understand what went wrong there.

For the rest of his time taking care of the chickens, he practiced the enchantments he already knew while trying to feel out each pattern and see why they worked the way they did.

As the sun started dipping, casting long orange shadows through the trees near the coop, he leaned back on his elbows and let out a long breath.

"That's enough for now," he muttered, more to himself than the chickens.

He had managed to get a feel for how the runes wanted to work with which patterns, but he hadn't managed to get the triple runic enchantment to work the way he wanted to.

He looked at the small pile of enchanted clothes and nodded. Not bad for an afternoon of self-study.

Jacob gathered the clothes and jogged back to the house just as May was stepping out to ring the bell for dinner.

"There you are," she said, smiling. "You keep disappearing off to that coop like you're one of the chickens."

He grinned. "They seem to have accepted me into their fold, and it's nice just watching them scratch around the coop."

She raised an eyebrow but said nothing further as she turned back toward the house with a slight smile adorning her face.

Inside, the table was already set, and the smell of roasted vegetables and something savory made his mouth water.

Arthur was already sitting with Caleb, both of them looking like they'd earned their meal. Jacob dropped the clothes in the corner of his room, washed his hands, and joined the table next to Lila.

Dinner passed with laughter, good food, and a warmth that only came from being part of a household where each person knew they were loved.

Instead of feeling like each conversation was a battle, as he had experienced on earth, Jacob was able to just be himself and joke about the chickens getting spooked without any harsh reprimand.

The smile on his father's face and the laughter from his mother told Jacob that he was trusted to care for the chickens, even if he accidentally made rocks explode around them from time to time.

Once again, a warm fuzzy feeling near the physical location of his heart seemed to buzz with excitement and love, making Jacob feel as if he truly belonged with his family.

Afterward, with full bellies and a bit more daylight left, Arthur clapped a hand on Jacob's shoulder.

"Let's get back to the barn. I've got a couple of bigger tools we can test your runes on. They're too big to swing around like the hammers, but they're not as critical as the plow."

Jacob's eyes lit up. "What kind?"

Arthur winked, his smile obvious. "You'll see."

Jacob was already halfway to the door before Arthur finished his sentence.

  

    
        23. Closer

    
    
    
    
  Jacob pulled open the barn, too excited to wait for Arthur, only to realize that the big tools were not prepared at the workbench.

Arthur came in behind him. "They are too big for me to move on my own, and the farmhands are all with their families. We will have to go to them."

He led Jacob around the workbench to the greater part of the barn, passing the plough in the process.

He ran his hand along the large metal piece that was starting to gather dust.

Arthur had grabbed the lamp that hung from the workbench as he passed, lighting it to cast light into the dark depths of the large barn.

Jacob ran his hand along the plough, fingers tracing the faint lines of rust starting to form.

"We'll get to you soon," he muttered.

Arthur glanced back. "Still not today. That one's got to be perfect."

He motioned Jacob forward, deeper into the barn, where larger equipment was stored.

"This way."

He followed until they stopped at a heavy wooden wheelbarrow. The handles were worn, the basin reinforced with metal plates.

"This one," Arthur said, slapping the side of it, "we use to haul crops to the wagon. Gets heavy real fast when it's full."

Jacob crouched, inspecting the metal braces and wood grain. "Should I use the lightness enchantment?"

Arthur nodded. "Exactly. Just like the hammer, but think bigger. You won't be able to pick it up while enchanting, so you'll need to move around it as you work. Take your time."

Jacob nodded, already pulling out his tool.

He thought of a hydraulic lift this time, not just a jack, to try to emphasize the feeling of lightness of the wheelbarrow, but also possibly on the crops that would fill it.

Once the pattern was laid and pulsed into the material, Arthur led him further down to a large cast-iron component resting on a pair of supports.

"This is part of the grain grinder," Arthur explained. "One of the old farmhands used to be able to carry it around by himself with no problem, but that man had arms like tree trunks. We're not all built like that."

Jacob stepped up beside it, running his hand along the curved edge. It was dense, and he could see why it would take several farmhands to lift the thing.

"This one might be harder," Jacob said, thinking through the enchantment. "I'll use the same approach from earlier, but I'll have to think bigger."

Arthur gave him a nod. "Good. You're starting to think like a proper enchanter. But you are also going to have to figure out how to channel more power into it."

The barn filled with quiet concentration as Jacob got to work, the oil lamp flickering gently overhead.

He laid down the base runes for strengthening with practiced ease and then added the runes that help reduce how heavy it feels to the user.

'I'll use the same visualization this time, but I need to use more power with each rune. Just gotta let it flow.'

His hands began to glow as he channeled his magical power through the inscription tool.

The runes shone brighter than normal, and when he was finished, the runes glowed brightly but reached a peak unlike the rock earlier.

There was no heat being given off by the wheelbarrow, so Jacob was not worried.

He looked over to his father, who seemed to be fascinated by the runes that were still glowing brightly.

"Well, if this doesn't allow me to lift it by myself, then I don't know what will."

Once the runes finally calmed down and seemed to be absorbed by the metal of the part for the grinder, Arthur squatted down and wrapped his arms around it.

He used much more force than necessary to lift it, which resulted in a comedic lift-off as he was launched into the air by the enchantment, nearly touching the roof of the inside of the barn.

Luckily for him, it seemed that he and the grinder part were being treated as 'lighter' by the magic, and he landed without injury.

"Whoa! That was a great enchantment! I bet you could even lift it as it is. I could tell you were using more power, and it seems you are getting the hang of channeling your magic into the enchantments."

After setting the grinder part down, he reached over and mussed up Jacob's hair. This caused the boy to giggle a bit as he walked over to try to lift the part as well.

"Be careful, son, I was mostly joking, but if you want to give it a try, I won't stop you."

Jacob nodded to his father and gave the part a tug. It seemed to lift itself off the stand that held it, and he had no problems with moving it around or setting it back on the supports.

"Well, I'll be. It looks like you are ready to enchant the plough already."

This caused the boy to smile bigger.

"You know, I am not sure if I say this enough," Arthur continued, "but I really am proud of you, son."

At this point, Jacob had to run over to his father for a big hug. The man bent down and embraced his son, patting his back.

He ruffled Jacob's hair once more before standing and dusting off his hands.

"That's enough for today. You've earned a bit of rest."

Jacob glanced at the plough as they passed it.

"Tomorrow," Jacob said quietly, "we should start thinking about the plough."

Arthur nodded, his expression thoughtful. "Soon. Very soon."

They extinguished the lamp and walked side by side through the quiet barn, leaving behind the now-lighter wheelbarrow and the grinder piece, with the plough awaiting tomorrow.

As they stepped out into the cool night air, Jacob looked up at the stars and smiled.

He was getting closer.

  

    
        24. The Plough

    
    
    
    
  That night, Jake slept like a rock. One moment, he was closing his eyes, the next moment he was opening them, feeling fully refreshed.

He stretched, pulled on some clothes, and made his way to the dining room for breakfast.

May served up a quick breakfast of warm bread with a smear of jam, and eggs that still steamed on the plate. Lila was helping pass around plates and cutlery.

Arthur and Caleb talked casually about the weather and a neighbor's busted cart axle, while Jacob listened in quiet thought.

He headed outside after breakfast, as usual. The coop was already full of noise with clucking hens and flapping wings that greeted him like a flock of feathery roommates.

While feeding and checking the coop, Jacob's mind drifted.

'It's weird. I've helped enchant nearly every tool in the barn by now, but I haven't even touched the fields. I don't know what we grow, Wheat? Corn? It's not like I've ever been told.'

He crouched beside a hen who had started nesting near the edge of the fence, scratching gently behind her wing.

'Dad and Caleb spend so much time in the fields, or with the animals, and I'm always stuck with the chickens. Sure, I can use magic for enchantments, but am I really helping the farm?'

He let the thought settle in as he finished his chores.

After lunch, Arthur surprised him.

"Finish up and grab your things," he said, already heading toward the door with a bit of pep in his step.

Jacob didn't need to be told twice.

They crossed the yard and stepped into the barn, the big plough still sitting in its place from before. This time, Arthur didn't walk past it.

Instead, he set the oil lamp down beside it and gave Jacob a nod.

"It's time."

Jacob observed the tool. It looked heavy and powerful. And very much ready for his enchantments.

He stepped forward and knelt beside it.

As he prepped his tools, Arthur sat nearby and spoke quietly.

"If you enchant it like last time, whatever you visualised, it will work as long as you channel just a bit more magical power. We don't need it to be capable of flight, just enough to take the burden off of our field Ox. The one we have ready for this plough is still young, so a lighter plough will be perfect for him."

Jacob gave a single nod and ran his fingers along the thick metal beam, feeling the weight that the metal of the plough gave off through its mana field.

'I can do this, it's not even that much bigger than the piece for the mill.'

He started slow, laying down the strengthening runes across the central frame.

Each rune was quickly and perfectly inscribed on the metal, leaving a glowing mark as the enchantment took shape.

The lightness runes came second. He pictured a hydraulic system again, one strong enough to lift tons with a simple push.

He imagined that force providing leverage, easing the weight of the load so the young ox wouldn't have to strain.

The array was larger than any he had done before, and he could feel the magic starting to flow more freely than usual.

Not wildly, it felt more natural than that. It was like it had learned his desires and flowed in vast amounts in the way he needed it.

When the last rune locked into place, a low hum passed through the plough.

The glow built slowly, filling each carved mark with soft amber light, then fading as the energy was absorbed fully.

Arthur stood and walked over, placing a hand on the tool. He gave it a small tug, partially lifting one side off the ground, then smiled.

"That'll do. You could hitch this thing to a goat now and still get a day's work done."

Jacob cracked a smile, feeling pride rise up in his chest.

They stood there for a moment, both just looking at it, a bit awed by the power that was used to make such a thing possible.

After a moment, Jacob broke the silence.

"Hey, Dad, why haven't I gotten to help with the fields yet? I mean, I've enchanted almost every tool we store in this barn. But I still don't know what crops we grow, or how we even work them."

Arthur gave a slow nod, as if he had been expecting the question for a while now.

"That's fair to ask," he said. "You're old enough now to hear the real reason. It's not about keeping you from the fields, Jacob. It's about giving you something more important."

He turned and leaned back against the barn post, arms folding across his chest.

"When a child in our village turns eleven, they get a free year. No chores or duties. They have the pressure of their future taken off of them. It's called the Trial Year. It is to give them time to explore the village and beyond. To figure out what kind of life they want to lead, not just the one they're born into."

Jacob blinked. "So, I'm about to be free to just do whatever?"

Arthur chuckled. "More or less. You'll still have to be respectful, and you can't run off and join a band of highwaymen. But yes, you'll have the space to learn, to help who you want, and explore what calls to you. It's a tradition that goes back farther than I can name. Everyone gets their Trial Year."

Jacob looked back at the plough, the lines of his enchantment still faintly glowing.

"And then what happens at twelve?"

Arthur pushed off the beam and walked over, resting a hand on Jacob's shoulder.

"At twelve, you come back with a clearer head and a sense of what you're meant for. Then you get your role, officially. Maybe it's farming. It could be enchanting. Or, maybe, it's something none of us has a name for yet."

Jacob couldn't help but sense something was being said here that went over his head.

Arthur gave Jacob's shoulder a squeeze.

"You're almost there, son. Next week is the festival, then you'll turn eleven. And after what you've already done, I've got no doubt your Trial Year is going to shake a few things loose around here."

Jacob grinned.

"Can I still hang out with the chickens?"

Arthur laughed. "If you want to. But something tells me your magic won't be terrorizing the coop much longer."

Jacob blushed.

"You knew?"

Arthur just smiled.

"Nothing happens on my farm without me knowing."

  

    
        25. The Festival (1)

    
    
    
    
  The next morning, the plough moved like a dream.

Jacob watched from the fence as Arthur guided the young ox across the field.

The blade cut clean through the soil, light enough that the ox barely strained, yet heavy enough to turn the earth without bouncing. It worked exactly the way he imagined.

Arthur waved from the far end of the row. "You nailed it! This thing's going to cut our fieldwork in half!"

Jacob beamed. There was no stopping him after that.

For the rest of the week, he enchanted every other plough on the farm.

Some were older, some newer, but each got the same bit of attention. Strengthening runes across the core, lightness runes to take the burden off the oxen.

Nothing exploded, and each enchantment became easier than the previous one.

By midweek, Arthur stopped hovering. He just left the tools stacked near the barn with a note that read, "When you've got time."

Jacob got them all done and still had not figured out a daily limit to his enchanting ability.

With the farm tools finished, May handed him a small pile of freshly sewn clothes.

"I thought you might want something new for the festival," she said, brushing a bit of feather off his shoulder before kissing his forehead.

Jacob turned the fabric over in his hands. He had new tunics, trousers, and a light jacket stitched from a heavier weave. Each one had space for runes along the hems and cuffs.

She didn't even have to say it out loud because Jacob knew what she intended for him to do with these.

He spent the next couple of days carefully enchanting the set while playing with the chickens. A little comfort here. A bit of cleaning there. One of the tunics even got a lightness enchantment.

'Not that it needs it, but it gives the fabric a soft, floaty feel that makes it perfect for showing off!'

By the time the sun dipped low on the last evening, the house was buzzing with a bit of excitement.

Caleb had helped string lanterns near the road, and Arthur came in late, smelling of firewood and smoke from the village bonfires.

Jacob looked over his clothes one last time, folded them neatly, and set them out by the door.

'Tomorrow, the festival will begin!'

And after it, his Trial Year. He could feel the excitement building up in his bones, working its way from his toes to his chest.

'I don't really remember the previous festivals, I wonder how it will go? And why did they even mention that I should show off my enchanting skills in the first place? I hope the villagers don't try to string me up as a witch, gah! I am sure my dad would have mentioned something like that if it could happen!'

He tried once again to channel magic through his hands and produce workable magic instead of just the runes for enchantments, but try as he might, he was unable to so much as produce even a flicker of flame or a drop of water.

He slept restlessly that night, tossing and turning. He even woke up several times to get a glass of water, seeing Caleb up for the same a couple of times.

In the morning, Jacob sat up slowly, rubbing his face and trying to shake off the lingering haze from a night of broken sleep.

He dressed with care, pulling on the freshly enchanted clothes. The tunic practically floated over his shoulders. The trousers felt like they had been worn for years. His boots, scuffed but solid, had been touched up with a potent enchantment of comfort.

The kitchen was already busy when he walked in. His mother was moving freshly cooked plates of food to the dining room while carrying his younger sister, who was still looking a bit sleepy.

Arthur was dressed in clean work clothes, evidently home from a busy early morning to help prepare the festival in the village.

Caleb was already halfway through his food, clearly in a hurry to get going.

"Eat up, boys," May said, setting another plate down for Jacob. "The village square will be full by the time we get there."

Jacob sat and tore into the bread, savoring the hint of honey baked into the dough.

They ate without much talking, just the clatter of plates and the occasional laugh from Caleb as he teased Jacob about "finally looking presentable."

Lila seemed to be waking up as she ate her breakfast, but she kept to herself as she normally did.

After breakfast, they loaded a small cart with jars of pickled vegetables, bundles of herbs, and a few loaves of bread for trading. May handed Arthur a list, then pulled Jacob aside.

"Let people see your clothes," she said with a wink. "Let them ask questions. You don't have to explain everything, just be polite and let them see what you've done."

Jacob nodded, heart thumping a little faster.

The walk into the village took longer than usual. Not because of distance, but because nearly every family was on the road doing the same.

Children ran ahead with woven baskets. Older villagers strolled in small groups, chatting about the weather, the crops, and which vendors were returning this year.

By the time they reached the square, the festival was already in full swing.

Booths lined the roads with colorful fabric stretched overhead. Musicians were tuning their instruments near the center, and the smell of roasting meat, candied nuts, and fresh pastries filled the air.

Jacob stuck close to his family at first, helping set up their own stall. May laid out her goods, Lila holding onto the hem of her dress, while Arthur handled the trade board.

Caleb had already wandered off toward the games, laughing with a group of boys his age.

Jacob leaned against the stall, watching the crowd with wide eyes.

People were already looking. Not staring, but watching.

'Now is as good a time as ever,' Jacob thought before wiping his greasy hands on his pants. The stain was evident, as he had been keeping his hands dirty on purpose.

The people watching him walked over, some around his age and a couple of adults.

One old man, in particular, spoke up.

"Young man, it seems you are wandering around here alone. I should let you know that ruining your clothes like that will make your mother quite upset. I am sure she put a lot of work into those clothes."

They couldn't see the enchantments due to the way the runes disappear when the fully enchanted runes take hold and empower the objects they are inscribed on. But, soon, that didn't matter.

"They aren't ruined," Jacob replied to the old man.

The old man then looked back down at his pants as he prepared to explain Jacob's mistake to him, but realized that the stains were gone.

  

    
        26. The Festival (2)

    
    
    
    
  "Oh! How fascinating. You must be Arthur's youngest son! I have not had the pleasure of meeting you quite yet. I am Edwin Clobtrotter, cobbler by trade and full-time busybody when the festival rolls around."

Jacob gave a small bow of the head. "Nice to meet you, sir. I am Jacob Hemlock, maybe a farmer, but for now, I am known to frequent the chicken coop."

"Likewise." The man squinted at the hems of Jacob's trousers.

"Self-cleaning enchantments, then? No shimmer or crackling edges, and nothing to give it away. That is some clean work, though I would not be one to claim to know much about such enchantments."

A few other adults and teens in the group murmured in agreement. One boy, maybe a year older than Jacob, reached out and rubbed his fingers across the jacket fabric.

"It even feels different. Like it's lighter than it should be," the boy said.

Jacob nodded. "I gave this one a lightness enchantment. I figured it would be better to have a lighter jacket than something extra comfortable."

The boy grinned. "That's cool. I'm Bran, and I am a tinkerer! You enchant all your clothes like this?"

Jacob relaxed a little. "So far, I have only done the new ones. These were for the festival."

Bran nodded slowly, eyes still on the jacket. "I've been messing with clock springs and tin fittings in my shed. But what you're doing, this is something else."

Edwin chuckled, giving Jacob a friendly pat on the shoulder. "Well, I hope you enjoy the festival, young man. Just try not to upstage the fire dancers later."

As the group wandered off, a few more kids lingered nearby. One girl looked like she wanted to say something, but thought better of it and walked away. Another boy just gave Jacob a quiet nod before heading toward the food stalls.

Jacob turned back to the family booth. May was smiling, clearly pretending not to have been watching Lila still clinging to the hem of her dress.

Arthur gave him a small thumbs-up from behind a stack of herb bundles.

Jake was feeling successful and decided to capitalize on this feeling to help his parents with the booth for a while.

He still had some people stop by who had heard of his work, but mostly, he spent some time enjoying the feeling of meeting people for the first time.

After a while, May leaned over to say to Jacob, "You should go explore some, see what the festival has going on. Also, the fire dancers are going to be that way."

She pointed in a direction for Jacob to start wandering, then ushered him away from the booth.

He wandered through the festival crowd, letting the smells of roasted meat and sweet bread mix with the flicker of sunlight from the colorful fabric overhead.

Music drifted from different corners, but one voice caught his ear.

It was not a loud or showy voice, but it was a clear, almost enchanting one.

It started off soft at first, then stronger, like a gentle current that steadily trickles down the face of a rock.

He stopped.

Across the square, beneath a sycamore tree strung with small glass ornaments, a girl stood barefoot on a wooden crate.

She was maybe his age. Brown hair tied back with a ribbon, eyes closed, singing like the words were growing straight from her chest.

It wasn't just good. It was something else.

Jacob felt his tiredness ease. The ache in his shoulders lightened. His heart didn't race, but his whole body felt more awake.

'What the, is that magic?'

He blinked, focusing harder.

There were no glowing runes or hand gestures to indicate the use of magic. It was just her, singing like it was the most normal thing in the world.

He stood there a little longer than he meant to. He was not staring, but he was not walking away either.


'She was watching my demonstration with my clothes.'

Once she was done singing, she noticed Jake and blushed.

He tried to walk away, but bumped into an adult walking by, which caused him to stumble toward the girl instead of away.

'Hi, I am Sera.'

The young girl may have blushed when she noticed her admirer, but Jacob had to admit that someone that is capable of singing at such a crowded event was anything but shy.

"I was trying not to stare!" Jacob blurted out. "There was something about your singing, it was, I guess, almost magical?"

Sera tilted her head, her blush fading into a curious smile.

"Magical?" she asked, her voice still soft, but clearer now that she was speaking directly to him.

Jacob scratched the back of his neck. "Not like glowing runes or spellbooks, but, when you sang, I felt better. Stronger, even. Like I had just woken up from a nap."

She looked down at her bare feet, wiggling her toes against the wood of the crate.

"People say things like that sometimes. I thought it was just because they liked the song, my grandma says my father had the same voice."

Jacob shook his head. "No, it was more than that. I do enchantments, and I know what it feels like when something is more than it seems, and there was more to your voice than just sounding good."

She stepped off the crate and stood in front of him now, a few inches shorter but clearly holding her own in the conversation.

"So you're the boy with the enchanted clothes," she said, looking him over. "I wondered how you kept your trousers so clean."

He gave a sheepish grin. "They were a gift from my mom, but I might have helped them stay that way."

Sera smiled again, this time warmer. "Well, Jacob the Enchanter, if my voice really is magical, maybe we should figure out what kind of magic it is."

Jacob blinked, surprised she took it seriously.

"Yeah," he said slowly. "Maybe we should."

They stood like that for a moment, both quiet. There was no apparent awkwardness between them. It seemed that they both needed some time to think.

Then she nodded toward the bonfire at the center of the square. "They're about to start the lantern lighting. Are you coming?"

He hesitated for half a second, then nodded. "Yeah. Let's go."

She led the way without waiting, and Jacob followed, still not quite sure what had just happened.

'This might be a whole new kind of magic, what the hell is up with this village? Are all villages in this magical world crowded with different types of magic?'

Shaking his head from his thoughts, he picked up the pace to catch up to Sera.

  

    
        27. Fire Dancers

    
    
    
    
  The bonfire was much larger than the fires they had on the farm to clear out brush when expanding the fields.

This one crackled with vigor. Stacks of firewood arranged in careful layers sent smoke trailing high above the village square.

It wasn't just for warmth or light, no, it was the signal that the festival was nearing its peak.

Children ran in circles near the edge, waving sticks with colored ribbons. Musicians had taken up drums and flutes at the edge of the crowd, and the first of the fire dancers stepped into the ring.

Jacob watched, eyes wide as flames swirled in practiced arcs. Torches spun, feet stamped, and the crowd clapped to the beat. Sparks drifted through the dancers and into the crowd. The heat kissed his face, but he didn't retreat.

Sera stood nearby, arms crossed loosely as she watched the performers.

"They practice all year for this," she said without looking away, evidently mesmerized.

"Yeah," Jacob replied. "It really seems like it."

One of the dancers kicked a torch high into the air, caught it without missing a beat, then twirled it behind his back. The crowd whooped, cheers all around.

After a few more flourishes, and then the music slowed.

A single drumbeat began to pulse, and the crowd parted as a man in patch-covered overalls shuffled into view.

"Old Thom," someone whispered.

He held a long pole with a fuse running down the side and carried a leather satchel slung across his chest.

The fire dancers stepped aside as he raised the pole skyward. A few sparks popped from the tip.

Then the sky lit up.

Bright bursts exploded above the square, blooming into fiery flowers and spinning wheels of color. Some whistled, others crackled. One shaped like a star fizzled out just before hitting the ground, drawing cheers from the children.

Jacob laughed without meaning to, with a childlike glee. "Did he make all of those?"

Sera nodded. "He brings them out every year, but he seems to just appear for the fireworks and then disappears without a word."

Jacob grinned and looked back up. For a moment, everything felt surreal.

There was a lot of color and the aura of the crowd around him. He had a feeling of belonging in his chest that he wasn't quite able to place.

Eventually, the last firework went off, a huge ring of gold that hung in the air longer than the rest before fading into nothing. Thom was nowhere to be seen after that.

The music shifted again, this time, it was a gentle melody. Families started gathering their things. The fire dancers bowed, and the drums fell quiet.

Arthur's voice called out through the crowd. "Jacob, it's time to head home."

Jacob gave Sera a small wave. "I'll see you around?"

She smiled. "I hope so."

He jogged off to meet his family. May had her shawl wrapped around her shoulders, and Caleb looked like he had eaten half the festival.

Arthur had soot on his sleeve and the calm look of a man who was ready to call it a day.

They walked home under the glow of the last few lanterns. The wind was quiet. The stars were out.

Jacob didn't say anything, but his thoughts were buzzing around wildly in his head.

Tomorrow, his Trial Year would begin.

'It's only been a few short years in this world, but I already feel like I have lived here my whole life, this is much better than Earth already.'

Jacob stuck close to his family as they made their way back through the square. The fire had burned down to coals, and only a few dancers remained, chatting as they packed up their gear.

Vendors were closing their stalls, brushing crumbs off tables, and collecting coins in small pouches while packing their things.

Children ran past holding paper lanterns, the flickering candles inside casting shifting shadows over the cobblestones. Jacob caught the scent of honey cakes and spice, followed by the lingering tang of spent fireworks.

Back at the booth, most of the herbs and preserves were gone. May had already packed the remaining jars into baskets.

Caleb took a seat on a bench nearby, chewing on a roasted carrot skewer like it was the best thing he'd eaten in weeks.

May turned as they arrived. "We just about sold everything. Even the dried beets!"

Arthur raised a brow. "Someone bought the beets?"

May nodded, "Three bags of them. The man must have been half asleep!"

Jacob thought about what he just heard, but then chuckled. He was still thinking about Sera. Her voice, her presence, the magical feeling of it all.

It seemed like she hadn't tried to impress anyone. She was just singing, and yet, it was the most magical thing Jake had seen besides Thoms' old shop.

He looked down at his own clothes. They still looked brand new, despite the grease, smoke, and dust from the day.

'Not bad for a few low-grade enchantments.'

Arthur placed a hand on his shoulder. "You ready?"

Jacob nodded. "Yeah. Let's go home."

As they moved through the crowd, a stocky man in a coat that was a bit too fancy for a villager stepped out from a booth. Behind his booth was a carriage pulled by four horses that also had a covered wagon in tow.

"Arthur Hemlock," he said with a nod. "Heard your boy caused a bit of a stir."

Arthur shook his hand. "Evening, Ferrin. Still chasing silver?"

Ferrin grinned. "Always. But if you had half a mind, you'd take that kid to the city. No one there cares about carrots, but enchanted clothes? That could draw in some real coin."

He looked Jacob over.

"I'd take a set myself if I wasn't stuck trading silver. Might not fetch gold out here, but in Thornhold? They'd line up, quicklike. Especially if you can make some good weapons or armor."

Arthur nodded slowly. "We'll think on it."

Ferrin gave Jacob a wink and turned back to his cart.

Jacob watched him go, then turned to Arthur. "Is it true?"

Arthur glanced down at his son, a look of uncertainty on his face. "You'll find out soon enough."

They turned away from the square, the music fading behind them as more families began to leave. The sky was darker now, with the moonlight and stars giving the dirt road a silver cast.

The glow of the lanterns scattered across the road, coupled with the silence of the tired villagers making their way back home, gave the dirt road a solemn feel to it.

As they walked, Jacob caught sight of something he hadn't noticed before. A boy a little older than him, sitting on a cart edge swinging his legs, alone. He wasn't smiling, but he was watching. And when their eyes met, the boy gave a short nod.

Jacob returned it without thinking.

He didn't know why, but something about that moment felt important.

He faced forward again, continuing home with his family.

'Tomorrow I'll be eleven!'

  

    
        28. Birthday

    
    
    
    
  The smell of breakfast hit him before he even opened his eyes.

Jacob blinked against the morning light spilling through the window and sat up slowly. He wasn't tired, but his limbs felt heavy regardless. It was like the weight of the day had already settled in before his feet even touched the floor.

He dressed in a groggy silence and made his way to the kitchen.

The table was already set. Eggs, sliced tomatoes with salt, hot bread torn into chunks, and a small dish of berry preserves that May only brought out on special days.

'Seems tense here, they must be worried.'

Arthur sat at the head of the table, nursing a cup of tea, a serious look on his face as he seemed lost in his thoughts. Caleb chewed on a piece of bread, staring off like he had already checked out for the day. May hovered near the stove, hands busy but eyes distant. Lila was already nibbling on something herself, quiet as per the usual.

Jacob took his seat and started eating. The food was perfect, as always. May had cooked crisp edges on the eggs without a runny yolk, and the bread was warm enough to melt the jam into it. But the silence around the table hung heavily, a little awkward for Jacob.

Arthur cleared his throat once Jacob had finished most of his meal.

"Well, son. Today's the day."

Jacob nodded, mouth full.

"You're eleven now," Arthur said plainly. "That means your Trial Year has begun."

May glanced over, lips pressed together. She gave him a small smile, but it didn't quite reach her eyes. She was evidently worried for her boy.

Arthur continued. "From this point on, you've got no daily chores, no scheduled work, no expectations, and quite a bit of freedom. This year is yours to use however you see fit."

Jacob set his fork down.

"I can do anything I want?"

Arthur nodded. "Within reason. You still need to show respect as you were raised. And you should still use your head, don't go getting into trouble. But if you want to spend all day in the village square or walking the hills, maybe playing in the east forest, or tinkering with enchantments in the barn, that's your call."

Caleb snorted. "Wish I could do it again. I spent half my Trial Year trying to build a raft that never made it past the pond."

Arthur smirked at that but didn't lose his focus. "You're not expected to sleep at home every night, either. If you end up in someone's hayloft or camp out near the creek, that's fine. Just be smart about it, and always be safe. You can go as far as Thornhold, but not past it. That's the edge of what we consider safe for someone your age."

May finally spoke, voice low. "We trust you, Jacob. Just remember you're always welcome here, no matter what you find out there."

Jacob looked around the table. His plate was empty, but the air was still tense.

"So that's it? I just go?"

Arthur gave a single nod. "That's it. The rest is up to you. But would you like to hear my advice on how to best use this year? It's fine if you don't, your brother wasn't interested."

He smirked a little bit again as he glanced over at Caleb, who looked like he wanted to say something, but seemed to be cut off by his own thoughts.

Jacob nodded, sitting straighter.

Arthur leaned back in his chair, eyes narrowing just a little, not in judgment, but in thought. In anything, he seemed a bit relieved that his boy wanted some advice.

"Walk further than you think you should, and try talking to people who don't usually get talked to. Try things that make you feel stupid at first. If something catches your interest, chase it until it runs out. And if nothing does, help someone else chase theirs."

May stepped in quietly with a big chocolate cake and a mug of warm milk, placing it near Jacob's hand and the cake where his plate had been before resting a palm on his shoulder.

Arthur continued. "This year is not about finding a job. It's about finding a reason. What pulls at you, or drives you, and makes you feel like you have to see something through even when no one's watching."

Caleb snorted again, but this time it wasn't dismissive, more like he was remembering something.

Arthur gave him a glance, then looked back at Jacob. "And don't be afraid to fail, it is inevitable. But it is part of the whole thing. Part of the point of this Trial Year."

Jacob sat with that for a moment.

"What if I already have some ideas?" he asked.

Arthur smiled. "Then you're ahead of where I was."

May gave his shoulder a small squeeze. "Just be careful."

He nodded.

Arthur stood and reached into a drawer near the stove, pulling out a small coin pouch and a folded scrap of parchment.

"The map's not fancy, but it shows the local roads and paths out to Thornhold. And there's a few of your gold and silvers in here. Use them wisely. Barter when you can and trade when it's fair, but save some coin for the road home."

Jacob took the items with both hands.

"Thanks," he said.

May then brought out some wax sticks with small wicks on the end, placing them in the cake. She then lit them with a snap of her fingers.

Jake was surprised and looked to his mother, who had a sad look on her face. As if the small bit of magic was all she could do, and then it turned into a sad look a mother makes as one of her child leaves the nest.

But she didn't let her apprehension ruin the moment. She began to sing his birthday song, with the rest of the family joining in. Even his baby sister tried to hit a few notes.

When they were done, he blew out the candles, and May cut him a big slice of the cake.

After cleaning up, Jake sat back in his chair with his hands on his belly.

Arthur spoke up again.

"Now, about what that merchant was talking about."

Jacob sat up, listening intently.

"If you would like, I can show you Thornhold for your first time. I have some business with the butcher, and it never hurts to put up a booth in the square for the day."

This caused Jacob to smile.

"Then I will get a few pairs of clothes put together. I know they sell stuff in the village square this time of the year. I don't want to put too much stress on mom."

May nodded to them in appreciation as she gathered the plates and leftovers from the table.

"Then," Arthur replied, "I can take you with me in three days. Think you can whip up some worthy enchantments by then?"

Jacob nodded as he got up, with Arthur following him.

Arthur clapped him lightly on the back. "Now get out of here. The day won't wait."

Jacob stood, stepped outside, and squinted into the morning light.

The whole world was waiting. He just had to choose where to start.

  

    
        29. Start of the Trial Year

    
    
    
    
  Jacob stopped by the coop, only to find one of the children of the farmhands already taking care of the chickens.

The hens still clucked like they missed him, but Jacob gave them a small wave and turned back toward the road. It felt strange, not having a task waiting for him.

'I guess this is what freedom feels like. A little quiet and a bit awkward, I suppose it's different from Earth, where all I had was free time.'

He walked through the village paths with his coin pouch tucked tight against his side. It was just a couple gold and a few silvers, but it was the first time he would spend money on himself.

The square was quieter in the morning, where a few vendors were just setting up. Some were sweeping stalls or adjusting price boards, while others waved casually to those passing by.

Jacob took his time to peruse the wares available to him.

He found a sturdy tunic made of reinforced cotton and a pair of thick canvas trousers stitched with extra panels at the knees. A third vendor offered him a vest made of coarse wool with leather straps on the sides, a good balance of comfort and durability. They weren't fancy, but they were built to last.

He bartered down the price on the vest and paid in silver, making sure to count out the change in coppers that the vendor gave back to him carefully. The vendor gave him a nod of respect for doing it properly. Evidently, it was not so common for kids his age to be capable of even simple math.

After getting a few more things to enchant and loading the clothes into a sack, Jacob made his way to the blacksmith.

The old forge at the edge of the square was already running. Heat rolled out from the open doors, and the clinking of metal rang out in slow, practised rhythms.

Jacob didn't go to the front counter. Instead, he walked around the side where the older tools and finished goods were kept.

Most of the items here were basics like hoes, spades, or hammers and nails by the handful. But leaning against a beam in the corner was a simple iron sword. No polish or frills, just a straight blade with a wood-wrapped grip sporting a plain crossguard. Below it sat a dagger in a cracked sheath.

"That one's been here a while," came a voice from inside.

The smith stepped out, wiping his hands on a thick cloth. His apron was worn, and his arms were thick from years of work.

Jacob nodded toward the sword. "Is it still good?"

The man grunted. "It'll hold an edge. Nothing fancy, but it won't snap unless you're trying to chop a boulder. I don't make cheap garbage, even if it takes a few years to sell the damned things. Have to make them so I won't forget."

Jacob looked the blade over again, then reached into his pouch.

"How much do you want for it?"

"Now why," the smith replied, "would a little runt like you need a sword?"

Jacob grinned. "I am going to enchant it with magic."

This startled the smith a bit, but then a light came on in his head.

"Ah, I see. Arthur's son, eh?

Jacob nodded in response.

"Then I suppose I should offer you a good deal. No one grows crops like your old man anymore."

The smith named a fair price for each piece, and Jacob didn't haggle. He paid in full and slid both the sword and dagger into his pack.

"Take care of them," the man said, heading back inside.

"I will," Jacob replied, making his way back home.

With the sun climbing higher and the village coming to life, Jacob made his way back toward the barn. The clothes he picked out were plain but serviceable. And, soon, they would also be magical.

Back at the barn, he set the sack of clothes on the workbench, laid out the sword and dagger, and cracked his knuckles as he prepared himself to accomplish the work he had set out.

'Let's see what I can really do.'

By lunch, Jacob had a sack of enchanted clothes ready for the market in Thornhold City.

He stepped into the house, stopping by his room to drop his newly enchanted clothes off, just as May was setting the table.

Caleb raised an eyebrow as Jacob walked into the dining room. "You're back early."

"I was enchanting in the barn and got hungry," Jacob said, setting his sack near the door.

May smiled as she ladled stew into bowls. "I am just glad you're joining us, sweetie."

Lila made a sound in agreement with her mother, sitting at the table ready to eat.

They ate in easy silence. The stew was hot, thick with beans and carrots, and the bread still warm from the oven. Jacob ate like he hadn't stopped moving all morning. He wasn't sure if it was the work or the feeling of starting something on his own, but everything tasted better than usual.

After lunch, May collected the dishes with Lila, and Caleb headed out to the fields.

Arthur and Jacob stepped outside together, walking side by side down the path toward the barn.

Jacob glanced at his father. "Do you know another good rune for a weapon?"

Arthur slowed a little, thinking. "You already used strength and lightness on the plough. Those work well for tools. For weapons, sharpness is a common one, but it's tricky to balance."

Jacob nodded. "I was thinking of something that helps with precision. Like making it easier to hit what you aim for."

Arthur rubbed his jaw. "That'd be a targeting rune, or something close. I'll draw out the old mark for it when we get back to the barn. But be careful with that one. If it's off by even a little, it can throw the aim instead of guiding it."

Jacob looked down at his pack of gear, already imagining where the rune would go on the sword.

"Got it. I just want to be ready if someone in Thornhold asks for more than just clean jackets."

Arthur chuckled. "They might. We haven't talked much about outside the village, but there are a couple of dungeons in the wilderness past Thornhold. Magical constructs that spawn monsters. People around there are always looking for something good to kill them with."

He stopped for a second before continuing.

"Remind me to take you by the village elder later today, we need to get you a medallion of identification. It's for when you travel outside the village alone, and it is especially useful for getting into Thornhold. The rules are much stricter over there, but the medallion protects you. It turns the law into your shield, and the guards are the enforcers of that law. I have seen hardly anyone, even the rowdy adventurers, try to go against the guards. Those guys are built differently."

"Hmm," Jacob began in his reply, "is there something special about Ruvka that we are protected in Thornhold?"

Arthur chuckled a bit. "The farmers are protected by royal decree. They can't afford for us to be robbed or shaken down every time we visit a city, so we are a protected class in every major city in our little kingdom."

Jacob thought to himself.

'Wow, that really will be useful.'

And the barn doors opened up as Jacob was coming out of his own thoughts.

  

    
        30. New Inscriptions

    
    
    
    
  The rune was simple enough, just a couple of tricky details that Jacob had no trouble getting down with his magically enhanced mind.

Arthur was once again blown away by the talent of his son, but he had to get back to work and left Jake to his own devices.

"When can we go get the medallion, though?" Jacob asked his father.

Arthur replied. "Honestly, you should be able to get it from him yourself while I finish up my work here, but if you want me to, I can go with you later."

"I think I can handle it," Jacob said with a resolute look in his eye.

Arthur patted his son's head as he passed him through the barn doors.

"You're growing up too fast, son, it's not fair!"

Jacob watched his father walk back toward the fields. He could feel the familiar rhythm of the day settling back in around the farm.

He turned toward the house, wiping his hands on his tunic. The targeting rune was etched cleanly into the dagger now, with the strengthening rune as its base. There was a nearly imperceptible sheen to it, a faint white glow that just looked like the blade was extra shiny in the sunlight.

He tucked the blade into the sheath and headed down the path toward the village center.

The elder's house sat at the far end, near the oldest well. It was one of the few buildings in Ruvka made of stone instead of wood, though moss had crept up its base over the years.

The roof was sloped steeply and lined with carved wooden shingles, each etched with a different symbol. Some were runes, with no magic present within them. Others were just old village marks.

Jacob stepped up to the door and knocked.

After a few moments, it creaked open. A thin man with sunken eyes and a long braid looked out.

"Hmm. You must be Arthur's boy. Jacob, right?"

"Yes, sir. I'm here for the medallion."

The elder nodded and stepped aside. "Come in, come in."

Inside, the house was cramped but orderly. Shelves lined the walls, filled with scrolls, bone tokens, glass jars with dried herbs, and little bits of polished stone. A fire crackled low in a hearth to the side.

The elder moved to a narrow table and pulled out a wooden box. From it, he lifted a chain with a flat metal medallion, stamped with the mark of Ruvka, which showed a curved plough surrounded by three stalks of grain.

"Normally I'd give a speech," he said, eyeing Jacob. "But I have a feeling you've already had enough of those already."

Jacob smiled slightly.

The elder handed him the medallion.

"This says you are a free-roaming youth of Ruvka, trusted by your family and the village to travel alone. It grants you the protection of the city guard under the agricultural decree. You can freely travel, buy, sell, or speak on behalf of your household. Just don't abuse it, young man."

"I won't elder."

"Good. And if you lose it, don't come crying to me. It'll cost you to get another."

Jacob nodded and slipped it around his neck.

As he turned to leave, the elder added, "Be careful in Thornhold. Cities are full of clever people who think the rest of us are stupid."

Jacob smiled back at the old man. "I'll remember that."

He stepped back into the daylight, the medallion displayed on his chest as he headed towards the farm to enchant the sword.

Jacob didn't head into the house, instead, he went straight to the barn.

He set the sword out across the workbench and stood over it for a moment.

The blade was plain, quite serviceable. But now, with what he had learned and what he had just received, it felt like there could be more. Like he was ready to make it more.

He ran his fingers along the length of the blade, tracing where each rune would go. He decided he would be leaving the details to his instincts, which were screaming at him right now.

Targeting would be the base. Its structure was like a centerline, something to hold the rest in place. It worked best when the other runes followed its lead. Sharpness would flow along the edge, where it can best enact its magic.

And the Strengthening rune? That should go on the back spine of the blade, right across from the others, like a counterweight. It can serve as a bridge from one side to the other. Something to balance the magical powers of the other two runes, channel them into the durability of the blade.

With his thoughts in order, he started the inscription process.

Each line flowed into the next, the sequence clear in his mind. Not just shapes and slashes anymore, but his intent. There was a purpose for each action he took.

Targeting held the structure, anchoring the enchantment. Sharpness sharpened more than just the blade. It helped in defining its reach. Strengthening didn't just make it tougher. It gave the enchantment endurance, making the whole thing last longer, making it hold everything together. To work as one solid structure.

The visualizations for sharpness and strengthening were the ones he had developed previously. They worked well for this type of item. The targeting runes, though, were a work in progress. The best thing he could come up with was a robot that could selectively sort oranges he had seen on the TV on Earth.

'Those things were able to target exactly what they needed to in fractions of a second while avoiding the things that were unnecessary. Hopefully magic can be even better than that.'

With a burst of immense magical power for each rune inscribed, the new enchantment was soon completed.

The metal shimmered faintly when he finished the last stroke.

No sparks were flung off of the blade, and it gave off neither an excessive glow nor any sort of crazy vibrations, and certainly not an explosion. All he could feel from it at this point was just a hum beneath his fingers. Possibly a sort of resonance.

Jacob lifted the blade slowly, watching how the light caught along the etched runes.

'This works, these runes, it is like they belong together.'

He tested the swing. The sword felt lighter, but not hollow. Almost like it wanted to move, or it knew where it was supposed to go. A fly that had been passing by was sliced in half, Jacob not even realizing it was there until it was dead.

He placed the sword down carefully, then sat on the bench next to the worktable, breathing out slowly.

This was only the second time anyone in his family had created a three-rune enchantment and succeeded.

And it felt right, like the culmination of his runic education had led to this moment.

With the sword finished, he packed it up and headed inside the dining room for dinner before retreating to his room for the rest of the night.

He sat as his desk and pushed his magic through his hands again. Once he could see the faint blue of his mana, he tried to force some change out of it. He imagined it as a small gust of wind, but it didn't even ruffle the paper on his desk. Then he tried water, but he was unable to even produce droplets.

Fire was also useless, as the mana refused to even produce a tiny spark much less a flame. That is when he decided to get to sleep.

As he lay in his bed, the darkness filling his room, he couldn't help but think.

'Tomorrow, we head to Thornhold!'

  

    
        31. To Thornhold

    
    
    
    
  "You did what?"

Arthur steered the wagon with a steady hand, keeping the horse true to the main path leading toward Thornhold. Jacob had just finished explaining the breakthrough he achieved with the sword back at the forge.

"I said I managed to get three enchantments onto the blade yesterday before dinner," Jacob repeated.

Arthur blinked and stole a quick glance at his son before returning his focus to the road ahead. "You stacked three working enchantments onto a single piece of steel?"

"I put targeting as the base and sharpness along the edge," Jacob replied. "Strengthening went across the spine. They did not fight each other. Instead, they resonated. It felt like they were made to exist together, almost like they were telling me where the power needed to go. The runes formed a bridge that allowed the energy to feed from one into the next."

Arthur shook his head and muttered a quiet word that could have been a prayer or a curse. "And the steel held?"

Jacob nodded. "It gave off a solid hum. It felt like the plough did, only the sensation was much stronger."

Arthur let out a low whistle. "Jacob, do you understand the implications of this?"

"It worked," Jake said, a clear look of pride on his face. "That is all I need to know for the moment."

Arthur did not argue. He kept quiet for a long while after that, his eyes fixed on the path and his hands steady on the reins. Inside, his mind was a storm of possibilities.

He found himself wondering what would happen if someone from their family actually managed to claim a class as an enchanter or a mage. Though he was uncertain how to even accomplish that, as he had never even received a system skill for enchanting.

The trees began to thin as the hills leveled out into a broad valley. The road widened to accommodate the growing number of travelers. Carts driven by merchants, solitary riders, a peddler hauling herbs, and a weary donkey pulling a sled all shared the path at their own pace.

Arthur finally broke the silence. "Thornhold is a different world from Ruvka. It is louder, busier, more crowded, and far more complicated. The city runs on trade. They demand quality there. If you have something special, people will pay for it."

Jake leaned back in the hard wooden seat. "So I just need to let them see the work."

"Let the work speak," Arthur advised. "Do not oversell it. If someone asks what the enchantments do, tell them the truth. If they try to measure your worth, let them reach their own conclusions. You don't need to convince anyone of anything."

They crested a rise in the road, and the city appeared. Thornhold was a rugged place built along a bend in a slow, dark river. Stone walls protected the inner ring, while smoke and sprawl indicated a massive population living beyond the primary defenses. Markets were visible even from a distance, with tents and canopies crowded tight against the outer wall.

The gates stood open, though guards stopped every wagon to check the cargo. Arthur reached into his side pouch and held up his medallion as they approached. The guards gave it a cursory look, nodded, and waved them through without a word.

As the wagon wheels hit the cobblestones, the city hit Jacob’s senses. He smelled fresh bread, cooling metal, woodsmoke, and the lingering scent of unfamiliar spices. The air was thick with the sounds of shouting, laughter, a baby crying, barking dogs, and the distant ringing of bells. Thornhold felt alive in a way that Ruvka never did.

Arthur steered them past the gate and down a wide road that eventually split into three narrower paths. Most of the carts peeled off to the sides, but Arthur stuck to the center.

"The market square is just ahead," he said, adjusting the leather reins. "We will grab a corner spot if we can. I don't plan to stay all day, just long enough to see what kind of interest your work stirs up."

They passed stalls offering fish on ice, woven baskets, dyed fabrics, and thick stacks of lumber. A woman cried out the price of her pickled onions while a man nearby chased a runaway goat through the crowd. Jacob kept turning his head, trying to take in the tall buildings with their wooden balconies and painted shutters.

They turned into a wide plaza ringed by merchant booths. Arthur guided the wagon toward an open space near a fountain that trickled lazily beside a row of stone benches.

"This will do," Arthur said.

Jake hopped down and started helping unload the bundles. Arthur passed him a folded cloth banner to lay across the front of the cart. Arthur's own goods were simple and included things like dried herbs, root vegetables, some grain, and a large jar of pickled onions that looked much like the ones the woman had been shouting about earlier.

Jacob placed the sack of enchanted clothes at the very front edge. Arthur adjusted a tunic so the sunlight caught the thread just right.

"Now," Arthur said. "We wait."

It did not take long for someone to notice. A man with a walking cane paused as he passed, then turned back and tapped a vest with the tip of his stick.

"Does not look like much," the man remarked, eyeing the stitchwork. "But it feels odd. Something about it is out of place, though I cannot quite say what it is."

Arthur gestured toward his son. "My son made those. They are enchanted to be self-cleaning. They are also lighter and more durable than standard cloth."

The man scoffed, but his curiosity won out. He picked up the vest and ran a thumb along the seam. "Magic? Well, my daughter lives out past the ridge road and is always complaining about the laundry. I suppose this might quiet her down. How much?"

"Forty silvers," Jacob answered quickly.

The man paused, then handed over the coins without a word of protest. He stuffed the vest into his pack and limped off into the crowd. Arthur did not say anything, but Jacob caught the small smile tugging at the corner of his father's mouth.

"It seems you can handle the trade here," Arthur said. "I need to deliver this meat before it spoils in the sun. Are you comfortable staying here by yourself for a while?"

Arthur looked at Jacob, waiting for him to decide if he was ready to take this step toward his own independence.

  

    
        32. Butcher and Magic

    
    
    
    
  Jacob nodded his head, ready to be on his own for a while in a new city.

"Now, Jacob, the goal in the market is to get the best price from people for our produce. The crops can be preserved for several days and sold for less if they are not a popular product, but it is dangerous to keep the meat with us for too long. So, we haggle for the crops, but I need to get this meat off the wagon as quickly as possible."

Arthur then retrieved the meat from what looked like a special box before continuing.

"You should fight for the best price possible for your enchanted goods, much more than the crops. With the crops, we can haggle in coppers and silvers, but for your goods, I think you should haggle in gold, with silver being the negotiating range.

Arthur then gave Jacob some time to understand what he was talking about, and in the silence, Jacob thought to himself, not really worried about his enchanted gear.

I know we have had similar conversations about meat before. It seems like they know the meat is bad to eat when it goes sour, but I doubt they know that bacteria are responsible for what makes it bad to eat. I should keep up my curiosity, though, maybe I will get a funny explanation about why we do things this way.

"Dad, why would it be dangerous to keep the meat with us so long?'

Arthur chuckled as he got one of the questions he was expecting, though it was earlier than expected, considering the potential value of the enchantments.

"We have to sell the meat to the butcher as quickly as we can so we can get the price we have agreed on, so the butcher can get the best price they can. If we are not able to keep up our end of the deal and someone who buys from them gets sick from the meat going bad, we might lose that butcher as a customer."

Jacob made a face like he was thinking, but then asked, "Why does the meat go bad, but the vegetables don't?"

Arthur smiled really big from the question, but didn't back down, "If you are asking me, I would say it's because the meat is more expensive!!! Hah!!"

He laughed at his joke like it was the funniest thing in the world, and Jacob noticed that he didn't elaborate, so he left it at that and decided to play along with a small laugh of his own. Partly it was to not make his dad feel like he was not funny, but also partly it was because he thought it was funny that his dad thought it was so funny.

"Hahah, alright, but if we are at the market area to sell this stuff, does that mean that the butchers are here too?"

Arthur calmed himself down before he said, "Yeah, actually, the butchers are just over that way, we are pretty close to them already."

Arthur pointed over to a crop of buildings with hanging meat signs next to buildings with what looked like snowflakes or ice cubes hanging in front of them.

As Arthur left with a pack filled with a variety of meats, Jacob decided to take a look around at the buildings and the people who were passing by to get an idea of what the area looked like and to see what a market area in this world had to offer.

Jacob stayed near the cart at first, watching people pass.

There were buyers who moved quickly, like they already knew their way around the market, and sellers who shouted about new cuts of meat, cured sausages, or fresh-caught fish from the coast.

He adjusted the sack of clothes he kept nearby, making sure it was open enough to show off the stitching and the shine of enchantment, but closed enough to keep out curious hands.

One man selling wooden trinkets waved to him.

"Looking to buy, boy? Got carved whistles, lucky charms, toothpicks, even a comb made from swamp oak."

Jacob shook his head politely. "I'm actually selling some goods myself."

The man raised an eyebrow, took a closer look at the clothes in the sack, then gave a short nod of approval.

"Looks fine enough. Best of luck, then."

He continued to look around the market, taking in the livelyness of it all, when a woman approached his stall.

She was middle-aged, sharp-eyed, and wore gloves that didn't match her apron.

"Are these enchanted clothes, young man?" she asked, gesturing toward the sack.

Jacob stood a little straighter. "Yes, ma'am. They are self-cleaning, more durable than normal, and some are lighter than they look."

She picked up a vest and gave it a long look.

"Do you have any that can help with joint pain? Something that eases the shoulder?"

"Not yet," Jacob replied, honestly, shaking his head.

The woman gave a slight smile.

"I like a merchant who doesn't promise what he can't deliver. I will be back tomorrow if you're still around."

She left, and Jacob let out a breath.

Arthur returned a little while later with an empty pack and a satisfied look.

"Got a fair deal, and the Butcher was quick about it. Did you get any curious customers?"

Jacob nodded.

"A few. Someone wants a pain-easing enchantment. Know anything about that?"

Arthur raised a brow. "That's not easy work. Healing magic tends to be fickle."

"Then, you don't know any?" Jacob asked with a frown.

"Whoa," Arthur began, "I didn't say I don't know any, it's just that these types of enchantments take experience in healing to use. Any I make are just as good as bandages. We tend to just use bandages instead, takes less magical power, but you might just be capable of making something good with your power, though."

Arthur thought about it, scratching his chin for a moment.

"Old Thom has told me in the past, when I have complained to him about my shoddy healing enchantments, that the visualization part of these enchantments are the most important part, so your power might not be enough."

Jacob nodded, getting excited.

"Well, it wouldn't hurt to try!"

Arthur clapped him on the shoulder. "That's the right answer, I can show you when we get home tonight."

They stood there together for a while as the square buzzed with life. For Jacob, this wasn't just a market visit. This was proof that he could stand on his own two feet as a capable young man, not just a boy.

The city had a different rhythm than Ruvka, but he was starting to get a feel for it.

  

    
        33. Enchanted Clothes

    
    
    
    
  Jacob made his way through the market with his sack of clothes, stepping lightly between groups of shoppers. He had decided to set off on his own after no one else came to the stall, and Arthur agreed it was a good idea.

"Don't worry about me. This is about the two-hundredth time I have run a stall here," Arthur said. "You go and see if you can find someone interested in magical clothes or weapons."

Jacob left the sword behind but tucked the sheathed dagger into his waistband. He doubted anyone would attack him, though he felt it was better to be safe. The sword was likely better off staying at the stall for now.

With that, Jacob took off on his own. He picked out a spot near the edge of the square, just off the main road, where people could see his gear without getting trampled.

He tried calling out to the crowd a few times.

"Enchanted clothes for sale! They are light and warm, even made to keep themselves clean!"

Most people just glanced his way and kept walking. One woman gave him a curious look, but when he explained what the clothes could actually do, she frowned and moved on.

A younger man in traveling gear stopped to ask the price. When Jacob mentioned a gold coin, the man snorted and muttered under his breath as he walked away.

It continued like that for a while. Many people looked, yet none of them bought anything. Jacob eventually sat down on a short stone wall and sighed.

They don't believe me, he thought. Even the ones who stopped to listen just think I am bluffing.

He watched the wealthier folk wandering by in dyed cloaks and velvet gloves. Their eyes lingered on the sack, and he noticed a few subtle reactions to the aura the clothes were giving off.

They were definitely sensing something. One man even stopped short when he passed too close, though he said nothing and continued on his way.

Jacob stood up again and brushed the dust off his pants. He realized that this must be rare.

Perhaps regular people simply did not make enchanted clothes in this region, which would explain the skepticism.

He glanced back toward the area where Arthur had gone earlier and decided to head that way. There might be another part of the city for this kind of trade, perhaps somewhere that specialized in weapons or magical gear.

He started walking, weaving between wagons and food stalls, until he bumped into someone. A young man with short black hair and a traveling cloak stopped mid-stride. He blinked as he looked down at Jacob.

"Careful there," the man said. His voice was neutral but sharp.

Jacob took a step back immediately. "Sorry, I was being careless."

The man tilted his head and then frowned. "Your clothes and that bag," he said while pointing. "They are all enchanted."

Jacob narrowed his eyes. "You can tell just by looking?"

The man did not answer at first. He studied Jacob carefully, his eyes flicking over the seams of the clothes and the strap of the bag.

It seemed as though he could sense something from them that others were unable to see.

"Did you steal those?" he asked. His tone had become more serious.

Jacob frowned at the accusation. "No. They are mine. I made them myself."

The man looked around quickly and then lowered his voice. "If they are yours, that means you are either the apprentice of someone very talented or you are walking around with stolen goods without knowing how dangerous that is."

Jacob stood his ground. "My father taught me everything I know. He is the one who taught me enchanting."

The man’s eyebrows rose in surprise. "Your father?"

"Yeah," Jacob replied. "He said we come from a long line of enchanters. My great-great-grandfather left a lot of notes, and his son expanded on them. We learned from those, and now we enchant all of our own items. I was even named after my great-grandfather."

As the man began to reply, he noticed the medallion around Jacob's neck for the first time. His entire demeanor changed. Instead of suspicion, he now looked genuinely intrigued.

"You are telling me someone in your family rediscovered enchantment patterns on their own? Without a master?"

Jacob shrugged. "I guess so. We live in Ruvka Village, and he passed it all down in journals and notes."

The man let out a surprised whistle. "That would make him a genius or someone taken with madness. Probably both, if I had to guess." He stepped a little closer.

"Most enchanters I have heard of hide their work. They do not leave trails or share patterns. Those are too valuable to their own business. But the flow in your clothes is basically hidden. I can feel the magic, but I cannot see the marks clearly. That is rare for such a backwater place in this tiny kingdom."

Jacob tilted his head, processing the information. "You said you could tell just by being near?"

"Not exactly. I could feel the flow of magic. It is subtle but strong. The fact that I cannot tell what the enchantments do is even more unusual. There are sorcerers who pay fortunes to hide enchantments like that."

Jacob nodded slowly as the pieces fell into place. This was why no one believed him. Normal enchanted clothes likely showed the runes clearly, but his family's work did not.

"I am heading to see my father now," Jacob said. "He is nearby, but I would like to ask him first before introducing you."

The man nodded. "Of course. Most enchanters are a little particular. I know a few from my academy, and meeting one is typically a hassle."

Jacob turned and started walking toward the edge of the market square where Arthur had been. The man followed, staying a single step behind. As they passed a stall filled with spices, the stranger spoke again.

"May I see one of the garments? I would like to get a feel for the enchantment."

Jacob opened the sack and handed over a folded tunic. The man rubbed the fabric between his fingers and then pressed his hand flat across the front.

"This is a low-quality thread," he noted. "But it's warm to the touch and softer than it looks. You used a combination of comfort and resilience, did you not?"

Jacob nodded. The man smiled.

"I do not need them for myself, but I could use a few for my assistants. How much for the whole batch?"

Jacob hesitated for a moment. "One gold a piece?"

The man opened a pouch and placed eight gold coins in Jacob’s hand. "Call it even. That is just about fair for this quality of enchantment."

Jacob blinked, stunned by the extra gold. "Thanks."

"You are not charging enough," the man replied as he folded the tunic and set it back in the sack.

"Most enchanters will not even trade in coin. In the world of magic, there are things much more valuable than gold. You might have trouble selling them for what they are worth around here."

As they continued walking, Jacob thought about the man’s words. Enchanting must be rarer than I originally imagined. For a stranger to give me so much gold for such simple pieces, there had to be people out there who took advantage of such power.

The man was also deep in thought. He considered the transaction a massive steal.

My enchanted items from the academy are all single-type and cost a month's worth of points. These multi-enchantment clothes would garner me plenty of points from the freshmen! If I could work with this kid or his father in the future, there's no limit to the high-tier items I might obtain through the exchange system!

He was determined to work out a deal, regardless of the cost in gold.

They kept walking until Jacob recognized the back of their wagon. His father was standing nearby.

"Wait here a second," Jacob said, stepping around the side.

He took a steady breath. It was time to see if Arthur was ready to meet a mage.

  

    
        34. Meeting a Farmer

    
    
    
    
  Jacob walked around the side of the wagon to find his father. Arthur had just finished selling a batch of sprouts to a kind old woman and was busy putting his earnings away.

As Arthur turned to place the coins into the pouch he kept on the wagon, he noticed his son.

"Oh, hello," Arthur began. "How did it go with the clothes? It looks like you lost your sack."

Jacob smiled as he approached. "At first, it seemed like no one believed the clothes were actually enchanted. Some might have even thought that I stole them. Eventually, I ran into a strange fellow who bought out the entire lot. He asked if he could meet you."

This caused Arthur to scratch his chin in thought. "I suppose you told him that I was the one who taught you?"

Jacob nodded. "Yes, sir. He started off thinking I had stolen the items, so I explained that enchanting is a family trade for us. He made it seem like it is incredibly rare to be able to enchant things at all."

"Well," Arthur said, "I have never met another person or family that can enchant things. I guess I never really noticed that it was unusual. To be honest, we don't enchant many things besides the tools we need for the farm."

Jacob paused for a moment as he considered this. It makes sense, up until this point, the majority of the enchanted tools have stayed on the farm. People from our village had heard of the enchantments but likely did not think much of them. The people out here in the city, however, probably associate enchantments with high-ranking mages or wealthy adventurers. They don't expect such things from children or farmers.

When he finished his thought, he looked back at his Father. "Do you want to meet him? He said he was interested in talking to you."

Arthur shifted his weight and glanced out toward the crowd, scanning for anyone who looked out of place. He did not realize the man was already waiting behind the wagon, just out of earshot.

"Did he say what he wanted to talk about specifically?"

Jacob shook his head. "Not really. He just seemed impressed and curious. I think he might be a mage based on the way he was talking, though he did not say so outright."

Arthur let out a small breath that was part sigh and part grunt. "Could be trouble, though it is probably just a misunderstanding. It is hard to know what a mage might be thinking."

He finished tying off the pouch and set it behind the seat. "Alright then. Where is he?"

Jacob pointed toward the back of the wagon. "He said he would wait on this side of the cart."

They walked around together and saw the young man standing by himself. This was the first time Jacob took a good look at him.

The man had short black hair and wore a traveling cloak. He stood near a cider cart while sipping from a wooden cup. A leather satchel was slung over his shoulder, looking worn from use but carefully patched.

His boots were dusty, yet his posture remained relaxed as his eyes scanned the square.

"That is him," Jacob said quietly.

Gerald turned just then as if he had heard the words. His gaze landed on Jacob first before shifting to Arthur.

The initial look from the young man was one of reverence, which quickly shifted into shock. Finally, his expression became skeptical, and a bit of a scowl took form.

He gave a polite nod, trying his best to hide his reactions, and set his cup on the edge of a bench.

"You must be his father," the young man said as he stepped forward.

Arthur stopped a few paces away. "And you must be a mage."

The man smiled. "Word travels fast around these parts, it seems."

He took an evaluating glance at Jacob. He offered his hand, and Arthur took it, locking a strong farmer's grip onto the hand of the experienced mage.

The shake was more than a friendly gesture for the mage. Through the contact, he was able to tell that Arthur was a mundane farmer without even a trace of active magic in his entire body.

"I usually go by Gerald instead of 'mage' though," Gerald added.

Arthur cracked a grin. "Arthur. Arthur Hemlock." He gestured to his son. "And you have already met Jacob."

Gerald nodded in acknowledgment. "Well, I will cut to the chase. I wanted to meet you because your son claims to have enchanted the clothes I purchased from him."

He briefly lifted the sack. "I thought I would be meeting a powerful enchanter. Instead, I can see that the boy is the powerful one, provided he is actually the one making these enchantments."

Arthur seemed almost offended at the implication that his son would lie, but he kept his composure. "My son has indeed enchanted those items using our inscription method."

Before Arthur could continue, Gerald interrupted him. "Inscription method? Are you saying your method of enchanting is actually based on inscriptions?"

Arthur was visibly shocked by the intensity of the question. "Well, yes. We use a method called inscribing, as my grandfather and his father described it."

Gerald thought to himself for a moment, trying to stay calm. He wondered if the man was simply confused about the names of different magical disciplines. "Could you perhaps show me how you utilized this inscription method?"

Arthur looked at Jacob with a questioning gaze. Jacob considered the request and decided to agree because of the excitement he could see in the mage's eyes.

"Sure," Jacob began. "Do you have something I could enchant? I am fresh out of items suitable for a new enchantment."

The mage quickly fished through one of his pouches and brought out a thin metal rod. He handed it to the boy with anticipation.

Jacob looked at the object with a frown. "This is a bit small. I am not sure if I can enchant something of this size." He looked to Arthur for guidance.

His father scratched his head and looked a bit embarrassed. "I should have mentioned this earlier. The versatility of inscription allows you to enchant small objects as if they were the size of that trowel you worked on. Just treat it like the edge of the shovel and work longways."

Jacob looked back at the item and realized what his father meant. He reached into his gear and pulled out his inscription tool.

Gerald’s eyes lit up instantly. That's it! An inscribing tool! He thought.

There is no way he could use another method with that device. And is it made of mithril? What kind of hidden master was this boy’s ancestor?

  

    
        35. Deals With a Mage

    
    
    
    
  Jacob focused his attention on the object in his hand and began the work of his inscription.

He decided on a simple strengthening enchantment for this piece, seeing no need to be fancy with the process.

He noted that the rod would hold eight runes, which made the task feel quick and effortless.

With very little exertion, Jacob reinforced the metal with a steady flow of magical power.

While it was not nearly as indestructible as some of his more complex projects, it was now far more durable than it had been moments before.

He handed the rod back to the mage. Gerald took it gingerly, as if he were holding a rare prize.

"You know," Jacob began, "it is quite durable now. I promise that it will not break."

His voice broke the mage out of his fixation. Gerald blinked and then laughed quietly to himself.

"I do not doubt it. This feels more solid than many of the weapons I have tested at the Academy."

Arthur raised an eyebrow at the mention of the institution. "Do you teach?"

Gerald gave a slight shake of his head. "No, not officially. I have just spent a lot of time in places like libraries and laboratories. In those circles, people usually talk much more than they actually work."

He turned the rod in his hand again, marveling at the enchantment. He could feel the magic and test its strength, yet the marks remained invisible to his eyes.

"I know real work when I see it," Gerald said, turning his focus toward Jacob. "This is something special. It's a basic enchantment, but that is the very point I am making. You could call this a beginner’s task, yet it functions perfectly. It sits right at the threshold of what I would consider advanced craftsmanship."

Jacob gave a small smile. "It is not that hard once you know how to place the runes. You just have to feel out the flow."

Gerald shook his head in disbelief. "You make it sound easy, but it is only easy for someone with your specific talent. For most people, this is a work of wonder."

He tilted his head toward Arthur as he made the comment.

The farmer nodded in agreement, knowing his son had a way with magic that he never thought possible for people of their standing.

Gerald looked between the father and son, clearly weighing a thought in his mind.

"I have a proposal," Gerald said at last. "During your Trial Year, you are free to travel, are you not? You have no chores and no required duties to the farm?"

Jacob looked at Arthur and subconsciously touched the medallion around his neck. Arthur looked back at his son before reaching out to rub his head.

"Do not worry, we are still protected by the laws of the kingdom, even when dealing with mages. In my opinion, you should hear him out. He seems to know the ways of this region. I have never met a mage in my life, let alone had the chance to make a deal with one. This will be a good learning opportunity for you."

With the reassurance from his father, Jacob looked back at Gerald with renewed confidence. "That's right. My parents said I could go as far as Thornhold if I wanted to."

Gerald smiled at the news. "Good. Then how would you feel about setting aside one day each month to meet with me? I travel a circuit between Thornhold and the river towns. I come through this area at least that often."

Jacob thought about the offer for a moment. "But why would you want to meet with me once a month? Do you want me to bring you more enchanted clothes?"

Gerald laughed at the question. "While I do like your work, I would rather bring my own clothes and items for you to enchant. Getting to pick the specific enchantments will be the best part of the arrangement."

"When you put it that way, I suppose it makes sense," Jacob replied. "However, I do wonder about the payment. You said earlier that most enchanters charge for more than gold can buy. Would you care to explain that?"

The question caught Gerald off guard. He cleared his throat, realizing that while Jacob was a child, he possessed the focus of a true mage. His wisdom seemed much greater than that of an average adult.

"I am willing to trade at the rate we used today," Gerald explained. "To sweeten the deal, I can tell you about the greater world beyond these villages. The laws forbid me from actually teaching you magic, just as they forbid me from learning your secrets, but there is knowledge worth more than gold that I can share. What do you think?"

Jacob glanced at his father one more time. Arthur gave a small shrug that indicated the choice was entirely up to his son.

"Alright," Jacob said. "One day a month sounds fair. I do not mind trading enchantments for stories, as long as you keep your end of the deal."

Gerald nodded, looking clearly pleased with the outcome. "You have my word. I will keep track of the moons and send word if anything delays me. Otherwise, expect me back around the first rest day after the new moon."

"I will be here," Jacob confirmed. "I will have to be alone sometimes, but I will be here."

Arthur gave a thoughtful grunt. "Just do not go draggin' him off to some mage tower or an academy."

Gerald held up both hands to show he meant no harm. "Nothing like that. I am not a recruiter. I simply want to see how his enchanting develops when he is already this skilled. I might also help you both understand exactly what you have stumbled onto."

Jacob tilted his head slightly. "Stumbled onto?"

Gerald smiled again, choosing his words carefully this time. "Let us just say that inscription is not a commonly practiced method. Outside of a few old texts and disjointed theories, most people would say it no longer exists. That makes you very interesting."

Jacob scratched the back of his neck. "I wasn't trying to bring anything back. I just thought it made sense."

"Exactly," Gerald said. "That is why I want to see where your thoughts go. Watching your progress will be like watching history develop."

"It sounds like we have a deal then," Jacob replied. "I will be seeing you around."

Gerald nodded and turned to leave the market square. "I really do hope I see you around, Jacob the Inscriber."

Jacob and Arthur stood by their wagon and watched him disappear into the crowd.

  

    
        36. Magic Power

    
    
    
    
  As the mage was departing, with obvious satisfaction on his face, he was stopped by Jacob, who was suddenly running to him with a look of urgency.

"Mister Mage!!! Please wait!!!"

Gerald turned around, a bit surprised but also amused.

"I am right here, young inscriber, no need to yell."

Gerald stopped for Jacob and regarded him with respect. Anything this enchanter with so much potential could need from him would surely be worth his time.

At the very least, he could use it in the future to negotiate a better deal for inscription enchantments.

Jacob was not out of breath as he had only run a small distance. "I got caught up in our agreements that I forgot to ask if there was anything you could teach me about magic."

Gerald was about to immediately reject this idea since he could be tried for treason by leaking the secrets of magic to a commoner peasant.

He stopped himself, though, and Jacob could see the inner conflict that Gerald was facing.

'Awesome, it looks like there is actually a chance I will learn something my family does not already know.'

Jacob was thinking to himself as Gerald was reasoning with his inner conflict.

'If I only give him a hint on how to initially use his magical power, with his talent, he might very well be able to do it, and I could get more powerful enchantments when he learns more about magic on his own. When he is discovered by others, he will have his own method of activation, and no one would even suspect me.'

Gerald was also planning to use his position to influence a young inscriptionist's path to power as a way to have access to powerful enchantments in the future.

Since this kid was the only inscriptionist he even knew of in the entire kingdom, he reasoned that it would be a good idea to be someone that the kid views as a backer instead of just another greedy mage that is only interested in his own power.

'It will be for the best to treat this talented young mage with goodwill. I bet he will be very powerful in the future.'

"I believe I can help you," Gerald replied after his inner musings. "But understand that it is illegal for me to mention many things to you, as I said previously. Especially at your age. As for what I am able to tell you, it may not be enough to help, but if you have enough talent in magic, then you should be able to figure it out on your own."

Jacob was excited, and it showed on his face. "I will take anything I can get, mister!"

Gerald nodded at the young man's words, "Then I will tell you about your center of magical power. It rests within your mind, sort of, and the strength of your magical power is determined by many factors that you should be able to learn about in the future. For now, I will tell you that density is the goal, and imagination is the key."

The mage thought to himself for a few seconds, considering whether he should say more or if he had already given the young inscriptionist enough.

'The geas did not activate, so I am clear for now, but in for a penny, in for a pound. I guess people say that.'

"The other thing that I can tell you is that to increase your power, as you use it, you must be able to feel it. In order to do this, initially, you must enter a meditative state and connect with the magic around you. How you do this is up to you to figure out, and there are many variations among all users of magic in how this is accomplished."

Gerald thought for a second before continuing.

"Meditation is whatever you make of it yourself. I will just say that it is best to close your eyes in a quiet place and try to 'feel' your surroundings. When you figure out how to do it, you will know immediately, there is no mistaking the feeling."

Jacob nodded his head as he heard the explanation. He had not thought of doing this yet, but he knew what meditation was from his previous life, so he was glad to have a direction to go in his pursuit of magical knowledge.

'This stuff about the goal and the key sounds like a hint, more than actual information, but it must be important if he is saying it like that.'

Seeing that the kid understood, Gerald nodded his head and turned to leave.

"Thank you, mister mage, I hope to see you again soon with your request to enchant some items."

Jacob waved at Gerald as he just kept walking and waved behind himself without turning back.

'I expect great things of you, Jacob. I will keep an eye on your development and introduce you to someone who can legally teach you if you manage to impress me. It will take more than talent to garner that guy's attention, but I have a good feeling about you.'

With a new direction and the corresponding motivation that comes with powerful guidance, Jacob made his way back to the market district to finish helping his dad with the produce he was selling.

Besides magic, Jacob also needed to begin planning for the rest of his trial year, and he already had some ideas.

'With my knowledge of farming methods, I am sure we can expand the functions of the farm and bring in more money with the addition of selling enchanted items to the mages. Then I can afford to invest in researching the limits of what I can do with magic.'

Jacob knew he would be able to implement some farming techniques that modern science had discovered only with the advent of advanced sciences, which would allow them to prosper beyond what a normal farm should be capable of.

He was also hopeful that the inscription enchantments would allow him to create more modernized farming equipment to help his dad and modern appliances to help his family.

As Jacob was thinking about all these things for the future, he made it back to his father at the cart and relieved Arthur of a bit of the burden of moving produce for the customers.

  

    
        37. First Steps of the Trial Year

    
    
    
    
  Jacob leaned over the workbench while Arthur guided his hand."This one's simple," his father said, drawing a looping mark that ended in a short tail. "A healing rune. Nothing fancy. You can set it alongside any other rune, and it won't interfere."

Jacob copied it carefully. The rune was small, almost unimpressive compared to the intricate shapes he'd learned before. Yet when he traced it with mana, it shimmered faintly, as though the air around it grew a bit warmer.

"What does it heal?" Jacob asked.

Arthur chuckled. "Not much, if I'm honest. The best I ever got it to do was act as a bandage. It might speed up healing when I make it, but it is not noticeable enough for me to know for sure. My grandpa was apparently able to enchant it well enough to make wounds heal after a good night's sleep, though."

His father was eyeing the small rune he had inscribed on the cloth in his hands. It looked like he could tell this enchantment was different than any healing enchantment he had seen before.

"I am willing to bet yours is much more powerful."

And without saying much more, Arthur pulled out a sharp pocket knife and sliced a small wound into his own hand.

"Dad!" Jacob was shocked at first, but after a grimace, Arthur just held his bleeding hand out to his son.

"It's ok, Jacob. Just a small flesh wound. I bet your magic will make something like this seem like it never happened."

Jacob was already putting the enchanted cloth over his father's bloody hand, earnest in his desire to see his father healed.

In just a few moments, the blood stopped, and Arthur pulled off the healing cloth to reveal a bloody hand with no cut. After wiping off the blood, all that could be seen was a red healing mark where the cut had been.

"Not sure what you envisioned when you made this rune, but it looks like my cut has already been through a couple of days of healing. I knew your ability to make this enchantment would be better than anything we had seen before."

Arthur leaned down and mussed Jacobs' hair with his clean hand.

"I am proud of you, son. Now, you'd better get going or you are going to miss the public wagon to Thornhold."

Jacob was blushing a bit, getting praised by his father. But the reminder to catch the wagon got him going.

"Oh, yeah!" Jacob started grabbing his things, "Thanks for reminding me, Dad!"

As he rushed out the door, he turned back to his father, who was putting some things in the barn away.

"Thanks for showing me the rune, Dad. I will be home before dark!"

Arthur just smiled and waved as Jacob ran through the barn door toward the village square.

"Be safe out there, Jacob!"

Before long, Jacob was on the wagon headed toward Thornhold. It was traveling with a caravan of farmers and merchants headed for the market for the day, just like Jacob had ridden with his father and brother the previous day. Except this wagon was provided by the village for those traveling without their own transport.

While Ruvka was a relatively safe village, it was on the edge of what was considered safe. The guards of the village still dealt with monsters from time to time, especially on the side of the village toward Thornhold, which was known as the last civilized city on the edge of the wilderness in the Sinclair Kingdom.

Along the way, the caravan guards had to fight off a few beasts. A pack of wolves and a gang of goblins. The fights were not too bad, and the guards looked to have sustained minor injuries at worst. But the speed and brutality at which they fought left Jacob in awe.

'This just goes to show that I am still powerless when I can barely even keep my eyes on the guards of a small village caravan like this one.'

When the caravan finally made it to Thornhold, Jacob paid the driver a few coppers and headed for the market with a special neckerchief that was self-cleaning but also had a healing spell on it.

'Who knew that fifth-grade biology would be so good for a healing spell? Just imagining the cells divide and clear out the dead stuff makes for an amazing visualization for this healing spell.'

Jacob thought to himself as he looked for the nice old lady he had seen the day before. But when he tracked her down in the market, she barely remembered him. Her kindness had been nothing more than polite interest. Jacob swallowed the disappointment, put on a smile, and instead showed his newly made healing item to a passing merchant.

The man was surprised to find an enchanted item in this part of the market, and after testing it a few times, he decided to purchase it for a few dozen silver.

He returned home on an earlier return wagon than he had intended, a bit down that he had not been able to garner actual interest in his enchanted items. He had brought his light sack with him, filled with all sorts of nice enchanted items, even his sword. But no one even believed him that they were enchanted to begin with. Refusing to even entertain him today.

He grumbled to himself on the way home. This time, they had an uneventful trip.

Back in the village, Jacob wandered roads he'd rarely walked in his eleven remembered years. The baker's shop with its cracked shutters, the weaver's stall patched with scraps, the clutter of children's voices chasing one another across the dirt paths.

The scene was mostly foreign to his memory, most of what he remembered was the farm. Playing with the chickens took up most of his early childhood.

As he wandered around, still a bit dejected by the events of the day, he managed to wander off to an edge of the village he had never been to before.

And that is when he heard her, the girl from the festival. She was singing again, and Jacob found her voice enchanting. He followed the sound where he found Sera. The girl who lived with her grandmother at the edge of the village.

She smiled when she saw him, but her eyes were tired, and the cottage behind her looked ready to sag into the earth.

  

    
        38. A Helping Hand

    
    
    
    
  When Jacob noticed the old woman, he realized that she had a horribly hunched back with calloused, gnarled hands that had been used for hard work over the years.

Jacob walked up to Sera to talk to the tired-looking girl.

"Hey, Sera, it is nice to hear your voice again. But you look worried, is something bothering you?"

Sera evaluated Jacob as she listened to him, deciding to let him know of her problems even though she was usually too proud to involve outsiders in the trouble she and her grandmother faced.

"It's my grandmother. She needs to be able to sew so we can eat, but lately the spinning wheel often breaks because it is so old. And the repairs at Thornhold are too expensive for us. We try to patch it up as we can, but it looks like we will need to find another way to make money."

Jacob nodded in understanding.

"Let me take a look. I am sure I can help out."

This caused Sera to smile brightly. "Would you really use some magic to help us?"

"Of course," Jacob replied with a bit of a giggle, "if I am able, why would I not?"

Jacob approached the wheel after being led inside by Sera and studied it, then pressed his hand against the frame.

"It is cracked, but it looks like it will still turn. Has she stopped to prevent it from completely falling apart?"

Sera nodded, and Jacob continued to check it out.

"Yes, I see, it has some old glue and shims holding it all together here and there, but I think I can make this work."

He pulled out his mithril inscribing tool and inscribed the runes needed for a simple strengthening enchantment.

They had to be done all the way around the wheel to take hold, but with his visualisation, the spinning wheel would be the last thing in the house to fall apart now.

After seeing the glow of the runes fading, Jacob dusted his hands to symbolize his completed work.

"And with that, even if this house falls down, this wheel will still stand."

Without a word, the old lady brought over some material and started working again. Her hands looked old and gnarled, but they moved with the grace that only came with decades of practice.

Finally, the old woman spoke with a tear in her eye.

"It's not just fixed, it is flawless. This wheel hasn't spun like this in 30 years." Turning to Jacob, she continued, "Thank you, young man, you are always welcome here, wait around for a while, and I will fix us up some lunch!"

Jacob smiled politely and nodded, but he took a step back.

"Thank you, ma'am, but I should be heading home soon. My mother would not be too happy if I vanished for lunch without telling anyone where I went."

The old woman nodded in understanding, already focused back on her work, and Sera gently pulled Jacob toward the door.

Once outside, the sunlight felt brighter. The sound of the spinning wheel kept going behind them with the thrum of a lively wheel.

Sera walked beside him quietly for a few moments before speaking again.

"I thought she was going to give up on the wheel. I thought this was the end of what we could do," she said, her voice low and serious. "But now, it looks like she is already making plans for what to sell next week. You really helped us here, Jacob."

Jacob shrugged, trying to downplay it, though he could not help but smile.

"It was just a few runes. I have done stronger enchantments on buckets and boots."

"Maybe," Sera said. She stepped in front of him and turned around, walking backwards to keep his gaze. "But this time, it actually mattered. It really does help us."

Jacob rubbed the back of his neck, unsure how to respond to that, and she giggled.

"Where are you going now?"

"Probably to check the southern fields," Jacob replied, "I want to see how the enchantments on the oxen harnesses are holding up. They should be lasting longer now."

Sera's smile didn't fade.

"Then I'm coming too."

Jacob gave her a look, partially confused.

"You don't have to."

"I know, but I want to."

Jacob glanced at her again, but she had already fallen in step beside him, hands behind her back and eyes on the path.

By the time they reached his home, the sun was high overhead, signalling the time for the farmers to head to lunch.

He could still see the ploughs moving through the fields seamlessly, though.

His father and brother were walking back to the house at about the same time as Jacob and Sera, which resulted in Jacob introducing her early.

Arthur gave Sera a nod as they approached, wiping the sweat from his brow.

"Well, who's this?" he asked, giving Jacob a curious glance.

"This is Sera," Jacob said. "She helped me find something useful in the village, and I helped fix something for her and her grandmother."

Arthur looked her over for a moment, then offered a small, approving smile.

"Nice to meet you, Sera. Any friend of Jacob's is welcome here."

Sera nodded politely. "Thank you, sir."

Caleb was not feeling chatty, just gave both of them a tired nod while heading in to get some food.

May was already setting the table when they entered. She raised an eyebrow at the unfamiliar face but didn't question it.

Instead, she just added an extra plate with her usual grace, as if she had expected one more all along.

Lila was sitting at the table, ready to eat. When she first spotted Sera, she was a bit shy and talked even less than usual.

Lunch passed quietly, with Sera answering a few questions about where she lived and how she helped her grandmother.

She kept her words careful and brief, but May seemed to warm to her quickly. When the meal was done, Sera helped clear the dishes without being asked, and that was enough to earn a gentle smile from May and the appreciation of Lila.

Afterwards, Jacob walked her back toward the village, the sun now past its peak and the day stretching lazily ahead of them.

"So," Jacob said, "are you really going to keep following me around?"

Sera gave him a look that said she wasn't in the mood for teasing. "You helped us when you didn't have to. That really does mean something to me, and I don't know what yet, but I want to find out."

With her answer, Jacob nodded and continued to travel to their small village.

  

    
        39. The Cart Impression

    
    
    
    
  As they made their way to the village, they took the large bend that curves around a particularly dense patch of hardwoods. At the end of the bend, a cart came into view past the trees.

It was parked awkwardly along the side of the path, one wheel half-buried in the rutted soil. A man knelt beside it, muttering to himself while examining the axle, and a woman stood nearby holding a crate of dried goods against her hip. A boy stood just a little apart from them with his arms crossed, looking irritated and not doing much to hide it.

Jacob slowed down when he recognized the boy. It was Bran, the self-proclaimed tinkerer from the village festival.

"That looks like his family," Jacob murmured.

Sera leaned in. "That's the wainright and his family, right?"

"Yeah, my dad said he takes care of our cart when he comes around from time to time."

As they drew closer, Jacob raised a hand in greeting. "Need a hand with something?"

The man looked up from the wheel, strands of dark hair stuck to his forehead with sweat. "Ah, it's the enchanter boy. That would be appreciated, the cart took a hit on the way back from Thornhold. This spoke is damaged and won't let the wheel turn. I can get it straight, but it won't hold, and I don't have the right repair materials with me."

Jacob stepped closer to take a look. The cart was loaded heavily with sacks and wooden boxes, probably supplies from the city. One wheel had sunk at an angle, and a split ran up through a wooden spoke. Not all the way through, but enough to deform the inner rim.

Bran stood nearby, not saying anything. His expression was guarded, and when Jacob glanced at him, the older boy looked away.

Jacob knelt beside the broken wheel and brushed his hand across the crack.

"I can try to reinforce it, if you can mend it enough to sit right, like you said."

Bran's mother stepped forward with a kind smile. "That would be a blessing, dear. We were about to start unloading it just to take the weight off. The walk back would have taken all afternoon."

His father just nodded at the young enchanter before rolling up his sleeves and getting to work. He was not a big man, but with a bit of ingenuity and leverage, he was able to quickly get the wheel propped up by getting the mule to tilt the wagon.

"Alright, magic boy, let's see what you can do. If I lower it like this, it will just warp again."

Jacob pulled out his inscription tool and got to work.

'Just a few strengthening runes along the circumference here should do the trick.'

When he was done, the runes on the wheel shone for a while before quieting down.

"Well, I'd be damned, you really do have some magic, eh?"

The older man was a bit abrasive, but Jacob thought it was a bit funny how he talked. Regardless, the man got the wagon lowered gently, and the wheel held just fine.

"You'll want to avoid deep ruts, I think, but it should hold," Jacob said, standing and brushing his hands off symbolically.

The wainwright gave the wheel a testing nudge with his boot, then walked a slow circle around it while muttering to himself. Finally, he gave a satisfied grunt and clapped his hands once.

"Well, if it breaks now, it's not your fault. I just need to get er' to my shop anyhow."

Jacob gave a small smile, unsure if that was praise or a warning.

Bran's mother stepped forward and placed her hand gently on Jacob's shoulder. "Thank you for stopping. That saved us a lot of time and trouble."

"You're welcome," Jacob said, a bit sheepishly.

He glanced toward Bran, who had said nothing the entire time. The older boy was staring at the wheel, jaw set tight.

Jacob thought maybe he would walk off without a word, but instead, Bran looked up, as if trying to say something. His mouth opened slightly, but then his expression twisted like something had caught in his throat. He let out a small cough and turned it into a scowl.

"I guess it worked," Bran said with a slightly hoarse voice.

"Yes, it did," Jacob answered, not sure what else to say.

The wainwright clicked his tongue and gestured toward the cart. "Come on, boy, help your mother up front. If we wait too long, that mule's going to fall asleep on its feet."

Bran gave Jacob one more look, a bit of wariness in his eye, but there was a deeper emotion and meaning to the look.

Jacob had seen that look somewhere before, but couldn't quite pin it.

'Is that admiration?'

As the cart began to move forward, the repaired wheel rolled smoothly, as if nothing had ever been wrong.

Jacob and Sera stood quietly for a few moments, watching the family disappear around the next bend.

Sera glanced sideways at him. "Do you think he always looks like he's chewing on thorns?"

"Maybe," Jacob replied. "Or maybe he just wanted to say something and couldn't, not sure what would be keeping him back though."

Sera shrugged. "Either way, he saw that enchantment hold. I bet he remembers that."

Jacob didn't answer, but a part of him hoped she was right.

"We'd better be on our way as well. I have some business in the village."

By the time Jacob and Sera made it to the village square, the usual midday bustle had already settled into its slower rhythm. Most of the morning trade was done, and the merchants that remained were busy tallying coin or gossiping under shaded awnings.

Jacob didn't stop to browse. The booths were the same as always, and his coin pouch was lighter than he'd like it to be anyway.

Sera peeled off after spotting one of the weavers she knew, and Jacob found himself alone near the grain scales.

Old Master Wren, the miller, was standing beside them, arms crossed and scowling at a wagonload of millet that clearly came in underweight. He waved the young farmhand off and muttered something about poor soil this year before retreating back into the millhouse.

Jacob stared at the scales for a moment longer. Something about that exchange stuck with him.

He'd been trying to make gold with enchantments, chasing the idea of selling clever items or showing off what he could do. But no one here could afford to pay for such small wonders.

'The harvest does seem to be a large point of stress around here, though.'

  

    
        40. Back to the Farm

    
    
    
    
  Jacob turned back toward the road. His eyes followed the dirt tracks that led out of the village and into the wide fields beyond.

He knew that if the fields were strong, his family would be strong. And if the family was strong, he could eventually leverage that strength to his advantage.

He held no illusions about his future. Enchantments were useful and occasionally impressive, but land was reliable.

No matter what happened next, food would always be a priority. A strong harvest meant trade, which led to influence. That influence could eventually open additional doors for him.

He adjusted the weight of his satchel. The seed packets inside shifted with a soft rustle. He had collected hardy grains and root vegetables. He also carried a few strange seeds the merchant had simply called "worth a try."

He had not picked them for their taste or their yield. Instead, he picked them to learn. He suspected that different seeds might behave differently in the corners of their soil that had long been left alone.

Behind him, the village had grown quiet. The festival was packed away, and the streets had returned to their usual routine.

Even Sera had slipped off with a wave, her arms full of chores waiting at her grandmother's house. Jacob was not chasing magic or gold today. Today, he was starting with the soil.

Jacob reached the edge of the property just as the sun broke through a patch of thin clouds. The light hit the tall grasses that had gone to seed, turning them pale gold as they waved in the breeze.

He did not head straight for the house. Instead, he cut along the outer edge of the land where the fence leaned tiredly and brush pressed in from the woods.

One of the posts had split near the base. It tilted like a drunk trying to stand proud. Jacob noted the damage and kept walking.

The eastern plot was overgrown since nothing had been planted there in years. The soil would eventually need turning, the rocks pulled up, and the drainage checked.

He presumed there was a specific reason for it going untouched for so long.

Near the tool shed, he slowed his pace. The door hung crooked because one hinge had rusted out completely.

Inside, shovels and rakes leaned against the wall at odd angles. Some handles were cracked, and one hoe was missing a chunk near the blade.

Its split grip was bound with old twine. He had walked past these tools a hundred times without a second thought. Now he looked at them the way a smith might look at raw iron.

The more he saw, the more the reality of their situation settled in. They did not need more land at this point, and extra coin would only go so far.

"We just need to modernize this place," he thought. "We would really benefit from increasing our efficiency."

Jacob waited until after supper to speak on his thoughts. The plates had been cleared. May was humming softly as she washed them in the basin while Lila tried her best to help.

Caleb had gone out back to check on the chickens, the screen door creaking behind him. Arthur leaned back in his chair and sipped the last of his tea. One of his hands absently rubbed at his shoulder.

"I have been thinking," Jacob said, keeping his voice even.

Arthur gave a tired grunt and offered his son a small smile. "That is usually when trouble starts."

Jacob smirked and sat down across from him. "Not that kind of trouble. It's about the land. I've been thinking about how we use it and how we work it. Our tools are simple, but they require so much effort, even with the enchantments I have already added."

Arthur's eyes narrowed, though not in a harsh way. He was listening.

"I know I have been working on enchantments." Jacob continued. "Most of it has been practice, but I think some of it is ready for real use. I don't think people around here are ready to buy them yet. But we could use them ourselves."

Arthur did not speak, so Jacob continued.

"I walked the whole property today. There is land we are not using, and tools we have patched so many times that they don't even fit right in your hand, and I can fix that. I could replace the worn tools in the field sheds and lighten the seed bags with an enchantment. I could even make that last plough glide smoother. It would be just enough to ease the burden around the farm for now."

Arthur set his cup down. "You are talking about replacing or enchanting more of the old farm tools?"

"I am talking about making what we already have work better and replacing what is not working at all," Jacob said. "If it saves even one hour a day, that time adds up. My ideas go further than that, though. I think I could make something truly better."

Arthur looked past him toward the barn. He remained quiet for a long while.

"When I was your age, we worked more land than we do now," he said finally. "We used to plant right up to the creek bed. But things break and oxen age. Without extra hands, you start cutting corners." He reached up to rub his jaw. "We have always done the best we could with what we had. But I will admit, lately, it feels like we are running just to stand still."

Jacob did not interrupt. He knew his father needed to reach his own conclusion.

Arthur's gaze returned to him. "You think you can make it easier?"

"I can try."

Arthur nodded once. "Then try. But don't go burning yourself out over it. We still need you in one piece."

That caused Jacob to smile. He knew that was permission, even if it was framed as a warning.

"What happened to the eastern plot?" Jacob asked. "The one past the shed. It looks ready for tillage, but nothing has been done with it."

Arthur did not answer right away. He looked into his cup as if checking for more tea before setting it down. "We gave up on that patch years ago. We used to plant there every season. We tried turnips and onions. We even tried barley once."

"What happened?"

Arthur shrugged. "It wouldn't grow. Everything came up stunted or sick, no matter what we tried. May worked the soil, and I cleared the rocks. Elis even brought in compost from Thornhold once. Nothing made a difference. It's just bad dirt, as far as I can tell."

Jacob nodded slowly. "Mind if I use it?"

Arthur gave him a curious look. "For what?"

"Experiments," Jacob said. "I have an idea for seed trials and a few enchantments if I can spare the time. I don't expect anything from it. It just seems like a good place to fail without wasting anything important. I can test out some ideas for tools there."

Arthur's eyes lingered on him a moment longer before he gave a quiet grunt. "If you can get something to grow there, I will eat my boots."

"Well, I hope they are soft," Jacob replied.

Arthur snorted and waved him off. "It is yours to play with. Just don't go making a mess too close to the fence line. Remember that this time is yours. There is no need to rush toward a profession so soon. Have fun and try something new."

Jacob smiled at his father. "I know, Dad. But I have been thinking about this. I cannot seem to get anyone to look at the enchantments further. My contact with Gerald seems to be the extent of my trade for now. But the farm and our family? I think that is something worth investing in."

This caused Arthur to smile widely. "Well then, son, you can get on with your experiments as you like. Let me know if you can actually grow anything there. I can give you a few pointers if you need them."

Jacob walked forward to hug his father before running off. As he moved toward the fields, he felt a sense of purpose.

If anyone is going to give pointers around here, it will be me, he thought. For too long, I have been messing with magic when I should have been doing what I am truly good at. Farming.

  

    
        41. Experimenting (1)

    
    
    
    
  The east field looked fine from a distance, which was the irritating part for Jacob.

From the lane, the soil sat in long, straight yet faded furrows, dark lines cut across the gentle slope.

The fence posts were solid, the ditch on the far side was clear, and a few stubborn weeds nodded in the breeze like proof that life still tried out here.

Up close, it told a different story.

Jacob dropped to a crouch near the first furrow and dug his fingers into the dirt. The top layer broke in his hand like stale bread.

A dry crust on top, with powder beneath. The color was wrong too, more gray than brown.

Arthur had not sugar-coated it the night before.

"The east side just quit on us," he had said at the table, elbows on his knees. "We pushed it too hard in the dry years. Wheat after barley, barley after oats. Hail took the one good stand we had, and everything after that came up thin and weak. You can coax a bad field for a season or two, but after a while, it just stops paying you for the work."

"Nothing grows?" Jacob had pressed.

"Plenty grows," Arthur said. "Dock, nettle, sticker weeds, demons-brush. Anything worth eating does not come in strong enough to bother with. Just a waste of good time and seed."

He had looked at Jacob for a long moment. "You want to try out some ideas? Then that is the place. If you ruin it, no one cares, it won't hurt the farm any more than it has already. But if you fix it, we can talk about carving your name into the fence post."

So here he was, boots planted in a field every sane farmer had written off. Sera was over the hill by the shed, watching as she hummed a soft tune that seemed to take the frustrations out of the field work.

Jacob shifted his satchel higher on his shoulder and stood. Inside, the seed packets rustled together. Hardy grains, roots, a few odds and ends that had caught his eye.

It was tempting to walk straight down the nearest row and throw everything into the ground just to see what happened.

He exhaled, slowly.

That was how you wasted a Trial Year and a bag of seed in one shot.

"Small steps," he muttered to himself.

He walked the near edge of the field, counting out paces. When he reached a spot where the ground flattened and the furrows were even, he stopped and scratched a rough rectangle in the dirt with his boot heel.

"This will take some work."

From his satchel, he pulled a coil of twine and a handful of short stakes he had cut from scrap in the barn.

He paced out a grid, tying twine between the stakes until he had four long, narrow beds side by side, each one only a few paces wide.

The wind tugged at the lines, and they held.

He squatted again and pressed his fingers into the soil inside the first marked bed. If he squeezed hard, the dirt clumped but then crumbled apart.

'Too dry, not much structure.' He remembered soil like this from his old world, puzzles in Farm Online that pointed toward organic matter and rotations.

He did not have the proper tools for that here. What he had were runes, manure, time, and a stubborn streak.

"Bed one," he said quietly, tracing a number in the dirt with his fingertip.

He fetched the small sack of well-rotted manure Arthur had let him haul out. He spread a thin layer over the first bed and worked it in with a short hoe, careful to keep it within the twine lines.

"Baseline," he told himself. "So I know if the rest is actually better or just different."

For the second bed, he considered how he wanted to accomplish his goals for the test.

Enchanting the ground directly had already proved unreliable during his smaller tests behind the barn, and the seeds themselves felt far too delicate for a constant enchantment that would run all season.

The tools and clothes accepted patterns and held them, while loose soil simply let everything bleed away whenever it felt like it.

He studied the short stakes that marked each corner of the bed and felt the answer settle into place with absolute certainty.

Wood would have to work for this experiment.

Jacob pulled one of the corner stakes free and turned it in his hand while weighing the idea carefully. The grain showed clean along the length where he had shaved it smooth earlier, and the top had been cut flat like a tiny signpost that waited for a proper message.

There was more than enough room for an enchantment, which meant there was also plenty of room for mistakes.

He set his satchel on the ground, reached inside, and brought out his etching tool with a breath of relief.

The tool had a narrow metal tip that left no scratches and cut nothing, yet whenever he pushed magic through it, faint lines of power sank into whatever he traced across, leaving the surface smooth under his fingers and imperceptibly different.

It looked enough like a scribe's tool that everyone simply called it an etching tool, and Jacob had never bothered to argue with the name, since explaining the difference always took longer than the listener's patience.

The healing pattern came back to him first, the basic one Arthur had taught him for first aid. It started from a central knot and spiraled outward in gentle curves, encouraging flesh to knit and bruises to fade with a persistence that never felt rushed.

Jacob closed his eyes and imagined that same web of lines laid over a plant instead of a person while he steadied his breathing. He pictured tender stems, thin leaves, and small roots instead of torn skin and blood vessels and aching joints.

Not sealing a cut this time, not pulling torn edges together, or forcing blood to clot where bleeding needed to stop.

He wanted the pattern to feed growth instead, to push a seedling to root deeper, and to pull a little harder on whatever strength the tired soil still contained around it.

In his mind, he stripped out the parts of the pattern that worked on broken skin and flowing blood, leaving only the gentle pull toward repair and balance.

Then he added a small nudge toward stretching instead of tightening, like coaxing a cramped leg to extend and walk rather than encouraging it to curl and rest in place.

Once the pattern felt balanced and stable in his head, he opened his eyes and set the metal tip of the etching tool against the flat top of the stake.

Slowly, he guided the tool through the first curve, not cutting the wood at all, but laying a thin path of magic just under the surface within its mana field.

The grain accepted the power without resistance, and a faint warmth rose under his fingers where his other hand braced the stake.

He took his time with each turn of the spiral, adjusting one curve a little wider and tightening the next where the image in his mind shifted, while the magic soaked in and settled along the imagined lines.

This would not be a tool he swung and forgot after an hour in the field. This would sit here for weeks, gently tugging on living things day after day until the enchantment finally faded or the wood failed.

So he added the strengthening rune to the pattern to make sure it stood strong for the crops it was designed to help.

He guided the final mark into place and felt the pattern lock together with an obvious twist through his chest.

Magic woke with a stronger warmth across his fingertips and along the back of his hand, then rolled outward in a steady pulse.

The stake only briefly glowed, and for a moment, he sensed a soft pressure flowing outward from the invisible lines, but it ended just after it had started.

Jacob pushed the stake back into the corner of the second bed and pressed the soil down around it until it stood firm and straight.

The sense of pressure settled around that patch of ground, as if the bed now sat under a very quiet watchman.

"Bed two gets healing turned toward growing instead of closing wounds," he said quietly, more to himself than to the empty field. "Same soil and manure, but the stakes add the new variable."

  

    
        42. Experimenting (2)

    
    
    
    
  He moved along the rectangle and pulled up the other three corner stakes one by one, calling the growth-tuned healing pattern back into his thoughts each time.

With the etching tool, he traced the same invisible spiral into each stake, letting magic flow through the tip and sink under the surface and into the mana field while the wood remained smooth to the touch.

He kept his visualization steady while he worked, focusing on roots that recovered from strain, stems that straightened after wind, and leaves that pushed out new growth after stress instead of drooping in surrender.

By the time all four marked stakes had been driven back into place, the second bed felt like it sat inside an invisible frame of magic. The feeling was gentle but steady, without any sharp edges or lurching pulls that hinted at overreach or clumsy patterning.

For the third bed, he wanted something clearly different from that, something that leaned into toughness rather than eager growth, so he could actually compare them.

He pulled the nearest stake from the third bed and balanced it across his palm while letting his eyes travel over the ruined field.

Arthur had described the dry years often enough that Jacob barely needed to use his imagination.

Fields that sprouted just fine, then stalled when the rain did not return. Plants that stayed small and pale, that never fully died but never filled either, leaving thin harvests that barely paid for the seed and the labor.

This time, he focused the healing pattern on endurance rather than quick recovery. He wanted something to encourage the plants to endure harsher days before wilting and to hold on longer when the topsoil cracked or the wind tried to strip every last scrap of moisture away from the roots.

In his thoughts, he took the usual healing spiral and stretched it carefully, spacing many of the lines farther apart while keeping the core intact.

He removed the parts that urged fast change or quick knitting. In their place, he left only a slow and persistent encouragement.

Only when the image settled into a clear and stable form did he press the tip of the etching tool to the smooth top of the stake.

He guided the tool through the invisible lines with practiced efficiency, letting the magic follow his will.

The metal traced nothing that the eye could easily follow, yet he felt the pattern building with each pass, as warmth gathered under his fingertips and sank deeper into the wood.

When he sealed the final curve, the enchantment settled without much fuss.

He felt the magic flow through him, and for a moment, he felt something within himself change.

But the feeling faded as quickly as it had welled up, and he turned his focus back on his work.

He added the strengthening enchantment to this pattern as well, fixing his visualization to try to make the enchantment work for both the stake and the plants, piggypacking off of the healing rune.

"Bed three gets the slow healer that urges toughness instead of quick repair," he murmured, letting the words help fix the difference in his memory.

He repeated the stretched, endurance-focused pattern on the other three stakes for that bed, working methodically and checking each imagined line with his thumb afterward.

The wood felt unchanged under his skin, yet he could tell that the enchantment had settled completely into the mana field of the stake.

By the time he pushed the last stake back into the soil, he could feel the distinction between the second and third beds whenever he stepped close, even though nothing visible marked the difference for ordinary eyes.

The second bed felt like a gentle hand encouraging growth whenever the plants tried, while the third bed felt like a quiet weight that refused to let things give up too early.

The fourth bed took longer to plan, both because water remained the clearest problem and because he wanted the enchantment to work with the land instead of fighting against it like a stubborn fool.

The east side did not enjoy the same help from natural runoff that the lower fields received, and when rain finally arrived, it rarely lingered.

The ditch along the far side of the field carried whatever fell away in a hurry, dragging the effort of entire seasons down toward other properties that probably did not appreciate it any better.

Jacob walked to the uphill edge of his small grid once more and studied the subtle slope with narrowed eyes.

After a thoughtful moment, he fetched the short hoe and scraped a low ridge along the top of the fourth bed, just high enough to catch a little more of any water that might drift this way after a storm.

Inside that ridge, he pulled a shallow basin into the soil with a few careful strokes, smoothing the center with his palm until it felt even and right.

So far, he had changed nothing with magic at all, just the shape of the ground, which meant every farmer in the village would have understood this part without needing explanations.

He pulled up the nearest corner stake of the fourth bed and turned it slowly in his hand while he thought through the next pattern.

For this attempt, the enchantment needed to help with two different things at once.

First, he still wanted healing, so the plants could bounce back after the strain of heat and dry spells, instead of staying wilted and stunted.

Second, he wanted something that encouraged the water to stay just a little longer when it arrived, enough to sink into the soil rather than racing away across the surface.

He thought about the cleaning rune he used on clothes, the one that encouraged grime and dust to lift and move away from the fabric efficiently.

If he flipped that idea around, he could ask water to slow down and settle for a moment, rather than rushing away immediately when gravity pulled on it.

In his mind, he wove that thought into the healing pattern, imagining the spiral spreading into the soil and slightly thickening it wherever the lines passed.

He pictured droplets seeping into the ground with a little more willingness, giving roots extra time to drink instead of skimming over the surface and vanishing into the ditch that lined the edge of the field.

He began guiding the etching tool once the combined pattern felt stable in his head.

The metal tip traced the healing spiral first, then drifted into subtle arcs that called for steadiness in water and patience in plants.

He moved carefully to avoid crowding the lines together in his imagination, since cramped instructions tangled far too easily inside living magic.

The catch was fitting the strengthening rune into the mix. This would have to be a proper enchantment, or he would have to change these stakes out as they wore themselves out by channeling the magic inscribed within them.

"Three-piece enchantments are a pain in the ass, but I think these three have a bit of resonance in them."

When he guided the last invisible line into place, the pattern settled without exploding, and the magic that flowed outward carried a distinctly cool edge against his skin.

The air over the bed felt unchanged to his nose and lungs, yet the soil beneath his boots suddenly felt like mornings where dew clung to the ground a little longer before surrendering to the sun.

'Success, now I have an additional proper enchantment!'

Jacob planted the stake again and walked the outline of the fourth bed, repeating the new three-piece enchantment on the remaining three corners.

Each new enchantment made the feeling more even and complete, until the entire bed felt like a damp magnet that attracted the very moisture of the air to the bed.

"Bed four gets healing for stress and a little help with water, and I will use the same seed as the first bed," he said quietly, fixing the description in his memory where it could not easily blur.

  

    
        43. Experimenting (3)

    
    
    
    
  Jacob stepped back to study the four beds while the sun pressed heavily against his neck.

The soil was dry and shared the same thin layer of manure across the entire grid. He had decided to use a single type of seed for every plot, all to be planted on the same afternoon.

The only thing setting them apart was the hidden patterns in the stakes. While the marks were lost to the eyes of a normal farmer, any mage nearby would feel the distinct throb of power coming from the wood.

The first bed would be his baseline to see how the dirt behaved on its own. The others would reveal if healing magic, shaped toward different goals, could actually force a better harvest from the ground.

By the time the last stake was driven home, sweat had soaked through his shirt and made the fabric stick to his spine.

The midday sun made the world feel warm and bright. From the road, the field looked much the same as it always had, but Jacob knew better.

His corner was now a network of twine and hidden intent that pulsed in the back of his mind whenever he checked the magic.

The sound of bootsteps crunched on the packed path near the fence. Arthur leaned against the rail with one leg propped on the lower board.

He watched in silence for a moment while holding a clay jug of water. He had the look of a man who had seen too many seasons fail, yet he still found the energy to walk out and check the furrows.

"You look like you picked a fight with the dirt," Arthur said. His voice carried across the space with a playful tone. "And it looks like the dirt is winning."

Jacob straightened his back and noticed the dark streaks of earth covering his arms. "I am not trying to win the whole field today. I am just making sure I stay in the fight."

Arthur handed him the jug, and he took a long drink that cooled his throat before nodding toward the small grid.

"I split the area into four beds," Jacob explained. "One is planted exactly the way you and Caleb always do it. The other three use different runes in the stakes. If the normal one fails while the others thrive, I will finally have a lead to follow."

Arthur’s brows rose as he looked at the twine and the potential patterns hiding in the wood. "You are turning my fallow patch into a counting table and a ledger for your runes."

"I am turning it into proof," Jacob corrected. "If these beds do better, we can use the same patterns on the main fields later. If they fail, I only lose a bit of time and some seed. Everyone already treats this field as a loss anyway."

Arthur stared at the beds for a long minute while the wind moved across the open ground. He looked at the second bed and then toward the slight ridge Jacob had carved into the fourth plot.

"What did you put on the second one?" Arthur asked.

"I took the healing rune we use for cuts," Jacob said. "I removed the parts that work on skin or blood and turned the rest toward the roots. It should encourage the plants to grow deeper and recover from the heat. I made sure to keep the flow steady."

Arthur grunted, his mouth twitching with a bit of reluctant humor. "As long as the weeds do not enjoy the magic as much as the crops, we might survive this."

"If the weeds love it, then I know the pattern is wrong for farming. I'll mark it as a failure and move on," Jacob said. He accepted the risk without trying to hide it.

Arthur pointed with his chin at the third bed. "That one looks different. I assume you didn't just repeat yourself."

"It is the same idea but much more stubborn," Jacob said. "It is not about fast growth. It is about not giving up when the rain stops. If the summer turns dry, that bed might stay green while the others turn brown. Either way, we will know more than we did yesterday."

Arthur shifted his focus to the fourth bed, noting the raised lip of soil. "I assume that little ditch has its own trick. I doubt I am just looking at a pile of dirt."

"Healing for the stress of the sun, plus a nudge to keep water from running off," Jacob said. "It gives the plants more time to drink after a storm. I am hoping it might even help the dew drip from the leaves a little longer in the mornings."

Arthur’s mouth curved. "You sound like the old men at the festival when they argue over crop rotations. The only difference is you have twine and etchings instead of just dusty boots."

"They have years of experience to back up their talk," Jacob noted. "I am still trying to find my first real success. I need to move faster before my Trial Year is over."

They stood together for a while and listened to the wind. A crow called from near the lane before falling silent again.

"You understand that the dirt might not give you an answer this year," Arthur said. His tone was a mix of warning and respect. "Bad soil takes time to forgive the past. Sometimes it never does, no matter how clever you are with a tool."

"I know that," Jacob said. "But I have to start somewhere. I cannot just sell enchanted brooms and hope the farm fixes itself while we sleep. If we want a real harvest in the future, we have to change what we are doing right now."

Arthur’s gaze softened. He looked at his son with a new kind of weight in his eyes.

"You talk like a man twice your age," Arthur said quietly. "I am not sure if I should be proud of that or worried about the burden you are taking on."

"You can be both," Jacob replied. He let a tired smile slip through the grime on his face.

Arthur clapped him on the shoulder. "All right then. Just make sure you write everything in that notebook when you get home. Record the weather and the seeds. If you are going to spend your time on this field, do it like a professional who expects his work to be checked."

Jacob’s smile grew steadier. "I will write it all down, Father. Even the stupid ideas that end up failing."

Arthur turned back toward the lane. "I will leave you to it. Don't plant more than you can look after, and stay away from the far end where the ground starts to crack. The soil is even worse down there."

When his father was gone, Jacob walked the perimeter of his plots one more time. He checked the tension of the twine and the seat of the stakes.

He let his mind rest against the vibration of the enchantments. There was no sudden growth or flashy display of power. That suited him.

Real work on a farm moved slowly. He wanted honest progress, not a quick spectacle that would fade by morning.

He looked out over the rest of the exhausted field as the furrows marched toward the trees.

"This is where it starts," he whispered to the dirt. "If I can convince you to grow, I can convince any field in the kingdom."

He tightened his satchel and turned toward the road. As he walked home, he began sorting his notes, already planning how to twist his next healing pattern.

  

    
        44. Magical Breakthrough?

    
    
    
    
  The next few weeks of the Trial Year followed a similar routine as the first.

Jacob spent his days tinkering with his enchantments to see which of his ideas actually held up under use.

By this time, he had finished five distinct patterns. He kept the sword and healing runes clear in his mind, but he also built several variations meant for the fields.

These versions strained the limits of what the original symbols were supposed to do.

He did not work alone every afternoon. Sera often came by the field after visiting her grandmother.

She usually carried a small basket while pretending she just happened to be passing by. She would sit on a fence post to watch him work, humming bits of tunes that made the long hours feel shorter.

Sometimes she helped him measure the rows. Other times she held the stakes steady while he drove them into the dirt.

She asked why one bed needed a specific pattern while another required something different. Occasionally, she simply sat in the grass and watched. She seemed to sense the difference between the enchantments, much like she heard the notes in a song.

One evening, Jacob sat in his room after a long session of staking and enchanting his field. He began to question the limits of the patterns.

Just how far can I bend these? he wondered.

He reached under the bed and pulled out a small bundle wrapped in cloth. Inside lay a knife he had prepared for this experiment.

Its iron blade was polished, and the wooden handle felt smooth in his grip. It was a sturdy farm knife meant for cutting twine or cleaning game.

Jacob set it on the table and rested his fingertips against the flat of the metal while he steadied his breathing.

The stakes in the field had shown him that altering a rune could change how magic behaved over a long period. In the field, he had plenty of space and the luxury of making mistakes.

Here, he wanted to see if he could compress a single enchantment onto an object he would carry every day. He wanted to use only the logic he fully understood.

He pictured the standard cutting enchantment Arthur used for the farm tools. That pattern was as familiar to him as the healing rune. It focused on keeping the edge keen.

The sharpness was a tight series of points that reinforced the metal and resisted dullness.

Then he thought about his work on the healing rune in the field. He had stripped away the excess and nudged the remainder toward growth.

With this knife, he wanted something that focused on reliability. He wanted a blade that would cut exactly when he asked and endure heavy strain without chipping.

He picked up the etching tool and let the tip hover above the steel. In his mind, he began shaping a design that combined sharpness with a durable core.

He rested the knife across his lap and let the runes line up in his thoughts. The first was the basic sharpness pattern that tracked the edge from heel to tip.

Next was the reinforcement lattice Arthur used on shovel blades to prevent bending. Then he added his modified healing rune and a grounding element to keep the magic flowing.

He laid them out in his mind like pieces of a puzzle. Each had a clear purpose and had already worked in smaller tasks.

The problem started when he imagined stacking them directly. The lines became crowded. The whole thing felt like a tangled mess that would fail as soon as he applied power.

Jacob set the knife back on the table and pressed his palm against the wood until his pulse slowed.

Instead of stacking the runes, he tried a different approach. He traced the sharpness pattern first. Then he looked for places where the reinforcement lattice already did the same job by supporting the parts of the blade that carried the most force.

Whenever he found an overlap, he pulled the extra lines away. He smoothed the two instructions together until they became a single command.

He did the same with the healing element, weaving self-mending into the spots where the other runes already dealt with the stress of the metal.

Gradually, the separate patterns became a single network. He had fewer lines, yet they were doing more work.

When he finally saw the finished design in his mind, he frowned. The image no longer fit on a flat surface.

Some lines seemed to fold behind others without actually crossing. The angles refused to behave like normal corners. They bent inward and outward at the same time.

It should have been impossible to follow, yet he could trace every part of it without getting lost. His eyes wanted to reject the shape, but his magic did not care about a flat perspective.

His magic understood layers and complex shapes that turned in directions his fingers could not point toward.

His heart beat a little faster as he realized the truth.

This two-dimensional system that I have been using is not the only way! Euclid lived on a flat page, but the real world has depth. Straight lines are just a matter of perspective when an angle can bend around a curve!

He picked up the etching tool again. That strange, merged rune settled into place behind his eyes.

Slowly, he guided the tool along the surface of the knife. He was not cutting into the metal. Instead, he was pressing the entire complex pattern into the mana field of the blade one invisible strand at a time.

  

    
        45. Eureka

    
    
    
    
  The knife simply refused to cooperate.

The first attempt looked promising while he moved the etching tool along the flat of the blade.

He held the strange, merged rune in his mind like a holographic picture of what he wanted the enchantment to look like in the end.

Magic flowed, and the metal warmed as he imprinted that picture into the mana field. For a moment, he felt the pattern lock into place.

Then the warmth vanished, and the metal went cold as if nothing had ever happened.

Attempts two and three went the same way. The fourth did not even get that far because the enchantment fell apart before he could finish the marks.

The blade never shuddered or fought him. The power simply would not stay. It drained away like water poured onto dry sand.

After the seventh failure, his shoulders ached, and his head felt thick with his muddled thoughts, which seemed to get him nowhere.

The knife on the table remained a cheap farm blade. It lacked any glow or the specific hum that usually came from a successful enchantment.

It was just the typical mix of metal and wood that anyone could find in a kitchen.

Jacob set the tool down and pressed his thumbs into his temples while he reviewed every step mentally.

Whenever he worked with normal runes, the pattern lived flat in his mind and then sat neatly on the surface.

This time, the merged rune refused to flatten. It wanted to stay twisted and layered. He kept trying to force it onto a single side, and every time he did that, the magic slid apart.

The realization came slowly. The pattern was not meant to live as a drawing on a flat surface. It wanted the whole object rather than just one face.

He had been trying to press a three-sided shape into a single piece of paper and expecting it to behave.

What am I doing if I am not using the entire blade? He wondered.

He picked up the knife again and turned it in his hands as a new idea took shape.

Perhaps the rune did not belong only on one part of the tool. It might need to be anchored in stages across different faces. Each pass of the etching tool would hold one aspect until the whole strange shape finally locked around the blade.

He shifted his grip so the blade lay across his fingers. If the rune refused to lie flat, he would stop trying to force it.

He would break the work into pieces and trust that the magic remembered the whole even when he drew only parts.

He touched the tip of the tool to the flat of the blade near the base. He called up the merged rune.

Only the portion for this specific face answered him from his envisioned enchantment. He traced the lines for a clean cut, letting the magic soak in until the metal felt alive under his skin.

Before the feeling could slip, he turned the knife and set the tool against the spine.

The pattern in his mind moved with the motion. It revealed the next section that braced the metal to help it hold its shape.

He guided that fragment into the spine and felt it hook into the first part like a knot.

His breath grew shallow. He felt his nerves tense as he rolled the knife again. He pressed the tool to the other flat side, letting the self-mending portion of the rune flow into the steel.

This part pushed the metal to fix its own cracks and restore the edge. The magic sank in with a strong flow and settled into the previous layers.

On the final turn, he set the tool against the wooden handle. He traced the last segment that bound the whole pattern to his hand. Everything lined up.

The impossible shape in his mind snapped shut around the knife like a finished puzzle.

His heart began to race. He held the knife perfectly still, afraid that any movement might shake the pattern loose, even though he knew it would take a lot of physical force to mess up the final stage of the enchanting process.

The magic did not drain away. It sat there, settled around the blade and the handle. The sensation produced a weird feeling of stillness.

It did not feel like the light vibration of a broom charm or the gentle pull of a healing rune. It felt deeper, as if the mana in the metal had learned of a new way to exist.

Carefully, Jacob shifted his grip and set the point of the knife against the edge of the table.

He applied a small amount of pressure and dragged it across the grain. The blade slipped through the wood without any resistance.

It left a clean, visible line that made the old surface look like it had been scraped by a much finer tool than a farm knife.

He pulled the knife back and brushed his thumb along the edge. It felt keen and sturdy. The tiny drag that usually followed a rough cut was gone.

When he pressed harder on a stone for the next test, he felt the metal resist, then he felt that resistance ease as the self-mending portion of the rune did its work.

When the knife started to lose its edge, the enchantment nudged it back to its sharpest version.

For the first time since he had started using an etching tool, he felt an enchantment that belonged entirely to him. It carried lessons from Arthur and elements from his field work.

The way they fit together was his own discovery.

Jacob stared at the knife, breathing hard and grinning despite the ache in his shoulders.

"This is how it works," he whispered. The knife felt warm in his hand, and the strange shape remained clear in his mind. "This is how I do it."

  

    
        46. Results to Consider

    
    
    
    
  The last good week of autumn started to feel dreary, with a pale, low sun hanging over the horizon, casting long shadows that failed to provide even a hint of warmth to the frozen morning air.

Jacob stood at the edge of his small grid. He looked over the four beds he had claimed from the dead field.

The grasses he had planted there had done their best, though that effort had yielded very little.

The control bed was in the worst state. It was a thin fuzz of green that barely covered the dirt. The tips of the blades were already turning yellow.

The enchanted beds looked better at a glance. They had thicker patches and a slightly deeper color.

However, they only seemed successful when compared to the absolute failure of the control plot. Better than nothing was still far from a harvest.

He walked the length of the beds with his arms wrapped tight against the wind. The growth enchantment bed came first.

The plants there reached a little higher than the others. Their leaves were broader by half a finger.

The stand was denser, and the color was a bit deeper, yet it lacked the vitality he wanted to see.

The endurance bed showed shorter grass with tough stalks. They resisted the wind and felt solid under his touch, but they remained stunted.

The water-focused bed had the deepest green, but only in scattered clumps. It seemed the enchantment could not hold the entire patch together.

When he stepped back to view them as a group, the differences felt like a footnote rather than a breakthrough.

He pulled the notebook from his pocket and stared at the last recorded measurements. He added a final line for the season.

Numbers did not care about how hard he had worked or how much magic he had shoved into the stakes. The ledger told a simple story.

Everything here had failed to reach even the poorest stands on the western fields.

A week ago, he had refused to accept this result.

With Arthur’s reluctant approval, Jacob had enchanted the big wagon that usually hauled heavy sacks.

He had crawled under the frame to work the etching tool along the axles and wheel rims. He pushed a strong version of the lightness and reinforcement patterns into the wood.

After four careful passes, the empty wagon pulled like a light cart. Even when it was fully loaded, it rolled more smoothly over the rough ground than it ever had before.

They had hitched the old donkey, Bramble, to the tongue. Jacob then spent long hours marching from the stream at the lower end of the property back up to the dead field.

He filled barrels until his arms shook. He watched the water slosh while the enchanted wheels seemed to float over the ruts.

The task required far less effort from the tired animal than usual, yet the toll on Jacob was high.

Day after day, he soaked the four beds. He poured until the soil shone dark, and his boots squelched with every step.

He kept a careful count to ensure each bed received an equal amount of water. He believed that if water was the missing piece, the grasses would surge.

They did not.

He saw a little more growth and a bit more color. There was some resistance to the wind, but then the progress stopped.

The blades stayed thin. The roots remained shallow. The color stayed faded and the soil cracked again as soon as the top layer dried.

Now, standing in the chill, he saw that the field had taken everything he had given it and simply refused to change.

He knelt beside the water-focused bed. He used his fingers to claw a small trench until he reached a deeper layer.

The soil beneath still held a trace of moisture, yet even there the roots were short. They ended in little knots that were twisted and brown. It did not look like the problem was simple dryness.

On an impulse, he scooped a pinch of soil into his palm and brought it to his nose. It smelled flat. It was not rotten or sour, but it lacked the rich scent of living earth.

He hesitated for a moment before he pressed a bit of the dirt to his tongue.

It did not taste earthy at all. There was none of the rich, loamy flavor found in the good plots near the house.

Instead, a sharp edge hit the sides of his tongue. This was followed by a dull bitterness.

It tasted faintly salty. It was not like fresh tears. It was like a pot that had boiled dry with too much mineral left at the bottom.

He spat into the furrow and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. He gathered another pinch from a different bed to check again.

The control bed tasted the same. The growth and endurance beds carried that same strange, mineral sting.

The field was not just tired. It was salted due to overuse. The plants had been fighting something far worse than shallow roots or missing rain.

He sat back on his heels while the wind pushed cold fingers down the neck of his shirt.

The situation finally made sense. He thought of years of overworking the land during dry seasons.

He thought of water pulled from poor sources and floods that might have left deposits behind. Every cycle had concentrated whatever the land could not use near the surface.

His enchantments had helped a little. They had coaxed the plants to push harder and live longer, which only meant the grasses had struggled more fiercely before losing.

Magic could not convince the roots to drink poison and thrive.

Jacob rose slowly and brushed the dirt from his trousers. He looked over the field one last time.

The stakes still held a weak thrum of power, but there was nothing more for them to do until the season changed.

A gust of wind rolled down from the north. It was sharp enough to sting his ears. And it carried the smell of frost and the promise that winter was arriving.

He pulled his coat tighter and closed the notebook with a firm snap.

"All right," he said. He spoke to the beds and the stakes. "You do not want to grow for me yet. And that is fine. I will figure out how to fix salt, and I will come back."

The next steps would not happen in this field. They would happen in the barn by lamplight.

He would turn the problem over in his mind like one of his complex, multi-faced runes. For now, the land would sleep under the snow. His experiments would have to wait.

He turned his back on the dead field as another blast of icy wind shoved at his shoulders. The stakes and the thin grasses faded behind him as he walked toward the house.

The mineral sting stayed with him all the way to the kitchen door, a gritty reminder that the earth was fighting him with more than just silence.

He had an entire winter to think, and now that he knew exactly why the plants were dying, he could finally stop guessing and start building a solution.

  

    
        47. The Sword and The Dungeon

    
    
    
    
  Jacob cut through the village square with his collar turned up against the lingering chill, hands stuffed deep into his pockets to keep from fidgeting.

Market day had already wound down, leaving only a few stalls packing up and a scattering of people talking in small knots. Smoke from cookfires mixed with the smell of grain dust and old wood, a familiar blend that usually calmed him.

Today, it just reminded him that his fields were useless.

His boots scuffed the packed dirt while his thoughts ran ahead toward the crooked lane on the far side of the square.

At the end of that lane waited old Thom with the house that did not entirely sit in one place.

The doorway that opened into too much space, and the shelves that did not quite line up with the walls. If anyone in the village knew about strange weeds and stubborn plants, it would be him.

Jacob's tongue still remembered the flat, mineral sting of the east field. The memory dragged his thoughts backward, past this world and into the other life he carried like a half-hidden scar.

Farm Online had handled salt differently.

He could see the game field in his mind, neat tiles and shimmering overlays, numbers ticking up in the corner of his vision.

There, when the land was salted from overuse and bad water, the solution had not come from more ploughing or more rain. It had come from a particular grass that thrived in estuaries.

The description had called it something complicated involving halophytes, but he had just tagged it simply as salt grass.

You planted that grass in the ruined tiles, and it pulled brackish water along with nutrients into itself, then pushed the extra salt out along its leaves, leaving a fine crystal dust that had sparkled in the game light.

Then it was a simple matter of harvesting the grass and carefully clearing the salt crust, which slowly resulted in the tiles recovering enough for normal crops again.

The memory now felt less like a bad dream of fractured scenes and more like a clue.

He stepped around a cart and started down the narrow lane that led toward Old Thom's twisting doorway.

He did not know if this world had any real version of salt grass, but someone had to know which plants tolerated bad ground and left strange residue on their leaves.

If such a thing grew anywhere near Ruvka, the old man would have heard about it, even if the rest of the village just called it a worthless marsh weed.

Jacob drifted through the square, half aware of the people around him, turning over names of plants in his head.

Marsh reeds, salt weeds, rushes, shoreline grasses that clung to river edges. Anything that might drink bad water and leave cleaner soil behind.

He was still chewing on the memory of glittering salt on game leaves when a sudden laugh cut across his thoughts.

"F-rank or not, a gate is a gate," someone said near the well.

"North side, other side of the village," another voice answered. "You can see it from the low ridge now. The whole thing is just sitting there, pulsing with power."

Jacob slowed and finally looked around instead of through people. He noticed what his mind had skipped over at first.

There were packs with real frames. Leather hardened in the right places. Spears bundled with care instead of thrown together. A bow with fresh wax gleaming along the string.

Adventurers, or close enough for this part of the world.

A pair of them passed close by, talking in excited whispers that carried anyway.

"First confirmed dungeon in this region in ten years," one said.

"F-rank is perfect for beginners," the other replied. "Less competition from the big guilds, and there will still be cores."

Jacob's hand dropped to the side of his satchel almost on its own. Inside, wrapped in cloth, waited the knife he had just finished and the sword he had enchanted earlier in the season.

Neither piece would impress a noble, but either would serve someone who needed gear that worked better than it looked.

He slipped off to the side of the square, opened the satchel, and drew the sword free.

The familiar weight settled against his palm with a kind of reassurance that the enchantment sent out to its wielder.

He slid the belt through the worn scabbard loops and buckled it around his waist, adjusting it until the hilt sat at a comfortable angle at his hip.

If adventurers were going to flow through the village to test themselves against a new dungeon, some of them would need blades that cut true and lasted more than one delve.

If he were lucky, one of them might notice the way his sword handled.

Gold could buy seed and tools, or even an expansion of fields. And that would give Jacob the time he needed to increase the productivity of the farm.

He gave the strap one last tug, then turned back toward the narrow lane that led to Old Thom's impossible door, thoughts split now between salt grass, dungeon gates, and the possibility of selling the sword at his hip to an adventurer who could recognize its worth.

Jacob made it halfway down the lane before the flow of people thinned. The noise of the square faded behind him, replaced by the creak of wagon wheels and the occasional shout from a distant yard.

Behind him, one of the adventurers paused.

He was broad through the shoulders, with a dented breastplate strapped over worn leathers and a small shield riding weightlessly across his back.

He had noticed the boy only in passing at first, just another villager with more problems than coin. Then his gaze snagged on the sword at Jacob's hip.

The hairs on his arms rose a fraction of an inch.

A familiar chill brushed the back of his mind, followed by the flat, clear tone of something that was not quite his own thought.

Combat Insight has triggered.
Item detected: Unregistered blade.
Assessment: Uncommon quality.
Structural resilience and cutting potential exceed local standard by three tiers.

He kept walking a few steps, his jaw clenched as he focused.

'Unregistered,' he thought. 'You sure it is not just polished nicely?'

Rechecking. Surface appraisal complete. Maker or enchanter unknown.
Recommendation: Acquire if possible.

The man exhaled slowly through his nose. That calm inner voice had never lied to him. It had kept him alive through ambushes, assassination attempts, bad contracts, and one very ugly C-rank nest.

A gift from the system for the successful completion of a special-rare grade quest. If it said a child's sword was worth attention, then he would listen.

He turned off the main flow as he cut through the moving villagers and adventurers alike, lengthened his stride, and stepped into the narrow lane ahead of Jacob, planting himself squarely in the boy's path and bringing him to a halt.

  

    
        48. Better than Gold

    
    
    
    
  Jacob stopped short as the man stepped into his path. The lane was narrow enough that he would have had to brush past the adventurer to continue, and the man clearly had no intention of moving.

"Easy there, kid," the man said, lifting one hand in a loose half wave. "Didn't mean to spook you. I just wanted a word about that sword on your hip."

Jacob's hand drifted toward the hilt out of habit. "What about it?"

The man let his eyes track the blade openly now, weighing it the way a carpenter weighed a length of timber.

"That is not some village toy. Whoever made or worked on that knows what they are doing. Are you selling it, by any chance?"

Jacob hesitated, then shrugged one shoulder. "I might be, for the right price."

The man paused, thinking better of himself.

'I basically stopped this kid dead in this narrow path, he is probably scared, and I didn't even introduce myself!'

"Sorry for the late introduction, kid, but I'm Carlos Weaver. I am the leader of a strike team sent here to evaluate the new gate for the guild. I noticed the trace of magic from that sword and figured I would follow up on it, do you know where it came from?"

"It is nice to meet you, Carlos. I'm Jacob. I bought this blade from our blacksmith," Jacob said. "I'm the one who enchanted it."

That made Carlos think for a second.

A faint prickle ran along his neck, the familiar sensation that marked his passive Combat Insight reacting.

Threat Assessment nudged him, not with danger, but with interest: Equipped item exhibits abnormal performance for current environment. Further evaluation recommended.

He did not argue with that feeling. He let his gaze rest on the sword for a moment, then deliberately triggered his other skill, an active skill that needed his direct action to work.

Appraisal activated.
Item: Iron Shortsword, Unnamed.
Quality: Uncommon high.
Properties: Edge retention, structural reinforcement, progressive self-repair, target-seeking.
Origin: Base blade, village forge. Enchantment source, unknown.
Estimated market value: Minimum three hundred gold coins.

'Three hundred,' he thought, keeping his face still through habit. 'From a village blacksmith and a boy, and what is with the target-seeking enchantment? I thought that only worked for thrown weapons and projectiles? Also, I have never seen an unknown enchanting source for the appraisal skill.'

Then, just to further point out the rarity of this find, the system chimed with a familiar and welcome tone.

Level Up! Appraisal: 42 --> 43

This caused him to tense up a second before putting him in a good mood. One more level toward an elite skill.

Out loud, he asked, "You did the enchanting yourself?"

"Yes, that is correct," Jacob answered.

The man felt the reflex to mention guidance, to ask what kind of starting quests had handed a child patterns like that, to say that the system usually waited until...

His throat snapped shut on the next word.

"What did the cuh!"

The air in his throat was squeezed shut, the words choked off before he could even mention the system a little.

'Geas, that is impossible though,' Carlos thought to himself, 'an enchanter of such caliber that it triggered Combat Insight, and he lacks the guidance of the system, having not even reached 12 years old!'

He looked Jacob over properly now, seeing the narrow shoulders, the still-soft lines in the face, the way the sword belt rode a little too high.

A pre-system child had laid an enchantment that tripped Appraisal hard enough to price it higher than some D rank dungeon drops.

Jacob was looking at the man warily, a bit spooked by his odd behavior.

Carlos, though, was thinking to himself. Evaluating his options in trading with the child.

'I could probably offer 50 gold coins and get this nice piece of equipment. But it does sound like it has a self-mending skill, which means I could easily upgrade it with some mithril later for cheap. That would indeed be worth spending a small fortune on.'

So, Carlos asked, "I've got 150 gold that I can offer you for the sword, how does that sound... what was your name?"

"My name is Jacob, and I am part of a farming family that has been in this village for a long time."

That caused Carlos to pause for another second.

'A farmer's kid of all things? Not some hidden master but a farmer? What the fuck have I found here?'

Carlos cleared his throat, slower this time, and chose his words with more care. "I am interested," he said. "That sword is worth real money, and I am willing to pay one hundred and fifty gold coins today for it as it is. That is more than most farms around here see in a decade."

Jacob's eyes widened for a moment before he pulled his reaction under control. The number slammed into him, rattling around every worry he had about seeds, tools, repairs, and ruined soil. Not to mention the modernizing of farming equipment he had on the backlog.

He kept his hand on the hilt and met the man's gaze. "That is a lot of gold," Jacob said. "But for this sword, I want something gold cannot buy in this village."

Carlos thought about what the kid just said.

'Does he really know what he is asking for, or is he playing hard to get or something?'

He evaluated the boy, seeing the resolute look in his young eyes. Eyes that reflected intelligence and wisdom beyond the frame of a pre-system child.

'Ah! I see! He has a magic blessing. That almost explains everything, although I thought those were just a myth, but I am seeing something unexplainable right here in front of me. Never have I seen a kid like this, even from wizard families and royal bloodlines. This kid is going to break the system.'

Carlos started rubbing his chin as he thought about what to offer, and noticed the kid still had fairly rugged clothes, but they gave off the familiar feeling of magic.

'So, still poor, but lots of power to make many enchantments. He will still need gold, and as for something gold can't buy... '

"Look, Jacob," Carlos began, "Things that gold can't buy are rarely traded like this. But I suppose that weapons like yours aren't all that common either, and it seems like you know this already despite your situation."

Carlos motioned to the state of the young man to speak for itself as he talked. Jacob understood his meaning as well.

"Here is my offer. 100 gold coins for the sword right now, and a personal favor to you in the future that can't surpass 200 gold coins in value."

Jacob was a bit shocked by that offer. He wanted to dismiss the offer right away, but something about the man felt a bit off.

Jacob could tell this guy was more powerful than the caravan guards he had seen before.

'Being sent out to evaluate the gate must mean that the gate is below his ability. I bet he is exploring larger, more dangerous gates with his team. I bet this could be worth it.'

  

    
        49. To See the Sorcerer

    
    
    
    
  Jacob reached out to the man with his little hand as he spoke, "Deal. The favor sounds like a fair trade, but why the 100 gold as well?"

Carlos shook the young man's hand, then placed a hefty sack in it. It caused Jacob's arm to drop before he was able to get used to the weight.

"Because, Jacob, it is rare to meet a young enchanter such as yourself, and I want you to remember me when you end up making it big."

The last bit of his sentence caused him to sweat a bit as his instincts warned him of danger, the second warning from the system, because he had almost talked about the awakening process again.

Jacob nodded once and adjusted his grip on his new sack of gold and hooked the drawstring over his wrist for safety.

He reached for his belt with his free hand and started to unbuckle it. "All right, then. I'll get this off, and you can have the whole thing."

Carlos's fingers twitched before he caught himself. "Hold up," he said, stepping closer. "I only need the sword. Keep the belt. A man should not walk around without one."

Jacob paused, then gave a small shrug and worked the blade free from the scabbard. The metal slid out with a soft rasp, and he held it out, flat across both palms, offering it like something ceremonial. Then, he worked on removing the scabbard from his belt.

Meanwhile, Carlos took the sword with both hands, more from habit than respect, then let his fingers settle naturally around the grip.

The weapon seemed to meld with his hand as it felt like it became a part of his own body, and the enchantment seeped into his bones. It was a subtle resonance rather than a burn, making its presence undeniably known.

Combat Insight triggered.
Equipped item is enhancing bearer.
Effect summary:
Edge stability increased. Structural resilience increased. Impact distribution optimized.
Additional function detected: Minor trajectory correction toward locked target.

He closed his eyes and let the feel of it sink in. The sword had a reassuring heft, resting in his palm with a sturdy, unpretentious weight, exactly where it should be for a cut or a hook.

When he focused, he could sense the self-mending portion floating just under the surface of the steel, ready to pull small damage flat before it ever turned into a true weakness.

Durability projection updated.
Estimated failure threshold: Significantly above standard for material class.
Recommended use: Primary weapon suitable for prolonged engagements.

Carlos opened his eyes again and fought the urge to test the edge on the nearest wall. He gave it one good swing through the air, just to test how the sword might feel in a fight.

'Better than I thought it would be, it feels like part of my body. I can even tell what the optimal angle for cutting with the edge is just from the feedback from the enchantment.'

The boy watched him with open curiosity, the sack of gold hanging from his wrist, completely unaware of how much trouble a weapon like this would cause in the right circles.

Carlos lowered the blade, gave it one last measuring look, and nodded.

"Thank you, Jacob," he said. "You have just made my week a great deal more interesting."

He slid the sword back into its scabbard in one smooth motion and fastened it at his hip. The fit felt almost unnaturally right, which only confirmed what Appraisal had already told him. He offered Jacob a short, genuine grin.

"If anyone asks, tell them Carlos Weaver keeps his word," he said. "I will be around for a while. You have that favor."

With that, he turned and headed back toward the square, pace already lengthening. His thoughts ran ahead of his boots.

Supplies first. Rope, oil, powder, and fresh rations. Then gather the team and drag them away from the ale before they waste the evening arguing about who gets the first swing.

An F-ranked gate on the north side, a brand new dungeon, and a self-mending, self-seeking blade in his hand. That boss at the bottom would make a fine test. He had half a mind to leave the team and go at it alone.

'If only traps and poisons were not still a problem for even the low rank gates... '

Jacob watched him go until Carlos vanished back into the flow of people near the well.

The weight of the gold tugged at his wrist, more than he had ever hoped to see. He shifted the sack into his palm and tied it off more securely before tucking it into his satchel.

One hundred coins solved many of the smaller problems that had been chewing at him, but the favor sat larger in his mind.

A promise from a man of that caliber carried a weight that no merchant could ever match with coin alone.

It offered a layer of protection and access to rare monster parts. It could provide a source for dungeon stone or specialized catalysts for high-level enchanting.

Eventually, his influence might even assist in moving goods that were meant to stay hidden from the public eye.

He turned back toward Old Thom's lane, thoughts drifting between salted fields, strange grasses, weird adventurers, and the distant shape of a dungeon where his sword would soon draw blood.

By the time he reached the warped fence that marked the sorcerer's crooked little yard, he already had three different ways he might spend that favor and no clear idea which one would hurt the least while maximizing his profits.

He drew a deep breath as he approached the door. It just swung open on its own, and he remembered last time that old Thom seemed to know when his father would show up. There were no telephones in this village, after all.

He felt the spatial disturbance more clearly than the last when he crossed the threshold, but he still could not pinpoint how it was warping space nor where it was taking him.

Old Thom stood there with his usual collection of layers and tatters, gray hair sticking out in several directions, eyes sharper than they had any right to be for a man that age.

"You are here for information," Thom said, as if Jacob had already given a long speech. "Come in, boy, no point freezing your nose off while you pretend you came to be polite."

Heat crawled up Jacob's neck. He stepped inside anyway. "I was going to say hello first," he muttered.

"You just did," Thom said, closing the door. "Now say the part you crossed town for."

Jacob drew himself up a little. "I want to know if there is a grass or bush or something similar that sheds salt," he said. "Something that can grow in bad soil, drink what it should not, and push the salt out onto its leaves or stems."

Thom's answer came almost at once. "There is," he said. "Nasty little bush grass that tastes worse than it looks, bulbs like onions that taste nothing like them but smell much worse. It only grows in swamp-type F rank gates."

He smiled then, wide and knowing. "Tell me, Jacob. Do you happen to know what type of F-rank gate just opened up north of our little village?"

  

    
        50. Dead Ends

    
    
    
    
  Jacob swallowed the surge of excitement and forced himself to keep his voice level. "Thank you, Old Thom," he said. "That helps more than you know."

Thom's grin thinned into something drier, possibly with a bit of suspicion. "You have a talent for asking questions that lead to trouble, boy. Make sure you live long enough to see if the answers matter."

Jacob stepped back out into the cold with those words riding his shoulders. The sky had shifted toward evening, the light tending to the horizon.

By the time he crossed the square again, the wind had worked its way through his clothes and into his bones. His festival outfit had cleaning and comfort patterns, but nothing that held warmth the way he now realized he needed.

'I need to fix that,' he thought, tugging his coat tighter. 'First chance I get, I am etching a proper heat rune into something I can wear.'

He turned toward home, already planning which old jacket could spare a few experiments, when the noise from the tavern spilled into the street. Laughter, shouting, chairs scraping, the unmistakable tone of people who had found coin and drink at the same time.

He hesitated only a moment before drifting closer.

Inside, the air hit him like a wall, thick with smoke, sweat, and spilled ale. Adventurers clustered around tables, boasting over each other.

He heard snatches of talk about the new gate, something about "first clear" and "boss room claims." One man at a nearby table thumped his mug down and started to brag.

"With my tracking skill and my... " He broke off with a strangled sound, grabbing his throat as if someone had jabbed him. Two others at the same table did the same a breath later when they tried to top his statement, eyes watering as they fought for air.

Before Jacob could step farther inside, a hand clamped around his arm.

A woman with a scar across one cheek and a chest that strained the laces of her leather jerkin glared down at him. "No children in taverns," she said. "Get out, now, before the owner sees you and has both of us thrown into the streets."

She marched him back into the street and let go only when the door shut behind them.

Shouts ran out about "Throw that kid out of here!", and "Who let a child in this place!?", as he was leaving.

Jacob rubbed his arm once, then looked up at her. "I heard you talking about the dungeon," he said. "I want to know what the biomes look like inside. Is it all stone corridors, or are there sections that feel different? What kind of monsters are showing up, and how do they behave?"

She blinked hard at him, taken off guard. "Those are not the questions village brats usually ask," she said slowly. "Most want to know if there are treasures or how many goblins they can stab before bedtime."

"I do not care about bedtime," Jacob said. "I care about terrain and creatures. I am trying to solve a problem, and I need to know what kind of ground waits in there."

She folded her arms under her chest and looked him over again, as if checking whether he was secretly two kids in a coat. "I only know what the scouts reported," she said at last. "Nobody has cleared it yet. They barely tested the first floors."

"That's fine," Jacob said. "What did they see?"

"They reported grasslands," she answered. "Open ground, knee-high grass in patches, low rises that break line of sight, a few scattered rocks. No trees worth hiding behind, no caves, no swamps or deserts, nothing fancy. Just rolling field as far as their light reached."

Jacob frowned. "Only grassland? No wet spots or fog, or even a bit of standing water?"

"Not on the paths they took," she said. "Monsters are mixed packs. Little dog things with too many teeth, a few boar types that charge if you let them line up, some lizard-looking things, and burrowers that will try to drag your ankles out from under you. They are tough and fast, but nothing a proper party cannot handle."

She almost added, 'And that matches an F-rank pattern that usually hides something worse deeper in,' but her throat twitched hard before the thought reached her tongue. It felt like a hand closing halfway this time, not the full clamp, a warning rather than a punishment.

Careful, the sensation told her. Close enough.

The System Is Listening

She swallowed and eased her shoulders, 'hearing a warning from the system is never good,' she thought, 'but that was as good as it gets when revealing system dealings to a child under the age of 12.'

"That is all the scouts logged that I can repeat," she said. "If there is anything stranger past the early floors, nobody has come back to talk about it yet."

Jacob studied her face, noticing the brief flinch she tried to hide. "So, for now, open fields and nasty animals," he said. "Nothing that looks like a swamp."

"Not yet," she said. "If that changes, you will hear the stories with everyone else."

"Thank you," Jacob said, giving the woman a small nod. "That helps a bunch."

She snorted. "You kids keep saying that today. Go home before someone decides to blame me for you getting trampled."

He turned away and headed down the street, the warmth and noise of the tavern fading behind him.

The cold slid back in at once, wrapping around his fingers until his thumbs went numb. He jammed his hands into his pockets and watched his boots scuff the dirt with every step.

'Why would Old Thom point me at that gate if it's just grassland?' he thought. 'Was it just an old man story? First dungeon appears, so clearly that is where the miracle answer lives, just like the tales.'

The idea seemed wrong. Thom was strange, not simple. Still, Jacob could not shake the feeling that he had chased a hint and ended up with nothing more than a colder nose.

By the time he reached the farm lane, the sun had nearly slipped behind the distant hills. The sky burned low with streaks of orange and red, and the first bite of true evening clung to the air.

He saw Arthur closing the barn doors, shoulders dusted with straw.

Arthur spotted him and waited, falling into step as Jacob reached him. "How has the great Trial Year been treating you today?" Arthur asked. "Save the world yet?"

Jacob huffed, breath fogging.

"The only F rank gate anyone is talking about is just grassland," he said. "No swamps or marsh, nothing that would grow the kind of plant I need. If the first gate that shows up is already the wrong kind of place, then I don't know what direction I am supposed to go for the rest of this year. I feel like I am just walking in circles and poking dead fields while the real answers grow somewhere else."
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  Arthur listened in silence as they walked the final stretch toward the house. When they reached the door, he clapped a heavy hand on Jacob's shoulder and guided him into the warmth of the kitchen.

The heat from the hearth was immediate, followed closely by the thick scent of simmering stew. May moved between the table and the stove with practiced ease.

She was humming a quiet melody under her breath, though Jacob could tell by the tilt of her head that she was hanging on every word being spoken.

"Sit down," Arthur said. He nudged Jacob toward the wooden bench nearest the fire. "You look like the wind has been trying to pull the marrow right out of your bones all afternoon."

Jacob sank onto the bench and held his numb hands toward the dancing flames. Arthur did not sit. Instead, he leaned against the heavy oak table, keeping himself within arm's reach of his son.

"You would have a difficult time finding an adventuring party willing to haul a boy into a dungeon gate," Arthur said. "It is not because they think you are useless. It is because those men value their freedom above almost everything else."

Jacob looked up with a small frown. "It is not against the law. During the Trial Year, I'm allowed to choose my own path. That's what everyone in the village has told me since I turned eleven."

"That is technically true," Arthur admitted. "You can go where you please and take whatever risks seem right at the time. During this year, our full authority as parents is set aside by the kingdom. That is the foundation the Trial Year is built on. However, the law still looks poorly on adults who lead children into undue danger. A mercenary who drags you into a gate and loses you to a monster will face consequences that no one enjoys. They risk heavy fines and the permanent loss of their guild licenses. Most of them would rather deal with a forest troll than a magistrate asking questions about their lack of judgment."

He gave Jacob a serious look. "I have no doubt you could walk into an F-ranked dungeon wrapped in enough enchantments to make a veteran soldier jealous. Neither your mother nor I would forbid you from trying. That doesn't change the reality that no stranger wants to be the one holding the rope when something goes horribly wrong."

Jacob stared into the coals for a moment before nodding slowly. He understood the logic, even if it frustrated his plans.

Arthur scratched at his jaw, the sound of his stubble loud in the quiet room. "Now," he said, shifting the topic. "Tell me more about this grass you are looking for. What exactly did you find in that field?"

Jacob took a steady breath, trying to organize the strange data he had gathered.

"I believe the eastern field is salted. It isn't just exhausted or thirsty. When I dug down past the top layer, the soil smelled flat. I decided to taste a pinch of it. It was sharp and bitter on my tongue, lacking any of the loamy flavor that good earth should have."

Arthur’s eyebrows climbed toward his hairline. "You actually ate the dirt."

Jacob shrugged, feeling his cheeks grow warm. "It was just a tiny bit. It was better than some of the things I've been forced to eat at the village festivals. The plants in that plot are acting like they are being poisoned. They have shallow roots and burned tips. They lack any real vitality even when I give them plenty of water."

Arthur turned his gaze toward the fire, the lines around his eyes tightening. "Salts in the deep soil," he whispered. "In all these generations, I do not think anyone ever thought to check for that. We always blamed the lack of rain or the quality of the seed. We assumed the land was simply finished. How would that much salt even get down there?"

Jacob thought about explaining complex concepts like mineral runoff or the long-term effects of certain fertilizers, but he decided against it.

"It's the result of many years and many animals," he said instead. "Bad water used during the worst droughts leaves behind things the plants cannot use. It just adds up over time. The land eventually keeps everything we pour into it."

Arthur grunted. It was a sound that sat somewhere between agreement and growing unease.

"So I went to see Old Thom," Jacob continued. "I asked him if there was a plant that could thrive in bad water and pull the salt out of the earth. He told me such a thing only grows in swamp-type dungeon gates. Then he gave me a look and asked if I knew what kind of F-ranked gate just opened up near the ridge."

Arthur went perfectly still.

The fire popped loudly, throwing a few sparks against the stone hearth. The sound of May's ladles clattering in the kitchen suddenly felt very far away. Arthur continued to stare into the flames, his jaw set firmly. Something troubled was moving behind his eyes.

Jacob watched his father's face and realized that Old Thom’s hint had landed with more impact than he had expected.

He knew there was more to the old man than just puzzles and tricks of geometry. If his father looked this shaken over a few sentences, then Thom was probably controlling events that Jacob could not yet see.

Arthur stayed silent for so long that Jacob began to shift uncomfortably on the bench.

"When Old Thom decides to give a hint," Arthur said finally, his voice low. "A wise person stops to listen."

Jacob watched him carefully. "Has he done this before? Has he ever pointed someone toward a dungeon like this?"

Arthur exhaled a long, slow breath through his nose. "Not in my lifetime. Not in my grandfather’s time either. The last time the records mention him dropping a hint like that was before my great-grandfather was even born. Your great-great-grandfather was the one who wrote about it."

He glanced toward the small wooden shelf where the family’s leather-bound journals were kept.

"Before our line knew how to inscribe with any real skill, we were just scratching at wood and guessing at the results. Then, one year, Old Thom pulled our ancestor aside. He told him to pay attention to specific lines and to practice his marks on scrap wood instead of finished tools. He even told him to find a cave that has since been lost to the maps. A few seasons after that, our family had its first true inscriber. The journals talk about the success, but they never explain how Thom knew those secrets. No one knows where he came from or why he chose to help us."

"Did Thom ever offer an explanation?" Jacob asked.

Arthur shook his head. "Never. He doesn't speak of the past. If anyone tries to press him, he just changes the subject or tells a riddle. All we have are the notes in the family books and the undeniable fact that he was right."

He turned to face Jacob fully, his expression more serious than Jacob had ever seen it.

"If that old man is pointing you toward a dungeon, and if there is a way for you to get inside, then I believe you are meant to go. I do not say that lightly. I have never heard of a child entering a gate, and I'm not sure if the law even allows for it. But when Old Thom points his finger, something of great importance usually sits at the end of that road."

They sat in the flickering firelight for a long moment. The shifting shadows made Arthur's face look like it was carved from the same rugged stone as the hearth.

From the kitchen, May’s voice cut through the heavy atmosphere. "Dinner is on the table, you two," she called out. "If you keep brooding in there, the stew is going to think it did something wrong."

Arthur blinked, and then he let out a quiet huff of a laugh that broke the tension. He pushed himself away from the table and clapped Jacob on the back, though his touch was gentler this time.

"You heard your mother," Arthur said. "We will have no doom and gloom at the dinner table. We can leave the talk of dungeons and ancient sorcerers for after we have had some bread."

He helped Jacob up from the bench and steered him toward the kitchen. The table was already set with bowls, and steam curled invitingly from the large ceramic pot in the center.

The seriousness in Arthur’s eyes had not completely vanished, but it had been pushed down beneath a layer of fatherly warmth.

"There is still plenty of the Trial Year ahead of you," Arthur said as they walked. "If Old Thom wants you chasing trouble inside a dungeon, I am sure the opportunity will find a way to meet you halfway. For now, you can start by conquering a full bowl of stew and making your mother happy."
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  May wiped her damp hands on her apron and opened her arms as they approached. She ruffled Jacob’s hair before pressing a quick kiss to Arthur’s cheek.

The scent of the stew combined with the radiating warmth of the hearth to envelop Jacob. For a few minutes, the bitter taste of the salted fields and the worry over distant dungeon gates felt like problems belonging to another world.

Dinner passed the way Jacob liked it best, with bowls filled twice and the talk bouncing lazily from one small thing to another.

May scolded Arthur for tracking straw onto her clean floor, Arthur blamed the mule, and Caleb tried to sneak an extra hunk of bread until May tapped his knuckles with a spoon, which roused a small giggle from Lila.

Jacob watched the familiar interactions between his family. It felt like home, the place where he belonged.

"How are the chickens handling the cold?" Jacob asked once he pushed his bowl away.

Caleb straightened immediately. "Great," he said. "We packed extra straw in the coop, and I checked their feet like Father showed me. They hate the wind, so they keep trying to crowd into the corners like a pile of feathery idiots, but they're fine. The eggs are a little smaller, though."

"That happens in winter," Arthur said. "You did well."

Caleb beamed, which made Jacob smile, too.

Later, wrapped in his blankets, Jacob stared at the shadows on the ceiling while the house settled around him.

The strange nonflat rune for the dagger hovered in his thoughts. He peeled pieces away and wondered what a proper warming pattern would look like if it wrapped a coat or a pair of boots.

Heat held close to the skin, strength laced along seams, and comfort threaded through pressure points so nothing chafed. Each idea wanted its own layer. And each layer wanted to twist around the others instead of lying flat.

He fell asleep tracing those shapes in his head, chasing lines through directions he did not have names for.

He was unable to hear it yet, but a soft robotic voice sounded in that space in his mind that he would grow when he turned 12.

The System is Watching

Morning arrived as a weight.

A literal weight as something pounced on his mattress, then bounced again.

"Jacob, wake up," Caleb shouted, landing near his feet. "Come on, you have to see this."

Jacob groaned and pushed himself upright. "What are you doing. It is early."

"It snowed," Caleb said, eyes shining. "And not just a little! Father says more than a foot fell. One of the watch hands woke him in the night when it started piling up, and since this is my first year old enough, he brought me to help with final preparations!"

He barely paused for breath. "We checked the barn roof, cleared the paths to the well, and made sure the animals had enough feed and water. You should have seen the drifts by the east fence. Come outside and play with me before we have to shovel anything!"

The snow came up to Jacob's shins when he stepped off the porch.

The world had turned soft and bright overnight, every fence post capped, every branch outlined. Caleb whooped and immediately flopped backward to make an angel, arms and legs thrashing.

Jacob laughed, scooped a handful of snow, and packed it until it squeaked between his gloves.

They started with a snowman near the house, rolling lopsided balls until they were heavy enough to strain both of them.

Caleb insisted on using crooked sticks for arms and a bent old nail for a nose. The result looked like it had seen things, which made them both snicker.

After that, it turned into a war.

They claimed opposite sides of the yard and started shoving snow into the walls. Jacob packed his into low, thick ridges, thinking about angles and cover. Caleb went for height, building a proud, uneven tower that leaned to one side.

Before long, icy missiles were flying. A well-aimed throw from Caleb caught Jacob in the back of the neck and sent a trickle of freezing slush down his collar.

Jacob answered with a volley that exploded across Caleb's chest, leaving him spluttering and laughing.

They chased each other around the half-built forts until their lungs burned and their fingers started to ache with that burning sensation that warned of real cold. Noses ran, cheeks stung, and the thrill drained into shivers.

"Truce," Jacob said, breathless. "Let's get inside before our hands fall off."

Caleb agreed without argument.

They stomped back into the house, shedding clumps of snow by the door. May was already waiting with a towel draped over one arm and two steaming mugs on the table.

The rich smell of chocolate hit Jacob's nose and made his stomach growl.

"Boots off, and coats on the peg," she said. "Then warm your hands before you touch anything else."

Arthur sat by the hearth in his rocking chair, one of the old family journals open on his lap. Lila was next to him, enjoying the warmth of the fire as she played with wooden toys on the floor.

He glanced up as they came in, a small smile tugging at his mouth at the sight of their red faces and dripping hair, then lowered his eyes back to the neat, faded lines of ink that tied their present to something much older.

The boys crowded in close to the hearth, socks steaming gently while they wrapped cold fingers around the mugs.

The first sip of chocolate nearly hurt, the heat chasing the sting from their throats and sending a slow, pleasant burn into their bellies.

For a while, they did not talk much. They just sat there with dripping hair and pink faces, letting the fire and the drink fight over who got to thaw them first.

When Jacob could feel his toes again, he drained the last of his mug and set it carefully on the table.

Caleb lingered a little longer, already eyeing the window for another round outside, but Jacob's thoughts had drifted elsewhere.

"I am going to work on something in my room," Jacob said. "If you go back out, don't eat the snow near the coop."

Caleb made a face. "I am not stupid."

That caused Jacob to snort as he slipped down the hall.

  

    
        53. Warm Clothes

    
    
    
    
  In his room, the air felt cooler without the fire, but not biting. He dug through his small stack of clothes until he found an older, sturdy shirt and his thickest pair of socks.

Both were clean and still sound enough to be worth the risk. He laid them flat on the bed and sat beside them with his etching tool in hand.

The shapes he had visualized during the night came to him without any struggle. He started with a warming layer to sit close to the skin and a reinforcement mesh to protect the fabric at the elbows. He then added a comfort pattern to prevent the seams from biting, alongside a moisture-wicking element to keep the dampness out.

On their own, these instructions were straightforward. When brought together, they began to coil around one another just like the runes on his knife. They occupied a depth that the thin fabric should not have been able to hold, folding through a space that defied normal logic.

He worked slowly, starting at the cuffs and hems, anchoring each aspect in passes rather than trying to force everything at once. Magic seeped into the weave, tugging faintly at his awareness with each completed segment.

After a few false starts that refused to settle, the pattern finally snapped into place around the shirt and socks, forming a layered shell of warmth that felt nicely confident rather than showy. He fed a little more power into the enchantments, just enough to make sure it held through real cold.

Jacob pulled the shirt over his head and tugged the socks on. Heat bloomed along his arms and legs evenly, like standing in sunlight without the glare.

"If I am going to chase answers in winter," he thought, flexing his toes inside their new cocoon, "I am not doing it shivering."

The warmth settled into him so nicely that he decided walking around with only half his body comfortable would feel wrong.

He dug out his sturdiest trousers, the pair he used for fieldwork, and spread them beside the shirt. The pattern adjusted itself in his head, wrapping around knees and hips instead of elbows and wrists.

He traced the layers in stages, letting the etching tool guide the magic into the weave. Reinforcement along the seams first, then the deeper heat that pooled around joints, a bit of wicking to help the cotton on the inside feel dry, and finally the softer touch that eased chafing where fabric rubbed.

By the time he pulled them on, the cold drafts sneaking under the door felt like suggestions instead of threats.

It occurred to him, while he stretched and felt the enchantment flex, that going out dressed like this while his family shivered would be the fastest way to earn a lecture.

He gathered another stack of clothes, sorting by size and wear. May's thickest dress. Arthur's work shirt and heavy trousers. Caleb's patched coat and a pair of mittens that had seen better days. For Lila, he grabbed a small scarf that would work perfectly.

He had just finished laying the first pattern into Arthur's shirt when his father stepped into the doorway, journal still in one hand.

Arthur watched for a moment, eyes narrowing slightly as he followed the invisible route of the etching tool. "That is not the usual sequence," he said. "You are twisting something together. What are you doing there, Jacob?"

Jacob froze, then slapped his forehead with the heel of his palm. "I completely forgot," he groaned. "I figured out a new way to merge runes into one whole enchantment, and I never showed you the pattern."

Arthur leaned against the frame, interest pushing past his fatigue. "Then you had better fix that, boy," he said. "Before you enchant the entire house without telling your old man how you did it."

His voice was warm, carrying that curious, fatherly note that sounded more like a man asking about a new toy his child had discovered than someone clawing after power.

There was no hunger in Arthur's eyes, only interest and pride, and Jacob felt some tight little knot in his chest loosen.

He smiled despite himself. "It is not just a new pattern," Jacob said. "It is a new way to think about them."

Arthur stepped fully into the room and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to wrinkle the clothes Jacob had laid out. "Show me," he said. "From the start."

Jacob sat cross-legged on the floor and picked up the shirt he had finished for himself.

"You know how we usually treat runes like drawings that lie flat," he said. "Edge here, strength there, separate pieces that stack on top of each other. When I worked on the knife, I tried to push the sharpness, reinforcement, and self-repair into one. When I forced them together on a single face, the enchantment kept falling apart."

Arthur nodded slowly.

"So I stopped trying to flatten it," Jacob continued. "I let the pattern stay twisted in my head instead. It wrapped around the whole blade like a knot that moved in more than just two directions. Then I anchored each part on a different surface until everything snapped together and held. These clothes are the same idea, just specified to the enchantments I need on them."

Arthur looked at the shirt as if it might answer him. "Nonflat runes," he said with a bit of confusion, as if he was still trying to fully understand. "Trust you to start writing things that don't fit on a page."

Jacob ducked his head, but he could not hide the pleased twist in his mouth.

Arthur reached out and squeezed his shoulder. "You are going to need to write in your own journal before long," he said. "Not just for what you learned from us, but for what you are already adding."

Jacob swallowed around the lump in his throat and tried to act like his eyes were not stinging a little. "Maybe," he said. "If I don't mess everything up first."

Arthur snorted. "You already have," he said. "You messed up the part where a farmer's son is supposed to be normal. Too late to fix that now."

Jacob laughed, which broke the last of the tension.

Arthur stood, took the warmed shirt from Jacob's hands, and pulled it on over his own. He rolled his shoulders once, then twice, and a slow smile spread across his face.

"Feels like spring snuck inside my clothes," he said. "Comfortable, too. You keep this up, your old father might survive winter without complaining."

"Do not promise anything you cannot keep," May called from the other room, amusement clear in her voice.

Arthur rolled his eyes and raised his voice. "Woman, I will have you know, I am becoming a man of refinement. Our son is dressing me in luxury."

Caleb poked his head around the doorframe, hair still wild from the snow. "Can he dress me in luxury too?" he asked. "Because luxury sounds warm."

Jacob laughed again, the sound lighter this time. "One at a time," he said. "But yes. All of you. I want everyone to be warm before the next storm hits."

May appeared behind Caleb and wrapped an arm around him, her gaze lingering on Jacob in a way that made his cheeks heat for a different reason. Motherly pride sat plain on her face.

Lila, clinging to the hem of May's dress, just squealed in joy, "Luxury!"

In the cramped space of his bedroom, he felt quite close to his family, which reaffirmed his feeling of belonging.

Truly, he thought, I am loved.

The salt in the earth and Old Thom’s riddles were not going anywhere tonight. The gate was still standing out on the ridge, and his unfinished business with the dagger remained just as stubborn as ever.

Every one of those burdens would be right where he left them when the sun came up tomorrow.

Tonight, he had a crackling fire, a family crowding his doorway, and clothes that held his warmth like an embrace.

As he set his etching tool down and reached for the next shirt, Jacob let himself enjoy it, just for a while.

  

    
        54. To The Blacksmith!

    
    
    
    
  The snow had crusted overnight, where it was brittle on top, so each step gave a soft crunch as Jacob walked. The wind sliced across the fields hard enough to slightly sting his cheeks, yet the rest of him felt like it belonged to another season entirely.

The clothes worked better than he had expected.

Heat wrapped around him in a gentle shell, not smothering, but comforting.

His hands stayed warm even without gloves, his fingers loose and easy instead of curling against the cold.

His ears and the back of his neck should have been freezing, but the air that reached his skin felt closer to a mild spring morning than the heart of winter.

Snowflakes that landed on his sleeves lingered for just a moment, then melted without soaking through.

He tugged his collar out of habit and realized he did not actually need to. The enchantment sat around him like a cocoon, catching the worst of the wind.

For a moment, he let himself enjoy the simple absurdity of it. Everyone else in the village walked with shoulders hunched and noses buried in scarves, while he trudged through knee-deep drifts feeling like he could have taken a nap on top of them.

The blacksmith's smoke rose ahead, a dark line against the bright sky. Jacob angled toward it, his boots crunching on the frozen earth.

The gold in his satchel gave him the means to finally test the patterns that were starting to feel more real to him than the road beneath his boots.

He just needed some unfinished blades and protective gear that actually fit his stature.

The forge was already in mid-morning swing when Jacob approached. Stifling heat rolled out to meet him, carrying the familiar tang of sulfur and worked iron.

The rhythmic clanging of the hammer filled the air, creating a steady pulse of noise that every neighbor in the village used to mark the passing of the day.

The blacksmith glanced up as Jacob stepped inside, then set the hammer aside and quenched the glowing piece he had been shaping.

"Back again," he said, wiping his hands on a rag. His eyes flicked over Jacob's clothes, taking in the lack of gloves or hat, then moved on without comment. "What are you looking for this time. More tools?"

"Armor," Jacob said. "And a few bare blades. For myself."

The smith's brows rose a hair, but he did not ask why. Adventurers had been flowing through the village for days.

Strange requests were part of the season. "If it is for you, you're not going to drag a full set of plate around," he said. "You want the light stock."

He jerked his chin toward the side of the shop that had been cleaned and rearranged since Jacob's last visit.

Racks lined the wall, holding cuirasses with trimmed plates, leather vests laced with narrow bands of metal, bracers, and greaves cut slimmer than a farmer's gear.

The kind of armor worn by scouts and quick-footed fighters who cared more about moving than shrugging off a direct hit.

"Picked that lot up for the dungeon crowd," the blacksmith said. "Some of it is near your size already. Some will need the straps adjusted. You pick what you like, and I will make it sit right."

Jacob walked along the racks, running his fingers over cool metal and toughened leather. He chose a short brigandine coat with overlapping plates sewn under dark fabric, a pair of greaves that would cover his shins without biting his knees, and bracers that left his fingers free.

On another stand, he found a narrow sword and a slightly broader blade, both unfinished, and waiting for someone to give them a swing.

He carried the pieces back to the front and set them carefully on the bench. The blacksmith eyed the pile, then Jacob.

"Quite ambitious," he said. "We will get it fitted. Try the coat first. If the straps fight you, I'll cut new holes."

The blacksmith worked with a quick, practiced rhythm, tightening straps, shifting buckles, and having Jacob lift his arms or bend his knees when needed.

The brigandine settled over Jacob's shoulders better than he expected, a little roomy through the chest, snug at the waist once the straps were pulled in.

"Grow into it," the smith grunted. "Better than growing out of it in a season."

While the man adjusted the greaves, Jacob's attention kept wandering. He circled the shop, checking hooks and shelves, scanning for something that could cover his head.

There were helmets, plenty of them, but every single one he tried came down over his eyes or rattled so badly it would have flown off the first time he ducked.

He returned to the bench and rested the last oversized helmet back on it. "You don't have anything smaller," Jacob said. "Nothing close to my size."

The blacksmith eyed him for a moment. "Not on the rack," he said. "Most boys your age are more worried about keeping their toes dry than their skulls uncracked. I could make you a helm, properly sized and lined. The question is whether you have coin for a commission instead of castoffs."

That made Jacob pause. He touched the brigandine at his chest, then the bracers and greaves. "How much for all of this?" he asked. "Armor and the two blades. No helm yet."

The blacksmith did a quick tally in his head, numbers written across his face as he ticked off cost, time, and the way the dungeon crowd had fattened his purse recently. "For that set," he said, "call it seventy silver. Another twenty-eight for the blades. Under one gold, all told."

Jacob nodded slowly, feeling the comforting weight of his satchel. "In that case, there will be no problems with a commission," he said. "And I can manage a nice tip for my favorite blacksmith on top of it."

  

    
        55. To Protect

    
    
    
    
  Back in his room, Jacob spread the new gear across the bed like trophies. The brigandine coat lay in the center, dark fabric hiding narrow plates that rubbed together softly when he moved it.

The greaves and bracers flanked it, and the two blank blades leaned against the wall, waiting their turn.

The helm would come later. For now, he would make what he had as close to unbreakable as his current skill allowed.

He sat cross-legged on the floor, etching tool resting across his knees, and let his eyes linger on the coat.

He started by pulling the strengthening rune from his memory. It was the same dependable design he used for heavy ploughs, iron hammers, and smithing tongs.

Instead of tracing it onto the surface, he stretched the pattern into a shell that fitted over the leather plates and the heavy seams. He ensured the magic bolstered the collar, the underarms, the thick lining, and every stitch along the chest.

The resulting structure was built for one purpose. It was a refusal to yield whenever a blade or a claw tried to force its way through the hide.

Durability came next, but he avoided just stacking it on top.

He peeled out the parts that worked toward bending without breaking, parts of runes that encouraged metal to flex and fabric to relax instead of tearing.

Those lines slid between the ribs of the strengthening pattern, filling gaps and rounding edges, so that when a force landed, it would not pass straight through. Instead, it would disperse, turning a clean cut into a glancing scrape and a hammer blow into something the body could survive.

He shaped a third aspect from his field experiments, an alteration to the self-mending rune on the sword.

Not enough to repair a shattered plate, but enough to help the coat recover from strain, to keep tiny fractures from growing and leather from cracking in the cold. That layer curled deeper, close to the fabric and the padding, where damage usually started.

Only when those three worked together in his thoughts as one twisted shape did he let the lightness rune approach.

He wove it around the outside evenly, instructing the armor to ignore a portion of its own weight without becoming fragile. It made the coat feel like it was just a fabric without reducing the protection offered by the heavy coat.

He placed the tool against the inside collar and began the work in stages, anchoring different aspects on different faces. Plates first, then seams, then the cloth itself. Magic flowed in slow currents, threading through the layers until the merged pattern finally settled into place.

Jacob lifted the garment and was momentarily confused by the lack of heft. It was far lighter than the layers of leather and metal should have been.

Despite the weightlessness, the magic gave the material a strange density that he could feel through his palms and his fingertips.

"If anything in that dungeon hits me," he thought, turning it in his hands, "it is going to have to earn the bruise."

He set the coat aside and drew one greave into his lap.

The merged pattern did not fit here, not exactly. Legs needed different help than ribs and spine.

Jacob visualized the specific dangers he might face. He pictured a heavy boot striking his shin, a sudden slip on wet stone, a falling rock pinning his leg, and a jagged edge catching his knee from the side.

To counter these, he pulled the strengthening rune into a narrow vertical beam that followed the bone. This lattice was built to absorb direct, head-on force.

He then wove a secondary layer of flexibility around his joints to manage torque, pivots, lateral stress, and the sudden snaps that could happen during a stumble.

He left small gaps at the bends, deliberate places where the magic thinned so that knees and ankles could still move. Too much protection, and he would be safe and useless at the same time.

The bracers took the pattern even better. Arms were simpler. He built them to take a sword edge or a monster's claws on the outer forearm, letting the impact slide instead of finding purchase.

The self-recovery portion sat there too, to keep hairline cracks from sticking and becoming more than just a blemish.

Lightness went on all of it in the end, not enough to make him float, just enough that his limbs would still feel like his own when he had been swinging a blade for an hour.

Only the absent helm bothered him.

He stared at the folded hood that hung from the coat. Cloth against stone was not a fair trade, but cloth with a little help was better than bare skin.

He etched a smaller, tighter version of the pattern into the lining at the back of the neck and around the sides, favoring deflection over simple hardness. If something searched for his throat, it would at least not find it easily.

Once the full set was laid out on the floorboards, the small room felt even more cramped. The heavy leather and metal occupied most of the space, leaving Jacob only a narrow path to reach his bed.

He glanced at the blades propped against the wall but quickly turned his attention back to the protection in front of him.

His focus tonight was on ensuring he could survive an impact rather than worrying about how he would deliver a strike.

He sat back down and crossed his legs, surrounded by the dark shapes of the greaves, the chest piece, the arm guards, and the reinforced boots.

Gerald's voice came to him in pieces. Not the exact words, but the feeling behind them. Stop trying to force things. Sit and breathe. Relax.

Fine. He could at least try.

He closed his eyes and let his hands fall, palms up on his knees. For a while, all he found was the usual clutter. Lists of things to do before Thornhold. Worries about the dungeon. Little flashes of excitement whenever he thought of the brigandine coat.

He pushed those aside, out of the way, as he smoothed dirt before drawing a rune, one stray stone at a time.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

He listened to the rhythm of his lungs, the soft thump of his heart, the itch in his left shoulder where the strap of the coat always wanted to sit.

Runes crowded Jacob's mind as he began to think about magic. He could see the familiar arcs and angles of the healing and strengthening patterns waiting to be used. He shook those images loose and waited for the darkness to return.

He was not looking for a way to shape the energy today. He was searching for the weight of the magic itself, the hidden pulse that he had always bypassed in his hurry to finish a task.

Slowly, the room took on a different sort of shape in his mind.

The coat seemed to glow within his conscience, like a low note held in the background. The bracers and greaves made themselves known, trying to harmonize with the coat as if they knew they belonged together. The knife in the corner was a bright edge, easy to find and ready to be used.

Even the broom downstairs tugged at him faintly, a memory of swept straw and guided motion to enhance cleaning.

All the things he had touched with his power hummed in some mystical way, as if part of him had been left behind in each of them.

Beneath that, under skin and bone, there was something else. A pressure that did not match his heartbeat. Not moving out, but in, as if the world itself were leaning toward him, just a little.

He focused on that, frowning, and the pressure thickened, like air before a storm.

  

    
        56. Pressures and Powers

    
    
    
    
  Jacob expected to feel a sense of emptiness as he looked inward, as if his efforts would reveal only missing pieces.

Instead, he discovered a sense of weight at his center. It was not a tidy core or a glowing spark. It felt like a deep reservoir that held no light and remained perfectly still.

When he brushed against it with his attention, the mass did not recoil or shrink. It was simply heavy, providing more potential than he currently knew how to manage.

The lines connecting him to his enchantments were not draining that weight. They felt like thin threads tied around his wrist that someone had forgotten to cut.

Each tether led to a specific object he had worked on, and along every strand, he could feel a faint echo of his own power. It was a specific flavor that matched his state of mind during the carving process.

He let his awareness slide along the link leading to the coat. As he did, the pressure in the air shifted.

It gathered around that specific connection like dust settling toward a damp cloth. The coat drank from that thickening atmosphere rather than pulling from the well inside him.

He realized Gerald had not suggested meditation to prevent him from running dry. He wanted Jacob to learn about this connection to his own magic and how it interacted with the natural magic of the world.

Jacob tried to push his perception further. If the world was answering his magic, there had to be a way to meet it halfway.

He focused on the stillness outside of his skin and tried to reach toward it. Nothing happened.

His awareness slid over the external pressure like fingers moving across polished glass. There was no edge to grab and no knot to pull.

He tightened his focus until a dull ache began behind his eyes, but the world remained indifferent. It sat there like a massive, full barrel that refused to pour just because he asked.

He tried again with a smaller goal, picturing a single drop instead of a flood. He waited for a trickle of motion, any sign that the pressure was yielding.

He found only the reflection of the world's magic and the slow glow of his own core. Whatever Gerald expected him to find, this layer of the world was still beyond his reach.

His back began to ache, and pins and needles crept into his legs. The long day of walking and enchanting finally settled on his shoulders.

Jacob let the threads fade and opened his eyes. The room returned to its normal state. He saw the armor on his bed, the blades against the wall, the faint moonlight at the window, and the shadows in the corners.

He wanted to try to touch the world's magic in a different way. He channeled his magic into his hands as he did for the runes. Then, he tried to feel how that magic interacted with the world's magic.

He closed his eyes and tried to feel where the magic left and where it had gone.

Still, he couldn't figure it out. And any attempt to change the mana into anything else simply resulted in failure.

"Tomorrow, then," he muttered.

He shrugged out of his clothes and slid under the heavy blankets. The last thing he felt before sleep took him was that still, external pressure waiting at the edge of his mind.

Morning light pushed past the shutters when Jacob opened his eyes. He lay still for a moment, counting the quiet links in the back of his mind.

He could feel the coat, the greaves, the bracers, and the reinforced boots all sitting in a steady state. His stomach grumbled, but the blank sword leaning against the wall held his attention first.

He pulled on his shirt and sat on the floor with the steel resting across his knees. It was just a dull metal blade waiting for a purpose.

While the coat had been about taking hits, the sword needed to be about control. He wanted to dictate where it cut and how it left his body positioned afterward.

He ran a thumb along the flat of the blade and let his mind build the nonflat shape. He started with a guidance pattern. He pictured a groove in the air between himself and a target, like a shallow track a wheel could settle into.

The rune would not wrench his arm toward a throat, it would simply nudge his swing into the most efficient path once he chose a line.

Next, he wove a braking curve along the spine. This was meant to limit follow-through. If the blade met something solid, the pattern would shunt the force into a redirect, encouraging the edge to slide along armor rather than stopping dead and locking his wrist.

He then added a lightness sequence to adjust the balance. He wanted the blade to feel lighter in his grip while maintaining its momentum during a swing.

He also included a bit of self-mending to ensure the steel could pull itself back together after a clash.

The final piece was a link meant to connect to his armor. When he raised the sword in a guard position, the pattern would nudge him toward angles that lined up with his reinforced plates. If he had to take a blow, it would land where his runes were thickest.

Only when the five ideas sat together as a single, twisting three-dimensional rune did he touch the etching tool to the steel.

The first lines were familiar. He carved a compact core of strengthening and sharpness into the base. He kept it dense, respecting the metal rather than trying to bully it. From that core, he pulled the guidance track outward.

His magic flowed more smoothly than it had the night before. It was a steady, effortless pour.

He kept his hand still as he hooked the braking curve along the spine. The metal resisted at first, but he adjusted the pattern, ensuring the steel had the ability to cut while nudging it toward glancing routes.

The lines locked together with a quiet click that he could feel resonate with his own mana field.

He nudged a bit of the power from the core and ran it along the edge to help the blade remember its shape.

Finally, he pushed the lightness portion through the grip and added the linking strand for the armor.

He wrapped it close to the hilt, sending it spiraling outward in a thin ring. That ring tuned itself to the same hum as the coat and bracers, which also began to resonate with his own field.

When he lifted the tool, the pattern sank into the field of the steel. For a moment, the sword felt denser, then it settled.

It began to move with him rather than against him. Jacob stood and took a testing stance in the center of the room.

The first cut he threw was a slow diagonal. Halfway through, a subtle tug straightened his line and removed a slight wobble. The follow-through checked itself, with the blade dipping just enough to ensure it would slide down an opponent's guard.

He tried a quick series next from high guard to mid cut, then a low cut, and recovery. The sword did not drag him, but it felt as if an experienced hand was resting on his wrist to guide his motion.

When he shifted into a block, the hilt nudged his arms wider, lining his forearms up so an imagined hit would land squarely on his armor.

Satisfied, he laid the weapon on the bed. The links in his mind from the coat, to the greaves, and his sword all pulsed with a shared resonance.

From the kitchen, the clatter of dishes and the smell of frying fat reached his nose.

"Right," he muttered as his stomach growled. "Food."

  

    
        57. Find the Adventurers

    
    
    
    
  He pulled on his freshly enchanted clothes that provided warmth and comfort, freshly washed and dried by May.

Then, he stepped out into the hall and followed the smell of breakfast toward the voices of his family. There would be breakfast, a few careful questions from his mother, and then the long walk toward the village.

He knew he could find Carlos or someone who knew the man's whereabouts near the tavern on the other side of the well, and he could stop by the blacksmith on the way, or when he was headed back.

Jacob rolled his shoulders once, feeling the way the runes in his clothes flexed with him, and allowed himself a confident smile.

If he wanted that dungeon, he would have to start by finding the people already walking toward it.

Jacob reached town with his breath steaming in the cold and his clothes barely acknowledging it as the warmth runes kept the chill a polite distance from his skin.

The main street was filled with the usual morning bustle as carts rattled over the frozen ruts while villagers moved between the communal well, the tavern, the forge, and the general store.

He scanned faces without trying to look like he was staring at anyone.

He spotted Carlos first by the laugh.

The burly adventurer stood near the well, one boot up on the stone lip, talking with three others who did not look like villagers at all.

A squat dwarf in plated armor leaned against a massive shield that was almost as tall as Jacob.

Beside him, an elf woman with a chest that made her leather jerkin work hard and a wide-brimmed hat tilted over one eye rested a hand near the slim wand at her hip.

The third was a short, wiry gnome with knives strapped everywhere and an expression of boredom plastered across his face.

Jacob did not hesitate. He walked straight toward them.

Carlos noticed him halfway there, brows lifting.

"Well, now. If it is not my favorite little merchant with the ridiculous sword," Carlos said, pushing off the well. "What brings you out, Jacob?"

The other three gave Jacob a single glance, decided he was a child, and moved a few steps aside to give Carlos room.

The dwarf let out a soft sigh, the elf rolled her eyes as she let out a little pout, and the gnome was making a face toward the sky as he tried to act aloof.

Jacob decided to just ignore their dismissive looks.

"I was wondering about that dungeon," Jacob said. "I figured if anyone knew something about it, it would be you."

Carlos grinned, teeth bright in his beard.

"Word moves fast. Yes, we cleared it yesterday. It's a grassland crawl, F-rank. A good starter hole." He jerked his chin toward his party. "These three are all new. E rank at best, one of them still stuck at F. So I get to drag them around and make sure they do not trip over their own boots."

The dwarf snorted, and he could see the elf’s jaw tighten at the insult.

Jacob pushed past the introductions. "How many floors did it have? What was the terrain like?"

Carlos scratched his cheek.

"Four floors. The first three were standard. Grass up to your knees, scattered stones, burrowers and pack beasts, nothing special. Good team practice." His eyes sharpened as he remembered. "It looks like grassland, but the ground sinks beneath you. There are patches of swamp hidden under the surface. If you step wrong, the muck takes your leg. The boss arrives once you are stuck."

Jacob swallowed, eyes bright.

"What was the boss?"

"A massive thing that had no business fitting in that room," Carlos said, clearly enjoying the memory as he recalled his experience. "It looked like a cross between a bull and a swamp lizard. It had heavy horns, thick scales, matted fur, and muck everywhere. It tried to throw us around. Your sword performed very well, by the way. It cut through those hide plates better than it had any right to."

A flicker of satisfaction moved through Jacob’s chest. "Good. Now, about that favor you mentioned."

Carlos' grin cooled.

"Here we go."

"You said I could call it in," Jacob pressed. "I want a run through the dungeon. With you."

The dwarf turned his head to stare. The elf let out a sharp laugh of disbelief, while the gnome finally looked at Jacob with genuine interest.

Carlos folded his arms across his chest.

"No."

Jacob did not flinch.

"Why not?"

"Because it is a dungeon," Carlos said flatly. "Because you are a child without power or training, and no official backing. If you die in there, the law will take me down for dragging you in, and your parents would probably find a way to stab me through a stone wall."

"I am not asking to solo the boss," Jacob said. "I am asking to go with a C-rank and his party. People you just called noobs."

The dwarf muttered something under his breath. Carlos shot him a look, and the muttering stopped.

"You are still made of meat, Jacob." Carlos replied, "You are talented, but you are still just a boy. The answer is no."

Jacob took a breath, held it for a moment, then let it go.

"If they are allowed in," he said, nodding at the three behind Carlos, "then they are strong enough to clear it, right?"

"They are barely strong enough not to die in it," Carlos corrected, but there was a hint of pride under the words.

"Fine," Jacob said. "Then let me fight one of them."

That drew a small silence.

Carlos' brows climbed.

"What?"

"Pick one," Jacob said. "Anyone you took into that dungeon. If I can fight them properly, and I mean actually fight, not just take one hit and fall over, then I am clearly strong enough to be there. If I cannot, then you can tell me no, and I will not bother you about it again."

The elf spoke up first.

"This is ridiculous," she said, eyes flicking between Carlos and Jacob. "He is, what, eleven?"

"Yes," Jacob said, because it mattered to him. "And this is my trial year, so laws be damned."

The gnome's lips twitched, as if he were trying not to smile. The dwarf just watched Carlos.

Carlos exhaled slowly.

"You are serious."

"I am."

The adventurer scratched his beard again, thinking. The street flowed around them, villagers giving the group space without really knowing why.

A kid and a C rank talking like they were equals was not a common sight.

"Why do you even want to go to the dungeon?" Carlos asked.

"There is a special plant there," Jacob replied, "Salt grass, and I don't trust some adventurers to care for it properly."

Carlos rubbed his face in frustration as he let out a low groan.

"Who did you have in mind?" Carlos asked at last.

Jacob glanced at the group. The dwarf was a wall. The elf's magic was an unknown that he did not like the shape of. The gnome, short and wiry, had knives and speed written all over him.

"The scout," Jacob said.

The gnome blinked, then pointed at himself.

"Me?"

"You went into the dungeon," Jacob said. "You are allowed on the floor. You are the closest thing I will see to the speed I will face inside."

Carlos chuckled, low and surprised.

"You have nerve, kid. I will give you that."

He turned to the gnome.

"What do you think, Tamsin? Feel like bullying a farmer boy for educational purposes?"

Tamsin tilted his head, studying Jacob.

"As long as we are clear, I will not be pulling every strike," the gnome said. "I can aim for the armor and stop short of anything vital. If he is fast enough to handle that, he is fast enough not to die on the first floor."

Carlos nodded once.

"The training field behind the tavern. Tomorrow at first light. You show up in whatever armor you think makes you invincible, and Tamsin shows up as he is, which probably means hungover."

That elicited a round of laughter from the group.

"If you fold after one hit, you go home. If you prove your point, we will talk about that favor again."

Jacob's heart hammered within his chest, but he managed to keep his voice steady.

"It's a deal."

A faint shimmer rippled in the air around the party, subtle enough that only Jacob's enhanced awareness really caught it.

The three adventurers all twitched, almost in unison, as if listening to something only they could hear.

Carlos grimaced, then smiled slowly.

'Looks like the system has opinions too,' he thought to himself, much like his party members probably just did themselves. "Fine. Tomorrow it is."

  

    
        58. The Meeting

    
    
    
    
  Jacob tightened the last strap on his greaves and stood in front of the tiny scrap of mirror nailed to the wall.

The brigandine coat hugged his shoulders, plates hidden under dark fabric. Bracers wrapped his forearms, and the greaves covered his shins.

His enchanted shirt covered most of it, making him look more like a boy bundled for winter than someone heading to a duel.

The sword at his hip changed that.

He rested his palm on the hilt for a moment and felt the faint presence of his enchantments.

The coat, his greaves, the bracers, his boots, and the blade all settled into his awareness.

The floorboard behind him creaked.

"So that is what a poor farmer sends his son to market in now," Arthur said, leaning on the doorframe with his arms folded and a smile that did not quite hide the worry in his eyes. "I remember when a good shirt and clean boots were enough."

Jacob turned.

"I told you last night," he said. "If I want them to take me seriously about the dungeon, I have to prove I am not going to get turned into paste the moment something swings at me."

Arthur's gaze ran over the gear, measuring. He had watched Jacob enchant almost every piece. He knew exactly how much work sat in this room.

"Carlos agreed to this?" Arthur asked.

Jacob nodded.

"Training field behind the tavern at first light. I'll fight his scout. If I fall in one hit, I come home. If I hold my own, he will listen to my request."

Arthur snorted softly.

"Adventurers and their games."

He stepped forward and adjusted Jacob’s collar, his fingers checking the straps at the shoulders with the same care he used on an ox harness.

"Listen to me," Arthur said, his voice dropping. "This is your Trial Year, which means you get to make your own mistakes. It also means you should learn how to fail without dying. If that scout is more than you can handle, you step back. You concede. You do not force your body to pay a debt it cannot afford."

Jacob held his father’s gaze. "I'm not trying to win. I am trying to show them that my work holds up."

Arthur's mouth twitched.

"Oh, I know you are trying to win. You are my son. Just remember that there is more than one kind of victory. If they have to admit your armor resists their best blows, that counts as a win even if you end up on your backside."

The knot in Jacob's chest eased a little.

"I will be careful," he said.

Arthur clapped him on the shoulder, then winced and shook his hand out.

"Fine," he muttered. "Too many plates. Come on, your mother will flay both of us if you go to a fight without breakfast."

They ate quickly. May tried once to ask what exactly he was doing in town. Arthur gave her a look that said, very clearly, Trial Year. She pressed her lips together, then stacked more food on Jacob's plate and kissed the top of his head on his way out the door.

The air outside bit at Jacob's face, but the warmth runes in his clothes turned took the edge off of the cold.

He walked toward town with his hand resting lightly on his sword, feeling every piece of gear settle. With each step, his nerves untangled into a simple, steady thought.

Prove it.

The training field behind the tavern was a packed dirt rectangle scarred by old bootmarks and weapon cuts.

A few straw dummies leaned at odd angles along one side. Frost clung to the shaded edges where the sun had not yet reached.

Carlos and his group were already there.

The leader stood with his hands on his hips, his breath visible in the morning chill. The dwarf leaned against a massive iron shield, looking like a stationary wall.

The elf kept her hat low, and her cloak pulled tight, her wand tucked into her belt. Tamsin, the gnome scout, flipped a knife with mechanical precision, catching it without looking.

A few villagers had drifted over to watch, their eyes following Jacob as he approached.

Carlos spotted him and waved him closer.

Combat Insight Triggered
More powerful sword from unknown enchanter detected.
Suggested action: Identify source. Maintain favorable relations.

Carlos felt the familiar prickle at the back of his eyes and almost clicked his tongue. The skill had gone off the first time he had seen Jacobs' sword that now hung at his own hip.

Seeing it light up just because the kid walked onto a practice field was not comforting.

He buried the irritation and the unease together. Whatever the skill thought it saw, he was not about to start treating a farmer's son like a roaming calamity. Not where the boy or the villagers could see it, anyway.

He shook his head and put the thought aside as Jacob approached.

"Right on time," he said. "Good! I told Tamsin you were serious. He thought I was pulling his leg."

Tamsin gave Jacob a once-over, noting the proportions of the coat and the lack of a helmet.

"You brought real steel?" the gnome asked, nodding at the sword.

"Yes," Jacob said.

"You planning to use it?" Tamsin's tone was mild, but there was interest under it.

"If you are testing whether I can keep up, then I am not doing it with a stick."

Carlos clapped his hands once.

"Rules," he said. "No killing. No blinding. and no permanent damage. Tamsin will keep his blades to your armor as much as he can. If I say stop, we stop. If either of you yields, we stop. Are we clear?"

"Clear," Tamsin said.

"Clear," Jacob echoed.

The dwarf grunted.

"The boy is going to get flattened," he muttered, but he was watching closely.

The elf folded her arms, lips pressed thin, eyes sharp under the hat brim.

Carlos stepped back to the edge of the field.

"Take positions," he said.

Jacob drew his sword. The metal felt perfectly balanced, moving as if it were an extension of his own arm.

He took a guard stance, the blade held at an angle across his chest with his weight centered on the balls of his feet. His heart was loud, but his grip remained sure.

Tamsin rolled his shoulders and walked to the opposite side. He drew two short blades, one reverse-gripped, one forward, both dull silver in the weak light.

For a moment, he simply stood, loose and relaxed, then his whole posture shifted. The lazy air vanished, and a coiled readiness took its place.

Jacob swallowed.

'Good,' he told himself. 'If he holds back, none of this means anything.'

Carlos raised his arm.

"Begin."

  

    
        59. Dungeon Qualifications

    
    
    
    
  Tamsin moved.

One moment, he stood six paces away. The next he was three, having closed the distance with a blur of short, quick steps that kicked up little puffs of dust.

Jacob's first instinct was to swing. The guidance rune tried to settle his arm into the cleanest diagonal cut.

He ignored it.

Instead, he stepped back and to the side, bringing his sword across his body in a tight block.

Steel hit steel. The impact jolted his arms, but the braking curve shunted some of it away, turning what should have been a bone-ringing clash into a hard push.

Tamsin's second blade kissed his sleeve and skated along the brigandine, seeking a gap. The coat's runes spread the force, turning the slice into a shove.

Jacob felt the armor take it as a dull thump against his ribs.

Tamsin flowed away before Jacob could riposte, circling, eyes narrowed.

"Not bad," the gnome said. "Again."

They came together a second time, faster. This time, Jacob let the sword's guidance do what it wanted.

His cut snapped into a cleaner arc than he could have managed alone, forcing Tamsin to respect the edge and knock it aside rather than ignoring it completely.

The scout twisted under the blade, dropped low, and Jacob barely brought his knee up in time.

Tamsin's knife bit into his greave with a ring that would have opened his leg to the bone without the rune work.

Pain bloomed, but it was from the pressure, not from a cut. His shin would bruise. It did not fold.

Jacob kicked Tamsin away on instinct. The gnome rode the blow into a roll and came up grinning.

"Definitely not bad."

The fight settled into a rhythm. Tamsin darted in and out, blades flashing. Jacob blocked, parried, and sometimes simply let the armor earn its keep.

A stab to the gut that would have gutted him turned into a breath-stealing punch. A slice at his arm left his bicep numb but not open.

Each time, he felt the patterns catch the danger and spread it out until it was thinned into something manageable.

He was still losing ground.

Tamsin was faster, lighter, and infinitely more experienced. Every time Jacob thought he saw an opening, it turned out to be bait.

Every time he tried to press, Tamsin was gone, sliding out of reach.

Sweat started to sting Jacob's eyes. His arms burned, and his breathing grew ragged.

Tamsin's did not.

A feint to the shoulder drew Jacob's guard high. The real attack came in low, a hook of the gnome's foot behind Jacob's ankle.

For an instant, Jacob thought he could ride it out. Then the world tilted, and the sky jumped into view.

He hit the dirt on his back. Air rushed out of him, but the force of the blow was dissipated by his enchantments, allowing him to recover quickly.

His sword arm started to move, but Tamsin was already there, one knee on Jacob's coat, knife poised against the side of his throat where there was no plate.

The blade did not touch his skin. It hovered close enough that Jacob could feel the cold coming off the metal in the early winter morning.

"Stop," Carlos called.

The field went quiet except for Jacob's harsh breaths.

Tamsin held the position for a second longer, making sure the lesson landed, then slid the knife away and stood. He offered Jacob a hand.

"On your feet, boy," the gnome said. "You did not embarrass yourself."

Jacob gripped the small, strong hand and let himself be hauled up. His legs wobbled, and his ribs ached. His shin felt like it had kissed a rock.

He looked down at his armor.

Not a single plate was cut through.

Carlos walked onto the field, boots crunching in the frost-hardened dirt.

"Well," he said. "You lost."

Jacob dragged in a breath.

"I noticed," he rasped.

Carlos's mouth twitched.

"But you did not fold in one hit. You didn't panic, and your armor took blows that would have turned a normal village boy into a smear. Tamsin?"

The gnome sheathed his blades.

"If he comes in behind us, stays where I tell him, and understands that if I say lie down, he lies down, I don't see him dying on the first floor," Tamsin said. "As long as he accepts he is baggage that can swing a sword, not a front liner."

Jacob opened his mouth, then shut it. Baggage that could swing a sword was still inside the dungeon.

A faint, almost inaudible ripple brushed the air around the party again. The dwarf shifted his weight.

The elf's eyes unfocused for a moment as if she were reading something that hovered just out of sight. Carlos's jaw worked, then settled.

He looked back at Jacob.

"I will make you an offer," Carlos said. "My party returns to that gate at sunrise tomorrow. After I speak with your parents to get their permission, you can join us. There are conditions, though. You will stay in the rear, keep your mouth shut, follow my lead, and avoid taking any unnecessary risks. Your only job is to pay attention to the surroundings so you can return to your farm in one piece. Is that clear?"

Jacob's heart pounded so hard he almost could not hear the rest.

"Understood," he said.

"Good." Carlos landed a heavy hand on Jacob's shoulder with enough force to make him stumble, but the reinforcement runes in the coat caught the force and spread it across his back. "Now get yourself home. I would rather not have your father marching into town to demand my head."

Jacob forced a lopsided grin.

"He told me to yield if the fight turned into a disaster," Jacob said. "Technically, you ended it before I had to."

Carlos laughed, a short and sharp sound. "That puts you miles ahead of the usual idiots I see. Most boys your age think bleeding is a requirement for bravery."

Jacob returned his sword to its scabbard and began the walk back to the farm. His muscles were starting to stiffen, but the ache felt earned.

By the time he cleared the edge of town and the fields opened up toward home, his limp had faded to a spring.

He had lost.

But he had also gotten exactly what he wanted.
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  Carlos reached the property while the morning haze still clung to the low ground. The farm appeared similar to many others he had passed during his years on the road.

He noticed the straight furrows in the earth and the carefully mended sections of the perimeter fence. The barn showed the graying wear of several seasons, though the structure remained solid and well-kept.

Near the coop, a few chickens searched the dirt for grain, while a thick-necked ox stood in the paddock with steam curling from its nostrils.

Nothing about it said, "Here lives a problem."

Quest Updated
Objective: Secure consent from guardian of anomaly before next gate run.
Status: Incomplete.

Carlos clicked his tongue and shoved the faint shimmer of words out of his thoughts.

The barn door opened, and Arthur stepped out, wiping his hands on a rag.

He wore simple work clothes, but there was a way he carried his shoulders that said the hoe and the hammer were not the only tools he knew how to use.

"You must be Carlos," Arthur said, squinting against the light. "Jacob told me you might come."

Carlos inclined his head.

"Figured it was better than you coming to find me," he said. "Do you have a moment?"

Arthur glanced at the fields, then at the barn, then nodded.

"For this, I do," he said. "Walk with me."

They fell into step along the packed earth between two plots, boots crunching lightly on frost.

"So," Arthur said after a few paces, "how badly did he embarrass himself?"

Carlos huffed.

"He did not," he said. "Your boy stood up to Tamsin for longer than most fresh E ranks manage. Took hits that would have put a normal lad in the healer's care. He stayed calm and blocked when he should have blocked. And he let his armor do what it was made to do."

Arthur's mouth curved, proud but subtle.

"He said he lost."

"He did," Carlos said. "He was never going to win that fight. Tamsin has years of experience and tricks your boy has never seen. But losing and being useless are not the same thing."

They walked a few more steps in silence. A crow called from the fence line.

Carlos cleared his throat.

"I'm not here to tell you he is weak," he said. "I am here to tell you where I'm taking him, if you agree to it."

Arthur's eyes hardened a little.

"The gate."

"Yes," Carlos said. "We are going back in a few days. F-rank or not, it can still kill you if you make enough bad choices. People older and stronger than Jacob die in those places. I can keep him behind us, and I can make him stay back and watch. I can also drag him out if something goes wrong. But there is always a chance I walk out with fewer heads than I walked in with. You understand that, right?"

Arthur was quiet for a long moment.

"I remember monsters on the road," he said at last. "Not the same as a gate, but close enough. You don't plow into a nest without accepting someone might not come back."

He stopped, turned to face Carlos fully.

"I watched him walk out of here yesterday," Arthur went on. "Then I watched him come back with bruises and all his skin still attached. He faced an experienced fighter who was trying to hit him, and his work held. That is reassuring, and it shows me that he is taking this seriously."

"It is," Carlos agreed. "It's why I am even considering this. But he is still a boy, Arthur. He has no training and no tricks to pull him out of trouble if all the enchanted steel in the world fails."

Arthur snorted.

"Do you honestly believe he would be safer if I told him no? If I refuse him, he will just spend the rest of his Trial Year searching for more reckless ways to prove his worth. This is part of his growth. He is supposed to find the limits of his own strength. If I forbid him from going, he will eventually find some desperate caravan guard or a drunk who happens to own a sword to follow into trouble. At least by letting him go with you, I know someone with real experience is watching his back."

Carlos held his gaze.

"If he breaks my orders, I'll be sending him home," Carlos said. "If he freezes, if he runs forward when he should be hiding, or if he tries to play hero, I will drag him back to your door myself, and you will not see him near a gate again until he is grown. I can make sure this happens through the guild."

Arthur nodded.

"That is fair, and also helpful. I would hate to see him rushing back to a dungeon if he's not ready for it."

"And if he dies," Carlos said quietly, "even with every precaution I can take, I need to hear now whether you will come looking for my head."

Arthur looked past him, out over the fields, then back.

"If he dies because you were careful and the world was still cruel, then that is the life we live," Arthur said. "If he dies because you were arrogant or lazy with his safety, I will bury you right here in my field and plant barley over you."

Carlos believed him. The man was but a farmer, but there was still a subtle sense of danger coming from the man that Carlos could not quite place his finger on.

A slow grin tugged at his mouth anyway.

"Reasonable terms," he said. "So. Do I have your permission?"

Arthur let out a breath.

"You do," he said. "On one condition."

Carlos raised a brow.

Arthur's eyes softened.

"You bring him back with a story," he said. "Not just fear. Something worth the bruises."

Carlos considered that, then nodded once.

"I can manage that," he said.

They shook hands, grip firm, dirt cold under their boots, and the winter sun just starting to climb with the crows calling out in the distance.

Quest Updated
Objective: Secure consent from guardian of anomaly before next gate run.
Status: Completed.
New Objective: Escort anomaly to new F-rank gate.
Status: Incomplete.
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  Jacob made one final stop before heading to the field.

The blacksmith handed over a reinforced leather cap with iron plates riveted to the sides and brow.

It was a sturdy, practical piece of work that fit snugly over his ears. As Jacob walked the remaining distance toward the gate, he kept his etching tool in hand.

He worked with a steady rhythm, carving a compact version of the strengthening rune with the linking mechanism into the interior iron band.

He did not need a complex lattice, he simply wanted the metal to hold its shape if something heavy struck his head and for it to be capable of dispersing the force into the heavy coat.

By the time the gate came into view, the runes were already set, and the helm was on his head. The gate itself stood in the shallow dip of a field that should have been like any other.

From a distance, it could have passed for a strange bit of broken ruin with two rough stone pillars jutting from the earth at an angle, leaning together at the top but never quite touching.

Only when Jacob got close enough to see the air between them did it stop looking like anything people had made.

The space shimmered.

Not like heat above a fire or a mirage on a road. This shimmer felt thicker, as if there were a skin stretched between the stones and light was being forced through it.

His armor hummed faintly against his skin.

Carlos waited beside the gate with his party. The dwarf had his shield strapped on and an axe at his hip.

The elf had traded the wide-brimmed hat for a tighter hood, wand visible in a loop at her belt. Tamsin had fewer knives on display, which only made Jacob more certain he had more of them hidden.

Carlos watched Jacob approach, eyes checking his gear with a professional sort of approval.

"Good," he said. "You didn't decide to show up in just a shirt and smile."

"I like breathing," Jacob said.

The dwarf snorted.

Carlos jerked his chin at the stones.

"F-rank gates don't look like much from the road," Carlos said as he gestured toward the leaning stones. "That lack of presence is what gets people killed. They assume that just because the entrance is narrow, the threats inside are no more dangerous than a stray dog or a hungry boar."

"Is it actually worse?" Jacob asked.

Carlos’s expression went flat. "It can be. We are going to treat it like a death trap until we prove otherwise."

He gathered the group with a sharp look. The dwarf, the elf, Tamsin, and Jacob formed a loose half-circle with the shimmering threshold at their backs.

"Pay attention," Carlos said. "This is our last conversation before we step through, and I don't want any surprises to cut this trip short before it even really starts."

He focused on Jacob. "You are at the rear. It is a position of responsibility, not a slight against your skill. You will observe our movements, obey every command instantly, keep your feet moving, and stay alert. Don't go wandering off for any reason. If a monster slips past us, your only priority is staying alive. Use the sword and the armor you built, but don't go looking for glory."

"If you end up on the ground," Carlos added, "you tuck your chin and curl into a ball. Use that brigandine as a shell. You shout for help, keep your limbs tucked, stay low, and wait for us to clear the path. Do not try to stand up while metal is still flying around."

"I'll be smart baggage," Jacob said, nodding toward Tamsin.

The gnome offered a thin smirk. "There is a massive difference between smart baggage and a liability. Aim for the first one."

The elf spoke for the first time that morning, her voice smooth like silk.

"If something happens to Carlos, you listen to me or to Tamsin," she said. "No arguing, and no asking why. Just move."

"Understood," Jacob said.

Carlos studied his face for a moment, then nodded slowly.

He stepped back and rolled his shoulders.

"All right. The order is the same as last time. Me in front, shield wall behind, glass and tricks in the middle, scout and new baggage in the rear. We go in slowly. No showing off on the first floor. Now lets move."

The dwarf and elf went ahead of him, boots crunching the frost as they lined up. Tamsin fell in beside Jacob.

"First time?" the gnome asked quietly.

"Through a gate?" Jacob said. "Yes."

"Remember to breathe," Tamsin said. "People forget and then blame the air."

Jacob almost laughed.

They walked together toward the pillars.

Every step closer made the pressure he had felt the night before grow sharper. The world felt thicker here, like the air had been compressed.

His skin itched under the coat. The links to his armor and sword pulsed in the back of his mind, a reassurance in the weirdness of the field of the gate.

Carlos passed between the stones without slowing. The shimmer swallowed him like water swallowing a thrown rock. The dwarf followed, then the elf.

Tamsin glanced at Jacob.

"Do not stop," he said. "Stopping in the middle is worse."

Jacob nodded, throat dry.

Jacob took a final lungful of the freezing morning air and forced himself through the threshold. The transition felt like being crushed by a massive, invisible hand.

The pressure was not painful, but it was absolute, pressing against his ribs and his eyes from every angle at once. Colors bled together into a violent, nameless smear while his inner ear protested the sudden shift.

His boots struck solid earth with a jarring thud, sending a shock up his legs that forced his stomach to settle.

The silence of the void vanished, replaced by the sharp rustle of vegetation moving in the wind. From somewhere far ahead, a rhythmic clicking sound echoed through the air.

Jacob stumbled, his balance returning in fits, and looked down at his feet. He stood in a vast field of blue-tinted grass that reached his waist.

The blades were unusually broad and possessed edges that looked as sharp as a kitchen knife.

He looked back for the exit, but the familiar fields of his village had disappeared. In their place sat an endless expanse of the same blue-tinted grass fading into a gray mist.

The stone pillars remained standing nearby, though they looked as if they had been absorbed by the dungeon itself, their textures matching the dull sky above.

Carlos and the rest of the party stood barely a pace away, each of them adjusting their gear as they acclimated to the change.

The tension Jacob had felt outside had intensified into a focused pressure. It felt as if he were standing inside a giant lung during a held breath.

His armor vibrated against his skin, the runes reacting to the density of the mana in the environment with a physical pulse.

Suddenly, something moved at the edge of his vision. It was not a physical object, but a flicker of script that seemed to hang in the air around his companions.

Geas Exception Logged

Entity: Unregistered human juvenile.
Status: Non-bound.
Location: Within active gate.

Restriction Updated: Discussion of System, Dungeon structure, Skills, and Related Functions permitted in presence of entity while inside this instance.

Carlos blinked, face going still for a second. The dwarf shifted his grip on the shield. The elf grimaced faintly. Tamsin muttered something rude under his breath.

Jacob saw nothing, but he saw their reactions.

"What just happened?" he asked.

Carlos looked at him, then looked away and laughed once, short and disbelieving.

"Of course," he said quietly. "Of course it does this for you."

He ran a hand over his face, then dropped it.

"All right," Carlos said. "Change of rules. In here, we are allowed to tell you the truth."

Jacob frowned.

"The truth about what?"

"The thing behind all this," Carlos said. He gestured at the starting area of the dungeon. "The thing that decides where gates appear, and how strength is distributed throughout the world. The thing that just told us we can talk freely around you as long as we stay inside."

Jacob's heart felt like it skipped a beat.

"You mean there is something that decides that?" he asked.

"Yes," the elf said quietly. "We call it the System."

The word slid into his mind and clicked against a shape that had not quite been there before.

Not a memory, not yet, but the outline of one, like an empty frame waiting for a picture.

"System," Jacob repeated.

The geas did not choke them. There was no cough or choking sensation. The word simply sat in the air between them naturally.

"There," Carlos said. "First secret broken. Dungeons, skills, all of it, they are part of that. Outside the gate, we would nearly bite our tongues trying to say it in front of you."

"Why me?" Jacob asked.

Tamsin gave him a sideways look.

"Good question," he said. "One that I am not keen on answering while we are standing in this tall grass where anything could be hiding."

Carlos nodded.

"Explanations will come in pieces," he said. "First lesson is simple: The System made this place. It tracks what happens in it. It is watching us now, and it likes rules. One of those rules was that children do not get told about it. Inside this gate, for you, that rule has been relaxed, it seems."

Jacob swallowed.

"Because I am with you?"

"Because you are something it wants to keep an eye on," the elf said. "Or because it thinks letting you see this will make its story more interesting."

Carlos offered the elf a brief glance but chose not to respond.

"Keep your eyes on the horizon," he commanded. "We can talk while we move. This floor is the most forgiving place to learn, and there is no reason to linger here." He turned and began wading through the thick blades.

The dwarf stayed at his shoulder with the iron shield held ready. The elf followed them, while Tamsin signaled for Jacob to move and settled into his position at the boy's side.
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Objective: Escort anomaly to dungeon.
Status: Complete.
New Objective: Clear first floor without losing anomaly.
Reward: Upgrade of grade to one skill.

Jacob moved, every sense straining, not knowing of the quest the adventurers were on.

The world felt wrong and right at the same time. Wrong because none of this should exist just outside his village.

Right, because some piece inside him had always suspected there was a pattern behind the strange things adults refused to explain.

"The System," he said again under his breath, tasting the word like iron on his tongue.

The grass parted ahead as the party advanced.

For the first time in his life, Jacob walked toward danger knowing that something unseen was counting every step.

But a forming memory was starting to hint at his previous knowledge of this so-called System.

And unbeknownst to anyone in the dungeon, another system notification popped up where Jacob was still unable to see it.

Hidden Quest Unlocked
Rarity: Unique
Objective: Survive enhanced gate.
Reward: Class Evolution
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  The first floor proved that the System possessed a cruel sense of humor.

The tall grass ahead of them didn't just rustle with the wind. It moved with intent. Jacob spotted the disturbance first as low, steady lines cutting across the field like sharks through water.

"Jackals," Carlos called out, his voice low. "They are a bit bigger than they should be, falling in with the standard pattern. Hold the line."

The pack broke cover in a ripple of tawny fur and bared teeth.

These were not the scavenging wild dogs Jacob had seen skirting the edge of the woods near the farm.

These things were scaled up until their shoulders reached his chest. Their claws dug deep furrows in the dirt, and their eyes shone with a manic, unnatural brightness.

Carlos stepped forward. He lifted his shield just as the first jackal lunged.

The beast hit the metal with a snarl, but the impact meant nothing to the veteran. Carlos didn't even blink as his sword came down in a short, brutal chop. The jackal collapsed and did not rise again.

To the left, the dwarf set his feet. His shield absorbed a dual strike, and his axe rose and fell with the rhythmic precision of a woodcutter.

Behind them, the elf murmured a string of syllables in a language Jacob did not know, but it seemed to scratch an itch in his brain he was not aware of.

She pointed her wand, and a jackal stumbled mid-stride as its legs suddenly became too heavy to lift. Carlos used the opening to end it.

Tamsin was a blur of motion. He slipped in and out of the gaps in the formation, his daggers flashing. He never met the beasts head-on. He turned their flanks, hamstrung them, and slit exposed throats before vanishing back into the shadow of the tanks.

Jacob stayed where he had been told. He held the rear, his sword ready, scanning for leakers.

Two of them broke through.

They came in low from the right, circling past the dwarf to test the weak side.

Jacob stepped forward to meet them. His heart hammered against his ribs, but his hands were steady.

The first jackal lunged for his throat. Jacob swung. The guidance rune etched into his blade hummed, nudging his cut into a tighter, more efficient arc.

Steel met bone.

The jackal's head snapped sideways with a yelp as the edge carved a ruinous line along its muzzle. It wasn't a kill shot, but the pain made the beast recoil.

The second went for his legs. Its jaws clamped onto his greave with a metallic clank that jarred his shin bone.

Pain flared, but there was no crunch of bone. The armor spread the kinetic energy across the entire plate.

Jacob pivoted on his heel, using the force of the bite to spin his body. He brought the flat of his blade down on the jackal's skull with a sickening crack.

It dropped, twitching once before going still.

By the time Jacob looked up, the rest of the pack was dead. The entire engagement had taken less than a minute.

"That was clean," Carlos said as he nudged a corpse with his boot. "But there are more of them than last time."

"How many before?" Jacob asked, wiping his blade.

"Half that," Carlos replied. "Maybe a little more spread out. It seems busier today."

The elf shrugged, lowering her wand. "Dungeons breathe. Sometimes you enter and get a thin run. Other times, it feels like someone kicked the nest. As long as the mana density stays in the F-rank range, it is still just a starter hole."

"Starter hole," Tamsin echoed with a smirk. "Cute phrase for a place that eats the unprepared."

They moved on.

The second pack was worse. They were not jackals this time, but long-bodied, low-slung nightmares that reminded Jacob uncomfortably of feral pigs mixed with lizards.

Patches of scales glinted between coarse bristles. Their snouts were broad and flat, armed with tusks that jutted out like jagged knives.

"They didn't do that last time," the dwarf grumbled, raising his shield.

"Same base type," Carlos noted. "Just a little thicker. Now, focus."

The fight followed the same rhythm. The shield wall took the hits, the axe and sword did the heavy work, and the elf controlled the tempo.

Jacob claimed one of his own. A boar-lizard charged him when the line shifted, its eyes fixated on the smallest target.

Its tusks slammed into Jacob's coat. The plates sewn into the lining rang like a bell. The impact staggered him back a step, but the armor drank the force greedily.

Jacob didn't panic. He let the sword's braking curve control his swing, utilizing a quick, tight cut to the neck rather than a wild stroke. The steel slid along the scales until it found a gap and bit home.

Blood steamed in the cold dungeon air.

Jacob swallowed hard, forcing his hands to stop shaking.

"Still breathing," Tamsin said, appearing at his shoulder. "That is a good sign."

They pressed deeper. The grass grew patchy, revealing bare dirt and rocks that jutted up like broken teeth.

Every so often, they passed the remains of other monsters that were already fading into colorless husks as the dungeon reclaimed its biomass.

Ahead, voices rose in panic.

"Hold," Carlos said quietly. He lifted a fist.

Around a shallow dip in the terrain, they found the source.

Three adventurers stood in a loose, desperate triangle around a mangled jackal corpse.

One clutched an arm to his chest, where blood soaked through a torn sleeve.

Another leaned heavily on a spear that had snapped in half. The third, a woman with a bow, had an arrow nocked, but her hands trembled so badly she couldn't draw it.

They looked young. Not as young as Jacob, but barely out of their teens.

Carlos stepped into view. "You lot look like you're having a rough time."

The archer jumped, then sagged with relief when she saw Carlos's heavy plate. "C-rank," she breathed. "Thank the gods."

"We have it under control," the spear carrier lied quickly, then winced as his injured arm spasmed.

"I can see that from here," Carlos said dryly. "Are the packs hitting harder than you expected?"

The bowwoman nodded. "There were only three of us. We have cleared this floor before, but it was never like this. There were always fewer packs, and weaker monsters. Today, it is like they doubled the spawn rate. Way more teeth and claws. It feels like someone cranked the difficulty knob. System be damned."

"It varies," the spear carrier insisted, his pride fighting a losing war with his fear. "We knew it varied."

"That is how you end up dead," the third adventurer muttered, clutching his bleeding arm.

Carlos listened, his eyes flicking over their battered equipment. Jacob could see him weighing the risk.

"Dungeons fluctuate," Carlos said at last. "Sometimes they are generous, and sometimes they wake up cranky. If it feels like too much, you need to leave. Nothing in an F-rank gate is worth your first funeral. You hear me? Nothing."

"We can push a little further," the spear carrier argued. "We need the cores!"

"You need to live long enough to spend the coin," Tamsin said, stepping out from the shadows. "You are bleeding. Go home and get patched up. You can try again another day."

The three exchanged looks. Reluctance warred with relief.

"Consider it advice," Carlos added. "Not an order. But if you go on, I will not be there to pull anything off your neck when it goes wrong."

That decided it. The bowwoman exhaled. "Fine, we will pull back. Thanks for the warning."

They watched the trio limp back toward the entrance gate.

"They didn't see those numbers last time," Tamsin murmured. "You believe them?"

"I believe that if it feels thicker to us and heavier to them, then the floor is hot," the elf replied. "The System is pushing more mass through the pattern, the mana feels much denser than before."

"Which means?" the dwarf asked.

"Which means someone lit a fire under this dungeon," she said. "It could be random, or it could be an anomaly."

Carlos's eyes slid toward Jacob, then away. "Regardless, we will clear it. Eyes open and ears sharp."

Two more bursts of monsters struck the group before they reached the end of the floor.

The creatures arrived in packs of six, with jackals and boar-lizards coordinating their movements in a way that troubled Jacob as he watched them.

These skirmishes were not life-threatening for a party with this level of experience, but they required constant, draining effort.

By the time the sharp grass gave way to the cleared earth of the floor's end, even Carlos was drawing deeper breaths than before.

Jacob’s arms felt heavy, and a dull ache had settled into his shoulders and neck. His armor showed fresh marks from claws and teeth, yet the reinforced leather remained intact.

The brigandine coat stayed warm against his ribs, vibrating with the force of the enchantments that had deflected every strike.

"This is the end of the floor," the dwarf said, wiping his axe.

The open ground resolved into a slight rise. At the top, two stones jutted out of the earth like the pillars of a gate, framing a hollow space where the air shimmered.

In front of it, pacing back and forth, was the Gatekeeper.

Jacob stared.
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  The creature possessed the heavy, corded muscle of a lion under a coat of coarse tawny fur. Its head looked like a mistake of nature.

The snout was broad and blunt like a warthog, featuring two massive tusks that curved upward from the lower jaw until they nearly touched its eyes.

A ridge of wire-like hair ran down its spine toward a tail that ended in a heavy, bony knob.

The beast snorted, and thick plumes of steam billowed from its nostrils. Its eyes held a sickly, luminous yellow glow that seemed to pulse in the gray light of the dungeon.

"This was not here during our last run," Tamsin said.

"Random Gatekeeper," the elf noted, her voice losing its usual coolness. "The System must be bored today."

"What does random mean?" Jacob asked, his fingers tightening around the hilt of his sword.

"It is not tied to the floor's core," she explained. "Sometimes the System places a unique monster at the end of a level to disrupt the expected patterns. They are usually more aggressive and far stronger than the standard denizens."

"Unique loot," the dwarf grunted, his expression turning into something resembling cheer. "It is about time our fortunes shifted."

Carlos did not share the enthusiasm. "We have an active floor and a Gatekeeper that has no business being here. We move with caution. Jacob, stay behind Tamsin. If that thing turns toward you, get behind Grimmand immediately. We will take the front."

Jacob straightened his posture. His heart hammered against his ribs while the connections to his gear pulsed with expectant tension.

"Positions," Carlos commanded.

Grimmand moved forward with his shield raised. The elf began the low, rhythmic chanting of a spell.

Tamsin drifted toward the flank, his movements fluid and nearly invisible in the tall grass. Carlos rolled his shoulders and started up the slight rise toward the beast.

The Gatekeeper noticed them. It threw back its grotesque head and let out a roar that sounded like boulders grinding together.

The vibration was so intense that Jacob felt it in the soles of his boots.

"Good," the dwarf said. "I prefer it when they make noise." He shifted into a wide battle stance.

The beast charged. It moved with startling speed for such a massive creature, covering the distance in three powerful bounds.

Carlos met the impact head-on. He planted his feet and slammed his shield into the monster's shoulder.

The collision rang out like a heavy hammer hitting an anvil. Carlos was pushed back several feet, his boots carving deep furrows into the earth, but he did not fall.

"Now!" Carlos shouted.

Grimmand stepped in to hack at the creature's front legs while Tamsin reappeared on the opposite side, sinking his daggers into the thick muscle of the beast's hip.

The Gatekeeper screamed and thrashed, whipping its heavy tail around in a wide arc. Tamsin dove beneath the swing, the wind from the bony knob ruffling his hair as it passed.

"Watch the tail!" the gnome warned as he scrambled to a safer distance.

The monster ignored the dwarf and focused entirely on Carlos. It reared up on its hind legs and slammed its paws down onto the knight’s shield. Carlos grunted as his knees bent under the sheer weight.

"It is heavier than it looks!" Carlos strained to speak. "Elara, slow it down!"

The elf unleashed a bolt of frost that struck the beast's flank. It turned the tawny fur white with ice, but the monster simply shook off the cold.

Its yellow eyes darted away from the shield in front of it. It looked past the warriors, focusing instead on the source of the magic.

"Aggro shift!" Tamsin yelled.

The Gatekeeper dropped to all fours and leaped entirely over the dwarf. It landed in the rear of the formation with a thud that shook the ground.

It was standing directly in front of the mage. Elara gasped and raised a shimmering barrier, but the beast shattered the magic with a single swipe of its tusk. She stumbled backward, tripping over a cluster of stones.

The monster reared up to crush her.

Jacob moved before he could talk himself out of it. He did not analyze the risk or calculate the odds.

He simply saw the opening and stepped between the falling paw and the fallen mage. He planted his feet in the dirt, mirroring the stance his father had taught him.

He raised his sword to brace for the impact. The beast’s paw came down like a falling mountain. It struck the flat of Jacob’s blade.

The runes on the steel flared with a blinding light. The braking enchantment he had woven along the spine activated instantly, fighting the downward momentum.

The force of the strike traveled down the blade, through Jacob’s arms, and into the plates of his coat. The three-dimensional lattice of the strengthening runes tightened, turning the leather and metal into a rigid, unyielding shell.

BOOM.

The force drove Jacob into the earth up to his ankles. The air was forced from his lungs, and his vision went white for a split second. Despite the pressure, his gear held.

He did not break.

The Gatekeeper paused, its yellow eyes wide with confusion. It had expected to crush soft flesh, not hit a wall of enchanted steel that refused to move.

That single second of hesitation was all the party needed.

"NO!" Carlos roared.

The knight crashed into the beast’s side like a battering ram, knocking the Gatekeeper off its feet.

Before the monster could recover, Grimmand was there. His axe buried itself deep into the creature's neck.

Dark, hot blood sprayed across the grass. The beast staggered and gurgled. Tamsin appeared on its back, driving both daggers into the base of the skull with a final, decisive twist.

The Gatekeeper collapsed. Its massive bulk hit the ground only inches from where Jacob remained rooted in the mud.

Jacob gasped for air, his chest burning with the effort of breathing again. Carlos was at his side in a heartbeat, grabbing his shoulders with a grip that was far from gentle.

"Jacob! Report! Do you have broken bones?"

Jacob shook his head, still wheezing. "The armor, it worked. I'm just a bit winded."

The elf stared at him from the ground, her eyes wide with shock. "You took a direct hit from a Gatekeeper. You are but eleven years old."

Jacob managed a shaky smile and patted the front of his brigandine. "I used good stitching."

Carlos did not return the smile. His expression was a mask of redirected fear and sudden anger.

"Do not grin at me," Carlos snapped, his voice trembling. "I gave you a direct order to hide. I told you to stay out of the engagement! You are not a tank, Jacob. You are a child under my protection. Do not ever attempt to be a hero on my watch again."

Jacob’s smile vanished. He did not point out that the elf would have been crushed. He simply looked down at his muddied boots and nodded. "I am sorry, Carlos."

"Leave him alone," Elara said as she pulled herself up and brushed the dirt from her robes. Her face was still pale. "I tripped, and my barrier failed. I might be dead if he had followed your orders."

Carlos looked from the mage to the boy, his jaw working as he fought down the adrenaline.

The anger slowly drained out of him, leaving behind nothing but exhaustion. He realized he had allowed his own focus to slip during the fight.

He released Jacob’s shoulders and let out a long, ragged breath.
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"System's sense of humor," Carlos muttered, wiping sweat from his brow. "Indeed."

  

    
        64. The Roll and Loot

    
    
    
    
  Grimmand let out a low whistle, leaning his axe against his hip. "Well, I will be damned. A free skill upgrade? On the first floor? I have heard of parties grinding for six months in C-rank dungeons just to get a drop like this. The System really must have been watching that fight closely."

Elara sat on a flat rock, uncorking a mana potion with her teeth. She took a long sip before wiping her mouth. "It says 'clear without losing anomaly.' That is Jacob. The System is rewarding us for keeping the kid alive against a boss that had no business being here. Technically, shouldn't the reward go to him? He is the one who took the hit, after all."

Carlos shook his head, staring at the screen. "He is not registered in the party interface. The System doesn't see him as a member. It sees him as an objective, like a payload or a VIP. The reward has to go to one of the four linked members."

He looked around the group. His expression was serious, but his posture was relaxed for the first time in an hour.

"So, how do we do this? I could claim leader privilege, considering I did most of the tanking, but that seems like a good way to start a mutiny before we even see the second floor."

"I took hits too!" Grimmand protested, tapping his dented shield. "And I'm the one who actually killed it. If my axe mastery goes up a level, I could cleave through those jackal shells in one swing next time. Just saying, it is a solid investment for the team."

Tamsin was cleaning his fingernails with the tip of a dagger, looking bored. "If we are talking investment, giving it to the scout makes sense. Higher stealth means I can spot the traps before they blow Elara's eyebrows off. Or better, critical strikes mean I finish the fights faster, so Carlos doesn't get a headache."

"My eyebrows are fine, thank you very much," Elara shot back, though there was no heat in it. "But if we are being logical, a mage with a higher-tier spell clears waves faster than any of you. Just imagine if my Frost Bolt were level five. That Gatekeeper would have been an ice sculpture before it even jumped."

Carlos sighed, running a hand through his sweat-damped hair. "We are going to be here all day arguing logic. Everyone has a valid point. We do this the adventurer way. We let the System decide."

He tapped the interface, bringing up a sub-menu.

"Standard randomizer. One to twenty. The highest number takes the upgrade. No whining, no trading. Agreed?"

"Agreed," Grimmand grunted. "But if I roll a one, I am going to hit something."

"Agreed," Elara sighed. "I never win these things. My luck stat is abysmal."

"I'm in," Tamsin said, a small smile playing on his lips. "Fate is fair, right?"

"Alright," Carlos said. "Grimmand, you're up first. Do the honors."

The dwarf stepped forward and tapped the floating holographic die icon. It spun wildly in the air for a few seconds before settling.

[Grimmand rolls: 8]

"Bah!" Grimmand spat, kicking a pebble across the dirt. "Eight. Mediocre! Just like the ale in that tavern back in town. I told you I have no luck today."

"Better than a one," Elara noted. She stood up and tapped the icon. "Watch and learn, master dwarf. This is how you, oh, never mind."

[Elara rolls: 4]

Grimmand burst out laughing. "A four! You couldn't even beat an eight! I feel better already. Maybe the System knows you tripped."

Elara crossed her arms, her ears flushing pink. "It is a random number generator, Grimmand. It does not have opinions on my footwork. Go on, Carlos. Show us how a leader rolls."

Carlos stepped up without making a show of it. He just pressed the button.

[Carlos rolls: 17]

"Hah!" Carlos grinned, turning to the group. "Seventeen. Now that's a number. Looks like I'll be taking that Shield Bash upgrade after all. Unless our rogue here has a miracle in his pocket."

He looked at Tamsin. The rogue was F-rank and E-rank on paper, unassuming and quiet. Beating a seventeen on a twenty-sided roll was statistically unlikely.

Tamsin shrugged, spinning his dagger. "Seventeen is high, boss. But you never know. Sometimes the wind blows the right way."

Jacob watched from the sidelines. He knew about probability, and the odds were less than 15% for Tamsin to win this.

Tamsin reached out and tapped the icon casually.

The die spun.

Tamsin watched it with narrowed eyes. He didn't pray to the gods. He didn't cross his fingers. He just leaned into his hidden well of luck that he had never put on his status sheet. He felt the familiar tug in his gut, the strange warmth that always came when he gambled.

The die slowed. It clicked past 15. It clicked past 18.

It stopped.

[Tamsin rolls: 20]

"No way!" Grimmand roared, throwing his hands up. "A natural twenty? Are you kidding me?"

Elara's jaw dropped. "I have never seen a natural twenty on a loot roll. Ever. Tamsin, what kind of shrine did you pray at this morning?"

Carlos stared at the number, blinking. Then he let out a short, incredulous laugh. "Well. I stand corrected. A twenty beats a seventeen any day of the week."

Tamsin looked at the number, feigning mild surprise. He knew his passive skill, Gambler's Tilt, added a flat +3 to any chance-based interaction with the System, but to the rest of them, it just looked like divine intervention.

"Lucky me," Tamsin deadpanned. "I guess fate likes rogues today."

"Unbelievable," Grimmand grumbled. "Fine. Take it. What're you going to upgrade? Backstab? Stealth?"

Tamsin looked at the reward selection screen that had just appeared in front of him. He thought about it for a second.

"Actually," Tamsin said, selecting an option. "I am going to upgrade Critical Eye. It helps me find weak points in armor. With how thick the hides are on this floor, I figure making sure my daggers actually penetrate is more important than hiding."

A gold light enveloped Tamsin for a brief second as the skill leveled up.

"Good choice," Carlos nodded, clapping the rogue on the shoulder as the light faded. "That extra crit damage will pay for itself on the next floor."

"Alright, the rogue got his magic light show," Grimmand grunted, turning his attention back to the massive carcass of the Gatekeeper. "But we are forgetting the main course. That was a random spawn boss. The loot table on those things is supposed to be juicy. If I walk away from this with only a story about a flying pig-lion, I'm going to be pissed."

"It is not a pig-lion," Elara corrected, stepping gingerly over the churned-up earth. "It is a chimera variant. And Grimmand is right. The body is already starting to dissolve, so we need to grab the drop before the dungeon reclaims it."

Carlos knelt beside the massive beast. The edges of the creature's fur were already turning into gray smoke, drifting up into the dungeon's ceiling. As the biological matter faded, it left behind the condensed mana structures that formed its existence.

"Let's see what you were hiding," Carlos muttered.

He reached into the fading smoke and pulled out two objects.

The first was a monster core, but it was twice the size of the jackal cores they had been collecting. It pulsed with a heavy, rhythmic thrumming sound, like a slow heartbeat.

"Ooh," Tamsin whistled, leaning in. "That is not an F-rank core. That looks like a solid E, maybe even pushing D-rank density. That will fetch a pretty heavy coin at the guild exchange."

"It is an Earth-affinity core," Elara noted, adjusting her glasses. "You can feel the gravity coming off it. That explains why the beast hit so hard. It was magically enhancing its own weight."

Carlos dropped the core into the party's shared loot bag and reached for the second item. It was one of the creature's tusks, but unlike the bone-white ivory of a normal animal, this one was a deep, metallic gray. It looked more like forged steel than organic matter.

Item: Tusk of the Heavy Boar [Rank: E] 
Material: High-density bone. [Suitable for weapon crafting or armor reinforcement.]

"Crafting material," Carlos said, tossing it in his hand. It made a heavy thud when it hit his palm. "Grimmand, this is up your alley. Want to try and fashion a new pommel for that axe?"

Grimmand shook his head. "Nah. Too light for a dwarf axe, even with the density. But we can sell it to a smithy. Someone will want to grind that down for arrowheads or dagger tips. Good penetration."

"I will take the coin split," Tamsin agreed. "My daggers are fine."

Carlos stood up, securing the bag. "Solid haul. A skill upgrade, a high-grade core, and a rare material. Not bad for twenty minutes of work, even if we did almost get squashed."

He looked over at the shimmering distortion between the two stone pillars. The gate to the second floor was causing the air to vibrate with a low frequency.

"Alright, break time is over," Carlos said, checking the straps on his shield. "We've cleared the anomaly. Now we go back to the standard grind. Everyone, check your mana and stamina. Jacob?"

Jacob looked up from where he had been staring at the spot where the monster had vanished. "Yes?"

"You did well back there," Carlos said, his voice lighter now. "But the next floor is going to be different.
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  "But the next floor is going to be harder. It is still plains, just like this one, but the grass is waist-high, and the beasts hunt in larger packs. You stay in the middle and keep your head down. Let us handle the surprises. Clear?"

"Crystal," Jacob said.

Carlos paused, his eyes lingering on the chest plate of Jacob's coat. The leather still had residual damage where the Gatekeeper had struck him.

"That armor of yours held up incredibly well," Carlos admitted, scratching his chin. "Better than my shield, honestly. That was your enchanting work, right?"

Jacob nodded. "I used a mix of defense and impact distribution runes. It's standard runic theory, but I made sure to use plenty of power for these."

"Standard theory," Carlos repeated with a short chuckle. "Kid, that work kept your ribs from turning into splinters. Tell you what, we have a bag full of cores from this floor. When we stop to camp, you can take a look at my breastplate. If you can put some of those patterns on my gear, I'll let you keep a few of the cores for your own studies."

Jacob's eyes lit up at the mention of the cores. "Deal."

"Good," Carlos grinned, the tension finally gone from his face. "Let's go see what else the System wants to throw at us."

The second floor was exactly as Carlos had promised, which meant it was a miserable slog through waist-high razor grass.

The monsters here were denser variants of the first floor. The jackals had thicker fur that turned glancing blows, and the boar-lizards had developed a nasty habit of circling behind the party while hidden in the vegetation.

It was a tactical nightmare for a novice group, but for Carlos and his team, it was simply another day of work.

Tamsin's new skill upgrade paid for itself within the first hour. His Critical Eye highlighted the soft spots between the heavy plating of the boars, letting him drop enemies with single strikes that saved the party time and energy.

Grimmand complained about the humidity, but he swung his axe with a brutal efficiency that left a trail of monster corpses in their wake.

Jacob stayed in the center, keeping his head down. He watched the flows of mana, studied how the monsters moved, and kept his sword ready, but he didn't need to use it.

The team was a well-oiled machine. They carved a path through the sea of grass until the terrain finally opened up into a large, circular clearing paved with ancient, indestructible-looking stone.

The Safe Zone.

"Camp time," Carlos announced, dropping his heavy pack with a groan of relief. "My legs are burning. I swear the gravity is heavier on this floor."

" Gravity is the same," Elara said, checking her mana readings as she sat down gracefully. "You are just getting old, Carlos."

"I'm thirty-two," Carlos grumbled, unbuckling his breastplate. "In this profession, at my rank, that's practically ancient. Tamsin, get a fire started. Grimmand, we need water. Jacob, you and I have some armor to discuss."

While the rest of the team set up the tents and started a pot of stew, Jacob sat cross-legged on a flat stone. Carlos handed over his breastplate and the bag of monster cores they had collected.

Jacob inspected the steel.

Carlos chimed in while Jacob was checking out the scratches.

"It's good quality," he said, "C-rank standard, but it lacks any magical reinforcement. It has no special properties, from what I've heard, so it shouldn't be too difficult for you to enchant. It's just hard and tough."

Jacob could see what Carlos was talking about. It was just dead matter, shaped by a hammer and quenched properly, but the mana field was static. Just as Carlos had heard, it shouldn't be difficult for Jacob to enchant it.

"Alright, wizard," Carlos said, sitting opposite him. He gestured to the bag of cores. "Pick whatever battery you need."

Jacob shook his head, pushing the bag back toward the knight. "I don't know how to use those yet. I use the ambient mana in the air to feed the enchantments. My own magic just jump-starts it."

"Suit yourself," Carlos shrugged. "It makes the job cheaper for me."

Jacob pulled out his etching tool. It looked like a simple stylus, but the tip was made of pure mithril. It was designed to conduct magic without resistance.

He closed his eyes for a moment, shifting his perception. He didn't see the scratches or the dents on the breastplate. Instead, he visualized the armor as a three-dimensional wireframe floating in the dark.

Don't just make it hard, Jacob thought, remembering the rock he had exploded on the farm. Hardness creates brittleness. The floor is full of heavy hitters. It needs to displace force.

He began to construct a composite field in his mind.

He pulled the aspect of Strengthening, the rigid geometric locking of molecules, which he used to make things unbreakable.

But instead of applying it as a blanket layer, he wove it into a lattice structure, a honeycomb pattern that would mesh with the active field of the material to make something much stronger than it should be.

Then, he pulled the aspect of Durability. He used its flexible, shock-absorbing nature to fill the gaps in the honeycomb.

With this visualization, he should be able to put a more powerful form of his impact distribution enchantment into this material.

If he combined the rigid honeycomb of Strengthening with the spongy webbing of Durability, the result would be a plate that was as hard as diamond when struck, but instantly vibrated the kinetic energy out toward the edges rather than letting it get to Carlos's ribs.

Jacob opened his eyes and pressed the mithril tip to the center of the breastplate.

Without scratching the metal, he pushed a pulse of his mana through the tool. It flowed into the steel like water into a sponge, burning the invisible lattice he had visualized directly into the armor's mana field.

As he worked, movement at the edge of the clearing caught his eye.

Another group emerged from the tall grass.

This was not the terrified trio of novices they had met earlier. This was a five-man squad moving with a confident gait.

Their gear was worn but well-maintained, the mark of veterans who knew how to keep their equipment in shape.

They also had heavy packs that looked like they were just about to burst at the seams.

"Ho there!" the leader of the new group called out. He was a tall man with a scar running through his beard and a massive greatsword strapped to his back. "Room for a few more at the fire?"

Carlos stood up, his hand drifting casually near his sword hilt before he recognized the man.

"Brann?" Carlos relaxed, a genuine smile appearing. "I didn't know you were running the starter floors. I thought you were pushing into D-rank territory up north."

"Carlos!" Brann laughed, walking over to clasp forearms with the knight. "It's good to see you, you old warhorse. We were up north, but we heard the rumors about the drop rates down here today. We decided to come see if the stories were true."

  

    
        66. Floor of Wealth

    
    
    
    
  Brann gestured to his team, who were already dropping their packs with a series of thuds. The sound of clinking metal and shifting loot was unmistakable.

"And?" Carlos asked, raising an eyebrow.

"It's incredible," Brann said, his face lighting up with the expression of a man who had just discovered a hidden treasure. "We have been clearing this floor for six hours now. Usually, a core appears once every four or five kills. Today, we are seeing them every other time. Even the quality has shifted. We pulled three E-rank cores off standard mobs that usually drop nothing but bone and fur."

Jacob kept his head down, the mithril tool moving in smooth circles a fraction of an inch above the steel.

He could hear them, but his focus was entirely on the lattice.

He felt the resistance of the steel's mana field giving way, the mana snapping into place as the composite field stabilized.

One of Brann’s teammates, a scout with a bandaged nose, chimed in while he rolled out his bedroll. "It is more than just the cores. The material drops are overflowing! We have bags full of hides, teeth, claws, and rare scales. We're going to earn an entire month's wages in a single afternoon."

Grimmand looked up from the fire, his interest piqued. "That good, eh?"

"Better than good," Brann said, sitting down on a log. "We ran into another group a few miles back. They said the same thing. The whole dungeon is hot. It is like the System decided to throw a festival."

Elara exchanged a quick, subtle glance with Carlos. They both knew exactly why the System was throwing a festival. It was pushing more mana and resources into the dungeon to counter the anomaly sitting quietly by the fire.

"That's excellent news," Carlos said, carefully keeping any suspicion out of his voice. "We noticed the density was higher than usual, but I didn't realize the effect was spread across the entire floor."

"Oh, it is everywhere," Brann said, pulling a flask from his belt and offering it to Carlos. "We're resting up here for the night, then hitting the third floor at dawn. If the drop rates hold up down there, we might just retire early. I tell you, Carlos, whatever god is smiling on this place today, I want to buy him a drink."

Click.

Jacob felt the sensation in the back of his mind, a mental thud as the enchantment took hold. The link was formed. He could feel the armor now, a small presence in his awareness. It wasn't just metal anymore. It was a kinetic battery ready to absorb a strike.

"Well," Carlos said, taking a swig from the flask and handing it back. "Here is to the gods of fortune, then. May the loot keep flowing."

"To the loot," Brann agreed, taking a drink. "Are you guys pushing for the third floor tomorrow?"

"That is the plan," Carlos replied with a nod. "We are escorting a trainee, so we are maintaining a cautious pace." He gestured vaguely toward Jacob.

Brann glanced at the boy and saw a child staring intently at a piece of armor with no visible tools in his hand. He shrugged and looked away. "That's smart. With the dungeon acting this erratically, it's a dangerous place for a kid. If he survives the trip, at least he will be wealthy."

The veterans laughed, fueled by adrenaline and the promise of profit, and began setting up their own camp. They remained loud and happy, completely unaware that the source of their windfall was the young boy sitting ten feet away.

Carlos sat back down across from Jacob and reached for his breastplate.

He paused.

The metal appeared identical to how it had looked less than an hour ago. There were no glowing marks, no new scratches, and no visible runes.

However, as Carlos hooped the piece, his brow furrowed. The weight had not changed, but the armor felt denser, as if the air surrounding the steel had become thicker.

Carlos narrowed his eyes, focusing on the discrepancy. He felt the familiar prickle at the back of his neck as his vision tightened.

The firelight seemed to dim around the edges, highlighting the breastplate in sharp, hyper-real clarity.

Combat Insight Triggered

Anomaly detected: Item density and kinetic resistance exceed material limits.
Grade Disparity: Defensive capability significantly above visual rank.
Enchantment signature: High stability. Method unknown.

Suggested action: Asset is critical. Secure exclusive access. Monitor development.

The text hovered in his mind for a second before fading, leaving Carlos staring at the armor with a dry mouth.

His skill was not prone to exaggeration. It had just looked at a piece of standard C-rank steel and reported that it was performing far beyond its class. And the suggestion at the end, Secure exclusive access.

Carlos slowly looked up.

Jacob was sitting there, wiping his mithril tool with a rag, completely oblivious to the fact that he had just triggered a high-level threat assessment skill. To the boy, he had just done a bit of "basic stuff."

Carlos felt a cold realization settle in his gut. If Brann or any of the other veterans knew what this kid could actually do, they wouldn't be laughing about loot drops. They would be fighting over him.

"You hear that?" Carlos murmured, his voice too low for the other group to hear. "You are making a lot of people very happy, Jacob."

"I am just sitting here," Jacob whispered back, slipping the mithril tool back into his pouch.

"Keep doing exactly that," Carlos said with a smirk, tapping a knuckle against the steel. The sound was different now. It was deadened and solid, like striking a stone wall instead of a tin sheet. "If the third floor is as intense as they say, I am going to need this to hold the line."

He patted the steel, feeling the vibration die instantly as the enchantment swallowed the force.

"Get some rest," Carlos added, dropping a couple of random cores into Jacobs' hand before leaning back against his pack and shifting his sword so it was within easy reach. "I have the first watch, and I intend to make sure no one bothers the asset."
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  For a moment, a dark thought crossed Carlos's mind.

Exclusive retention.

He thought about keeping the boy’s true potential a secret from the Guild. If he didn't report these capabilities, he could keep Jacob strictly within his own party.

They would become wealthy beyond any typical adventurer's dreams. With armor this resilient, his team could push into B-rank dungeons without fear, dominating the market and eventually moving to a region where no one could touch them.

He could claim the asset entirely for himself.

Just as the thought took root, the skill flashed a second notification, the "oracle" component of the subroutine calculating the timeline of that decision.

Risk Assessment: High.
Projection: Monopolization of critical asset significantly increases probability of external conflict. 94% chance of hostile intervention by rival factions upon discovery.

The red text hit Carlos like a splash of cold water, snapping him out of his unrealistic fantasy.

The logic was brutal but sound. You couldn't hide a star in a jar. If he tried to hoard Jacob, someone would notice. And when they did, they wouldn't ask nicely.

They would come with armies, and he wasn't a king, he was just a C-rank adventurer. He couldn't protect Jacob if he turned the boy into a prize for others to hunt.

Carlos exhaled slowly, letting the greed die. He wasn't a villain. He was a leader. And a leader's first job was to keep his people alive, not to paint targets on their backs.

The rest of their time in the safe area passed with each team member, besides Jacob, taking up a watch to let the others properly rest.

Quest Updated
Objective: Clear second floor without losing anomaly.
Status: Completed
Reward Earned: Upgrade for one skill (one per team)

PICK ONE TEAM MEMBER TO UPGRADE A SKILL

New Objective: Clear third floor without losing anomaly.
Reward: Upgrade for one skill (one per team)

Carlos shook his head as they approached the gate to the third floor.

Carlos shook his head as they approached the shimmering transition to the third floor. "Two floors and two upgrades," he muttered, reading the text again to ensure he wasn't imagining things. "I've never seen a dungeon distribute power with this much intensity. Usually, you're lucky to get a single stat point after a boss fight. This is aggressive."

"Don't look a gift horse in the mouth, boss," Tamsin grinned, spinning a dagger. "Or in this case, a gift System. The anomaly pays well."

Grimmand stepped up, cracking his knuckles. "I don't care why it is happening. I just care that I rolled an eight last time. I'm taking this one. My axe is thirsty."

"The rules stay the same," Carlos said, bringing up the holographic die. "The high roll takes the prize. No one cries about the results."

"I never cry," Grimmand grunted. "I rage."

He slapped the icon hard.

[Grimmand rolls: 14]

"That's respectable," the dwarf noted, crossing his thick arms. "Fourteen is a solid number. Beat that, mage."

Elara adjusted her glasses, looking at the number. "Fourteen is statistically average for a winning roll, but hardly insurmountable."

She tapped the icon.

[Elara rolls: 19]

"Hah!" Elara threw her hands up, a rare break in her composed demeanor. "Read it and weep, Grimmand! Nineteen! The mage takes the prize."

Grimmand groaned, dragging his hands down his face. "Unbelievable. Two floors, and the frontline gets nothing. I'm going to have to tank the next boss with my beard at this rate."

Carlos stepped up and rolled a measly six. Tamsin followed with a twelve, proving that his luck, while passive, wasn't an infinite resource.

"All yours, Elara," Carlos said. "Make it count. If the third floor is as swarmed as Brann said, we are going to need crowd control."

Elara didn't hesitate. She selected a skill from her tree instantly.

[Skill Upgraded: Frost Nova -> Glacial Burst]
Effect: Radius increased by 5 meters. Freeze duration increased by 2 seconds. Power multiplied by 2x.

A chill wind swirled around her for a moment, frosting the tips of the grass at her feet. She shivered, then smiled dangerously.

"Glacial Burst," she announced. "Anything that gets within ten meters of me is going to turn into a statue. That should keep the swarms off of Jacob."

"Good," Carlos said, securing his helmet. He felt the increased density of his breastplate settle against his chest. Between Elara's upgraded magic and Jacob's hidden enchantment, they were walking into the third floor stronger than any F-rank party had a right to be.

"Form up," Carlos ordered. "Grimmand, take point. I'll take the rear guard this time to keep an eye on our asset. Jacob, stick to Elara like a shadow."

"Understood," Jacob said.

They stepped through the shimmering gate.

The transition was instant. The humid, stale air of the second floor vanished, replaced by a gust of wind that smelled of ozone and wet fur.

The third floor was still a plains biome, but it had abandoned all pretense of being a starter zone. The grass here was a vibrant purple color, standing as tall as a man.

The sky above wasn't the neutral gray of the lower floors any longer, it was a churning mix of violet and black clouds.

And it was loud.

The monsters of this floor were no longer trying to hide their presence, their loud movements made it clear that the group was surrounded from every direction.

And the monsters were already fighting themselves. It seemed the individual packs were fighting for supremacy of the third floor, without any one pack managing to come out on top.

The "festival" Brann had mentioned sounded more like a frenzied riot.

[Combat Insight Triggered]

Environment Analysis: Mana density 200% above baseline.
Spawn Rate: Extreme.
Aggression Level: Frenzied.

Suggested Action: Maintain tight formation. Do not stop moving.

The text flashed in Carlos's mind, confirming his fears.

"Movement right!" Tamsin hissed, crouching low.

The purple grass exploded inward.

It wasn't a pack of jackals. It was a stampede with a dozen of the boar-lizards, larger and covered in thicker plating than the ones below, charged the line. But they weren't alone. Running alongside them were sleek, black raptor-like birds with serrated beaks.

"Contact!" Grimmand roared.

He slammed his shield into the first boar, stopping its charge with a crunch of bone, but two more piled onto him immediately.

"Elara!" Carlos shouted, drawing his sword.

"On it!"

Elara slammed her staff into the ground.

"Glacial Burst!"

A ring of white-blue magic exploded outward from her position. The temperature plummeted instantly. The purple grass froze and shattered like glass.

The charging raptors and boars were caught in the blast, their limbs seizing as thick ice crusted over their bodies, locking them in place mid-stride.

"Grimmand, shatter them!" Elara yelled.

"With pleasure!"

The dwarf spun, his axe becoming a blur of steel. He didn't have to chop through flesh, he just had to hit the frozen statues.

Crack. Crack. Crack! 

The monsters shattered into chunks of frozen meat and dissolving mana.

Jacob stood in the center of the storm, his eyes darting around. He watched the mana flow from Elara's staff and the kinetic impact of Grimmand's axe.

A raptor that had avoided the freeze circle leaped over the frontline, screeching as it aimed for Elara's exposed back.

"Behind!" Jacob warned, his voice cutting through the noise.

Carlos was already there. He stepped in, intercepting the bird in mid-air with his shoulder.

THUD.

The raptor hit the breastplate.

Normally, a hit like that would have staggered Carlos, maybe even bruised a rib through the padding due to the sheer momentum behind the bird.

But today, the impact made a dull sound. The enchantment Jacob had woven into the steel drank the kinetic energy instantly, dispersing it across the entire surface of the armor.

Carlos didn't budge an inch. The raptor, however, bounced off as if it had hit a mountainside, stunning itself.

Carlos took its head off with a clean backhand swing. Guidance from his sword allowed him to make an instant swipe.

He glanced down at his chest, then at Jacob. The boy just gave him a small nod.

"Clear!" Tamsin called out from the flank, wiping black blood from his daggers. "First wave down, but that was heavy for an entrance. Brann wasn't kidding about the spawn rate."

"Keep moving," Carlos ordered. "We need to find a defensible position before the next wave arrives. We're blind if we stay in this tall grass."

He looked at his team. They were breathing heavily, but they were all smiling. The loot from the shattered monsters glittered in the purple stalks: cores, claws, hides, and rare scales.

"Welcome to the third floor," Carlos said. "Let's get rich."
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  The journey across the third floor felt less like a heroic adventure and more like a grueling shift at a slaughterhouse.

For the next three hours, the party didn't walk more than fifty paces without drawing steel and flinging magic.

The purple grass contained endless waves of the black-beaked raptors and the heavy boar-lizards. It was constantly violent as they made their way across the floor.

Despite the fatigue, the profit was undeniable.

"I'm full," Tamsin announced, kicking a dead raptor away from his boots. He tried to shove a fist-sized monster core into his side bag, but the leather seam strained and popped. "That's it. My bags can't take any more, and I have cores in my pockets. If I carry any more loot, I'm going to rattle when I walk."

Grimmand grunted, leaning on his shield while Elara drank yet another mana potion. The dwarf looked like he had been dipped in a vat of purple paint from all the raptor blood.

"We're leaving money on the ground," Grimmand mourned, looking at the dissolving corpses around them. "Look at that one. That's a pristine hide, probably worth at least ten silver. And we're just leaving it to rot."

"Unless you want to carry it on your head, we have no choice," Carlos said. He wiped his blade on a tuft of grass. "We prioritize the cores and the rare materials. Leave the heavy stuff."

Carlos looked over at Jacob. The boy was breathing heavily, his face flushed from the stress of maintaining the group's frantic pace.

"Are you holding up?" Carlos asked.

"I'm fine," Jacob said, adjusting his own small pack, a burlap sack with some straps. "Just tired. The mana here feels heavy, kinda makes it feel hard to breathe."

"That is the mana density," Elara explained as she capped her empty bottle. "The magic on this floor is thick enough to taste. It puts physical pressure on your lungs if you are not used to the concentration. Try to breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth very slowly. It helps filter the intake."

Jacob followed her advice. He focused on the air, visualizing the thick, violet energy floating around them as a mist. He imagined his lungs as a fine screen, separating the oxygen from the raw power. The tightness in his chest loosened.

"We're close," Tamsin said, checking the horizon. "The ground is sloping up. That usually means the boss's area is ahead. And if the mobs out here are this frenzied, the boss is going to be a nightmare."

"Or a treasure chest," Grimmand countered. "With this drop rate? The boss might drop a C-rank item, or even a skill book."

"Eyes forward," Carlos ordered. "Form up. We push to the gate."

They crested the rise within ten minutes.

The purple grass ended abruptly at a circle of scorched, black earth. In the center of this dead zone stood the gate to the fourth floor, blocked by a crude stone amphitheater.

Inside the ring of stones, a guardian waited.

It wasn't a beast, or some sort of chimera.

It was a knight.

Standing seven feet tall, it was clad in armor made of some sort of black metallic-stone that appeared to grow out of its frame.

It held a greatsword easily six feet in length, the blade throbbing with a dull violet light.

There was no helmet. Where a head should have been, a swirling vortex of purple flame burned.

Combat Insight Triggered

Target: Void Knight (Construct)
Rank: E (Elite)
Analysis: High magical resistance. High physical defense. Weapon inflicts mana burn on contact.
Anomaly Detected: Construct core is unstable. Overcharged.
Suggested Action: Sunder the armor to expose the core. Avoid the blade at all costs.

Carlos froze, his hand tightening on his shield.

"That is not a beast," Elara whispered, her face losing all color. "That is a Void Construct. Those don't spawn on the third floor of F-rank dungeons. They are supposed to be deep dungeon guardians for D-rank gates at the earliest!"

"The System is definitely watching," Tamsin muttered, his playful demeanor vanishing. "It threw a guardian at us."

The Void Knight turned. The purple flame where its face should have been flared brighter.

It didn't roar or try to posture. It simply raised its massive sword and pointed the tip directly at Jacob.

"It knows," Grimmand growled, slamming his visor down. "It wants the boy."

"Then it has to go through us," Carlos said, his voice dropping into the flat tone of a commander.

He turned to Jacob.

"Jacob. This thing is going to throw magic around. The stone armor means it's slow, but that sword will cut through normal steel like butter. My breastplate can take the hit, but my shield might not. I need you to stay back. Way back. If Elara goes down, you run. You understand me?"

"I understand," Jacob said.

"Grimmand," Carlos barked. "Shield wall. We have to catch the blade together. Tamsin, find the joints. Elara, I need that ice to slow it down. We can't let it build momentum."

"Ready," they chorused.

The Void Knight took a step forward. The ground shook.

"Go!" Carlos yelled.

The battle for the third floor began not with a charge, but with a collision.

The battle began with a violent collision. The Void Knight swung its sword in a massive horizontal arc. Carlos and Grimmand met the blow together with their shields locked.

CRACK.

The sound was deafening. Grimmand slid back three feet, his boots carving trenches in the dirt.

Carlos held his ground, the impact distribution rune on his chest plate flashing blindingly bright as it redistributed the kinetic shock that bypassed his shield.

"It's heavy!" Grimmand shouted. "Heavier than the chimera!"

"Hold the line!" Carlos gritted out.

Elara cast Glacial Burst, freezing the construct's legs, but the Void Knight simply shattered the ice by flexing its stone greaves.

It then raised its sword for a downward chop that promised to split Grimmand in two.

"Tamsin!" Carlos roared.

The rogue appeared on the construct's shoulder. He drove his daggers into the gap between the plates of the pauldron.

Clang.

Sparks flew. The stone was too hard.

"No good!" Tamsin yelled, leaping away as the construct swatted at him. "I can't penetrate the plating! I need a soft spot!"

Jacob watched from the edge of the arena. He saw the problem instantly. The construct wasn't a biological creature. It didn't have muscles or tendons to cut. It was a machine driven by a core.

He narrowed his eyes, studying the mana flow. The purple flame at the head was a decoy. The real power was pumping from the chest, hidden behind the thickest slab of stone armor.

He cupped his hands around his mouth.

"The chest!" Jacob screamed. "The core is in the chest! You have to break the breastplate!"

Carlos heard him. He didn't question the anomaly's advice.

"Grimmand! Low guard! I am going high!"

Carlos dropped his defensive stance. He roared, channeling every ounce of stamina he had into his sword arm.

"Shield Bash!"

He threw his body weight forward, but instead of using the flat of his shield, he used the rim. He aimed for the center of the construct's chest.

At the moment of impact, the density rune on his armor flared. The weight of his charge was multiplied.

BOOM.

The stone armor cracked. A spiderweb fracture appeared over the construct's heart.

The Void Knight staggered.

"Elara! The crack!" Carlos shouted, rolling away from a counter-swing.

"Frost Lance!"

Elara didn't use a burst. She condensed her mana into a single, spear-like projectile of ice and fired it with pinpoint precision.

The lance slammed into the crack Carlos had made. The ice expanded instantly, forcing the stone fracture wider.

The construct shuddered, and the purple light in its chest flickered.

"Now!" Elara screamed.

The rogue didn't need to be told twice. He sprinted up the construct's bent knee, used the hilt of the giant sword as a step, and drove both of his enchanted daggers into the widened crack.

He twisted.

There was a sound like breaking glass. The Void Knight stiffened, and the purple flame at its head snuffed out instantly.

The massive stone body collapsed backward, shaking the earth as it fell.

Silence returned to the hill.

Carlos stood over the pile of rubble, chest heaving. His shield was dented almost in half. His sword was chipped. But his breastplate was still pristine.

"Clear," Carlos wheezed.

Quest Updated
Objective: Clear third floor without losing anomaly.
Status: Completed
Reward Earned: Upgrade for one skill (one per team)

The blue text appeared again.

"Three for three," Tamsin laughed breathlessly, sliding off the pile of rocks. "I love this kid."
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  Grimmand kicked a heavy slab of the Void Knight’s black armor. Unlike the biological creatures they had faced, the construct’s remains did not dissolve into magic. They stayed exactly where they fell, comprised of high-grade void stone.

"We have a logistical problem," the dwarf said.

He grunted while trying to lift a pauldron as large as a beer keg. "This material is worth a fortune. Every smith in the capital would kill for a supply of void stone, but this piece alone weighs eighty pounds. My bags are full, Tamsin is carrying a mountain of cores. Carlos, unless you want to strap this to your back and crawl toward the gate, we have to leave it behind."

"We are not leaving void stone," Elara said, eyeing the loot hungrily. "That is essential for high-tier mana conduits, but Grimmand is correct. We are at capacity, so we physically cannot carry it with us."

Jacob stepped forward, adjusting the strap of his large burlap sack. It looked like a typical farm bag, the sort used for carrying a lunch of bread and cheese, yet it hung loosely against his back despite his own supplies being inside.

"I can take it," Jacob said.

Tamsin let out a short snort. "I appreciate the spirit, kid, but that pauldron is larger than your torso. You would snap under the weight."

"I mean inside the bag," Jacob clarified. He swung the sack off his shoulder and pulled the drawstring open.

Carlos watched with growing curiosity. The bag appeared barely large enough to hold a melon. Jacob walked over to the massive stone pauldron and held the mouth of the sack open. "Grimmand, drop it in."

The dwarf looked at Carlos, who simply shrugged. "Humor the boy."

The dwarf heaved the eighty-pound slab of jagged stone into the air and dropped it toward the small opening of the sack.

It should have ripped the fabric apart. It should have at least gotten stuck in the opening.

Instead, the mouth of the sack seemed to ripple. The fabric stretched impossibly wide, swallowing the massive object whole without a sound. The pauldron vanished into the dark interior.

Jacob pulled the drawstring tight. The bag returned to its original, small size without looking lumpy or strained.

He swung it back over his shoulder with a single hand.

"There," Jacob said. "I have plenty of space left. I enchanted the weave with a flexibility aspect so the fabric stretches without tearing. I also added a lightness lattice to the bottom so the weight does not pull on the straps. I was finishing the work last night while we were taking turns resting, and it turned out like this."

A sudden stillness took hold of the group. Tamsin stared at his own expensive leather pack, which was currently bursting at the seams and digging painfully into his shoulders. He then looked at the farm boy’s plain burlap sack.

"You built a Distortion Bag," Elara whispered. "Spatial magic is supposed to be a forgotten art. High-tier enchanters charge thousands of gold for a pouch that holds twenty pounds. You created a sack that is capable of eating boulders."

Carlos felt that familiar prickle at the back of his neck.

Combat Insight Triggered

Target: Rough Canvas Sack
Analysis: Spatial distortion detected. Internal volume exceeds external dimensions by 500%. Mass negation active.
Anomaly: Enchantment method non-standard. Weave altered at fiber level.
Strategic Suggestion: Do not let the Merchants Guild see this bag. Economic destabilization risk: High.

Carlos closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.

"Of course you did," Carlos sighed, the exhaustion finally winning out over the surprise. "Why wouldn't you?"

He looked at the remaining void stone rubble. "Load him up. Give him the stone, the extra hides, and the heavy cores. Apparently, our asset is also a pack mule."

"This is the most profitable escort job of my career," Tamsin declared, dumping a heavy stack of raptor claws into the bag.

"Let us move," Carlos ordered, turning toward the gate to the fourth floor. "I want to stop asking questions before I get answers I'm not prepared for."

"Another floor, another roll," Tamsin said, wiping void dust from his daggers. "I'm starting to like this anomaly life. It is very generous."

The blue notification hovered in the air, offering the third skill upgrade of the dungeon.

[Reward: Upgrade for one skill (one per team)]

"My turn," Grimmand growled, stepping up to the interface. "If I lose this one, I am filing a formal complaint with the System."

"You cannot file a complaint with a metaphysical construct," Elara noted, though she looked tired. The constant spellcasting on the third floor had drained her reserves, even with the potions.

"Watch me," Grimmand muttered. He punched the holographic die.

[Grimmand rolls: 18]

"Ha!" The dwarf pumped a fist in the air. "Eighteen! Beat that, you luck-stealing rogue."

Tamsin rolled a four. Carlos rolled a ten. Elara, rubbing her temples, produced a three.

"Justice!" Grimmand roared. He selected his skill immediately.

[Skill Upgraded: Iron Skin -> Mithril Weave]
Effect: Passive physical resistance increased by 15%. Active activation hardens skin to withstand piercers and crushers for 10 seconds.

"About time," Grimmand grinned, tapping his chest. His skin shimmered with a faint, metallic sheen for a second. "Now I can actually take a hit without denting my ribs. Let's go see the boss of this place."

They moved through the gate.

The transition to the fourth floor was jarring.

The purple grass of the third floor did not just stop. It rotted.

The ground beneath their feet turned from firm earth to a sucking, wet slush within eighty paces. The air grew heavy, smelling of sulfur and stagnant water.

"Terrain change," Carlos warned as his boots squelched in the mud. "Watch your footing. We are in the swamp biome now."

The arena was massive. It was a partially submerged basin where the dying grasslands bled into a murky, black bog.

Skeletal trees jutted out of the water like grasping hands. Patches of dry land were scarce and connected only by treacherous sandbars.

In the center of the bog, something massive was waiting.

It stood on four legs with the sheer, muscular bulk of a prize bull, but that was where the similarity ended.

Thick, moss-green scales armored its shoulders and flanks as they overlapped like the plating of a swamp lizard. Its tail was long and thick, thrashing the water into foam.

Its head was a nightmare of biology. It had the snout of a bull but was armored with bone plates. Two massive, forward-swept horns looked designed to punch through stone walls.

It snorted, and a cloud of black gas hissed from its nostrils.

Combat Insight Triggered

Target: Swamp Behemoth (Dungeon Boss)
State: Empowered (300% Mana Density)
Aura: Necrotic Miasma. Continuous area-of-effect debuff.
Suggested Action: Purify the air immediately. Do not engage in melee while Miasma is active.

"It is empowered," Carlos hissed. "Three hundred percent density. That is not an F-rank monster or boss. That is approaching a D-rank calamitous spawn."

The Behemoth saw them. It did not roar. It simply lowered its armored head and charged.

The ground shook. Water sprayed twenty feet into the air as the monster tore through the bog, closing the distance with terrifying speed.

"Shields!" Carlos yelled.

Grimmand stepped forward with his new Mithril Weave skill flaring. He planted his feet in the mud and locked shields with Carlos.

"Brace!"

The Behemoth hit them with the force of a falling boulder.

CRUNCH.

The impact drove both tanks back ten feet. They plowed deep furrows into the earth as dark sludge sprayed up to their waists.

Carlos felt the impact distribution enchantment on his chest plate flare as it struggled to dump the kinetic energy. It began to glow white-hot against the strain.

"Hold!" Grimmand roared. His skin turned silvery as he ate the force that should have crushed his bones.

The Behemoth reared back. It seemed annoyed that the little metal men had not popped. It opened its mouth.

It did not bite, instead, it exhaled.

A thick, oily cloud of black fog rolled out to engulf the frontline.

"Miasma!" Tamsin choked as he retreated instantly. "It burns!"

Carlos felt his strength sap instantly. His limbs felt like lead. His stamina bar plummeted.

[Status Effect: Necrotic Rot. Strength reduced by 50%. Stamina regeneration halted.]

"Elara! Light!" Carlos gagged. He swung blindly to keep the beast back.

"I am on it!" Elara yelled. She raised her staff and began chanting the incantation for Solar Flare. It was a light spell designed to burn away impurities.

"Orio-Lantis... "

The Behemoth's eyes snapped toward her. It knew. The dungeon had given the creature intelligence.

It stomped its front hooves. A wave of black mud and water erupted from the swamp, carrying the concentrated miasma with it. The wave crashed over Elara before she could finish the next syllable.
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  "Elara!" Jacob shouted as the elf was swept under by the dark sludge.

The Solar Flare spell flickered and died. She emerged a moment later, coughing violently as the black slime coated her face.

She reached for her staff, but the necrotic miasma had already reached her lungs. She collapsed to her knees, retching as the darkness took hold of her senses.

"She's down!" Tamsin yelled. "The mage is down!"

"I can't hold it!" Grimmand yelled.

The Behemoth slammed its head into the dwarf again. With his strength halved by the miasma, Grimmand was unable to brace.

He was launched backward and splashed into a deep pool of muck, saved by his new skill.

The Boss turned its gaze to Carlos.

He stood alone in the mud. His armor was holding, but his body was failing. The miasma swirled around him and choked off his air.

"Jacob!" Carlos wheezed without looking back. "Run! Get Tamsin and get out!"

Jacob stood on a dry patch of land near the entrance as he watched the disaster unfolding.

He didn't see a heroic sacrifice so much as he saw a failing machine. Without the mage to filter the air, the warriors were useless.

If the warriors fell, the beast would eventually reach the entrance, and he was not confident in being able to handle such a monstrosity.

He dropped his bag and ran into the bog, his boots sliding through the oily sludge as he aimed for the fallen mage.

Elara began to convulse as soon as he reached her side. Her hands were locked onto her staff in a death grip, and the crystal at the tip pulsed with a frantic, dying light.

It was trying to release the stored energy, but the command was stuck in her throat.

The conduit is jammed, Jacob thought. The pressure has nowhere to go.

He lacked the words for a prayer or the training of a wizard, but he understood the mechanics of a pressurized system.

He jammed the tip of his mithril tool against the dark wood of the staff. He did not try to learn the spell, but he treated the weapon like a pipe.

He visualized the mana trapped inside as a chaotic, spinning knot.

"Sorry," Jacob whispered.

He jammed the tip of his mithril tool against the dark wood of the staff.

Jacob closed his eyes and pushed a pulse of his own dense magic into the wood. He ignored the safety protocols of the enchantment and carved a brutal bypass directly into the mana field.

"Release!"

The staff did not wait for a chant. It dumped its entire reserve in a single microsecond.

Click.

WOOM.

There was no sound of thunder. There was only light.

A sphere of blinding, white-hot radiance exploded from the crystal. It was not the gentle cleansing light of a controlled spell.

It was a flashbang, and it expanded outward in a shockwave of pure holiness.

The black miasma did not just dissipate. It incinerated.

The fog hissed and vanished as the light scoured the air clean. The wave of mud that had buried Elara was blasted back by the sheer pressure of the mana discharge.

"GAAH!"

The Swamp Behemoth screamed. It was a sound of pure agony.

Accustomed to the gloom of the bog, the sudden flash of light seared its eyes. It thrashed blindly, stumbling sideways into a skeletal tree.

Carlos fell to his knees as the rot vanished from his system. He gasped, pulling in the clean air as the status icons in his vision shattered.

Strength flooded back into his muscles, and the leaden weight in his chest disappeared.

[Status Effect Removed: Necrotic Rot]

"Grimmand!" Carlos roared, seizing the moment. "Take the legs!"

The dwarf emerged from the muck, spitting out black slime with a feral grin. "I'm going to turn this lizard into a pair of boots!"

Grimmand charged without regard for defense. He activated his Mithril Weave to harden his skin and slid beneath the creature's belly.

He swung his axe with every ounce of his restored power, the blade biting deep into the soft scales of the undergrowth.

SCHLICK.

Black blood sprayed across his face as he hacked at the rear tendons.

The beast’s right leg collapsed as it tried to stomp, its support severed.

"Heads up!" Tamsin yelled.

The rogue dropped from the branches of a dead tree above them, landing squarely on the creature's back. He scrambled up the spine to avoid the thrashing tail and reached the base of the skull.

"This is for the smell!" Tamsin shouted.

He drove his daggers into the gap between the head plate and the neck after activating Critical Eye. He found the spinal cord and pushed the blades into the hilt while twisting.

The Behemoth stiffened, let out a final, gurgling breath, and slammed into the mud with a splash that sent a wave across the entire arena.

After a brief silence, born out of shock, Carlos leaned against his sword and wiped the slime from his visor. He looked over to the dry patch of land where Elara was coughing up the last of the black bile.

Jacob sat beside her, holding the smoking staff. The crystal at the tip was now cracked down the center.

"You," Carlos breathed, his heavy boots squelching in the mud as he approached. "What did you do?"

Jacob looked up, looking genuinely terrified. "I broke it. I'm sorry. I just tried to force the light out, and I think I burned out the core."

Elara wiped her mouth and looked at the ruined crystal, then at the dead boss.

She let out a wet, raspy laugh. "You broke my staff and saved our lives, Jacob. That crystal cost twenty gold, but I would have paid a thousand for it to work like that." She reached out and patted his head, leaving a smear of mud in his hair.

"Good work." She whispered.

Combat Insight Triggered

Analysis: External mana forced through a passive conduit.
Improvisation level: Extreme.
Result: Boss neutralized. Party survival confirmed.

Note: Asset demonstrates ability to override magical safety protocols. Danger level upgraded.

Carlos dismissed the notification as he knelt down in the mud next to Jacob. He didn't check the boy for injuries. He checked the boy's eyes.

"You ran into the danger," Carlos said quietly. "I told you to run away."

"That would have been a waste of resources," Jacob said in a small voice. "If the party died, I would have been trapped anyway. I just opened the valve."

Carlos stared at him for a long moment. Then he sighed and rested his forehead against his gauntlet.

"Opened the valve," Carlos muttered. "Right."

He stood up and offered a hand to Elara.

"Time to get you up," Carlos ordered gently. "Let's loot this thing and get out of the mud. I think we are done for the day."

Tamsin waved from atop the carcass. He was holding something that glowed with a sickly, powerful green light.

"Uh, guys?" Tamsin called out. "You might want to see this drop. I don't think this is on the standard loot table."
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  Tamsin slid down the muddy flank of the dead Behemoth. He held the object with both hands as if it were a volatile explosive.

It was a sphere the size of a human head, pulsing with a sickly light that shifted between moss green and bruised purple.

The air around it seemed to warp and ripple as dense waves of mana rolled off its surface.

"I found it lodged behind the ribs," Tamsin said. He looked uncharacteristically nervous. "It is not a normal core. It actually feels kinda hungry."

Elara adjusted her glasses. They were cracked from the mud, but she leaned in close.

"Do not drop that," she whispered. "That is a Heart of the Mire. It is a unique variant core with swamp-type attributes. It only drops from a Behemoth that has consumed enough necrotic mana to evolve."

Grimmand whistled lowly. "What is the market value on something like that?"

"It is beyond standard pricing," Elara whispered. "Alchemists use them to brew Panaceas. High-tier smiths use them to forge living armor that can regenerate in the heat of battle. If we take this to the capital, we could buy a respectable estate."

"Or," Jacob said from behind them, holding open his Distortion Bag. "We could put it in the sack before the necrotic mana makes Tamsin sick."

"That would be best," Tamsin said. He dropped the heavy, pulsing heart into the bag. The fabric swallowed the core, and the sickly green glow vanished almost instantly.

Tamsin wiped his hands on his trousers, looking relieved to be rid of the burden.

"That core pays for the entire trip," Carlos said, sounding satisfied. "Even split four ways, that is going to be more gold than we earned in the last year combined. We should go home, sell the heart, and take a month of rest."

"Speaking of going home," Grimmand pointed a thick finger at the air. "The System has a final word."

The blue text boxes did not appear individually this time. A massive, golden window materialized in the center of the group.

It hummed with a different frequency than the usual dungeon notifications.

Dungeon Clear Confirmed
Anomaly Status: Intact
Calculating Performance...
Performance Rating: S (Impossible Clear)

Quest Updated

Objective: Escort Anomaly to Origin Point (Home).
Time Limit: 24 Hours
Status: Active

Reward (Pending Completion):
Carlos: Skill Evolution Token (C-Rank)
Grimmand: Ancestral Weapon Fragment
Elara: Mana Core Purification
Tamsin: Shadow Step Skill Book

Failure Penalty: All current rewards forfeit. Reputation set to Hostile with Anomaly Faction.

Silence descended on the swamp. The only sound was the dripping of slime off the skeletal trees.

Carlos read the list twice. Then he read it a third time.

"Skill Evolution," Carlos whispered. "That is not a simple level increase. That changes the fundamental nature of the ability. That turns a Shield Bash into a Titan's Impact."

"An Ancestral Fragment," Grimmand choked out. He looked as if he might break down. "Do you know how many dwarfs die searching the deep mines for these? It restores the legacy of my family, and I can upgrade my heirloom weapon with our forgotten runes."

"Core Purification," Elara murmured, touching her chest. "It removes the impurities from potion sickness and doubles my regeneration rate permanently."

Tamsin just stared at the words Shadow Step. "That is a teleport, I will be untouchable."

They slowly turned to look at Jacob.

Jacob shrank back slightly under the weight of their collective gaze. They did not look at him like a child anymore. They looked at him like he was the Holy Grail made of flesh and bone.

"New plan," Carlos said, his voice dropping into a very serious tone. "We are not merely walking back. We are moving in a tight diamond formation. Tamsin, you scout fifty meters ahead. If a leaf falls from a tree and I don't like the way it looks, you stab it. Grimmand, you are the rear guard. Nothing approaches his back. Elara, you keep a hand on him. If he trips, you catch him."

"I can walk," Jacob protested. "I have good boots."

"I do not care," Carlos said, placing a heavy hand on the boy’s shoulder. "Jacob, you are currently worth more than the rest of us combined. If you stub your toe, I will personally burn the forest down. We are getting you home in perfect condition."

"Understood," Grimmand said, hefting his axe. "If a mosquito lands on him, I will sunder the earth."

"I will clear the path," Tamsin said, vanishing into the shadows with zero hesitation.

"Let's move," Carlos ordered. "We have twenty-four hours to get the golden goose back to the farm."

Jacob spoke up, "Guys, this portal should take us to the front of the dungeon, that is barely two hours from home when I'm taking my sweet time through town!"

Carlos spoke up, a bit of force in his words, "It matters not! We are headed to the farm!"

He then pointed toward the portal extravagantly, obviously swept up in the moment. His party followed along, ushering Jacob to the portal.

Jacob nearly had an aneurysm.

WAIT!

He took a deep breath as the adventurers looked at him, a bit shocked.

"Did you guys forget why we came here? The entire purpose of my calling in that favor?"

They looked at him with some confusion.

Jacob then just wordlessly walked over to some salty-looking grass that was untouched during the fighting, as it was situated towards the far corner of the floor.

Carlos face-palmed as he watched the child pluck the bulb of the grass out of the ground and sack it in burlap, before continuing on to get the entire group.

"Change of plans, team. We sack all the salt-grass we can find, then we make our way to the farm!"

"Roger!"

In the end, Jacob ended up with several dozen bulbs of the grass.

'That should be enough to last the winter before I can cultivate it and produce more.'

And the team finally got to usher him through the portal, with that fervent gusto they had failed to lose when such valuable rewards awaited.
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  The transition from the dungeon to the outside world was always disorienting. One moment, the air was thick with the sulfurous stench of the swamp and the heavy pressure of necrotic mana. The next, it was filled with the smell of pine needles and damp earth.

The portal rippled and spat them out into the late afternoon sun of the forest clearing just outside Ruvka.

"Perimeter!" Carlos barked the second his boots hit natural grass.

The team exploded into action. Tamsin vanished into the tree line to check for squirrels that might harbor assassin intent.

Grimmand spun around, his shield raised, staring down a confused deer that had been grazing near the portal stone.

Elara immediately cast a sensory net that covered a hundred meters in every direction.

Jacob stood in the middle of the diamond formation. He adjusted the strap of his Distortion Bag.

It was now stuffed with void stone, monster cores, a unique Behemoth heart, and forty pounds of muddy salt-grass bulbs.

"Clear right," Tamsin called from a tree branch.

"Clear left," Elara confirmed. "No mana signatures detected. Just wildlife."

"The deer is retreating," Grimmand reported, lowering his shield slightly but keeping a suspicious eye on the animal's white tail. "But it looked a little shifty."

Carlos let out a breath and sheathed his sword, though he kept his hand on the hilt. He looked at Jacob.

"Alright. We have two hours of daylight. We are going to march at a double-time pace. No stopping for snacks or looking at cool rocks. We get to the farm, we hand you to your father, and we complete this quest before the universe decides to drop a meteor on us."

"It is a twenty-minute walk to the village," Jacob pointed out, starting to walk. "And then an hour to the farm. We'll be fine!"

"Do not jinx it," Tamsin said, dropping from the tree to land silently beside him. "The universe loves irony. The moment you say we are fine is the moment a dragon falls out of the sky."

The walk back to Ruvka was the most stressful stroll of Jacob's life. Not because of monsters, but because of his bodyguards.

Every time a twig snapped, Grimmand flinched. Every time the wind rustled the leaves, Elara refreshed her barrier spell.

By the time they reached the outskirts of the village, the adventurers were sweating more than they had during the boss fight.

Ruvka was a quiet place. It was a collection of sturdy timber houses, a general store, a tavern, and a blacksmith, all near the village well.

As the party marched down the main dirt road, the villagers stopped their evening chores to stare.

It was a strange sight. A heavily armored knight, a dwarf covered in swamp mud, an elf glowing with residual mana, and a rogue with daggers drawn were marching in a tight phalanx around little Jacob Hemlock.

Old Man Miller waved from his porch. "Evenin', Jacob! Make it back safe?"

"Threat detected," Carlos muttered, his head snapping toward the old man.

[Combat Insight Triggered]

[Target: Elderly Human] [Weapon: Wooden Cane] 
[Threat Level: Negligible] [Status: Friendly]

"Stand down," Carlos whispered to the team. "It is a civilian."

"Hello, Mr. Miller!" Jacob called back, waving through the gap between Grimmand and Carlos. "Just got some herbs for the garden!"

"That is a lot of security for some herbs!" the old man laughed.

"These are very expensive herbs!" Tamsin yelled back with a charming grin. "Top of the line! Don't get too close, they bite!"

They hurried through the town. Jacob tried to stop at the baker's stall to buy a sweet roll, but Elara physically lifted him off the ground and kept walking without breaking her stride.

"No stops," she said pleasantly. "Sugar makes you hyper, and hyper children run. Running leads to tripping, which could lead to an injury. So, no rolls."

"You guys are the worst," Jacob grumbled, dangling from her grip until she set him down on the other side of the market.

The sun was dipping below the horizon by the time the Hemlock farm came into view.

The familiar sight of the farmhouse, with smoke curling from the chimney and the cattle grazing on the stock hay just outside the barn, made Jacob feel a sudden wave of relief.

The dungeon had been exciting, but the constant pressure of the mana density had been exhausting, not to mention the crazy mobs.

Arthur was standing by the gate.

He leaned against a fence post, chewing on a stalk of wheat.

He watched the heavily armed squad approach his property with the calm expression of a man who could see everything.

Carlos held up a hand. "Halt."

The party stopped ten feet from the gate.

"Target location reached," Carlos breathed. "Grimmand, secure the rear. Tamsin, watch the tree line. Elara, scan the house."

"House is clear," Elara reported. "One adult male at the gate. One adult female inside. Two juvenile signatures in the barn."

Carlos stepped forward. He looked exhausted and stressed, but he stood tall.

"Arthur Hemlock?" Carlos asked formally.

Arthur looked at the knight, noticing he was acting weird since they had already met. Then he looked at his son, who was covered in dungeon grime but seemingly unharmed.

"That's me," Arthur said, chalking up the weird atmosphere to some quest or whatever. "You bring my boy back in one piece?"

"One piece! Yes, sir," Carlos confirmed. "No scratches or bruises. And a bag full of salt-grass."

Jacob squeezed past Carlos and ran to the gate. "Hey, Dad! The dungeon was huge! We fought a giant bull-lizard, and Elara blew it up with a light bomb!"

Arthur raised an eyebrow. "Is that so? And did you get the grass?"

"Oh, yeah, I got it," Jacob patted his bag. "Enough for the whole plot!"

Arthur nodded, satisfied. He opened the gate. "Get inside and wash up. Your mother has some stew on."

Jacob stepped through the gate and crossed the property line.

The moment his foot hit the soil of the farm, the air around the adventurers shimmered.

A massive, golden notification window exploded into existence in the center of the group.

Quest Completed: Escort Anomaly 
Time Elapsed: 4 Hours 
Rating: Perfect

Rewards Distributed

Carlos gasped as a pillar of golden light hit him. He fell to his knees, clutching his chest.

He could feel the knowledge burning itself into his mind. The skill Shield Bash was tearing itself apart and knitting back together into something far more terrifying.

[Skill Evolved: Titan's Impact (B-Rank)]

Grimmand cried out as a heavy, ornate stone fragment materialized in his hands. It glowed with the runes of his ancestors, humming with a power that made his axe vibrate in resonance.

Elara arched her back, a pure white light purging her body. She coughed up a final glob of black tar and then took a deep, clean breath. Her mana channels widened, clarifying instantly.

The chronic ache of potion sickness vanished, and she could feel the energy of the world practically pour itself into her center of power.

Tamsin just started laughing. He held a leather-bound book in his hands. Shadow Step. The holy grail of movement skills.

Arthur watched the light show with mild interest. He didn't see the System windows, but he saw the magic. He knew what quest completion looked like.

"Well," Arthur said, spitting out his wheat stalk. "Looks like you folks had a productive trip."

Carlos stood up slowly. He felt like he could punch a hole through a mountain. He looked at Arthur, then at Jacob, who was already running toward the house.

"Productive," Carlos choked out. "Yes. You could say that."

He walked over to the fence and extended a hand to Arthur.

"Your son," Carlos said, shaking the farmer's hand with profound seriousness, "is a very special young man. If you ever need anything. And I mean anything at all, you send a message to the Guild. If you ask for Carlos's team, we will be here."

Arthur gripped the knight's hand. His grip was surprisingly strong for a farmer.

"I appreciate that," Arthur said. "He has a knack for finding trouble. Good to know he has friends who can handle it."

Arthur turned to head back to the house. "You folks want some stew? It is fresh beef."

Grimmand looked at his ancestral fragment. He looked at the warm, inviting house.

"I would kill for some stew," the dwarf admitted.

"Then come on in," Arthur said. "Just leave the weapons by the door. May doesn't like mud in the hall."

As the most powerful adventuring party in the region filed humbly through the garden gate, Jacob was already inside, dumping forty pounds of priceless dungeon loot and muddy grass onto the kitchen table.

"Mom!" Jacob yelled. "I'm home!"

And in the quiet space that would normally connect Jacob to the System, a silent voice talked to no one:
Hidden Quest Completed
Rarity: Unique
Completed Objective: Survive enhanced gate.
Reward: Class Evolution
Error: Questee is not connected
Resolution: Pending Reward...
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  The stew was heavy with beef and rosemary, providing the kind of warmth that only a home kitchen could offer after a long day.

Grimmand sat at the sturdy oak table in the Hemlock kitchen and wiped his beard with the back of his hand. He let out a long breath of genuine satisfaction.

"Mrs. Hemlock," the dwarf said as he gestured with his spoon toward May. "I have eaten at some of the most famous tables in the Iron Mountain. I have even shared meals with the nobility of the north. This beef stew is easily the best meal I've had in years."

May smiled as she refilled his bowl from the iron pot. "The rosemary is the secret, Mr. Grimmand. The beef is from our own herd as well. Please, eat until you are full. You brought my son home in one piece, and that is worth more than a few bowls of stew."

Arthur sat at the head of the table and ate slowly. He watched his guests with a practiced eye.

He noticed how Tamsin kept his knife hand free and how Carlos chose the seat with a clear view of both the door and the window. These were men who lived by their reflexes, guided by experience.

"So," Arthur said, his voice level and calm. "Jacob mentioned that you ran into a few complications today."

Carlos lowered his spoon and met Arthur's gaze. He had already decided to omit the details about the Void Knight and the poisonous swamp gas.

There was no benefit in telling a mother how close her child had come to a necrotic cloud.

"We saw a few unexpected spawns," Carlos said. "The dungeon was unusually active this afternoon, but it was nothing we couldn't handle. Jacob stayed in the rear of the formation exactly as we instructed."

"He was reliable," Tamsin added while tearing off a piece of crusty bread. "He kept his head down and managed not to panic. Most people we escort are far louder than your son."

Jacob sat at the far end of the table and focused on his meal. He was trying his best to look small and unsuspecting so the conversation would move past him.

"Regarding the logistics," Carlos said, leaning back. "We should settle the division of the loot before we head back toward the village. I would rather not carry these materials any further than necessary."

Jacob stood up and pulled his burlap sack onto the table. It looked like a simple, harmless bag sitting there beside the butter dish.

"The salt grass is for my greenhouse," Jacob said. He reached into the bag and pulled out several bundles of the muddy, bulbous plants, stacking them carefully on a side table that had a burlap cover waiting for the bulbs. "Everything else is for the group."

"That was the deal," Carlos agreed.

Jacob reached back into the sack. The fabric rippled slightly as he gripped something heavy and pulled it through the narrow opening.

The massive, black stone pauldron of the Void Knight hit the table with a thud that made the wood groan. He was thankful for the runes reinforcing the old table.

Arthur’s eyebrows shot up. He recognized the void stone immediately. It was a material that seemed to drink the light in the room.

Next came the Behemoth Heart, which still held a dull, stagnant glow in the center of its mass.

Finally, Jacob emptied a pile of glowing crystals, beast claws, and various pelts onto the tablecloth.

Carlos began to sort the items with the efficiency of a man who had done this a thousand times. "The heart goes to the alchemists and the stone goes to the smiths. We will split the gold four ways once the sale is final. The cores go to the guild bank, and the rest will be sold to the local merchants."

He began sweeping the earth-affinity cores into his own pouch.

"Wait," Elara said, placing a hand on Carlos’s wrist to stop him.

Carlos frowned. "What is the problem?"

"Leave the cores," Elara said.

"These are high-grade E-ranks, Elara. There is a significant amount of gold sitting right there," Carlos reminded her.

"He saved us a fortune by keeping us from using our consumables on the lower floors," Elara argued. Her voice was soft but held a firm edge. "He also saved my life."

She reached into the pile and pulled out the Void Knight’s left gauntlet.

It was a smaller piece than the pauldron, featuring articulated fingers carved from the same dark metallic stone. "Leave this as well."

Carlos blinked. "The gauntlet? That is a caster's item meant to conduct mana. Why would a farmer need it?"

"Look at him, Carlos," Elara whispered.

Carlos looked toward the end of the table. Jacob was not looking at the gold or the expensive cores.

He was staring at the stone gauntlet with an expression of intense curiosity.

He was not calculating the price. He was trying to understand how the mana moved through the stone joints.

"He is an enchanter," Elara said. "He needs high-quality materials to practice his craft. If you want him to be able to upgrade your gear the next time we go into a gate, give him something to work with."

Carlos looked at the gauntlet and then back at his own breastplate. He could still feel the pressure of the enchantment Jacob had placed there. He sighed and pushed the small pile of cores and the gauntlet toward the boy.

"Consider it a bonus for the job," Carlos said. "The stone and the cores stay here. I'll even throw in these hides and claws to see if you can turn them into something useful."

Jacob’s eyes widened. "Are you serious?"

"Just don't blow up the barn," Carlos grumbled. "I don't want your father coming after me, it could cause trouble with the guild."

"I'll be careful," Jacob promised, pulling the gauntlet closer to inspect the etchings on the fingers.

"That is very generous of you," May said with a warm smile.

"It is just good business, Ma'am," Tamsin said.

The party finished their meal and gathered their belongings. The heaviest pieces of loot were secured into their own packs now that the Distortion Bag had been emptied.

They walked to the door where the cool night air was waiting.

"We will be back in the village in a few weeks," Carlos told Arthur. "If you decide on another run, or if the boy comes up with anything else worth seeing, let us know."

"I'll do that," Arthur replied. "Safe travels to the village."

The adventurers marched into the darkness, their shapes quickly disappearing down the lane.

Arthur went out to the barn to get Caleb and Lila, bringing them inside before the true cold of the night settled in.

May began clearing the empty bowls while Jacob and his siblings sat by the hearth. He was already holding the void gauntlet up to the firelight, tracing the mana lines with his thumb.

Arthur walked over and stood near his son. "Jacob."

"Yes, Dad?" Jacob did not look up from the stone fingers.

"Put the gauntlet down and stand up for a moment."

  

    
        74. Onward and Upward

    
    
    
    
  Arthur knelt down. He reached out and touched the leather coat Jacob was wearing. It was the enchanted coat Jacob had made for himself before the trip.

He ran his thumb over the chest.

There, right over the heart, was a deep scuff in the leather. The fibers were compressed and shiny, as if they had been struck by a hammer.

Arthur knew leather. He knew what kind of force it took to make a mark like that. That wasn't a scratch from a briar patch. That was a direct impact from something heavy.

He looked at the shoulder. Another small dent.

Arthur looked at Jacob's face. The boy looked happy and healthy... unharmed, even.

If he hadn't been wearing this coat, that blow to the chest would have shattered his ribs.

"Standard run, huh?" Arthur whispered, looking at the door where Carlos had just left.

"What?" Jacob asked.

"Nothing," Arthur said, smoothing the leather over his son's heart. He felt a faint vibration under his fingertips. The magic in the coat was still active and running its protective enchantment.

Arthur felt a chill go down his spine. He had almost lost him. If Jacob hadn't been prepared, if he hadn't been special...

Arthur stood up. He put a hand on Jacob's head.

"You did good work on this coat, son," Arthur said thickly. "It's sturdy, seems to have served you well."

"Thanks, Dad," Jacob beamed. "It worked really well. I didn't feel a thing."

Arthur swallowed the lump in his throat. "Good. That is good. Now, go put that rock away before you drop it on your toe. It is bedtime."

"Okay! Good night!"

Jacob ran off toward his room, the heavy stone gauntlet clutched in his arms, his mind already racing with new patterns.

Arthur watched him go. Then he walked to his desk, opened the old journal of his grandfather, and picked up his quill.

He had a feeling he was going to need to write down a lot more than just crop yields this winter.

The farmhouse was quiet. The only sound was the settling of the timbers and the rhythmic chirping of crickets outside the window.

Jacob sat on the floor of his room surrounded by his haul.

The forty pounds of salt-grass bulbs were already safely stowed in the barn in prepared beds of sandy loam for storage. The monster cores were sorted into glass jars on his shelf. They glowed faintly and cast a soft, multi-colored nightlight across the room.

But his attention was focused on the table.

On the left sat the Void Gauntlet. It was a massive, articulated piece of black stone. It absorbed the light from the candle. It looked like a hole in reality shaped like a hand.

On the right sat the dagger.

It was the blade Old Thom had given him months ago. It was a simple, brutal thing. It was just a thick, rusted slab of metal with no edge and a wrapped leather handle. Thom had called it "scrap." but Arthur had called it "sturdy metal."

Jacob picked it up.

This dagger had weighed on him for the last few months. He had tried to sharpen it, and polish it, with no luck. Same when he tried to understand it. He had always known it was special. But now, with his soul expanded by the dungeon and instruction from Carlos still fresh in his mind, he looked at it differently.

He activated his mana sight.

He looked at the Void Gauntlet first. The structure was complex. It was a dense, chaotic lattice of mineralized mana, the kind of material that high-level smiths would kill for.

Then he looked at the dagger.

It didn't glow, or hum. It just sat there like a dead weight in his perception.

But when he pushed his mana against it to find the grain, he hit nothing.

Or rather, he hit everything.

The Void Stone was dense like a brick wall. But this dagger? This material was a singularity.

His mana slid off the surface like water off oil. There were no pores, or microscopic cracks. There was not even any grain to weave into. It was an absolute matter. It was so incredibly dense and fundamentally stable that it rejected his attempts to interface with it.

Jacob frowned. He remembered the day his father had given it to him. Arthur had tried to name the metal. He had tried to say "Star Metal" or "Adamant," but the System had glitched his speech. It had censored him.

"That is a sturdy metal."

Jacob picked up his mithril etching tool.

He held the Void Gauntlet steady. He pressed the tip of the tool against the black stone and pushed a pulse of blue mana.

The stone accepted it. It was resistant like pushing a needle through tough leather, but it yielded. He could feel the mana pathways opening up. He could weave a Strengthening aspect into this stone if he focused. It was high-level material, but it was workable.

He set the gauntlet down and picked up the dagger.

He pressed the mithril tip to the flat of the black blade. He visualized a simple Sharpness rune, then he pushed.

Nothing.

The mana didn't enter the metal. It pooled on the surface and dissipated. It was like trying to write on a diamond with a wet noodle.

He pushed harder. He poured more of his core's density into the tool to force a pathway open.

Come on. I just enchanted C-rank steel in a swamp and bypassed a mage staff's safety protocols. I made a bag that eats boulders for crying out loud!

He strained as his forehead beaded with sweat. The air in the room grew heavy as he channelled more power.

The dagger remained unimpressed.

It wasn't that he wasn't strong enough. It was that his resolution wasn't high enough. It was like his mana was like a blunt crayon trying to write on a microchip. This material required a level of precision and density that he simply didn't possess yet.

Jacob let out a breath and dropped the tool. He wiped the sweat from his eyes.

"Okay," he whispered to the dagger. "You win. For now."

He looked back at the Void Gauntlet.

The black stone sat there heavy and inviting. It was tough and obviously very magical. It was significantly harder to work than the steel of Carlos's armor, but unlike the dagger, it was possible.

It was the next step.

If he wanted to crack the code of the Sturdy Metal dagger, he needed practice. He needed to learn how to weave mana into materials that fought back, giving him a bit of resistance that he could work with. He needed to master the Void Stone first.

Jacob picked up the gauntlet again. He ran his thumb over the knuckles.

This wasn't just loot. This was a training dummy.

He would strip the existing enchantments from this gauntlet. Then he would study how the dungeon had built it. And, finally, he would rewrite it. He would fill this black stone with so many complex, interwoven composite fields that it would make Elara's staff look like a twig.

And when he mastered this, that was when he would come back for the dagger.

Jacob set the gauntlet in the center of his desk and opened his notebook to a fresh page.

Project: Void Weave Objective: Total Mana Integration

He smiled as he picked up his quill, and then he began to draw out his plans in more detail.

  

    
        75. New Enchantment

    
    
    
    
  Jacob sat cross-legged on his bed with his eyes closed. The Void Gauntlet rested in his lap.

He wasn't looking at it with his eyes. Instead, he was feeling it with his magic.

He had remained in this position for several hours, appearing as if he were asleep to anyone passing by his door. In reality, he was tracing a tangled path through the internal structure of the artifact.

The enchantment inside the gauntlet felt abrasive.

It possessed a chaotic energy that lacked the efficiency of his own work.

He pushed his perception deeper into the stone to visualize the structure.

It was a mess.

It looked like someone had taken a handful of magical wires and thrown them into a blender. A central core of mana acted as a battery, but the pathways leading away from it were twisted and jagged. There were sub-cores grafted onto the main line at random intervals, and nodes pulsing with power that didn't seem to connect to anything at all.

It was a brute-force enchantment that pushed massive amounts of power through a poorly designed circuit, wasting half of that energy just to keep the internal structure from collapsing.

Jacob opened his eyes and frowned.

How does this even work? He thought. It's inefficient and leaks mana everywhere. If I built a circuit like this, it would probably just short out in five seconds.

But it didn't short out. Somehow, it worked. The gauntlet was incredibly strong.

He set the metallic stone gauntlet aside and grabbed a stack of cured raptor hides to use for a comparison.

He laid a strip of leather on his desk and picked up his mithril tool.

He visualized a standard durability field using his own method, focusing on the honeycomb structure where every line supported its neighbor.

He etched the pattern into the field of the hide with a pulse of blue mana.

Click.

The enchantment settled instantly. The mana flowed through the lattice with zero resistance, creating a logical loop.

He looked back at the gauntlet.

Why was the dungeon's enchantment so messy? Was it just bad design? Or was it doing something he didn't understand?

He picked up another strip of leather.

Okay. Let's try to copy it.

He tried to replicate the chaotic structure he sensed in the gauntlet by carving a "core" node. He drew jagged lines and added random sub-nodes.

Then he pushed mana into it.

Fizzle.

The leather smoked and curled up when the enchantment failed instantly. The conflicting pathways fought each other and tore the material apart.

"Weird," Jacob whispered.

He tried again. This time, he didn't copy the shape. He copied the flow.

He ignored the messy wires of energy and focused on what the mana was actually doing. Then he traced the current from the core to the fingertips.

The main core pumped raw power, while the first sub-core acted like a dam to build pressure, and the second sub-core acted like a release valve. The random nodes weren't useless. They were anchors, holding the chaotic energy in place by brute force.

Jacob realized with a start that this was exactly how the System worked. It didn't care about elegance. It cared about results, pushing massive amounts of power through a structure, and adding more anchors until it held.

He looked at his own smooth lattice on the first piece of leather. His method was better, but the dungeon method had one advantage. It could hold more.

His lattice was limited by the geometry of the runic patterns, while the dungeon was limited only by how much pressure the anchors could withstand.

What if I combine them?

Jacob grabbed a third piece of leather.

He visualized his clean honeycomb lattice but tweaked the way the runes meshed together. He tried to create a high-pressure core at the center by folding the lattice in on itself, hoping to trap mana in a loop that would mimic the gauntlet’s battery effect.

He pressed the tool to the leather and pushed.

The lattice lit up as the mana rushed in. Pressure built rapidly in the center where he had folded the runes. The leather glowed with an intense light that signaled a power density far higher than his standard work.

Then the vibration started. It was not a stable hum, but a violent wobble.

The core he had created began to vibrate. The clean lines of his lattice couldn't contain the raw, chaotic pressure of the artificial battery. The runes weren't designed to hold that kind of power.

They were designed for flow, not storage.

Crack.

The leather strip snapped in half as the enchantment unraveled in a burst of blue sparks that singed his eyebrows.

Jacob coughed, waving away the smoke.

He stared at the broken leather.

The concept was sound, but he was missing a piece of the puzzle. His lattice needed a specific component to stabilize the core.

The dungeon used brute-force anchors, but Jacob wanted a geometric solution that would hold the core in place without shattering the surrounding frame.

But he didn't know what that shape was yet.

He looked at the Void Gauntlet again. The chaotic enchantment mocked him. It was ugly, but it could withstand much more power.

He picked up his notebook.

Project Update: Goal: Integrated Mana Battery. Problem: Core Destabilization. Missing Component: Unknown Stabilizer Rune.

He closed the book. He hadn't mastered it yet, but he had learned. The Void Stone was appalling in its inefficiency, but it had shown him that there was a ceiling to his current method.

And Jacob Hemlock hated ceilings.

  

    
        76. Clearing an Enchantment

    
    
    
    
  Jacob looked at the Void Gauntlet. He had mapped the chaos and understood the inefficiency. Now he had to delete it.

The enchantment was held together by the random, brute-force nodes he had identified earlier. They functioned like heavy clamps holding a high-pressure pipe together. If he removed those constraints, the pressure should dissipate, and the chaotic mana should leak out into the room.

It was a sound theory.

He picked up his mithril tool and took a slow breath to center himself before beginning to pull on the magic within his core to power his method.

When the first node was targeted, he found a jagged knot of power situated near the wrist.

Jacob pressed the tip of the tool against the stone.

He did not try to unravel the knot, he simply flooded it. He pushed a surge of his own magic directly into the anchor point.

Pop.

The node shattered. It couldn't handle the sudden influx of concentrated mana. The structure collapsed instantly, and the magical tension in that part of the gauntlet vanished.

"Easy," Jacob whispered.

He moved to the next one. There were six major anchors holding the messy "spaghetti code" together.

Pop. The second one went down.

Pop. The third.

Jacob worked with the focus of someone dismantling a volatile mechanism.

He removed the fourth and fifth anchors in rapid succession. The buzzing noise of the enchantment began to shift in pitch, moving from a steady hum to a wobbling, uneven vibration.

He pressed the tool to the final anchor near the knuckles.

"Goodbye," Jacob said.

He flooded it.

Pop.

The final clamp broke.

Jacob sat back and waited for the enchantment to fade.

It didn't fade.

The hum spiked into a high-pitched whine. The central core, which he had assumed would just leak its energy out, did the exact opposite.

Without the anchors to hold it in check, the high-pressure battery began to expand. It started to spin wildly inside the stone, which caused it to start heating up.

"Uh oh," Jacob said.

The black stone, usually cold to the touch, was suddenly radiating heat like a stove top. The chaotic pathways he had disconnected were flailing around inside the mana field like live wires. They were shorting out against the stone itself.

The gauntlet was turning into a mana bomb.

If that core detonated, it would shatter the Void Stone and turn his priceless loot into a pile of expensive gravel.

"No, no, no!"

Jacob didn't panic. He got angry. He hadn't dragged this thing out of a swamp just to let it blow itself up.

He grabbed the mithril tool with both hands.

He couldn't drain the core since it was spinning too fast. He had to crush it, instead.

He drove the tool down onto the back of the gauntlet, right over the center of the runaway core.

Then, he visualized his own mana as a massive, solid anvil. He dropped it onto the spinning, chaotic mess of the dungeon's core.

CRUNCH.

He felt the resistance in his mind. The dungeon's magic fought back with a wild and violent tenacity. It tried to burn through his connection and push him out.

"Sit. Down." Jacob gritted his teeth.

He poured more power into the tool, flooding the gauntlet with so much blue mana that the room lit up. He suffocated the red-hot chaos of the dungeon core with a blanket of his own power.

The stone was searing hot now. He could smell the leather pad beneath it starting to smoke.

He pushed harder, feeling the structure of the runaway core buckle. It cracked under the weight of his will.

Shatter.

The high-pitched whine cut off instantly.

The chaotic energy didn't explode. It dissipated into the air in a harmless wave of heat and static electricity.

Jacob slumped forward, his breathing hard and his shaking.

He pulled the mithril tool away.

The Void Gauntlet sat on the desk. It was glowing a dull red from the heat, and smoke curled up from the leather mat underneath it. The room smelled of ozone and burnt hide.

The noise was gone.

Jacob reached out with his mana sense and found only silence. The stone was empty.

The messy pathways and the brute-force anchors were gone, and the unstable core had been reduced to dust.

It was a blank vessel of high-grade Void Stone now.

Jacob grinned. He ignored the smell of burning leather and the sweat dripping down his nose.

He looked at the gauntlet with hungry eyes.

It was cleared of its enchantments and ready for experimentation.

He grabbed his notebook and flipped to a fresh page. His hand moved across the paper as he sketched out a new design.

He knew exactly what he was going to build, and it would be far more efficient than the chaos he had just destroyed.

It was going to be beautiful.

  

    
        77. The Core

    
    
    
    
  The Void Gauntlet had finally cooled. Jacob picked it up and found that with the dungeon's noise gone, he could perceive the stone's natural tendencies.

Unlike the very sturdy material of the dagger, the Void Stone possessed a subtle internal structure.

It had somewhat of a personality.

He closed his eyes and meditated on the structure.

He found faint lines of conductivity where the mana preferred to travel. It reminded him of the grain in a piece of oak.

If he forced the magic against these paths, he would lose power to friction. If he followed them, the stone would act as an amplifier.

Okay. Flow with the grain. Build the core.

He sat at his desk and began to work.

He tried a sphere first. He constructed a round, hollow mana lattice in the center of the gauntlet and tried to weave his composite fields into it.

It collapsed. The sphere was too perfect and it had no anchor points for the square geometry of his lattice.

He tried a cube that held the lattice perfectly, but the corners created stress points that bled mana. It heated up within seconds.

He tried a pyramid. A cylinder. A dodecahedron.

Failure. Failure. Failure.

Every shape he built either leaked power or fought the natural grain of the Void Stone. He spent hours channeling mana, constructing delicate 3D geometries, and watching them unravel.

"It doesn't fit!" Jacob yelled.

He stood up in a fit of frustration. He grabbed the heavy stone gauntlet and hurled it across the room.

Thud-clatter.

It slammed into his shelf, and one of the glass jars shattered. A pile of Earth-affinity monster cores spilled onto the floor and clicked against the stone gauntlet.

Jacob stared at the mess, breathing heavily.

He walked over to clean it up. He reached down to pick up the gauntlet, but his hand brushed against one of the E-rank cores.

It was warm, and it was pulsing faintly.

He paused.

He remembered the campfire. He remembered Carlos handing him the bag of cores and telling him to pick a battery before dismissing it because he didn't know how to use them.

Carlos thought I needed a battery.

Jacob picked up the core. It was a rough, jagged crystal. To the naked eye, it looked like a rock. But to his mana sense, it was a dense knot of energy.

He sat back down on the floor and closed his eyes, quickly sinking into meditation.

He looked past the outer shell of the crystal and pushed his perception through the chaotic crust of the monster's residual energy.

There, deep inside, he found it.

It wasn't a jagged rock. It was a perfect, crystalline geometric structure. It was a natural mana storage unit built by the universe itself.

The outer layers were garbage. They were the "spaghetti code" of the monster's biology, which was a mess of inefficient pathways that connected the core to the beast's body.

But if he stripped that away and bled off the excess mana, then dissolved the shell, what remained was the stabilizer.

It was the shape he had been missing. It was a complex, faceted geometry that his mind couldn't even invent because it was organic.

It was designed to hold pressure and to interface with a dense flow.

Jacob grabbed his mithril tool and the monster core.

He tried to peel it by visualizing his mana as a scalpel. He tried to cut away the messy outer shell to get to the perfect geometry inside.

Crack.

The core shattered in his hand. The energy dissipated instantly.

Jacob groaned and flopped back onto the floor.

He had the theory, and he knew the answer. But he didn't have the skill.

Stripping a core without breaking it required a level of delicacy he didn't have yet.

It was like trying to perform eye surgery with a shovel. He had just burned fifty silver coins in a single second.

He looked at the pile of cores on the floor. There was fifty gold worth of potential money sitting there.

If he kept experimenting, he was going to burn through his family's entire earnings in an afternoon.

"Nope," Jacob said. He sat up and started gathering the cores back into a pile. "Not doing it. It would be too expensive, and if I can't make up for the loss, I would basically be burning money."

He put the cores back in a new jar before putting the Void Gauntlet on the highest shelf, out of reach.

He had hit another ceiling. He knew the path forward now. He just needed to learn how to process cores. He needed to learn how to refine the raw material of the dungeon into the components for his lattice.

But until he could do that without spending capital that the farm couldn't even produce, the Void Project would be on hold.

Jacob dusted off his hands.

At least I have the salt-grass, he thought. Plants are free, basically at least.

He then headed out of the door to his house, as he needed to actually get a greenhouse built.

I was kinda surprised no one questioned me about the greenhouse when I mentioned it earlier, oh well.

He found his father out in the barn and asked to use the old donkey and a wagon to get some materials from the lumber mill.

"And what exactly are you needing from the lumber mill?" Arthur asked, looking rather curious.

"Well," Jacob began, "I want to go pick up some materials to build a greenhouse." 

As he was speaking, it occurred to him that his plan had some holes.

I seem to have gotten ahead of myself.

Arthur grinned slightly, "When you get these materials, who is going to help you build this greenhouse?"

Jacob blinked, realizing his mistake, but before he could answer, Arthur simply clapped him on the shoulder. "Don't worry, son. Just tell your old man what your magic needs, and we'll see to it. Now, go get the donkey ready."

  

    
        78. The Materials

    
    
    
    
  Jacob found the lumber mill a chaotic mess of sawhorses and sawdust. He spent nearly an hour haggling over the price of the planks and posts, then another twenty minutes securing the massive bolt of thatch membrane that would serve as the greenhouse roof. His mind was racing, trying to calculate the weight distribution and the tensile strength of the ropes. He tied the first knot, a complicated fisherman's bend, and frowned, convinced it was overkill.

He had been worrying about the knot for three minutes, but then he heard a sound.

It was a voice that sliced through the dusty clatter of the mill with the effortless grace of a bird taking flight. The sound wasn't loud, but it possessed a purity that demanded attention. The complicated formulas and weight concerns that were cluttering Jacob's mind instantly faded. The faint headache he always carried from the Void Gauntlet experimentation vanished.

His frantic mental list of lumber dimensions and greenhouse calculations settled, and the solution, a perfect figure-eight knot, simply appeared in his head. His heart rate dropped, and he felt a quiet, powerful focus settle over him.

He looked up.

Sera was walking toward him from the main thoroughfare. She wore a simple dress, but her presence seemed to make the drab surroundings brighter.

"Jacob?" she asked, a slight smile on her face. "What are you building, a small house? That's a lot of wood for a farmer."

Jacob secured the final rope with the precision that had suddenly been gifted to him. "A greenhouse for the salt-grass," he said simply. "The farm needs this grass to grow during the winter, and I need a controlled environment to make the enchantment work."

Sera's eyes were sparkling with curiosity. "A greenhouse for magic grass, that sounds much more interesting than what I'm doing." She gestured vaguely down the road. "Need a hand on the ride back?"

Jacob looked at the heavy lumber, the clumsy donkey, and then at her. Her presence alone had cleared his mind and made the arduous task feel instantly lighter. He knew he needed her.

"I do," Jacob said, stepping aside to help her climb onto the wagon. "Just sit here and keep humming."

Sera laughed, the sound having the effect of a gentle chime. She settled next to the lumber and adjusted the bolt of thatch membrane. The donkey, which had been fidgeting nervously, calmed instantly under the soft humming she started.

"Tell me about this salt-grass, Jacob," Sera said as the donkey began to plod slowly back toward the farm. "And tell me why you need a whole house just for a few plants."

Jacob looked at the road ahead, realizing he didn't feel the need to be cryptic or defensive. He was not talking to a common farmhand or a curious villager. He was talking to a Sera who could magically settle his soul.

...

The ride out of the small village of Ruvka was slow. The donkey was old, and the wagon was heavy, even with the lightness enchantments. Jacob had calculated the load capacity carefully, but he had pushed the limit, and the wagon wheels dug ruts into the muddy trail.

Sera kept up a soft, wordless melody, a tune that had no verses but somehow told a story of warmth and progress. The song didn't physically propel the wagon, but Jacob felt an unusual wellspring of energy.

He walked beside the donkey, his hand resting on the rough planks, and found his muscles didn't ache. His concentration remained sharp, allowing him to anticipate every loose stone and every change in the road's incline.

He used the time to explain the economics of the salt-grass. "It's resilient, easy to grow, and it can soak up the salt right out of a field with some coaxing. It doesn't need much water, but it needs consistent heat to grow fast enough to do what we need it to do on the farm. That's what the greenhouse is for, replicating an endless, mild summer."

Sera nodded thoughtfully. "So it's not about making it grow better with magic, just making it grow faster."

"Exactly," Jacob confirmed. "It's a logistics problem, not a magical one, at least mostly."

As they crossed the final ridge and the farm came into view, Jacob could see movement near the familiar barn. Arthur hadn't wasted any time. He had already cleared the ground behind the woodshed, a spot that was sheltered from the worst of the winter winds but still received good sunlight.

Arthur stood there with Caleb, Ellis, and Tom, the two free farmhands. Shovels were stuck in the dirt, and the men were wearing thick, patched jackets against the damp chill of the late afternoon. They looked prepared, if a bit confused.

Jacob pulled the donkey to a stop near the prepped site. Arthur walked over, his face stern but his eyes holding a familiar warmth.

"Took you long enough," Arthur grumbled, spotting Sera on the wagon. He tipped his hat. "Miss. It's good that you could join us. Maybe your singing can cheer up this miserable lot."

Caleb, now twelve and built like a small ox, grinned at Jacob. "Ready to build your Mage Tower, little brother?"

"It's a greenhouse, Caleb," Jacob corrected, dropping the reins. He glanced at the hands that had stopped digging. "Father, I need a foundation that can hold enchantments, not just walls. It needs to be precise."

Arthur nodded, understanding the nuance instantly. "We know. I told the men it wasn't a barn. We've leveled the ground exactly where you stand. The dirt beneath has been packed down. Ellis and Tom will handle the heavy lifting, the posts, and the planking. Caleb is on trench detail for the drainage. You, boy, you just focus on where the magic needs to go. Show us your vision."

Arthur pointed to a clear patch of earth near a stack of fieldstones. "We need a foundation that will hold the heat enchantment I know you're planning. The stones are there. Draw your lines. Tell us where the doors and air vents sit. We're in your hands, Jacob. Start commanding."

The men waited, shovels resting on their shoulders. Jacob stood on the packed earth, surrounded by his family, his new follower, and the farm's labor. He had the materials, the site, and the manpower. All that was missing was the magic.

Jacob knelt down and grabbed a piece of chalk, ready to draw the precise, complex circuit diagram he had designed in his head. This was it. The moment to begin his new path.

  

    
        79: The Foundation Circuit

    
    
    
    
  Jacob scraped the chalk against the hard, packed earth. The sound was thin and dry, a stark contrast to the heavy silence that had fallen over the work crew. He felt the weight of their eyes, Arthur's steady, patient gaze, Caleb's eager curiosity, and the quiet, assessing looks from Ellis and Tom.

Behind them, Sera sat on the wagon, her silent presence a source of steady calm.

He was supposed to be drawing the foundation circuit.

In his head, he could visualize the ideal layout: a complex, multi-layered weave of Reinforcement and Heat runes, carefully layered to create a self-sustaining floor enchantment. It required perfect corners, overlapping but non-interfering pathways, and multiple anchor points where the fieldstones would sit.

Based on his gamer knowledge, this circuit was necessary to keep the ground warm enough to simulate an endless summer, preventing the cold Ruvkan soil from leeching the enchantment's power.

Jacob placed the chalk point down and started the first line, focusing on the sheer logic of the flow.

A single heat rune here, branching into three pressure-dampening lines there. If the mana flows at 10 units/second, the heat output must be 5 degrees higher than ambient.

He finished the first corner. It was mathematically perfect, a rigid, right-angle masterpiece. But as he stepped back, he frowned. It felt weak and fragile. Like a tower built entirely on paper calculations.

He knelt down and wiped the perfect chalk lines away with his hand, erasing an hour of mental design in a single smear.

"What was wrong with it, son?" Arthur asked, his voice low and concerned.

Jacob took a deep breath, looking not at the blueprint in his mind, but at the piece of fieldstone waiting nearby. It was rough and utterly imperfect.

He thought back to the hints Gerald had given to him, and thought to himself, It's not about how perfectly you draw the lines, Jacob. It's about how clearly you tell the magic what you want it to do. The intent is more powerful than the lines.

He picked up the chalk again. This time, he didn't focus on the numbers. He focused on the feeling he needed. The intent he wanted to convey to the magic.

Warmth. Deep, root-nurturing warmth. The feeling of soil that has never known frost. A feeling of eternal growth.

He began to draw. The lines were thicker now, the corners rounded, and the connections were less like mathematical vectors and more like branching roots. He drew a single large Warmth rune as a central, pulsing heart instead of a simple symbol.

Instead of rigid Reinforcement lines, he drew curving pathways that simply felt strong. He ignored the precise distances his old theories demanded and instead drew the circuit to flow around the existing lumps and bumps in the packed dirt.

It was messy and inefficient. But when he finished the outline of the foundation, the design pulsed in his mana-sight with a low, contented thrum. The result felt to him like a harmonious arrangement between the physical and magical.

"Caleb," Jacob commanded, rising to his feet. "Start the trench detail here, following this outer line. It needs to be a foot deep for the drainage stones."

Caleb, momentarily distracted by the strange, wavy chalk lines, quickly snapped to attention. "Got it."

"Ellis, Tom," Jacob continued, pointing to the posts. "We need to set the four corner posts first, exactly on these four points. Father, you lay the foundation stones on the curved paths I've drawn. Fill every line with a stone, no gaps. The stone holds the magic here, not the dirt."

Jacob had simplified his instructions because the complex logic was now handled by his visualization. The men didn't need to know the heat differential; they just needed to follow the lines. The magic would handle the heavy lifting for this project.

Arthur, studying the unusual drawing, raised an eyebrow but didn't question it. "Curved lines for a foundation, boy? Are you trying to make the walls lean?"

"The enchantment doesn't care about straight lines, Father," Jacob explained, finally verbalizing his breakthrough. "It cares about the flow, and this flows. I can reinforce the structure when we are done, but I can't force the magic to work if it doesn't flow."

Arthur grinned, the corner of his mouth turning up in a look of pride. He picked up the first heavy fieldstone. "Well, let's see what your flow is worth."

The labor began in earnest. The rhythmic scraping of shovels, the heavy thud of posts being set into the earth, and the low, steady harmony of Sera's voice blended into a single sound of effort and magic.

Jacob was everywhere at once, supervising the work and enchanting the fieldstones with the simple Heat intent, ensuring they would absorb and transmit the energy perfectly once the circuit was finished.

He was building a temple to his own intent.

Arthur and the hands moved planks and posts with speed, their movements efficient and practiced. By sundown, the perimeter posts were sunk deep, the trenches were finished, and the curved, stone-filled paths Jacob had drawn were fully embedded in the earth. The structure was just a low skeleton, but it felt anchored.

Jacob knelt one last time at the central point of the design. This was the focus. He gently laid a small, smooth river stone down and placed his hand over it.

He funneled mana into the stone, which had now become a part of the whole project, pushing his power along the crude, curving pathways of the fieldstone foundation. He didn't think about joules or output; rather, he visualized the field as a bowl of warm, steaming soup hugging the foundation upon which he would build the real magic of the greenhouse.

With a low, almost silent thrum of magical intent, the circuit activated.

A faint, localized heat rose from the packed dirt. It wasn't enough to feel with their clothes on, but Jacob saw the instant, subtle change in the air above the stone path.

The humidity increased, but the chill was chased away.

The ground, which had been icy just an hour ago, was now pleasantly warm to the touch.

Arthur came over, wiping sweat from his brow. He placed his hand on the foundation stones. His eyes widened slightly. "You've done it, son. It's solid, without a single leak."

"It's the flow, Father," Jacob confirmed, standing up. He felt exhausted, but profoundly satisfied. He had used less mana than his old, rigid design would have required.

He looked at the half-finished structure. The hard work was done, and the enchantment was set in the manner he felt was best for its flow.

He was building a temple to his own intent.

  

    
        80. Enchanting the Membrane

    
    
    
    
  The sun rose slowly, painting the eastern horizon in cold shades of gray and pink. By the time Jacob woke, the warmth radiating from the stone path he had laid the previous evening had already stabilized the air around the nascent greenhouse.

He could see a faint, shimmering field of heat rising from the ground, visible only in the chill morning light. It was passive, perfect, and sustained by the simple, curving circuits he had drawn.

He ate breakfast quickly and rushed back out. Arthur and Caleb were already at the site, pulling the large, heavy planks into position for the walls. Ellis and Tom, bundled in thick wool, were mixing a meager supply of mortar to seal the gaps between the posts.

"Morning, Mage," Caleb greeted, straining as he lifted a long pine plank. "Ready to make the walls warm, too?"

"That's the goal," Jacob confirmed, setting his toolbox down. He had brought his mithril engraving tool and a handful of specialized nails made from high-iron ore, necessary for anchoring complex enchantments. He also had the large bolt of thatch membrane that worried him the most.

Arthur paused his work, leaning on a post. "The foundation is remarkable, son. The ground is warmer than standing near the hearth fire. But the walls are simple wood. They'll bleed heat in this winter."

Jacob knew this was true. The wood was common pine, cheap and plentiful, but porous. To stabilize the internal temperature, he needed to make the walls essentially non-conductive to heat loss.

He pulled his chalk out. His previous methods would have demanded a complex three-dimensional inscription across the entire wall surface, a task that would take days and drain his mana completely. He decided to trust his new methodology.

He chose one side wall, a space about twelve feet long. He didn't draw a dense network of runes. Instead, he drew three simple, large symbols spaced far apart. They were crude outlines of a Strengthening rune, a Healing rune, and a Warmth rune. They were deliberately ugly, drawn for flow, not perfection.

Jacob placed his hand on the wood near the first symbol. He closed his eyes, ignoring the cold air and the noise of his family working around him. He didn't visualize formula or logic.

I want this wall to keep the warmth inside. Not stop the heat, but gently turn it around, folding in on itself, making the interior air feel like a perfectly sealed box. The warmth stays here. It does not leave.

He pushed mana into the Strengthening symbol. It flared briefly, a soft green, and then the light vanished, sinking into the pine. He repeated the process for the other two symbols, each one a single, clear intention of magic. He felt no mana drain, only a smooth, satisfying click as the magic obeyed.

When he opened his eyes, he couldn't see anything, but he instinctively knew the wall was finished.

"Done," he announced.

Arthur stopped hammering a nail. "Done? You spent ten minutes and drew three squiggles, Jacob."

"Try it, Father," Jacob invited.

Arthur, skeptical but trusting, climbed off the post and walked over. He placed his hand on the pine wall. The side facing the outside air was frigid, the wood numbingly cold. Arthur then reached his arm inside the half-finished skeletal structure, pressing his palm against the inner surface of the newly enchanted plank.

"By the gods," Arthur breathed. "It's warm. It's like the wood has a fever."

It wasn't a fever; it was the magic fulfilling the request. The wall wasn't radiating heat, it was simply preventing the interior warmth from passing through.

Jacob spent the next two hours repeating the process on the remaining three walls. As the morning progressed, the atmosphere inside the framework transformed.

The air within the greenhouse slowly grew denser and warmer, an oasis of mild weather shielded by three simple runes filled with intent per wall. Sera, who had been sitting quietly on a stump humming, stood up and walked into the center.

"It feels like spring in here," she said, her voice echoing softly in the enclosed space. "Even though the roof isn't on yet."

"The roof is next," Jacob said, looking up. That was the real challenge.

Arthur, Ellis, and Tom had finished assembling the high-peaked roof frame. Jacob was unable to get glass, which would have required an impossible trip to the distant city of Thornhold and possibly depleted the farm's capital.

Instead, they unrolled the thick bolt of material from the wagon. It was a sturdy, translucent woven thatch, cheap and resilient, but entirely opaque to optimal light spectrums and easily penetrated by heavy rains.

"We need two things from this roof," Jacob told the team, pulling the heavy membrane over the wooden ribs of the frame. "It has to be waterproof, and it has to let the right light in. Not just bright light, but the kind of light the salt-grass needs to thrive."

This required a level of magical sophistication that Jacob couldn't achieve with any conventional runic pattern. His rigid, three-dimensional geometric theory was useless here. He couldn't force wood and weave to act like glass and a light filter. He had to truly ask for the magic to perform a miracle.

Hopefully, Jacob thought, magic is more than just a name. For this to work, it will have to actually be magical.

He found the highest point of the peaked roof, the very center beam. This would be the single anchoring point. He didn't draw a rune; he placed his mithril engraving tool directly on the wood and inscribed a simple, small circle. It was a representation of the Sky... the source of light and rain.

He sat on the beam, the wind biting at his exposed hands, and closed his eyes. Sera, sensing the intensity of the moment, moved to the base of the framework and began a different kind of song, a slow and measured melody that felt like a shield, insulating his mind against distraction.

Jacob channeled his mana into the circular anchor point. He visualized the thatch membrane absorbing water and allowing wind through, and he hated it. He pushed the thought away.

He focused on his intent.

This membrane should be impermeable to liquid water, strong against the wind, and self-repairing against puncture.

This membrane, woven of simple plant fiber, should let through the sun's energy, but specifically filter the light to a wavelength that nourishes the salt-grass roots below, creating an ideal, endless growing season. Let the light flow into the space, feeding the magic.

He pushed a large surge of mana. Not an efficient flow, but an overwhelming, visualization-backed torrent.

The small circle on the beam glowed bright blue for a split second, and then the glow raced across the entire expanse of the membrane. The thatch didn't turn to glass, nor did it become a magical shield. Instead, the material itself seemed to tighten. It lost its dusty, woven texture and took on a perfectly smooth, slightly shimmering surface, like still water.

A tiny, high-pitched ringing sound emanated from the roof, too quiet for the hands to hear, but clear to Jacob's mana-sight. It was the sound of a satisfied enchantment.

He looked down. The material was still thatch, but the light filtering through to the floor was no longer dim and yellowish. It was a clear, warm gold, perfect for photosynthesis.

"It's finished," Jacob said, sliding down the beam. He looked at Sera, whose breath was coming in small, quick gasps.

"That was a beautiful process, and I can actually see some magic now," She said.

Arthur stood in awe, looking at the roof. "It looks different. I don't think thatch is usually able to look like that." He picked up a rock and hurled it at the roof membrane. The rock struck the weave and bounced straight back, falling harmlessly to the ground. The membrane was utterly unmarked.

"It holds," Jacob said, a wide grin breaking his fatigue. He knew he had just proved his thesis. The magic obeyed the clarity of his visualization, not the complexity of his formula. The Monster Core failure was no longer an indication of his lack of skill, but a symbol of his lack of imagination.

He looked at the farmhands, who were now rubbing their chilled hands together, watching the miraculous roof. It was time for the final, critical step of this project by securing his labor and proving the versatility of his new method.

  

    
        81. Garments of Intent

    
    
    
    
  The high, pitched roof of the greenhouse glowed faintly under the weakening afternoon sun. Inside, the air was still, unnaturally warm, and smelled faintly of fresh pine and the rich, earthy scent of packed soil. Outside, however, the late autumn chill was immediate and aggressive.

Jacob stood beside the completed structure, basking in the success of the roof enchantment, but the reality of the farm quickly intruded. Ellis and Tom, who had worked tirelessly helping Arthur hammer and lash the framework together, were huddled together, blowing into their hands.

"That roof of yours is a marvel, Jacob," Ellis said, stamping his feet. "Not a drop of water will get in there, and the light is like liquid gold. But my fingers are seizing up. We still have the feed trough to fix before the dark."

Tom nodded, his breath clouding heavily in the air. "That warm dirt will be nice for the grass, but it does little good for the hands outside the walls."

Sera, who had been sitting near the wagon, was also rubbing her arms, her simple peasant dress offering little defense against the damp cold.

Jacob knew the labor was important, but his priority shifted the moment he noticed Sera rubbing her hands to stay warm.

He wanted her to be comfortable. Her laughter made the chores feel lighter, and he would ensure the winter wouldn't steal that away from her.

I should have planned for this, he thought, recalling his old gamer habits. He had solved the dungeon boss, but forgotten the debuffs on his party members.

"Bring me your jackets," Jacob commanded, turning to the two farmhands. "And your gloves. Both of you."

Ellis and Tom exchanged a skeptical glance. Arthur, who was stacking leftover planks nearby, simply smiled. He knew what was coming.

Ellis, hesitant, slowly peeled off his threadbare wool tunic, the fabric stiff with sweat and grime. "It's thin, Mage. It won't hold much of anything."

"It doesn't need to hold much," Jacob replied. He laid the tunic flat on a clean plank. He had no complex circuits to draw on the fragile fabric. His old methods, which relied on fixed anchor points and rigid lines, would simply rip the wool apart.

He pulled out his inscription tool, mithril shining in the light. Channeling his magic, he visualized a bright sunny day as he impressed a simple comfort rune on the thin field that the cloth provided.

This garment is protection from the cold. It keeps the core warm and dry, allowing the wearer to work without pain or distraction.

He asked for comfort, not heat and protection, instead of fire.

The mana flowed effortlessly. The rune shimmered for a moment before the magic sank in, leaving no visible trace.

"Put it on, Ellis," Jacob instructed.

Ellis, still doubtful, pulled the tunic over his head. The moment the fabric settled against his skin, his eyes widened. The skeptical slump of his shoulders straightened.

"Gods above," Ellis murmured. He flexed his arms. "It's not hot, but it's like sitting by the stove. The wind just disappeared."

Tom was next. He offered his thick, stiff gloves. Jacob repeated the process quickly, drawing a Warmth rune on the cuff of each glove and visualizing the sensation of always-flexible, capable fingers. When Tom pulled the gloves on, he immediately began flexing his hands, a wide grin spreading across his face.

"I can actually feel the wood grain with these," Tom exclaimed, lifting a plank. "They usually feel like blocks of ice."

Jacob turned to Sera, who watched the exchange with shining eyes. She didn't have a jacket to offer, only the thin dress she was wearing.

"Sera, come here," Jacob said gently.

She walked forward. Jacob knew he couldn't simply enchant the dress without it being intrusive. He instead took the heavy, square-cut bolt of leftover thatch membrane. He tore off a rectangular piece, crude and unhemmed.

"This is temporary," he told her. He laid the piece of thatch on the ground. He didn't use a rune. He placed both hands on the material and sent a clear visualization as he thought, This shawl is soft, comfortable, and provides continuous warmth to the wearer, shielding her from the harshness of the outside world.

The thatch, which should have been stiff and brittle, softened under his hands, becoming pliable and feeling like heavy wool. The golden filter enchantment from the roof lingered, giving the fabric what looked like an inner glow.

"Wrap this around you," Jacob instructed.

Sera took the improvised shawl. She didn't question the method, simply wrapping it around her shoulders.

As the cloth touched her neck, the low, humming melody she had been maintaining for the whole day intensified slightly, confirming that the magic had harmonized perfectly with her own supportive essence. She was comfortable, and Jacob felt his own mental clarity increase dramatically in response.

Arthur watched the entire exchange. He walked over to Jacob, his gaze sweeping over the miraculously warm farmhands and the satisfied girl.

"That cost us nothing but a few minutes of time," Arthur stated, his voice impressed. "If you can do that with a tunic, imagine what you can do for the fields, boy."

The work ethic of the farmhands, suddenly warm and invigorated, surged. They returned to their chores with renewed energy, lifting and digging faster than they had all week. Jacob had secured his labor. The logistics were solved, for now.

Jacob looked past the thriving skeleton of the greenhouse toward his home, where the cores were still sitting in their jar.

He knew what the chaotic structure deep inside the monster cores looked like, and the complex, faceted geometry he needed to shape them into. He hadn't been able to force that shape before, but now, he didn't have to.

Jacob dusted the chalk and sawdust from his hands, smiling with confidence.

I just need to ask the cores nicely to be the perfect shape, he thought.

He turned and walked toward the house, his focus settling, not on the greenhouse he had built, but on the small jar on his shelf containing the expensive Earth Cores.

  

    
        82. The Coaxing of the Core

    
    
    
    
  The greenhouse was successfully running, a small, humid world of golden light behind the woodshed. Jacob, however, was back in his small, quiet room, its shutters closed against the winter light.

Sera sat quietly on his small cot, a cushion against the chill of the stone walls. She had brought the soft, enchanted thatch shawl with her, and the gentle, constant thrum of the magic she carried radiated a low-level, soothing energy that stabilized the room.

Jacob sat at his desk. Before him were the two artifacts of his ambition: his unenchanted spare sword, which would serve as the base, and the jar of E-rank Earth Cores. He wasn't building a wall but forcing a chaotic, dense knot of energy to change its essential structure without exploding.

The stakes were high. Even E-rank cores were worth serious money. Especially when considering the budget of the farm.

When he picked up the first core, he remembered the feeling of failure, the sight of the core shattering when he tried to cut the messy shell away.

"This is different," Jacob muttered, more to Sera than to himself. "The greenhouse was easy because the wood wanted to be warm. This core resists change . . . I will have to convince it to be something else."

He closed his eyes and pushed mana into the core. He tried to apply the intent he had learned to expose the perfect, intricate geometric shape hidden deep inside the core. But the moment he visualized the process, his old habits took over. His mana solidified into a rigid, invisible scalpel, attempting to precisely shear off the chaotic outer layers.

Snap!

The core shattered instantly, the contained energy fizzling out into a harmless puff of dust.

Jacob let out a sharp sigh of frustration. "Damn it," he whispered, dropping the dust onto the desk. "It was too perfect . . . I forced the cut, and the core rejected the direct approach."

Sera stood and walked over to his side. She didn't speak, but she rested one hand lightly on his shoulder. The low, wordless melody she had been humming all day intensified slightly, a gentle wave of magical support washing over him. Her gentle actions caused the tension in his chest to ease.

Stop trying to be a programmer, the feeling from Sera's magic seemed to suggest. Be an artist.

He picked up a second core. This time, he didn't visualize a tool. He visualized a gentle tide. He imagined the surrounding chaos of the core's shell as rough barnacles, and his mana as a soft, continuous flow of warm water, slowly washing them away.

As he pushed his mana into the core gently, the core didn't shatter. Instead, the chaotic outer layer softened and began to bleed away. The hidden geometric shape inside emerged as a complex, multifaceted crystal of incredible beauty. He held it for three seconds.

But Jacob's logical mind, terrified of losing the shape, tightened its grasp. The control became rigid again, and the beautiful crystal structure buckled under the force.

Fzzzzz. The structure instantly unraveled into a chaotic mass of energy before fizzling out.

"I held it too tight!" Jacob yelled, slamming his hand down on the desk. "I saw it! I felt the shape, but I couldn't let go of the reins!"

Sera squeezed his shoulder gently. "It was beautiful while you held it, Jacob. You just need to trust it will stay. Trust the magic, and your ability to work with it."

Her simple words were a perfect reflection of the magical lesson he was trying to learn. He tried again. And then again.

He burned through three more cores, each one lasting a few seconds longer than the last, before his rigid logic ruined the process. He was spending the farm's potential capital on a philosophical debate with himself.

Finally, he picked up the sixth core. He took a long, steadying breath before he looked at Sera, whose quiet presence felt like an unshakeable magical pillar.

Magic is my companion, not my tool, he repeated in his mind. Nudge it, work with it, don't command it.

He focused the tide visualization, allowing the chaotic shell to peel away. The perfect geometric shape emerged. This time, Jacob didn't try to hold the shape with his mind. He visualized his mana as a cradle or a friendly hand, simply offering support and direction. He let the core's own natural structure sustain itself, trusting the magic to be a partner in the process.

The core geometry stabilized. It floated an inch above his palm, a complex, spinning jewel, perfectly refined and ready for the next step. It was stable because the magic was working with Jacob's intent, not for his command.

Jacob opened his eyes. The sight of the refined, floating crystal was magnificent. He looked at Sera, unable to contain his triumph.

"I did it," he breathed. "I let go."

The air in the room, however, held a tension that Jacob couldn't feel. A thousand miles away, in the ethereal code of the world's structure, a distant, ancient alarm bell rang, muted and unheard. The System had noticed a fundamental violation of its laws, an impossible synergy that should not be achieved by the unranked.

The System is Watching.

Jacob, unaware of the metaphysical tremor he had caused, continued talking to Sera in his excitement, the triumphant glow of the refined core reflecting in his eyes.

"Now," he said, tapping the unenchanted sword, "we try to put it in something, see if this core will actually work with enchanting the way I think it should."

  

    
        83: The Earthshaper's Aegis

    
    
    
    
  The refined Earth Core floated above Jacob's palm, spinning slowly within the invisible cradle of his mana field. Its geometry was beautiful and intricate, the purest form of the Earth affinity. It gave off a faint feeling of fluctuating gravity, but there was also strength and flexibility within that fluctuation.

Sera watched from the cot, humming a tune so low and gentle it was almost subliminal. Jacob, feeling the stability her presence lent, knew the time for hesitation was over. It was time to see what he could do with the core.

He reached for his spare sword, a plain, two-handed practice blade made of decent but unremarkable steel. He had purchased it from the blacksmith before going dungeon diving, and had not found the time to lay down an enchantment for it. Now, it seemed, was the time.

He focused his intent. He allowed the metal to yield, visualizing the core gently sinking into the hilt. He felt with his own mana for the magic around him and the magic contained in his own energy.

In his visualization, he considered the magic as another entity, one that could autonomously make decisions based on what was needed for his efforts to work. An entity that he was asking for help, not demanding results from.

The steel seemed to soften, which was made possible through Jacob's powerful mental image of the core belonging there, as well as the magic doing what it needed to do to make this work.

The metal seemed to flow around the refined crystal seamlessly until the core was perfectly entombed within the field of the weapon. The steel took on a hardened appearance once again, leaving no trace of the core's insertion.

Jacob lifted the sword. It felt balanced, but unremarkable. Without something connecting the core to the sword, it seemed it was just a dormant shape within the field of the metal.

He had to begin layering the three complex intents of the Earthshaper's Aegis onto the core without interference if he was going to bring this weapon to life.

Jacob began with the defense, the most crucial layer for stability. He laid the sword flat on the desk. He used his mithril tool to trace the faintest, almost invisible lines of pure intent along the blade's surface, acting as mental guideposts for the magic.

He closed his eyes, focusing on the refined Earth Core in the hilt. Without thinking in words, he shaped his intent into a clear image and solidified it with a single rune of intent rather than a flat rune or a three-dimensional rune. This rune took the shape that best fit the intent, morphing as Jacob focused on his visualization.

The image was of the wielder always being grounded and heavy, impervious to being knocked off balance. He visualized the kinetic energy of any impact hitting a deep, yielding bed of moss, the energy simply dispersing into the earth's mass.

He pushed the rune into the core. The flow was smooth and simple. He waited for a misfire, but the magic, recognizing the stable, clear intent, accepted the new rune instantly. A soft, low thrum resonated from the sword. The first layer was complete.

The second intent, offense, required active, focused power.

He changed his mental image and focused on the moment the blade connected with an object.

He imagined the space around the blade instantaneously collapsing into itself, momentarily achieving the density of a mountain before springing back to normal. The cutting edge becoming the focal point of immense, focused weight within his visualization.

He pushed mana. This time, the core resisted, throwing off a small, angry puff of residual mana. The geometric core, designed for stability, seemed to dislike the idea of sudden, chaotic mass.

Jacob immediately recognized the problem. His image was still too close to forcing a collapse.

Sera's humming intensified, and Jacob took a calming breath.

He tried again, refining his mental image, considering the magic as a partner in the swing.

After some thought, he settled on a clear image: It works with the wielder's momentum, lending a pulse of immense, focused gravity only at the point of collision, releasing it instantly, while the core remains stable.

He pushed the new rune of intent softly, trusting the magic to carry out the complex physics without his direct control. The core accepted the synergy. Instead of a loud thrum, a high-pitched, satisfied ring echoed from the steel. The magic had become autonomous.

The final intent required the core to constantly and subtly interact with the environment.

Jacob carried the sword outside next to the greenhouse, plunging the tip of the blade into a patch of soft, damp earth near the foundation.

The image was of the blade's structure being porous and thirsty.

It is drinking in the trace minerals of the earth, using the stable mana flow to slowly mend any chips, cracks, or damage to the metal, rebuilding the blade to perfect condition. It mends the lattice with the best available minerals, helping it surpass perfection over time.

He channeled mana, visualizing the slow, steady process of absorption and repair. The sword, now buried, responded with a slow, steady pulse, like a drumbeat. The self-sustaining repair process began, relying on the infinite resource of the ground and the magic's tireless, autonomous partnership.

Jacob retrieved the sword. It was still a plain practice blade, but its magic was immense. He had forged the Earthshaper's Aegis, just as he had planned.

He walked back inside the warmth of his home, where Sera was waiting away from the cold.

"Is it done?" she asked, her voice quiet.

"It is," Jacob confirmed. He held the sword out. "It's a masterpiece of intent, and it will make us enough gold to stop worrying about cores shattering. For now, at least."

He was looking at the blade, but his thoughts were already racing beyond the farm, beyond the gold. He now had the method he needed in order to apply his intent to greater enchantments.

The Void Stone could be worked on now, but he had a couple of things in mind before that.

He flexed his mana field, feeling it wrap around him like an autonomous being instead of a tool. It flexed back, telling him it was there and ready to see what fun thing he had next on his agenda.

  

    
        84: Hearth and Home

    
    
    
    
  The kitchen was filled with the savory scent of stewed cabbage and smoked pork. Snow was falling in heavy, wet clumps outside the windows, muffling the usual farm sounds and making the small room feel like a cozy cottage of warmth, especially near the hearth.

Arthur sat at the head of the table, scraping the last bits of meat from his bowl. May bustled between the fire and the table, while five-year-old Lila was attempting, with limited success, to sneak a piece of pork to the barn cat.

Sera, seated next to Jacob, watched the family's controlled chaos with a quiet smile, occasionally helping Lila discreetly wipe up spilled gravy.

"You've been a blessing, Sera," May declared, setting down a fresh loaf of dark bread. "It's a comfort having another pair of hands around when the weather locks us in. And your humming seems to have put that old donkey in a better mood than a month of oats."

Sera blushed slightly, pulling the edge of her enchanted shawl closer. "It's been an honor, Mrs. May. I've never seen a family build a house in three days. Jacob's magic is truly something else."

Caleb, who was already nearly as tall as Arthur, thumped his empty bowl on the table. "He made our jackets not cold anymore! We should make them stop being wet, too, Jacob. Can we get some Dryness magic next?"

"It's complicated, Caleb," Jacob replied, focused on his meal. "We'll stick to the Warmth enchantments for now. That's enough to keep the chores running in the winter." He consciously kept his response realistic. The conversation was nice and relaxing to him, exactly what he needed after days of intense magical focus.

"Well," Caleb replied, "I'm just happy to have something warm to wear, even out there in the cold winds. It really seems to block out the cold better than any clothes we've had before!"

Arthur smiled and patted Caleb on the back with fatherly affection, sharing in the sentiment that it was nice to be warm while working on the farm in winter.

After the main course, May served fresh apple crumble. As they ate, Lila leaned her head against Sera's arm. "Sing us the pretty song, Sera. The quiet one that makes my eyes droopy."

Sera laughed softly. "I don't know many quiet ones, Lila, but I can try."

She began to hum, a melody weaving through the room that was as simple as it was serene. The usual clatter of spoons and the low grumble of conversation faded. The warmth of the hearth, the sweetness of the crumble, and the gentle, calming quality of Sera's voice all merged into a moment of perfect, magical domesticity.

Jacob felt the low thrum of the Void Gauntlet's lingering presence in his room settle completely. The chaos in his mind, always present, was temporarily gone. He was able to just relax and enjoy the moment with his family. And, just as Lila had said, his eyes began to droop due to how relaxed he felt.

When the song ended, the room felt brighter, lighter, and everyone, even the usually stern Arthur, wore a look of utter contentment.

After lunch, the family retreated to the main room, gathering around the large, blazing hearth which May had taken good care of for their leisure time.

Outside, the blizzard howled around the corners of the house. May pulled out a basket for mending cloth, the old way of mending. She began teaching Lila and Sera basic sewing, showing them how to keep a garment whole.

Arthur pulled out his seasoned block of oak and handed a small, sharp whittling knife to Jacob and Caleb each. The quiet shush of the knives working against the wood provided a steady background rhythm.

After a long period of comfortable silence, broken only by May's soft instructions, Arthur set his knife down, his gaze thoughtful.

"That greenhouse of yours, Jacob," Arthur began, watching the play of firelight on the stone floor. "I know you made a few jokes about it, but the foundation work with the curved lines, and the way the stone is laid, it's not according to the standards I learned when my father taught me how to lay a proper foundation that can keep a house upright for a hundred years. And those three squiggles you drew on the walls? That's not how a proper Insulation enchantment looks, a runic pattern I haven't even shown you yet."

Caleb, his ears perked up, hearing something his father didn't know about, stopped whittling to listen. As a beginner enchanter himself, the topic was one of interest to him.

Jacob took his time, carving a clean, thin curl of oak out of the chunk of wood he was trying to turn into a figure of a chicken. "The old method is about control, Father. It's effective, but rigid. Think about the Reinforcement rune you used on the wagon axle. You draw two dimensions. But the object you are working on exists in three. The magic is always trying to escape your two-dimensional trap."

Jacob stood and drew a series of lines in the air with his finger. "My inscription method, the one I used on the cores, is about three-dimensional visualization. I don't just draw the lines, I visualize the full, volumetric shape that I want the magic to take. It contains the energy perfectly, and it conforms well to the specified visualization I want it to work for. The magic itself seems to want to follow a specific pattern in the mana field based on the principles of runic enchanting. I just follow their lead and construct the rune they need to work in all three dimensions."

He paused, then articulated his breakthrough. "But even that is incomplete. The curved lines on the foundation, the 'squiggles,' were the breakthrough. I realized that magic is not a formula to be commanded. It's a partner that needs to be trusted."

He looked at Arthur. "I didn't draw a circuit for five degrees of heat. I simply focused my intent, my full mental picture, on root-nurturing warmth. The magic, as my partner, found the easiest, most elegant, and most efficient path to fulfill that image. It's about letting go of the need to micromanage and trusting that your magic knows or responds to your intent without the need for rigid structures, in many cases."

Arthur sat back, his face suddenly taut with concentration. He didn't speak as he thought about what his son had just revealed to him about his own craft. He stared at the piece of oak in his hand, then at the hardwood floor. He was quiet for a full minute, the only sound being the crackle of the fire and the low, careful shush of Caleb's knife, who had given up trying to understand himself and went back to witteling.

Finally, Arthur picked up a separate, small scrap of leather May had discarded. He closed his eyes, ignoring the sight of the material. Instead of trying to draw a rune, as he normally would, he pushed a small bit of mana into the leather, focusing his entire mind on the feeling of the material being impervious to water. The simple, clear intent was his only guide.

A very faint blue flicker pulsed around the leather. Arthur opened his eyes, surprised by the subtle success. He felt a profound understanding settle in his mind, a new, fundamental ability granted by the clarity of his visualization.

System Notification: Farmer Arthur Hemlock has grasped the foundational concept of Intent-Based Shaping.

Skill Acquired: Innate Shaping [Level 1] – Enables the user to enhance the natural properties of various materials using pure intent, bypassing the need for complex runic inscriptions.

Arthur looked up at Jacob, his eyes shining with a combination of shock and immense pride. He didn't even need to speak, the realization of his new Skill was written across his face.

He was not able to say it out loud, but Jacob could see what was going on now that he knew about how the system worked in this world.

"It works, Jacob," Arthur whispered, a genuine, joyful smile breaking through his usual sternness. "It really works."

Jacob simply smiled back, watching his father, who was still a farmer, become something more.

If only the rest of my family were not limited by their meager mana capacity!

  

    
        85. The Price of Intent

    
    
    
    
  The late afternoon after Arthur's successful demonstration of Innate Shaping, the snow stopped, giving way to a clear cold. Arthur and Caleb returned to the greenhouse with Ellis and Tom, eager to finish the detail work while the weather held. Jacob and Sera, in their enchanted clothes, headed back toward Ruvka village.

Sera walked beside him, the newly enchanted thatch shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders. She was humming a soft, focusing tune that kept Jacob's concentration sharp. May insisted that she take a sack of grains and vegetables with her, so her grandmother would have something good to eat during the winter weather.

"I still can't believe Father figured that out so fast," Jacob said as they walked. "He was locked into the rigid rules for twenty years, and one conversation about intent changed everything. After he was able to imprint an enchantment on that piece of leather, the mana around him was a bit chaotic. That, and the look on his face, I think he gained a new skill from it. I just can't tell since you system holders are not able to talk about it around me."

"Your magic is infectious, Jacob," Sera replied quietly, ignoring the bit about the system. Every time she came close to slipping up, the system was there to remind her gently that she was not allowed to talk about it around Jacob yet. "But it requires courage. He had to trust a feeling over a blueprint. And this sword requires even more courage, both from you to sell it, and from the one who buys it. I don't think it's very common for kids our age to be selling weapons like this."

Jacob nodded in agreement, but continued on anyway while thinking to himself. She is right. While it seems logical for me to sell this weapon, it really would normally require some courage for a kid my age to do this, but it will require even more courage from an adventurer to look past my age and buy a weapon I have enchanted with apparently no system guidance.

They entered the central square of Ruvka, and Jacob immediately noticed the change. The square was usually reserved for slow market days and the occasional peddler.

Today, several temporary stalls were set up, specializing in sturdy leather armor, polished steel weaponry, and alchemical potions. Merchants from Thornhold that would normally cater to the adventurers there. Apparently, this new gate was quite the attraction for all types.

The air buzzed with the type of energy that drove conversations about the gate and the metallic clink of coins.

"Adventurers," Jacob murmured with a bit of awe. Ruvka was close to the edge of the Sinclair Kingdom's unsettled frontier, but this concentration of gear and high-level activity was something he wouldn't expect even in Thornhold's common areas. 

It must be an exciting thing to get to experience a new gate. He thought to himself as they pressed on.

The adventurers were mostly young yet heavily armed, and constantly haggling over prices. This was his opportunity. A typical pawnbroker wouldn't know the value of the Aegis, but a group heading into the new gate would.

After being rejected by the stray adventurer as they walked through the village square, Jacob and Sera approached a group standing near a weapon stall. There were three of them with a stout, broad-shouldered man in heavy plate armor, a lean woman with a large bow slung over her back, and a thoughtful-looking man with a scholar's robe and staff.

"Excuse me," Jacob said, nodding to the armored man. "My name is Jacob Hemlock. I believe I have an item that might interest your group."

The armored man, who had the air of a party leader, eyed Jacob and Sera dismissively. "We buy from guilds, kid, not farmers." He had seen them trying to talk to other adventurers and figured they were a couple of poor orphans trying to sell some scrap.

Jacob ignored the insult and unwrapped the sword, laying it on a nearby barrel. "It's called the Earthshaper's Aegis. It contains an E-rank Earth core, with a triple-layered enchantment. Take a swing and give it a test."

The armored man, whose nameplate read 'Garrick', scoffed but accepted the challenge. He lifted the sword, which felt surprisingly light, and swung it hard at the base of the wooden barrel.

The moment of impact was quite spectacular and shocking to all present. The blade struck the thick oak barrel, and instead of a wood-breaking crack, there was a deafening thoom as the Gravity Shear effect activated. The oak exploded into splinters, cut through by the immense, temporary density of the blade. Garrick staggered, surprised by the unnatural recoil of the mass.

Before Garrick could speak, the robed scholar, who quickly introduced himself as Theron, stepped forward. He placed a hand near the sword, his face lighting up with genuine awe as his eyes glowed slightly from the activation of a skill.

"No visible runes, but the complex mana signature is running three simultaneous computations," Theron breathed. "A continuous kinetic dampening field, an active mass-manipulation layer, and a geomantic absorption loop. This isn't just powerful, Garrick. I can hardly believe it is even possible. It can't be shattered, and it reduces physical impact on the user."

Garrick, now convinced, stared at the weapon. "A tank's sword. It would be perfect for holding the line. I was just thinking that I could use an upgrade for the C-rank dungeons we were planning on hitting at the end of the month."

Thus, the bargaining began in earnest. Garrick wanted to pay with standard currency, but Jacob knew the gold alone undervalued the technical mastery.

"We don't need pure gold," Jacob stated, glancing at the scholar. "We need specific materials for a new project. We want to trade the sword for some high-grade components."

They negotiated a final, fair price that satisfied the specialized nature of the Aegis:

120 Gold Coins
15 E-rank Earth Cores
5 D-rank Water Cores

The trade was finalized with a handshake and exchange of materials. Theron threw the kids a wink while Garrick rubbed his light money pouch as if he was sporting a new wound. However, he could be seen caressing the new sword as if it were some sort of heirloom from time to time.

Jacob, now flush with cash and supplies, felt the weight of responsibility lift, replaced by a surge of ambition. Coupled with the influx from his last weapon that Carlos purchased, he had plenty of money for any future needs the farm would have.

"Thank you for the transaction, Hemlock," Garrick said, hefting his new sword. "We will put this Aegis to good use."

"I know you will," Jacob replied with a satisfactory smile.

As the sun began to dip, casting long shadows across the square, Sera turned to Jacob. She looked both relieved and slightly melancholic.

"My grandmother lives near the old mill district, Jacob," she said softly. "I should check on her. I haven't been home since the weather turned. I think a nice soup with some of these vegetables your mother gave me would warm her heart."

"Of course, Sera," Jacob agreed. He knew this was a necessary and natural break. He had the money and the materials. And his mind was racing ahead to the Void Stone.

They parted ways in the fading light. Jacob, his purse full and his satchel loaded with a fortune in monster cores, headed back toward the Hemlock farm, ready to face another rigorous test of his new magical philosophy.

  

    
        86. Healer of the Soil

    
    
    
    
  The walk back to the Hemlock farm was quiet, the weight of the gold and the new cores in Jacob's satchel feeling like the seeds of a future he was finally starting to control. When he reached the perimeter, he found the farm transformed.

The greenhouse was no longer a skeleton of wood and membrane, but a glowing, translucent jewel against the backdrop of the white woodshed. It produced a golden light from the crown, through the translucent thatch roof. It caused the snow in the surroundings to glisten, casting a truly magical ambiance.

Arthur was already inside, his breath no longer clouding in the air. He was using a heavy shovel to fill the space between the foundation stones with dirt that could be packed down into a floor.

"I guess you found a buyer for that sword you took with you?" Arthur asked, not looking up from his work.

"I did," Jacob said, setting his heavy satchel on a workbench. "The pay was better than we hoped for. 120 gold and a pile of cores for practice. Enough to pay for every seed and tool we'll need for years. Maybe even buy another field or two."

Arthur stopped, leaning on his shovel. He looked at the satchel, then back at his son. "That is a fortune, Jacob. And buying up fields can wait for later. But look at this." He pointed to the soil. Under the golden light of the roof membrane, the dirt was beginning to steam. It looked rich and dark, a stark contrast to the frozen, gray wasteland just three feet outside the walls. It seemed that life had been breathed back into the soil.

"It's ready," Jacob agreed.

The next morning, Sera returned from the village. She looked refreshed and carried a small bag of her own belongings, clearly ready to commit to the work. Arthur and May offered her a small salary as well as an open invitation to the meals she could eat, and she was willing to sleep in Lilas' room from time to time.

She had been getting along well with Jacobs' younger sister, who was normally quiet, but she had found her voice around Sera. May, as well, enjoyed having an older girl around to help with the sewing and housework that the boys typically did not have a hand in.

The day was spent in the rhythmic, honest labor of a winter farm. While most families in the Sinclair Kingdom were huddled by their hearths trying to beat the cold, the Hemlocks were in the greenhouse, preparing a place for the salt-grass.

Jacob and Sera worked side by side at the long wooden benches. They were working with the thick, hardy bulbs of the salt-grass, trying to corral it into order within the expanded space.

The plant was deceptive. While its long, thin blades looked like common field grass, there was power beneath the surface in the bulbous, onion-like roots that functioned as biological filters.

"They need room to breathe," Jacob explained, showing Sera how to space the primary bulbs in the large, deep pots they had fashioned from local clay and wood. "Salt-grass increases in number by making more bulbs. If we give each bulb enough space and the right amount of heat, it will sprout several daughter bulbs. One parent plant now becomes six, and we just keep moving them apart to keep the process going all winter."

Sera nodded, her fingers gently tamping down the rich, damp earth around a bulb. She began to hum, a low, nurturing melody that seemed to vibrate through the potting soil. Jacob watched as the magic interacted. He didn't use a core or a rune; instead, he placed his hand over a row of pots and focused his visualization.

The image was of the bulb as a heart, pulsing with life. He visualized the salt-grass roots reaching deep into the earth as they would in the spring fields, but for now, he focused on the internal expansion. He saw the bulbs swell and split, doubling and tripling in size within the warm, protected soil.

He pushed a tiny, controlled pulse of mana, asking the plants to prioritize multiplication over height.

The response was immediate. The soil in the pots shivered. The emerald-green shoots remained short and sturdy, but beneath the dirt, the bulbs began to push against the walls of the pots. The salt-grass had begun to colonize the space Jacob had provided.

The work didn't stop with the greenhouse. Jacob spent the afternoon helping Caleb and Arthur in the barn. They used the new gold to buy a fresh supply of high-quality grain for the livestock, and Jacob spent an hour enchanting the water troughs spread throughout the barn and around the farm, while Sera spent some time with May and Lila.

Instead of a simple Heat rune, he used his new method for the water troughs. He focused on the intent of a mountain spring in autumn. The water stayed perfectly at forty degrees, never freezing, and never becoming stagnant.

"I like this, Jacob," Caleb said, brushing down the donkey. "The magic makes the chores feel less like a fight. The wood is smoother, the water is warmer, and the animals aren't as cranky. I am doing the same work, but it seems like much less of a hassle."

"That's the point, Caleb," Jacob replied, helping his brother haul a bale of hay. "Magic should make life better, not just more complicated. I hope to relieve the burden of farm work around here so we can focus on other things, like enchanting. But, eventually, I think we should expand our operations. For now, though, I will leave that for the spring."

As the sun began to set, the family gathered one last time in the greenhouse. The air was thick with the scent of growing things, a miracle in the middle of a Ruvkan winter. Jacob looked at the rows of pots that Sera had helped prepare, each one a small fortress of life.

He knew that by spring, this new crop would be assisting them as they would be reviving the poisoned fields. And, if he could work some magic, they should be able to get a rotation started before his trial year ended.

The Void Stone sat on the shelf back in his room, silent and humming slightly with the power it was capable of. It can wait, for now. He thought to himself.

The Hemlock farm was growing, and for a peasant farmer who had found a new path, that was the greatest magic of all.

  

    
        87. The Winter Routine

    
    
    
    
  The novelty of the greenhouse soon faded into the grueling, repetitive reality of a winter routine. Magic made the water warmer and the air more bearable, but it did not muck the stalls, nor did it turn the compost.

Jacob spent his mornings with Sera in the greenhouse. The salt-grass bulbs were thriving, their emerald blades thick and waxy. Every few days, they had to carefully upend the pots to check the progress. Jacob would watch as Sera used her delicate touch to separate the newly formed daughter bulbs from the parents.

Ever since he noticed that her singing could coax the plants to grow more quickly, and that his intent could be applied similarly, he had enchanted the pots to contain that same intent. It had proven to help the bulbs to grow at an unnatural pace.

"This one has tripled," Sera noted, her fingers stained with the dark, loamy soil Jacob had prepared. She held up a bulb that had split into three distinct, healthy sections. "If they keep this pace, we will have enough to cover the entire east field by the time the first thaw hits."

Jacob nodded, taking the new bulbs and settling them into fresh pots. He found that once the initial Intent was set, the magic tended to hold its shape as long as the physical conditions were maintained.

He was learning that his magic was becoming more of a silent companion than a tool. It responded to the clarity of his mind, shaping the world because he simply willed it to be so, though he didn't fully understand why it was so much easier for him than for others.

I remember that my soul should be stronger, and getting stronger, perhaps that has something to do with it. I know the strength of the soul determines a person's talent and aptitude in basically anything having to do with magic . . .

Across the yard, Arthur was busy in the woodshed. He was practicing the shaping trick Jacob had shown him on the farm's tool handles, trying to coax the wood into a more resilient form. Jacob could see the frustration in his father's eyes.

Arthur had hit a wall that neither of them quite understood.

System Notification: Farmer Arthur Hemlock has reached Level 10 in Innate Shaping. Progress is halted. Requirements for Rank Advancement not met.

Arthur let out a long, heavy breath and tossed a pitchfork handle onto the pile. The wood was unnaturally smooth and dense, but it hadn't changed at all in three days.

"It won't take more, Jacob," Arthur said, wiping his hands on a greasy rag. "I can feel the magic sitting there, but it's like I've run out of room. I try to visualize the wood becoming like iron, but the mana just stops. It sits on the surface like water on an oiled hide. It seems like it won't sink in any deeper."

Jacob leaned against the doorframe, watching the way the mana pooled around the handle. "I'm not sure why that is, Father. Maybe we're missing a piece of the puzzle. I just see the shape I want and the magic moves. I thought it would be the same for you."

Arthur grunted, his face tight with a familiar, weary disappointment. "I'm a farmer, not a mage. I've always found that a tool has a limit to how much you can sharpen it before the steel gives up. It was the same when I tried to learn more about woodworking years ago. I hit a point where the world just stopped teaching me. If this is as far as I can take it, then I'll just have to be satisfied with what I can do."

Jacob didn't have an answer. He didn't understand the System's limits or why Arthur was locked into his role. He only knew that his father's progress had plateaued while his own felt like an open sky. It felt unfair, but the mechanics of the world remained a mystery to him.

The rest of the family stayed busy with the indoor chores. May and Lila spent hours spinning wool and preparing preserved meats, while Caleb practiced his marksmanship by throwing stones at frozen fence posts. The atmosphere was one of quiet preparation. They were no longer just surviving the winter, they were preparing to explode into growth the moment the sun stayed up long enough to melt the ice.

One evening, after the chores were done and the house was quiet, Jacob sat at his desk. He looked at the row of Earth Cores he had bought, then at the common D-rank Water Core. He wanted to see if his Intent could work as easily with a different affinity.

He closed his eyes and visualized the core as a still, deep pool. He didn't want to make a weapon. He just wanted to see if he could coax the geometric shape out of a fluid element before putting it back where it belongs. He let his mind reach out, not commanding the core, but inviting the magic within to reveal its structure.

Beside him, he could hear the faint, rhythmic breathing of the household as they slept. He felt the partnership with his mana, the steady, familiar presence that had grown stronger with every day of honest labor. He was just a Hemlock, keeping the fire lit while the world waited for spring.

When he pulled the geometric shape from the water core, he could feel a thrum of power from it. He had managed to keep the core intact in one hand while he was looking at the stable geometric shape of the organic magic in his other hand.

It was one of the most beautiful things he had ever seen, like a multi-dimensional snowflake. It whispered promises of icy power and flowing magic. The ability to directly manipulate water in all of its forms, but there was more to it. Just like earth magic had some sort of connection to gravity, it seemed that water magic also had a link to something more. Jacob just did not know what that something was quite yet.

But I will find out in time, I will know everything in time.

  

    
        88. Breaking of the Ice

    
    
    
    
  The deep winter eventually began to lose its grip on the Sinclair Kingdom. The transition was slow yet steady as it started with a change in the wind, which shifted from the biting, dry gale of the north to a damp, heavy breeze from the coast. The heavy snow on the Hemlock farm began to sag, turning from a crisp white blanket into a gray, slushy mess that pooled around the foundations of the buildings.

Inside the greenhouse, the atmosphere was tropical. The salt-grass bulbs had multiplied far beyond Jacob's initial projections. The east field, which had been a barren, eyesore for years, was about to meet its match.

Jacob and Arthur stood at the edge of the east field, their boots sinking into the frigid, muddy slurry of the thawing earth. The field looked like sickly patches of soil where nothing good had grown for several years.

"It's a lot of ground to cover, Jacob," Arthur said, squinting at the horizon. He was carrying a crate of the emerald-bladed bulbs, their roots thick and ready for the fields. "Even with all the ones you grew, we're only going to get a fraction of this field started today."

"We don't need to cover it all at once, Father," Jacob replied. He knelt in the mud, digging a small hole with his bare hands. He didn't have to worry about the cold when his gloves were enchanted. "These bulbs are hungry. Once they taste the salt in this soil, they'll multiply even faster than they did in the pots. We just need to give them a foothold. I am sure they will take care of the rest!"

Sera stood behind them, her voice beginning a low, rhythmic chant that hummed with what felt like a frequency of growth.

Tom and Elis arrived soon after with Caleb, and everyone started working on the east field in earnest.

While the Hemlocks worked, a lone rider appeared on the road leading from Ruvka. He was dressed in the heavy, fur-lined livery of a minor official, and he stopped his horse at the edge of the Hemlock property, watching the scene in the field with a mix of confusion and suspicion.

Jacob noticed him first. He stood up, wiping the mud from his hands. He knew that the sudden success of a dead field on the farm would not go unnoticed for long. The Sinclair Kingdom was hungry for taxes, and a farm that could grow crops in dead soil was worth more than gold.

The rider didn't approach the farm directly. He simply watched for a few minutes, his eyes lingering on the glowing roof of the greenhouse and the vibrant green patches appearing in the mud of the east field. He made a quick note in a ledger, turned his horse, and trotted back toward the village.

"Is that the tax man?" Caleb asked, bringing over another crate of bulbs from the stock they had closer to the entrance to the field.

"Worse," Arthur muttered, his hand tightening on his shovel. "An assessor from Baron Talbot. They're looking for why we haven't asked for a seed subsidy this year. Success attracts vultures, remember that, boys."

Jacob looked at the receding rider, then back at the thriving salt-grass. He wasn't afraid. He had plenty of support from his family, and they had recently come into the possession of more gold than they really knew what to do with.

"Let them come," Jacob said quietly. "We have work to do. Perhaps if they have enough time to ride around the kingdom, then they might have time to help plant some salt-grass."

That night, Jacob sat at his desk. A water core was back in his hands as he contemplated the complexity of its organic geometric shape.

He thought about the link.

Earth was related to gravity. Water was what? How did it relate to a higher order in this magical world?

He watched the way the multi-dimensional snowflake shifted, its angles never quite staying the same. It wasn't just a liquid or a solid; it was more of a flow. It seemed to embody the transition from one state to another.

He realized then that water magic wasn't just about moving the rivers into the sea. It was about the Space between the drops as they fell from the sky. It was the sister of the Void Stone. And he knew how that flow could be used with his enchantments.

I think I just got a great idea for this core! He thought to himself with quite a bit of excitement.

Jacob left the house, Sera in tow, and made his way to the greenhouse. There, he stood in the center of the greenhouse, feeling the cramped humidity. They needed more room, but building a second structure in the mud of the thaw was nearly impossible.

He looked at the Water Core in his hand, the geometric snowflake within it pulsing with a soft, magical light.

He had tucked his intent back into the physical core and pulled the beautiful snowflake structure out of it. He understood now that water magic wasn't just about liquid, it was about the Flow between states, and more importantly, the Space that fluid occupied.

"Sera, I need you to hold the rhythm," Jacob said, his voice low and focused. "I'm going to try to stretch the walls and expand the space between them."

Sera nodded, her eyes widening. She began a low, oscillating chant that mirrored the ebb and flow of a tide. She quickly picked up on what he was actually trying to do and seemed to know the perfect song for this occasion.

Jacob closed his eyes and held the Water Core aloft. Instead of just visualizing a larger building, he visualized the space inside the greenhouse as a fluid that could be expanded without changing its container.

He saw the interior dimensions of the greenhouse as a surface of water being stretched thin across a larger bowl. He asked the magic to ignore the physical boundaries of the exterior wood and create a localized pocket where the inside was larger than the outside. Then he visualized this pocket as a stable environment, being capable of changing depending on the needs of the organism that inhabited it.

The mana surged, channeled through the Water Core. The air shimmered, and for a moment, the walls seemed to ripple like a reflection in a pond. There was a faint pop of displaced air, and suddenly, the workbench that had been against the far wall was now ten feet further away.

The exterior of the greenhouse remained the same modest size, but the interior had doubled. The temperature stabilized instantly, the water core acting as a natural heat sink and moisture regulator.

Anywhere the people inside went, it felt like a cool spring day with the sun shining on their skin, whereas the salt grass pots still seemed to be experiencing a swampy summer. Jacob could tell that the additional layer of magic did not add any of the heat or humidity, it just took what was already there and shifted it as needed.

The core itself had expanded into a sort of field lining the inside of the greenhouse, taking on the appearance of complex runes, visible only in his mana field if he focused on it. It seemed that the core had listened to the magic and had accomplished Jacob's intent as he channeled his power into it.

"It's bigger," Caleb whispered, walking into the now-cavernous space after hearing the commotion coming from the greenhouse. "Jacob, the back wall is twice as far, but the outside is still the same."

"It's the flow of space, Caleb," Jacob said, exhaling slowly as he lowered the core. "Don't overthink it."

  

    
        89. The Scout of the Deep Woods

    
    
    
    
  The winter chores had settled into a predictable, bone-deep rhythm. The bulbs were safely expanding in the magically stretched greenhouse, and the east field was slowly beginning to breathe again under the influence of the first salt-grass plantings. With the farm stabilized for the moment, Jacob felt the itch of confinement.

He needed to map the perimeter beyond the east field. The woods that bordered their land were dense, old, and currently choked with thawing snow. If they were to expand the farm, he needed to know what lived in those shadows.

He didn't want to alert Arthur to his restlessness, so he slipped away after the midday meal, leaving Sera to play with Lila and tend to the greenhouse. Caleb and Arthur were busy with farm work, and it was normal for a kid on their Trial Year to wander off from time to time.

He carried his sword from the dungeon, which he had kept for himself just in case, and wore his enchanted leather chest piece. Over his shoulder, he carried a simple, unenchanted shortbow and a quiver of arrows.

Monsters in this area are rare, especially with the influx of adventurers lately, but still possible to come across, Jacob thought to himself as he passed over the wooden fencing that marked the eastern property line.

As he moved deeper into the treeline, the silence of the woods pressed in. The air was colder here, shielded from the sun by the interlocking canopy of pine and oak. Good thing I wore my enchanted shirt, it would actually be cold out here otherwise.

Eventually, out of boredom, he decided to enchant the bow on his back.

He didn't stop walking. Instead, he let his mana flow into the wood of the bow as he navigated the undergrowth. He didn't use a core or runes... instead, he practised his intent.

He visualized the bow not as a piece of dead wood, but as a living spring. He saw the limbs becoming more flexible yet snapping back with extra force. He added a layer of magic for accuracy, imagining the bow 'wanting' to find its mark.

The wood shimmered briefly, a pale green light pulsing under his grip before sinking into the grain. The bow felt lighter, more balanced, and humming with a quiet, lethal readiness.

However, the focus required for the enchantment had a price. When Jacob finally looked up and checked his bearings, the sun had dipped dangerously low. The familiar landmarks of the Hemlock property were gone. Every snow-covered ridge and ancient oak looked identical in the fading light. He was lost.

Jacob stopped, his hand going to the hilt of his sword. The woods felt suddenly crowded, as if a dozen eyes were peering from the darkness. He turned slowly, searching for a predator.

"You're walking in circles, Farmer."

The voice was cool, level, and came from a branch ten feet above him. Jacob looked up.

An older girl sat perched among the pine needles, her mottled green and brown cloak making her nearly invisible against the bark. She carried a longbow that looked as much a part of her as her own limbs. Her eyes were sharp, dark, and held a "watched-it-all-before" weariness. He could see a hint of dark hair covered by the hood of her cloak.

She didn't wait for him to respond. She dropped from the branch with the grace of a falling leaf, landing silently in the slush. She didn't offer a hand or a name. She simply gestured toward a narrow, obscured deer path and started walking.

"Follow me, farm boy," she commanded.

Jacob followed the strange girl, who had to be thirteen years old at most. She moved through the thickets without snapping a single twig, her pace relentless and efficient. She didn't look back to see if he was keeping up, she seemed to know where he was by the sound of his boots.

In less than twenty minutes, the treeline broke, and the warm, golden glow of the Hemlock greenhouse appeared in the distance.

At the edge of the east field, she stopped. She looked at Jacob, then at the bow he still held in his hand.

"Why help me?" Jacob asked, adjusting his quiver. "You could have let me spend the night in the frost."

"I was watching you earlier," The girl said, her voice barely louder than the wind. "In the deep thicket. You were changing that bow while you walked. No runes or circles. You seemed to just be breathing into the wood."

She looked at her own boots, which were worn thin and soaked through with frozen mud. "Curiosity is a dangerous thing in the woods. I wanted to see if the boy who makes bows sing could also find his way home. You couldn't."

Jacob looked at her boots. He saw the fatigue in her posture, the kind of weariness that comes from never truly stopping. He reached out and placed his hand near her boots.

He visualized the leather becoming impervious to moisture. He added a layer of intent for 'lightness,' making the boots feel like they were carrying the wearer rather than weighing her down. He asked the magic to reduce the friction of the long walk.

A soft, amber glow enveloped her feet. She gasped, her stoic mask breaking for a fraction of a second as she felt the immediate relief. The bone-deep ache of miles of scouting vanished, replaced by an effortless warmth.

"I'm Jacob. Who do I have to thank for my rescue?" Jacob asked.

She flexed her feet, her expression shifting from suspicion to a deep, calculating respect. "Mira," she replied. She seemed a bit confused at his gesture of goodwill, but quickly adjusted her bearing.

Mira simply nodded once, pulled her hood up, and vanished back into the shadows of the woods as if she had never been there at all.

Jacob watched the spot where she disappeared. He had a feeling he wouldn't have to look for her. Something told him she would be watching.

  

    
        90. The Threshold of the Farmer

    
    
    
    
  Jacob stood at the edge of the east field, looking toward the dark, interlocking canopy of the forest where he had met Mira.

The forest is a no-go for now, he realized. I have a few options with my enchantments, but my environmental awareness is zero compared to a local scout. I nearly froze because I was too busy staring at a piece of wood. 

He turned his back to the deep woods. Expansion through nature was too dangerous for a family of four, but expansion through the neighbors? That was just a matter of gold and some productive conversations. Now that he felt comfortable with an expansion of the family property, it was time he took some real steps in accomplishing his ideas.

He gathered Sera, and they set out toward the northern and southern boundaries.

"Where are we going?" Sera asked, as Jacob asked her to come with him.

"To the neighbors, I want to see if they want to sell their dead plots, like what we had in the east field." Jacob replied.

"But," Sera began, "Why do you think they would want to sell those plots at all?"

"Well," Jacob began in reply as he thought back in his memories, "I have overheard how those plots are still a burden on their taxes, and some of these families are struggling with money, even with the seed stipends from the kingdom."

It's a win-win, Jacob thought, they get some funds that they likely need right now, and we get more fields that likely just need some salt grass and manure treatment.

While Jacob and Sera began their rounds of polite negotiation, Arthur hitched the donkey to the wagon. He had a list of supplies to fetch from Ruvka, but his mind wasn't on grain or iron. It was on a promise made nearly a decade ago.

Arthur bypassed the main market square and pulled up in front of a small cottage on the very edge of the village. To most, it looked like a cluttered, eccentric mess of old metal and tangled vines. But as Arthur stepped onto the porch, he felt that familiar, inexplicable shiver.

To someone like Jacob, crossing that threshold would feel like stepping through a liquid mirror into another dimension, a place where the air tasted of ozone and ancient stone. To Arthur, it was simply "Thom's place," a spot where the world felt a little less solid, filled with an air of mystery.

Old Thom sat in a chair that seemed to be made of living briar. He looked every bit of the sorcerer he claimed to be, with a long robe that seemed to be made from the midnight sky that flowed over his toes even as he sat in his eccentric seat.

"You look different, Arthur Hemlock," Thom called out. His voice didn't rattle as much as it vibrated with an underlying power that Arthur could sense but never quite name. "You're carrying yourself like a man who isn't fighting the grain anymore."

Arthur stepped onto the porch. "It's been a strange winter, Thom. Jacob is making some interesting moves during his Trial Year. He survived a dungeon, and he's, well, he's doing things with magic that make my head spin. He's healing the salted fields and enchanting the very air of the greenhouse."

Thom chuckled, and for a moment, the shadows in the corner of the porch seemed to dance in time with his amusement. "I heard the whispers. A Hemlock boy selling master-grade steel to adventurers. It's good to see he's turned that talent toward the home front. How is the boy's spirit?"

"Stronger than mine," Arthur admitted. "He showed me a new way to look at magic. I managed to learn a ninth skill, Thom. Innate Shaping. I hit the ceiling on it just a few days ago, level ten."

The playful light in Thom's eyes vanished, replaced by a heavy, solemn weight. "A ninth skill. And you've mastered it to the tenth rank? You've done the impossible for a man of your class, Arthur."

Thom reached into the air beside him. He didn't pull from a pocket... his hand seemed to vanish into a fold of reality and emerged holding a small, leather-bound book that glowed with a faint pulse of azure light.

"I don't give this lightly," Thom said, handing the book to Arthur. "This is a skill book for Mana Flux. It is the bridge you've been seeking."

Arthur took the book, feeling the weight of it... not just the physical weight that was applied to his hand as he held it, but the gravity of the knowledge within, something that could change his life, and the lives of his children.

"What does it do?" Arthur asked.

"It's a skill that helps you regenerate your pool by relaxing your focus while you are taking a break from using mana skills," Thom explained.

"But the secret the Academy hides from the common folk is that, past level ten, any skill that uses mana directly increases your capacity. It forces your intellect to grow. For most skills, it's a +1 to your Intellect stat for every level. But Mana Flux is different. Past the threshold, it gives an alternating +1 and +2 to your Intellect."

Arthur's heart hammered against his ribs. He had spent his whole life trapped by the base stats of a Farmer. This was the path to becoming more than just a laborer.

"I don't know how to thank you, Thom," Arthur began.

Thom waved him off with a gnarled hand, the vines on the porch curling slightly as he moved. "A promise made is a promise kept, Arthur. It is useless to me, and the Kingdom has enough 'simple' farmers. We need men who can go beyond the limit, people who can evolve what it means to be a 'Farmer'. Get yourself past that threshold, level it up, and then you teach those kids of yours. Don't let the System tell you where your fence ends."

Arthur stood, clutching the book to his chest. He didn't stay for pleasantries. He had a tenth skill to learn, a class upgrade to chase, and a family that was no longer just surviving the winter, it seemed that the coming winters would bend to their very will.

As Arthur left, Old Thom had a knowing smile on his face. This ought to shake some things up, I believe Ruvka is going to be the center of this lazy ass kingdom, finally pushing for an expansion into the deeper wilds. I knew summoning that gate was going to be worth it . . .

  

    
        91. Expanding the Horizon

    
    
    
    
  The kitchen was filled with the rich aroma of roasting poultry and the distinct scent of crushed herbs as the family gathered for the midday meal. The snow outside was finally surrendering to the relentless dampness of the early spring, leaving the world outside the windows a patchwork of gray slush and dark earth.

Jacob and Arthur met at the heavy oak table, both of them carrying an air of time well spent in their respective pursuits. Sera took her seat next to May, her face flushed from the brisk air and the excitement of their successful negotiations across the neighboring farmsteads.

Arthur set his heavy glass of cider down with a solid thud against the wood, looking toward his youngest son with a raised eyebrow. "I saw you coming across the ridge from the south, Jacob, and you had a look about you that suggested a very light purse."

Jacob smiled, breaking off a piece of the warm, crusty bread that May had placed in the center of the table. "The purse is indeed lighter, Father, but our borders have moved significantly further than the eye can see from this window. I spoke with the Millers and the old widow Vance, and they were more than happy to part with the dead sections of their land for a fair price in gold."

Caleb leaned forward, his eyes wide with the sudden realization of what this meant for their daily chores. "If you bought the Miller's north slope and the Vance property, that means we have to move nearly a mile of fencing before the spring planting truly begins."

"We will move the fences, Caleb, but we will not do it the old way with post holes and aching backs," Jacob replied while glancing at Arthur with a knowing look. "With the salt-grass bulbs ready for transplanting, we can turn those dead zones into the most productive soil in the entire Sinclair Kingdom by the time the summer heat arrives."

Arthur nodded slowly, his mind clearly working through the logistics of the new territory they now claimed as their own. "It is a bold move, son, but those families were drowning under the taxes for land that gave them nothing but dust and grief. You have done them a kindness while securing the future of the Hemlock name for generations to come. And while I am very proud of you for enacting your own agenda, lets talk about expansion next time you decide to buy up some property."

There was no anger in Arthur's voice, on the contrary, he seemed to have a tone of pride. He even smiled as he mussed up his growing son's hair.

"Remind me to show you how the contracts work for the change in ownership. They will be bringing them by either today or tomorrow, and I would like for you to see the process, Jacob."

"And you, Caleb," Arthur said as he turned to his oldest, "It is about to be your birthday as well, thirteen years old. How do you want to celebrate it?"

On the other side of the table, the women focused on the more social aspects of the morning trek. May was listening intently while she served the stew, her eyes bright with the reflected joy of her youngest daughter and their guest. Lila sat on a tall stool, her chin resting in her hands as she looked up at Sera with wide, expectant eyes.

"Was it very cold out there today, Sera?" Lila asked, her voice small and polite. "Did you see any little rabbits hiding in the tall dead grass?"

Sera laughed softly, her voice acting like a gentle melody that seemed to soften the rustic edges of the kitchen. "The wind was a bit chilly, little one, but your brother's magic kept me quite warm. I did not see any rabbits, though I did see the Miller's daughter, who was wearing the most beautiful blue ribbons in her hair that shimmered like the bright sky."

Lila's eyes grew even larger at the mention of the ribbons. "Are the ribbons blue like my favorite flower? Did she look like a princess from the stories?"

"They were exactly that blue, Lila, and she did look very special," Sera explained while she took a modest bite of the roasted bird. "But the most interesting thing was how the neighbors looked at the shawl Jacob made for me. Mrs. Vance spent nearly ten minutes touching the fabric and asking what kind of sheep produced wool that felt like a warm summer breeze."

May smiled at Sera, reaching out to pat the young woman's hand with a gesture of genuine motherly affection. "They are curious people, and they have noticed that the Hemlock farm is thriving while the rest of the village is still shivering in their boots. We must be careful with what we tell them, for gossip in a small town like Ruvka can travel faster than a hawk diving for prey."

"I told them that we were simply lucky with our winter stores and that Jacob had brought back some clever ideas from his time in the city," Sera continued as she looked toward May. "It is better they think us clever and fortunate than to have them whispering about the kind of magic that can stretch the very walls of a house."

Lila giggled, picking up a small piece of bread to dip in her gravy. "If they came inside the big-small house, would their eyes pop out of their heads? Mother says it is rude to stare, but I think they would stare a lot."

Her innocent comments garnered laughter from around the table as the boys had just finished up their birthday plans. The meal continued with a sense of peace, the kind that only comes when a family knows they are no longer merely surviving. Winters in Ruvka could be tough, and for them, it was like this winter had passed early.

Arthur stayed relatively quiet for the remainder of the lunch, his hand occasionally drifting to the pocket where the small, leather-bound book from Old Thom was still sitting, ready for him to use it. He felt the phantom pulse of the magic within it, a silent reminder that he would soon be able to contribute more than just physical strength to the expansion of their legacy.

Jacob watched his father, noting the distant look in the older man's eyes and the way his fingers twitched with a new kind of nervous energy. He knew something had changed during Arthur's trip to town, but he did not press for answers, trusting that his father would speak when the time was right.

For now, the Hemlocks were a family of rising power, their roots sinking deeper into the earth even as their branches reached toward a sky that no longer felt so far away.

  

    
        92. For the Parts

    
    
    
    
  The morning sun hung low over the bustling streets of Thornhold as Jacob and Sera walked toward the busy center of the city. The air smelled of coal smoke, and the sounds of merchants shouting prices echoed through the narrow alleys.

They had traveled back to the city to collect the specialized components Jacob had commissioned from the blacksmith earlier that week. It was a simple matter to send a letter through the caravans that often traveled between the village and the closest city.

Also, Jacob needed to meet up with Gerald as he should be in town during this time of the month.

Sera adjusted her heavy cloak while looking toward the row of clothing stalls near the central fountain. "I think I will go and find some better wool for May, and maybe a little toy or treat for Lila, while you deal with your technical matters," she said with a bright smile.

Jacob reached for his leather purse to hand her several silver coins for the purchase. "Meet me back at the blacksmith's workshop once the sun hits its peak so we can load the wagon together."

They split up at the corner of the merchant square, and Jacob made his way toward the quiet study where the young mage Gerald spent his hours.

They had decided on this spot to meet at since there was never a perfect day for Jacob to find him in Thornhold. Thus, the study Gerald often studied at when traveling in the area was the best place for Jacob to find him.

Gerald was currently leaning over a sprawling map with several glowing crystals used to hold down the corners. He looked up immediately when the door chimes announced a visitor, and a look of genuine pleasure crossed his face as he recognized the enchanter.

"I was beginning to wonder if the wilderness had swallowed you whole, Jacob," Gerald said while setting aside a stained quill. He gestured for Jacob to step into the cluttered area filled with ancient scrolls and half-finished potions. "The world has been moving quite fast since the last time you stood in this room."

Jacob took a seat and accepted a cup of cool water from the mage. "I have been busy with the farm, but I am here for the commission at the blacksmith and to hear what you have learned from your contacts."

Gerald leaned forward and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper.

"There have been two dungeon breaks in the northern wilderness where an F-rank and an E-rank both spilled over because the local guilds were far too slow to clear them. More importantly for you, a new dungeon has been reported near Ruvka, the ranking has recently been confirmed by a guild exploration party as an F-rank gate."

Jacob, of course, was intimately familiar with the dungeon in Ruvka, but he let the mage continue on without interrupting him.

Gerald continued by mentioning that an adventurer, whom Jacob knew by the name of Carlos, had recently been promoted to B-rank in Spring City after a successful campaign within the local B-rank dungeons in the area of the county's capital.

"That man is rising quickly through the ranks," Jacob noted while thinking of the powerful knight he had met briefly. "He seems like the type who will eventually end up in a high position within the kingdom, whatever that looks like for adventurers."

Gerald watched Jacob closely for a moment before changing the subject to something more academic. "And what of your own work? Have you mastered any new techniques that might be worth sharing with a fellow student of magic?"

Jacob chose his words carefully because he did not want to reveal the full extent of his progress with intent-based magic.

"I have been moving away from simple flat inscriptions, and I have been finding that shifting my enchanting from two dimensions into more complex three-dimensional structures allows for much better stability."

Gerald looked intrigued but did not press further when he saw the guarded expression on the face of his young friend. He could tell when someone was trying to play their hand close to their chest, and he could only respect the young man who was not as naïve and senslessly trusting as the young farmer boy he had met a couple of months prior.

"Three-dimensional structures," Gerald began, "are closer to the workings of the enchanters at the academy, from what I have heard. I don't have any solid information on that for you, though, my young friend."

Jacob replied, "Well, it has been quite refreshing getting to talk to you again, Gerald, but I do need to get back to my wagon. I think the blacksmith should be just about done."

"A wise man keeps his best secrets until he is certain of the outcome." Gerald replied, "I will let you get to the blacksmith to collect your order, but you should keep your ears open for any news of that Ruvka dungeon."

Jacob thanked the young mage for the warning, though it was likely to be unwarranted, and made his way to the clocktower district to find the workshop.

The smith had finished the custom brass gears and the heavy distribution plates according to the exact specifications Jacob had provided. The large hopper that he would be converting into his first piece of heavy machinery was already strapped to the wagon.

Jacob thanked the smith, and then he packed the delicate components into a reinforced wooden crate while feeling the smooth surfaces of the metal that would soon become the heart of his automatic seeder.

"Jacob, look at this stuffed animal I found for your sister!" Sera announced as Jacob was loading the last of the goods from the blacksmith.

"You should really look for something for Caleb's birthday," Sera continued, "he is turning thirteen soon, isn't he?"

Jacob, now done with loading, thought for a second before replying.

"Ok, you can help me get something for him. I think he is mostly interested in farming, though?"

"Oh!" Sera exclaimed, "Don't worry about that! I have just the thing in mind for him. I overheard him talking to your mom the other day."

  

    
        93. The Seal of Ownership

    
    
    
    
  Jacob hunched over the workbench while the dim light of the barn caught the polished surfaces of the brass gears. He picked up a small, cogged wheel and held it against a secondary plate to check the fit. The metal felt cold and stubborn under his fingers.

Sera stepped closer to the table and rested her hands on the wood. "The components look far too delicate for the heavy mud of the fields," she observed while watching him work. Her voice carried a hint of concern as she looked at the growing pile of rejected springs.

Jacob shook his head and adjusted a tension spring with a pair of pliers. "The brass carries the mana better than iron would ever manage. This gear needs to catch the lever at exactly the right moment to release a single bulb or seed, depending on the attachment we are using."

He tried to force the main drive wheel into place, but the teeth ground together with a harsh, screeching sound. Jacob let out a long breath of frustration and set the tools down on the scarred wood.

He realized that his magical intent was powerful, but it could not fix a fundamental flaw in the mechanical design.

"I am trying to link the rotation of these wheels directly to the release mechanism," Jacob said while looking at his partner. "The intent behind this magic must be a constant rhythm. The machine needs to know exactly when to let a bulb or a seed go so they are spaced evenly across the soil."

He ran a hand through his hair and stared at the jammed assembly. "My magic can strengthen the metal, but it cannot teach me how to build a clock. I don't think we can finish this without someone who understands these complex processes better than I do."

Sera tilted her head and watched a small gear roll across the table. "There is a boy in the village named Bran who might be exactly what you need. He is the son of the wainwright, and he spends all his free time tinkering with old wheels and broken pulleys."

Jacob looked at her with a spark of renewed interest. "I remember the wainwright's shop, their wagon was broken down on the side of the road that one time. But I met Bran at the festival, and he told me that he liked to tinker with things. He seemed shy when we were helping with the wheel."

"He is quiet and keeps to himself most days," Sera explained with a small smile. "I saw him fixing a complex spinning wheel for Mrs. Miller last week, and he looked quite capable of handling your brass gears."

The heavy sound of a galloping horse echoed through the barn doors and caused them both to turn toward the yard. A rider dressed in tan livery pulled his mount to a sliding halt near the fence. He did not say a single word of greeting to the family members nearby. He reached into a leather bag and tossed a wax-sealed scroll toward Arthur.

"Land transfer documents for the Hemlock holdings," the man shouted over the wind. He immediately wheeled his horse around and spurred it back toward the main road. A thick cloud of mist swallowed the messenger before Jacob could even reach the barn door to ask a question.

Jacob walked toward his father with a look of genuine confusion on his face. "Why did he leave so fast? I thought a royal official would need to see us sign the papers before he could depart."

Arthur caught the scroll and wiped a smudge of damp mud from the parchment. "The laws for the Sinclair Kingdom work differently for the protection of the farms. A messenger is merely a carrier for the physical vessel of the law. He is not required to be a witness to our signatures."

They walked into the kitchen where Arthur laid the thick scroll onto the table. The paper smelled of old wood and metallic ink. Dense lines of formal text detailed the coordinates of the Miller and Vance plots. Arthur signed his name with a bold stroke of the quill before handing the pen to his son.

"You must sign this as the primary investor," Arthur said while pointing to the line below his own signature. "The gold came from your pocket, and the crown must recognize you as the rightful owner of this land."

"I would think that anything I owned would be yours as my father," Jacob replied, "is that not how things work?"

Arthur thought for a moment before replying.

"Not that I have ever heard of, the money has to have come from somewhere, and an investigation would reveal that you were the one who earned it, not to mention that you also negotiated for the land. So, you are going to have to sign as the primary investor anyway."

Jacob added his signature and watched as Arthur pressed his thumb onto a raised purple seal. A small spark of mana jumped from Arthur's skin into the wax. The seal began to glow with a fierce, sapphire light that raced across the entire surface of the parchment.

Silent, mystical flames erupted from the paper and consumed the document in a matter of seconds. Jacob pulled his hands back from the blue fire, but the table remained cool to the touch. The contract turned into a fine, shimmering dust that vanished into the air around them.

"Is the proof gone?" Jacob asked while looking at the empty table. "How do we show people that we bought the land if the paper is ash?"

Arthur smiled and gestured toward the distant horizon. "This is why I wanted you to see this process. The magic ensures the contract is permanent and beyond any doubt. At the exact moment those flames finished, an identical copy of the document appeared on a desk in Spring City. The county capital now holds a record that can never be altered or stolen. Our claim is officially recognized by the kingdom."

Jacob looked out at the muddy fields where the fences were already being moved. The expansion of the Hemlock farm was no longer just a private plan. It was now a matter of royal record that the world would have to acknowledge. And he needed to get his projects ready before the fences were done being moved.

  

    
        94. Bran the Tinkerer

    
    
    
    
  The walk to the edge of the village was slow due to the thick and clinging mud that covered the road. Jacob and Sera eventually reached the wainwright shop where the smell of fresh cedar and old grease filled the air.

Master Garret was hunched over a heavy wooden frame while he worked with a large drawknife to smooth out a new spoke. He looked up when he heard their footsteps and spat a glob of some sort of leaf juice into the sawdust near his feet.

"Er' if it ain't the pair what fixed m' cart on the road," Garret barked while he wiped his grimy hands on his leather apron. "That wheel would've been the death of me if you lot hadn't come along with those fancy ideas of yours. I still tell the boys down at the taproom 'bout how a couple of farm kids that had a better idea for a repair on the spot than a man who's been makin' wheels for thirty years."

Jacob smiled warmly and stepped over a pile of curly wood shavings near the doorway.

"We were happy to help, Master Garret, but we are actually here to see if Bran might have some time to spare for a project of ours. We have some complex machinery for the farm that needs a steady hand and a clever mind to sort out."

Garret gestured toward the back of the shop with his thumb while he picked up a mallet.

"The boy is back there tinkerin' with his bits of string and wire as per the usual. He makes his own hours under this roof, so you'll have to ask him yourself if he wants to go wandering off to your farm. But if it's as complex as you say, then it's him you'll want to be talkin' to."

Bran emerged from behind a stack of seasoned oak planks with a look of intense concentration on his young face. He saw Jacob and immediately tried to explain a new discovery he had made about his recent progress with his personal skills.

"Heuck!"

He opened his mouth to speak about the internal mechanics of the system, but he suddenly clutched at his throat while his face turned a deep shade of red. The invisible geas of the world seemed to squeeze the words right out of his mouth before he could even start the sentence.

Jacob waited patiently until the boy stopped coughing and finally managed to regain his steady breathing.

"It is quite all right, Bran, you do not need to force the words when the world itself is trying to keep them hidden," Jacob said while he offered a small nod of understanding, now that he knew what the problem with system holders suddenly choking around him was all about.

Jacob gestured toward the enchanted sack they had brought over from the farm to catch the boy's wandering attention.

"I have a vision for an automated seeder that can plant some grass bulbs or seeds in our new fields without the need for constant manual digging. The idea is to create a machine that releases a single bulb or seed at perfect intervals as it moves across the damp soil."

He reached into the bag and pulled out a heavy brass component that shimmered with a polished golden hue in the dim light.

"I brought back these specialized parts from a master blacksmith in Thornhold. They are made of high-quality brass and were originally intended for a complex mechanical loom before I commissioned them for our agricultural project."

Bran's eyes lit up with a hunger that only a true tinkerer could possess while he listened to the description of the gears and distribution plates.

Bran took a step forward while his eyes remained fixed on the intricate teeth of the primary gear. "Those parts look like they belong in a royal palace or a grand clocktower," the boy whispered while reaching out a trembling hand to touch the cold and heavy metal.

His skill told him what each piece was and how it could be used, but he was surprised to see them, nevertheless.

"They are indeed built for incredible precision, which is exactly why I came to find you today," Jacob explained as he handed the piece over for the boy to inspect.

"I can provide the magic and the materials, but I need your mechanical mind to ensure these wheels turn exactly as they should under the pressure of the field."

With the excited young tinkerer so interested in the project, the group made their way back to the Hemlock barn, where the afternoon light filtered through the cracks in the high wooden walls.

Bran stood over the workbench while he picked up the brass gears Jacob had already attempted to assemble earlier that morning. He turned the metal over in his stained hands and let out a soft, skeptical whistle that echoed in the quiet space.

"This design is a total mess if you want my honest opinion on the matter," Bran stated while he set the drive wheel back down on the scarred wood.

"The torque ratios are completely wrong for the weight of those grass bulbs you showed me on the way in, and it will need some sort of adaptive mechanism to switch to seeds. I don't see how you expected to keep this from jamming after the first ten feet of travel through the wet mud."

Jacob leaned against the sturdy bench while he watched the boy examine the distribution plate.

"I was planning on using enchantments to guide the distribution systems. I can use my intent to direct the flow of the distribution system, I just need some help in constructing it in a way that allows me to get the timing right."

He adjusted his feet a little as he thought about how his magic worked so he could explain it to Bran.

"My magic functions through a form of conceptual pressure rather than rigid commands. If I enchanted it, I would not dictate the specific movements of every individual cog or screw. Instead, my focus would be on the final outcome, such as the water reaching the specific seedlings at the correct hour if I were to enchant an automatic watering mechanism."

Then he stretched his hands out in emphasis as he explained further.

"I project a mental image of the completed task and allow the enchantment to fill in the gaps between the starting point and the result. It is a suggestive force that encourages the metal to behave in harmony with my vision. I provide the purpose of the process, and I expect the enchantment to handle the mechanics by acting as an intelligent partner that has the reins to accomplish my wishes in the most efficient manner possible. I essentially ask the magic to do what I want and rely on it to do what needs to be done."

Bran shook his head while he adjusted the physical alignment of the secondary plate with a small hammer. He tapped a specific set of recessed grooves along the inner rim.

"That approach will never work for machinery this complex, based on how you said your enchanting works. It sounds like you have less structure and more of a suggestion to the enchantment, but this requires precision. It's like your magic acts like a fluid, Jacob. It wants to fill gaps and smooth over rough edges. But these valves and those gears are designed for a specific mechanical friction. If you try to 'intend' the gears of this mechanism to simply flow, your magic will likely coat the interior of the cylinders like a layer of thick oil."

Bran pointed to the tiny pivot pins holding the governor in place.

"The moment that magical residue builds up, the weight of the pins will change. They will become sluggish and fall behind the rotation of the main axle. I think that all your enchanting power is going to end up just trying to keep those gears from grinding themselves into dust. You will be fighting the very physics of the machine. The enchantment will try to make the metal behave like a thought, while the metal is trying to behave like a hammer."

Jacob reached out and touched the main axle while he focused his mind on the internal structure of the metal. He sensed the cold, unyielding nature of the brass through the weak field it projected. Under his mental touch, the machine felt like a complex puzzle where every piece was slightly too sharp for the soft, rounded edges of his visualization.

"I can use a different method of enchanting for this project, then. I have previously developed three-dimensional circuits that wrap around the internal components that could give me much more control over every individual tooth on the gear. It would just be much more complex in design. If you can tell me what each part needs to do, I think I could get it to work."

Bran fell into a thoughtful silence while he processed the technical implications of what Jacob had just described to him. He looked at the brass assembly again with a new sense of respect and a focused grin.

"If you can actually map a circuit in three dimensions, then we might actually be able to make this thing work. I don't know much about magic, but it sounds like it should allow us to distribute the work we need without having to have someone crank a shaft."

Jacob nodded, then mentioned an idea.

"I think we could also get a water core incorporated into the design. I bet it would help with the flow. Although I am not sure if I can get it to work solely with the three-dimensional runes, since I have only used the intent method with it before."

"Well," Bran smiled as he looked up to Jacob in reply, "there is always a first time for everything, and this entire project is going to be a first time for me."
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  Bran poked at the distribution plate with a small pick while he checked the physical alignment of the gears. "I need some real time with this junk," he muttered without looking up from the workbench. "The physical bones of this thing are crooked as a mountain road, and I need to straighten them out before we even think about the magic."

Jacob nodded and wiped his hands on a clean rag while he looked toward the barn door. "That works out perfectly for us because we need to get back to the house for my brother's birthday celebration."

Sera smiled at the boy while she began to gather her heavy cloak from the hook. "You should come over to the house when you reach a stopping point, Bran. May is preparing a large meal, and there will be plenty of food and possibly some cake for everyone."

Bran did not respond with words as he was already lost in the mechanical puzzle of the brass assembly. He gave a low, distracted grunt as he reached for a metal file to begin smoothing out a rough edge on the drive wheel.

Jacob could tell that the boy would likely skip the party entirely if it meant he could spend more time with the new gears.

The walk back to the farmhouse was quick as the afternoon sun began to dip toward the horizon. They entered the kitchen where the air smelled of baking sugar and savory herbs.

May was busy stirring a heavy pot over the hearth while Lila stood on a small stool beside her. The five-year-old was trying to help as much as she could by carefully placing dried berries into a decorative bowl.

"You two are just in time to help with the final preparations before Caleb gets back from the fields," May said while offering a warm look toward Sera.

Sera immediately moved toward the counter to help Lila with the fruit while Jacob lingered in the threshold of the hallway leading to the bedrooms.

"I have a few things to check in my room before the party starts," he mentioned to his mother.

Jacob closed the door to his room and sat at his small desk, where the lead box he found useful for containing annoying magical items sat in the center of the wood. He reached inside and pulled out the Void Gauntlet.

The matte black surface of the stone seemed to absorb the flickering light of the single candle on the wall.

He knew his ability to strip away an existing enchantment was already solid, and he needed to test a much more dangerous combination of techniques that would require this ability.

He laid a single Earth Core on the desk next to the dark gauntlet. He wanted to try layering his three-dimensional runes in such a way that allowed them to interface directly with the raw power of the core.

He needed to ensure his focused intent could bridge the gap between the physical stone and the complex geometry of the mana if he ever wanted to get his magic working for something as complex as the farm equipment in the barn.

If he could get all three of these elements to work together within the void stone, the potential for his future enchantments would be limitless. He took a deep breath and reached out with his mind to begin the delicate process of mapping the first circuit.

Jacob sat at the sturdy wooden desk and adjusted the single candle so the light fell directly across the matte black surface of the void gauntlet. He took a long breath to steady his racing pulse before he picked up the pulsing Earth Core.

Removing the complex organic geometry within the core was no longer a problem at this point, as he was able to easily direct his magic to remove it by utilizing it as a partner instead of just a tool.

His first few attempts to merge the complex geometry with the metal of the void gauntlet resulted in nothing but a localized crackle of wasted energy that made his fingertips sting.

He realized that simply pushing the mana from one vessel to another was like trying to force a river through a solid stone wall.

He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes to focus on the sensation of the mana within the geometry of the core. He shifted his approach by using his intent to visualize the earth magic as a thick and viscous fluid that wanted to find a deeper home.

Instead of trying to command the energy to merge, he used a focused visualization to merge the essence of the core with his own magic and guide it toward the dark void of the gauntlet.

The black metallic stone seemed to sigh as the terrestrial power finally sank into its depths without any further resistance.

The trick, as he realized, was to match the flow of the gauntlet with his own flow while treating the complex geometry of the core as a sort of electrolyte that hitched a ride within his magical stream.

With the mana now held within the gauntlet, Jacob began the grueling task of constructing the three-dimensional runes. He did not merely draw the lines of power on the surface but instead reached into the center of the field of the strange metallic stone with his mind.

He layered in strengthening runes with healing runes, then he placed lightness runes and comfort runes for good measure. To push his creation, he also added runes for warmth and precision. Each rune was pushed into its three-dimensional version while adding his personal twist based on his intent.

Honestly, he thought to himself, I need to see if that journal dad has contains any more runes so I can get the full picture of our legacy. It would be nice if I didn't have to bend a healing rune into something that forces self-repair.

He saw the runes as golden threads of light that he bent into a complex and spherical lattice. He used his will to command the magic to stay in place while he twisted the geometric shapes into a structure that felt like a cage for the raw power he had just transferred.

The enchantment still felt brittle, and several of the junctions between the runes began to flicker with a dangerous instability. Jacob could feel the magic threatening to collapse into a chaotic explosion of force that would likely destroy his desk and everything on it.

He realized that his logical commands were not enough to account for the infinitesimal gaps in the three-dimensional geometry. He decided to switch up his philosophy by relaxing his grip on the power and softening his mental presence as he would for his intent-based enchanting.

Jacob reached out toward the flickering pulses of mana that danced near the workbench. He did not try to seize the power or force it into a specific shape.

Instead, he opened his mental grasp and projected a sense of welcome, offering the gauntlet as a home for the energy to do its thing. He focused on the places where his own calculations fell short within the layered three-dimensional runes.

The magic responded with a slow surge that felt like a tidal wave washing onto shore. It began to coil around the etched runes, flowing into the channels with the ease of water returning to a dry creek bed.

Jacob watched in his mind as the energy found the connections he had missed. It bridged the microscopic divides between the special properties of the metal and the magical intent, moving with a fluid grace that his logic could not have dictated.

A low resonance started in the center of the gauntlet. It was a gentle hum that vibrated through the metal and into his fingertips.

The frantic, uneven heat of the raw mana settled into a warmth that seemed to unify the separate components into a single whole. He could feel the tension leaving the metal as the internal structure finally aligned with his visualization.

Jacob opened his eyes. The void stone was no longer just a dark-looking metal. A faint, amber glow pulsed within the depths of the gauntlet, looking like a distant lantern in a thick fog.

The way the gauntlet in his hand felt was balanced and natural in contrast with the foreign and dangerous feeling it had been previously given. He let out a breath he had been holding while he watched the light in the armor remain unchanged after a reasonable period.

Just as he finished, Sera walked into the room.

"I wanted to let you finish," she began, "but we are ready to begin. Arthur and Caleb are still headed in from the fields, but the table is set, and we can surprise them if you hurry."

Satisfied with his work, he left his desk as it was and headed out with Sera.

"By the way," she whispered as they shuffled around the door frame, "when you pull that magical shape out of the monster core, is that actually enchanting, or is that just magic?"
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  Jacob followed Sera through the hallway, leaving the hum of the enchanted gauntlet behind.

The words about his magic that Sera mentioned as they left the room were bouncing around in his head.

Is it magic, or just another form of my enchanting? He thought to himself.

I have been working on this mystery for a while, but I forgot after getting caught up in all these other endeavors. What is different when I remove the core versus when I try to form a fireball by channeling magic and intent into my hands?

He set his thoughts aside as they approached the main festivities for the day. He could always figure the mystery out later, but he made a mental note to actually come back to this topic.

The air shifted as they entered the dining room, moving from the scent of cold metal to the heavy aroma of seared beef and rosemary. May and Lila were already positioned by the long table. They had added extra boards to the central furniture to make room for the guests.

Elis sat at the far end of the bench with his wife, Martha. Their son, Silas, was already sitting next to a chair that was clearly reserved for Caleb.

Silas was the same age as his friend and the two boys were rarely seen apart during the festival months. Jacob took his spot next to Sera while they all watched the mud-room door.

The heavy thud of work boots sounded on the porch. Arthur and Caleb walked through the threshold, wiping the dust of the fields from their brows.

"Surprise!" The group rose as one.

Caleb froze in place. His eyes darted from the decorated table to the smiling faces of his friends and family. Birthday celebrations didn't happen every year, so it really was a surprise to get one.

A massive, toothy grin slowly took over his face as Silas jumped up to pull him toward the empty seat.

"Over here, birthday boy! I saved you the seat of honor!"

Everyone settled into the extended table. Large platters held thick, seared steaks that dripped juice onto the dark wood when they were moved around. Beside them sat bowls of mashed potatoes topped with melting yellow butter.

May had also prepared heaps of crisp green beans and glazed carrots pulled from the stock of vegetables they kept fresh in their weird preservation box.

The room filled with the clinking of silverware and the low rumble of neighborly talk. Elis recounted a story about a stubborn mule to Arthur while the two boys laughed over their own private jokes.

Jacob felt the tension he had been feeling from his magical experiments fading. The warmth of the hearth and the easy companionship felt more grounded than the amber glow he had just left on his desk.

Once the main plates were cleared, May disappeared into the kitchen for a moment. She returned carrying a dense honey cake that caught the light of the flickering tallow candles.

The room fell into a respectful silence as she set the treat down in front of Caleb.

Arthur began to clap a steady, slow rhythm on the tabletop. The rest of the table joined in, creating a steady beat for the village song.

"Deep the root and high the leaf, Time is but a golden sheaf! Another year has come to pass, Like the dew upon the grass. Stand you tall and keep your stride! With the village at your side... "

The voices were deep and resonant, echoing the chants used during the long hours of the harvest.

Caleb took a deep breath, his face glowing in the candlelight. He blew out the flames in a single puff, sending thin trails of grey smoke toward the rafters. A cheer went up from the table as May began to slice the cake, ensuring Silas and Caleb received the largest portions.

The last crumbs of the honey cake disappeared as May cleared the small plates. Then, she nudged a lumpy bundle toward Caleb while Lila bounced in her seat.

"Open mine first!" Lila squealed, her hands gripping the edge of the table.

Caleb pulled the yarn from the wrapping. It was a thick, blue head-warmer with uneven stitches that wandered across the fabric. He tugged it over his ears, and the lopsided brim immediately slipped down to cover his left eye.

"It fits perfectly, Lila," Caleb said, his voice muffled by the wool. "I can feel the warmth already."

Lila giggled and clapped her hands. "I made it extra thick so the frost can't find you!"

May handed him a heavy package of folded canvas.

"I noticed your old pair was thinning at the shins. I doubled the layers on the knees and used a heavy waxed thread for the seams. You are growing too fast for my sewing kit to keep up."

"Thank you, Mother," Caleb replied while he ran a hand over the sturdy fabric. "These look like they could survive a trek through a thicket of thorn bushes."

Arthur leaned forward and placed a wide leather belt on the table. The brass buckle was polished to a mirror shine, and several heavy loops hung from the sides.

"You are doing a man's work in those fields now. You need a way to carry your whetstone and your shears without losing them in the dirt."

Caleb buckled the leather over his tunic. "It feels solid, Father. It makes me feel a bit more like a proper farmer."

Silas reached into his pocket and slid a small object across the wood. It was a hawk carved from dark heartwood, its wings spread as if catching a warm updraft.

"I found that piece of oak by the creek," Silas said. "The grain looked like feathers, so I just followed the lines with my small chisel."

Caleb held the bird up to the candle flame. "The detail on the beak is incredible, Silas. You have a better eye for wood than anyone I know."

Sera reached into her cloak and produced a slim box. "I found these while shopping around in Thornhold. They are made of high-grade steel."

Caleb opened the lid to reveal a pair of pruning shears. The metal was dark and heavy, with a spring that looked like it would never snap.

"These are far better than the rusted ones I've been using," Caleb remarked, a bit of awe in his eyes.

Jacob waited until the others had finished before he pulled a small object from his pocket. He laid a folding knife with a handle of polished white bone on the table. Unlike the other gifts, the air around the knife seemed to ripple with a faint yet unmistakable pressure.

"I picked this up in Thornhold as well," Jacob said. "But I spent the afternoon talking to the metal."

Caleb picked up the knife. He flicked the blade open, and the steel caught the light with a clarity that seemed impossible. The edge didn't just look sharp, it looked as if it was actively repelling the air around it.

"It feels strange," Caleb whispered. He moved his hand near the blade, and the hair on his arm stood on end. "It feels like it wants to cut something."

"I didn't force a command on it," Jacob explained.

"I simply made a suggestion for the steel that its natural state was one of persistent sharpness. It believes that being dull is a mistake, so as long as you treat it well, the edge will hold itself against the wood without you needing to press nearly as hard as usual, and it likely will never need to be sharpened or repaired."

Caleb closed the knife with a soft click, his eyes wide as he looked at his brother. "It's a great gift, Jacob. I will make sure to take care of it and use it often!"

Jacob smiled at his brother. "Nothing would make me happier, Caleb."

As the party started to wind down, Elis and his family made their way out after saying their goodbyes.

Lila and Sera started helping May with cleaning up as Arthur and Caleb moved into the living room to whittle next to the hearth.

Instead of joining them, Jacob went back to his room and put the gauntlet back in the lead box.

Alright, lets see how this magic stuff works.

He pulled out an earth core from the jar where he kept them and sat down at his small desk as he sat in meditation.

With his mind calm, he reached out with his magic, letting it work with him instead of commanding it in order to pull the geometric shape out of the core.

He observed the way he used his magic as he pulled the shape out and placed it back into the core several times. After pulling it out and placing it back in while paying close attention to what he was doing, he realized what was different.

I am directly using magic to do this! It never goes to my fingers, instead it is doing something in my mind as I try to work with it as a partner!

In order to test his observation, he started trying to coax the magic differently. Instead of nudging it towards carefully removing the shape from the core, he tried to summon fire directly.

Imagine fire, as a flame, but the flame is folding in on itself, maintaining its form in a contained sphere.

His initial attempts were fruitless, but as he sharpened his visualization of a sphere of self-contained flame hovering in front of his face while relaxing his hold on the magic, he felt his magic move as it once again did something within his mind before a fireball appeared in front of him.

It was a small, undulating ball of fire just a few centimeters off the desk, but it was there without any outside intervention. It was just his magic interacting with the magic of the world.

Eureka! I did it!

In his excitement, he lost control of the small fireball, which promptly exploded in his face. It did him no damage, but it did catch his desk on fire.

He tried to imagine water smothering the fire, but he was panicking as he feared he would burn his house down and did not manage to summon water.

Instead, he grabbed his pillow from his bed and hit the fire until it was out, leaving small burn marks on his desk.

Sera came into the room, finished with helping clean up the birthday party, and noticed that Jacob was staring at his desk. Upon further inspection, she realized that it had burn marks on it.

"What happened, Jacob? Did you fail to enchant something?"

He looked over to her and smiled. "I finally managed to do some magic!"
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  Sera stepped further into the room and waved a hand to clear the lingering haze of smoke. She looked at the charred spots on the wood, then at the soot-stained pillow Jacob still clutched in his hands.

"I can see that," Sera said while she suppressed a grin. She reached out to touch the blackened edge of the desk. "It smells like a lightning strike in here. Is this what you meant by working with the magic instead of commanding it?"

Jacob set the ruined pillow aside and rubbed a patch of soot from his forehead.

"Exactly. When I enchant, I usually focus on the object and the runes. I treat the mana like a physical thread that I have to weave into the metal. But with this, I didn't send the magic to my hands at all. I kept the visualization entirely within my mind and invited the ambient mana to match the shape of my thought."

He stood up and paced the small space between his desk and the bed.

"Instead of coming from me, the fireball formed because the world's magic responded to my visualization of heat and form that I had for a fireball. It felt like I put out the suggestion of how the magic should form a fireball, but without being forceful about it. Once I opened up to the magic, it seemed to do it on its own."

Sera leaned against the doorframe while she watched him. "But you seemed to lose control of it at the end. Why did it explode?"

"I got excited," Jacob admitted with a sheepish shrug.

"I broke the partnership by trying to hold onto the result too tightly. The moment I felt that surge of success, my focus shifted from cooperation to ownership. It seemed like the magic didn't like being owned, so it reverted to its natural, chaotic state."

The heavy thud of boots sounded in the hallway before Arthur appeared behind Sera. He stopped and sniffed the air, his eyes immediately landing on the burnt desk.

"I thought I smelled something scorching," Arthur said. He walked over to the desk and ran a rough thumb over the damaged wood. "I assume this wasn't part of Caleb's birthday surprises?"

"I was testing a theory, Father," Jacob explained. He kept his voice steady, though his heart was still racing from the near-disaster.

"I managed to manifest a flame without using a core or an enchanting rune. It was a bit more volatile than I anticipated, though."

Arthur looked from the desk to the singed pillow, then back to his son.

"Magic is a powerful tool, Jacob, but a farmer knows that a fire in the hearth is a blessing while a fire in the thatch is a curse. If you are going to bring the sun into your bedroom, you might want to keep a bucket of sand near your chair."

"I'll remember that for next time," Jacob replied to the reprimand with a gleeful smile.

Arthur nodded, his expression softening from one of concern to that of a proud father.

"Good. I'm happy to hear that you have made a huge leap into using magic for more than just enchantments. But make sure you can spare a little bit of magic to fix that desk. I would hate for your mother to see you've been practicing your 'suggestions' on the furniture."

He reached over and mussed his son's hair before heading out.

As Arthur headed back toward the living room, Jacob turned to Sera. The adrenaline was fading, leaving behind his clear thoughts.

He realized that the he could likely utilize his enchanting methods to catapult his ability with magic forward. Both relied on the same principle of suggestive partnership rather than brute force.

"Do you think you can do it again?" Sera whispered. "Perhaps with something less flammable than fire?"

Jacob looked at the Earth Core sitting on his desk.

"I think I need to try with water or perhaps a simple gust of air. If I can master how the magic responds to intent and why I need to open myself up to it instead of trying to take control, then the possibilities would be endless."

As Jacob moved to perform more experiments, Sera stepped around the charred desk and placed a hand on Jacob's shoulder, turning him away from the soot-covered wood.

"The desk will still be burnt tomorrow, Jacob. You should probably worry more about the boy in the barn. Bran has been out there by himself for well over an hour, and I have a feeling you might be able to guess how he gets when he starts obsessing over gear ratios."

Jacob looked at the Earth Core sitting on his desk, his mind still racing with the possibilities of his new discovery. He felt a strong urge to try one more visualization, perhaps something that didn't involve combustion.

"I just need a few more minutes, Sera. I think I can make the air move without the heat."

"You can practice your wind-whispering on the way to the barn," Sera countered, her voice brokering no quarter but decorated with a small smile. "If we don't go now, Bran will likely forget to eat or sleep until the spring thaw."

She lifted her arms, and Jacob noticed for the first time that she was carrying a plate with a cloth covering it.

"I saved him some food from the birthday even though he said he wasn't hungry. I even snagged him a small slice of the cake."

Jacob let out a long, reluctant sigh while he tucked the Earth Core into his pocket as he turned from his desk.

He followed Sera out of the room, though his focus remained entirely internal. As they stepped out into the cool night air, he began to nudge the mana around his feet.

He didn't command the earth to move. Instead, he suggested to the packed dirt of the path that it should be more elastic with the visualization of small springs under his feet.

With every stride, the ground seemed to push back against his boots, giving him a lightness that made his footsteps feel effortless.

He moved with a strange, gliding rhythm that put a literal spring in his step.

While they walked, Jacob flicked his wrist toward a nearby rain barrel. He imagined the water having the desire to see the air.

A thin stream of liquid rose from the barrel, twisting into a shimmering ribbon that spiralled around his arm before falling back into the dark water.

He laughed softly, his eyes fixed on the fluid motion.

Next, he imposed himself on the still spring air around them, he didn't force anything but opened his visualization in the manner he had been getting used to.

A sudden, sharp gust of wind caught Sera's cloak, billowing the heavy fabric out behind her. The breeze swirled in a tight circle around Jacob's head, whistling a low, erratic tune through his hair.

He was so deeply immersed in his communion with the energy of the world that he didn't notice the path ending or the large shadow of the barn looming over them.

Sera pulled open the heavy barn door, but Jacob walked inside without even looking up from his palms.

He had moved on to a new visualization. He was imagining the tiny, invisible friction of the air rubbing together until it created a charge.

Between his cupped hands, tiny blue sparks began to dance. They crackled with a sound like dry parchment tearing, jumping from one fingertip to the other in jagged, beautiful arcs.

"Jacob, look at this," Sera whispered, her voice full of genuine admiration.

Bran was hunched over the seeding mechanism that was now next to the workbench, his back to them as he tightened a final bolt on the central assembly. He didn't even acknowledge their presence. In front of him, the automatic seeding mechanism sat transformed. It was now twice the width of the length of the workbench where it had started as pieces.

The previously crooked brass plates were now perfectly aligned, and the distribution channels had been polished until they shone like gold under the lantern light.

The gears were nested together with such precision that they looked like a single, solid piece of sculpture.

"The automatic seeding mechanism looks amazing," Sera said, stepping closer to the machine, reaching out tentatively with her hand.

"I can't even tell what is going on anymore, but it looks like it will work much better than what Jacob was trying to do."

Jacob didn't respond. He was staring at the sparks between his hands, his face illuminated by the flickering blue light.

He watched a particularly bright bolt bridge the gap between his thumb and forefinger as he shifted his visualization, his mind already wondering if he could convert this same energy into an enchantment for the metallic stone of the gauntlet.

"Jacob! We need to get you and Bran talking!"

Sera was getting a little frustrated. It was obvious that both boys were addicted to their respective specialities, but they were supposed to be working together.

Bran nearly dropped his metal file, his head snapping toward the door with wide, startled eyes.

At the same moment, the blue sparks between Jacob's fingers gave a final, sharp pop and vanished into a thin trail of ozone.

Jacob blinked, his vision clearing as he looked down at his empty hands, then at the intricate brass machinery on the workbench.

"About time you showed up," Bran grumbled, though his voice lacked any real bite. He wiped his greasy palms on his apron and gestured toward the seeder.

He watched as Sera placed the plate of food on the bench next to where he was making adjustments on the machine. He nodded his head as he removed the cloth to dig in while talking.

"I have the physical tolerances within a hair's breadth of perfect. Every gear is seated, and the timing on the distribution plate is as tight as a drumhead. But there is where the problem begins."

Jacob stepped closer, his mind finally shifting from the fluid joy of direct magic back to the rigid demands of enchantment.

He looked at the labyrinth of brass channels and silver-soldered joints.

"The precision is incredible, Bran," Jacob said while he leaned in to study the interlocking teeth.

"But you are right. My usual method of providing a broad suggestion of flow will fail here. The machine needs to stay in constant harmony with its own movement to keep the valves in sync with the rotation of the wheels. We need the runes to ensure every joint stays fluid under the pressure of the field."

Bran nodded and pointed to a series of secondary levers.

"Exactly. The wheels determine the pace of the whole assembly. If the farmer moves the animal used to tow this thing faster, the seed drop has to accelerate to match. If the soil resistance changes, the depth has to remain constant. You cannot just tell the machine to plant, you will have to make the magic react to the physical resistance of the earth."

Jacob ran a finger along the main axle while he sensed the complexity through the mana field of the newly minted mechanism.

The brass felt receptive to his touch, nothing like the resistance he felt from the void gauntlet.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the Earth Core. The stone hummed with a deep, subterranean energy that made the fine hairs on his arms stand up. He held it near the brass plate, and the metal thrummed in a sympathetic vibration.

"We will use the geometric shape within this core as the anchor," Jacob said.

"Instead of a simple loop, I will link five distinct patterns for different enchantments directly to the core’s power. First, we need auto-targeting runes specifically for the seed sorting, so we don't have to change many parts between seeds and bulbs, and so they flow freely without jamming the whole thing."

Jacob pulled a piece of charcoal from a nearby tray and began to sketch the overlapping patterns on the wooden surface of the workbench.

"Next, I will weave a strengthening enchantment throughout the entire frame to make the mechanism durable against the stones in the soil. Combined with that, we need to enchant sharpness for the injectors. The metal that stabs into the ground will punch through both dry and wet earth like paper."

Bran watched the charcoal lines as they began to form a complex map of the machine’s future spirit.

"To make it practical for a long day in the fields, I will add a lightness portion to make the whole thing easily pullable over long distances," Jacob continued.

"It will feel as though it is floating just above the dirt, and whether it is pulled by an ox or a donkey, we should be able to finish a field in just a single day. Finally, a self-healing set of runes will ensure the machine never breaks down, and it will prevent the need for constant repairs. The magic will mend any stress or fatigue in the brass as it happens, drawing on the core for the power it needs."

"And," Jacob continued, "I will shape the intent for last to bring everything together, smoothing any of the irregularities that might arise in linking everything to the core."

Bran looked at the sketch while his brow furrowed in concentration. He traced the lines where the sorting intent met the sharpening runes.

"That is a massive amount of coordination to pack into these plates," Bran remarked. "But it sounds feasible, and I think it might just keep everything together for how I intend for it to work."

"Then we had better start with the first step," Jacob said, the thought of the challenge causing a twinkle in his eye. "If we can get the timing plate to accept the primary enchantments from the core, the rest of the seeder will follow. Our future projects will be much smoother as well."

  

    
        98. End of the Project and Beginning of Trouble

    
    
    
    
  Jacob placed his hands on the brass housing and set the earth core with a focused resolve. He did not force the power into the runes, instead, he invited the magic to act as his partner while he carefully layered the enchantments.

His intent functioned as a bridge that allowed the different patterns to occupy the same space without clashing. The geometric shape within the core began to smoothly hum as it held a steady rhythm while distributing power throughout the frame.

The energy flowed where it was needed, smoothed over by the visualization of a single, working whole.

Without a grand display of light or a violent surge of mana, the enchantment reached a point of equilibrium and settled into the metal.

The complex seeding mechanism was complete. It sat next to the workbench, looking deceptively simple, but the air around it felt dense with its presence.

"It's ready," Jacob said, full of anticipation for their completed work.

Bran reached out to touch a gear, his fingers lingering on the polished surface. "It feels different now. It doesn't just feel like brass and silver solder anymore, but I can't exactly place the feeling."

"We need to know for sure if it works," Jacob replied as he looked toward the barn doors.

"The east field is still waiting for the rest of the bulbs. We put it off because the soil on the far side is packed tight, and planting the whole field by hand would take the whole family several days. It is the perfect place for a test."

Sera nodded in agreement while she moved to help them lift the machine. "If this works, Arthur and Elis won't believe how much time they have saved."

Jacob gripped the handle of the seeder and felt the immediate effect of his work. The heavy assembly seemed to lose its weight as he lifted it nearly as high as the bench by himself.

He felt only a slight resistance, as if he were lifting a bale of straw rather than a machine of solid brass and wood, even if it did feel awkward with how wide the mechanism was.

It was still heavy, even with the assistance of the magic, but it was manageable even for him with his diminutive stature.

They brought Barnaby, one of the old farm mules, over to the mechanism and hooked him up to it before they moved it out into the cool afternoon air, headed toward the expanse of the east field.

With a gentle click of his tongue, Jacob signaled the mule to move. Barnaby leaned into the harness, his hooves tensing for the massive resistance it would normally feel from pulling something so large.

Instead, the mule stumbled forward for a second because the drag was almost nonexistent.

Jacob felt a surge of anticipation. He was eager to see if his suggestive magic, coupled with the three-dimensional runes, could handle the stubborn reality of the farm's most difficult terrain.

The sun climbed higher over the east field, warming the cool afternoon air and reflecting off the polished brass of the new mechanism.

Jacob led Barnaby toward the starting line while Bran and Sera checked the alignment of the wide seeding bar.

Jacob worked the leather straps over Barnaby's shoulders once they were in the correct spot. The mule stood patiently, his ears flicking at the quiet hum of the Earth Core buried within the device.

Usually, a piece of equipment this wide would require one of the oxen to move through the stubborn clay of the East field.

"Alright, Barnaby," Jacob whispered while he patted the mule's neck. "Let's show them how easy this can be."

The mule pulled it effortlessly as the sharpness runes allowed the metal to slice into the soil without a sound, parting the dirt as if it were soft silt.

Across the fence line in the neighboring plot, Elis stopped his work. He had been preparing the ground since Tom and Caleb were occupied with the fencing under the direction of Arthur on the other side of the farm.

The sight of the wide machine moving at a brisk walking pace caught his eye. He wiped his brow with a grimy sleeve and began to stride toward them, his curiosity written clearly on his face.

"I thought I was seeing things from over yonder!" Elis called out as he reached the edge of the row.

He stopped and stared at the injectors, which were punching into the ground with perfect, rhythmic precision. "That thing is wider than a barn door, Jacob. How is that old mule walking like he is pulling a feather?"

Bran walked alongside the seeder, his eyes fixed on the distribution plate. "It is the lightness enchantment, Elis. The machine is carrying its own weight."

Elis knelt in the dirt to inspect the row they had just finished. He looked at the small, precise holes where the bulbs had been placed.

"The soil is barely disturbed. Usually, we would be turning up clods of clay the size of a man's head in this field. It's like the injectors aren't even touching the ground."

The auto-targeting runes worked silently within the hopper. The bulbs moved in a steady stream, nudged into their chutes by the invisible pressure of the direction provided by the runes.

There was no jamming and no wasted movement thanks to the intent Jacob had imbued into the entire machine, causing the work to flow smoothly.

Barnaby continued his steady walk, his breath even and calm. The harness remained partially slack against his chest, proving that the magic was doing the heavy lifting.

"We have already finished the first three rows on this side of the field," Sera noted.

She checked the hopper to see the level of the bulbs. "At this rate, we will be done with the entire field before the sun is three-fourths past its peak."

Elis stood up and shook his head in disbelief. "If Tom and Caleb saw this, they would likely drop their shovels and never pick them up again. You are doing the work of four men and an ox with just one mule and a bit of brass."

Jacob watched the injectors rise and fall, marveling at how the direction of the suggestive magic held firm against the physical reality of the farm.

Bran reached out to touch the frame of the seeder while it moved. "The self-healing runes are active. I can feel the warmth of the magic keeping the brass from flexing under the pressure of the injectors. It is staying perfectly rigid."

While they were enjoying their successful run, they suddenly heard the cry of a girl from the east forest. Jacob looked up with the rest of the crew to see Mira quickly stumbling out of the tree line.

She clutched a short bow in one hand, though her quiver was empty.

A dark stain had soaked through the leather on her left shoulder, and her breathing was a series of sharp, shallow gasps. A bit of panic was spread out on her normally stoic face.

Elis dropped his shovel and sprinted toward her. He reached the edge of the field just as Mira's legs gave out. He caught her by the waist and kept her from collapsing into the dirt.

"Goblins," Mira whispered while she struggled to pull air into her lungs. "It is a full raiding party, not just a few stragglers. They are moving straight in this direction through the lower valley."

She called out past Elis toward Jacob and the rest, "Quickly! Get inside! There is a raiding party of goblins headed in this direction!"

She looked back at the trees with a trained gaze, despite the pain.

"I tried to lead them away from the village, but their forward party is moving faster than the usual scouts. They are armed for a fight, and the militia is falling behind."

The transition from the peaceful success of the field test to the chaos of an attack was seemingly instantaneous.

Jacob and Sera moved quickly toward the house, supporting Mira between them. The girl's breathing was shallow, and a dark stain was spreading across the fabric of her shoulder.

Elis trailed just behind them after he sprinted to the tool shed and emerged with a heavy, iron-pronged pitchfork.

"They are through the brush!" Elis roared, his voice cracking with the strain of the warning. He pointed a trembling hand toward the edge of the forest. "The first of the goblins has broken the tree line, and they are gaining fast."

Jacob looked back to see several small, green-skinned figures darting through the tall grass with worrying speed.

He made a split-second decision and handed Mira's weight entirely over to Sera.

"Get her inside and bar the door," Jacob commanded. "I am going to help Elis."

Jacob turned to Elis, who was already bracing himself for the impact. The farmhand wore a sturdy coat enchanted with warmth, but his undershirt and trousers were plain linen and cotton.

Jacob stepped close and placed his hands on the man's chest, closing his eyes to find the fluid mana of the world.

He didn't use runes or slow carvings this time. Instead, he projected a powerful suggestion into the fibers of the cloth.

He visualized the linen as an interlocking mesh of iron, persuading the fabric to resist any blade or claw that tried to pierce it.

The cloth hummed beneath his palms, stiffening slightly as it accepted the intent.

Next, Jacob seized the shaft of the pitchfork. The previous enchantment on the tool was thin and flickering, a simple charm for durability that was never meant for combat.

Jacob poured his power into the iron prongs, overriding the old magic with a fierce visualization of sharpness. He suggested to the metal that it was a force of pure penetration, capable of sliding through bone as easily as water.

"It is ready, Elis, this is the best I can do for you with so little time," Jacob said, his voice low but even despite the shouting from the trees.

Elis gripped the now-vibrant pitchfork, his eyes wide as he felt the surge of strength flowing from the handle into his arms.

Suddenly, he heard the mostly absent voice of the world, one he had not heard for a long time.

Quest Initiated: Protect Farmer's son and repel impending invasion from Farm.
Failure: Farm is destroyed. Those unable to flee are killed.
Success: Survival of Farm. Class upgrade for Farmer class. Five status points to be distributed at will.

He stepped forward, placing his broad shoulders between Jacob and the approaching monsters, ignoring the quest prompt entirely.

"Stay behind me, lad," Elis growled, his protective instincts overriding his fear. "I'll keep them off you. You just keep your head down."

  

    
        99. Results of a Life or Death Battle

    
    
    
    
  Jacob nodded and stepped back a few paces, appearing to comply with the man's demand.

While Elis raised the pitchfork to meet the first charging goblin, Jacob began to gather the air around his own fingertips. He had no intention of staying idle.

He focused on the space behind Elis, preparing to use his new understanding of direct magic to provide a backline of fire and wind.

The goblins surged forward in a disorganized, screaming wave. Their lack of coordination worked against them as they tripped over one another, providing Elis with plenty of space to utilize the long reach of his pitchfork.

Jacob watched the lead attacker and provided his visualization of the air to his magic, and he felt it resonate with the surrounding energy. A sudden concentrated blast of wind caught the creature in the chest, knocking it backward into its companions.

Whenever a goblin gained too much momentum, Jacob shifted his focus to the earth beneath its feet. He envisioned the soil becoming loose and wet, like a sink pit in a swamp.

The creature's foot sank instantly, causing it to stumble face-first into the grass.

Elis was waiting for every opening, driving the sharpened iron prongs through leather and bone with a greater efficiency than one would expect to see from such a crude tool.

Jacob tried several times to manifest a more direct attack. He visualized a sphere of fire like the one that had scorched his desk, but only managed to produce a few weak sparks that left small, singing burns on the goblins' hide.

The creatures barely flinched at the heat. Frustrated, he abandoned the elemental approach. He began to focus purely on the concept of "sharpness" itself.

He tried to project an invisible cutting edge through the air. A thin, shallow red line appeared across the throat of a nearby goblin, but the wound was minor.

It was a start, but it lacked the lethality he needed.

Deep within the woods, the sounds of a secondary battle echoed through the trees. The clatter of steel and guttural roars suggested the goblins were already fighting another foe.

Jacob and Elis had no time to wonder about the source of the noise. They were occupied with the steady trickle of monsters entering the farmyard.

A figure finally burst through the brush line. A teen boy, clad in rugged, travel-worn armor with a small buckler strapped to his arm, stumbled into the clearing.

He swung a short sword with practiced, desperate efficiency. On his arrival to join the group, he cut down a goblin that had been flanking Elis before moving toward the center of the yard.

"Stand fast!" the boy shouted, his voice strained and heavy with the grit of the forest. "There are more trailing behind me. Keep your distance and do not let them get behind your reach!"

The three of them fell into a natural, rhythmic defense. Elis held the center with his long reach while the newcomer darted in to finish any creature that slipped past the pitchfork.

Jacob stayed in the backline, his mind working at a fever pitch to keep both fighters from being surrounded.

He tripped a goblin here and sent a blast of air there, acting as the invisible hand that kept the monsters off balance.

Occasionally, he even reached down to grab a loose rock, which he promptly overloaded with a random runic enchantment before throwing it toward a group of goblins.

The damage was still minimal, with some goblins getting slowed down by the shrapnel, but it served its purpose of breaking up groups quite well.

Despite their efforts, the sheer number of goblins flooding in from the treeline began to take a toll.

The boy had a deep gash on his thigh, and Elis was breathing in ragged, heavy gasps as he bled from several spots that the enchantments could not defend.

Neither combatant was invincible, and Jacob was still struggling to inflict any real damage on his enemies.

The goblins were closing in, sensing the exhaustion of their prey.

Suddenly, the air around the teen boy grew thick and hot. A fierce, reddish light erupted from his skin, glowing with the intensity of a forge fire.

He let out a guttural roar as the light intensified, casting long, bloody shadows across the grass.

He threw himself into the center of the goblin ranks with a speed that the eye could barely follow. His sword became a blur of red-tinted steel.

Tearing through the monsters with a terrifying strength, he eviscerated anything that stood in his path.

The goblins' crude weapons seemed to bounce off his skin without leaving a mark as he decimated their numbers in a flurry of desperate violence.

Arthur crested the hill with Caleb and Tom, Bran lagging behind, all carrying pitchforks.

They were just in time to witness the goblins fleeing back into the forest with the vicious teen boy cutting down the stragglers as he charged back toward the forest in pursuit.

And Elis got a notification from the system.

Quest Complete: Defend Farm from Invading Goblins.
Reward: Class upgrade. 5 freely distributable stat points.

Farmer (43) --> Advanced Farmer (40)
Three levels converted to distributable stat points. 

Elis gasped as a surge of warmth rushed through his limbs. The exhaustion that had weighed down his shoulders vanished, replaced by an unreasonable vitality.

He could feel the new strength knitting together the small cuts on his arms. His muscles felt denser, and his vision seemed to sharpen as the system integrated the new class into his being.

Arthur hurried over to the farmhand after checking on Jacob, placing a steadying hand on his shoulder. "Elis, you're bleeding. Are you alright? Where did that boy come from?"

Elis blinked, the golden screen fading as he focused back on Arthur, noting that they were out of earshot of Jacob. "I'm more than alright, Arthur. The system just gave me an upgrade. I've managed to upgrade to Advanced Farmer."

He looked down at his hands, which were steady and strong. "As for the boy, he arrived just when we were about to be overrun. He fought like a demon, and his sword skill is beyond what his age suggests."

Jacob walked toward the edge of the forest, his eyes fixed on the spot where the teen had vanished.

He could still feel the residue of that reddish light hanging in the air. It was unlike any mana he had encountered.

It didn't feel like any sort of partnership with the world. It felt like a sort of raw, forced manifestation of internal will that had been projected outward with violent certainty.

He looked back at Elis, noting the subtle change in the man's posture. The transition from a standard class to an advanced one had physically altered him, and Jacob could tell that Elis had gotten something from the system.

Jacob wondered if the system rewards were a form of automated enchantment that rewrote the human body to match the new designation.

That ability to rewrite the human body must be high-level magic, the closest I could get is healing magic.

He looked over toward Tom and Caleb, who began to move among the fallen goblins, their initial shock turning into the grim task of securing the perimeter. They used their pitchforks to finish off any stragglers that were playing dead.

Jacob turned his gaze back to the treeline. The mysterious boy had not yet returned from the woods. The silence of the forest felt heavy, as if the trees themselves were holding their breath after the violence that had just passed through them.

The forest shadows parted as the mysterious boy stumbled back into the clearing. The fierce, reddish glow had vanished, leaving him looking smaller and more fragile in the morning light.

His leather armor was shredded in several places, and deep, ragged gasps tore from his chest.

He leaned heavily against a fence post, his knuckles were white as he gripped his short sword.

"They are gone," the boy panted, wiping a smear of dark blood from his cheek. "The militia intercepted the main raiding party near the old stone bridge. These were just the stragglers looking for easy prey."

Jacob approached the newcomer with his hands held out in a gesture of peace. He could see several vicious wounds through the gaps in the boy's armor.

A deep gash on his shoulder was still weeping crimson, and his movements were stiff with the onset of shock.

"Let me help," Jacob said, his voice low and calm.

He didn't wait for a response. He reached out and placed his palms just above the most severe injury on the boy's shoulder.

Jacob closed his eyes and began to reach for the magic of the world, but he did not try to seize it.

Instead, he visualized the healing runes he had used several times for enchantments. He translated those rigid symbols into an actionable visualization for his magic.

He projected a mental image of the boy's flesh in its pristine state. He whispered to the cells, encouraging them to remember their wholeness and to bridge the gaps of the torn muscle.

The mana responded with a gentle, cool resonance. It felt like a soothing liquid poured over a burn.

The boy watched in stunned silence as the jagged wound began to close. The edges of the skin crept toward each other, knitting together without leaving so much as a scar.

The deep bruising on his ribs faded into a healthy tan, and the stiffness in his limbs vanished. Within minutes, the boy stood straight, his breathing even and his strength fully restored.

"I have seen healers before," the boy whispered, flexing his shoulder in disbelief. "But I have never seen someone mend flesh that quickly without a staff or a ritual. You didn't even use a chant."

Jacob gave a modest shrug, his mind already analyzing how the magic had interacted with the boy's unique energy. "I just suggested that your body should return to the way it was before the fight. It seemed happy to comply, and the magic seemed to agree."

"I am Jacob, by the way."

The boy nodded. "I go by Oren. I am glad I ran into you guys, not sure how much longer I could have lasted on my own."

Oren looked at his own hands, then back at the forest where he had unleashed that terrifying violence.

"Although, during the heat of that battle, when I thought we were done for, something broke loose inside of me. I felt this heat, like a forge fire in my gut, and it just poured out of my skin. Every lesson and moment of training seemed to come together... "

He looked Jacob in the eye, his expression a mix of awe and lingering adrenaline.

"I achieved Aura. My master always told me it was a myth for anyone under the age of thirty. It is a power that most combatants spend their entire lives chasing and never touch. That red light was my own will made manifest as a physical shield and blade."

Jacob nodded, processing the information. He realized that while he was learning to partner with the world's magic, Oren had learned to weaponize the energy within his own body.

"It was impressive," Jacob noted. "And it likely saved our lives."

  

    
        100. The Resonance of Will

    
    
    
    
  The morning sun was now moving over the East field, casting long shadows across the broken bodies of the goblins. The air was thick with the scent of damp earth and the metallic tang of blood.

Jacob stood at the edge of the clearing, watching his father and Caleb move with practiced, grim efficiency to clear the farmyard. Every time a pitchfork struck the ground, it felt like a violation of the peace they had worked so hard to build with the seeding mechanism.

Jacob looked at Elis, who was effortlessly hoisting a heavy goblin carcass with one hand. The farmhand's movements were fluid and possessed a new, almost terrifying, grace.

He could see the faint shimmer of the system's lingering influence around Elis's muscles, a silver-gold lattice that seemed to reinforce his very bones.

It looks like the system just etched a high-level enchantment, or something similar, directly onto his soul, Jacob thought as he watched Elis move.

It made him a better tool for the farm, but the enchantment seems like a rigid set of rules forced into his flesh. I have no idea how I could accomplish that, not yet, at least.

Oren sat nearby on a stump, cleaning the dark ichor from his short sword with a rag. He looked healthier than he had any right to be after such a battle, thanks to Jacob's healing. He watched Jacob with a curious gaze.

"You are staring at the mana again," Oren said, his voice regaining its youthful confidence. "I can see it in your eyes. You aren't looking at the field, you are looking at the way the mana shimmers."

"I'm trying to understand the difference," Jacob admitted, sitting on the grass opposite the young warrior. "Your Aura was red and fierce. It felt like you created an entirely different type of energy that obeys your commands. Whatever Elis's upgrade is feels like a perfect machine. My magic, though, it feels like I am asking a friend for a favor."

Oren laughed at Jacobs' musings. "My master said that the world is a cruel place and you have to beat it into submission before it beats you. Aura is just the ultimate expression of that. It is the 'I am' that refuses to break. Your way sounds much more pleasant, but I wonder if a 'suggestion' can stop a dragon's fire or a king's army."

Maybe the suggestion is only as weak as the one making it, Jacob mused. Oren's power is a scream of will. He forces his own power to be more. But that kind of power must come at a hefty cost. If I can persuade the world that its natural state is to move with me, then the world isn't obeying a master. It is simply following its own heart. If I can convince the world that I am meant to be its sovereign, perhaps the world will simply choose to agree.

Jacob signaled to Bran, and the two of them walked back toward the seeding mechanism that Bran had stashed in the Barn, leaving the rest of the cleanup to everyone else. Oren decided to tag along, interested in seeing what Jacob would do next.

Once they got to the Barn, Bran knelt in the dirt next to the mechanism, his hands moving over the primary drive gear with a frantic sort of reverence.

He checked the alignment of the timing plate and ran his fingers along the silver-soldered joints to ensure the excessive vibration of the hasty move hadn't shaken the assembly loose.

"It held," Bran whispered, his voice thick with relief.

"The tolerances are exactly where I set them. I thought for sure the impact of those rough bumps would have stripped a tooth or bent an axle with how fast Barnaby was hoofing it to this Barn."

Satisfied that the seeder was functional, the two young men turned toward the farmhouse, bringing their tagalong with them.

Knowing that it would be locked tight, Jacob knocked in a specific rhythm, and a moment later, heavy timber could be heard sliding back.

They stepped into the kitchen, which had been transformed into a makeshift infirmary.

The air was thick with the scent of boiled vinegar, dried lavender, and the tang of iron.

May moved to the large wooden table, her sleeves rolled up as she worked on a fresh bandage. Lila stood beside her, holding a basin of clean water and a bundle of clean linen strips, her face was pale, but her movements were adequate.

Sera was sitting in a chair by the hearth, a cup of herbal tea clutched in her hands. She looked exhausted, her cloak stained with the dirt of the field and a bit of blood from Mira, but she looked up with a relieved gaze when she saw Jacob and Bran enter with Oren behind them.

"The boys are back," Lila said, with a quiet voice.

Jacob walked over to where Mira lay on a narrow cot near the window. The scout's breathing was deeper and more rhythmic than it had been in the field.

May had already cleaned the jagged wound on her shoulder, and while it lacked the instantaneous perfection of Jacob's magic, the flesh looked calm and well-tended.

My mother's hands move with a different kind of certainty, Jacob observed as he watched May tuck the blanket around Mira's chin.

"She will sleep for most of the day," May said, finally turning to look at her son.

She reached out and wiped a smudge of soot from Jacob's cheek, her eyes searching his face while her hands patted him down for any hidden injuries.

"Are you alright? Sera said goblins were invading the farm."

"I am alright, Mother, all thanks to Elis and Oren," Jacob replied softly, gesturing to the newcomer.

Oren stepped up to give a word.

"Your son was incredible out there, shooting all sorts of magic right over our heads. We wouldn't have made it without him. And, he healed me right afterward. It was a miracle I stumbled onto the farm here when I did."

"You did well," May said, her voice dropping to a low, serious tone as she turned back to Jacob when Oren was done talking.

"But do not forget that a body needs time to understand that it is healed. Magic can close the skin, but the spirit still remembers the injury. Make sure Oren gets some rest, even if he feels like he could jump over the moon."

Lila set the basin down and moved to Jacob's side, leaning her head against his arm for a brief second.

The tension in the room began to dissipate, replaced by the sounds of the kettle beginning to whistle and the soft crackle of the fire.

"I suppose it would be a good idea to heal Mira, then. It seems that you have done well to stabilize her, but I think it would be best if I used some magic."

May nodded for him to get to work.

He knelt by the narrow cot where Mira lay. The jagged tear on her shoulder was still weeping despite May's best efforts with the boiled linen and lavender wash.

The scout's face was the color of weathered parchment, her brow furrowed in a deep, unconscious grimace of pain.

"She is strong, but the blade was filthy," May whispered, stepping back to give Jacob room. "Redness and swelling are already starting to take hold."

Jacob hovered his hands just above the blood-soaked bandages, closing his eyes to find the rhythmic pulse of the world and how it responded with her body.

He didn't reach for the magic with a command. Instead, he opened his mind and invited the ambient mana to look at Mira with him.

He projected a vivid visualization of the scout as he had seen her only days ago, moving through the forest with effortless grace.

He whispered to the air, to the mana, and to the very cells of Mira's body. He suggested that the heat of the infection was a guest that had overstayed its welcome.

He encouraged the torn muscle to remember the shape of its own wholeness. The magic responded with a silvery resonance that felt like a mountain spring flowing through the room.

I am not just fixing a broken machine, Jacob thought as he felt the mana begin to swirl around the wound. I am reminding her body of its own history, and asking the world to help her return to the person she was before the blade found her.

Lila gasped as the dark, angry redness around the wound began to recede. Beneath the layers of linen, the skin began to crawl as it stitched itself back together.

Mira's breathing shifted instantly. The ragged, shallow gasps smoothed into a deep, restorative rhythm. The tension left her jaw, and her face regained a healthy flush.

Jacob pulled his hands away, feeling a strange mixture of exhaustion and clarity. He looked at his palms, which were still tingling from the interaction.

If I can rewrite the physical state of a person through a simple suggestion, what happens when I start suggesting things to the world on a larger scale?

May reached out and touched the now-pristine skin of Mira's shoulder. She looked at Jacob with a mixture of pride and flickering concern. She recognized that her son was no longer just a boy who played with runes in a barn.

"You saved her a week of agony, Jacob," May said softly. She moved to the hearth to pull the kettle from the hook. "But don't let the ease of it make you think the life behind the wound is any less fragile. Magic can fix the skin, but it is the rest that keeps a person whole."

Jacob nodded, already thinking about the new powers and revelations that were made in this one battle, and he knew the world was growing smaller and more dangerous with every passing day.

He stepped back from Mira's bedside and looked at Oren, who was still leaning heavily against the kitchen doorframe. The boy's face was pale, and his eyes had a glazed, distant quality that suggested his body was finally crashing from the strain of manifesting his aura.

"You look like you're about to fall over," Jacob said, walking over to the young warrior. "My room is at the end of the hall. Take the bed. It's yours for as long as you need to sleep."

Oren started to protest, his hand moving toward the hilt of his short sword by habit, but a sudden, deep yawn cut him off. He looked at Jacob with a weary, appreciative nod.

He didn't have the energy for a polite refusal. He simply turned and shuffled toward the hallway, his boots dragging slightly on the wooden floor.

  

    
        101. Fixing the Field

    
    
    
    
  After seeing Oren making his way to rest, Jacob couldn't help but think to himself briefly.

He pushed himself to a breaking point that most people don't even know exists, that red light wasn't a gift from the system. It feels more like it was a debt he drew from his own life force.

Bran stood by the kitchen table, his heavy iron wrench still clutched in his hand. He looked toward the barn, then back at Jacob. His shoulders were slumped with the pressure of the day's adrenaline.

"I should get back home," Bran said, with a meek voice. "My folks will have heard the ruckus by now. They'll be worried."

"Go on, Bran," Jacob replied, placing a hand on his friend's shoulder. "The seeder is safe. We can finish the adjustments tomorrow once the dust has settled."

Bran gave a tired smile and headed out the back door, his silhouette disappearing into the sunlight.

Sera had already pulled a chair closer to Mira's cot. She looked at Jacob and gave him a small nod, indicating that she wouldn't be leaving the scout's side.

Jacob felt the lingering static of the morning's magic under his skin. He couldn't sit still in the peacefulness of the house while the work in the East field remained unfinished.

He turned and walked out onto the porch, squinting against the glare of the afternoon sun.

The field was a scene of grim labor. Elis, Tom, and Caleb were moving through the rows, dragging the goblin carcasses toward a pile at the edge of the woods where they would be burned.

Jacob saw his father standing near the edge of the freshly turned soil, leaning against the handle of his pitchfork.

Arthur raised a hand, signaling for Jacob to come over. As Jacob approached, he noticed the tension in his father's shoulders had begun to fade, replaced by the weight of a long day's work.

"A rider from the militia came through while you were in the house tending to the girls," Arthur said, his voice kept low so as not to carry across the open field. "They have broken the main raiding party near the stone bridge and were sending out scouts to check on the outlying farms. I told him we were fine and that the threat here had been dealt with. He seemed satisfied with that and moved on to the next neighbor."

Arthur paused, his gaze drifting toward the farmhouse. "The man never mentioned Mira or the boy. He didn't ask about who was staying in our guest rooms or whose blood was on the grass. It seems he was in a hurry to report back that the perimeter was secure."

Jacob looked toward the dark treeline where the goblins had first emerged.

The militia is focused on the big picture, Jacob thought. They want to hear that the fires are out so they can move to the next one. That suits us for now.

"I know Mira spends most of her time scouting the woods around the village," Jacob said to his father. "I am not sure who she actually reports to, but she has been watching over this valley for a while, it seems."

Then he scratched his chin in thought. "As for Oren, it was my first time meeting him today. He arrived just when the line was about to break. He didn't just fight for his own life, though. He put himself between the goblins and Elis or me numerous times during the skirmish. He seems to have a good character at the very least, so I let him nap on my bed."

Arthur nodded slowly, processing his son's words. "If he stood for his neighbors when the blades were out, then he has earned his rest in this house. We'll see what he has to say for himself when he wakes."

Arthur turned his gaze toward the rows of the East field. The sunlight caught the uneven mounds of earth where the fighting had been most intense.

He saw the places where the ground was packed hard by the weight of the raiding party, and his expression shifted into a sad look.

"I heard y'all had just finished planting the bulbs in the rest of the field," Arthur said softly, his voice carrying the understanding of a farmer who had seen his labor wasted. "It's a real shame it's been ruined."

Jacob did not share the disappointment. He looked at the trampled soil and saw only a minor delay. His mind was already calculating the speed of the brass injectors and the power of the lightness enchantment.

"Don't worry about that, Dad," Jacob replied with a confident smile. "You should come watch the seeding mechanism in action tomorrow after Bran and I finish up the tuning. Barnaby is able to tow the thing with ease, so we could probably get this field done in two hours."

Arthur looked at his son with a flicker of disbelief. He was used to fields taking days of back-breaking effort, not a single effortless morning. The idea of finishing the entire East field in two hours seemed to struggle for a place in his mind.

"Two hours," Arthur repeated, his eyes drifting back to the scarred earth.

"Maybe even less once the enchantments are fully dialed in," Jacob added.

He looked toward the barn where the seeder waited. "We'll let the soil rest for tonight while we get the equipment ready and give Barnaby some time to calm down. Tomorrow morning, we will have these bulbs back in the ground before the sun is even high."

Arthur nodded, though a trace of skepticism remained in the corners of his eyes. He reached out and squeezed Jacob's shoulder, acknowledging the optimism even if he couldn't quite grasp the scale of the change his son was bringing to the farm.

Jacob then helped the rest of the men work on the fields, dragging bodies to the pile before smoothing out ruts.

Once the work was done, they burned the bodies with some firewood. The fact that monsters dried out after their cores dispersed was very helpful in these situations.

They walked back toward the farmhouse while the orange light of the setting sun stretched across the trampled grass. The house was quiet when they entered, possessing the calm of a home that had survived a storm.

Jacob checked on Oren, who remained in a deep, restorative sleep, and then found a pallet near the hearth to rest his own weary head.

The night passed in a strange blur of sleep that seemed to end as soon as it began. Jacob woke with the first pale light of dawn and headed straight for the barn, his mind already turning back to the tuning for the mechanism they still needed to finish for the fields.

He found Bran already there. The morning light filtered through the gaps in the barn's wooden slats, casting long ribbons of gold across the dirt floor.

Bran was hunched over the seeding mechanism with his fingers stained by oil. The brass plates of the seeder had been wiped clean of the previous day's grime, and the central assembly sat open to reveal the interlocking gears.

Bran looked up as Jacob approached, tapping a small brass screw near the timing plate with the tip of his screwdriver.

"I spent the first few hours of light checking the physical tolerances," Bran explained. "The impact from fleeing from the goblins didn't break anything, but the sudden jolts shifted the alignment of the distribution valves. I want you to fine-tune the enchantments. They need to be more sensitive to the rotation speed of the axle before we take Barnaby back out to re-plant those damaged areas."

Jacob leaned in to inspect the work while he felt the geometry of the integrated Earth Core humming within its cradle.

"The valves were lagging behind the wheels when Barnaby got spooked," Bran continued. "If we're going to fix the rows that were trampled, the machine needs to handle the uneven ground without throwing off the seed spacing. Can you make the lightness enchantment more reactive to the vertical pressure on the injectors?"

Jacob placed his hands on the cool metal of the frame. He reached for the Earth Core's energy, focusing on precision rather than a broad surge of power.

He visualized the relationship between the rotation of the wheels and the opening of the valves. He suggested to the mana that the two movements should be inseparable, like a shadow follows its owner.

Then he reinforced the smoothing intent he had applied previously, making sure the magic acted as a cushion between the mechanical parts.

"I'm tightening the link between the axle's motion and the sorting runes," Jacob said while he kept his eyes closed to better sense the mana flow. "It won't just wait for the rotation, it will anticipate it. I am also adding some sharpening intent to the injectors so they work with the runes to treat the packed soil of the battle site like loose sand."

Bran watched as a faint, amber glow pulsed through the brass, settling into the joints where the mechanical friction was highest. He reached out and turned the main drive wheel by hand. The valves snapped open and shut rhythmically.

"That's it," Bran noted with a satisfied nod. "The lag is gone. It feels like the machine is thinking ahead of my hand."

"Let's get Barnaby hitched up," Jacob said while he wiped his hands on a rag. "The mule seems calmer this morning. If we start now, we can have those ruined rows fixed before my mother starts the midday meal."

Getting the harness on Barnaby was quick, and Jacob laid a strengthening enchantment on the leather that was turned outwards to affect the mule instead of the material.

That should help him with the work that needs to get done today, Jacob thought to himself as they made their way to the east field.

Upon reaching the field, as the morning sun cast sufficient light across the furrows to show the damage from the day before, Jacob and Bran could see that less than half of the field had actually been ruined.

Jacob turned to Bran and said, "It looks like this will actually be quicker than we thought. Maybe we can do one of the new plots afterward."

  

    
        102. Oren and Mira

    
    
    
    
  The fields basically planted themselves.

Jacob and Bran began to unhitch the harness from Barnaby, who stood patiently with a flick of his ears, appearing entirely unbothered by the morning's labor.

Arthur walked toward them from the edge of the property, his boots crunching on the dry grass. He stopped at the head of the rows, looking out over the hundreds of perfectly spaced mounds.

Arthur looked from the fresh furrows back to the boys. "I have spent weeks on this ground every year since I was your age," he said. He shook his head slowly. "To see a whole field turned and ready before lunch is something I never thought possible."

"Well," Jacob replied, "We actually just planted these bulbs with the help of the seeding mechanism."

He pointed over to the far field where Elis could faintly be seen pulling a plow on one side while Tom was pushing an Ox with another plow on the other side.

Bramble, the old donkey, was hooked up to a wagon filled with stones at the edge of that field where Caleb could be seen depositing his latest round of rocks.

"Caleb and Tom finished the fencing early, and Elis wanted to test his new strength or something, so they are the ones who actually plowed this field and cleared the stones."

Arthur looked incredulously at his farmhand plowing the field like an Ox before shaking his head, apparently devoid of words to say about such a sight.

He walked a few paces into the field, kneeling to inspect a single injection site.

The soil was loose and aerated, exactly as it should be for the spring crop. He stood back up and looked at the brass machine with a look of profound respect.

"All we need now is a harvesting mechanism to really push the efficiency of the farm," Arthur joked, giving a rough pat to the side of the seeder. "Then I suppose I could just sit on the porch and watch the crops grow in the sun."

Jacob and Bran shared a knowing look. A small, competitive spark passed between them that Arthur didn't miss.

"We should probably wait until after the heavy spring rains for that," Jacob said, trying to keep his tone casual. "The mud would be too thick for the sorting valves we have in mind for a harvester."

Arthur's mouth hung open for a second. He looked from his son to the young apprentice, realization dawning on him that they weren't joking in return.

He shook his head, a small laugh escaping his lips as he realized the limits of his own imagination were nowhere near the limits of Jacob's ambition.

"I suppose I should stop giving you ideas," Arthur muttered, though he looked more proud than worried. "Let's get inside. The women have the table set, and I suspect we have a couple of guests who have some explaining to do."

"I'll catch up later," Bran said to Arthur and Jacob, "My ma is expecting me home for lunch. But it was fun, Jacob! We need to get together and do this again soon. I have so many ideas that I'll be working on after seeing a different direction for tinkering."

Arthur and Jacob waved as Bran headed down the lane, back toward the village. They dropped Barnaby off at the barn before heading in for lunch.

The kitchen was filled with the warm, savory scent of a slow-simmered stew and fresh-baked bread.

It was a stark contrast to the scent of ozone and iron that had dominated the yard the day before.

Jacob and Arthur entered first, with Caleb trailing behind them after he finished washing up at the pump.

May and Lila were moving around the central table, laying out mismatched ceramic bowls and heavy wooden spoons.

Sera sat near the hearth, but Mira had finally moved from her cot to a chair. She looked pale, but her eyes were focused as she watched the men enter.

Oren was already seated, looking remarkably refreshed.

His rugged armor had been set aside, leaving him in a simple linen tunic that showed the fading lines where his deep wounds had been just a day ago.

He looked up as Jacob approached, giving a respectful nod.

The atmosphere was pleasant as everyone took their seats, the initial tension of the raid replaced by the shared hunger of a hard morning's work. However, the silence didn't last long once the first round of stew was served.

"So," Caleb began, leaning forward with a look of curiosity. "You aren't wearing militia colors, and you don't talk like the boys from the village."

Lila set a basket of bread down and stayed there, her eyes fixed on the young warrior. "Where did you come from, Oren? And why were you out in those woods alone?"

"We want to know who we're sharing our bread with," May added, though her voice was kind. "A boy who can move like a red flash and chase a pack of goblins off of a farm is a rare sight to see around here."

The questions began to cascade around the table. Arthur asked about his training, while Sera wanted to know if he was trying to join the militia.

Even Mira, who had remained silent, leaned in to hear his response.

Oren looked around the table, his expression shifting from amusement to a thoughtful look as he realized he was the center of the farm's entire world for the moment.

He set his spoon into the empty bowl and noticed the expectant looks from everyone, sitting up a bit straighter.

"My name is Oren," he said, his voice steady despite the fatigue still lingering in his eyes. "I am fourteen, though I will be fifteen once the spring rains finish. I was born in Thornhold, and my father put a sword in my hand and taught me how to swing it when I was seven."

He looked around the room as he spoke. "I lost both my parents when I was eight because of a monster surge. I ended up in the county orphanage just outside the Thornhold walls. It was a rough place, but the people there were kind enough to let me stay out in the yard. I spent every spare hour practicing the footwork and the strikes my father taught me before he passed."

"A few years ago, the militia established a temporary camp in the woods near the orphanage," Oren continued. "That is where I met Corporal Durand. He saw me swinging my father's sword in the brush, told me my grip was so loose a child could disarm me, so he began training me during his off-shifts."

Oren's expression softened, showing a brief smile. "He's a hard teacher, and the one who really taught me how to fight."

Lila looked from Jacob to the traveler. "Is that why you were in the valley? Were you searching for him?"

"He sent word for me to meet him at the garrison near the bridge," Oren explained. "He decided it was time I observed a real patrol since I can join the militia next year. I was taking a shortcut through the valley when I spotted the smoke and the tracks, and I couldn't justify ignoring the raiding party heading in this direction."

"You arrived at the right moment," Jacob said. "Corporal Durand clearly taught you the value of standing your ground."

May began to clear the empty bowls. Her expression softened as she looked at the young swordsman. "Well, Oren of Thornhold, you helped save our home, and it sounds like you have been raised right. You are welcome to stay here until your strength returns. I don't care how many Sergeants are waiting for you at that bridge. A boy needs more than a single bowl of stew after what you have all been through."

Lila turned her attention toward Mira. She reached out to refill the scout's tea and noticed the edge of a bandage peeking from the collar of Mira's leather vest.

"What about you, Mira?" Lila asked. "You got hurt during the fight, too. Is your family in the village?"

Mira shifted in her chair. She looked at the tea rather than meeting Lila's eyes. She seemed ill at ease in the bright dining room.

"I was born in Ruvka," Mira said in a small voice. "I've been on my own since I was young, and I don't have a family. Also, I stay in the caves near the valley while I scout the surroundings."

Lila frowned and set the teapot down. "The caves? That must be freezing, even with the thaw. Big brother Jacob made my clothes warm!"

Mira acknowledged the little girl and nodded her head toward Jacob. "I will be fifteen at the start of autumn."

Jacob watched her from across the table. While Oren had no problems chatting away about himself, it seemed that Mira was not so comfortable.

He could tell that she was mostly used to being alone, while Oren had likely spent a good deal of time with the militia and his master.

May came back from the kitchen and placed a plate of sliced apples in the center of the table while offering an encouraging smile to the group.

"Well, it sounds like you could both use a place to rest from time to time when you are tired of training out there all day," May said, looking to her husband. "I am sure Arthur will agree that you are both welcome any time."

He nodded in confirmation, "Mira, it sounds like you could use a place to call home, so you are welcome to sleep here any time, Jacob is fine sleeping in the hay of the barn."

This caused Jacob to spit out his drink, "Hey! I don't remember volunteering for that!"

His reaction managed to rouse a chuckle from Arthur and the rest of the table.

"Well, son," Arthur replied, "I guess we will just have to add on a guest bedroom since you keep bringing home so many friends!"

Then he turned to Oren, "And you, Oren, it sounds like Corporal Durand has a place for you to stay, but you are also welcome to come out to the farm any time you like, maybe stop in for a meal from time to time, eh?"

Mira and Oren both looked to Jacob, who just gave them a confused nod.

Why does it seem like they are asking me for permission first?

Mira answered before Oren could get a word out, "I spend most of my time scouting, but I wouldn't mind having a place to grab a nice meal. I need to get going, though."

She stood up and nodded to her hosts before leaving, seemingly a bit uncomfortable still.

As she was walking out, she turned to Jacob and May, "Thank you both for patching me up."

Then she turned to Sera, "And you, for helping me through it all."

When she was gone, Oren cleared his throat a bit awkwardly.

"Well, I would also be happy to come by every now and then to share a meal or see what Jacob is up to. I am sure my master would also like to stop by if he gets a chance. Especially when he hears about how hard both Jacob and Elis fought off those goblins. You know, they are all at a combat level of, heuk!"

It seemed that the system was not too happy with Oren at that moment as the geas tightened around his throat and choked the words out before they could continue.

He took a drink of water to help relax before he continued.

"Gah! Ah, well, I suppose that is my cue to leave," he said as he glanced at Lila, looking a bit embarrassed.

"It seems my mouth is getting ahead of my brain, but I will be back, you can count on that!"

He then grabbed his things from Jacob's room before leaving.

The family and Sera waved him off as he shuffled around them and again as he headed out of the back door.

Sera and Lila moved into the living area, next to the hearth, where they started gossiping as they prepared the materials they would need for the mending lessons May would be teaching them soon.

Arthur and Caleb took off together to head out to the fields.

And Jacob walked over to the barn.

Time to practice some magic, he thought to himself. Those goblins gave me a couple of things to think about, and that one thing Gerald mentioned is getting to me. Why is density so important, and what did he even mean?

  

    
        103. Enhancing Magic

    
    
    
    
  Jacob pulled up a stool as he sat in the warmth of the sun just outside the barn. He began to stare at the weathered wall while thinking about his current problem.

The magic I can do is nice, but it's too flimsy. Sure, I can push things around a little, but in a fight, like with the goblins, it's not enough to ensure that we can all make it out of an encounter alive.

He summoned a fireball. The small, flickering sphere formed at eye level, no larger than a stone he could throw.

He pushed a fresh surge of magic into the flame. Instead of growing larger, the edges of the sphere blurred and wobbled. The fire began to act like the choppy surface of a lake during a storm.

The problem is not my power. It looks like the more magic I try to push into it, the more I am trying to control it like a tool, which seems to be what destabilizes the entire process.

The size remained unchanged while the structure became more chaotic. Eventually, the ball could no longer hold its shape. It collapsed and dispersed in a rush of heat that sent small flames in every direction.

He was situated far enough from the barn, and the flames of his own magic never seemed to burn him, so there was no trouble with causing such an effect. But the lack of progress was always irritating.

Jacob considered the difference between the spell and a rune. He could etch a heat rune onto a surface and feed it as much power as he wanted until the material ignited.

To further his analysis, he picked up a stick and pulled out his mithril-tipped etching tool to inscribe a heating rune onto it.

With a push of power, he managed to overload the rune with his magic, but instead of exploding, the stick quickly caught on fire as the rune burned itself out.

Now, why is it that I can force the density of the magic to increase so much for a rune, but not with the fireball?

He picked up another stick, but this time, he only used enough power to make the stick warm with the rune.

While it started to heat up, he held it in his hands on his lap as he tried to feel for the magic within it.

He could feel the link he had with the rune, and he could sense what his own power was doing within it.

It seems to be cycling in a geometric pattern, but I can't really tell what the pattern is, just that it's not the same as the rune. But the actual energy to power the enchantment, that comes from the invisible energy of the world. I just can't sense it, no matter what I do.

Leaving the issue of sensing the surrounding energy aside, he summoned his fireball once more. It was the same small dark red flame that formed a near-perfect orb, just a bit pointed at the top, where the flame flickered a bit.

If I try to compress this flame with the power already within it, He thought, I wonder if it could act like the rune somehow.

He then suggested to the flame that it would be better to pull inward, as if it were a heavy blanket wrapping itself up for warmth.

At first, nothing happened, but as he sharpened his focus, the flame began to shrink. It grew hotter as it grew smaller.

The color shifted from red to a deep orange, then to a bright orange. By the time it was the size of a pebble, the flame had turned a brilliant yellow.

It is much hotter than before. I can see the heat rolling off this small flame. And, I can weirdly control how it moves now with much greater efficiency.

He started to will it to move up and down as well as to and from himself. The small flame moved quickly as it followed his direction, and soon it nearly felt like it was a part of himself.

Now, I just need to figure out how to invite the surrounding energy into this flame, ideally without snuffing the ball of fire out.

He pulled the flame to just above his hand and looked at it closely while feeling it with his magic. It seemed to be mostly dormant, besides the flow from the air warming near the small hot flame.

I was hoping it would form that geometric shape by itself. How the hell am I supposed to do this during combat?

Brushing off his own concerns with his magic, he tried to will the condensed flame to rotate clockwise. It responded much more quickly this time, and as it spun, it seemed to grow a bit bigger while maintaining the same heat and color.

Alright, so the movement itself seems to draw in the surrounding energy. It's kind of like fanning a flame, I guess.

The flame stopped growing quickly, so Jacob decided to mix up the rotation until it formed a simple loop with two ends flowing around each other instead of just rotating in one direction. With the integration of the loop, the flame nearly doubled in size without losing power.

After the double-sided loop stabilized and ran itself without Jacob having to will it to do so, he added another loop, forming a triple-headed rotational axis, causing the flame to double up again, reaching its original size.

With the much more powerful ball of flame that was the size of a throwing stone now responding directly to his will, he could finally cast a spell that could hurt his enemies.

Focusing on an old hitching post that seemed like it was a safe distance from the barn, he cast his fireball, which moved with a blur before hitting the post.

The ball exploded much more violently than it had before the compression, but it still sounded like a poof instead of a loud bang. The damage was what Jacob was most interested in, though.

He approached the smoldering post, which had charred at the point of impact and was currently burning with a flame rising from the top of it. Jacob summoned some water to douse the post to get a closer look.

He reached out and grabbed a piece of the charred wood, which easily snapped off. When he formed a fist around it, it easily crumbled in his hand.

Well, he thought to himself as he let the wind blow the carbon dust from his fingers, I suppose the issue of power is solved for now. Time to see if I can apply it to other forms of magic.

Using himself as the target, he first tried different forms of wind magic as he moved toward the seeder that they left out at the new fields for lunch. Shaping a wind spell was easy, but narrowing down the core of the magic was not as obvious as the flame.

He ended up pushing himself side to side and even backwards before he got the hang of producing the more powerful winds he needed to actually support his movement. The rest of the trip to his seeder was a breeze after that.

Once at the seeder, he wanted to see if his lightness enchantment would work with his new air spell to make moving large heavy objects a one-person job. He first had to make the proper visualization while pulling on the mechanism that was already running this particular spell as an enchantment.

He listened to the enchantment by feeling it with his magic and followed its lead, eventually producing a lightness spell that allowed him to lift the seeder as if it were a sack of feathers.

I bet it's because the weight-assist enchantment is already helping, but this is better than I expected. It almost wants to blow away in the breeze. Better be careful.

He then used his new air spell, careful to establish both spells on the mechanism. Once it was steady, he moved it in front of himself to make sure he didn't bump into anything while he moved it without having to have a hand on it any longer.

I think I know what I need to do for a flight spell.

As he was thinking, he walked over to the post and mindlessly cast out his sharpness spell while twisting the core of the spellform, generating a much more efficient slash in the wood of the post than he had ever managed with the goblins.

I guess I can add that to my list of effective combat spells.

Continuing from his previous thought, he reached down and layered the weight enhancement enchantment through his intent method by envisioning the magic leveraging itself to propel him in his intended direction.

It had the effect that manipulating the earth had previously, where it felt like there was a bit of a spring in his step. To ensure the boots stayed on, he also layered the linking enchantment to his pants while tightening his belt.

Here goes nothing.

He cast his weight-assist spell on himself while also casting the new wind spell for movement. Spinning up both cores at the same time was a chore, but he managed to do it without exploding.

Just before takeoff, he jumped to give himself the extra momentum. It proved to be slightly too much as he ended up jumping higher than the barn.

"Whewww! Oh shit!"

He nearly lost control, but managed to right himself in time to prevent crashing into the roof of the barn, then he caught an angle and flew back towards his original position.

That is when he actually lost control. The wind spell was not enough to slow him down anymore because he let himself get too fast during the descent.

Without abandoning his air spell that was actively slowing him down, he also cast a third spell on himself to act as an absorption buffer to redistribute the kinetic energy, like the armor he had enchanted previously.

With all of the lightness enchantments working for him, the crash was nothing spectacular. His kinetic absorption spell also held, preventing any real damage from occurring. It also helped that his clothes were enchanted with strengthening aspects.

As he was dusting himself off from the fall, he heard Sera call out from behind him.

"Jacob! I could see you in the air like you were flying! Did you crash? Are you ok?"

She seemed a bit worried for him, so Jacob quickly cleared the air.

"I'm fine," he said as he waved off the worry. "It was a short flight spell that I need to tweak for it to work for real flight, but the good news is that I can move any piece of the farm equipment with it!"

  

    
        104. Maybe the Mage Knows

    
    
    
    
  Jacob spent the next few weeks after the thaw in a haze of mucky grinding as he pushed his magic further.

Sera would often watch him from the porch while brushing Lila's hair to a soothing tune.

He would spend most of the day crashing into the ground, which caused Sera's singing to be interrupted by her and Lila laughing at him for faceplanting in the muck.

Even Arthur and Caleb would get a good laugh out of Jacob crashing into the ground as he struggled to develop a real flight spell.

He was a good sport about it, of course.

At least I'm getting some good practice in forcing the ground to soften and hastily deploying my kinetic absorption spell.

But the flight training and farm work were interrupted by the heavy spring rains, which forced everyone indoors when they were not doing critical work around the farm.

During this period of heavy rain, Mira was driven out of the caves, and Oren took a break from training more often to eat and relax at the farm.

This had especially become the norm after Jacob expanded half the house with a water core. He found that he could feel the physical space he was able to affect with the expansion enchantment when he began channeling his power through the core and realized that it could only cover half the house safely.

The more material that had a mana field for the tendrils of magic to anchor to within the limited field that felt safe, the more stable the enchantment felt to Jacob, so he centered the enchantment on Lila's room and shaped it to the four rooms on the back half of the house.

This provided enough room to add a guest bedroom by splitting Lila's room in half, which made both rooms the same size as her room was previously. The same phenomenon happened with Jacob and Caleb's rooms, which were originally split in half.

Mira would often stay in the new guest bedroom, while Sera would bunk with Lila since they had been getting along as sisters lately.

Arthur and May decided to keep the master bed and bath as it was for now, but noted that there was always the option to figure out how to add an additional room there if need be.

Jacob used the indoor time to upgrade his friends' gear as a thank-you for their help during the raid.

He enchanted their base layers for warmth and self-cleaning, and Oren received a specialized weight-assist lattice on his cuirass to help with mobility during long skirmishes.

Mira asked for more lethal enchantments on her daggers as goblin scouts were becoming a frequent sight in the forest, and she took it upon herself to get rid of them.

Jacob applied sharpness and mending runes to her steel, ensuring the blades would not chip against bone.

He also provided both of them with enchanted bandages. He asked May to hem strips of heavy linen, which he then imbued with durability and a focused healing intent.

"These bandages won't save your life," he stressed to them when giving them the enchanted bandages. "They are designed to get you out of a rough spot so you can get help. Don't go trying to wrap a broken bone in one of these and expect to be able to get back into the fight."

At the end of the heavy spring rains, Sera's grandmother tragically passed away in her sleep.

To make matters worse, her uncle from out of town kicked her out of the house and seized all of the assets before loading them all onto a small caravan to sell them where he could, claiming them as his inheritance.

And he didn't even attend the funeral.

The funeral was a somber event. The heavy rains had ended, but it was still wet and muddy.

Arthur and Elis rounded up some men from the village, and they set out to dig the grave in the village graveyard.

Jacob decided to tag along to help the men with his magic.

It is important, he thought, that she be buried at the correct depth, especially around here.

The men had already started digging the grave by the time Jacob made it out. He had been following Arthur from one of the neighbors, so he was a bit behind Elis and the rest.

The mud was very loose and hard to shovel out of the way to get started, so Jacob used his magic to first firm the earth a little while ushering the water over to a runoff point that flowed away from the new gravesite.

The men digging were suddenly stable in the mud, able to find purchase in the soil, as their shovels began to move significantly more mass that clumped together instead of running over the edges of the shovel like a soup.

Between shovelfuls, he used his magic to directly remove chunks of the earth, while ensuring the walls of the grave were made tight and compact to prevent it from caving in.

The men had little to say about the magic, or were too focused on the somber project at hand to notice.

They finished before the sun was even halfway to high noon.

"That will be enough," Arthur announced to the men still digging. "That should be at least two meters, more than enough for her to rest peacefully."

Hearing the reminder caused Jacobs' stomach to knot. He didn't know the old woman very well, but he felt for Sera.

"Now," Arthur continued, "Lets get the tent set up before the casket gets here, we don't want this hard work to be wasted."

With most of the men helping with the tent, Jacob worked with the rain to reduce the amount of water assaulting the workers. He directed most of it toward the makeshift runoff drain, and the tent was put up smoothly.

They didn't wait long, with the mourning group arriving with the wooden coffin, which was removed from the wagon with thick ropes and carried by some of the gravediggers.

The funeral was a quick event, as per the village tradition. Everyone grabbed a handful of the dirt and threw it onto the casket after Sera before retreating to their respective homes to get out of the rain and mourn in what comfort they could.

The atmosphere at the Hemlock farmhouse was somber when Jacob and Arthur returned home from making sure the dirt was filled in to the grave properly. Jacob even compacted it a bit with his magic to make sure the waters wouldn't seep in and wash the loose dirt away.

They could see Sera and Lila sitting at the fire, holding hands, while Sera hummed a sad, low tune.

"You know," Sera began, interrupting her own tune, "I knew this day would come soon. I knew she was old, especially for our village. But it still hurts."

Her small speech was broken by her own stifled sobs, so she stared at the fire instead while Lila rubbed her back, just trying to comfort the girl she had come to see as her own older sister.

Jacob felt hopeless in such a situation, knowing there was likely no magic that could ease the pain she felt.

And even if there were, I doubt it would be used. He thought to himself. It would remove the meaning of mourning.

Sera remained withdrawn for the next few days as work on the farm continued with the reduced precipitation as the main spring rains passed. She had fully moved into the Hemlock house with what little her uncle had allowed her to keep.

Jacob was out in the field, helping with a shipment of cattle from another farm. With the expansion of their fields, the farm now had much more land to work with, but with an increasing number of mouths to feed, they had been reducing the number of heads they could sell.

The solution was to purchase another steer with a few milk cows and a couple of dozen pigs.

The largest field they had purchased recently was already planted with saltgrass, but they converted it to a fenced-in area for their grazing animals with Barnaby to watch after them at night.

They found out quickly that the animals liked the saltgrass. It produced very few salts on its blades, but the animals still liked to lick them clean daily.

After herding the animals to their fenced-in area with only a mild disturbance when Jacob had to invent a new spell on the spot to grab a fleeing pig, Arthur turned to his youngest son.

"We'll start seeding the rest of the fields with the crop for this season soon." He said to Jacob. "Your magic has been a great help in getting things running smoothly this year. Especially now that we are managing even more land than before without more hands on the roll. But I think it's about time you consider investing more effort into learning about magic. The farm will always be here, but the more chances to learn that you pass up, the less you will likely get."

Jacob nodded his head. He already knew he would have to sacrifice his plans for farming in order to pursue magic further, but it was a sobering reality when his father laid it out like that.

"I'm grateful for your consideration, Father." Jacob began in reply, "And I know you are right. It's going to take more than a casual glance for me to actually figure out magic. Even now, I have a block in how to proceed further. The new spell today was just a fluke."

Arthur walked up to Jacob, who was watching Caleb wrestle a pig in the mud. Placing a hand on his son's back, he figured he would point out something that Jacob had mentioned at the hearth in the past.

"Do you remember that Gerald once told you that there was someone he was interested in introducing you to?"

This caused Jacob to furrow his brows in thought. Of course, I remember, I just don't trust them. This has gotten to a point that I think it's a little more serious than before. There must be a good reason that the nobility has magic locked behind the academies, and I bet they don't like people like Old Thom handing out secrets.

Arthur could see the worry on his son's face.

"I think you can trust them, Jacob."

That caused Jacob to look at his father with a bit of confusion on his face.

"You are underestimating the protection you have," Arthur began in reply to his son's unvoiced question, "especially since this is your trial year. Most villagers don't push the limits as much as they can, but this tradition is protected by royal decree. Now, I will admit, I don't know too much beyond rumors about royal decrees and such. But I do know that even the mages will bow their heads to the king."

Jacob has to think about what his father is saying, but Arthur continued first.

"I think you should head over there tomorrow. He should be around soon, if I am not mistaken, and if he isn't, you could hang around and figure out where the adventurer district is. I bet they would let you in if you show off a little magic."

He said that last bit with a wink.

"Also," Arthur continued, "You are going to need to pick up the parts for that harvester which you specially ordered from your favorite blacksmith if you and Bran are serious about getting the thing built before the first harvest."

Jacob nodded his head, mind made up.

"You're right, Dad," Jacob began, "I do need to haul the parts back, and they were supposed to be done by now. As for the magic, maybe the mage knows!"

  

    
        105. To Thornhold Once More

    
    
    
    
  It took no time to get Barnaby into some strength enhancement straps, pulling the weight-modified wagon toward Thornhold. Especially since Jacob no longer needed to wait for the caravan with guards.

"Don't worry, Barnaby," Jacob told his mule while rubbing his snout and feeding him a carrot, "if any goblins hop out of the woods, I'll take care of them with magic!"

The wagon wheels sank into the spring mud easily, creating deep ruts, but the weight-modification and strength enhancements reduced the drag enough that Barnaby didn't even seem to notice.

The forest path to the main highway was not as bad as the village roads were. The trees seemed to readily drink up the water, making the topsoil that was covered in leaves and needles from the evergreens the only source of mud that was susceptible to ruts.

Jacob was currently walking with Barnaby, hand on the hilt of his sword and ready for any sudden ambushes.

The sword itself was the last line of defense, but he gripped it in nervousness regardless. The link between his weapon and his brigand coat also reassured him of the enchanted armor's readiness for battle.

Without any encounters with the goblins that frequented the area, Jacob made it to the main road running from Spring City to Thornhold and turned left to the frontier town. This was where he felt comfortable enough to sit in the driver's seat of the wagon.

The limestone path was in much better condition than the village roads, so the ruts were minimal, and Barnaby seemed to enjoy the sure footing.

"The road seems to be quite desolate, dontcha think Barnaby?"

The mule flicked his ears, hearing his name from the young farmer, but he refrained from giving a verbal response as his eyes were fixed on the road ahead.

"You just take us down the road and let me know if you see anything suspicious. I'm going to be trying a couple of things back here."

Barnaby just kept doing his job, while Jacob decided to try a few things with the static electricity he had been able to produce by controlling the wind with his magic.

If I remember correctly, this static is basically the same thing as lightning. So, I should be able to produce lightning if I can just do what is happening here. Create a charge imbalance, then let physics do its thing. If physics even works the same here?

As he manipulated the ice and wind, he felt for the magic governing the imbalance in the charge and unleashing the sparks of electricity.

Since it was his own mana producing the effect, he could actually feel it as he watched the little sparks leap from shard to shard.

Interesting, I can't tell where any charges build up. It just feels like the energy holding the ice together just suddenly becomes electricity.

The time on the road passed quickly as he struggled to understand where the electricity was coming from and how he could easily reproduce the effect as a spell. Before he was able to decipher the secret, he found himself quickly approaching the front gate of Thornhold.

He looked up from his magic to see the imposing wooden walls that could hold back a monster horde. Down the road in front of him, he could see the end of a line waiting to get into the gate. There were more guards on duty than he remembered there being previously.

The guards on duty wore the polished breastplates of the city watch, but their faces were unfamiliar to Jacob.

They looked tired and aggressive. It seemed that news of the goblin raid in the southwestern forest had reached the garrison, causing the city to put more guards on duty and ordering a high alert.

"Halt the animal," the lead guard barked as Jacob finally made it to the front of the line.

He gripped his spear with both hands while his eyes scanned the empty crates in the back of the wagon. "Are you traveling alone? Where is the rest of your group? Don't you know that goblins have been seen in the area you just came from?"

Jacob remained on the bench, controlling the reins. "I'm just coming from Ruvka to pick up a shipment, and I witnessed the goblin raid firsthand. They attacked our farm. But the militia took care of that, so I figured the roads would be safe."

The guard shook his head in disappointment. Something about this situation just didn't feel right to him. So, he signaled toward a small stone building just inside the gate, and the guard stationed in front of him gave a nod before going inside.

"Goblin raids are rarely destroyed completely. Typically, they scatter, which is the case with this latest horde. The roads are even less safe than they normally would be right now. It seems that you are lucky to have been following behind that last caravan. They had some trouble with the goblins on the way up here from what they were saying."

As the guard finished his lecture, a young man stepped out of the stone hut. He wore thick, padded leather and wielded a staff with a large yellow gem affixed to the top. As he approached the wagon, he pointed his staff at it and began to stare at the space directly in front of his face, as if he were reading something only he could see.

After a moment, the young man turned to the lead guard. "The wagon and all of his equipment are enchanted. Even the harness for the mule is enchanted."

The young man stood by as the lead guard turned back to Jacob. "Now, what is a child like you doing wandering around with such enchanted equipment? Do you know that it is against the law for a wizard to disguise himself to enter a city of the Sinclair Kingdom?"

That last bit threw Jacob off, not expecting to be accused of being a wizard.

"Uh, well," Jacob began to stammer in reply, "I'm not a wizard, I'm Jacob Hemlock, just a farmer on a trial year."

As he reached for his neck to pull out his medallion, the lead guard reached for the reins.

"We all know about trial years from Ruvka, and that would be a great cover for someone disguised as a child."

Before he could finish, Jacob was pulling out his medallion while a guard in the back, who was busy checking manifests for the last grain cart that had pulled into the gates, walked up to the lead guard with a look of urgency on his face.

"Captain! I recognize this young man. He comes with the Ruvka caravan from time to time."

And just as Jacob presented his medallion, causing the eyes of the Captain go wide and his hand to shoot away from the reins as if they were hot steel, the other guard leaned in to whisper so Jacob would be unable to hear him. "He is the one I was talking about the other day. He made the sergeant's identification skill glitch out."

"A free-roaming youth of Ruvka," the Captain muttered, now looking a bit nervous. The other guards were now staring at the Captain as their hands went to their weapons. They knew the royal decree, and the Captain was moments from being arrested by his own men for violating the law by blocking the path of a Ruvka youth on his trial year.

The second guard, still by his captain's side, grabbed the man's shoulder to help him get a grip. "You need to let him pass, sir. Remember the agricultural decree."

The captain cleared his throat as his discipline returned to him.

Stepping aside, he motioned for Jacob. "You are free to pass, young Hemlock. I apologize for the delay."

He bowed slightly to the young man as he said this, clearly a bit nervous still.

Jacob smiled and waved them off as he signaled for Barnaby to continue forward. "No need for apologies, sir. I know safety is quite important, especially with the goblins going on raids around here."

His words seemed to calm the Captain down as he visibly relaxed, as if a weight had been taken off his shoulders. His men also relaxed their stances, glad to not have to take their leader into custody.

Jacob just observed the city as Barnaby moved forward, his hooves clicking rhythmically on the cobblestones of the streets inside the walls.

He quickly made his way to the trade district, where the distinct sound of hammers rhythmically shaping steel could be heard as it rang throughout the streets.

He pulled Barnaby to a stop in the small courtyard in front of his favorite blacksmith's workshop. A young stable boy scurried out from the shadows of the neighboring stalls, his eyes fixed on the leather of the mule’s strength-enhanced harness.

Jacob hopped down from the bench and handed the stable boy a silver coin. "Take care of him. He needs fresh water and a proper rubdown. He's earned it today."

The boy looked at the silver with wide eyes and nodded frantically. He unhooked Barnaby and led the mule toward the shaded stalls while Jacob turned to the open doors of the forge.

The blacksmith stepped out into the daylight, wiping black soot from his thick forearms with a worn cloth. He looked at the wagon, then at the empty road behind it. He walked a slow circle around the cart, his brow furrowed in apparent confusion.

"Jacob," the smith began, gesturing at the nearly empty flatbed. "I have the central drive shaft, the cutting blades, and the sorting assembly ready for you. That is nearly two tons of precision brass and treated iron. I was expecting a team of oxen and a long-haul caravan. You show up with a single mule and three medium-sized crates. How do you intend to haul all of these parts back to Ruvka with only this?"

Jacob smirked as he leaned against the wagon. Looking at his latest masterpiece, the three crates, he looked back at the blacksmith.

"I assure you," he said, "these crates will be more than enough. As a matter of fact, I would be surprised if you filled all three. I only brought the third one just in case. Trust me, just put everything into those crates."

The blacksmith shook his head before heading into the smithy. He brought out a large piece of the harvester that obviously would not fit into the crates.

"I don't know what game you're playing at, boy." The smith said as he started to put one end of the part into the opening of the first crate. "But I don't... "

The words died in his throat as the crate seemed to open its mouth and swallow the part in one gulp. The entire piece fit inside the crate without any part sticking out, nor did the box seem to strain. Even the cart seemed the same as it was before, as if the weight added was negligible.

Jacob laughed as he witnessed the look of confusion on the face of the blacksmith.

"You should know that I have magic tools on my farm, this should be no surprise, old man."

The blacksmith shook his head and looked at Jacob in a new light. Then he thought for a moment.

"You know, if you can make another box like those, then I could call the deal good without having to worry about any gold. You should know that this work wasn't cheap, we had to shut down orders for the past few weeks to get it done."

Jacob nodded his head before smirking again. "I could get you another box like this if you can find a D-rank water core or better."

That caused the smith to draw in a deep breath. The D-rank water core was not impossible to acquire, but the cost of acquiring one was not to be measured in gold. He would probably have to head to the adventurers district and promise a favor to one of those brats.

Nevertheless, he looked at the crate that just swallowed a brass driveshaft. He knew that having just one crate would save him more money than the favor was worth within the year by importing cheap metals from Spring City himself.

"You've got business in the city again today, I suppose?" The blacksmith asked.

"Yes," Jacob replied, "I might take a bit longer than last time, if that's ok?"

The blacksmith nodded with a serious expression. "That will be perfect, actually."

After shaking hands, Jacob headed off to the shop that Gerald had been studying in during his trips to Thornhold, while the smith first took off toward the adventurers district after instructing his apprentices how to load the crates.

  

    
        106. About Magic

    
    
    
    
  Jacob walked into the shop that Gerald had set up as a temporary study. The shopkeeper was already used to him coming by once a month, so Jacob just waved as he stepped into the back room.

A pile of open books sat on the floor by his feet, their pages fluttering in the draft from the door. Gerald let out a long, frustrated groan and tossed the tuning fork onto the desk, where it landed with a ring.

"The feedback loop is entirely wrong," Gerald muttered, rubbing his eyes with ink-stained fingers. "The manual says the mana field resonance should be stable, but this thing feels like it's trying to shake a hole in the physical fabric of its localized space."

Jacob cleared his throat, realizing that his mage friend might not have noticed his entry. This provoked an annoyed look from Gerald, before his countenance turned to joy upon seeing his little farmer friend.

"Jacob! You're early! But it is nice to see you," Gerald said as he got up from his seat to shake his friend's hand.

Jacob was a little surprised by the mage's chipper attitude, but shook his hand with a friendly smile.

"It's good to see you too, Gerald," he replied as Gerald motioned for him to sit.

Taking a seat, Jacob continued, "How have things been? Is this crystal giving you trouble?"

"Oh, things have been just fine. This crystal is just a fun little project, an exercise if you will. No need to fret over it. How have you been, though? Have you come early due to a breakthrough?"

"Well, I have had a breakthrough," Jacob began. "But I've been doing quite well with enchanting also. I actually managed to create an automatic seeding mechanism with a tinkerer from the village, and it has had promising field tests. Also, I have figured out how to expand internal spaces quite reliably."

Gerald was nodding his head with a serious expression, but internally, he was freaking out a little.

Expanded spaces! Damnit, how long has he been doing this? I need to get a nice expanded knapsack. Ok. Just stay calm and try to casually ask for one later.

He kept his serious expression up as he listened to Jacob, though.

"And," Jacob continued. "I figured out how to actually use magic. That's why I came a bit early. I wasn't sure where to go after making a few spells and getting them to the power I needed to actually use them."

That piqued Gerald's attention.

He asked, "Oh? You actually managed to create an activation method? Have you figured out density?"

Jacob nodded. "I think so, but I can only get it just powerful enough to harm low-rank monsters. Although I'm not sure if I could get through another dungeon without a C-rank adventurer like last time."

Gerald gave him a weird look. "Another dungeon?"

"Ah!" Jacob began in surprise, looking a bit sheepish. "I forgot to mention that. Yes, that adventurer you mentioned last time, who advanced to B-rank, Carlos, he took me into a dungeon to get the salt grass I needed to revive some fields on my farm."

"What the fuck?" Gerald blurted out. "You not only went into a dungeon, which is supposed to be impossible for someone your age, by the way, but you also pulled out a magical herb and then cultivated it on a mundane farm? I thought you only had one magical breakthrough?"

Now, Jacob was looking at Gerald in confusion. "I didn't know it was a magical herb. Old Thom just said I could use it to fix the salting problem in a field I was using. Is it not normal to cultivate a magical herb on a farm? And what do you mean it's supposed to be impossible for someone my age? Is it because of the system?"

Now Gerald was reeling, a feeling of doom hanging over his head. But the punishment he expected never came.

"Who the hell told you about that? And how? Yes, it's supposed to be impossible for you to even enter a gate because of," he felt a tickle in his throat, "well, you know. You would typically not even be able to enter, much less clear the damned thing. You're lucky such a powerful adventurer took you through it. I bet it was hell, even if you did somehow manage to clear the dungeon."

Gerald then cleared his throat as he tried to regain his posture. "And as for the herb, it requires special magical conditions to even be able to be cultivated. A mundane field wouldn't work unless it's near a source. And last I checked, Ruvka is quite far from one of the six sources in the kingdom."

Jacob thought for a second before replying. "Well, apparently, the system let the adventurers talk about the system while we were inside the gate, so that's how I learned about that. As for those magical conditions, would a greenhouse with a magically expanded interior and weather control work?"

Gerald facepalmed. "Of course, you accidentally created a herbarium. We are getting off topic. You need some help with casting magic, it's obvious that you don't need any help with enchanting."

"Yes," Jacob replied, "I seem to have reached a wall in my self-studies, and I was hoping you could point me in the right direction."

"Alright," Gerald replied as he stood up, "lets go somewhere that you can show me."

He gestured for Jacob to follow him before leaving his study and turning down the hallway that led further into the back of the shop. Eventually, the hall opened into a courtyard with an open ceiling.

There were some trees and a bench along one side, but the other side had a few practice targets for ranged attack practice as well as a couple for sword practice.

Gerald led him over to the targets for ranged practice and had him stand about thirty paces from them.

"Go ahead and show me what you can do," Gerald told him as he pointed at the targets. "Don't worry about damaging them. They are expendable."

Jacob started with his simple fireball, barely causing a burn mark on the target. His wind ruffled the simple clothes a bit since the target was stationary, and the cutting spell barely caused a scratch.

"Then," Jacob said as he summoned his weak fireball once more, "this is what I have figured out for density."

He condensed the ball and then coaxed the core of it to spin with increasing complexity until it had expanded to its original size as a hot ball of bright yellow flame.

Gerald nodded at the result but refrained from saying anything.

Jacob urged the ball to hit the intended target, and the magic complied with a silent explosion at the chest of the target. It caused the wood to char and the ragged clothes to burst into flame, but it was still standing.

Gerald waved his hand and muttered under his breath, causing a fountain of water to put an end to the smoldering of the wood.

"Your control is excellent, and casting is silent at that. How many spells can you cast at the same time?"

Instead of telling Gerald right away, Jacob cast his flight spell, which he had finally managed to master before the trip to Thornhold.

"This spell takes four separate spells to be cast at the same time, with the lightness and force spells being spun up to increase their power."

"This is good," Gerald began in reply as he nodded his head, stroking his chin as he spoke, "being able to multi-cast four spells at once like that is probably good enough. That person I spoke to you about, he can tell you what I cannot. I think you are ready, so lets go meet him."

"Should we fly?" Jacob asked.

Gerald shook his head, "Heavens no! We would be blasted out of the sky! This is Thornhold, the frontier city. Although it's not as big as the interior cities, it is still well defended, and flying within it is prohibited unless it's within a building or courtyard like this."

He motioned for Jacob to follow him back through the door, "Let us walk on foot, we are going to the Adventurers District!"

Jacob's face lit up at that, since the adventurers district had been on the list of things he wanted to see. Getting into that district was supposed to be difficult for him since he was not an adventurer or a merchant that could supply the adventurers, but he was sure a show of magic could get him in.

Now, with Gerald leading the way, he was sure it would be a breeze to walk right in and see what the adventurers area in the frontier town had to offer.

  

    
        107. The Guildmaster

    
    
    
    
  The guard at the gate leading into the adventurers' district was not impressed with the young mage trying to smuggle an underage child into the district.

"You know we keep kids out for a reason, Sir Mage." The guard said to Gerald, who had yet to plead his case.

"Yes," Gerald began in reply, "but I do have a way to prevent any mishaps while we are in there. We have an appointment with the guildmaster, after all."

And before the guard could reply, Gerald produced what looked like a goggle-earmuffs combo.

"These are enchanted with muffle," Gerald began as he placed them on Jacob's head, who was just standing there watching the encounter with a quizzical look.

After placing the device on the young man's head, Gerald continued. "As you can see, we can now talk freely about," Gerald took a quick look around before continuing, "the system without any reprimand. The device allows him to see and hear normally, but voices are muffled, so it should be no problem to walk him to the guildmaster without causing several adventurers to break down, choking in the middle of the street without warning."

The guard nodded his head as he stroked his chin. "What the hell," he said, "I would rather not piss off a mage or the guildmaster, much less both in the same day. Go ahead. But don't blame me if you end up getting tossed by one of the higher ranks if your device fails."

"But of course," Gerald replied. "If this device were to fail, then I would only have myself to blame. Well, the academy would have to refund me as well, but that is neither here nor there."

Gerald then stepped through the door after the guard opened it for him, dragging Jacob along with him. "Thank you for your understanding." He said to the guard as they passed by. Jacob was just tagging along for the ride, clueless as to what they were talking about.

The interior of the district was a stark contrast to the utilitarian markets of the city's main square. Jacob watched the scene through the glass of the goggles, noting how the voices were garbled in what sounded something akin to having his head underwater.

He saw groups of men and women carrying gear that would have cost several years' harvest at the Hemlock farm, their weapons radiating various vibrations of mana that he could sense through his own mana field.

Well, I guess that answers my question as to whether or not other adventurers were able to get enchanted items. The F-ranks at the Ruvka gate are quite weak compared to these guys. I wonder why Carlos was rocking bare gear?

He had no way to know how hard it was to come across a C-rank enchanter, or quests at the C-rank that rewarded C-rank enchanted gear.

He looked aside, and near a cluster of supply crates, he spotted Garrick, the warrior who had purchased the Earthshaper's Aegis. Garrick was gesturing toward Jacob while talking to a man in what appeared to be a high-grade iron cuirass.

He couldn't hear what they were talking about, but the larger man was looking back at Jacob with greed evident in his eyes.

Gerald and Jacob walked past the two men, but the larger man reached for Jacob after exchanging a few more words with Garrick. As his hand approached, a ring on Gerald's hand shone brightly as a resplendent barrier manifested between the boy and the large adventurer.

Jacob could see the man recoil as if a snake had bitten his hand, shaking it and then cradling it with his other hand as Gerald stepped between them, wearing a genial smile on his face.

As Jacob turned to look around at the rest of the Adventurer area, seeing that even reading lips was useless through the goggles, Gerald addressed the two men who were eying the young farmer.

"It seems the two of you were just about to introduce yourselves. I am Gerald Viscerent, a fourth year at the Central Academy. It appears you might know my young associate here, might I have the pleasure?"

He said this with a slight nod while his right hand was over his heart and his left hand behind his back, fingers together, while his right foot was perfectly placed in front of his left in a slight cross. The formal stance of nobility in addressing an equal.

It was also a slap in the face for anyone below their own station, yet it was one that a commoner was unable to address without breaching the etiquette of the Sinclair Kingdom unless they had the power to do so. And neither adventurer felt they were a match for a fourth year at the second-best academy on the continent.

Seeing as how they were drawing eyes from the adventurers and merchants within earshot, both men quickly stood at attention and slammed their fists into their chests while bowing their heads lower than Gerald. This was a way of saving face while showing respect for a noble.

It was a formal stance of submission.

Garrick was the first to speak up, "I am Garrick, and I purchased this fine sword from your associate, Sir Mage. I was just telling my acquaintance here about it when the two of you happened to pass by."

Gerald nodded and looked to the larger man, who responded with his fist still in his own chest.

"I am Rutherford, sir mage. I was simply inquiring about the make of such a weapon and if the creator could possibly make a higher-level version that could be used in a D-rank or possibly even a C-rank gate. I didn't mean to startle the two of you; it just seemed that neither of you had heard me as I called out. Please, forgive my impudence."

Gerald waved off the apology, in a gesture that dismissed any wrongdoing on the adventurer's end.

"Worry not, the barrier was just a reflex of mine. This young man is to meet with the guild master, and I simply wanted to ensure he made it there in one piece. Seeing as how the two of you were simply inquiring about the make of a weapon, I completely understand your excitement in trying to gather his attention."

Then Gerald looked at the sword in question, hanging from Garrick's hip. With the switch of a skill, he was able to see that it was a pseudo-artifact with a stabilizing earth core that powered three separate enchantments.

Goodness, Gerald thought to himself, that is quite the achievement for a novice enchanter. This weapon could probably be used to clear normal floors in a D-rank gate already. No wonder Rutherford is so interested in acquiring one with better materials.

With an understanding gleam in his eye, he continued to address the adventurers.

"Ah, this is the weapon you speak of," He said as he motioned to the sword, "I remember this, I actually commissioned my young friend here to sell it to the adventurers in Ruvka to get it field tested. It is part of a series of weapons produced by the academy. If you wish to purchase another one, I am sure the academy would be willing to accept a commission at this point, as the field tests have all been completed by now. Unfortunately, neither I nor my companion here is an enchanter."

This caused Rutherford to become a bit dejected as he thought, Damnit, Garrick is a lucky bastard. Commissioning a weapon from the academy is like trying to buy something from the damned royal treasury! Sure, it's possible, but only with the right connections and merits!

Garrick's thoughts mirrored Rutherford's as he smiled smugly.

"Well, gentlemen," Gerald began as he turned to continue on his way after noticing the looks on the men's faces, "if that is all, then we still have an appointment to attend."

Both men simply nodded in thanks as the mage directed Jacob to continue walking toward the large building at the end of the road. The adventurers stayed behind, seeming to resume a previous conversation after the mage and farmer left.

While walking down the main path towards the large building in the distance, Jacob noticed that he could feel his surroundings quite well with his mana field due to the concentration of magical items. It helped to keep him occupied during their mostly boring walk, as he was unable to snoop in on any of the conversations happening around him.

The Guild Hall sat at the end of the cobblestone path. It was a massive structure of grey stone and dark timber, looming over the adventurers district as the overlord of the area.

Two guards stood by the heavy oak doors, both men were taller than average and wearing what Jacob could feel was well-enchanted armor. Each of them also possessed a weapon of considerable power that caught Jacob's attention, but he was unable to fully assess their power as Gerald quickly pushed him through the doors.

Jacob could see that there were clusters of adventurers inside the building, some in a line leading up to a counter, while others were getting a drink at the tables. Gerald led him past the adventurers who were staring at the muffled child at this point, and they went up the stairs.

They eventually came to a large reception area at the topmost landing, where a door led into a meeting place with a desk. Once the door was closed, Gerald allowed Jacob to take his muffling gear off.

"So, this is the runt you told me about, is it?"

Jacob looked over to a sofa where a large man, whose muscles were bulging in combat attire, was relaxing while smoking from a pipe. He had a scar over his left eye and a sword leaning on the sofa next to him, but on his hip was, surprisingly, a wand.

"What," the man said as he noticed Jacob eying his wand, "you never seen a combat mage?"

Gerald chuckled as he began the introductions, "Jacob, this is the guildmaster of the Thornhold branch of the Adventurers Guild. He is a mage of the academy, like me, but he graduated many years ago and became an adventurer."

Jacob noted how that last part was said with a bit of disdain.

"Gerald here," the guildmaster said in retort, "is just a wee pup that has his uses, but he will find the right way to power as I did before long. I have to admit that he is smart enough to figure that out for himself."

"Anyway," Gerald began as he ignored the guildmaster's quip, "this man will teach you magic legally, if you can convince him. I will be taking my leave. Just let me know if you have any trouble. The guildmaster can secure your passage out of this area. Don't forget to stop by the shop to enchant a couple of things before you leave. I forgot to have you do that in my excitement."

Gerald scratched his neck as he turned to leave.

"Thanks, Gerald," Jacob said as the mage made his way for the door.

That caused the mage to look back, seemingly remembering something.

"Oh, yes, Jacob. Don't hold back, ok?"

Then he turned and walked through the door, shutting it tightly behind himself before Jacob could respond.

He turned to the guildmaster, who was watching the scene with interest, blowing smoke from his pipe lazily.

"I suppose," the guildmaster began, "we should probably test those enchantments first. Gerald said you might have learned something about density if he brought you here, so lets see if you applied it to your first line of defense."

And, without further warning, he punched the air in front of himself. Jacob could feel the spell form, but it was much faster than he had thought possible. Before he knew it, he was being impacted by a shockwave of pure force that slammed him into the back wall.

The attack caused the breath to be knocked out of his lungs while the runes holding his enchantments together flared red-hot and appeared on the surface of his coat before shattering and allowing a small dent to form in the metal plate on his chest.

Fuck! I think I broke a rib!

Jacob was unable to speak as he focused all of his attention on trying to breathe. But his lungs refused to respond as he sucked for the sweet sustenance he would find in a breath of air.

With a flick of his hand, the guildmaster caused a wave of golden light to envelop Jacob for a split-second before it vanished. Jacob could breathe normally once again, and the rib he thought had been shattered no longer felt out of place.

"Hmm. I guess you have forgone updating the basic enchantments that protect your life in that armor. And why no core? I know you can use them, so why is there not a single piece of armor on your body with a core?"

"Uh," Jacob stammered a bit as he answered, "I-I never thought I needed a core since the enchantments worked so well without them. They have never failed me before."

The guildmaster tisked. "Even if you are somehow able to stabilize an enchantment without a core, it's not going to work as a defensive item for long. At best, it could be used to keep clothes clean and warm. Trying to get that enchantment to protect you for more than a couple of D-rank hits is just going to get you killed."

"Oh," Jacob replied, "But when I did an enchantment for Carlos, that held up against the gate boss, and he didn't think it was strange that I didn't use a core."

That caused the guildmaster to laugh heartily.

"Hahaha, you're the one who enchanted that breastplate for that idiot? I broke that apart with one flick! That nincompoop was lucky he used it in an F-rank gate, or he would have never lived to make it to B-rank. Cheap enchantments on armor are just a hazard. And he didn't know about the need for a core because he is not an enchanter. Just a bullheaded idiot."

Jacob felt a bit offended that his enchantment was called cheap, but he knew it was the truth. A casual punch and even a flick from the guildmaster were able to forcefully remove his power from the metal.

"Don't worry about it too much, kid." The guildmaster reached out and patted Jacob on the shoulder. "It's actually quite impressive that you learned all this on a farm. And any weapon or armor you use a core with could survive those attacks, just remember that in the future."

Then, he returned to his sofa and sat back down.

"Now, we got a bit off track, but show me what you can do with magic. I need to see what you figured out with density."

  

    
        108. What is Density

    
    
    
    
  Jacob held his right hand out, palm upward. He did not use an incantation or a physical focus. Instead, he reached for the reservoir of mana at his center and invited the ambient energy of the room to match his intent.

A small, deep-red flame flickered into existence above his palm. It was the size of a river stone and looked entirely unimpressive compared to the force the Guildmaster had just unleashed.

Jacob did not let it stay that way, though. He suggested to the flame to seek its own center. The fire quickly began to compress, pulling inward until the red shifted into a concentrated orange ball the size of a pebble.

Then, he established the rotational axes. He visualized three interlocking rings of motion spinning into eachother, around the core of the flame.

As the rotation increased in speed, the ball of fire began to brighten and then change colors to a much lighter orange. Once the spin was stabilized, the color shifted again, turning a bright yellow, which cast shadows across the office as the flame grew back to the size of a river stone.

The air around Jacob's hand began to ripple from the heat, yet he remained unburned. His own mana seemed to ignore him, so he didn't suffer any damage to his own spells.

"Good," the Guildmaster said as he observed the phenomenon, "now cast it at anything in this office, or throw it at me. It doesn't really matter."

Jacob was a bit conflicted in what to do, I'm sure the guildmaster can take a good hit, he seems quite strong. Besides, I can feel the sheer pressure of magical power coming off of his equipment; it is far beyond anything I've ever created.

Once he had steeled himself, he loosed his fireball at the guildmaster, which promptly exploded silently, shooting flames in different directions. At first, Jacob was worried that the furniture would catch fire, but the flames that touched the sofa and rug were snuffed out with a quick flare of magic from their enchantments that he had not even felt until his attack forced them to activate.

Likewise, with the guildmaster, his active enchantments quickly extinguished the flames without allowing the guildmaster to get hurt.

Once the flames cleared, Jacob could see the guildmaster smirking.

"Heh, kinda funny you decided to attack me directly. But, as you can see, I was serious about you using the attack on anything in this room. Even one of the walls is capable of stopping C-rank magic, much less your attacks."

The guildmaster leaned back against the sofa, puffing on his pipe once more. Smoke curled upward in lazy spirals that Jacob tracked with his eyes. "That density method you used is just a shortcut, but passable. Most kids your age fumble with basic sparks, but you compressed the flame and spun it up without chanting a word. Silent casting like that takes mages years to master."

Jacob lowered his hand, thinking of how he used his magic. "I figured out the need for the spin, but to get the flame to curl in on itself, I used a method that I learned from enchanting. Basically, I just ask the magic to work for me."

A nod came from the older man. "Makes no sense to me, but magic like ours is typically unique. If I explained exactly how I used mine, it would probably hurt your method rather than help it. And while your compression is technically an increase in density, it is not what mages like myself and Gerald refer to as Density."

The guildmaster set his pipe aside and stood up. He paced to the window, looking out over the bustling adventurers district below. "Density, in our terms, means increasing the potency of your personal magic, the mana stored in your core. You have to spin that up first, just like you do with a spell's core, before layering it into a magical construct."

Jacob absorbed the words, his mind racing back to the runes he etched on tools. Layers sounded like stacking enchantments without a core to bind them. "So, I need to weave my own power tighter before adding the spin?"

"Close enough." The older man turned back, his scar twisting with a grin. "But hold off on trying it. First, tell me about your healing spell. Is it mending or regeneration?"

Jacob thought for a moment. "It's mending, I think. My enchantments tend toward regeneration, but this spell just fixes the damage outright. I'm not sure why there's a difference."

The guildmaster nodded, then drew a small knife from his belt. Without hesitation, he sliced his palm open, blood welling up in a deep gash. "Show me. Use the mending one."

Jacob extended his hand, channeling his intent and inviting his magic to fix the wound to the state it was previously. The magic knit the flesh back together seamlessly, leaving no scar or trace of injury.

The older man flexed his fingers, pleasantly surprised. "Impressive. It works flawlessly without any density boost, fake or real. Perfect for combat wounds, but lousy for training unless there's a catastrophe."

He pocketed the knife. "Regeneration spells accelerate the body's own healing, letting it adapt to the stress. Muscles grow stronger, bones denser. Mending skips that, resetting everything as if nothing happened. It doesn't allow for adaptation or growth."

Jacob nodded, "Ok, I guess I need to work on a regeneration spell, but what's that got to do with increasing the density of my core?"

The guildmaster watched him closely. "You will see. Now try spinning up your own core. Start slow and coax it until it stabilizes and continues on its own. Once it runs without help, it takes manual effort to shut down."

Jacob nodded. He turned his focus inward to the familiar point of magic in his chest. He invited the core to move the way he had invited flames and air. It resisted at first, so he tried again with a gentle suggestion.

The core began to turn very slowly, as if the mana finally agreed to work with him. It picked up a steady flow and held it without needing to be pushed further.

Something else pressed against him. He could not sense it clearly, but it felt like foreign pressure shoving his own magic aside from every point in his body. This must be the ambient mana I have yet to properly sense, he thought to himself.

He opened his eyes. The guildmaster stared at him intensely. "Why do you look so serious?"

The guildmaster didn't answer, knowing that Jacob would know soon enough. Wracking pain tore through his body.

His skin burned, and his organs throbbed as if someone had kicked him hard. His muscles began to fray at the edges while his tendons began to stretch too far. His bones even began to creak and crack under the strain.

The guildmaster shouted. "Stop the spin! Shut it down now!"

Jacob reversed the invitation. The core slowed and halted. He collapsed to the floor in a pool of sweat. Every part of him ached as if a bear had mauled him nearly to death.

The guildmaster enveloped him in golden light. It took several minutes this time. Finally, Jacob sat up, feeling like he was no longer close to death. The guildmaster had already lit his pipe again, looking out of the window in his office.

The golden light remained, and Jacob began to analyze it as his faculties returned to him.

It is some sort of light spell, and it seems to be speeding up my regeneration like the runes do. I wonder if I can replicate it if I ask my magic nicely.

"Don't even think about it, not yet." The guildmaster said as he noticed the look on Jacob's face. "Casting magic now before you are fully healed might cause a regression. Let the spell work."

Then he put his pipe back down and turned to face Jacob fully.

"What you just experienced is the effect of the ambient magic invading your body. This is a problem when you lack the proper biological energy to properly resist the effects that you experienced."

Jacob nodded his head in understanding, so the guildmaster continued.

"Biological energy is increased through physical training, so I thought maybe the farmer kid would have enough to have figured out proper density on his own, but it seems you managed to learn the cheat method instead. Regardless, the laws dictate that I can only teach someone who has learned density on their own, and you technically have, so I will properly teach you when you can stand on your feet and accept me as your master."

"Wait a second," Jacob replied, "what does this master-apprentice relationship entail? Will I have to serve you or what?"

The guildmaster facepalmed, "Gah, I forgot a country bumpkin like yourself might be ignorant of the more nuanced laws of the kingdom. The apprenticeship is also governed by the kingdom, and I only really have a say in how you can train and who can teach you. You're still your own person, but you cannot learn from someone I don't approve of first, and you can't accept a new master until we mutually agree to go our separate ways."

Jacob nodded as he thought about what the guildmaster was telling him. "Then, what are you going to teach me?"

"First of all," the guild master began, "what I called a shortcut to density is only technically true, and essentially allows me to legally teach you as my apprentice. In reality, it is what we call Enhancement. It increases the power of a spell, but it takes time and concentration. Also, for most people, it includes a specific chant, but you seem to have figured out the way around that."

The guildmaster then stood up from his sofa and began to pace.

"Without increasing your base density, the spells you cast are considered to be Tier 0, and enhancing them is just a numerical additive. So, your spell just now would be called a triple-enhanced Tier 0 fireball. Some types of magic can't even be utilized at tier 0, like lightning and spatial magics. Although you may have realized as an enchanter that this is not quite the case, if you have an efficient enough method."

Jacob nodded his head in understanding, realizing just how much he had underestimated magic.

The guildmaster caused his spell to flash brightly for a second before continuing.

"Go ahead and analyze this spell. It is a tier 1 light spell because once you have sufficient density, you will be able to do more with less. This spell basically cost me nothing to cast for you, and it should be fairly simple to analyze. The light element has a regenerative healing aspect to it; you just need to get the feel for it."

Jacob looked at the spell and felt the spell with his own magical power, and started to take note of the intricacy in the spellwork and how the light element felt to him.

While he did this, the guildmaster continued his guidance.

"This light spell will allow your body to adapt to the damage it just took from spinning up your core, but it will be far from enough adaptation for you to be able to complete the first turn. That will require several months at least. During these next several months, you are going to need that regeneration spell as you push your mind and body to the limit."

Seeing how Jacob was focused on analyzing the spell but still nodding his head in response, the guildmaster continued, "I am going to send you to a boot camp we have for newly minted E-rank adventurers who need to work on their physical fitness. It is out in the wilds, but with powerful enough instructors that death is rarely ever an outcome amongst the recruits, and only when they are being stupid and refusing to hear their instructors' warnings."

That caused Jacob to raise an eyebrow, but he was still busy communing with his magic, which had just started to impart the knowledge of the spell to him. It was an interesting thing, because it was not like the magic spoke to him directly, but the knowledge he needed to know started to appear in his mind as he started realizing how the spell worked.

"Don't worry," The guildmaster said in reply to the concern on Jacob's face, "I will send one of my best to watch you specifically. He needs the merits anyway to push past the C-rank. Don't let his rank fool you either; he is more than capable of clearing B-rank gates with even a sub-optimal group."

He could see the relief on Jacob's face, so he continued once again. "The Zinthar are always a threat in the wilderness, but this close to the kingdom borders should be no problem. The only reason we have this bootcamp in the wilds is because of the life energy concentrated in the alcove we use. It is a natural treasure secured by the kingdom and guarded by my guild, so while it does attract monsters, those will be handled by our guard staff or your instructors."

That brought up a memory for Jacob.

The Zinthar. That old man said they looked like some sort of demonic elf. They are the dominant race on this world, and Gerald has mentioned that on this continent, they have the largest kingdom on the other side of the wilds. I wonder what is up with the rest of this planet. They seem to have a greatly muted presence here than I was led to believe I would find.

"Done," Jacob said out loud, as he managed to produce the Tier 0 version of the regeneration spell. While he had it activated, he managed to spin it up to the third enhancement.

"Well done," the guildmaster nodded in satisfaction, seeing that his new apprentice had a bit of talent at least. "This will aid you greatly during the boot camp. I want you to push yourself as far as you can go, only taking breaks to heal your body once you have taken it past its limits. Don't worry about damage, that will help you adapt as you use regenerative magic."

Jacob nodded. "Alright, master, then when does this boot camp start?"

"Before calling me master, you need to stand up and cup your fists before bowing at the waist and saying Apprentice greets master so we can begin our formal master-apprentice relationship. I assure you, there is a reason for this."

Nodding his head, Jacob stood up and did as the guildmaster said. Once he straightened his back and uncupped his fists, a magical energy went out from Jacob and to the guildmaster, which then shot through the ceiling without causing any damage.

"And that makes it official. The kingdom will now recognize you as my apprentice, which should save you some trouble in the future since bumpkin mages are typically not well-received."

"As for your question, the boot camp will leave from here in 2-weeks so you will have some time to get your affairs in order since you will be gone for the next four months. I expect you to come back as a Tier 1 mage. You have a flight spell, right?"

Jacob just nodded his head, taking in the information. "Yes, I can fly. I'm just not sure how far or really how fast yet."

"Then," the guildmaster replied, "with the power you have demonstrated so far, I think you should be fine flying back to this city from your little village before lunch if you start after breakfast. You should be fine coming the day before we leave, 13 days from now. Get going so you can do whatever Gerald wants and also take care of your business at the blacksmith."

"I heard old man Frank has been dealing with the adventurers in the district today. I am sure you had something to do with that. Be off before he has an aneurysm. And if he does, then heal him. He provides some important services to the guild."

"Will do, master," Jacob said as he turned to leave. The door opened on its own, and as he stepped through it, he noticed another spatial distortion similar to what he felt walking through old Thom's doorway, and in an instant, he was outside the adventurers' district again with the guard that was watching the door.

I guess my new master is a bit more powerful than I thought.

He quickly made his way to Gerald's study workshop as he considered the adventure that he would soon be taking.
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  Jacob arrived at Gerald's workshop just as the mage was sorting through a stack of crystals on the desk. Gerald looked up with a grin, wiping his hands on a cloth stained with residue from some failed experiment.

"You made it out alive," Gerald said. "I take it the guildmaster accepted you as his apprentice."

Jacob nodded and took a seat across from him. "He did. Boot camp starts in two weeks. He wants me to push my limits out in the wilds."

Gerald let out a whistle. "That's no small thing. The guild's training grounds are brutal, but they forge reliable power. Before you go, though, I need those enchantments. Remember the items I mentioned last time?"

Jacob waved his hand to show it was no issue, "I have some time, I just need to take care of my things at the blacksmith and get a few enchantments and contingencies ready at home. So, no rush."

That made Gerald smile happily. "Here are the items, I was going to see if you could make a distortion band out of this ring and C-rank water core first. The space is inside the small gem at the top, don't worry about how small it is. Just use your enhancement method and the core will do the heavy lifting."

Jacob raised a brow, "Is it ok for you to tell me that? It sounds kinda like an instruction or a secret."

Gerald's smile turned into a smirk, "Oh, it's not ok for sure, but we can just blame your master now. As long as you don't tell anyone it was me who told you what to do. Besides, I bet you would have figured it out yourself anyway."

Jacob chuckled a bit as he grabbed the items. Looking at the core and ring, he realized a problem.

Well shit. I forgot that I have no idea how to spin up the core of an enchantment as I am applying it. Where would the core even be?

In order to gain a better understanding of how to enhance the enchantment, he decided to go back to the basics and pulled out his mithril inscription tool. He then channeled his magic through his fingers into the tool and observed.

Ok, it looks like there is some sort of pseudo-core in the center of the inscription tool. I guess I never had a reason to look at it this closely. Lets see if this thing will turn.

After concentrating on the tool, he did manage to get the pseudo-core to turn, and quickly managed the second and third turns once he got the hang of it.

Alright, that is fine for the inscription process. But extracting cores is some sort of spell but where would the core of the spell be?

He set his inscription tool down and grabbed the core. Then, he interfaced with the geometric shape in the core by wrapping it with his magic and watching where his Gentle Hand spell, as he had named it, came from.

After searching the various places in the ethereal plane of magic, he realized where the physical location would be.

Huh, it's in my head.

Once he knew where the core was, spinning it up to the third turn was as simple as any spell, and it allowed him to safely remove the complex geometric shape from the C-rank core, which he promptly placed into the ring.

He finished the enchantment by holding the core in place with Gentle Hand while he used his inscription tool to write the runes he utilized for his burlap sack. With that done, he fully connected the core to the runes with his intent magic while carefully letting the core stretch its mana tendrils into the ring as it pleased.

When he was done, he had sweat on his brow, and he realized that he had actually consumed a large chunk of the magic in his core.

"Wow," Gerald said as Jacob handed him the space ring. "I can't believe that actually worked!"

Jacob was a bit confused. "You sounded so confident in the instructions you gave me?"

Gerald laughed a bit. "Haha, I have no clue about any sort of enchanting method! I was just giving you advice based on things you told me. At this point, I don't think it would hurt your path to tell you this, but I have never heard of someone making a distortion band out of a water core. What the hell does water have to do with stretching space?"

Jacob was dumbstruck. What have I been doing to these poor cores? How does it even work if it's not supposed to work?

"Don't worry about it," Gerald said as he patted Jacob on the back, "Your path is specific to you, magic just works that way. I have learned that there are dozens of ways to craft a spell, and the core components used are not always important."

"I suppose that kinda makes sense," Jacob replied as he nodded his head in confusion.

"Of course, it makes no sense! That's the whole premise of magic! Why do you think I spend so long studying weird enchanted objects? They make no sense!"

Gerald huffed a bit as he seemed to be venting a bit before returning to his relaxed and serious self.

"But this ring, it is better than anything I have ever seen. It could be called a C-rank artifact all on its own. You should never reveal your ability to make one of these. Not until you have the power to defend yourself from an army. I am serious. They will come for you."

Jacob stood up straight as he also took on a serious demeanor. "Who will come for me?"

"Everyone," Gerald replied while looking Jacob in the eye. Then he stopped looking so serious. "Now that the dark stuff is aside, how about one more enchantment for me?"

Gerald had a bit of a twinkle in his eye that made it hard for Jacob to say no. Before replying, Jacob pushed magic into his head and took a look around.

I am not sure, but this feels like mind magic or something. Why would his puppy dog eyes make me feel like... oh, here it is.

With a flex of his magical power, he snuffed out the invading magic, causing Gerald to flinch.

"I didn't know you were a mind mage," Jacob said as he looked at Gerald wearily.

"Gah," Gerald rubbed his temples before replying. "What the hell is a mind mage? That was just a glamour. Just a smidge of suggestion to point you in the direction you were already going. 'Mind magic' is not a real thing as far as I know."

Jacob furrowed his brows. "Oh, well, don't use that crap on me. It felt weird."

"I know that now," Gerald replied, "It's just a habit I have, sorry. Most people don't mind, but I guess it can be seen as invasive if you have never encountered it before. I apologise. But do remember in the future that it is seen equally as rude to do what you did in social situations. Most people just ask politely in the more civilized areas of the kingdom."

Jacob nodded his head as he started to see the bigger picture. "Thanks for letting me know. Now, what is the second item you wanted, and how are you going to pay for such valuable items?"

Gerald was pleased with Jacobs' developing business outlook.

"I have this wand that I want to have enchanted, but it is made of a special material. The academy has offered to do the enchantment for me, but the price they are asking for is too high for a peak C-rank item. So, I would like to see if you could infuse this C-rank fire core into the material. Any enchantment you manage to put on it after that is just a bonus, as the core itself will elevate my fire casting to the next level."

Jacob looked at Gerald with narrowed eyes. "What kind of special material?"

That caused the mage to smirk before pulling out a wand that looked very similar to the dagger old Thom had given him several months back. The one he still had no idea how to enchant.

"This material has a special name, and it has special properties that amplify magic. But it takes a peak C-rank enchanter to be able to enchant it. Or, someone like you who can boost their enchantment core, or whatever you did to the distortion band, to the third enhancement with tier-0 magic."

That caused Jacob to open his eyes wide as he accepted the wand and the fire core.

As he began to extract the complex geometry, he thought to himself about the dagger back home.

I can add this to the list of things I can do before leaving home for the next several months. I wonder what he plans to give me after I enchant the dagger?

While thinking, he managed to merge the geometric shape into the wand with just a bit of concentration. It was much harder than the void gauntlet, but he managed to push the core in.

Then, the fire geometry seemed content in staying inside the core of the wand without interference, but Jacob kept his Gentle Hand spell on it to make sure the enchanting process was not interrupted.

He then used his inscription tool in the same way as with the ring and inscribed a few runes that would replicate his fireball spell and enhance the durability of the wand while allowing it to self-repair. He also managed to use a self-healing rune.

Then, he utilized his intent again to guide the tendrils of the geometric core to the runes, but it also connected seemingly random parts of the wand to other parts in a complex river of pathways.

He felt a sort of resonance with the fire element at this pivotal moment, but as he tried to focus in on the feeling, it faded without fully revealing itself.

He furrowed his brow before looking up at Gerald. "It made many more paths than the water core did."

Gerald nodded. "That is one of the special properties. It can greatly boost fire spells and slightly boost other compatible spells now."

Then he reached out to grab the wand as Jacob handed it to him. He held it for a while before his grin widened.

"Ah, you did not have to make a true artefact out of it, Jacob. Still, you have my thanks. It will truly be an aid in battle. As for the payment I had in mind."

His new distortion band shone for a second before a large sack filled with round objects was in his hand.

"I think a few of each of the D and E-rank cores would help you in your enchanting endeavours. There is also some gold in there for your family farm and a couple of C-rank cores that I think make up for the value you have added to these items. Again, thank you for your help today."

Before Jacob could reply, Gerald scrunched his eyebrows before continuing. "Oh, yes. I almost forgot. Some free information about the guild training your new master is having you take part in. The grove you are going to is filled with excessive life energy, which is transferred to the natural fruits and vegetables present there. This is something they will tell you, as it will speed up your recovery from their training."

Jacob nodded his head as Gerald continued.

"Well, for your particular circumstance, I think it would be best for you to also practice turning your core after you load up on excessive life energy from the fruits. When you do this is up to you, probably best to figure out the normal training schedule. But I would suggest doing it as often as possible, as it will greatly speed up your training, but it will hurt."

"Master did hint at something like that," Jacob said as he stood up to leave. "I feel that your payment is sufficient considering how valuable the information you gave me is. But do keep that glamour to yourself for now on. While I may have to deal with it in the future, I would like to keep our transactions more friendly. You seem to know my master fairly well, so I think we should stick to friendly terms."

This caused Gerald to grin. "Then, my friend, I wish you well over the next few months if I am unable to see you off."

The mage then got up and shook hands with his friend.

Jacob was content with the progress he was making with Gerald.

I just hope he is honest with his words. That glamour thing really freaked me out.

After shaking hands with Gerald, Jacob slowly made his way back to the blacksmith shop.

Frank was already working hard at the forge when Jacob arrived, but he noticed his wagon was already loaded and his mule was chewing on fresh provender.
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  "I got the cores you wanted, a couple of boxes too. Will this do?"

Frank showed Jacob the gathered materials, and he nodded to the blacksmith before enchanting the boxes one at a time. After working on the higher rank materials, the low-level stuff was just a quick flex of his mana.

His stuff was already loaded up onto his trailer in the boxes he had brought with him, so after finishing up his deal with the blacksmith, Jacob got on his wagon and headed home.

The trip back was uneventful, and he managed to turn a D-rank earth core into an anchored enchantment for his sword. Now he had an Aegis of Earth for his own protection.

After getting back to the farm, he unloaded his boxes into the barn. His brother, Caleb, came along and helped him after he spotted Jacob from across the field as Jacob rode up to the gate on the wagon.

Jacob then headed to the village to grab Bran. They needed to get started on the harvester as soon as they could, and they still had daylight to burn. The trip there was shortened by his flight spell, which he decided he needed to get better acquainted with now.

They had to walk back, but with Bran present, they unloaded and sorted all of the materials that they had picked out together. The blacksmith was quite skilled with custom parts, and it showed with the precision of every piece.

Putting things together was quite easy for Bran, especially with Jacob's mage-hand spell of pure force that he invented while wrangling the pigs. Being able to stand in one spot and lift or move exactly as Bran needed expedited things beyond what they thought possible before starting the process.

Before long, they had the frame and many of the moving parts put together, but Bran had to leave for the day. They decided to meet up in the morning as soon as the sun woke them. In the meantime, Jacob had some things to take care of with his family.

They were already eating when he made it to the house after seeing Bran to the property gate. Caleb was talking with his mouth full while using his hands to illustrate something that had happened that day. Lila was watching him with fascinated eyes, Arthur and May were laughing, and Sera even had a bit of a smile on her face.

She was still quite melancholy since her grandmother had died, but she was slowly coming out of the devastating portion of her grief.

Jacob just grabbed a seat next to Sera, and May passed him a plate. After eating, they all retreated to the hearth as usual, and Jacob had some time to talk to Arthur while they whittled on some split wood.

"You seem to have something on your mind after that trip to Thornhold, son," Arthur said to Jacob as they whittled together near the fire. "Anything new you wanted to tell me?"

Jacob nodded, unsure of how to tell his father about the little adventure he had planned, as well as the matter of accepting a master who had many answers he was unable to find in the village.

"Well," Jacob began, "I met up with Gerald, and he introduced me to the guild master of the adventurers' guild. He ended up being a powerful warrior-mage who took me on as his apprentice after I showed him my magic."

Arthur just nodded to Jacob, so he continued.

"He showed me what I need to work on, and is sending me to boot camp for the next few months. I have a couple of weeks right now to get my affairs in order, but I will be heading to the wilds in the north, past Thornhold."

Arthur nodded again, as he whittled on his stick for a while in contemplation.

"This new master of yours, he knows you are from Ruvka?" Arthur asked without looking up.

Jacob replied, "Yes, he and Gerald both know that I am from this village."

This caused Arthur to think some more as he continued to whittle his stick.

"Then," He began in reply, "I think this master of yours is either quite clever or just bold. I am not sure what his actual intentions are, but he knows that I won't object to this. And you will know why at the end of your trial year. But this is what the trial year is all about, anyway. I thought we would get to have many more experiences on the farm with the magic and engineering you have been up to lately, though it makes more sense that you would leave on an adventure."

Then, Arthur sighed.

"I know it is for the best that you go, and risk some danger, even if I don't like it. I would be a fool of a father if I did. Just remember to stay safe out there. Make some better defensive equipment before you leave, ok?"

Jacob nodded, "Of course, I plan for this training in the wilds to be just that. And, don't tell anyone I told you, but my master is going to send someone to watch out for me. Someone much stronger than normal. Stronger than Carlos was the last time he was here."

That caused Arthur to show visible relief.

"Well, you don't need my permission to go, but you have it. I won't pretend to like the idea of you heading into the wild woods, but I'll talk to your mother in the morning; it will be easier for her to know she has a couple more weeks with you around. But, I suppose you will be quite busy with whatever you and Bran have cooking up in my barn, am I right?"

Jacob nodded with a smile. "I have a feeling that the first harvest and the rest of summer will be much less intense than normal, even with the new fields once they are fully recovered."

They both returned to whittling their sticks for a while before tossing them into the fire and heading to bed.

Jacob did not go straight to sleep, though; he had a date with a sturdy dagger. He sat at his small wooden desk with an earth core and that dagger old Thom had given him several months ago.

I can finally pass this test and start enchanting things that Thom will actually find useful. I wonder what he will pay me, considering the level those items I enchanted for Gerald are at...

He grabbed his etching tool, the mithril glowing a bit as it passively breathed the ambient mana.

Then he replicated the process he went through with Gerald. First, he grabbed a C-rank earth core with Gentle Hand, provided by Gerald as part of his payment, after boosting it to the third enhancement.

It feels like I could actually push for a fourth enhancement this time if I could get the spin-geometry right, but why try to push it if I know this will work with the third enhancement? I can just try the fourth later.

Then he placed the core into the dagger. The difficulty was as hard as the wand, but with his previous experience, he did it with one hand this time while readying his etching tool by also boosting the small pseudo-core inside of it to the third enhancement.

With the core in place and the earth magic holding itself within the core of the dagger, he placed his runes.

This time, I should be able to place more enchantments, considering the sheer power the wand gave off last time. I bet I can do up to a fifth enchantment, if I do this right!

He created five three-dimensional enchantments this time. One for sharpness, one for durability, another for self-mending, then one that could be activated by the wielder to heal themselves by drawing on the power of the core as long as they were close to the ground, and then the fifth one that was constantly active to enhance the strength of the user.

Now, I just need to pull it all together.

And that is exactly where he started to see the error of his ways. The fifth enchantment proved to be a bit much for the balance of the earth core, and it started to push back. He could tell that it would work if he could get the connections to hold, but they did not want to stay in place for him any longer.

He had to draw on the full might of his power and focus each strand running through the dagger to the enchantments they were meant to power. Once he had them in place, he used a burst of intent with the last of his magic by running it through the empowered pseudo-core of his mithril etching tool, and it all clicked into place.

The dagger buzzed with the barely-contained power it now possessed as it drew in energy from the surroundings. Jacob was still unable to feel this elusive world-energy, but he could feel how his own magic that had filled the room during the enchanting process was being pushed around.

It seemed like he was nearing the cusp of understanding the way this strange energy operated, but the dagger finished filling up with power before the runes on the blade and hilt glowed brightly and then settled, seeming to become a dead piece of metal once again.

But Jacob could feel that faint connection he had with all of his enchanted gear, and he could tell it was the most powerful thing he had created up to this point. Then he couldn't feel it anymore. He couldn't even feel his own magic anymore.

His body was drenched in sweat, he was breathing heavily, and his vision was starting to go black.

Huh, so that's what it feels like to run out of magic...

With those thoughts, he fell back onto his bed and instantly started snoring. He had managed to fall asleep during the fall.

"Jacob."

He could hear a distant voice, pulling him from his darkness.

"Hey, Jacob, are you ok?"

He cracked an eyelid, and he found Bran standing in his doorway.

"Bran? Is it morning already?"

That caused the young tinkerer to laugh a bit.

"No, it's way past morning, it's actually time for lunch already."

Jacob's head was swimming, but he sat up, which instantly cleared his head, and he found the mental capacity to understand what was going on.

"Why didn't anyone wake me up?"

Bran shook his head, "We tried, believe me, but you just murmured something about a few more minutes. So we left you be, and Caleb helped me finish the harvester. We just need you to do the enchantments after lunch."

Jacob was taken by surprise. "Caleb helped?"

Bran nodded, "Yeah, he was surprisingly eager to help out in the barn, and Arthur said it was to help the farm anyway, so we got to it. Everyone is waiting for you in the dining room now. You should come eat."

Jacob nodded, "Yeah, alright, just let me clean up and get some clean clothes on."

With that, Bran headed to the dining room for lunch.

Geez, I can't believe I slept so long, but what's up with this sudden mental clarity?

He could now think much more clearly and even recall the small details of his experiments from the night before with more insight than when he was actively enchanting the materials. He could tell what he did right and where he needed to improve.

Then, he flexed his magical power, and it hugged him tightly like a heavy coat. But he could tell it was denser than usual, like it had grown.

Hmm, that's a nice surprise. I wonder why that happened. Well, I can probably ask Gerald or Master later. I gotta focus on this harvester and getting the dagger back to old Thom.

With that, he finished getting ready and headed to the dining room to eat with his family.

Lunch was already on the table by the time they got there.

May took one look at him and sighed, but then gave him a playful smile. "Well, there he is. We were starting to wonder if we'd have to drag you outside and toss you into the pond."

"I was tired," Jacob said.

Caleb involuntarily let out a laugh from his seat. "Tired? Bran and I built half your machine while you were dead to the world."

"More than half," Bran corrected, as he buttered some toast.

Arthur looked amused over the rim of his cup. "You pushed yourself too far, I could tell from the way you slept."

Jacob sat down and accepted the bowl May set in front of him. "Maybe a little, but it was worth it."

Sera studied him quietly from across the table, then tilted her head. "You look better than someone who just slept through half the day should."

That caused Jacob to smile widely, "I know, it's the weirdest thing. I have no idea why, but I feel amazing now."

Arthur nodded like he knew something they didn't, and Caleb was confused, but Bran was just focused on his toast. Lila, though, had to give them a piece of her mind.

"Well, I really wish I could sleep all day like that. But mom says it's unladylike!"

This elicited laughter from around the table, and Lila gave everyone a big smile on top.

When they were done eating, Lila, Sera, and May took up the dishes as the boys, and Arthur headed out to the barn.

They looked on at the newly-built harvester. A solid frame with many moving parts, all where they belonged, hooked up to a large wagon that Bran had brought over after his father had built it as a custom order.

It cost more than Jacob's entire armor set, including all of his swords, but he thought it would more than pay for itself in the months to come, especially after he enchanted some rods to speed up the growth factor in the fields.

He rubbed his hands together and was the first to speak.

"Alright, let's get this thing started. Caleb, you can put a strengthening line of runes on that length of the frame. Dad, what do you want to try?"

Caleb moved to the back where Jacob had pointed and got to work as Arthur replied.

"Well, I think I can handle doing a couple more enchantments than Caleb. Just let me know what you need, and I can handle it."

Jacob nodded, "In that case, I could use some lightness enchantments on the frame, but I need four different patterns on the four beams. Can you take care of that?"

Arthur replied, "Yeah, I should be able to get it done by the time Caleb gets his portion finished."

Then he moved to the side of the harvester to get to work.

Jacob pulled an E-rank earth core out of a pouch on his belt and got to work.

The front end, where the harvesting work would be done, was enchanted with the earth core, and he affixed it with three-dimensional runes to handle the strain the work would put on the mechanical parts while working with the earth to keep alignment. He was even going to utilize the natural affinity it had with gravity to keep the rollers as light or heavy as they needed to be.

After connecting the core to the enchantments with but a flex of his power, he pulled out an E-rank core to handle the sorting on the back end. The mechanics on this part that led into the wagon would separate wheat from chaff, and the mechanisms needed to flow smoothly.

When he was finished, he tied everything together with overlaying enchantments of intent to make sure the timing of everything would work properly, and it would all work together without exploding in a magical conflagration.

As he finished, Caleb and Arthur were also both done, and the enchantments all snapped together. The entire process lasted barely more than an hour. But all three of the enchanters were dripping in sweat. Jacob was sweating less than Caleb and Arthur, but they had all pushed themselves in their own way.

Bran was already circling the machine with excitement in his eyes. He touched one section, then another, then looked back at Jacob with an expression that was half disbelief and half triumph.

"It took," Bran said.

Jacob tiredly smiled. "Yeah. I could feel it, and it didn't explode at all."

And this time, when he looked at what he had made, it didn't feel like luck.

It felt like he actually understood exactly how everything worked.

"Well," Arthur said from the side, "How about we take this thing for a test run? We have a field of salt grass that needs to be prepped for the growing season. It's the last field that is ready; the bulbs are already dying, just need to be sorted before we plant."

Jacob and Bran smiled widely as they shuffled to get Barnaby and his harness ready.

The test run was largely uneventful. They noticed a few adjustments that needed to be made to the enchantments to smooth out the harvesting process, and they had not managed to figure everything out at once, so Bran and Jacob decided to meet up throughout the week to get things working perfectly for the real harvests.

But it had worked for the most part.

Caleb and Arthur left to get some of the work for the day out of the way, leaving Jacob and Bran to put Barnaby in his pen with some fresh provender and the harvester in the barn.

  

    
        111. Preparing for Adventure

    
    
    
    
  Jacob walked with Bran out towards the gate, but Oren was headed their way as they passed a bend.

"See you later, Bran. I'm going to catch up with Oren. I'll try not to sleep in too late tomorrow."

Bran waved him off, "I'll probably have some stuff to handle around the shop, so don't worry if you need some extra sleep."

Oren nodded to Bran as he made it to them, and Bran waved bye to both of the boys.

"Were y'all building some more machinery?" Oren asked Jacob as they turned to walk down the lane together.

"Well," Jacob replied, "It's a bit more complicated this time, but yeah, we were building more machinery."

Oren simply grunted to that, so Jacob caught his friend up on how he would be heading out to the wilderness for a few months, and that snatched the young swordsman's attention.

"The wilds are a dangerous place, even for an experienced adventurer," Oren said with furrowed brows. "I need to show you something if you're really headed out there in just a couple of weeks."

He steered them out towards the yard instead of the house and grabbed a couple of sticks along the way. He gave one to Jacob, and when they arrived, he had Jacob stand in front of himself squarely.

"I'm going to show you a form for the sword since that is also what you keep around your hip when you travel. It will do you little good to have it in your hands when you can't cast a spell if you don't know how to properly wield it."

"Hey! I have used a sword to kill dungeon monsters before!" Jacob replied indignantly.

Oren simply shook his head. "That is fundamentally different. I've been in the gate here, and those monsters can hardly be called that. It's more like a hunting trip rather than a real dungeon dive if you exclude the boss floor and the random gatekeepers."

"You'll see when we spar after you gain some experience with these forms, and you'll realize just how different using a sword is from swinging a sword. Now, watch what I do and copy me."

They went through several forms, and Oren corrected Jacob several times throughout the process. He had Jacob perform the form on his own from memory, showing him the correct form again when necessary.

Once Jacob could perform the entire sword form on his own and only needed correction in his stances, Oren decided they had practiced enough. Jacob was sweating and breathing hard from taking the forms seriously, even though he only had a stick.

Oren nodded at the effort, "Alright, this will be enough for today. You need to practice on your own for the next few days, and we can spar when I get back. Now, lets go eat with your family."

Once Jacob caught his breath, he replied, "Yeah, this is quite the workout already. I think I'm ready for a nap. Thanks for showing me how to actually use a sword. Just the footwork alone seems like a game-changer."

"Just wait until we get to the sparring sessions, then you will really see the difference," Oren replied.

Dinner came and went without much ceremony. Everyone was tired from the day's work, and the meal disappeared quickly beneath the usual mix of farm talk, laughter, and Lila trying to tell three different stories at once. By the time the dishes were done and the house had begun to settle, the warmth of the hearth and the long day had started to pull at everyone's eyes.

Back in Jacob's room, where the guest bed for Oren was built, Jacob caught the swordsman before he could get comfortable in bed.

"Hey, put that cuirass up on my work bench."

Oren was a bit puzzled but did as Jacob asked as he countered, "Why, though?"

Jacob was already pulling out an earth core and his etching tool. "Because, with all that safety talk, I feel like I need to upgrade this enchantment. I learned recently that it is basically useless if you run into actual danger."

Oren nodded as Jacob began the enchantment. He knew that sturdy armor was necessary when fighting monsters, which is why his master had spared no expense when getting him this cuirass. It was made of an alloy as strong as steel and light as aluminum. With the initial enchantment, he already felt invincible.

Hearing that it could have failed him in a fight made it easy for him to accept Jacobs' generosity. It was a curious thing, though, seeing the young enchanter re-enchant it without removing the previous enchantment.

"How can you do that, by the way? I don't know anything about enchanting, but I at least thought it was impossible to re-enchant something without removing the initial enchantment first?"

Jacob had already inserted the core and was now shaping a couple of runes on the front and back of the cuirass.

"Usually, it is impossible, as far as I know. But the way I enchanted this the first time is compatible with this core and these enchantments. Also, I can just ask my magic to smooth everything out, and as long as my magical power is potent enough, it should be just fine."

And true to his word, with a final flex of his magical power, he set everything straight with the enchantments, and Oren now had a somewhat impenetrable shell that would extend its protections a bit past the plates up to his neck and nearly to his knees.

"Well, that's finished, no thanks are necessary. You are teaching me the sword after all. Lets just get to bed."

Oren picked up the cuirass, and he could already tell that it was much more powerful defensively, and he had a suspicion he would not need to take it to the smithy for repairs anymore.

Since Jacob wanted no thanks, he lay down on his bed as well, and they both soon fell asleep.

Jacob didn't sleep in late this time, but when he did wake, Oren was already gone.

Always off to the woods to patrol and kill goblins before the sun even rises. I hope he is getting the training he expects out of this. Oh well, more sleep for me, I suppose.

He had breakfast with his family before heading to the chicken coop to relax a bit since Bran had not shown up for adjustments for the harvester yet.

He still enjoyed seeing them cluck and pluck around the pen as they scratched at the dirt, looking for something to peck at. It reminded him of the previous year when he first had his memories rammed into his skull. Then he learned enchanting from his dad and met old Thom.

Oh crap! I forgot the dagger!

He thanked the chickens for reminding him of the dagger he owed old Thom and quickly retrieved it from his room before flying over to Ruvka. The villagers and adventurers gawked at him as he flew over the central well, but they were getting used to it.

Still, he noticed how some of the adventurers eyed him from the side as if they were trying to keep their gaze secret.

Not sure what that means, but they'd better keep to themselves.

He didn't feel like stopping to ask why the hell they were side-eying him, so he chose to ignore them for now, and he went straight to old Thom's weird house.

With the dagger in hand, he walked through the portal doorway, and he appeared directly inside the actual building that old Thom resided in.

"Well, if it isn't that little runt looking for salt grass. Did you find what you needed in that dungeon?"

Old Thom was sitting in his rocking chair facing the entrance of his building. He seemed like he was not surprised in the least that Jacob had shown up, even though Jacob had just made the decision to fly over less than five minutes ago.

Jacob nodded as he walked over to old Thom.

"I have a feeling you already know, but I did manage to get the grass I needed. And it worked for the fields. Old fields, my dad hasn't managed to grow anything good in for years, are going to be workable this year. They're already preparing to plant."

Old Thom nodded, "Yeah, I figured it would go down that way. I'm sure the Baron will be snooping around soon enough to make sure he gets his cut."

That made Jacob pause, "You know, there was a rider the other day. Anything I need to be worried about?"

Old Thom gave up a hearty chuckle, "Hahah, boy! That's nothing for you to worry about. This is something that Arthur will need to deal with, but you should be focusing on magic."

Seeing the reluctant look on Jacob's face, old Thom elaborated, "You will have your trials, but you must remember that your father is also pushing against the system," His voice caught up a bit as he mentioned the taboo, but for some reason he was able to shake it off and continue like nothing happened, "you and your father are both actively reaching farther than your station. And that is commendable. But if one of you steps in for the other every time each of you needs a helping hand, it will serve to cripple one or both of you. Adversity is where true strength is born, and I see it within both of you."

"It's good for both of you to be separated for a while as you each face your own tribulations. I can't promise either of you will come out unscathed, but I know for sure that you will be better at the end. I'll admit, I was a bit hesitant to help you when we first met, but I have kept an eye and an ear out to see how you would use this power that seems to have fallen into your lap. And it seems to me that you have no intention of abusing it, so take my words as advice and leave your father to his own trials as you face yours."

Jacob scratched his head as he took in everything the old sorcerer said, "Well, thanks for the advice, I guess that brings me to the reason I'm here... "

He reached into his pouch and pulled out the enchanted dagger.

Old Thom became more serious as the powerful artifact was pulled out.

"I see you managed to pass my test, and faster than I expected you to as well. I can tell just from the way that it interacts with the surrounding magic that this is a unique artifact you've made for me."

"It is," Jacob replied, "I managed to get five enchantments on it, but I had to run myself dry to get them all affixed."

That caused old Thom to give Jacob a new evaluating gaze as he shared his thoughts, "Boy, I didn't take you for such a hard worker. It's hard for someone to push past that limit, but it'll take you far in the world of magic. You keep striving to push that hard, and you might just catch up to me!"

Taking the dagger into his hands, old Thom probed it with his own magic, but Jacob was unable to really tell how he was analyzing it. But he did hear the old man murmuring under his breath, "gods damned, glad I gave that ambitious fellow that hint all those years ago..."

With a flair of his wrist, the dagger was gone, and in its place was a rather bulging sack. Jacob could already tell what his payment was, but he waited for old Thom to tell him anyway.

"This is how I will be paying you from now on. I can see you are no stranger to monster cores, and this would normally be too little for such an artifact. But I am going to be a bit generous and invest in you here. These are all C-rank, and I've included the water, earth, and fire cores you're used to, but I'm also throwing in a few nature, light, and darkness cores for you to experiment with, along with a few gold coins. I can't teach you the craft, but you seem to be making fine progress on your own."

Then old Thom scratched his head as he thought for a second, "Although, from the way your mana field feels, I can see you aren't all that interested in enchanting. But, I will say this right now: there is no one on Meldra that can currently do what you do with this magical equipment. And that makes it all the more valuable. The small stuff you do will go unnoticed, as it can be easily confused with dungeon gear. But anything you make at the B-rank and higher will be quite noticeable. Hells, even this dagger you crafted would stick out in a major city."

Then old Thom looked Jacob in the eye, "That is why I'd advise you to keep your enchanting skill near the same mastery as your magic. I know it seems like it will take you too long to catch up in your magical studies to be capable of even coming close to your current enchanting skill, but I assure you that day is closer than you think. Now, get out of my hut before I'm forced to take you in as my own apprentice."

Jacob was a bit confused by how chatty old Thom seemed today, but he considered that the old man wouldn't see him for quite a while, so he brushed it off, "Thanks, old Thom. But, you don't have anything else you want enchanted yet?"

As he was ushering the young man out of the dimensional gateway, old Thom just shook his head, "When you get back, boy, I'll have plenty of work for you then. For now, go spend some time with your family. And make sure you finish that funny-looking wagon machine. I want to see how it works properly come harvest."

Now, Jacob was a bit stunned as old Thom basically threw him through the gateway.

What the hell, is he actually spying on me from across the field or something? He has never come by the farm, or at least he has never announced himself... 

And, before he knew it, the door was slammed behind him, which caused him to be pushed toward the steps of the old, rundown house.

He turned around and scratched his own head, now in confusion.

What was that even about? First, he wants to talk my ear off, and now he is throwing me out of his house? What a weird old man!

With that thought, Jacob took flight back to the Hemlock farm to spend the precious little time he had left with his family before heading out to the untamed wilds northwest of Thornhold.

With the old sorcerer's words replaying in his ears as he knew both he and his father would have their own troubles and trials ahead of them, he just thought to himself: I really need to upgrade the armor everyone has before I leave.

As the farm came into view, he realized that the peace they currently had was most likely just an illusion. He could feel the anticipation building in his chest as he knew a real adventure was looming just over the horizon.
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  Jacob Hemlock was not born in this world.

He remembered another life beneath another sky, streets were without magic, machines that moved without mana, games that turned impossible worlds into numbers and systems, and a version of himself that would have never believed that he would one day wake up in a world of magic as a farm boy in a frontier kingdom.

Then it happened.

He had been ten years old in this life, playing with the chickens, feed in his hands, and no real worries to deal with. The day had been ordinary for the child.

The air smelled of dirt and feathers with a bit of a waft coming from the coop, signaling the need to clean it out. But the hens clucked around his boots, happily.

The farm operated around him as it usually did.

Then his old memories tore through him. Like a tide from a dammed-off river surging through the barrier.

They did not return gently. Nor did they rise and bubble up like dreams.

They slammed into his little head with the burden of another life, and the pain dropped him where he stood.

When he woke in bed, his father was beside him.

Arthur Hemlock sat near the cot with a damp cloth in one hand and a face full of care that tried very hard not to show fear. To the confused boy coming out of a fever dream, he looked like a stalwart pillar in a flood.

Jacob remembered that part more clearly than the headache. He remembered opening his eyes and seeing a man who had spent the night watching over his son.

That was the first thing his old mind understood about his new life.

He had a family here.

A real one.

People who seemed to genuinely love him.

He could have spent years mourning the world he left behind. Maybe another person would have.

Perhaps another reincarnated soul would have clawed after the past, bitter over everything lost and furious at whatever had brought him here.

Jacob did not.

The memories from his old life were broken in places. Faces were blurry, and some of the names slipped away. His old family remained more like a dream than a memory, which was probably for the best.

The old man who helped him get to this world as well. He seemed like a dream, but the fact that his memories returned like the old man said they would was a fact that counted. Something about the old man having a name that strengthened the spirit and helped the soul grow.

It made his head hurt. He just knew he should never repeat that old man's name out loud.

He also knew his family had not loved him the way a family should, and they had kept him around because social pressures and faux obligation forced them to. He also knew that loneliness had followed him for a long time.

This life, though, was different. And the past did not have to saddle him down with its baggage. Since the memories were just out of reach and easy to forget like a dream slipping through his fingers, he did the only sensible thing he could. He decided to let them slip.

So when the pain passed, Jacob did the most reasonable thing he could think to do.

He went and fed the chickens.

He realized that some of the memories from his first 10 years on Meldra were a bit fuzzy as well, but he figured a bad memory for a kid his age might still be considered acceptable, at least for a peasant farmer.

The Hemlock farm sat on the edge of Ruvka, a small frontier village in the Sinclair Kingdom. The kingdom mostly remembered Ruvka when grain taxes came due or when monsters wandered too close to the road.

Beyond that, the village survived because its people knew how to work and because the land rewarded those who would not quit.

But it punished those who did.

Arthur Hemlock was exactly the kind of man a place like that required. He thought more than he spoke, and preferred to spend his days working hard in the fields instead of complaining.

He knew how important good soil was for a farm, and did his best to keep things in order. Though he still ended up with a couple of useless fields over the years.

He also knew magic, though not in the way academy-trained mages knew it.

The Hemlock family had passed down journals for generations. Their magic had always been applied practically, with little real experimentation.

A rune of strength went on a hammer. An enchantment of relative lightness went to a plough.

Their knowledge was written down because they knew that they could not trust that every lesson would be taught in time.

That caution saved them.

Years before Jacob was born, sickness swept through Ruvka and killed many of the adults.

Children inherited farms before they inherited the needed wisdom to run them. The kingdom sent some help, but not enough to make Ruvka particularly productive.

Arthur's apprenticeship under his father ended too soon, but the journals remained.

And Arthur used them.

He kept the Hemlock farm alive. Then he bought nearby farms from people who had inherited land they did not know how to manage.

He did not throw those families away, though. He took the former owners on as farmhands, gave them work, and folded their survival into his own. He had plenty of room on his expanded farmlands to house his workers, which kept them out of the forests.

That was Arthur. A quiet man, both practical and loyal, past the point most people considered reasonable for someone in his situation.

And he taught Jacob the family magics early.

That turned out to be both wise and dangerous. For both of them.

Jacob learned the basics from his father, then started doing things Arthur had never seen and could not explain.

Where Arthur saw patterns, Jacob saw purpose. Where Arthur saw runes as strict tools, Jacob saw a sort of conversation with the ethereal.

The old journals had given Arthur enough to preserve the family craft. Jacob took those lessons and bent them toward something stranger but also more versatile.

His magic could seemingly grant wishes and bend reality to his whim. The only thing seemingly stopping him was the amount of power he could push into a spell.

And that was going to change soon, hopefully.

May Hemlock ran the house the way Arthur ran the farm.

Nothing escaped her. She knew when a child was hungry before the child said so, and she knew when Arthur was worried by how long he stood at the door.

She also knew when Jacob had pushed too hard by the way he tried to act normal.

May fed people like feeding them was a sacred duty. She put love into stews, bread, tea, and every full bowl she set down.

She did not need speeches. Her pride was expressed in her warm meals, clean clothes, and the loving way she kissed her children's heads, whether they had asked for affection or not.

She kept the house together and was there when someone needed support. Whether that was a word of encouragement or a shoulder to cry on. She was there, and everyone knew they could depend on her.

Caleb was Jacob's older brother. Arthur had named him after his late father. Caleb did not say much, but he watched everything. Over the last year, he had grown into a kind of strict competence that made Jacob wonder about him.

His dedication to the farm was commendable, and Jacob knew he could leave the farmwork to his brother if he decided that he would fully pursue magic.

Caleb had started learning magic as well after seeing enough impossible things happen in the barn. He had more talent in the craft than anyone expected.

His mana pool was small, and that held him back, but Jacob already had plans for that. Just as he had plans for most things, although most of those plans currently lived in his head.

Lila was the youngest. She was five and still tried to tell three stories at the same time at dinner. No one on the farm had managed to stop her. And no one really wanted to. She brought plenty of joy with her disjointed stories, and no one wanted to end that.

Then there was Sera.

Sera entered Jacob's life the way important things often did, through trouble no one had planned for. Her family situation fell apart, and the Hemlocks took her in.

She sang with a voice that carried something more than sound, and no one fully understood the magic woven through it, but everyone who heard her knew it was there.

Then her grandmother died.

Grief changed her. It quieted her songs and pulled her inward. She still smiled sometimes, especially when Lila dragged her into childish nonsense at the dinner table, but the loss had been there for the past few months.

Jacob did not try to fix it with clever words. He stayed close enough that she knew she had not been abandoned and gave her enough space to breathe as she mourned.

People in Ruvka sometimes misunderstood what Sera was to him.

Jacob understood it less neatly than he wanted to admit.

She was not his girlfriend, and she was not his sister. She was not simply a friend either. She was Sera, and that had to be what it was for now. They could figure things out when they were old enough to actually think about it.

Mira came into his life from the edge of the woods.

She was the daughter of a trapper and a leather worker, a quiet girl who knew the forest paths better than most adults and moved through brush like the trees had conspired to keep her hidden.

Her father spent long stretches away checking snares and hunting. While her mother taught her practical work with cloth and gear. The forest taught her everything else.

During Jacob's Trial Year, he wandered farther than he should have and got turned around before dusk.

Mira found him before the woods could become a real problem. She did not make a speech about it. She simply guided him back in silence, as if rescuing strange farm boys from their own curiosity was something she had decided was a part of her duties.

Later, she admitted she had seen him enchanting a bow and had been curious.

Jacob repaid her by enchanting her boots to reduce fatigue on long walks. That was fair in his mind, as she was not really expecting anything in return.

She had saved him from spending the night lost in the trees, and he had made sure the trees would have a harder time wearing her down.

Mira was not very easy to read. She watched more than she spoke, with curiosity behind her hazel eyes. But Jacob noticed her sharp senses and steady nerves. The way she always seemed to be a few steps ahead of trouble.

Oren was a fighter, a young swordsman, and Jacob met him during a goblin surge. They rushed the farm, but he was able to fend them off with Elis, one of the farm hands, thanks to Oren holding them by himself in the woods.

Even once Oren joined them, Elis and Jacob were uncertain that they would be able to make it without more reinforcements.

That was until Oren unlocked Aura.

With a burst of red energy, the teen rushed forward and slaughtered the goblins.

That was how he saved the farm, and why he had a bed in Jacob's room.

He was not homeless, but he did enjoy sleeping on the farm with its close proximity to the goblin nests in the forest.

Jacob's magic made simple situations much more complex.

Old Thom was the first person with enough power and age to properly scare him.

The old sorcerer lived near Ruvka in a crooked little house that was not really a house. From the road, it looked rundown. The porch creaked wrong, and the fence warped in ways fences should not.

Even the trees were bent in the wrong directions.

The whole place seemed one hard rain away from collapse. Yet it stood longer than anyone in the village could remember.

Inside, it opened into something much larger.

Old Thom's home was a dimensional gateway hidden behind bad boards and a creepy atmosphere.

The old man was a centuries-old sorcerer with power no villager could measure, and he had the personality of someone who had long ago stopped caring whether anyone found him pleasant to be around.

He did not praise Jacob often, and he really did not praise anyone often if Arthur can be trusted with his personal observations.

Instead, the old man handed Jacob a dagger made from a strange, dark material and told him to enchant it when he was ready.

It took Jacob the better part of a year.

When he finally brought the dagger back, it carried five enchantments. Jacob had poured so much of himself into the work that he barely made it to bed afterward. He passed out face-first before he could take off his boots.

Old Thom called the dagger a unique artifact. He also hinted that Jacob should try spending himself in work like that as often as possible to help his magic grow.

That was significant for Jacob because he knew that Old Thom did not waste words on flattery. He paid Jacob in C-rank cores, gold, and a selection of nature, light, and darkness cores that Jacob had not seen before.

He said he wanted to see what Jacob could cook up with his special magic and unique problem-solving skills.

He also told Jacob something more dangerous.

No one currently alive on Meldra could do what Jacob did with magical equipment. That was a revelation that shook Jacob a bit.

Old Thom said it like a warning, more than encouragement.

That was usually how he delivered his advice or warnings. It was so cryptic at times that it was hard to tell which he was hinting toward. Or if it was just the ramblings of a madman.

Jacob's enchantments were not normal by any stretch of the imagination.

He did not force magic into metal through rigid formulas or command the material to obey. He built a complete picture in his mind and then shaped a purpose until it felt right, then asked his magic to bridge the distance between the object as it was and the object as it should become.

Sometimes his magic felt like it listened, and sometimes it felt like it helped. It was kinda like a curious cat in that regard.

His enchantments seemed to carry a sort of intelligence, not enough to speak or think like people, but enough to understand their own work. They partnered with an instinctual purpose instead of merely holding a rigid function. At least, that was how Jacob viewed it.

And that made his magic powerful in his hands.

But that power also made it dangerous. For him, and also those he cared about. But only if he was not careful.

Gerald Viscerent understood that better than almost anyone else Jacob knew.

Gerald was a young academy mage, a noble, and one of the few people Jacob trusted with the stranger edges of his work.

Their relationship began as a business contact and ended up becoming something closer to a friendship. He met Jacob monthly, traded knowledge for enchantments, and reacted to Jacob's breakthroughs with equal parts delight and horror.

At first, it was just small single-type enchantments with no core on basic clothing. Something Gerald could give to his servants or trade for contribution points at the academy.

But, eventually, Jacob started showing Gerald more. And that resulted in Gerald's support, but also some sort of mixture between fear and delight at the revelations.

Sometimes, even he was confused about how to feel about Jacob's magic.

Sometimes he secretly felt a little terror. But that was the thing he loved about magic. And that was what kept him coming back to Thornhold when he had already finished his studies for the semester.

Gerald once asked Jacob to create a distortion band using a C-rank water core.

Jacob made it work.

Gerald laughed for nearly a full minute. Then he stopped laughing and told Jacob that the band should have been impossible. He told Jacob not to show work like that to anyone until he had the power to fight off an army.

Gerald was not being dramatic.

He was being careful. And he was being serious.

Jacob took the advice with all seriousness and put it to the back of his mind for later, which was where he put most warnings that were probably important. Not because he was careless, but because he had some magic to focus on at the present moment.

Those warnings would come back to him when he needed them. Hopefully.
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  The farm improved because Jacob could not leave a solvable problem alone.

It began with the dirt.

Those older fields had gone wrong, and he figured that he could do something about them and restore the full capacity of the farm as it was supposed to be.

Jacob tried enchanted stakes. He tried careful watering. Then he tried watching drainage patterns and studying the crops until the frustration drove him to crouch, scoop up a pinch of soil, and touch it to his tongue.

It tasted salty.

Wrong.

Dead in a way soil should not be dead.

Years of hard use, poor drainage, and frequent Ruvka rains had left salt behind. The earth had been poisoned slowly. No enchantment Jacob could currently manage would convince plants to drink poison and thrive.

The answer came from swamp grass.

A specific kind of salt grass grew inside F-rank swamp-type dungeon gates. Its bulbs could break down salt and restore balance to damaged earth. Obtaining it should have been a job for adventurers, not a farm boy who had not yet unlocked the system.

Jacob went anyway.

Carlos Weaver made that possible.

Carlos led the adventuring party sent to evaluate the new Mire Gate near Ruvka. He was a powerful knight and not someone who was easily impressed.

Jacob changed that by showing him an enchanted sword with edge stability, structural resilience, self-mending properties, and minor trajectory correction built into the blade.

Carlos bought the sword for a few gold coins and a future favor.

Jacob valued the favor more.

He called it in and convinced Carlos to let him join the dungeon run. The trip began as a grass collection job. But it became something else before anyone knew what was happening.

The party went deeper than intended. They found a Behemoth boss at the bottom of the Mire Gate.

The fight should have been beyond Jacob. He survived anyway, and more than survived. He pushed external mana through the party mage's staff like opening a valve and used a pre-loaded light spell to neutralize the boss.

Carlos's system upgraded its danger assessment of Jacob by two levels that afternoon.

Jacob came out with salt grass, monster cores, a Void Knight's gauntlet, and some worthy crafting materials to use in his experiments.

The salt grass worked.

He just had to build a greenhouse for it to grow in. The type with atmospheric controls. Nothing too fancy. Though Gerald called it a herbarium or something like that.

The damaged fields began recovering. By summer harvest, the Hemlocks would have more productive land than they had managed in years. They had also purchased two additional plots from struggling neighbors who were glad to have the tax burden lifted.

He built an automatic seeder to plant the bulbs, too.

Jacob did not stop at just planting the fields, though.

He built a harvester as well.

The idea came from his old-world memories and his refusal to accept that the harvest needed to leave the whole family bent over in the field for a week.

The machine would separate wheat from chaff and move sorted grain into a wagon. Jacob knew what he wanted it to do. And Bran knew how to take his ideas and craft them into reality.

Bran was a young tinkerer from Ruvka. He apprenticed at the wainwright shop and treated every mechanical problem as a new puzzle to be solved.

Thus, he attacked the harvester design with obsessive precision, which made Jacob trust him almost immediately.

The brass gears came from a master blacksmith in Thornhold. The frame came together in the barn over two days. Then Jacob, Arthur, and Caleb enchanted it together.

That was where the family magic really started to change.

Arthur had spent twenty years thinking magic required rigid formulas. Jacob talked to him about intent over structure, and something shifted. That same afternoon, Arthur placed his first new-style enchantment on leather.

Caleb lagged behind, but not for lack of effort. Arthur promised to teach him the method as soon as he understood it well enough himself.

The harvester enchantments snapped together without exploding.

That alone made the attempt a success.

Something else happened, too.

Arthur and Caleb changed. Neither received a system message that explained what had occurred, but both felt the difference. Before that day, one enchantment before bed was all Arthur could manage. Afterward, he could enchant several times in a day.

Jacob did not know exactly what he had done to them.

He only knew his family had moved one step closer to him.

The list of things Jacob made kept growing.

A coat that stopped an impact, Arthur believed, would have shattered Jacob's ribs.

Greaves. Bracers. Reinforced boots.

A sword that guided his swing and linked to his armor through shared resonance.

A burlap sack that held things it had no business holding. Sera's shawl, which drew a merchant's wife into touching the fabric for ten straight seconds because she could not identify the material.

Gerald's wand, made from the same dark material as Old Thom's dagger, which Gerald called a true artifact even though Jacob had meant it as a commission.

He also enchanted Oren's cuirass.

Oren was a young swordsman who stayed in the Hemlock guest bed and spent his mornings killing goblins in the woods before sunrise. He began teaching Jacob sword forms after hearing about the wilderness training ahead.

His judgment was blunt.

"There is a difference between swinging a sword and using one," Oren told him.

Then he put Jacob through forms and footwork until the reincarnated mage was sweating hard enough to regret every clever thing he had ever said about combat.

Jacob re-enchanted Oren's cuirass that same night. He layered new protections over the old enchantment and integrated a core without stripping off the old enchantments first, which should not have worked.

When Oren tried to thank him, Jacob waved it off. Oren was teaching him the sword and would likely be there if the farm needed him. That made it fair.

Money moved through Jacob's hands in amounts that would have made most Ruvka villagers dizzy.

He sold the Earthshaper's Aegis in the village square. The blade carried triple-layered enchantments built around an E-rank earth core. It went for one hundred and twenty gold coins, fifteen E-rank earth cores, and five D-rank water cores.

He sold Carlos the original sword, completed paid work for Gerald, and even signed a royal land purchase contract with Arthur in the county capital to permanently record the Hemlock farm's expanded holdings.

Jacob also spent money as fast as his projects demanded it. Lots of it went to custom blacksmith parts and mechanical components crafted by the master blacksmith in Thornhold.

Then there were the Monster Cores sorted into glass jars.

At night, those cores painted his room in soft colors while he lay awake thinking of the next thing to build.

The transactions would have looked strange from the outside.

A twelve-year-old farm boy handled gold, cores, contracts, and impossible artifacts with businesslike calm.

Of course, Jacob was not exactly twelve.

That detail made everything complicated.

Gerald eventually brought him to the Adventurers District in Thornhold.

The district sat behind a guarded gate. A stone-and-timber guild hall waited at the end of a cobblestone path.

Adventurers moved through the place fully equipped with weapons and armor as well as battle scars, and carried the confidence of people who regularly survived encounters meant to kill them.

The guildmaster of Thornhold's branch watched Jacob demonstrate his magic.

Then he offered him an apprenticeship before the afternoon ended.

He was a combat mage with a scar over his left eye and an academy graduate. And he was not gentle when revealing weaknesses for Jacob.

He smoked a pipe and could cast force spells faster than Jacob could understand what was happening.

Jacob had spent months thinking his enchantments were impressive.

The guildmaster kicked that confidence out from under him.

One small strike destroyed the enchantments where his foot touched Jacob's armor. The impact sent damage through Jacob's body, and the guildmaster had to heal him afterward.

The lesson was clear.

Jacob's work was impressive for low-risk village use, like furniture or tools. Against real power, his equipment was trash.

Worse than trash, because it made him think he was protected when he was not.

The problem was core-binding.

Jacob had been skipping the step that gave high-end equipment the density and durability needed to survive serious combat. His enchantments were clever, and they were even unique.

But they were also fragile when measured against the wider world.

Little more than tricks that would make peasants happy.

The guildmaster still took him as an apprentice.

That said more than the insult did.

He saw Jacob's potential, and he wanted it sharpened before it got him killed.

He taught Jacob about magical density and core-turning.

Jacob finally understood why his fireball could barely damage an F-rank goblin. He had magic, control, creativity, and impossible insight, but he lacked density in his magic.

His mana was too thin. His power could do clever things, but it did not hit hard enough.

The guildmaster intended to fix that.

Unfortunately, Jacob was small even by farm boy standards. His body was unable to handle the magical strain.

The solution was boot camp.

The training grounds lay northwest of Thornhold, beyond the safer edge of civilization. The place was designed to be brutal.

Prospective adventurers went there to be broken down, rebuilt, and measured against dangers that could not be solved with talent alone. Only the ability to put your head down and contend with the grind would satisfy the created obstacles.

The guildmaster wanted Jacob to begin core-turning before he turned twelve.

He was strangely insistent about that.

He did not explain why.

Arthur noticed something fishy in the master-apprenticeship arrangement when Jacob told him about it. Arthur did not push hard enough to stop it, but the concern stayed in his eyes.

He knew it was only technically acceptable for Jacob to go along with the guild master's plans, but he also knew this was the type of thing the Trial Year of Ruvka village was created for.

Gerald added one more piece.

The training grove was full of excessive life energy. That energy was concentrated in the fruits that grew there. Eating the fruit could accelerate recovery faster than any normal healer or potion.

Paired with regenerative magic instead of restorative magic would allow the body to adapt, creating the perfect situation to train a core to turn. That is, if the mage could push their body far enough physically.

Gerald told Jacob to use that recovery window to practice turning his core as often as possible.

He said it would hurt.

But he told him to do it anyway.

Jacob treated that as an instruction instead of a warning.

Arthur handled the news like Arthur handled most things that frightened him.

He sat by the fire and whittled a stick down to almost nothing. He nodded more than he spoke. Then he told Jacob that this was what the Trial Year was meant to lead toward.

Children were given freedom from eleven to twelve so they could explore, fail, and find the shape of their lives before the system made that shape for them.

He said he would talk to May in the morning and then told Jacob to make better defensive equipment before leaving.

And he told him to stay safe.

Then Arthur closed his grandfather's old journal and went to bed.

Jacob had the distinct impression that his father sat with his quill for a while before the lamp finally went out.

Old Thom gave him no such softness.

Their last conversation before the training period was the longest they had ever had, which still ended with Jacob being thrown out.

The old sorcerer told Jacob that both he and Arthur would face trials. He told Jacob that stepping in for each other every time would cripple one or both of them.

That old man also told him that adversity was where strength was born. He had been watching to see how Jacob used the power that had fallen into his lap.

Apparently, he was satisfied.

He warned Jacob again about the dagger, too. His warning was that no one on Meldra could currently do what he did with magical equipment. That anything he made at B-rank or above would attract the kind of attention he would not want to bring back to Ruvka.

Then Old Thom told him to get out of his hut before he was forced to make Jacob his apprentice.

Jacob turned to ask one more question.

The door had already closed.

He flew back to the farm, wondering whether Old Thom had actually been anywhere near the field across from the greenhouse or whether the old man had somehow watched everything from inside his impossible house the entire time.

That was where things stood before Jacob left.

He had experienced a true reincarnation from the life of an antisocial adult who loved video games to that of a farm boy with magic. His memories gave him strange ideas that most people from this world might not have, but he was able to leave the baggage of his last life behind him.

He was given the gift of a name that seemed to make his soul stronger by the day. It supposedly worked by feeding his spirit, but Jacob didn't really understand much about that. He just knew that he seemed to have a rather high affinity toward magic.

He had spent two years turning a struggling frontier farm into something greater than it used to be, but it was uncertain at this point if he was changing the farm much or if it was the farm that was changing him.

He enchanted artifacts that trained mages called impossible.

But he charged fair prices for them.

Lately, he flew to the village when he was in a hurry, and the adventurers near the well were getting used to it, though some still watched him from the corners of their eyes. Only experienced mages were known to fly, and he still looked like a boy.

He sat with the chickens when he needed to think.

That part had not changed.

His father was still learning magic at thirty. His brother had followed him into it. His mother loved him with full bowls and fierce kisses. His little sister could still derail dinner with a smile and a sentence that went sideways halfway through.

He had Sera under the same roof, grieving but not alone.

He had Bran waiting for the next project.

He had Mira somewhere near the edge of things, watching the woods and the caves with silent eyes, noticing more than anyone gave her credit for.

He had Oren in the guest bed and goblins dying in the woods before breakfast.

He had Gerald watching from the academy side of things with a noble's caution and a friend's concern. The mage seemed to know more than he let on, but Jacob got the feeling that he was waiting for something; maybe Gerald was just waiting for him to grow in power.

He had Old Thom, as well, who threw him out of a dimensional gateway and somehow made that feel like guidance.

He had a master waiting in the north. A man he hardly knew, yet had apparently broken a few rules to help him grow in power.

He had a world that had not yet decided what to make of him.

That was probably fair.

Jacob had not finished deciding what to make of himself either.

He had two weeks before everything changed.

He used them well.

He made equipment for his family first.

He enchanted armor for them. Real armor. Not tools and not just prototypes as he had before. This was not clever household conveniences that made life easier, either.

This was something that could hold things together while he was away.

He rebuilt the defensive pieces with core foundations wherever he could. He checked the resonance and the failure points, ensuring it would hold out where it mattered most.

He made sure May, Arthur, Caleb, Lila, and Sera each had at least one item that would keep them alive if danger reached the farm while he was gone. Help them to hold on until someone could help, something that could absorb one more blow when all else failed.

Jacob also left Arthur with a weapon. He had wanted to give his father a sword, but Arthur insisted on an enchanted pitchfork if Jacob was dead-set on leaving him a weapon.

He simply said he could not explain it, just that he felt better with a pitchfork in hand.

And Jacob created something just short of an artifact. A pitchfork with three enchantments that would strengthen the weapon and its wielder, allow it to mend itself, and something to make the points much sharper.

With the weapon in hand, Arthur felt like he could take on that horde of goblins by himself, and Jacob was sure he could at this point.

He also trusted Oren.

Oren promised the farm would still be standing when Jacob returned.

Jacob believed him.

But, just in case, he used the last of his dungeon materials to craft an orb. It was an ugly thing, an amalgamation of furs and leathers of beasts with random fangs and claws sticking out of it.

But it was powerful, if nothing else.

He left it to Sera. It was a one-use item, but he figured it could take out Carlos if the unassuming girl could catch him off guard.

She was not a mage, but even with her small link to magic, she could tell the thing was incredibly powerful. It scared her, but it also strangely made her feel safe.

Then Jacob left.

Four months passed.

The guildmaster had told him exactly what to expect.

He would be pushed past his physical limits every day, and he would be pushed past his magical limits as well.

On top of that, he would need to take his body further than it was meant to go, eat fruit swollen with life energy, recover just enough to stand, and then do it all again the next morning.

The training grounds northwest of Thornhold were designed to turn the potential that the guild could see in promising new recruits into functional guild members.

Adventurers cleared dungeons, contained outbreaks, guarded roads, and killed the things that slipped through the cracks of civilization. That potential needed to be refined into something that could hold up to the challenge.

Potential had to be beaten into shape. And these grounds allowed the guild to push that potential where it needed to go.

Create the type of experienced adventurer that would not die in their first gate or at the first dungeon break.

Gerald had been right about the fruit.

It tasted like sunlight.

It filled Jacob with warmth so intense it almost hurt. It smoothed soreness into ache, and aches into pressure. That alone did not make the training easy. But it did make more training possible.

That was worse, in Jacobs' opinion.

He used every recovery window the way Gerald told him to. He turned his core until pain crawled through his ribs, up his spine, and shocked his mind until he was unable to think any longer.

He turned it when his hands shook and when his body begged him to sleep. He turned it after drills, after falls, after victories, and even after failures.

He turned it until he felt like his body would fall apart and tear itself into ribbons.

Then he ate the fruit, and healed his body with the regenerative magic that would allow him to adapt.

Then he turned it again.

The core turned and turned.

Sometimes it felt like grinding stone against bone.

Sometimes it felt like his mana was folding inward around a center that couldn't take the pressure anymore.

Sometimes it felt like he was being rebuilt from the inside by a combination of magic and mettle. But they seemed to fight against each other and rip each other's work apart, just to start anew after healing.

Yet, he did it anyway.

The person assigned to watch his back did not hover. The guildmaster had promised that much.

Whoever had been sent was stronger than Carlos was currently, and that was the only comfort Arthur allowed himself to keep when Jacob left home.

Jacob saw little of the watcher directly.

He felt the presence sometimes.

A shift beyond the trees or a monster that turned away before it reached him.

The message was clear enough.

He was not alone.

He was also not being saved from the training.

And that watcher showed their worth during the attack.

Half of the recruits were lost. An invading force headed to Thornhold managed to break through the defenses of the grove.

Jacob was able to hold his own, but he knew that his secret watcher must have protected him from the shadows because he was one of just a few recruits who made it through that disaster.

Yet, the training continued.

The guildmaster expected him to return as a Tier 1 mage.

The boy who entered the grove had been clever and talented, yet dangerously underbuilt. He had impossible enchantments but thin mana. And the body that housed that mana was but skin and bones.

He had a sword that helped him swing, but armor that was unable to stand up to a simple kick from an experienced warrior.

Four months changed that.

Four months of pain.

Four months of fruit.

Four months of magic collapsing inward and growing denser.

Four months of learning the difference between a trick and real power.

Four months of discovering that every limit had another limit waiting behind it.

And a small battle against a warring force just to try to break him.

Jacob Hemlock had never been the type to break.

Now the training was almost finished.

Somewhere northwest of Thornhold, beyond the safe roads and familiar fields, an eleven-year-old farm boy, soon to be twelve, stood at the edge of the life-energy grove and breathed through the last ache of the last lesson.

His newly defined muscles helped him look more like a pre-teen and less like a small child, and it helped that he had grown about three inches during this training session.

The world had thought him strange before.

Old Thom had called his work unique.

Gerald had called it impossible.

Carlos had watched his system reassess him in real time.

The guildmaster had looked at everything Jacob built and called it trash, then took him as an apprentice anyway.

They had all seen pieces of what he might become.

None of them had seen what was coming home.

He sat down one final time during this month-long training session and turned his core with no effort whatsoever.

Finally, his body had adapted to the rampage of magic and was able to sustain the pressure without falling apart.

Finally, the core could turn on its own.

Finally, the systemless boy was a tier 1 mage.

Finally, he was heading home.

Book Two begins.
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  "It's time," the head instructor said emotionlessly as he looked over his small group of about forty battle-hardened adventurers. And one pre-system boy who seemed to have the unfortunate attention of said system.

And yet, that boy managed to surpass all the others, becoming a tier 1 mage this morning.

We started this damn trip with over 80 of these poor bastards.

The man thought to himself as he looked over his freshly trained recruits. 

I won't believe it's a coincidence that we bring a boy without the system's guidance, the one time we are assaulted by a full battalion of the Zinthar this close to our borders. Toren had better lose his damned role as the guildmaster after this shitshow. Coming back from a training expedition with less than half of the original recruits is a damned shame.

But he knew these forty-odd adventurers would be worth more than the full eighty they originally planned to have make it through this bootcamp. Nothing could replace the experience of a true battle.

It was just a shame they had to lose so many in what was supposed to be training.

But, he mused to himself once more, I suppose that is the life we all signed up for.

He approached the group of disciplined adventurers, who all snapped to proper attention. Even the young boy among them seemed to have found at least an ounce of discipline during this training session, even if he did act obstinately from time to time.

The head instructor looked over his shoulder where he knew a peak B-rank shadow walker was lurking.

Damned rogues. Impossible to see when they are more powerful than you and wish to remain hidden. I suppose we would have all died here if not for her, though. Makes me wonder if Toren knew this would happen when he sent the boy.

When he had finished thinking to himself, he addressed his newly trained recruits.

"I know the past few months have been hard for you. It was hard for all of us. The training and the loss. But this is the reality of the wilds. Even this place, considered a sanctuary by the kingdom, is prone to attack when unprotected by the borders of the kingdom."

He gazed at the young men and women who all had their eyes trained on him. He could see several different emotions mixed in their eyes. Pride and grief seemed to stand out the most.

All except for the kid. He was an oddity.

Looking at the stalwart look of the systemless child, who had brought them nothing but trouble, he could tell this kid was ready for great things. Just the fact that he had managed to use enhanced tier 1 magic during the battle was more than he ever expected to see a child accomplish.

Nodding his head, he continued his dismissal address.

"Some of you came here chasing the promise of steady coin, and working for the adventurers' guild will provide that. Some of you joined to climb the ranks, which is commendable. Power and authority are something many seek, and yet only a few find them."

His gaze swept the crowd.

"Some of you had your own reasons for coming here this summer."

His gaze briefly landed on Jacob before he looked back at the rest of the adventurers.

"However, that ended with this training. The adventurers' guild isn't here to keep your pockets full of coin, or for you to show your ass trying to hold power over others."

He looked at Jacob once more as he continued.

"And it's damn sure not here to be used as a plaything for personal entertainment."

There were a few grunts of agreement from the crowd.

He looked back at the adventurers as he continued after the approving grunts.

"But each and every one of you has seen for yourself the reality that we live in. The wilds have no care for your ambitions. And the Zinthar have no mercy for the weak."

His jaw clenched as he thought about the promising recruits and the experienced instructors he lost this summer.

"This was not the training you all signed up for, but this is the life we lead. You will be expected to handle the deepest delves into the dungeons that threaten the kingdom and to manage the dungeon breaks with your fellow adventurers. Most missions will not be as brutal as this one was, but you will see more comrades fall."

He then took a moment to look each and every recruit in the eyes as he scanned them from left to right in their formation.

"Remember this as you go home to rest and see your families. Eat some good food, something that is not just sun-fruit."

A few chuckles came from the formation. While the fruit was amazing in how it tasted, the pain and fear associated with it had long made it taste wrong. They were all excited to finally get some meat, even some vegetables.

It was not like the guild banned them from eating anything else; it's just that the fruits were packed with so much nutrition and life energy that it was hard to eat anything else, and they knew they would not be able to keep up with the training if they didn't eat the fruits every chance they had.

After his little joke landed, the head instructor continued: "Think about whether you truly want to join a team at your assigned guilds. Don't do it just for the fallen; really, think about what keeps the roads safe for merchants and the villages safe for children to roam. Consider if you truly want to be a part of this, or if you would rather join an external adventurer party and explore the dungeons as safely as possible. The choice is yours."

He said this, as he always did, but he could see the fire in their eyes. This batch of recruits was angry, and they wanted to take that anger out on monsters. Namely, the Zinthar.

But it's the army that usually deals with the Zinthar, he thought to himself as he observed the burning rage just behind the eyes of his newly trained adventurers, and it would be a while before E-ranks could get to the requisite C-rank to even apply to join. Each and every one of them knows the fastest way to that application is through the guild. And I am right there with them. As soon as this contract is up, I'll go get my pound of flesh.

He didn't realize that he was gritting his teeth again. But he soon relaxed after sharing the moment of burning rage with his fellow adventurers. Looking at the formation, he realized that the ragtag group from four months ago was truly ready for anything.

Fighting in a battle several ranks above oneself was impressive to begin with. But these adventurers quickly figured out how to work together as a unit. And some long-lasting teams were formed here today. He thought to himself as he noticed some groups of four and five standing near each other in the formation.

As the need arose during the battle, those capable took charge of small groups and led the counter-assault. The adventurers' guild recognized groups formed like this, as history told them that groups formed and tried in fire stuck around for good and worked the most efficiently together.

Then his eyes landed on the boy, a true-blue tier 1 mage before the age of 12.

It seems impossible, he thought to himself, just a couple of months ago, this kid seemed helpless. And his magic was more like a trick rather than a weapon. But he grew faster than all the rest of them combined. What's worse is that I found him training by himself after the day's training was over, like some sort of masochist.

The monster in a child's body looked back at the head instructor and smiled innocently.

That caused the head instructor to shudder involuntarily.

The way he used magic during that assault. I can only thank him that we only lost half the recruits. Being able to turn an unstable core and fight at the same time would be impressive alone, but this little monster also managed to externally compress his spells further to create enhanced tier 1 spells.

His thoughts brought up quick images of the child wielding enhanced tier 1 combination fire and earth magic. Everywhere he went erupted into a battle of magma that only killed enemies.

And what was worse, for the Zinthar at least, was that their ranged attacks were nullified by his armor somehow. The head instructor distinctly remembered arrows bouncing off the armor as the child mowed down foot soldiers by the dozen.

I'm just glad he is one of us and not one of them. He thought as he subtly shook his head and considered the formation of adventurers waiting to go home.

"As you leave here today, make sure to pass by the table for your assignments in rank-file order. That is all. Adventurers, I am pleased with your training, and I officially approve of your completion. Dismissed."

Jacob was last in line in the formation, which meant he was first in line to the table. The young lady passing out orders just giggled at him as he approached.

"You aren't joining the guild, Jacob; these orders are just for the adventurers. You're free to go home and do whatever you want."

Jacob nearly facepalmed. "Oh, thank you, Instructor Tabatha, I nearly forgot I was just here on my master's orders."

Tabatha grinned at him before replying, "Well, tell Toren the next time you see him that he still owes me a drink, now get out of here." That last part was said with a wink.

Jacob nodded to his previous instructor and quickly got out of the way of the adventurers who were actually awaiting assignments.

I suppose that the road back is patrolled for now, Jacob thought to himself, no need to wait for a group to travel with. Besides, I bet my watcher will have no trouble keeping up.

He took a subtle peek over his shoulder, where he could feel a disturbance in the ambient mana. It had come with turning his core that morning, apparently it was what he had been missing to actually be able to sense the energy of the world.

No time like the present, he thought to himself as he cast his flight spell and took off to his home.

And, sure enough, he could tell his watcher had begun to follow him at impressive speeds.

Finally, he thought to himself, I get to see my family after so long. I hope they didn't have to deal with too much hardship while I was gone.
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  Arthur Hemlock had missed his boy during the past four months.

I know I said this was part of the Trial Year, He thought to himself in melancholy as he enchanted yet another tool this day, but I can't help but feel like I sent him away. Although perhaps it was for the best, he was not here to have to deal with Baron Talbot.

The thought of what they went through the past four months brought up a bit of anxiety in Arthur, but it also caused anger to surface. An emotion he had rarely felt since his parents' death.

Sending the tax collector after hearing about our miraculous extra harvests was already enough to show that we are targeted at the moment, but the insistence on an inspection goes too far.

He finished the enchantment on the rake they needed for adjusting the dirt in the fields after the rains. He had managed to give it a durability and strengthening combination enhancement, but he also managed to layer his intent on top of it, giving the wood and metal a bit more durability than the normal rune would provide.

He had already reached level 10 with Intent Shaping, but he had managed to once again drain his reserves of mana that had been quite plentiful lately.

As he began using his new recovery skill, he thought to himself one more.

If Baron Talbot does send an official request for inspection without any real cause, then I suppose I will have to request a royal injunction. A pain in the ass that will be, but it should help clear up these issues without having to deal with a low-ranking noble who seems to be yearning for more power or wealth.

Sigh.

It's too bad his father also died shortly after Jacob was born. The late Baron Talbot would have never treated the peasantry like this. He was a good man. I wonder how he managed to raise such a pain-in-the-ass son.

Movement outside the barn caught Arthur's eye, forcing him out of his thoughts.

At first, he thought it might have been a spy sent by the Baron. But, as the shadow walked into the lamplight, he realized that it had already been a full four months since his son had left.

Jacob walked into the lamplight cast on the workbench, revealing his new stature to his father.

Arthur walked up to him without a word and hugged him, only having to bend over a little instead of getting down on a knee. His son had grown up to his chest over the summer, and in his embrace, he realized that Jacob was also nearly as thick as Caleb.

Jacob returned the embrace, and Arthur remarked, "You made it just in time for dinner, son."

Then he held Jacob by his shoulders at arm's length to get a good look at his boy.

"The past four months have been rough," Jacob said, "I'm just glad to be home."

Arthur nodded, "And we are happy to have you, lets head inside to see everyone. Oren is here tonight, too. I guess he is better at keeping track of time than I am."

That caused Jacob to laugh a little, "Or he just got lucky. I bet he's been here three times this week already. You know he loves Mom's cooking."

Arthur scratched the back of his neck as they walked and talked, "I suppose you're right. He will probably be just as surprised as everyone else tonight."

While walking past the entrance to the barn, Jacob suddenly stopped. He was looking towards the shadows on the other side of the barn, which surprised Arthur, but then Jacob started talking to the darkness.

"You can come inside for a meal if you like. I'm sure the family would be interested in meeting my protector."

The situation was weird for Arthur, who was confused for a moment. Sure, it was dark, but he could tell that there was no one in the shadows. For a moment, he considered whether Jacob had injured his head during the training, but then a feminine voice replied to him.

"No thanks, I will continue to observe from a distance."

That was all she said, but the fact that someone was actually there surprised Arthur.

"Well," Jacob replied, "the offer still stands, if you end up getting hungry."

Then he took off towards the house, with Arthur following with a bit of lingering confusion.

"She is a bit shy," Jacob said to his father as they approached the house, "I don't think she will join us, but she was there for me during the training when things were most desperate. Although I think I should share the story with the whole family."

Arthur nodded his head as he grabbed the door, "Just make sure to soften the events, we don't want your sister to have nightmares."

Jacob nodded his head as well. He knew everyone would want to know what happened, and lying would do more harm if he had to come clean later.

As they approached the dining room, Jacob could smell the savory scent of a roast with all of the usual trimmings.

Sure enough, he thought to himself, harvest has been in full swing this season. I can smell a variety of the best vegetables. I guess Mom also got her herb garden up and running because the regular spices seem to be partnered with some pungent aromatics.

Without seeing the food, he was able to differentiate the distinct smell of carrots and potatoes, but he also suspected celery to be a part of the menu.

His mouth was watering before he even got a good view of the food.

Upon reaching the dining room, everyone looked over, expecting Arthur to be coming in from his nightly enchantments. Instead, they found a taller and more muscular version of Jacob walking to the table.

Sera had to rub her eyes, as the newcomer seemed to look a lot like Jacob, only more handsome.

Oren started to laugh at how much his little friend had changed in one summer.

Lila just squealed about her brother being home, and May got up from her spot and rushed over to her boy, showering him in kisses and hugs before checking him from head to toe to make sure he had come home in one piece.

Mira walked in from the other side of the house, through the shadows, and just gave Jacob a solid nod after giving him a once-over. She could tell more than just a physical change had occurred, but she was not sure exactly what that change was.

Not everyone in the family had known exactly what Jacob was trying to do, after all.

No one seemed surprised that she had come in unannounced, so Jacob figured that this was a regular occurrence at this point, but he was busy trying to reassure his mother that he was fine.

Once she was convinced, she rushed to make a spot for the newcomers and to get a plate ready for Jacob and Mira.

She quickly wedged a stool between Oren and Sera while moving Lila into her own chair to sit in her lap during the meal.

The full scent of the displayed food hit Jacob right in the face. The caramelized carrots and onions confirmed his previous suspicions, while the sight and smell of thyme from the herb garden solidified the theory of a garden.

A large cut of roasted beef sat at the center of the platter, holding the array of vegetables, seasoned to perfection. The fat of the beef trickled into the portions of carrots, potatoes, and onions, causing Jacob's mouth to water uncontrollably and his stomach to grumble incessantly.

It had been a while since he had tasted anything besides sun-fruit, and he could not force himself to look away from the magnificent feast before him as he took his spot on the stool placed by his mother.

His broader shoulders brushed against Oren as he plopped down, but Oren didn't care, as he noticed the look of true hunger in his friend's gaze as he looked from Jacobs eyes to the platter at the center of the heavy oak table.

"I would ask if they even fed you out there, if you didn't come back looking like a pile of muscle," Oren said as May placed a plate in front of Jacob and plopped a generous serving onto it, "but it must not have been very good if you are eying the food like that."

Jacob just absently nodded his head as he began to stuff his face. He let out soft grunts of satisfaction as he scarfed down the meal, and then served himself seconds.

The table was left in silence, bewildered by the ferocious hunger displayed by Jacob. So they let him eat as they waited for him to have his fill.

Sera, specifically, had been shocked into silence. She was entirely stupefied as she eyed Jacob's calloused hands gripping his utensils as he tore into the meat. She followed those hands to his muscular arms and then to the sharp line of his jaw.

She was having trouble reconciling the image of the small boy who left for training just four months ago with the young man sitting next to her at this moment.

Mira sat across the table next to Caleb, where Lila had been sitting. She simply ate her food with a mechanical efficiency, slicing one perfect piece of meat after another as she quickly put the food away.

She seemed to have expected the changes Jacob experienced, or she didn't care. It was hard to tell with her due to her reserved nature. Instead of gawking at Jacob, she occasionally eyed the window adjacent to her position in a clear show of perimeter control, seemingly concerned with the safety of the household during the meal.

Caleb was sitting in his spot with an empty plate and a slackened jaw, looking at his younger brother, who was nearing his own height and stature.

Next to Caleb but at the head of the table, opposite May, was Arthur. He had his own meal now and was gingerly eating it as he smiled at his son, who seemed to be worried that the beef would grow legs and run away.

It sure is nice, he thought to himself as he chewed his own food, having everyone at the table after so long. I do wonder if Mira anticipated his return. She seems absent-minded, but she is acting much differently than normal. I suppose this is her own way of showing her excitement about having Jacob back home.

He had a lingering anxiety about what he would do to combat Baron Talbot's overreach. But, for now, he would just enjoy this experience with the family.
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  Once he was done eating, Jacob looked up from his plate to see his friends and family all done with their own meal and watching him with a mix of confusion and amusement.

"What," he said to his onlookers, "y'all've never seen a hungry man eat his fill?"

This comment elicited laughter from around the table and set a good mood going into the serious conversation he knew they were about to have. It helped drive away some of the anticipation a few at the table were feeling towards his story about the summer, but also theirs.

Caleb was the first to ask questions after shifting his chair, which caused the wooden legs to scrape against the hardwood floor as he leaned his elbows on the table while he stared at his younger brother.

"Well, then. What is it they were feeding you at that camp if not food? Your appearance wouldn't change like that from eating lentils."

His comment caused Jacob to grin, and he figured it was a good time to tell his story. The weight of the past four months seemed to increase the tension in the air, as if it contributed to the internal air pressure of the room.

All eyes were on Jacob as the entire table waited for him in renewed anticipation.

So, Jacob first grabbed his wooden cup and took a swig of the apple cider May had set out for him. Over the rim, he glanced at his father, who was also looking at him, and Jacob noticed a nearly imperceptible nod from his dad.

He knew this was a slight reminder to soften the events for his six-year-old sister.

"The training was basically what you would expect from a boot camp," Jacob began, "there were formation drills and obstacle courses. They made us run long distances, and we also had to lift heavy rocks over our heads."

He looked around the table and noticed some narrowed eyes as family and friends tried to envision what the training looked like, while his little sister just gave him a big smile as if she was already enjoying the story.

"They wanted our muscles to get as sore as possible, because of the sun-fruit. It is this type of fruit that grows in the grove where they had us sleeping, and we could eat as much as we wanted. It was actually hard to eat too much because it was so filling. The fruits had a slight glow to them, so we called them sun-fruits even though there were all sorts of different types from the different plants growing them."

After taking another sip of his cider, Jacob continued his story.

"When I first took a bite of these fruits, they tasted like sunlight, and I understood why they were called sun-fruits. At first, it kind of hurt when the fruit was absorbed by my body. It was a very weird feeling, but then I was filled with a short burst of energy and all of my muscles felt like they were ready for another round of training."

At that point, Lila couldn't hold back any longer and interrupted Jacob. "Did the sun-fruits make you glow in the dark?"

This curious comment caused the table to break out into laughter, and even Lila started laughing due to the humor in the air.

After calming down and wiping a tear from his eye, Jacob addressed his little sister directly.

"As far as I can tell, the sun-fruits didn't make anyone glow in the dark. But that is a good question from your end."

Looking at the rest of the table, he continued his story until he made it to the events near the end of the training session.

"Once we had already been there for over three months, the grove was assaulted by the Zinthar. Even though the place is heavily guarded, the elves were actually able to get through the grove's defenses and directly assault the training grounds."

May gasped audibly as her hand rushed to her mouth. Even Arthur was caught off guard, going rigid in his chair. Oren took on a more serious look, watching Jacob intently.

"I'm fine, Mom, seriously. We all worked as a group to repel the invaders, and the guild fighters took care of the rest. Also, I had a watcher sent by the guildmaster, and I am sure that she handled anything truly threatening."

The room was left stunned, and Oren didn't look convinced, but Jacob watched him glance over at Lila, and clarity helped clear the confusion in his eyes.

"After that," Jacob spoke up once more to ease the tension from the sudden silence, "training progressed as usual for the last couple of weeks, and I managed to stabilize my core and am officially a Tier 1 mage."

"Congratulations on reaching Tier 1 as a mage, son." Arthur was the first to congratulate him, and the others soon followed, leaving behind the uncomfortable silence caused by the revelation of the attack.

"That weird feeling you give off actually makes sense now," Oren commented, "I felt it as soon as you stepped through the door, but I couldn't exactly place the feeling. But, now that you mention it, I do remember some of the adventurers I have met giving off a similar feeling."

Jacob nodded his head at Oren, "I would expect some of the mages to give off a similar feeling. But, that was how training went," he was now addressing the entire table, "how did it go on the farm during the summer?"

It was a reasonable follow-up question, but it similarly elicited silence from the table, with Arthur even briefly looking at his empty plate for a moment as he gathered his thoughts.

May got up from her spot at the table and started gathering dishes, with Lila and Sera following her lead. She leaned over and kissed her son on the top of his head as she grabbed his plate, and the girls started their trips back and forth from the dining room to the kitchen as Arthur began the summer story of the farm.

Oren and Mira remained at the table. Oren already knew the sequence of events that unfolded at the farm as a direct observer, and Mira seemed interested in hearing more about it as she was in and out, leaving her without a clear picture.

"The farm did much better than expected," Arthur began, then he chuckled a little, "it actually did a little too well. We used the stakes you left, and it increased the production of the farm, and I also collected the seeds of the crops that did the best and let the girls cultivate them in the greenhouse as you suggested."

Jacob nodded. He was glad to hear that his ideas worked.

"The results were astounding," Arthur continued, "the strongest crops became even stronger, and the stakes allowed us to harvest and rotate double and even triple the normal frequency. We typically get two to three harvests from late spring to late fall."

This was enlightening to Jacob, as he had not asked before and had always been taking care of the chickens. He knew the general harvest times since the coop was near one of the fields, but as a kid, he never really paid that much attention to it.

"But," Arthur continued, "the frequent harvests are where our troubles began. Although I suppose they may have started with our land acquisition, and the fact that we never applied for that seed subsidy."

Jacob narrowed his eyes, "Baron Talbot, I assume?"

Arthur and Caleb both nodded their heads. Caleb seemed just as happy about the efficiency of the farm and just as frustrated about the results.

"It started with another rider looking at our fields from the road," Arthur began to explain, "I walked over to him at the fenceline, and he told me that our sales were not adding up to the records of listed farm plots."

He sighed and shook his head slightly before taking a sip of the cider and continuing.

"Normally, they wouldn't have noticed anything weird until tax time, and since we handle taxes correctly, they likely would have just been happy with the increased taxes they would be getting from the farm. But, we had excess that I was unable to sell in Thornhold and even Spring City."

That caused Jacob some surprise, but also a bit of confusion. Arthur was able to see that confusion on his face, so he explained.

"Something that many don't know is that the kingdom always needs extra food, so the surplus is always readily purchased by the kingdom at a fixed price. They use it for the frontlines or for export. The problem is that this purchase is handled by the local baron or count, depending on the location and size of the farm."

Jacob was immediately enlightened, and Arthur continued his explanation.

"Our farm has always been a large producer for Ruvka, but we have never had surplus for the kingdom. So, this raised some questions. And, after I sent the rider away without an explanation, a couple of the Baron's militiamen came by. They tried to inspect the property without a proper writ from the baron, but they were also quite large, and I was almost forced to let them onto the property. But, Oren here had my back."

Arthur gestured to the young swordsman, who was quite large for his age. At 16 years old, he already towered over most adults, and his constant training with a heavy sword and shield has no doubt contributed to his broad frame.

Oren looked at Jacob and shrugged. "I happened to be nearby, and I could hear those guys shouting at your dad, so I just walked over to see what was going on. The guys were all bulk and no brains. As soon as they realized they couldn't force their way onto the farm to do as they pleased, your father gave them quite the lashing with his surprising knowledge of the kingdom's laws."

Arthur nodded in agreement with Oren's assessment. "Precisely, without an official writ from a proper official, no one can just invade the land of a citizen of the kingdom. Reminding those guys of this fact solved a short-term problem, but the Baron did send the official letter of intent to inspect the fields just a few days ago."

Jacob stood up straight, hearing that. "What will come of this? And what will they hope to gain by inspecting the fields?"

"Well," Arthur began his reply, "Mira did tell us that she had seen them snooping around the woods around the farm, apparently looking for something."

This comment elicited a slight nod from Mira, who had been listening in silence this entire time.

"So, I think they are looking for hidden fields that we might be using to produce tax-free crops. The letter they sent also seems to indicate as much. The problem with the wording they used is that I think they might use the presence of the greenhouse as a means to serve us with tax penalties and possibly even unjust indentureship due to the presence of an unlicensed magical artifact."

That confused Jacob. "You need a license for a magical artifact?"

Arthur had to think about the question before he replied, "Not if you create it yourself, but you do need one if you purchased it.

That caused Jacobs' eyes to light up as he cut off Arthur and exclaimed, "Then the Baron could use the presence of the greenhouse as a means for sanctions, even with my presence, since he could just say that it's reasonable to assume that an uneducated mage would be incapable of creating such a thing!"

"Exactly," Arthur replied with a smile.

This caused Jacob to knit his brows. "But," he began in reply, "I could just demonstrate my ability, and remove all doubt."

Caleb and Oren were nodding their heads, as if that were the logical answer, but Arthur shook his head and corrected the boys as May and the rest of the girls sat down.

"That would require them to actually witness you using your power, but they can just claim they did not directly see you use your magic in such a way and follow through with their own agenda."

"Then," Jacob replied, "what can we do?"

This caused Arthur to grin as he said, "We don't need to do anything. I already did what needs to be done. While it is uncomfortable to request the presence of the kingdom during an inspection, as they will get to conduct their own inspection and come to their own conclusions, the kingdom is more interested in finding the truth of the matter and has little interest in minor trinkets a peasant farmer might own thanks to his magically talented son."

Then, Arthur declared to the whole table, "I am filing for a royal injunction."

May seemed to be the only one who understood the weight of that decision, but she also seemed to have expected it as she gave her husband a solemn and subtle nod.

"It requires me to go over Baron Talbot's head to our count," Arthur explained, 'It leaves us protected but also alienates us from the Baron. Simple matters could become more complex in the future, but I think it's worth it."

"And I support your decision," May said with a resolute tone.

Jacob looked at her and could see the fight in her crimson eyes. He had always known his mother to be quite energetic, but only now was he realizing that she was also just as ready to fight for her family as anyone else in the house.

Caleb ran his hand through his hair, clearly anxious about the declaration. But Jacob could see a bit of humor behind his older brother's eyes. The young man had a mischievous side to him, and Jacob was curious to see how he handled things.

Arthur also looked at Caleb, and a twinkle formed in his eye before addressing the table, "Now, who wants to come out to the barn and see how Caleb and I have progressed our ability to enchant this summer?"
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  Only Oren and Jacob had any interest in joining Arthur and Caleb in the barn. The girls all had something or another they thought would be more interesting to attend to in the house, while Mira slipped out the front door and back into the woods without saying goodbye, as was her style.

After entering the barn, the familiar scent of hay and treated leather found its way to Jacob's nose as Arthur lit the oil lamps around the workbench.

Arrayed on the large table were different tools that would be used around the farm, from shovels to billhooks.

Looking at the assortment of different tools, Jacob felt the need to ask about them, "How do we still have more tools to enchant on the farm if we put durability enchantments on nearly everything?"

Arthur looked over at his son as Caleb chuckled a bit.

"Well, son," Arthur replied, "Even with the durability enchantments, tools still wear down and break. But we also sell them to our neighbors for a bit of coin here and there when we need to buy more for practice."

Jacob nodded his head in understanding, but could not, for the life of him, remember ever seeing them trading farm tools with the neighbors.

Arthur passed a sickle to Jacob while the young mage was lost in his own thoughts.

"Take a look, and tell me what you see," Arthur said as he handed over the tool.

Jacob took it into his hands and used his own mana to get a feel for the enchantment.

Looks fairly standard with a sharpness and durability set of runes along the blade, he thought to himself as he looked at the enchantments with his mana, except for this part in the handle, oh. OH! That's a formless enchantment tied to the runes!

He looked up to his father, who was grinning at him, and then to Caleb, who was smiling widely with his teeth.

"You merged the enchantments, intent with runes?!" Jacob blurted out, a bit astonished.

Caleb was nodding his head while Arthur replied, "Well, you can do it, so why can't I?"

Before Jacob could ask as he looked back at his brother, Caleb stated, "I haven't learned how to shape my magic with intent yet, but I have managed to increase how much I can enchant at once."

"Well, this is great news," Jacob said, and then looked back at his father, "I can tell that the enchantments are tied together. Can I see your process?"

Picking up another tool that had yet to be enchanted, Arthur grinned and pulled out his etching tool, "Of course, that's why we came out here, isn't it?"

"I thought you guys wanted to hear what really happened during that attack at the grove," Jacob replied while watching his father begin etching runes.

Without looking up, Arthur nodded his head solemnly.

Oren also fixed his gaze on Jacob instead of the enchantment process as Jacob stated what he left out at the dinner table, "The attack was quite sudden, but the adventurers overseeing the training were fierce. We had mostly gathered together when the weaker Zinthar attackers had broken through the defenses, and we mounted our counteroffensive. Long story short, we started with around eighty or so trainees and ended with close to forty."

That caused Oren to jolt a bit while Arthur furrowed his brows while finishing up the last couple of runes. Caleb's eyes went wide as he realized the implication of that attack, his jaw going a bit slack.

There was silence until Arthur finished up his runes, and he faced his son with a stern gaze, "I'll need to have a few words with that guild master. Exposing you to such danger is too much."

Jacob quickly raised his hands as he explained his own situation, "While that might be the case, I was personally fine. I just used my flight spell and rained fire from above. I was just too slow to help everyone at once."

And before Arthur could reply once more, a soft feminine voice came from somewhere in the shadows of the rafters above their heads, the voice hard to pinpoint as it bounced around the roof of the barn.

"Jacob was never in any real danger, Arthur Hemlock. I made sure of that. A few trainers of the guild had to give their lives fighting as I protected your son."

Jacob had suspected as much, but hearing it spoken out loud was disheartening. He had thought that his ability to fight had been enough, but he also realized that getting lucky by only being hit with arrows that his enchanted armor could tank was too good to be true, especially when he was facing a battalion from the enemy army.

Arthur was still a bit upset about the danger, but he realized that the guild master really did account for the possible trouble by sending this particularly powerful adventurer with Jacob.

"I still don't like it," Arthur said, "but look at this part of the enchantment," he grumbled as he considered what he could actually do in retaliation against the guild master.

He knew Jacob could use a distraction from his own thoughts, and as his son looked over, Arthur began his Intent Shaping.

The adventurer who was in the rafters seemed content to watch from her perch and maintain her silence, so Jacob focused on his father.

He reached out with his magic to feel the process his father employed in the merging of enchantment methods. There, he watched a similar method to what he himself utilized, but it seemed very smooth, almost mechanical, as if a machine was doing the process guided by a person.

I suppose that is one of the differences between system magic and magic used outside of the system, Jacob thought to himself as his father strengthened the wood and metal of the tool through his intent, linking it to the runes already inscribed.

When he was done, Arthur had a bead of sweat dripping down the side of his face from his forehead.

"And that's that. Did you see what I did there?" Arthur asked as he sat down in his rickety wooden chair to begin his mana recovery process.

Jacob was about to reply when he noticed a stir in the ambient mana of the world. It seemed to be subtly converging on his father before seemingly being absorbed. So, he pushed his own mana over his dad to see what was going on, only to be surprised to see Arthur's mana slowly but steadily increasing.

There was even a subtle creak from the rafters over their heads as Jacob thought about the implications of what he was witnessing.

I mean, he began to think to himself, I suppose turning my core does significantly increase my mana recovery now, I just haven't really thought about how it is increasing the amount of ambient mana in my body. But his core is completely dormant from what I can tell. This is really weird, but it also makes sense. I suppose our mana has to come from somewhere.

Caleb was the first to speak up, as Arthur was a bit focused on his skill.

"Hey, bro, did you see what you needed to see with his method? I don't get it at all. This intent concept is not really clicking, no matter how many times I see it."

His brother's words brought him out of his own thoughts, and Jacob turned to Caleb to finally reply, "Oh, yes. I was able to see, but I'm not sure how to explain it if you were not able to understand it yet. We can work on it while I'm home.

Caleb smiled, "I would like that. I can also enchant a couple more times per day now. But not as quickly as Dad. It's better if I take a break during lunch to do an enchantment, then I can do one after dinner."

Jacob nodded his head in confirmation. He was interested in figuring out what had changed for Caleb as well to be able to suddenly do an extra enchantment, but he remembered how their previous enchanting that had left them all spent might have been the catalyst, as Old Thom had mentioned previously.

Before he could really get lost in his thoughts, though, his father spoke to the group.

"I think it's about time we turn in, you know what tomorrow is, don't you?

That caused Caleb to grin once more as Jacob had to think about it. Oren stood next to them, looking like a statue without betraying anything on his face.

Then, Jacobs' eyes brightened as he realized. "It's the Harvest Festival!"

"That's right," Arthur replied, "and you will be 12 years old when the bright moon crosses the dark moon at their peak. And you already know what that means. There is a bit of a tradition we Hemlocks follow at that time for a little coming-of-age ceremony, so I suggest we get to sleep early tonight because tomorrow will be a long one. Oren, if you're aren't busy tomorrow night, you are also invited to join us here in the barn."

Oren nodded solemnly, still hiding the fact that he had no idea that the next day was the Harvest Festival. "I will be here to support Jacob. I would never miss such an event after being invited."

Jacob smiled brightly at those words and gave his friend a big side hug, while Oren just stood there awkwardly.

Arthur was already extinguishing the lamplight, so they all shuffled out of the barn, careful not to stub their toes on any of the farm equipment.

When they came into the house, May and Sera were putting some things away in the cabinets while Lila was attending to a basket full of vials filled with different colored liquids.

Jacob reached over and picked one up, surprised to feel a slight pulse of magic coming from it.

"What is this?" Jacob asked his little sister.

She looked up at him with her big eyes and stated with confidence, "It's a magical healing potion!"

That caused Caleb to chuckle a bit, and May stepped in, grabbing the vial nicely from Jacob and responding for Lila.

"It's a healing poultice from the herbs we are growing in the greenhouse since we have extra room without needing so much saltgrass anymore. We created them for the festival tomorrow. It's an old recipe left by my mother, passed down from her mother. It's just been a while since I could grow the proper herbs. But Sera here put a special touch on them with her singing."

Sera had stepped next to May and was blushing a little as she responded to the allegations, "It was just a little song to wish them well in their use."

"I think," Jacob started in reply, with a bit of awe in his voice, "that these poultices will work quite well after your song, Sera."

May was the one to respond this time as well, "Oh, we already know they work better than normal. As a matter of fact, they work nearly as well as the healing bandages you left for us."

That caused Jacobs' eyebrows to shoot up in surprise, but May started to push everyone out of the kitchen.

"That's enough dawdling, we all need to get to sleep."

Her insistence was humorous to everyone, but she managed to kiss all the kids on their heads before they were pushed into their own bedrooms.
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  The festival went by quickly, with May and Lila managing to sell all of the goods from their basket of poultices. Caleb and Arthur also kept themselves busy selling relatively cheap enchanted tools.

Oren had even shown up and watched Old Thoms fireworks with Jacob and Sera after the fire dancers had finished their show.

After the show was done, they all made their way back to the Hemlock farm for dinner. May even brought out another chocolate cake with candles in it to celebrate Jacob's birthday early.

After dinner, May put Lila down for the night while everyone else made their way to the back porch to loiter.

May came out and addressed the small crowd, "She was quite tired from the festival. All that dancing with her friends at the end of the night was quite draining for her, I suppose. Shall we head to the greenhouse to show Jacob the herbs and peppers we have been growing all summer?"

There were mumblings of agreement around as everyone shifted their conversations toward the greenhouse, as May led the way, Sera walking to catch up to her. She wanted to help introduce the herbs and peppers with May, since she had put in a lot of work to help them flourish.

Upon entering the greenhouse, the group was assaulted with varying degrees of heat and humidity depending on where they stood. The enchantment Jacob had placed previously worked to facilitate an optimal environment for the individual plants, which prevented any one spot from being the same as another.

They brought the small group to their first set of herbs in the greenhouse, and May started the introductions.

"These are all medicinal herbs," she began, "This one is called shepherd's purse, and it is great for making a poultice that promotes healing damaged skin."

She pointed to a cute little grass-looking herb with bow-tie-shaped leaves and white poofs at the top of it.

"This one is called the pomiferen dwarf shrub, and we can use every part from the bark to the fruit to treat any type of infection. We can even create a salve for eye wounds that our other plants can't treat."

Jacob leaned over to see what looked like a shelf full of small bonsai trees, each one adorned with broad leaves and round green fruits that had a sort of sappy white syrup coating parts of them.

He reached out to touch one, but Sera spoke up before he could, "I wouldn't do that if I were you. That sap on the fruits is hard to get off of skin, and it's really annoying when you get it on you."

Jacob considered trying it anyway and removing the sap with magic, but he refrained as May continued the introductions. She and Sera both introduced several more herbs that they were cultivating to be made into different poultices and salves, as well as teas, all meant to help one ailment or another. 

The main thing that Jacob noticed about each of the plants is that they seemed to have a tiny magical field coming off of them, marking them as quasi-magical herbs. Their magical field was not as powerful as the salt-grass sitting in the corner. That was a true magical herb from a dungeon.

But he could tell that they were powerful enough to do more than just help ailments. They were likely cures to the illness they were intended for thanks to the singing that Sera did for them.

Once the introduction to the herbs was done, May stepped to the back corner, opposite from the salt grass. Jacob could see some different colored peppers growing in different sizes, but the brown ones caught his attention for some reason.

May noticed his gaze and smiled, "Yes, these are the chocolate peppers I use to make our cakes and other sweets."

Jacob's mind short-circuited for a moment before he could think to himself, What the fuck?

He looked at his mother with a bit of astonishment plastered on his face as he asked, "Since when does chocolate come from peppers?"

May now looked a little confused, but she soon realized the problem, "Oh, you've never seen me make the chocolate in the kitchen, have you? I guess it's just Caleb that has even been so impatient he wanted to watch the process."

That caused Caleb to chuckle, but Jacob reached out, still a bit astonished, and picked what looked like a ripe pepper.

To her credit, Sera tried to speak up before Jacob could bite into it, but she didn't realize he would put half the pepper into his mouth instead of just take a closer look at it.

"Uh, I wouldn't..."

*Crunch*

The texture was smooth and creamy, like milk chocolate from Earth, and it was already quite sweet on its own, but he could tell his mother had sweetened their chocolate. Then, the violent burst of spice ripped through his mouth, leaving his eyes watering as he started drooling due to how terribly spicy it was.

Arthur could be seen rushing through the doors of the greenhouse as Caleb just pointed and laughed at his younger brother, learning the hard way not to bite into a chocolate pepper.

"Gah!"

He couldn't even speak as his mouth was assaulted with too much spice. It was like a ghost pepper had a baby with a Carolina reaper, and the baby absorbed the spice from both parents and concentrated it into something greater than the sum of its parts.

Jacob still had the presence of mind to heal his mouth with restorative magic to simply fix the problem, but it was only a temporary reprieve as the oils from the pepper were still in his mouth.

He tried water magic, but the water was repelled by the oils instead of solvating them, and he did not have the focus to grab the oils directly with his magic, as that required a bit of finesse since he had never had to try it before.

While May was rubbing his back, telling him it would be ok, Arthur rushed into the barn with a glass of what looked to be milk. He placed it in Jacob's hands, whose eyes were clouded with tears, and told him to drink it.

"This will neutralize the spice, just drink it," he told Jacob.

The young mage was ready to try anything, so he took a deep swig and swished it around his mouth. It really did start neutralizing the spice, so he continued to drink the glass of what he assumed to be milk.

When he was done, he looked at the glass, and sure enough, he was drinking milk. He looked at his dad with a questioning look, and Arthur answered the unspoken question.

"It's goat's milk," he said with a bit of a chuckle. "This is unprocessed, as your mother and Sera already portioned the good stuff to make the chocolate cake."

Jacob was confused as to why that was a point, but he took another swig to make sure the taste was out of his mouth and swallowed this time to make sure he wouldn't get an upset stomach. As soon as he did, his stomach flopped and started cramping.

"Don't heal it yet. It needs to run its course for a couple of minutes to neutralize anything you swallowed." May said before he could try healing himself, "It might suck now, but it's much better than what you will have to deal with later otherwise."

Jacob doubled over with his hands across his abdomen as he nodded his head, and when May said it should be fine, he finally used his restorative magic to fix his stomach cramps. It was instant relief, but it brought up more questions.

"Why does it hurt like that?" he asked his parents, but this time it was Caleb who answered.

"You don't know this, but we feed them bullyweed. If you tried chewing some of that rough grass, it would do the same thing, but it's ten times worse."

Jacob looked at his brother as he gave out the answer with a bit of melancholy in his voice, and Jacob could tell he didn't want to talk about it. At this point, he was not giggling at Jacobs' plight, but seemed to be sympathetic.

Standing up, Jacob addressed his family and friends, "Lets take this to the barn. I think I'm done with these plants for now."

Without waiting for the group, Jacob walked out of the warm greenhouse into the chilly fall air and over to the barn.

Since he was the first to arrive at the workbench, he lit the lamp himself and started looking at the tools that were already set out. Some were enchanted, but most lacked the touch of magic.

Caleb stepped up next to him and took a small hammer into his hands, etching tool already out.

"Let me show you what I can do now," Caleb said as he began his work on the hammer.

Behind them, Jacob could hear some chatter from his parents as well as Oren and Sera. They were all interested in seeing what Caleb and Jacob could do with their magic.

When he looked back at his older brother, he could see a bead of sweat forming on his forehead, but he also noticed that most of the first set of runes were nearly completed. This surprised Jacob, but he quickly realized the reason.

Even with the increase in harvests, they still have extra free time since one person can harvest all the fields by using an ox or the mule and switching animals out as needed.

As he watched, Caleb quickly managed to finish the strengthening and durability enchantment he wanted for the hammer.

He handed the hammer to Jacob for his younger brother to check the magical enchantment with his own magic.

Jacob took it, already knowing the result as he watched the runes stick around and shimmer before seemingly sinking into the material of the hammer itself, and probed it with his own mana. He felt a steady flow from the runes into the hammer, covering every corner of the material, feeding it with the magic that strengthened and enhanced it.

"It's amazing, Caleb," Jacob honestly praised, "This hammer will probably never break as long as you don't try to kill monsters with it."

His joke went over well, as there were chuckles around, and he handed the hammer back to his older brother.

"Now," Caleb said with the hammer in his hands, "lets see what our mighty tier 1 mage can do." 

He said that last part with a smile and a wink as he backed up next to the others.

Jacob gave a small nod and grabbed a mallet before turning to show everyone what he would do.

He pulled out his nice mithril etching tool but held it with his magic rather than his own hand, then he started inscribing the runes with the tool as he channeled his intent through the material at the same time.

With his current level of power, it was easy to accomplish the binding process between the different techniques, and he managed to solidify the runes as they were written through his intent while strengthening the material of the tool.

As this was his first time enchanting since he turned his core, he quickly noticed a problem. He had been trying to enchant as he had previously, but the amount of power he had with the same volume of magic was basically doubled. 

This, in turn, resulted in an overload soon after he finished the second rune. The runes were still stable; they had a fixed amount of power for their upper limit, but his intent shaping seemed to be able to pour more mana into the field of the material than it could hold.

Thus, without any warning, the hammer exploded into a multitude of fragments that shot in every direction. Oren was quick to cross his arms in front of his own body as he stepped in front of Arthur, May, and Sera.

Caleb flinched and hastily put his hands in front of his face.

Jacob just sighed. He had improved his reflexes during training, and employing a shield of pure force took shape before he even fully formed the thought. All of the fragments of wood and metal flying at everyone stopped dead in their tracks before dropping to the floor.

"Sorry, everyone. It seems my method of enchanting will have to wait until I have more sturdy materials."

Arthur walked up and patted his son on the back while everyone took time to adjust to the quick series of events.

They were surprised both that he managed to cause a hammer to explode in such a fashion and that he managed to stop it from hurting everyone and making a huge mess in the barn.

"It's alright, Jacob," Arthur said as he patted him on the back, "You'll need some time to get used to your own power. Let me give it a try."

Jacob stepped aside as Arthur pulled out his own enchanting tool and grabbed a small hand rake that might be used in the greenhouse.

He inscribed the runes for sharpness for the points of the rake, and the runes to increase the durability of the material. He then integrated the runes into a greater enchantment through intent, further increasing the durability of the materials and the sharpness of the points on the rake.

Jacob was always amazed to see someone else use his enchantment method, and, as Arthur sat down to rest after completing the enchantment, he voiced his thoughts.

"I think I need to see if you can put a core into these enchantments. I wonder if Intent Shaping would allow you to do that."

Arthur scratched his chin, but before he could respond, his gaze was caught by something at the barn door.

"Oh, it's almost time. We should all head outside."

Jacob looked over at the barn door as he started walking to the exit with everyone else, but he was unable to see what his father was talking about.

They positioned themselves around the porch where May and Arthur took their places in their rocking chairs.

"Now, Jacob, you don't need to do this, but we always have the child experiencing the awakening stand directly in the moonlight. But you can stand under the porch with us if you want."

Jacob stepped out into the dim light cast by the light moon and looked up to see it covering the dark moon. It was actually nearly fully covering the dark moon already, which made it hard to see the outline of the second moon, but he could tell that they were about to overlap completely.

Without looking back at his family, he replied, "I think I'll stand out here after all."

He could feel with his magic that Arthur was already recovering his magic with his new skill, so he decided to focus on his own magic and see if he could feel anything from the system as he turned 12 under the moonlight.

Suddenly, the dim light cast by the light moon seemed to brighten, as if covering the dark moon caused its own brightness to increase for some reason.

Jacob was now officially 12 years old. They all looked at him with expectant gazes, looking for the typical blue glow of the system energy descending on a newly awakened child.

Jacob was not sure what to expect, but he closed his eyes in case it was painful like the time he awakened his memories. Instead of an overwhelming deluge of information, though, he felt a soft knock or nudge on his personal magic.

Realization dawned on him that his own magical power was too dense for the system to integrate normally. It had to request his permission to become a part of his power.

Jacob answered the knock by letting the slightest sliver of foreign energy in, and the energy formed words visible in his mind's eye.

Communication Channel: Established successfully.

Message: System requests integration.

Confirm Integration: Yes or No?

Jacob's breath caught in his chest for a moment. He had the choice here. He could go without the system and develop his magic without needing to worry about the guardrails the system puts in place that he had witnessed on the magic his own father utilized.

Without the system, at least I wouldn't have to worry about that stupid geas.

System Notice: Geas was implemented for protection of non-integrated lifeforms. Analysis suggests fewer early deaths occur with utilization of geas.

Ok, Jacob thought to himself once more, I guess 'Communication Channel' meant a two-way process. This thing is really in my head.

And just to confirm, the system responded once again.

System Acknowledgement: Confirmed. Communication Channel is established for integration purposes. Accept or Refuse integration.

His friends and family looked on as a distorted version of the blue light they were accustomed to hovered around Jacob instead of directly being absorbed by him, but they could see that it was doing something. They were just not sure what.

During this time, Arthur was steadily refilling his mana with his skill, trying to figure out how it worked as Jacob awakened his own system.

As Jacob considered whether to integrate the system or not, he finally remembered the last thing about the system he had learned from that old man in the white space.

That old man said the system is just a crutch, and to truly master magic, I will need to get my own 'feel' for it. I think I have already started that process, so the system probably won't get in the way in that case.

System Response: Affirmative. System integration will no longer interfere with magical growth.

System Suggestion: Confirm integration to access additional benefits.

With his options on the table and the understanding that integrating the system would likely only bring about benefits, Jacob now had to make his choice.

Do I integrate, or do I figure everything out on my own?
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  Arthur could tell that something was weird with the system energy, but he could only spare so much attention to the process. Recovering with his own skill still took up a lot of his focus as he tried to figure out another layer to the process.

While it seemed like it had been several minutes to Jacob, in reality, only a few seconds had passed for his family.

Meanwhile, Jacob deliberated his options.

On the one hand, he considered as he remembered how Arthur's magic seemed rigid, as if it was created from a stencil instead of the mind, if I reject it, then I will retain my autonomy in learning my own skills. On the other hand, I will lose the ability to gauge how the people of this world measure their power.

The system was silent this time, since it had already interrupted a similar line of inquiry. It was up to Jacob to figure out what he wanted.

The rejection was considered briefly, but ultimately, Jacob decided to relax his own magical field after a bit of mental deliberation. He could only see the upsides to the system integration, and if he felt that he was becoming too reliant on it, then he could probably cut it off in the future. There were several issues he could think of with not integrating, so he felt integration was the logical choice.

He relaxed his magical field and allowed the foreign energy into his body to begin the full integration process.

System Confirmation: Integration accepted. Beginning full assimilation.

There was no rush of information into his mind as far as he could tell; the energy just seemed to house itself at a particular part of his brainstem before spreading out throughout his body with little tendrils.

The connection felt tentative, though. It was like he could easily push it out with his own power. He even had to relax the energy he kept wrapped around his body in places to allow the energy to completely integrate.

Once the energy had seemingly touched every part of his mind and body, the slightly overwhelming part of the integration started. Blue screens started flashing up one after another, and he had to mentally dismiss them until he could go through them one at a time.

There was a soft, robotic voice that spoke to him before going silent.

System Notice: Integration Successful.

Behind him on the porch, a collective sigh of relief washed over the family. The chaotic, hovering light had frightened them a bit, but its sudden absorption was the clear, universally understood sign of a successful awakening.

"He did it," May said as she released the built-up tension from her shoulders. She stood up from her rocking chair, a wide smile breaking across her face.

She rushed off the porch, wrapping her arms around Jacob in a tight hug. "Happy birthday, my sweet boy," she murmured to him as he was coming out of the daze caused by that slight overload of information.

Arthur seemed to be at a critical point in using his skill, but Jacob noticed a firm nod from him before he went back to concentrating on recovery.

Caleb walked up next, clapping him solidly on the back. "Welcome to the real world, little brother. Let's see if those system stats match that Tier 1 mana of yours."

Sera and Oren stepped down from the porch as well, offering their own congratulations. Oren gave a respectful nod, one hand resting on his sword hilt out of habit while the other clapped Jacobs's shoulder.

"Now that you're integrated," Caleb said, his competitive edge returning with a grin, "you're going to have to deal with 'The Big 3'. Have you looked at your quest log yet?"

May had stepped back as they stood around Jacob to help introduce him to the system.

Jacob shook his head, "I managed to dismiss the menus, but I'm not sure how to bring them back up."

Oren spoke up this time, "You just have to think about what you want to access. Initially, there are notifications about your integration; you can go over those later. For now, just focus on the 'Quest Log,' and it will show up.

Jacob did as instructed, and a new blue screen popped up after thinking about it for a couple of seconds.

Quest Log

Minor Quests: 

1. Feed the Chickens.
Rewards: 100 Quest xp.

2. Visit the Adventurers Guild in Thornhold
Rewards: 200 Quest xp.

3. Pending Class Selection
Rewards: ???

Major Quests:

1. Kill an E-rank Dungeon Boss
Rewards: 1200 Quest xp, 1 Major Class Skill, 3 Free Attribute Points

2. Drink from the Solesthene River
Rewards: 1200 Quest xp, 1 Major Class Skill, 3 Free Attribute Points

3. Slay 12 Zinthar Combatants
Rewards: 600 Quest xp, 1 Major Class Skill, +5 skill levels (pick 1 skill)

Seeing the quests available to him left Jacob slightly confused.

His friends and family noticed the confusion on his face, and each of them understood why, so they began to explain.

"The 'Big 3' are the first three major quests you will see in the log." Oren began, "They are the same type for everyone. One to kill a dungeon boss, one for exploration, and one to defend the land you live on."

"Ok, I see them," Jacob said, "Where is the Solesthene River?"

Caleb raised his eyebrows, but then remembered that the people in this area tend to get the same quests. He replied to Jacob's inquiry, "It's up north where you came from, and it'll require you to fight through the Zinthar, which should be your third quest anyway."

"I take it you all have these same quests then?" Jacob said as he looked around.

Oren was the only one to shake his head no. "Actually, my second quest was to travel to the Arbalax Mountain peak, which is that mountain," he replied as he pointed at the distant mountain.

"As you might expect," he continued, "That is one of the quests I have already managed to finish. I have also slain an E-rank dungeon boss with a team my master put together."

"Wait a second," Jacob said as he turned to Sera, "Have you completed any?"

Sera blushed as Caleb stepped forward to put a hand on his brother's shoulder once more as he replied for Sera, "Bro, you're not supposed to actually ask people which quests they have completed. It's considered rude amongst system holders. Oren telling you his quests was already very nice of him. Typically, you would let someone mention that themselves."

"Oh, sorry," Jacob hurriedly said as he turned back to Sera, "I didn't mean to be rude."

"It's ok," she replied, "I actually had the same exploration quest as Oren for some reason. I went there with some of the other village kids and their older siblings after we had awoken the system. We were scolded for it because of the cold, but we all attained a skill for our class from it."

"Speaking of," Jacob said as he looked through his menu, "I don't see a class in these windows."

This time, May looked a bit worried as she spoke up to help, "It's supposed to be the first thing that the system tells you about as soon as it awakens, look for your 'User Page'."

Thinking about his User Page, he found what looked like a character sheet with some useful basic information about himself.

User Name: Jacob Hemlock 
Age: 12 
Integration Status: Complete 
Class: ??? (Evaluating Class)

Jacob frowned. "It says my class is evaluating. There are just question marks next to it."

May looked relieved, but Caleb tilted his head. "That's weird. It usually just snaps to whatever you have the highest affinity for based on your childhood and knowledge."

Jacob mentally focused on the ??? to see if he could pull up more information. The moment his intent touched the text, the blue screen flickered violently, turning an ominous shade of crimson. A piercing, metallic chime rang in his head.

System Error: Bloodline Curse Detected
Curse Origin: Paternal Lineage
Effect: Forced Class Assignment - Peasant Farmer (Grade: F-[LOCKED]) 
System Notice: Class evaluation terminated. Assigning cursed class...

Jacob's breath caught in his throat as he felt like he plunged straight into icy water for a moment. A curse? A forced and locked F-grade class? He looked up, about to shout to his father, but his voice died in his throat.

A few feet away, Arthur was entirely still, his eyes were narrowed and focused on something only he could see.

All this time, he had been pushing his recovery skill continuously since they stepped out onto the porch, trying to understand the last sliver he needed to gain the last level.

He had been sitting at level 9 for a while, and the constant, deliberate exertion finally tipped the scales.

Deep within Arthur's own soul, a brilliant golden light fractured the rigid blue system panes, and a familiar robotic voice sounded out within his mind.

Skill Level Up: Mana Flux Lv. 9 -> Lv. 10 (Class Max) 

System Alert: Final condition met.

Arthur gasped, staggering back a step as a cascading waterfall of golden text flooded his vision, completely overriding his usual interface.

Hidden Quest Completed: Break the Bloodline Curse Conditions Met:
Max Level in Peasant Farmer Class (60/60) - Confirmed.
Max Level in Pitchfork Mastery (50/50) - Confirmed.
Max Base Stats for Peasant Farmer Class (10/10) - Confirmed.
Actively lead a successful farm - Confirmed.
Minimum revenue in relation to farm size - Confirmed.
Minimum success rate in raising cattle - Confirmed.
Minimum employee satisfaction - Confirmed.
Raise 10 Skills to Max Class Level (10) - Confirmed

Rewards: [Lock] for Rank-F Class (Peasant Farmer) Revoked
Feat Achieved!
Class Upgraded: Peasant Farmer (F) -> Farmer (E)

Arthur stared at the glowing words, his heart hammering against his ribs. Memories of his life leading up to this moment rushed back in an instant. Old Thom's cryptic ramblings, the sorcerer's insistence that Arthur learn every skill he could get his hands on, and the strange demands to expand the farm and treat his workers like family.

He knew that the crazy old man had acted as a mentor for the men of his family. The old man was written about in the journals. What he didn't know was what exactly the old man was pushing them toward.

Apparently, Old Thom wanted to break this curse all this time. But for what reason?

Arthur couldn't think about it too long, as the system had more to say to him.

Reward: Epic Feat Unlocked
Reward: Epic Title Granted - He Who Breaks Curses
Title Effect: Eliminates all bloodline-level and below curses for all generations after the earner. 
While Equipped: the earner is immune to any curses up to the bloodline-tier. Grants limited immunity to weak poisons.

By focusing on the title for a moment, he was able to equip it.

Oren was the only one who seemed to be able to see the title, and it caused his eyes to go wide from whatever identification skill he possessed.

Simultaneously, Jacob watched in astonishment as the crimson error screen in his own vision froze. The red borders shattered like brittle glass, dissolving into a shower of golden sparks before returning to the previous blue screen of the standard system interface.

System Notice: Bloodline Curse Eliminated by external source (Title Effect: He Who Breaks Curses) 
System Notice: Forced class assignment revoked. Class evaluation resuming... Please wait for a suitable class to be generated.

Jacob let out a long exhale as he released the stress that was building up over being forced to be locked into an F-ranked class after he had reluctantly allowed the system to integrate within him.

He looked over at his father, who was staring right back at him, the older man's chest heaving slightly with exertion and shock.

Neither of them said a word about the golden light or the shattered curse, but a silent understanding passed between them. Whatever had just happened, Arthur had fought a massive battle within the system and won.

"Well," Jacob said, clearing his throat and forcing a relaxed smile for the rest of the group. "It says it is still evaluating. I guess my magic is making it work a little overtime to figure out where I fit."

Everyone who noticed the pause and silent exchange between father and son kept it to themselves. They all knew the duo would reveal whatever happened in due time.

Caleb laughed, clapping him on the shoulder again. "With the way you blow up hammers, I'm not surprised the system is confused."

"It's getting late," Arthur suddenly announced, his voice carrying a new, profound weight. Once again, Oren seemed to be the only one who could measure the meaning of that weight.

Arthur looked around the small group, his eyes settling on Jacob.

"You've had a long day, son. And a long four months." He addressed Jacob with a tired voice, "In the morning, after you get some good sleep, meet me in my study. I have some free time tomorrow, and since you finally have the system, I am going to teach you the language skills you need. It's time I finally showed you the Hemlock journal."

There were murmurs of agreement, and everyone shuffeled tiredly into the house and said their goodnights with promises to talk more about the system in the morning.

Jacob finally collapsed into his bed. The house was entirely silent, save for the distant chirping of crickets outside his window.

He lay on his back, staring up at the darkened ceiling. With a thought and a slight delay, he pulled up the glowing blue interface once more, working his way through the minor menus and exploring his new reality before sleep finally pulled him under.
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  Jacob was greeted by System messages when he woke up the following morning.

System Message: Class analysis completed. Options available based on user suitability.
Available F-rank Classes: Farmhand, Village Defender, Field Planner 

In his groggy state, Jacob focused on the Farmhand class just to be hit with a rude awakening, but then a confusing turn of events.

Confirmed: Farmhand selected
Pending Unique Reward Detected
Class Evolution initiated
External factor detected: abnormal magical capacity
External factor detected: enhanced gate survival
External factor detected: non-system spell activity
Warning: classification instability
Farmhand (F-rank) has evolved into Arcane Cultivator (F-rank [Unique])
Notice: Unique class paths can be hidden behind original class path.

Well, Jacob thought to himself, what a turn of events. Not sure where that unique quest came from, but I'm glad it salvaged that 'misclick'. I wonder how to hide this class, though.

As he thought about it, his User Page showed up to reveal his current status.

User Page 
Name: Jacob Hemlock 
Age: 12 
Integration Status: Complete 
Class: Farmhand (F-Rank)
Hidden: Arcane Cultivator (F-Rank [Unique])
Combat Level: 1 (XP: 0/1000)Base Stats:
Strength: 5Endurance: 8
Dexterity: 3Agility: 3
Intellect: 4 (???)
Skills: none

I guess the base stats are distributed after getting a class. I'll have to ask someone about that combat level, but I have a feeling it has something to do with fighting. I wonder why Intellect has question marks next to the level, Jacob thought to himself as he looked over his user page, and why would it show such a low stat?

Shaking his head from the grogginess of waking up and the confusing events of the system so early in the morning, he rolled over in bed as he prepared to get out of it for the day, before he was interrupted by the system notifications once more.

Quest Received: General Quests
3. Utilize Class to Transform a Base Herb into a Magical Herb
Rewards: 100 quest xp, Magical Cultivation skill (Unique Class Specific).

Oh, neat, now I have to figure out how that works. He thought to himself as he got ready and joined his family for breakfast.

Oren was already killing goblins in the forest before Jacob even woke up, and Mira had not returned from the caves yet.

Breakfast came and went without anyone tripping the geas around Lila. She was curious about the ceremony they had for Jacob the night before, and everyone talked about how magical it was without mentioning the system once.

When everyone went their separate ways, Jacob and Arthur went out to the barn with the notebook in hand.

On their way, Jacob decided he would ask his father about his unique class.

"Dad, I unlocked a unique class this morning, and I got a quest that seems to require using its unique nature to cultivate a magical herb from a normal one. The class is called Arcane Cultivator."

Arthur nodded his head as they made their way to the barn, "I've never heard of a unique class, but if you received a quest from the system to apply your new powers, then the quest itself is usually a hint. Maybe try fiddling with the herbs in the greenhouse when you're done here and see what you can do?"

"That sounds like a good idea," Jacob responded as he got a few ideas on how to progress in the quest. "Also, the system is letting me hide the name and rank of this class behind the Farmhand class. What do you think about that?"

That comment actually caused Arthur to pause for a second as he thought. "I would suggest hiding that class for now. You should also be careful who you tell about it. The system usually does things like that for a reason."

"Like the bloodline curse?" Jacob asked as Arthur turned back to the barn.

"That curse." Arthur began, "It was something from before the journals, but it wasn't from the system. All we have is a legend now, but the legend is that we Hemlocks weren't always peasant farmers. I'm not sure what our family was before, but I do know a curse like that isn't put on just anyone. And it can't be cast by a random mage either. There is something to this whole ordeal that I'll have to ask old Thom about, but besides that, the system can be thanked for giving us a way out of the curse at all."

Jacob nodded along as they reached the barn, curious as to who would want to curse a whole bloodline.

Upon entering the barn, Jacob noticed the dust illuminated by the shafts of light that peaked through the slits in the barn's siding. They helped illuminate the workbench where Arthur took his seat.

"I tried to read this when I was your age," Arthur said, tracing a calloused finger over the first line. "It looked like chicken scratch back then. The secret to our family script is that it relies heavily on syntax and position. The meaning of a single rune shifts entirely depending on what it's strung together with."

Jacob leaned in closer to study the ink his father was looking at while talking to him.

"Take this one," Arthur said as he pointed to a sharp, angular mark. "On its own, it represents 'stone' or 'hardness'. But look at it here, placed next to the rune for 'flow'. When they are written together like this, the first rune stops meaning 'stone' and instead acts as a modifier. The combination then translates to 'unyielding endurance'."

Jacob nodded, his mind already analyzing the geometric patterns on the page, which were suspiciously similar to the runes they used for enchanting, just simpler. "So it's completely context-dependent," He replied after his analysis of the runes and his father's words, "A single character could mean five different things depending on the rest of the sentence."

"That's precisely my point," Arthur smiled with pride at how quickly his son was catching on. "It's essentially a layered cipher. If you try to translate it rune by rune, you'll end up with gibberish. You have to read the whole phrase at once to understand what it's actually saying. Let's start with the basic root symbols before I confuse you too much with the syntax."

For the next hour, Arthur patiently walked Jacob through the foundational runes. Then, he explained the grammatical rules, the way modifiers stacked to alter meaning, and how the physical orientation of a rune changed its tense.

After getting through the basics, a surprising chime rang in Jacob's ear with the mechanical voice of the system indicating that he had gained a new skill.

When he opened the notifications window, he was greeted with:

Skill Unlocked: Languages (Uncommon) Lv. 1 
Sub-category Learned: Hemlock Runic Script (Mastery 1/6)

Seeing that his son seemed to be looking at a notification, Arthur smiled in excitement. If he's already learned the skill, then this'll make things so much faster. He thought to himself.

Once Jacob was done looking at his new skill information, he looked at his father.

"I learned the Languages skill, it says my learned language is the Hemlock Runic Script with a mastery of 1 out of 6." He mentioned.

Arthur nodded, "That will help you learn everything without having to really memorize the runes and rules on your own. As you study this journal, your understanding will simply improve. Give it a try."

As he looked back at the journal, he noticed that the previously abstract, shifting shapes no longer required much conscious effort to decode.

The mental translation happened very quickly as he applied what he knew of the language in deciphering it.

The complicated runic syntax seemed to snap into focus, and he began to understand what individual words and some sentences on the pages were.

As he managed to figure out one sentence that was simply talking about optimal crop rotations, he heard that previous chime from the system and the robotic voice telling him he had gained a level.

Instead of looking at the message, he continued trying to learn how to read from the journal. After learning a few more sentences, he gained another level and checked the message this time.

System Notice:Languages 1 -> 3
Mastery: (1/6) -> (2/6)

"Alright, that should be enough for now." Arthur said as he noticed Jacob checking his system messages again, his son's blank stare at nothing in front of himself, "I can show you how to gain a couple of the other skills I know that the journal won't be able to walk you through."

Jacob replied as he asked, "You can teach other skills?"

That gave Arthur a chuckle, "Of course, how do you think anyone learns anything? It's not like I can directly give you information. You still need to learn it, but reaching level 10 in any skill helps you pass it down to someone else. The system acknowledges it as guidance, and it speeds up skill acquisition. Not to mention how hard it is to even find a new skill to begin with."

"By the way," Jacob asked as his father was preparing some paper and writing instruments that were stored in the drawers of the workbench, "How did you manage to break the bloodline curse? I was about to be stuck with the Peasant Farmer class for life until you managed to get rid of it."

"Mmm, I was telling your mother about it last night, so it slipped my mind to mention it this morning. Our lineage has been cursed with the Peasant Farmer class farther back than the journals go."

Arthur scratched the scraggle forming on his chin as he thought about how he wanted to reveal what exactly happened.

"Old Thom has been a family friend for a long time and has pushed our family to break the curse for some reason. This also goes with what I was saying about skills earlier. Even with the journals, our family had only managed to learn eight skills over the years until I managed to learn Intent Shaping. Old Thom then gave me the means to learn the 10th, which was the last requirement I had to break the curse."

That caused Jacobs' eyebrows to raise as he said, "I figured it was hard to acquire skills, but that hard? Can't you just hire someone to teach you a skill?"

Jacob's words caused Arthur to shake his head sadly, "It's not that simple, at least not around here. Our neighbors hold their uncommon skills to themselves as their lifeblood. It's usually what gives them a place in the village, and they wouldn't trade that for gold."

"There is another reason," Arthur continued, "Learning 10 skills and leveling them all up to level 10 is required to progress past the level 10 cap, and it's one of the requirements to shed your first F-rank class without a significant feat. Most people around here are unable to do that, hence the village life instead of traveling and fighting in dungeons."

"Everyone but your mother, that is." Arthur sighed as he thought back to his younger days.

"Mother?" Jacob asked with some confusion.

That caused Arthur to chuckle a bit. "Yes, your mother used to go to dungeons before we were married. Many groups would fight over her because of her healing abilities. She had managed to learn the requisite skills and then advance them after completing the 'Big-3' when she was still just 12 years old. Then she started delving."

"I thought she was from here, though?" Jacob asked with a bit of confusion.

"She is, and she grew up on the farm that was just past that field," Arthur replied as he pointed out past the far western field on the north side, even though they were still in the barn. "But she managed to gain class skills from the system after completing the 'Big 3', through what she will tell you was dumb luck, and then started her career as an adventurer."

"Wait a second," Jacob replied, "I have only seen Mom use small-scale healing spells before. Nothing like what you are describing, what gives?"

That caused Arthur to sigh, "Because, when she chose to marry me and settle down on the farm, the bloodline curse affected her as well. Her main class was locked, and she could only use her subclass as a seamstress."

"Oh," Jacob replied with a bit of shock, "That actually makes some things make sense. Wait, so if I want to know more about dungeons, then I can ask Mom?"

That caused Arthur to grin as he replied, "Not only that, but your mom also unlocked her previously locked class with the lifting of the bloodline curse. She could probably safely guide you through dungeons herself."

"I have a feeling that she wouldn't want to delve anymore," Jacob replied.

Arthur nodded as he replied, "That's part of what we talked about last night. She feels that her place is here on the farm, but she won't hesitate to help defend it if monsters try to swarm it again. You should still ask her for advice on running dungeons before you try to form a group with your friends and clear anything higher than F-rank, though. I bet she would also love to tell you about questing. She is probably more experienced than most adventurers in the village."

I could just ask mom about combat levels, Jacob thought to himself for a moment before replying to his father.

He then nodded in agreement, "Alright, what's the next skill I need to learn today?"

Arthur smoothed out a blank piece of parchment on the cluttered workbench. He picked up a piece of charcoal and began to draw a series of intersecting lines, geometric angles, and numerical formulas.

"I have ten maxed-out skills that helped me break the curse," Arthur explained as he sketched. "Crop Husbandry, Soil Tending, Animal Handling, Tool Maintenance, Legal Tradecraft, Farm Management, Languages, Mathematics, Innate Shaping, and Mana Flux."

Jacob leaned over the table, watching the numbers and shapes take form.

"We are going to start with Mathematics and Tool Maintenance," Arthur said, tapping the charcoal against the parchment. "We can knock both of those out right here in the barn."

For the next hour, Arthur drilled Jacob on the relevant geometry and arithmetic required for large-scale farm management.

He showed him how numbers dictated everything from seed distribution to the structural load-bearing limits of a grain wagon, including the quantifications needed to be taken into account with the enchantments on their equipment.

Jacob's previous knowledge of mathematics from Earth ended up helping immensely here, as he was able to see where algebra would actually be useful in many of the problems Arthur created to help him develop the skill. However, he decided to save the more advanced versions of math for later, since his father had managed to get to level 10 with only arithmetic.

From there, Arthur transitioned directly into the physical mechanics of the farm equipment, walking Jacob through the exact methodology of repairing and preserving tools without relying on their magic.

Because Jacob had already spent the past few months applying similar logic to his automated seeder and the harvester, besides his short break for training, his mind absorbed the structured lessons perfectly.

In less than an hour, Jacob had managed to learn the basics he needed to practice in order to grow his skills.

Two, now, familiar chimes rang out in quick succession, accompanied by translucent blue screens as he focused on the notifications after hearing the robotic voice of the system.

Skill Unlocked: Mathematics (Common) Lv. 1 
Skill Unlocked: Tool Maintenance (Common) Lv. 1

"That covers the basics we can do while sitting down in the barn here," Arthur said, dusting the charcoal from his hands and standing up from his stool. "The rest of the agricultural skills, like Crop Husbandry or Farm Management, are detailed perfectly in the journal. You can read up on them here, and if you need help figuring them out, just come find me in the fields. I can show you how they work in practice."

Jacob nodded and dismissed the notifications. He looked back at his father. "What about Mana Flux?"

"I'll teach you Mana Flux once we are done with our tasks for the day. I had some spare time this morning, but I do still have some work to get to," Arthur replied as he promised to address the skill later.

He gestured toward the barn doors, where the morning sun was already climbing higher into the sky. "The farm still needs tending, and you're going to want a clear head for that one. It's a bit more demanding than basic math."

"And what about Legal Tradecraft?" Jacob asked, closing the heavy leather cover of the journal.

"We'll tackle that after dinner," Arthur replied, a serious glint returning to his eye. "It'll actually do you some good to sit with me tonight. You can watch exactly how I put together the official royal injunction request for the count."

Arthur grabbed a sturdy-looking pitchfork from the corner of the barn and gave Jacob a pat on the shoulder. "Study up on the agricultural skills when you have the time, but for now, I believe you have some chickens to feed."

  

    
        121 B2. Chapter 8: The Tinkerers Workshop

    
    
    
    
  After learning the basics of the skills from Arthur, Jacob was left to work on them by himself, as Arthur had duties to fulfill as a farmer. His father was correct in that Jacob needed to feed those chickens, but they could wait a while longer while he solidified his gains.

Before he could really make any progress, though, Bran loudly threw open the side door of the barn before walking up to the workbench and slamming his hands on it to get Jacob's attention.

"You're back, and no one told me?!" Bran half-yelled at Jacob. "What the hell?!"

Jacob leaned back on his stool, momentarily startled by the sudden noise, before breaking into a wide grin at the sight of the young tinkerer.

"I just got back yesterday evening, Bran," Jacob said, holding his hands up in a gesture of surrender. "By the time I actually sat down for dinner, it was already getting dark. Then there was the Harvest Festival and my system awakening. There hasn't exactly been a lot of time to send out messengers. Besides, we met your parents at the festival, and they said you had been cooped up in the workshop for a week working on something."

Bran squinted at him, his eyes dragging up and down Jacob's new physique. "I guess I was a little distracted, and I can visibly see that you've been busy. Did the guildmaster have you pulling plows by yourself out there? You look like you ate the old Jacob and turned him into muscle."

That caused Jacob to laugh a little, "I'll take that as a compliment. I was wondering, though, what you were working on in that workshop of yours? Mechanical wonders beyond my comprehension, I hope?"

Bran waved a hand in the air, struggling to find the right words. "It's actually hard to describe. Honestly, it would be much better if I could just show you, but" Bran paused, considering Jacob's new build again, "Do you have the ability to carry someone while flying? I saw you land near the well a few times before you left, but I never saw you carrying passengers."

Jacob broke into a wide grin. "It shouldn't be a problem at all. I actually developed a carry spell, Gentle Hand, for moving the pigs around before I left for camp. With my new mana density, carrying one person will be a breeze."

Bran looked a bit skeptical at being compared to a pig, but his excitement over his project easily won out. "Alright then, let's head to the shop."

They stepped out of the barn and into the crisp morning air. Jacob focused his magic and nearly instinctively cast his flight spell while grabbing Bran with Gentle Hand.

Their liftoff was a bit rough as Jacob had to balance his intent to fly and carry Bran at the same speed, but he was able to figure it out without too much difficulty.

He wouldn't admit to it, but Bran yelped a little right when they took off.

The flight to Ruvka ended up being a smooth journey. The spell held firm, completely insulating Bran from the rushing wind, thanks to Jacob also splitting the air by directly manipulating the air molecules. It was a little trick he picked up on his way home from the grove.

They glided over the familiar tree lines and dirt roads, arriving behind the wainwright's shop in a matter of minutes. Jacob gently touched them down near the large double doors of Bran's private workspace.

"If I can figure out how to craft a flying machine, then I'll never walk again," Bran muttered, smoothing out his tunic as his boots hit the dirt.

He unlocked the heavy wooden doors and pushed them open. The workshop smelled strongly of machine oil and burnt metal. In the center of the room sat a massive object draped in a heavy canvas tarp. It took up as much space as a medium-sized horse carriage without any wheels on it.

Bran walked over and grabbed the edge of the canvas. "I started putting the frame together a couple of weeks after you left. I kept scaling it up as the blacksmith in Thornhold delivered the brass gears."

With a dramatic heave, Bran pulled the tarp away.

Jacob stared in absolute awe, his jaw slightly hanging open for a moment.

Standing before him was a hulking, mechanical war-golem. Its frame was built from thick, treated timber heavily reinforced with iron plating.

Massive, segmented arms hung at its sides, ending in heavy bludgeoning fists that seemed to be set up to flip over within the arm and expose large chopping blades.

Exposed brass gears and pulley systems lined its joints, waiting for a power source to drive them.

"It's magnificent," Jacob whispered, stepping closer to inspect the dense craftsmanship as he ran a finger over the metal plating.

"It's a giant paperweight right now," Bran sighed, crossing his arms. "I got the mechanics working perfectly. The joints articulate with the tuned weight distribution, and the gear ratios are flawless. But it lacks any form of autonomy. Without someone manually turning the crank, it doesn't move. It also falls apart even if I do crank it manually."

Bran huffed a bit in frustration before he continued, "I built it after a dream I had, but it's not working out as well as I had envisioned. After the failure, I was hoping your magic could eventually give it some sort of a brain or way to control it directly."

Jacob's mind was already racing with possibilities. Layered intent shaping, kinetic transfer runes, perhaps even a dedicated core binding to serve as a central power source, and his linkage runes he had used to connect several pieces of enchanted gear in the past in order to create some sort of controller for Bran. It was the perfect blank canvas for his tier 1 magic.

"Bran," Jacob said, a wild spark of excitement in his eyes. "This is exactly the kind of project I need to work on. I'm actually putting a team together to complete the 'Big 3' system quests, and having something like this backing us up would be unbelievable."

Bran's eyes lit up at the mention of the system quests. "A team for the Big 3? Count me in. If we can get this big guy walking, I'll ride on its shoulder the entire time. I've been needing to complete the Big-3 for a while now, but the workshop always keeps me busy."

"I just need to work on my flow of power when enchanting," Jacob said as he continued to inspect the golem, "I don't want to make parts of this project explode into small pieces of timber and metal."

"I noticed the small pile of metal and wooden scraps that used to be a mallet in the barn next to the workbench," Bran replied, "I wasn't going to say anything, but I also think it would be preferable if we didn't do that to the golem."

Jacob sighed, "Yeah, that was me. I think I'll need to get used to enchanting these less-durable types of materials with intent before I try using them, but runic enchanting still works just fine. It seems to regulate itself. The only problem is their rigidity; it would take hundreds, if not thousands, of runes to get a similar effect to layering intent shaping onto the base of runes."

Bran handed him one of his tools as he made a suggestion, "Well, why don't we try working on it while we have some time?"

Nodding his head, Jacob tried to trickle a bit of magical power into the tool with intent. He focused on simply strengthening the material. He could feel the magic taking shape and starting to change the structure to a more stable form. 

That's when he started to feed more of his power into the tool, but it started to whine under the pressure before it cracked while Jacob was focused on his intent, so Bran knocked the tool out of his hands with a wooden handle he had picked up.

"That was too much power," Bran stated as he grabbed a wrench off the bench and handed it to Jacob. "I have no idea what to tell you besides suggesting that you ease up on the magic."

"Easier said than done," Jacob replied as he focused his intent once more.

He kept his magic to a bare trickle. The iron wrench in his hand vibrated as the mana flowed into it.

For a moment, the structure held, and his intent began to set correctly. Then, his dense tier 1 mana naturally surged to fill the empty space within the tool. Without feedback to push against his mana, it seemed his density was too much for the blank mana field of the tool.

The iron let out a groan, and a hairline fracture spiderwebbed across the handle.

Jacob cursed and dropped the wrench onto the workbench before it could detonate. "It's like trying to fill a clay pot with rocks by throwing them from across the barn, except the damned pot is acting like a vacuum in this case and destroying itself."

Bran picked up the fractured tool. "Don't worry about it. Just watch this."

The tinkerer closed his eyes and placed his hands over the cracked iron. An amber light suddenly gathered around his palms.

The split edges of the fracture softened, and the metal seemed to flow backward, fusing together perfectly until the wrench looked brand new. Jacob didn't even feel any heat coming from the process; it seemed to just naturally flow back together.

Jacob stared at the restored tool. "You have a repair skill?"

"I sure do," Bran said with a grin. "And repairing magical damage gives it a massive boost. I gained a level just from that one repair. Let's go again."

For the next hour, the workshop turned into a bizarre training ground. Jacob would pick up a tool, focus his intent, and inevitably push too much dense mana into the material.

The wood would splinter, or the iron would warp. Before the tools could completely shatter, Jacob would drop them, or Bran would slap them out of his hands, and the tinkerer would step in with his amber light to mend the damage.

It was a cycle of destruction and restoration. Jacob felt a bead of sweat roll down his face as he ruined his seventh chisel of the morning.

Even though he was failing to control his mana output, he could feel his intent-shaping skill getting a microscopic workout. Bran, on the other hand, was unperturbed as he grinned with satisfaction every time he used his ability.

Eventually, Jacob set a warped pair of pliers down on the bench and let out a heavy sigh.

"I'm done," Jacob conceded, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. "My control is getting a little better, but we're not getting anywhere close to the precision I need for the golem. Or any intent-based enchanting for low-level materials, for that matter. I need to figure out a better way to throttle my mana."

Bran nodded, looking a bit tired himself but highly accomplished. "We made some good progress on my end, at least. My mending skill leveled up twice. Once you develop that ability into a system skill, I bet it will be much easier to tweak the output."

Jacob looked at his friend, a sudden thought occurring to him. He had been so focused on his own system integration that he had neglected to ask about the people around him. "By the way, what is your class anyway?"

Bran paused while wiping grease off his hands with a rag. He gave Jacob a highly confused look. "I told you what I was a long time ago."

Jacob tilted his head. "You did? I don't remember you mentioning a system class."

"I said I was a Tinkerer," Bran replied flatly.

Jacob froze. His eyes went wide as enlightenment washed over his face.

He had spent the last six months thinking 'tinkerer' was just the village term for a mechanic or an apprentice wainwright. He had completely failed to realize it was Bran's literal, system-assigned class.

"Oh," Jacob said, a sheepish smile forming on his lips. "Right. The Tinkerer class. I definitely knew that."
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  "Well," Jacob began as he stood up from his stool and wiped the sweat from his brow, "I think it's about time I head home. I have some chickens to feed, and I bet my father is done with his work and can help me with more skills. Do you want to come over and check the harvester and seeder before dinner?"

Bran thought for a few seconds before deciding. "Yeah, it's been a while since I had some of your mom's cooking. I was just thinking about how I miss those apple pies she tends to serve after the meal."

Jacob nodded and wrapped his kinetic magic around Bran once more. They lifted off the dirt, leaving the wainwright's shop behind, and glided smoothly back to the Hemlock property.

When they landed near the barn, Bran immediately made a beeline for the heavy double doors to inspect his previous mechanical creations. Jacob left him to his tinkering and went to feed the chickens before looking for his father.

As he threw the seed out to the chickens, the familiar sound of the mechanical voice of the system rang out.

General Quest Complete: 
1. Feed the Chickens
Rewards: 200 quest xp.

New General Quest Available: 1. Clean the Pig Pen
Rewards: 200 quest xp (locked for 9hr 59min)

I think I'm starting to understand how this questing stuff works. I need to ask about this quest xp, though, Jacob thought to himself, am I going to level up or what?

Arthur was just washing the soil from his hands at the pump near the back porch. He saw Jacob approaching and dried his hands on a rough cloth towel that they kept hanging on a rack next to the pump.

"Are you ready for that lesson on Mana Flux?" Arthur asked, tossing the towel onto its rack.

Jacob nodded, and they sat down together on the wooden steps of the porch.

"What is quest XP for?" Jacob asked before they started with the Mana Flux lessons, after looking around to make sure Lila was nowhere nearby.

Arthur looked back at Jacob with a bit of astonishment, "I figured we would've already explained this by now, my bad. The questing XP is for questing levels, which determine how difficult your quests are, but also increase rewards. The quality of the quests basically increases as you gain questing levels, but I've never gotten that high due to the class lock. Your mother would know more about it, to be honest."

Jacob nodded his head in understanding, "Ok, I get it, thanks. I'll ask mom more about it later, lets work on this skill for now."

Arthur closed his eyes and began to demonstrate the active process of pulling ambient mana from the air.

He explained exactly how to draw the raw energy in, manipulating it with the natural pathways in the body, which managed the ambient magic through its own ethereal process that Jacob was unable to follow, and then compress it before depositing it into the core.

Jacob closed his eyes and mirrored his father's breathing pattern. He could feel the ambient mana easily enough, pulling it into his pathways without issue. His body then did its thing, which he was unable to follow even within his own body, but it refined the magic nonetheless.

The problem arose when the energy reached his core. Because Jacob had spent four months aggressively turning his core to increase his magical density, his center acted like a highly pressurized vault.

The thin whisps of refined mana from the farm simply bounced off his core instead of absorbing into it.

"It's not catching," Jacob muttered in frustration, opening his eyes.

"That's alright," Arthur reassured him. "If you can tell that the magic isn't getting into your core, then you already have the basic idea of the method down. Your magic is just built differently than mine now. You understand how the flow is supposed to work, so you probably just need to practice compressing that ambient mana until your core accepts the density. I'm sure it'll click into a skill eventually."

Jacob nodded. He was satisfied with having a clear path forward, even if the system did not immediately hand him the skill notification.

"Let's go see what Bran is dismantling in the barn," Arthur suggested with a light chuckle.

They walked over to the barn and found Bran elbow-deep in the exposed brass gears of the automated seeder. He had a grease-stained rag slung over his shoulder and a gleam in his eyes.

"This is perfect timing," Bran said, pulling his head out of the machine's casing. "I've been looking at the linkages here. Building that golem taught me a lot about transferring kinetic load. We can tweak both the harvester and the seeder for much better optimization. I can handle adjusting the physical parts, but you're going to need to update the enchantments to match the new mechanical stress if my calculations are correct."

Jacob crossed his arms and let out a heavy sigh. "Bran, did you forget what happened to all those tools in your shop an hour ago? I'm still pushing too much raw power for standard materials to handle."

Bran grinned and slapped the heavy iron chassis of the seeder. "I didn't forget. But I think the seeder should be different since it's stabilized by a core."

Jacob blinked, his eyes dropping to the thick housing where the monster core was safely seated within the mana field of the seeder.

"The way I think it works from my analysis is that the core acts as a magical buffer," Bran explained, stepping back to gesture at the entire machine. "It can absorb and distribute different densities of mana already, so it should be able to handle the shock of your dense mana much better than a raw piece of iron or a wooden mallet. I bet it could act as the perfect training dummy for your new intent method. And if you do end up pushing too hard and cracking a gear, I'm standing right here with my mending skill. As long as you don't blow the entire machine into scraps, we can fix it, probably."

Arthur looked between the two boys, highly amused by the reckless logic. "It sounds like a solid plan. Just try not to blow the thing into scrap pieces this time."

Jacob, though, still looked skeptical. "I'll take a look at it first, inspecting it shouldn't cause any harm, and if it does, then we'll know already that trying to enchant it isn't a great idea."

Then he reached his hand out and channeled his magic through the construct without trying to implement any changes. He simply let his magic flow through the construct, which gave him a good idea of how the mana pathways and runes interacted with the core, as well as a general idea of what the intent within the materials was doing.

The material neither shuddered nor shook as he completed his analysis, when suddenly he was hit with the sound of a system notification.

System Notice: New Skill Unlocked - Inspect (F-rank) Level (1/10)
Inspect: Use your own mana to map objects to get a general idea of their structure, to determine their function, and value. Information provided by skill is limited by level.

The notification shocked Jacob slightly, so he turned to his father. "Dad, I just unlocked a new skill called 'Inspect'. It was just from using my magic to look at the seeder, but I thought you could do the same? Why wouldn't you have the skill already?"

Arthur scrunched his brows as he thought about the reason. "What do you see when you look at things that way?"

"I can see the mana pathways and the way the intent interacts with the materials," Jacob replied, "I can even tell what the materials are made of and a good idea of the mana field of the materials as well."

Nodding his head, Arthur replied, "Well, that makes sense then. I can barely get surface-level information or a general idea of the state of the core with my ability. I guess the system doesn't recognize that as a true application of the skill yet."

That reminded Jacob of the times he had used intent shaping since he had unlocked the system, but had still not managed to unlock the skill, indicating that the system requires a true application of the skill to earn it within the system.

Keeping that in mind, Jacob turned back to the seeder to attempt his intent enchantment.

"Just try to strengthen the chassis for now," Bran said as Jacob reached out, "I adjusted the weight distribution so that would be the first thing it'll need in the adjustments."

Jacob nodded and began to channel his intent. He could feel that he was pushing his power through something with weight to it, instead of an empty mana field this time. Thus, when he pushed his intent, it didn't rush to fill the void and instead layered the intent as he envisioned it, while keeping to a trickle of the dense magic without trying to flood the material.

The result was a successfully adjusted enchantment on the chassis, strengthening it enough to keep up with the adjusted weight distribution.

Once his enchantment was finished, the satisfying and familiar sound of the system rang out in his head once more.

System Notice: New Skill Unlocked - Intent Shaping (F-rank) Level (1/10)
Intent Shaping: Imbue your intent into an object to leave a magical effect, limited by magical power.

With a sigh of relief, Jacob turned to Arthur and Bran, who looked a little worried, but that worry was replaced with relief as they recognized the look of success on Jacob's face.

"It looks like the system really did want me to successfully enchant something before giving me the skill. Say, is runic enchanting not a system skill?"

Arthur shook his head with a bit of a grin, "Nope, it never recognized the skill, even with my best enchantments and the work my grandfather did. Not sure why, but it seems to ignore it. How about your magic? Your spells should have been picked up, right?"

Jacob hadn't really thought about it since his spells were nearly natural to cast now, but the system never acknowledged them. "No, that's weird though. Is there anything else like that where the system just refuses to acknowledge a skill?"

"Yet another question for old Thom, or the guildmaster," Arthur replied with a bit of a snarl as he thought about the situation the guildmaster had put his son through, "all I know is that it's ignored the runic enchanting forever, and now the magic you gained outside the system. Maybe it's jealous of skills and abilities it's not needed for or something?"

Bran spoke up at this point, pulling his face from the details of the seeder, "I've never heard of the system refusing to acknowledge a skill. Anything sufficiently distinct and useful I've ever done has turned into a skill at some point. Maybe you're not fulfilling a requirement?"

Jacob turned to Bran at this point, "What about my flight spell, or the gentle hand spell? They both work just fine."

"Hmm," Bran began in reply, "You do have a point there, that is weird. But I hardly know anything about magic. Maybe those mages are hiding something from the rest of us. Anyway, the seeder is fine; you managed to adjust the enchantment without damaging it this time. I can see why the system awarded the skill."

"Honestly, this is exactly what we needed," Bran said, rubbing his hands together in excitement. "Now let's get to work on the rest of these linkages."

For the next few hours, the barn was filled with the sounds of metal clinking and gears turning as the boys worked on their machines. Arthur left them to their tinkering as he had chores to finish up around the farm.

With the monster core buffering his dense mana and the system officially guiding Jacobs' newly unlocked Intent Shaping skill, the process went significantly smoother.

Whenever Bran adjusted a gear ratio or reinforced a mechanical joint, Jacob followed up with a carefully layered enchantment to match the new physical stress.

They managed to fully optimize the internal workings of both the seeder and the harvester, pushing the efficiency of both machines far beyond their original designs.

"Now we just need to field test it," Bran stated, "I suppose we could get your brother to help tomorrow?"

Jacob nodded affirmatively, "I'm sure Caleb would be willing to help."

The ringing of the dinner bell from the back porch brought their work to an official halt.

Dinner was a lively and loud affair, filled with chatter about the upcoming harvest and the newly optimized equipment.

Jacob noted that Mira had not shown up for the entire afternoon, but that was entirely normal for her. He knew that she preferred the quiet solitude of the woods and caves, usually only appearing when she felt her presence was necessary.

Apparently, she was out there trying to whittle down the endless hordes of goblins like Oren and the county militia.

The true highlight of the meal came at the very end when May brought out the fresh apple pies she had promised Bran. The warm, spiced fruit and perfectly flaky crust served as the perfect reward after a long day of magical and mechanical labor.

Once the final plates were cleared from the heavy oak table, the household naturally began to split up for the evening.

Oren, clearly exhausted from his early morning goblin hunting and the events of the previous night, excused himself and headed straight to the guest bed in Jacob's room.

Bran, whose mind was likely still buzzing with mechanical schematics and ideas for his war-golem, grabbed a lantern and headed back out to the barn to review the equipment they had just tuned.

May, Sera, and Lila settled into the comfortable living area to work on their sewing and mending by the warmth of the hearth. However, Jacob could tell that May seemed to be teaching them more than just sewing lately.

Arthur stood up from the head of the dining table and motioned for Caleb and Jacob to follow him. "Alright, boys," Arthur said quietly, picking up a stack of parchment from a side table. "Let's head into the study. It's time we go over the legal parameters of this injunction."
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  Arthur pulled out some fancy-looking parchment and a quill with ink that almost seemed to sparkle in the light.

"This doesn't look like normal ink," Jacob noted, leaning over the desk with Caleb to get a better look at the shimmering liquid.

"It's mana-infused," Arthur replied as he carefully dipped the quill. "When you're dealing with the crown, standard paper and ink won't suffice. The kingdom relies on a very specific magical infrastructure for its legal system to prevent fraud and interception."

Arthur began to write, and his handwriting was meticulous, looping formal legal script across the thick parchment. As he wrote, he explained the complexities of the law to his son.

"A royal injunction isn't just a letter you hand to a courier on a horse," Arthur said without looking up from the page. "If we gave this to a rider, Baron Talbot's men could easily intercept it on the road if they were looking out for something like this. While that is highly unlikely, the document would vanish, and we would probably be penalized for resisting his baronial inspection."

"Could he do that?" Jacob replied in confusion, "It seems like the crown would have some sort of system to prevent retaliation if they have this injunction option, right?"

Arthur nodded with hesitation, "Well, yes, they do have some laws to punish retaliation for cases like this, but it would be my word as a peasant farmer against the word of the Baron. Without this magical infrastructure, it could be hard to even bring this up. I assume that's why they created this process in the first place."

While Arthur was finishing up his writing, after his explanations, Jacob took a closer look at the ink with his new skill.

Inspect Used:
Identified: mana-infused ink. Special mix unique to Sinclair Kingdom.

Jacob scrunched his brows at the lack of information, but his unease was quelled a moment later with the familiar chime of the system.

Level Up: Inspect (1/10) -> (2/10)

Focusing back on his father, Jacob felt a small smile creep up on his face.

Arthur finished the final paragraph, signed his name, and set the quill down. Then, he opened a small, velvet-lined wooden box sitting on the corner of his desk and withdrew a heavy brass stamp.

"This is a royal seal," Arthur explained.

He held the brass object up so Jacob and Caleb could see the intricate crest carved into the bottom. "You have to purchase them directly from the crown's representatives in the county capital. They're incredibly expensive, but they're also necessary when dealing with these matters. While this is a first for me, this isn't the first time our family has had to do this."

"What exactly does it do? And what happened the last time?" Jacob asked, his curiosity piqued by the intense magical signature radiating from the small object and the mysterious past he was uncovering of his family.

Caleb seemed entirely unsurprised, so Jacob assumed he had heard this before, even if this was the first time they were actually requesting an injunction.

"When I press this seal to the parchment and push my mana into it, the document will physically teleport directly to the count's bureaucratic chancery thanks to some property of this ink and wax and maybe even the seal itself. I've never actually figured out the mechanism," Arthur said.

He scratched his head in thought before continuing, "It bypasses local borders and local nobles entirely. It's supposed to protect all parties involved by ensuring the message reaches its intended destination without any chance of tampering. I don't actually have the record of the last time this was done by our family, but we do have this seal, which indicates something happened. My grandfather also wrote that this method did help in the past, although he was not very specific."

Jacob raised his eyebrows, thoroughly impressed by the logistical application of magic. He had to pull his thoughts from how the teleportation magic would work as he focused on the details of this lesson. "That seems quite efficient to have the letters essentially sort themselves, even if they come from peasant farmers. But what if the count simply ignores it or denies the request to protect Talbot?"

"That's the brilliant part of the law," Arthur smiled grimly. "The moment the seal activates, the request is simultaneously duplicated and noted in the royal ledgers back in the capital. It's recorded regardless of whether the Count approves or denies the actual injunction. Once I seal it, there is no going back. Even if we withdraw our request, it's still noted in the capital and will reflect such in an investigation."

Arthur pressed the brass seal firmly onto the bottom of the parchment.

"Why does the crown care about denied requests?" Jacob asked, piecing the political logic together in his head.

"They use it to track how often individuals feel the need to request an injunction against their local lord," Arthur answered. "If Baron Talbot has one or two injunctions filed against him, the crown ignores them. But if he has twenty, it creates a permanent paper trail that could signal abuse or conspiracy."

Arthur had to take a second to gather his thoughts, scrunching his brows as he thought, "The king doesn't like nobles who destabilize the tax base, but the crown also has to prevent organized actions against their local lords. The ledger keeps the lower nobles in check because they know the crown is always watching the numbers, but they also know that it protects them from their own subjects."

Arthur pushed a surge of his newly leveled mana into the brass stamp. The sparkling ink on the page flared with a bright, sudden light.

In the blink of an eye, the parchment vanished from the desk with a soft pop of displaced air, leaving only the empty brass seal behind.

Almost immediately, the familiar mechanical chime of the system rang in Jacob's mind.

System Notice: New Skill Unlocked - Legal Tradecraft (F-rank) Level (1/10)

Jacob smiled, swiping the blue notification away with a thought. "Well, I guess the system thinks I finally understand enough basics of kingdom law to grant me the skill."

Caleb clapped his brother on the back with a tired smile, "Congratulations, Jacob. You can work on it by reading some of the books that Dad has tucked away in his room and also practicing your legal script based on the examples in those books."

Arthur sat back in his heavy wooden chair. A look of relief washed over his weathered face. "The request is out of our hands now. We just have to wait for the count to respond. Regardless, they have a week to make their move. I would expect them to take the whole week, though."

Caleb was the first to get up, looking dead on his feet, "I'm heading to bed. It's already late, and I've got pig pens in the morning."

That caused Jacob to perk up. "Oh, I have a quest to clean the pens, wake me up if I'm sleeping in when you go out in the morning."

Caleb looked at Arthur, who nodded affirmatively, "He's 12 now, and he has a quest for it; might as well let him start doing farm chores if that's what the system is pushing him towards."

Caleb nodded and smiled at his little brother, "Well, I'll be glad to have your help in the morning."

After they all said goodnight, each of them went to bed.

The sun had barely begun to peek over the horizon when Caleb gently shook Jacob awake.

The crisp morning air of the frontier had settled into the room, making the warmth of the bed incredibly difficult to leave, but Jacob threw off the covers anyway.

He had a system quest to complete, and he wasn't about to let his older brother tackle the pig pens alone.

They walked out to the pens in the cool morning mist. As they approached, the loud grunts and impatient squeals of the hungry livestock broke the quiet tranquility of the farm.

Caleb leaned a heavy wooden shovel against the fence and handed another to Jacob. "Alright, usually I try to corner them in the back half while I muck out the front, but they've been stubborn lately. Watch your toes. The big sow likes to step on them when she wants food."

Jacob took the shovel but immediately leaned it right back against the wooden fence. He stretched his hands out toward the pen, a confident smile forming on his face. "I think we can skip the manual labor today, Caleb."

Caleb raised an eyebrow. "You're going to use magic on the pigs?"

"I invented a specific spell for this before I left for camp," Jacob explained as he reached into his core. "I call it the 'Gentle Hand'."

His tier 1 mana surged forth, taking the shape of his currently favored skill. Unlike intent shaping, his spells didn't seem to suffer from the increased density of his magic; rather, they seemed to be easier and faster to cast.

He extended his intent over the pen, wrapping a soft, distributed field of pure force around the massive pigs. With a subtle upward motion of his hands, the squealing abruptly turned into confused grunts.

All six pigs slowly levitated a few feet off the muddy ground. They paddled their hooves in the empty air, completely unharmed and suspended by the invisible, cushioned force of Jacob's magic.

With a flick of his wrist, Jacob smoothly guided the floating livestock out of the main pen and gently set them down in the adjacent, dry holding area, safely securing the gate behind them.

Caleb stood frozen, staring at the empty, mud-filled pen, and then at the thoroughly bewildered pigs. "Well. That definitely saves time."

"It gets better," Jacob grinned.

He turned his focus to the soiled hay and muck covering the floor of the pen. Using a broad, sweeping wave of kinetic force paired with a minor manipulation of earth and water magic, Jacob gathered the waste into a single, massive clump.

He levitated the entire mess out of the pen and deposited it directly into the compost cart waiting nearby. Following it up with a quick splash of conjured water to rinse the stone troughs, the entire pen was spotless in under two minutes.

Caleb let out a loud laugh, shaking his head as he grabbed his unused shovel just to put it away. "If the rest of the village saw this, they would form a mob just to make you do their daily chores."

As Caleb went to grab the slop buckets for feeding, the familiar chime of the system rang pleasantly in Jacob's mind.

System Notice: Minor Quest Completed - Clean the Pig Pens. 
Reward: 100 Quest xp.
New General Quest Available:
1. Tend to the Greenhouse (0/5) (Locked for 9hr 59min)
Rewards: 100 Quest xp.

Well, Jacob thought to himself, I guess the system is really pushing me to develop that class skill. Makes sense, though.

As they cleaned themselves up with the assistance of Jacob's magic, Oren came out of nowhere with a couple of swords.

After throwing one of the swords to Jacob, Oren explained his intentions, "Lets head over to the yard. It's been a while since you've trained with the sword. I hope you've kept up with your forms." Then he turned and started walking to the other side of the house.

Jacob turned to Caleb with a grin, "I guess it's time for me to go get beat up. Have fun with the rest of your chores!"

Caleb waved goodbye to his little brother as Jacob took off after Oren.

The open yard beside the house was still covered in a thin layer of morning dew. Oren was already waiting in the center, idly spinning the blunted training sword in his hand to warm up his wrist.

"Let us see if you just built muscle or if you actually learned how to use it," Oren challenged with a confident smirk.

Jacob gripped his training sword as well, feeling the nearly forgotten weight of it in his hands. Most of his sword training at summer camp was at the beginning. After showing his skill, he was told to focus on other weapons for the rest of the summer so he had a well-rounded idea of how each weapon worked.

He still favored the sword, though.

He settled into the opening stance of the Flowing Forms Oren had taught him before the summer. He focused on his footwork, which the sword form emphasized as he warmed up.

Without waiting for another invitation, Jacob lunged forward.

He channeled the raw physical strength he had built in the life energy grove, expecting his sudden speed to catch the older boy off guard. Their wooden blades clashed with a dull, echoing crack of wood that sent a vibration traveling right up Jacob's arm.

Oren's eyes widened slightly in surprise as he was forced to slide half a step backward in the dirt to absorb the impact of the force coming from the smaller boy. He clearly had to use more power to block the strike than he ever did before Jacob left for camp.

And he felt a bit of excitement well up in his chest. Like a feather tickling his heart just a bit.

"That's not bad," Oren grunted, immediately twisting his wrists and parrying Jacob's blade aside. "But strength isn't everything when it comes to swordplay."

For the next two hours, the yard became a grueling classroom. Despite Jacob's enhanced physique and tier 1 mana density, Oren weaved around the younger boy like a seasoned master instructing a novice.

Every time Jacob overcommitted to a heavy swing, Oren was already standing just out of reach, tapping the flat of his blade against Jacob's ribs or the back of his knees to correct his posture.

Oren was not using his aura or any of his system skills at all. He relied entirely on the fundamental basics and flawless footwork to dismantle Jacob's offense. Partly, it was to show Jacob direct examples of how to use the form to its full potential. Also, it helped him perfect the basics to train like this as well.

"You're swinging like a Thornhold lumberjack," Oren critiqued, deflecting another heavy downward strike and spinning behind Jacob. "Your body is keeping up, but your system combat level is clearly still sitting at level one. You lack the structured battle experience to make use of the attack forms of the flowing strikes."

Jacob gritted his teeth, wiping a layer of sweat from his forehead with the back of his sleeve as he turned to face Oren again. "Then how do I level it up?"

"I'll take a trip into the woods soon," Oren replied, lowering his blade for a brief pause. "We'll fight some of the straggling goblins from the dungeon break. With some real combat experience, it'll help rank your combat level up. But, more importantly, you can actually practice fighting real opponents. This practice can really only bring you about this far."

"I don't know," Jacob breathed heavily as he replied, adjusting his grip and launching into another sequence of the flowing forms as he talked, "wouldn't it be better to go into a dungeon?'

Oren grinned as he easily parried and spun Jacob around for a soft kick to his lower back that caused him to take a few confusing steps forward.

"We could," Oren replied as Jacob spun back around to face him, taking up the basic stance of the flowing forms, "but we would still need to form a full 6-person team for that. It's too dangerous otherwise. Even for me."

They continued the relentless sparring session until the morning sun was fully above the tree line.

Jacob was drenched in sweat, his chest heaving as he forced his tired muscles through the basic patterns of the sword form.

He was using a low-grade regenerative magic spell, but it would only speed up his natural recovery without something amazing like the sun fruit. Any higher spellform would interrupt his practice.

He focused intently on the exact angle of his blade and the placement of his feet, trying to mimic Oren's effortless grace. He replayed the sparring session in his mind, emulating the young sword master's form.

Just as he managed to execute a perfectly balanced parry and riposte sequence with the corresponding footwork required to pull them off, the familiar mechanical chime rang out in his mind.

System Notice: New Skill Unlocked - Sword Mastery (Level: 1) 
Sub-mastery: Flowing Sword Form (Common)

Jacob dropped the tip of his practice sword to the dirt, letting out a long, exhausted sigh of relief as he looked at the blue notification screen. "Finally. The system just recognized my Sword Mastery and the Flowing Sword Form."

Oren smiled, resting his own training sword against his shoulder. He didn't look like he had even broken a sweat. "Good. Now the system will start helping you. Just remember how the scaling works. You can only get two levels of weapon mastery per combat level. So, right now, you're capped at level two for your sword mastery."

Jacob nodded, dismissing the screen. "And the mastery levels actually help me fight?"

"Each level in mastery helps refine your forms and builds passive muscle memory," Oren explained, walking over to hand Jacob a waterskin.

"It makes the weapon feel more and more like an extension of your arm. But if you want to keep progressing the skill past level two, since it has a sub-mastery, then you have to raise your combat level first. You can only attain two levels in a combat skill that is sophisticated enough to come with a sub-mastery, like sword forms. That means we definitely have a date with some goblins, and soon, if you want to be dungeon-ready before you find our sixth dungeon team member."

Jacob took a long drink from the waterskin, feeling the cool water soothe his dry throat. He had a lot of work to do, but for the first time, the path forward felt incredibly clear. At least for his physical combat mastery, it did.
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  Jacob practiced his forms once more to solidify his insights during the training, while Oren talked to him from the side.

"You're probably going to want to incorporate magic into your sword style, but I would recommend that you hold off on that for now. It seems to me like a good way to get yourself hurt before you get your sword mastery to at least level 10."

Once he finished going through the forms, he turned to Oren.

"Any idea on who we could add to the roster to make our sixth member, if Mira is for sure willing to delve with us?" He asked the young warrior as he rested his hands on his knees to catch his breath.

"Get your hands off your knees and stand up straight to pull in full breaths," Oren griped before replying to Jacobs question. "As for the candidates, I actually have someone in mind, and he's actually from the village."

Standing up straight, Jacob looked a bit shocked, like he didn't really expect Oren to have someone in mind.

The swordsman just chuckled a bit before responding to the question on Jacob's face, "Don't look so surprised. I knew we would be delving together as soon as I watched you support us fighting that horde of goblins from the dungeon break. I'm also quite knowledgeable on the basics, thanks to my master."

Oren started pacing as Jacob soaked in the information the young swordmaster was explaining.

"I knew we would likely need a party of six," Oren continued, "since that's the number to give us the optimal balance between frontliners with a fighter and me, healing from Sera, pure damage if Mira wants to come for sure, as well as support from you at ranged and crowd-control and Bran as a wildcard."

"I figured that's what my mom's been teaching Sera and my sister," Jacob said as they continued their way down the road, "Her singing also seems to help plants grow, so I figured it had something to do with healing."

Oren nodded, remembering that Jacob had just gotten home and hadn't been around for the new developments around the house for long. "You're right, she told us recently that she's a songstress, as I'm sure you're not surprised to hear, but she's been leaning towards the healing arts ever since she started managing the greenhouse on the farm. She said it caused the system to start attuning her skills towards healing, which your mother seemed to understand."

Jacob nodded his head, "Yes, it makes sense. I can feel the resonance between my own healing spells and the growth of plants, but I don't quite get the connection. I'll have to ask them about that later, I suppose. So, this other guy, what do you know about him?"

Stopping in front of Jacob, Oren continued on about the prospective team member after Jacob's question. "I've kept an eye out and have come up with one name from a village kid. His name is Thomas, and he's a brawler as far as I can tell. He's caught my interest as he's challenged the F-ranked gate a few times, and he's still alive."

"A brawler? And he's surviving in the gate alone?" Jacob asked, his eyebrows rising in surprise. "He must have some serious talent if he's managing that. Where do we find him?"

"He usually hits the gate early," Oren replied as he sheathed his training sword. "If we head toward the dungeon now, we'll probably catch him on his way back. It's not exactly a coincidence that I brought him up today. I've been keeping tabs on his schedule for a while now."

Jacob nodded, and after washing their faces and grabbing a quick drink from the pump, the two boys set off toward the outskirts of Ruvka.

The walk through the morning woods was quiet until they approached the dirt path leading away from the F-ranked gate. Sure enough, a boy about Oren's age was walking toward them.

He had a rough, bruised face and dirt smudged across his clothes. A heavy leather sack hung over his shoulder, clinking softly with the sound of monster cores and whatever else he had managed to scrounge up from his latest delve.

"Thomas," Oren called out as they closed the distance.

The boy stopped, his eyes narrowing defensively as he sized them up. He was notoriously known around the village as a troublemaker, constantly getting into scrapes and arguments. His fists were wrapped in worn but solid leather, and his posture was completely rigid, ready for a fight.

"Oren," Thomas replied, his voice a bit terse as he turned his attention to Jacob. "And the Hemlock kid. What do you want? Did you come for a rematch with backup this time?"

"We're putting a delving group together," Oren said, getting straight to the point without any pleasantries while simultaneously ignoring his provocation for a fight. "A proper party of six to clear the Big 3 system quests. We have an open spot for a frontliner, and I know you've been surviving the gate on your own. Also, I know your fighting skills are nothing to balk at."

Thomas blinked, clearly caught off guard by the offer. He looked between the young swordsman and the newly muscled Jacob, surprised to find the little twerp he had seen at the festival the year prior filling out so quickly.

The tension in his shoulders dropped a fraction, though he remained cautious.

"A proper party," Thomas repeated, turning the idea over in his head. "I admit, it's getting much harder to push deeper by myself. I can hardly make it to the end of the second floor right now. But I'm not jumping into anything blind. I need some time to think it over."

"Then take your time," Jacob said with a reassuring nod. "We're not leaving tomorrow."

"Good," Thomas nodded, feeling like the younger boy seemed more sensible than the young swordsman. "I need to get to Ruvka to sell this morning's haul anyway. Let me clear my bags and get some food. I'll head over to the farm later this afternoon, and we can talk details then."

They agreed to the terms and went their separate ways. Thomas continued down the path toward the village, while Jacob and Oren turned toward the deeper parts of the forest.

"A rematch with backup?" Jacob asked Oren once Thomas was out of earshot, "Did you fight him and lose previously?"

Oren shook his head as he watched Thomas round the corner on the way to the village. "He's always been better than me in hand-to-hand combat. Can wrestle me to the ground and pin me with relative ease. So, of course, I challenged him the last time he noticed I was watching him. It was no different; if anything, the gap between us has grown."

That caused Jacob to furrow his brows. "If you were to fight seriously, who would win?"

"I would never draw my sword against someone unless I were willing to kill them," Oren steeled his gaze as he focused on the young mage, who gulped, "But, I have a feeling that even if I used aura, he would still manage to come out on top somehow."

Jacob whistled a low, long tune in surprise at the answer. "You don't think you could get past the second floor of this F-rank dungeon on your own?"

Oren shook his head as he turned back towards the farm, "If I had any confidence in entering the dungeon by myself, I would have already done so. His class must have advanced recovery skills, because going in there without a group otherwise is basically suicide."

"It didn't seem that bad when I was in there without the system or good magic for myself," Jacob replied in retort.

That caused Oren to let out a sharp laugh, "Hah! Didn't you say Carlos ranked up to B-rank after that dungeon? Any C-rank adventurer who didn't get that rank through pure luck would be able to make it seem that easy. I suspect a Knight class was already quite good for bringing along a few noobs due to their skills and high strength at that rank, but someone nearing the B-rank is something else altogether."

Oren then turned to face Jacob, putting his hands on his shoulders while looking him in the eye, "There is a gulf of power between the C-rank and the B-rank, for whatever reason, and those at C-rank are evaluated by how close they are to reaching the B-rank. The fact that you didn't die in a gate without the system or being a tier-1 mage already is a miracle in itself. The recommended combat level for our dungeon is only three for entering and resource gathering, but it's six for clearing the place."

Sighing, he took his hands off Jacob's shoulders as he began walking towards the farm with the young mage beside him, "Raw power can't always overcome status effects or traps, and monsters in the dungeon are much more powerful physically than we are. They can bridge a 1v1 gap in there at a level and rank disadvantage. The rank of the gate basically just tells you how powerful your skills need to be in order to deal damage to the monsters. A full clear typically requires you to be a rank or two higher just to participate in the final boss fight."

"That explains how powerful the boss of that dungeon is," Jacob replied, almost contemplatively, "It nearly killed even Carlos with its raw strength and status effects through its miasma."

"Then you get why we need a full team to cover every aspect of the fights we could face there, and why I think it's insane that he delves alone," Oren replied. "I suspect he's probably already got a combat level of four even without the rank-up from the 'Big-3', unless he's managed to gain a feat, which also wouldn't surprise me."

"Is getting your combat level up that difficult?" Jacob asked.

"I'll put it into perspective for you," Oren replied, "The goblins I go out to kill all the time are the safest enemies I can solo, and they are only at combat level 3, which awards one experience point each. I'm level 2 now, which grants me a level disadvantage bonus, but even when I was level 1, they only granted 1 XP with the bonus. When they're below that level, you'll really only get one point for two or three enemies you kill until you start killing higher-level and ranked monsters. However, it's nearly double for the monsters while in the dungeon for some reason."

Jacob just nodded, and they walked in silence for a while until Oren had something else to talk about.

"I'm going to go hunt some more of the straggling goblins," Oren told Jacob, checking his sword to make sure it was clear in the scabbard at his hip. "I need to keep my combat instincts sharp, and I need the experience. Would you like to come with me this time?"

Jacob thought about it for a moment before replying, "Not this time, I have a quest I can finish, and I should wait at the farm for when Thomas comes by so he's not awkwardly waiting for us to get back from hunting."

Oren nodded, "Very well, I suppose you're right to do so. I'll be back before dinner."

Thus, Jacob flew back to the Hemlock property, parting ways with his friend as they had made it to a part of the path that bordered the forest. He still had system tasks to complete, and the greenhouse was the perfect place to wait for their potential new recruit.

Entering the warm and variably humid greenhouse, depending on which plants he was near, Jacob immediately got to work.

He spent the next hour meticulously tending to the rows of medicinal plants, adjusting the soil and checking the moisture levels to satisfy his general quests.

As he worked, he decided to test his newly refined mana control. He focused his attention on a standard, non-magical sprig of mint May had planted in the corner as he thought about how best to apply his new class.

Carefully, Jacob threaded his dense mana into the roots, using his intent to coax the plant's natural structure to accept the ambient magical energy in the room.

He spent twenty minutes sweating over the delicate balance, nearly frying the plant twice, until the mint leaves suddenly took on a faint, silvery sheen.

A subtle magical field bloomed around it, resonating perfectly with the environment.

A string of mechanical chimes rang out in his mind.

System Notice: General Quest Completed: 
2. Tend to the Greenhouse (5/5). 
Reward: 100 Quest xp. 

System Notice: General Quest Completed: 
3. Nurture a regular herb into a magical herb. 
System Notice: New Skill Unlocked - Magic Herb Nurture [Uncommon] (Level 1/10).

New Quests Available:2. Organize the Barn (Locked: 59min)
Rewards: 100 quest xp.

3. Nurture 5 New Herbs Into Magical Herbs (0/5) (Locked: 1hr 59min)
Rewards: 100 quest xp.

Questing XP: 300/1000

Jacob smiled as he read the skill description. It allowed him to reliably nurture regular herbs into magical variants and gave him an intrinsic understanding of how to care for magical flora. The skill noted that his knowledge would expand automatically with each new type of herb he discovered.

Looking at the silvery mint herb with his inspect skill, he was rewarded with another system message.

System Notice: New Herb Discovered
Herb - Spindella Mintulla (Common)
Description: The magical herb, Spindella Mintulla, is a common magical herb found in any planes environment of sufficient magical density. It can be used to quickly cure infections.

Inspect (2/10) -> (3/10)

Before he could fully explore his new ability, the greenhouse doors flew open. Caleb stood there, panting heavily and looking completely frantic.

"Jacob!" Caleb shouted. "Farmer Johnson's barn's on fire! He's gonna lose the whole structure along with his tools and all the animals if we don't hurry to help him!"

Jacob didn't waste a single second. He sprinted out of the greenhouse, pulling from his core to supplement his speed with wind magic. He then cast his flight spell on the run, wrapping the kinetic force around himself, and launched into the sky with another burst of his air magic and a touch of fire magic for a burst of speed from his feet while cutting the air in front of himself to reduce the drag he would experience otherwise.

Caleb just watched him fly off with a look of amazement at the power Jacob demonstrated. His liftoff was quite sudden, and while he knew his little brother had some powerful magic now, this was really the first time he had gotten a direct demonstration of it. 

Caleb shrugged before taking off back towards the field that Arthur was working in at the other side of their property this morning. He knew the problem would be resolved by the time he reached his father, but it seemed important for him to inform Arthur anyway.

Arthur could decide if it would be worth rushing over to the property or letting Jacob handle it on his own. But, after seeing him shoot off into the distance like that, Caleb knew Farmer Johnson would be just fine.

Jacob shot over the fields, spotting the thick plume of black smoke billowing from the Johnson property a few farms over. He landed gracefully in the dirt yard, kicking up just a bit of dust, right as the flames were beginning to spread to the roof of the large wooden barn.

Using a massive surge of kinetic force, Jacob practically tore the barn doors off their hinges. Then, he rushed inside, shielding himself from the blistering heat with a wave of water mana, and wrapped his 'Gentle Hand' spell around the panicked cows and sheep trapped in the stalls.

He floated them out of the burning building in one swift motion, depositing them safely in the external holding pens. He hadn't thought he could use that much magic or that many magic spells at once before, but his adrenaline seemed to be helping him focus and channel the magic necessary to save the defenseless animals.

Immediately turning back to the blaze, Jacob drew the moisture from the surrounding morning air and the nearby water troughs and directly supplied the rest with his own magic.

He combined his water manipulation with a sweeping kinetic push, slamming a concentrated wave of water directly into the heart of the fire.

The flames hissed violently and died under the large volume of smothering water, leaving behind a soggy, smoking ruin of the interior, but saving the structural integrity of the barn itself.

He then manipulated the wind to blow out the steam and residual smoke that had begun to build up within the structure in order to clear the barn of the majority of the burning fumes.

Farmer Johnson came running up, coughing through the lingering wisps of smoke that stubbornly stuck around. The older man was entirely covered in soot but grabbed Jacob's hand, shaking it vigorously.

"Bless you, boy," Johnson gasped, his eyes wide with profound gratitude. "You saved my livelihood. I owe you and your family a debt I can't easily repay."

"I'm just glad the animals and the building are safe," Jacob replied, waving off the praise as he caught his breath. The forced takeoff and rushing in the excitement caused him to sweat quite a bit. He also felt like his mind was a bit stressed from how many spells he had just cast at once to get the animals out of the burning barn.

As the smoke cleared from the yard, Jacob noticed two members of the village guard standing near the main house. They had a young boy pinned aggressively to the ground, his hands bound securely behind his back, still wrapped in worn leathers.

Jacob squinted, his stomach dropping as he recognized the bruised face and the familiar leather-wrapped fists.

It was Thomas.

"What's going on over there?" Jacob asked, pointing toward the guards.

Farmer Johnson's grateful expression hardened into a furious scowl. He wiped the soot from his forehead and spat on the ground.

"I caught that little village troublemaker red-handed setting the fire," Johnson growled, his voice full of venom. "He's been a nuisance for years, but this time he went too far. The guards are hauling him off to Spring City. He's going to face a real judge for this. Not that soft village chief of ours."
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  The acrid stench of wet ash and scorched pine hung heavy in the muggy afternoon air. Jacob stared down at the bound boy kneeling in the thin layer of mud formed from the dew that was still taking some time to dry, as his mind raced to piece the timeline together.

Thomas's wrists were tied tightly behind his back with a thick, coarse hemp rope. Two burly village guards flanked him. They planted their heavy boots aggressively in the muck and kept their rough hands clamped tightly onto the brawler's shoulders.

"Farmer Johnson," Jacob said, keeping his voice calm and respectful as he walked over to the guards. The wet mud squelched slightly beneath his boots. "When exactly did you catch him?"

"Just as the smoke started," Johnson huffed. His chest heaved with exertion, and a smear of dark soot streaked across his wrinkled brow from his earlier frantic, yet useless, efforts to smother the fire himself.

He pointed an accusatory, calloused finger directly at Thomas. "I heard a commotion out back, so I ran as fast as I could, where I found him. He was standing right next to the side door with soot on his hands. He just froze like a caught rabbit without even trying to run. Thankfully, these men were nearby to grab him and stand as witnesses before he could run off and get rid of the evidence."

Jacob looked down at Thomas. The brawler's jaw was clenched so tight the muscles in his cheek twitched.

A fresh, jagged cut wept dark blood above his left eyebrow, likely from the guards tackling him face-first into the dirt. The blood mingled with the dark soot smeared across his cheek.

Despite the defamatory accusations and the painful grip of the guards, Thomas wasn't yelling or pleading his innocence.

He just glared at a specific pebble in the dirt, as if he expected to be pronounced guilty without anyone standing up for him.

A look of angry resignation settled heavily on his face, but Jacob could also see the expectation within his eyes. It was like he expected nothing less from those around him than to accuse and mistreat him.

"Thomas," Jacob said, stepping closer until his shadow fell over the kneeling boy.

He could hear the labored breathing coming from his nose as he had to deal with the weight of the guards pressing down on him. "Oren and I left you on the path to the F-rank gate less than an hour ago. At the time, you had a bag full of monster cores. Where is it?"

Thomas glanced up. A flicker of genuine surprise flashed in his dark eyes, clearly shocked that Jacob was actually addressing him like a person rather than a convicted criminal.

He jerked his chin toward the overgrown weeds near the side of the main farmhouse. "I accidentally dropped it in the bushes when they tackled me. I was just cutting through the properties to get back to the main road to Ruvka when this whole mess started."

"He's lying," the guard on the left sneered. He tightened his grip on Thomas's shoulder, his knuckles whitening from the strain. "Troublemakers like him don't need a reason to start fires. Besides, it's like the old man said. We found him covered in soot, standing next to the fire when we heard the Farmer call out. There's not really a good explanation for the sequence of events that have unfolded here, and a Judge will have to settle the punishment."

"With all due respect," Jacob interrupted, his tone hardening as he took on the bearing of a warrior that had been in life-and-death combat.

He straightened his posture, letting the natural, heavy confidence of his presence and tier-1 mana seep into his physical stature.

The shift in the air was subtle but enough to make the guard blink and ease his grip slightly. "He was in the dungeon all morning. I personally witnessed his walk back, and my companion, Oren, who I'm sure has a good reputation with the guards, considering the identity of his master, has also been keeping track of him. Thomas fought his way through the second floor, which is why his hands and clothes are covered in soot and thick monster grime. Not fire ash."

Farmer Johnson frowned deeply as the guards started to murmur together, releasing Thomas from their iron grips.

The Farmer looked back and forth between Jacob and the captive boy. The heated anger was still present in his eyes, but Jacob had just saved his entire livelihood from burning to the ground. The older man was at least willing to listen. "You're saying he didn't do it? But I saw him at the door, Jacob. He's known in the village for being a trickster and not the harmless type. This can't just be a coincidence."

"I'm saying the timeline doesn't make sense for arson," Jacob reasoned, keeping his hands relaxed at his sides to maintain the de-escalation. "If he wanted to burn your barn, why would he do it in broad daylight, while carrying a heavy bag of valuable monster cores that he fought all morning to get? And why wouldn't he run when the smoke started?"

Jacob didn't wait for an answer. He turned his back to the guards and walked over to the charred remains of the barn's side door.

The ruined wood was blackened, blistered, and thoroughly soaked from his recent burst of water magic. Small wisps of grey steam still curled into the air.

He focused his intent and activated his newly levelled skill. Inspect.

The guards walked to Farmer Johnson's side to watch what the young mage would do next.

His mana pushed outward, mapping the scorched wood in a faint, unseen pulse of mechanical system-guided efficiency. It always gave him a weird feeling using the system skills instead of his own magical ability.

But he had to admit that the results spoke for themself. The skill filtered out the mundane water and the ambient heat until a specific, abnormal residue caught his attention.

The residue was thick, foul-smelling, and laced with a very specific, sickly energy. It wasn't the thin chemical trace of standard lamp oil or the metallic scent of flint sparks, as one would expect with an arson in this village.

System Notice: Residual Material Detected. 
Analysis: Crude monster-fat accelerant. Trace elements of dungeon miasma present. 
Inspect (3/10) -> (4/10)

Jacob's eyes widened. The scent of rancid meat and sulfur hit the back of his throat. He turned back to the group. "This fire wasn't started by a village kid at all; there's nearly no chance of that. It was started using crude monster-fat oil. This is the work of goblins."

"Goblins?" the second guard scoffed, shaking his head. "There hasn't been a dungeon break in months."

"But there are still stragglers from the last one hiding in the deep woods," Jacob countered smoothly. "Oren is out hunting them right now, and my friend Mira hunts them often for weeks at a time. Apparently, the break in the caves from the lost gate has supplied our forests with quite a population of goblins. According to Oren, they get desperate and bold when they are cut off from the dungeon ecosystem between dungeon breaks, and they're smart enough to cause a fiery distraction to steal livestock."

Jacob looked directly at Thomas, catching the brawler's eye. "I don't think you started the fire. That seems beneath someone of your strength, at least from my perspective. You were trying to stop the fire, weren't you?"

Thomas ground his teeth together, the muscles in his jaw bulging before he gave a single, stiff nod. "I was cutting through the high grass in the fields and saw a goblin sneaking around the back of the barn with a lit torch. I rushed it, but the little rat tossed the fire into the dry hay before I could snap its neck. It scrambled into the brush right as the farmer came around the corner. By the time I turned around to point it out, these two idiots were tackling me into the dirt."

The yard fell completely silent after the arguments and revelations coming from the two young boys. The only sound that could be heard at that moment was the faint hiss of the cooling wood as it fizzled out in the distant barn.

The two guards looked at each other, suddenly looking very uncertain and slightly foolish, before slowly pulling their restraints away from the brawler's wrists.

Farmer Johnson looked at the ruined door, then down at the bleeding teenager in the mud. The venom in the older man's eyes slowly melted away, replaced by a look of deeply troubled realisation. He rubbed his calloused hands together nervously.

With the truth finally laid bare, the tension in the yard broke. Farmer Johnson released a long, exhausted breath and ran a soot-stained hand down his face, smearing the ash further.

He gave a quiet, gruff order to the guards to leave the brawler be.

Then the farmer offered a stiff but genuine apology to the boy, clearing his throat awkwardly before turning his attention back to assessing his ruined barn.

After trudging over to the weeds and retrieving his heavy leather sack of monster cores and materials he hadn't yet been able to sell to the adventurers or merchants in the village, Thomas fell into step beside Jacob as they headed back to the Hemlock farm.

The thick bag at Thomas's waist clinked heavily as they walked back out to the main dirt road.

"Should we go after that goblin?" Thomas asked. He stopped for a second, glancing over his shoulder toward the distant, shadowy tree line with a look of lingering frustration.

"It's likely long gone by now," Jacob replied, keeping his pace steady and his eyes forward, realizing how much he had learned about goblins from Oren's ramblings when he compared what he thought was common sense to the question Thomas just asked. "It either scurried back to the caves, or it'll run straight into Oren or Mira out in the woods. Either way, its days are numbered."

They walked in silence for a few minutes. Dust kicked up around their boots as they made their way down the winding dirt path toward the Hemlock property. The afternoon sun had finally dried the moist dirt, limiting how much it stuck to their shoes.

As they walked, Jacob noticed a distinct shift in the older boy's demeanor. The rigid, defensive posture Thomas had carried all morning was completely gone.

His shoulders dropped away from his ears, and he walked with a relaxed but exhausted gait. The prickly, defensive glare he usually reserved for absolutely everyone in Ruvka had been replaced with a lingering reverence whenever he looked sideways at Jacob.

"I owe you," Thomas suddenly said, breaking the quiet sounds of their footsteps. His voice was blunt and completely devoid of its usual defensive gruffness.

"You don't really owe me anything," Jacob countered easily with a shrug, looking at the rolling hills ahead. "I just pointed out the obvious. The guards were so eager to blame you that they ignored the facts right in front of them. It was helpful that they seemed to trust my magic, though. Besides, with their testimony, the village will use part of the subsidy to repair the barn, so everyone won today."

"That's exactly my point, they listened to you, but it was more than that. Your presence commands attention; even I was inclined to believe what you had to say when I already knew the truth of the matter," Thomas muttered. His knuckles turned white as his grip tightened on the thick strap of his leather sack.

"And no one has ever stood up for me in this village. Not ever. Especially not someone like you. People see the bruises and the wrapped hands, and they just assume the worst. If you hadn't been there, I would be sitting in a wooden wagon on my way to a damp prison cell in Spring City right now. Honestly, even my own father would have just handed me over to the guards without putting up a fight."

Jacob glanced sideways at the brawler. He could hear the bitter resignation coating Thomas's voice. It was a heavy burden for a teenager to carry completely alone.

"Well," Jacob said gently, making sure to meet Thomas's eyes, "you're not alone right now. If we're going to be diving into dungeons and fighting bosses together, we have to have each other's backs. That starts out here."

Thomas stopped walking for a brief moment in the middle of the road, letting the weight of the words sink in. He let out a slow breath as a genuine smile broke through the grime and fresh bruises on his face.

"You and Oren are serious about this Big 3 party, aren't you?" Thomas asked, his tone shifting into one of quiet amazement.

"Completely serious," Jacob nodded, turning to face him. "We have a swordsman, a mage, and potentially a rogue and a healer lined up, not to mention a competent tinkerer. We need someone who can hold the front line and take a hit. The tinkerer is a wild card, but I can attest to his spunk, at least."

Thomas let out a short, huffing laugh.

He adjusted the heavy bag of cores on his shoulder, the stones clattering inside the leather. "If there's one thing I'm good at, it's taking a hit. My dad was right about developing a tough skill from the drunken beatings all these years. Count me in, Jacob. You've got your brawler, as long as you're the one leading this group, then I'll have nothing to worry about. That swordsman friend of yours is too serious and rigid; it would be a liability down in the dungeons."

"Why don't you stay for dinner?" Jacob asked as they approached the final bend in the road leading to his home, shifting the conversation away from leadership as he wasn't prepared for that conversation so soon. "My mother bakes a great apple pie. We can discuss the delving group details with Oren tonight once we've all gotten some food in us. It would be good to have everyone there today, I'm pretty sure Bran said he would be showing up to tinker, and Mira's due a visit with how long she's been absent."

Thomas shifted the heavy monster core bag on his shoulder again, looking a bit uncertain. He hesitated, turning his head to look back toward the distant, thatched village roofs.

People rarely invited him inside their homes, let alone to sit at their family dinner table. "You're sure your parents won't mind? I lack a good reputation around here, and I'm sure it's reached their ears, especially with how prominent the Hemlock farm is in the village."

"They won't care," Jacob assured him with a warm smile. "Besides, has that reputation you've heard of ever pointed towards my parents being the type to listen to rumors?"

"It's not just rumors, though, Jacob." Thomas replied with a bit of reluctance and embarrassment, "Before I unlocked the system, I really was quite the nuisance. Even afterwards, I used my power to bully those weaker than me rather than actually try to apply myself. It wasn't until my dad actually put me in my place when he was lucid instead of in the tavern that I realized that I needed a change."

Jacob shook his head in disagreement, "It sounds to me like you figured yourself out in the dungeons then, and it seems like you want to use those fists for good rather than for tricks. Or were you just going to join that goblin in harassing Farmer Johnson today?"

Thomas nodded slowly, swallowing hard with a slight blush working its way up his neck. "Alright." He mumbled, "I'll stay for dinner. I'm quite hungry from my delve earlier anyway."

They walked up the packed dirt of the Hemlock property driveway. The familiar sounds of the working farm greeted them.

They found Arthur standing by the rusted exterior house spigot. He was aggressively scrubbing dark field soil from his sun-baked forearms, taking a brief pause between his endless farm tasks.

Hearing the crunch of their boots approaching, Arthur reached over and twisted the iron handle, stopping the water flow. He grabbed the nearby grey cloth towel draped over its drying rack.

A warm, welcoming smile spread across his weathered face as he dried his hands.

Jacob waved to his father to get his attention, "Hey, Dad! This is my new friend Thomas!"

To Arthur's credit, he showed absolutely zero recognition regarding Thomas and his negative village notoriety, treating the battered older boy exactly like any normal, welcome guest that Jacob would bring home.

"Welcome to our home, Thomas," Arthur greeted the brawler warmly, tossing the towel over his shoulder. "Any friend of Jacob is welcome here. We'll have plenty of hot food ready tonight if you're staying for dinner."

Thomas blinked in surprise, clearly taken aback by the genuine warmth. He gave a stiff but respectful nod, his posture straightening. "Thank you, sir. I'd love to stay for dinner."

Arthur gave Thomas a serious nod as he turned to Jacob, "How was the situation at Farmer Johnson's place? Before I could grab Ellis and head over there after Caleb warned me, the smoke turned white, so I'm assuming that you managed it?"

"Yes," Jacob replied, "there was a little goblin arsonist that got away, but he was headed straight for Oren, so I think his days are limited. There were guards to witness the situation, so Farmer Johnson should be supported by the village to repair the damage. I personally put out the fire and saved the barn animals, so the repair will just be replacing the barn doors and some planks, I think."

Arthur smiled, "Good job, boy. I knew it was alright when Caleb said you flew off faster than a crow chasing some food."

Arthur then tossed the towel back onto its rack. He turned his full attention back to his son, the smile softening into a look of parental focus. "Did you need anything specific from me, Jacob? I've still got several field tasks awaiting my attention before sunset, but I can spare a few minutes."

"Actually, yes," Jacob said, suddenly remembering a forgotten item from his camp return. "I forgot to ask you about this amulet. What should I do with it?"

He held up the Trial Year amulet given to him by the village chief that marked him as a royally protected asset for the duration of his Trial Year. He knew he needed to return it at some point, but he wasn't sure when that would be, at this point.

Arthur's expression quickly turned serious as he began to contemplate the specifics of the village customs. The warm wrinkles around his eyes smoothed out into hard lines of concentration.

He lowered his voice instinctively. "Keep it safe for now. Hold onto it until the winter frosts hit us in a week or two. Our traditions allow for a short extension of the Trial Year for situations such as the one approaching; you'll understand once you turn it in, but we've run into a problem caused during the trial year that opts you into the protection clause. That amulet will provide crucial additional leverage for the baronial inspection, mainly for your personal benefit instead of the protection of the farm. The count's men should arrive in less than a week, given the typical timing of the royal injunction."

Hearing the unexpected mention of a baronial inspection, Thomas narrowed his dark eyes slightly. He shifted his weight from one boot to the other, the leather bag creaking.

His curiosity was clearly piqued regarding the high-level political talk, but he kept his lips pressed firmly together, keeping his thoughts entirely to himself out of respect for his host.

Jacob nodded, filing the strategic information away in his mind. He shifted the topic toward his immediate, practical system goals. "Before you head back out to the fields, can we get permission to organize the barn? I have a minor system quest regarding enhancing the organization of the barn, specifically. Thomas can help me finish it quickly before dinner."

"Of course," Arthur agreed immediately, waving a hand toward the large structure without any reservations. "Go right ahead. Quests regarding the farm are nearly always welcome; just let me or Caleb know what you need to work on when you get them. I'm guessing your class is similar to the farmhand class that assigns random menial tasks around the farm for quest experience. Just ensure you leave the main tool bench clear for Bran. He plans to work on the rusted seeder mechanism with Caleb again tonight."

Arthur gave them both a quick parting nod. Then he turned and headed toward the western fields, his boots crunching rhythmically against the gravel.

He left the two boys standing in the yard, ready to turn their attention to the barn that had managed to get a bit out of order with the exploding mallets and tinkerers moving gear and materials in and out of the building.
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  While cleaning the barn, Jacob looked up into the rafters and spoke out on a whim.

"Hey, are you still following me around?"

Thomas looked at Jacob in confusion before tracing his vision to the shadowy rafters of the barn, but he was unable to discern any presence there.

But, much to his surprise, there was a response after a period of silence.

"I was hired to watch after you until you return to the guild."

No explanation or even a hint of where the feminine voice was coming from, just a factual confirmation.

"Would you like to eat some food? My mother is a great cook!" Jacob once again yelled into the shadows.

"You're a kind boy," the woman's voice responded with amusement, "but I have everything I require; don't worry about me. Just pretend like I'm not here. It's not your own gold you are racking a bill up for, after all."

That caused Jacob to giggle a bit as he returned to the quest.

Thomas stared upward. He slowly lowered a heavy grain sack as he wiped dust off his forehead.

"Who exactly is hiding up there?" Thomas asked. He kept his voice low, scanning the dark ceiling beams again with a bit of concern on his face.

"A guild bodyguard," Jacob explained as if it were a normal thing to have someone hiding in your rafters.

He swept dirt into a neat pile as he continued with a bit of disinterest. "I just returned home, completing an Adventurer's Guild training bootcamp. The guild master sent her as additional protection while I was there, since he sent me to the bootcamp personally."

Thomas dropped the grain sack completely. The heavy canvas hit the floor loudly. His eyes went wide.

"A guild bootcamp?" Thomas asked, his voice pitching higher. "You secured a spot attending an official training session? In the life grove? People fight for years, hoping to receive an invitation. They usually only select people after a hefty background inspection as well as weighty contracts to force them to work for the guild for a minimum amount of time as employees."

"It was a unique situation," Jacob admitted with a shrug of his shoulders. He secured his broom upright and faced the brawler directly. "Regarding training, I need some advice. You possess actual dungeon experience, whereas I've only delved once, and that was pre-system."

Thomas stared openly. His jaw slacked slightly, and he blinked several times rapidly as if something was caught in his eye suddenly. "You delved pre-system? You survived a dungeon lacking combat skills or a status screen?"

"Barely," Jacob replied.

He rubbed his neck, remembering the chaos. "It was messy and a bit foolish on my end. Honestly, I think Carlos was insane to take me now that I think about it. We lacked proper coordination and the necessary magical support to bring through a child without the system, or at least a tiered core or maybe an aura. I had nothing to help me except some coreless enchantments, which thankfully held up. That's why I need your insight. How do real parties handle the lower floors?"

Thomas leaned heavily. He crossed his thick arms and adopted a very serious expression. The older boy seemed to be honored by receiving the question from someone he had been thinking was all put together up to this point.

He had ignored the younger kid's age from the beginning, simply due to how his new rival, Oren, treated the lad. Seeing firsthand how he was able to handle complex situations with guards and angry farmers further solidified his initial impression of the young mage.

"Pre-system delving requires insane luck," Thomas stated firmly. "You surviving that proves your grit. During a real delve using the system, stamina management becomes everything. The ambient dungeon miasma drains your physical energy constantly. You can never swing wildly, and conservation of stamina is a necessary consideration for every single fight. Honestly, the guys you went with must have been solid to begin with."

Jacob nodded slowly, absorbing the information as he compared what Thomas was saying to what he had heard from Oren and cross-referenced his own experiences. Then, he mentally categorized the advice.

"The monsters respawn unpredictably," Thomas continued. "You have to control the physical space within the dungeon itself. Most rookies die pushing too deep without keeping track of their surroundings. They exhaust their stamina reserves having to fight off the random spawns. A hidden monster suddenly ambushes them while they lack the energy necessary to block or at least parry attacks, and it ends up being the death of them quite quickly."

Thomas unfolded his arms. He demonstrated a tight boxing stance to emphasize his words. "You've got to maintain spatial awareness. Never tunnel vision a single target without proper backup. The dungeons seem to be designed to have the primary monster distract you while the real danger always targets your blind spot."

Jacob smiled gratefully. The brawler possessed excellent tactical instincts. "That's great advice, Thomas. We'll discuss combat formations later tonight. There'll be six in the group, so we can stress watching each other's backs, so the frontline can focus on the targets at hand while the rest of us handle any sneaky spawns."

They went on for a while longer, cleaning and organizing the barn. They worked physically at first, working up a sweat because Jacob wanted to see if he could level up one of his basic stats, and when that didn't work, he continued on with magic, significantly speeding up the process.

Thomas was just along for the fun, asking Jacob things about the farm and his friends while he helped move tools and surprisingly light plows around the expansive barn area.

Once they had finished up organizing the barn, Jacob heard the familiar chime of the system, indicating he had completed another quest.

System Notice: General Quest Complete.
1. Organize the Barn
Rewards: 100 Quest XP

New General Quest Available:
1. Brush Oxen Fur (Locked: 9min 59sec)
Rewards: 100 Quest XP

Total Questing XP (Level 1): (400/1000)

After checking his system messages, they went to the house as the sun was dipping down below the horizon, casting a warm orange glow across the farm.

They could see Arthur and Caleb making their way towards the spigot to clean up a bit before heading inside as they crossed the threshold of the wooden porch.

The heavy oak dining table sat cluttered with empty wooden bowls and a singular, scraped-clean ceramic pie dish after everyone had gotten to eat their fill.

Jacob leaned back in his sturdy wooden chair, letting out a contented sigh, having just eaten his fill. He surveyed the crowded table with a bit of satisfaction. A sweet baked apple and cinnamon scent lingered heavily inside the warm kitchen air.

Every friend present mirrored his satisfied expression. Oren slumped happily against the wall, gently rubbing his stuffed-full stomach.

Mira delicately wiped a stray pastry crumb from her chin using a rough linen napkin, while glancing between the window and the front door, ostensibly searching for danger.

Bran and Sera conversed quietly over their empty wooden mugs of watered cider on the corner of the large table.

Thomas sat stiffly at the far table corner. The battered teenager looked completely overwhelmed by the sheer volume of consumed food and the bustling family atmosphere.

They needed a strategic party meeting tonight, and Jacob thought the freshly organized barn offered a great secluded workspace for that discussion.

Jacob glanced toward the kitchen counter. His mother, May, was currently stacking up the dirty iron cooking pans and the dinnerware that everyone had used for dinner that night.

He decided to help his mother and his little sister take care of the dishes with a bit of his magic. He had already enchanted some rags and brushes to handle most of the work for them, but he figured a bit of his Gentle Hand spell could make things even smoother.

Besides, his multi-casting ability could always use some work.

His mother and little sister seemed to enjoy the help as well.

He didn't get the chance to ask his mother about the system-related things he had on his mind, but he planned to address this topic once Lila finally fell asleep.

Jacob figured he should have a private, late-night conversation with his mother. He desperately needed her experienced perspective regarding dungeon preparations and party questing logistics, and advice on questing in general, as his father had advised him to ask his mother about.

Her past adventuring knowledge held crucial survival value for their new group, but he also wanted to hear the story of his mother's early life before she settled down on the farm. He was intrigued to learn about how she had spent so much time as an adventurer for the few short years before the plague hit his village.

"Do you own a pet cow?" a tiny, high-pitched voice suddenly demanded.

Six-year-old Lila stood directly beside Thomas, breaking the side conversations as everyone focused on the two of them. She stared intensely at the bruised teenager, holding a carved wooden doll against her chest. Jacob could tell that it was actually the handiwork of Caleb.

I wonder if he developed some sort of skill, Jacob thought to himself, that is better than anything any of us has ever produced to date.

Thomas froze, slowly shifting his gaze down at the tiny girl. "No. I currently lack cows, as my family doesn't own a farm."

"Why do you wear dirty bandages indoors?" Lila pressed, taking a step closer. She pointed a sticky finger at his heavily wrapped hands. "Did you fall down the well?"

Thomas shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He cast a desperate, pleading look toward Jacob. The System heavily restricted specific combat discussions with uninitiated civilians, and Thomas wasn't used to having to dance around it like the rest of them.

Explaining the violent reality of brawler skill progression to a peasant child presented a massive diplomatic nightmare as the geas hung heavily over his head. He had to figure out the dance the rest of them utilized around the actual truth.

"I work very hard outside," Thomas answered carefully, maintaining a completely flat tone. He avoided any direct eye contact with the terrifying six-year-old interrogator. "The bandages keep the dirt away and ease the damage I take to my hands, which lets me work longer every day."

"Can you punch a whole tree down?" Lila continued her relentless questioning, tilting her head sideways. "Papa cuts trees with a heavy axe. Punching seems much faster. You look like you're big enough to do it!"

"I, uh, no," Thomas stammered. A bead of sweat formed on his forehead under her intense scrutiny. "Trees are very hard, and I'm not nearly that strong."

"You're silly," Lila declared with the finality inherent to a six-year-old. She turned around and skipped away toward her corner toy chest near the hearth, totally losing all interest in the brawler.

Thomas released a massive, shaky breath. He slowly stood up from the wooden table, looking incredibly relieved. He turned his attention toward the kitchen sink area.

"Thank you for the meal, Mrs. Hemlock," Thomas said respectfully, offering a deep, formal bow. "That was the finest apple pie I've ever tasted. You have my profound gratitude."

May smiled warmly over her shoulder, pausing her final cleanup of the kitchen area, since Jacob had already helped complete the dishes.

She wiped her soapy hands on her cloth apron. "You're very welcome, Thomas. We always maintain an open chair for Jacob's friends. If he hasn't told you already, you're always welcome to our home."

"I'm glad you liked the pie, too, just don't get into a fight with Bran over the last slice." She mentioned the last bit with a little wink as she focused back on her task, eliciting laughter from around the room.

Jacob pushed his chair back from the table. The wooden legs scraped loudly against the floorboards, immediately catching the attention of the surrounding group as their laughter died out.

He gave Oren, Mira, Bran, Sera, and Thomas a subtle, deliberate nod. He jerked his head toward the back door. The silent signal was perfectly clear. The time for their first official party meeting had arrived.

The small side door to the barn creaked loudly as Jacob pulled it open. He led the small group into the dim, earthy interior.

The scent of dried hay and old leather hung thickly in the warm evening air. Jacob struck a match, lighting the tarnished brass lantern hanging from its central wooden pillar.

Golden light flooded the cleared center of the floor, revealing several overturned crates and thick hay bales arranged in a rough circle by Jacob and Thomas before dinner.

"Have a seat," Jacob offered, gesturing to the makeshift chairs. He leaned against a sturdy support beam, intentionally placing himself between Thomas and the rest of the group to act as a bridge between his new friend and his current friends.

Bran chose not to sit down. The stocky boy, smelling distinctly of machine oil and apple pie, marched straight past the seating circle and went directly to the freshly organized tool bench. He picked up a heavy iron wrench, turning it over in his calloused hands with loud, vocal appreciation.

"You really cleared this workspace out perfectly, Jacob!" Bran yelled, his booming voice echoing off the high rafters. He turned around and pointed the heavy wrench directly at Thomas. "I'm Bran. I saw your leather hand wraps earlier. What kind of reinforced gauntlets are you using to punch stone-hide monsters without shattering your wrists?"

Thomas blinked, entirely taken aback by the loud and sudden interrogation regarding his combat gear. "I just use hardened beast leather from the wolves on the first floor of our dungeon and boiled tree sap from the ironbark trees of the second floor. I can't put the pieces together, but there's a party with a nice healer who has a secondary crafting class that I find quite often on the second floor. She's the one who told me what to gather, and then she put these wraps together as a pair of gauntlets."

"While I'm sure her secondary class has served you well so far, we'll need to upgrade that immediately," Bran declared loudly, tossing the wrench back onto the bench with a heavy clatter. "I'll upgrade your leather gauntlets into proper iron knuckles before we delve."

Looking at the rest of the group, Bran declared in the same boisterous attitude, "That goes for the rest of you as well! If you've got a need for reinforced gear, bring it to me. I can't forge you any sort of gear, but I can easily provide upgrades from anything the blacksmiths and leather workers make for you. And I bet Jacob would be willing to enchant the gear for you as well; this whole thing is his idea, after all."

Jacob smiled with a nod as he looked over the rest of the group shuffling into their own seating positions after being briefly shocked by Bran's sudden declarations.

Sera gracefully took a seat on a soft hay bale near the lantern. She smoothed down her simple skirt and offered Thomas a warm, gentle smile. Her perceptive eyes scanned the fresh cuts on his face, the soot staining his clothes, and the stiff way he held his torso.

"Please forgive Bran," Sera said softly, her soothing voice acting as a stark contrast to the loud tinkerer. "He tends to think entirely with his tools. I'm Sera. It's honestly wonderful to have you join us tonight, Thomas. Those bruises look quite painful. Once my mana fully regenerates this evening, I would be happy to mend them for you."

Thomas swallowed hard, his defensive posture melting slightly under her genuine, unprompted kindness. "Thank you, Sera. I'm used to the pain, but healing would be nice."

Oren stepped into the lantern light. He hadn't taken a seat like the rest.

The swordsman stood with a straight posture and crossed his arms over his chest. He looked at Thomas with a critical, appraising gaze.

"I'm the one who told Jacob we needed you," Oren stated clearly, his voice carrying a bit of authority. "A six-person party is the standard for efficient dungeon clearing, and we lacked a dedicated vanguard. The fact that you've been surviving the F-rank gate alone for this long proves you possess the raw survival instincts we require for the front line. I'm Oren, as you already know. Contrary to what our previous fight might have suggested, I handle the blade work and coordinate our tactical formations."

Thomas straightened his back, meeting Oren's steady gaze with newfound confidence. He recognized the tone of a fellow frontline fighter. "I can hold the line, for sure. I'm good at taking a hit and keeping aggro."

Then he grinned, "Although, I'm sure you understand my combat ability better than most might."

Oren gave him a serious nod while maintaining eye contact.

Jacob smiled, watching the interactions unfold from his spot near the wooden beam. He looked around the circle, but one person was missing from the light.

Mira stood just outside of the lantern's glow. She leaned against a shadowy wooden stall in the far corner of the barn. Jacob figured if any of the rogues he had met thus far had a chance to evolve their class into a shadowalker, like his bodyguard, then it would likely be the silent, brooding girl.

She had not yet introduced herself as she remained silent, her dark eyes tracking every tiny movement the brawler made.

"You drop your left shoulder whenever you take a deep breath," Mira's voice suddenly cut through the shadows. The tone was sharp and completely devoid of standard pleasantries. "Are your ribs cracked, or are you just lazy with your guard?"

The barn went silent as her words rang through the rafters. Thomas stiffened as he squinted into the darkness, trying to locate the exact source of the sudden critique. He squared his shoulders, deliberately ignoring the flare of pain in his side.

"I've got three deeply bruised ribs from a hobgoblin club two days ago," Tomas answered firmly, his voice gaining a hard, defensive edge. "I keep my guard tight when it actually matters."

Mira stepped slowly out of the shadows. The flickering lantern light illuminated her serious, unsmiling face and gave Thomas a good look at her dark eyes and midnight black hair. She stopped walking and held his defiant gaze for a serious moment. She searched his own dark eyes for any sign of weakness or hesitation.

Finding none, Mira gave a single quick nod of approval.

"Good," Mira said quietly. "Pain is temporary, but a dropped guard is fatal. We can't have our second frontliner dying on our first delve. I'm Mira, and I kill the things that you distract or the things that might want to ambush you."

Thomas let out a slow breath, nodding respectfully to the deadly girl. He turned his attention back to Jacob, a look of disbelief and newfound belonging washing over his battered face.

"Also," Mira spoke up before Thomas shifted his attention, "Where did you see that hobgoblin? I was sure I was keeping them confined to the caves, and Oren was supposed to take care of any that made it past me."

Thomas looked to Oren, who gave him another quick nod, indicating he really had been taking up the task.

"Well, I've seen them from time to time just west of our dungeon, near the swamps. They seem to like the muddy areas over there, and this one was eating a croc." He replied.

"That's weird," Oren was the one to speak up this time, "Besides me, the county militia should be in the west. I wonder how they are getting past all of us all the way up near the swamps. I'll let my master know what you've seen."

Thomas nodded, and he noticed Mira seemed content with the exchange. But, he did add a bit of insight from his experiences with the goblins, "From what I know, from my own experience and what I've heard from the adventurers, these goblins are really good at sneaking through the brush. They might just be sneaking around, but also hiding when you are both out hunting."

Oren nodded in appreciation and turned back to Jacob.

"Alright," Jacob said, clapping his hands together once to focus the newly formed group. He pushed off the wooden support beam and stepped into the circle. "Now that the introductions are finished, we need to discuss the exact logistics for our first official delve."
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  The flickering lantern light cast long, dancing shadows across the rough barn walls. Jacob sat on an overturned wooden crate and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

"For our first official delve," Jacob began, locking eyes with each party member in the circle, "we're only going to the first floor. We're not pushing for the boss room until we're comfortable fighting in a group. This initial run is about practicing our combat formations and developing muscle memory as a cohesive unit."

Oren uncrossed his arms and nodded in agreement. The swordsman shifted his weight on the hay bale he took as his seating place, stepping naturally into his role as the tactical coordinator. "We need to establish a solid frontline to keep the monsters away from our backliners. Sera and Jacob will anchor the rear. Thomas and I will hold the vanguard."

Oren paused, glancing between the mage and the rogue. "However, the first floor is swarming with some annoying ankle biters, from what I've heard. They love to flank the main fight. Jacob, you and Mira will need to handle the defensive flex positions to protect Sera from any ambushers slipping past the front."

Mira gave a single, silent nod from her shadowed corner. At the same time, Jacob voiced his agreement with Oren's assessment of the first-floor monsters.

Oren then turned his attention toward the heavy tool bench. "That leaves you, Bran. What exactly does a Tinkerer bring to an active combat formation?"

Bran let out a booming laugh that rattled the nearby hanging tools. He leaned proudly against his workbench. "Jacob and I are currently building a combat golem. I'll control it safely from the backline using a mana tether."

Bran picked up a heavy iron gear, turning it over excitedly in his calloused hands. "It won't be a true vanguard shouter right away. It lacks the advanced runic materials required to actively hold monster aggro. But Jacob and I can definitely elevate its raw combat potential to a very high level once we secure better parts."

Thomas raised an eyebrow, looking highly skeptical regarding a wooden puppet fighting real monsters.

Sensing the unspoken doubt, Bran decided to clear any doubt about his place on the team, "For now, I possess a decent level of mace-mastery. I can smash any skull that gets too close to our healer and support the front line until the golem is fully operational."

Oren assessed the tinkerer, who seemed to have a build similar to a blacksmith, considering how that would translate into damage in the dungeon, "That works perfectly. Any heavy physical damage is good help."

With the tactical positions settled, Jacob shifted the conversation toward their immediate physical preparations. "We need to discuss gear enchantments. However, we have a slight supply issue. I only have a few earth and water cores left for defensive enchantments. That supply must last until we can trade for more or harvest them inside the dungeon."

Thomas immediately reached for the heavy leather sack resting at his boots. The thick material clinked loudly as he rummaged inside. He pulled his fist out and opened his palm, revealing three cloudy, brown-hued monster cores. They pulsed with a faint yet magical light.

"I have three earth cores mixed into my dungeon spoils," Thomas showed Jacob, "So I can supply the cores for my own enchantments."

Jacob smiled, glad to have one set of enchanted materials accounted for already. "That's great, Thomas. What specific gear do you need enchanted the most?"

Thomas looked down at his bruised, heavily wrapped hands. "I need lightweight, defensive, hardened leather scale armor. Something tough but flexible enough to let me weave strikes, I'll see what the blacksmith has in my size tomorrow. Besides that, my fist weapons could use some reinforcement, maybe something that makes them harder and tougher. The leather leg armor I currently wear will be sufficient for the first floor if you can harden it and increase its durability as well."

A soft thud echoed across the circle.

Mira stepped partially into the light. She tossed a small velvet pouch onto the hay bale next to Jacob. The bag spilled open, revealing several of the brown, gleaming monster cores.

"I have the cores required for my own gear," Mira stated flatly. She tapped the leather hilt of the blade resting on her thigh. "I need my daggers inscribed to be much tougher and sharper. I also need my light leather gloves imbued with raw strength so I can adequately support the group."

Oren leaned forward, resting a calloused hand on his knee. "I'm going to take the heaviest hits alongside Thomas. I could definitely use a defensive enchantment for my leather trousers to keep my legs protected while I hold the line. My cuirass is already an amazing defensive item, so a little boost to the trousers will help prevent any damage from the ankle biters."

Jacob mentally tallied the requests, visualizing the required rune paths and inscription layouts. He turned his gaze toward the quietest member of the group. "What about you, Sera? Do you need your robes or a weapon enchanted with any defensive effects or something else that would help in the dungeon?"

Sera smiled gently, smoothing the fabric of her simple skirt. "I'm already fully covered, Jacob. My current gear is sufficient for keeping you all healed and your spirits high. The enchantments you left me before you ran off for training will be enough for the backline."

Jacob nodded and continued addressing the group, "Before we actually step foot inside the dungeon, we need to understand how everyone moves. We need to work out a time we can gather to spar."

Oren nodded enthusiastically. He leaned forward on his hay bale. "Sparring in the dirt is fine, but practical targets are better. The woods are still hiding straggler goblins from the last dungeon break. They're significantly weaker outside the dungeon because they lack the concentrated dungeon miasma. Hunting them together would serve as the perfect live-fire exercise for our new formations."

"That's actually a great idea," Jacob agreed. "But we need a consistent schedule. What time works best for everyone?"

The simple question immediately sparked a loud, chaotic argument inside the dim barn.

Bran crossed his thick arms, shaking his head stubbornly. "I have wagon duties all morning and early afternoon. My father will absolutely skin me if I abandon the work orders before the midday heat breaks."

"Well, if we could do afternoons, I think that would be best for my schedule," Oren argued.

"I've honestly got to hit the dungeons in the late morning," Thomas agreed somewhat with Bran. "My father isn't making enough to support us at the moment since he tends to skip his morning shifts at the lumber mill. I'm usually done around mid-afternoon since I have to be careful."

"I also require the late-morning hours to forage for medicinal herbs, so early morning or late afternoon would be best for me," Sera added softly. Her gentle voice barely cut through the overlapping complaints of the heavier boys.

Mira remained completely silent. She simply leaned back into her dark corner, clearly refusing to compromise her personal, hidden schedule, only contributing with a terse, "No mornings."

Jacob rubbed his temples, listening to the overlapping voices echoing off the high wooden rafters. He raised both hands, signaling for quiet. The arguing slowly died down.

"Alright," Jacob compromised. He looked around the circle. "Mornings and early afternoons are impossible. We'll settle on the late afternoon or early evening. Two hours before dinner, every single night. We meet at the yard next to my house to start with sparring and organizing our hunting formations, then we can move on to hunting goblins in the forests. We need to learn each other's pacing, and then we can return here to eat when we're done. Does that work for everyone?"

Thomas gave a stiff nod. Bran grunted his approval. Oren smiled and slapped his knee. Sera offered a quiet, pleased hum. Mira simply blinked her dark eyes once in the shadows, providing her silent version of agreement.

With their schedule finalized, the tension in the barn evaporated. The group slowly dispersed. Bran and Oren clapped Thomas on the shoulder before heading out into the cool night air. Sera bid Jacob a warm goodnight, following Mira out the barn's side door.

Jacob extinguished the brass lantern, plunging the barn into complete darkness, and stepped out into the serene, starlit yard.

Crickets chirped loudly in the tall grass. A chilly night breeze swept away the residual heat of the day, reminding him that they were in the final weeks of mid-fall, and the frosts would soon freeze the land.

He walked up the dirt path toward the farmhouse. Soft, yellow light spilled from the kitchen windows, cutting through the nighttime shadows. He pushed the front door open, stepping onto the polished wooden floorboards.

Inside, the kitchen was nice and warm. The sweet scent of baked apples still lingered faintly in the air.

Arthur and May sat together at the sturdy oak table. Two empty ceramic mugs sat between them. Arthur was speaking in a low, animated voice, gesturing toward the brick fireplace.

May rested her chin on her hand, looking incredibly exhausted but fighting a fond smile as she listened to her husband.

Hearing the door latch click, Arthur stopped mid-sentence. He turned his head and smiled broadly at his son.

"Perfect timing," Arthur said cheerfully. He stood up from his wooden chair, stretching his back with a loud groan. He placed a gentle, calloused hand on May's shoulder. "I kept her awake with stories about the old southern fields. She's entirely yours now."

May let out a soft, melodic laugh. She playfully swatted her husband's hand away. "You were rambling on purpose, Arthur Hemlock. You knew the boy wanted to talk."

"A father has to support his son," Arthur chuckled heartily. He gave Jacob a knowing wink before walking past him toward the hallway. "Don't keep her up until dawn, Jacob. We have early chores tomorrow."

Jacob smiled, pulling out a chair opposite his mother. May folded her hands on the polished table, her tired eyes suddenly sharpening with the focused, serious gleam of an experienced adventurer. She gave him her undivided attention.

"Alright, Jacob," May said softly, gesturing for him to sit. "Your father stalled long enough, though he has mentioned a time or two that you might come seeking some advice from my past life. Ask me your questions."

Jacob rested his hands on the smooth oak wood. The kitchen was quiet, save for the faint crackle of the dying hearth fire.

May gave him her undivided attention, the maternal warmth in her eyes shifting into the hard, practical focus of a veteran dungeon delver.

"I have a lot of questions," Jacob admitted, keeping his voice low so he would not wake Lila.

"I figured you would," May smiled gently. "Where do you want to start?"

"The System," Jacob said. "What does Questing Level actually change? I know it improves the quality of quests and the rewards, but is there a catch?"

May folded her hands together. "There's always a catch, Jacob. The System pushes harder as your level increases. It offers more dangerous quests and tempts people into overreaching. It'll dangle a massive reward right at the edge of your capabilities just to see if you go for it. I think, sometimes, it's a trick to weed out the weak-willed for some reason. But it might also be a call for self-improvement. I'm not sure."

"So I shouldn't complete every quest it gives me?" Jacob asked, "Are some of them bait?"

"They can be," May nodded. "The System seems to offer opportunity, but not much wisdom. A quest can be incredibly profitable and still be quite a stupid thing to attempt. You have to evaluate the survival odds yourself. And if you still want to go through with it, bring some friends who can support you. Don't let a shiny reward blind you to an obvious trap. Sometimes the system wants to encourage teamwork even if that means splitting a reward."

Jacob nodded, absorbing the warning and advice. "Should I tell the party about every quest I receive? And how much should I reveal about my hidden class?"

"Keep your secrets," May advised, with a serious tone. "Tell the party exactly what they need to survive the delve. You're working with friends now, but that won't always be the case as a delver. Don't hand strangers your weaknesses or your hidden advantages. Maintaining your privacy will keep you safe out there."

Folding her hands over each other, she continued, "Caleb already told you about some common etiquette regarding quests, and that applies to your own party as well. You share the tactical truth, but you protect your core. That goes for rewards as well; you don't have to share the details every time unless it's critical to the advancement of the group."

Jacob processed the boundary advice, shifting his thoughts toward the group dynamics. "Does the System reward party members evenly, or does it judge individual contribution? How does Combat XP actually work in a group? I'm building a party with very uneven power."

May leaned back, tapping a finger against her ceramic mug. "It heavily judges contribution, and it knows who is in a group or party. The last hit isn't everything, even for a rare-monster fight. The System calculates the level difference, the inherent danger of the monster, and your active participation. Holding the frontline, successfully mitigating damage, and general support of the group all factor into the distribution for group quests."

"What about Sera?" Jacob asked, genuine concern lacing his voice. "Can she gain combat experience without killing monsters herself?"

A warm, knowing smile spread across May's face. She sat up a little straighter. "I was a healer, Jacob. I promise you, the System respects the backline. Healing critical wounds, cleansing poison, providing buffs, and mitigating direct damage count heavily toward experience and rewards. She'll grow just as fast as Oren or Thomas, provided she's actively keeping them alive during combat."

"Speaking of combat," Jacob said, thinking of tomorrow's schedule. "What's different about fighting monsters inside the dungeon compared to the stragglers hiding out in the woods?"

"The miasma," May stated plainly. "Outdoor monsters are decent practice, but they're starved. That doesn't mean they aren't a danger, as their combat levels will reflect their actual ability. However, dungeon monsters hit much harder and recover much faster. They utilize the enclosed terrain better, and they fight aggressively under miasma conditions. You'll feel a heavy, suffocating pressure down there that doesn't exist in the open woods."

Jacob thought back to the pressure he felt in the F-rank dungeon, realizing that his abundant mana must have already been offsetting the oppressiveness his mother was describing, even without reaching tier-1 yet.

"Thomas mentioned the monsters respawn unpredictably." Jacob stated, "How does that actually work? How do we avoid getting ambushed?"

"You learn to read the environment," May explained, her eyes narrowing as she recalled old memories. "Watch for quiet sections and pay attention to sudden miasma shifts, a change in the cavern smell, or a sudden drop in temperature. If you see undisturbed dust ahead but hear an unnatural silence behind you, the floor is resetting. You should never fully trust an empty room."

Jacob mentally added environmental tracking to his growing list of responsibilities. "What mistakes get new delving parties killed on the first floor?"

May didn't hesitate. "Overconfidence. It's never the boss fights or the giant monsters that wipe rookies. It's poor retreat discipline, bad spatial awareness, overusing abilities, and ignoring hidden flankers or ankle-biters, as some call them. They let their stamina drain completely dry, assuming the first floor is safe simply because it's the first. They die from exhaustion, and small cuts after the healer has drained their mana."

Jacob thought for a moment, "Then how do we know exactly when to retreat?"

"You need to set hard limits before you enter," May instructed, pointing a firm finger at him. "You retreat when the healer drops below half mana or when frontline injuries start stacking up. If your formation breaks apart, if your mapper gets disoriented, or if someone starts hiding their pain to look tough, don't wait for a disaster. You have to leave before the disaster arrives."

"How do I protect Sera without making her helpless?" Jacob asked, picturing the chaotic goblin fights.

"Don't smother her," May warned softly. "A healer who never learns independent battlefield movement becomes a massive liability. Let her learn how to dodge under the pressure of combat. Keep the lethal strikes away from her, but you cannot be her permanent shield wall. And make sure she learns some weapon mastery; it's a good last line of defense even if it's just a shield."

Jacob nodded slowly. "What should our first delve actually accomplish? We decided not to push deep."

"You decided correctly," May praised him. "Your first delve is a stress test. You're there to test your tactical formations, retreat signals, and your group communication. You need to practice light discipline and observe how everyone responds to sudden attacks. If you walk out with zero loot but a perfect understanding of your party dynamics, the delve was a complete success."

"Oren is the tactical coordinator, and Thomas wants me leading," Jacob noted. "How do we choose who actually leads inside the dungeon?"

"Leadership cannot be ego-based down there," May replied smoothly. "You need to split the burden amongst your individual strengths. While you lead the party's overall goals and diplomatic decisions, Oren calls the immediate combat formations. Mira should be calling the scouting hazards and trap warnings. But Sera holds the ultimate authority to call for a medical retreat."

With a smile, she continued, "You need to trust their expertise in their specific roles. While it won't be much at first, they'll grow into it and learn from their mistakes. And you've got to let them make those mistakes. That's where real growth will happen. Just don't let anyone get too hurt in those cases. The first level in our dungeon is perfect for making mistakes, as your party can handle them."

Jacob felt a massive weight lift off his shoulders. The divided leadership structure made perfect sense. He looked down at his empty hands, running through his mental checklist. "One last thing on dungeons. What physical gear should the party carry that young adventurers always forget?"

May offered a dry, knowing chuckle. "Swords and potions are obvious. Rookies always forget the mundane lifesavers. Bring thick chalk to mark your cleared turns in enclosed places. Pack heavy twine, extra clean cloth, and a spare waterskin dedicated only to washing wounds. Bring bitterroot to chew for miasma nausea and clover to help clotting while you or Sera need to recover mana. Pack extra bandages, a backup hunting knife, heavy oilcloth, strong rope, and a bone needle with sinew. And most importantly, bring emergency lighting and hard food that doesn't crumble in your pack."

With an exhale, she mentioned, "You're not going to be in there too long since you want to stay on the first floor, but it's important that you start bringing a pack with all the essentials from the beginning. It's possible that a missed trap could bring your party deeper into the dungeon than you want to go, and the extra supplies will be a lifesaver in those situations."

Jacob committed the entire list to memory. The sheer volume of practical knowledge his mother possessed was staggering. He felt more prepared for the dark tunnels ahead after the insightful explanations his mother gave him from her experience.
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  "By the way," Jacob said before getting up to go to bed, "What was your rank and combat level, and what is the difference in ranks and combat levels? Oren gave me a bit of an explanation, but it didn't fully make sense to me."

"Remember that Oren is also new to this, so don't be too critical of him." May started explaining, "I managed to reach a combat level of 11 at the D-rank."

She seemed a bit proud of her level and rank as she grinned with her explanation, "The combat level is indicative of the actual combat ability of a person or monster, while the rank is more like the quality of their abilities. The rank is determined by the system, but the combat level is based on several factors related to fighting. It's possible to out-level your rank, but typically the system rewards a high combat level with a rank upgrade when that happens."

Jacob nodded his head as his mother continued, "It's technically possible to get to a high combat level while being bad at fighting, but it would take years, whereas someone actually good at fighting might take months. It's experience-based, but the system seems to assign that experience based on your actual combat ability. The experience you gain is low at first, since the level and rank of what you fight against is a big contributor to the quantity of experience gained, but it quickly picks up, given a high combat ability."

"However," She continued, "The rank of your class and skills is based on even more things like achievements or questing capability, but there are also soft factors included like your ability to work in a team and even leadership. Some people also think gaining the favor of the system can be a contributing factor, but it's all speculation as far as I can tell."

"The system can be quite mysterious at times," She said a bit wistfully, "I was never able to fully figure it out, and now I've got better things to do with my time."

Her last statement brought out a motherly look filled with love as she looked at her son and thought about her family.

"But you have plenty of time and opportunity to fully explore the ins and outs of the system to figure things out for yourself. So, at the end of the day, my best advice would be to be careful while you're out there and make sure to come home for dinner when you can."

Then she mussed his hair, like his father often did, and kissed his forehead before ushering him towards his bedroom so they could both get to sleep.

Oren was already on his own bed, snoring away peacefully. Jacob cast a small spell that caused the area around Oren to absorb the sounds through shifting wind magics, and then lay down on his own bed before taking a look at his current User Page.
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Over the next few days leading up to the inspection, during the bright morning hours, Jacob worked the fields alongside his father due to the influence of system quests. After gaining the 100 XP from brushing the oxen, Jacob put serious effort into leveling up his Questing stat so he could get better quests in anticipation of the delve.

They repaired weathered fencing, cleared stones from the southern soil, and managed the exhausting, daily farm chores, where his system guided him to work with his brother and father.

By the end of the morning shift, Jacob had achieved another level up from the system with a welcome surprise to go along with it.

System Notice: Questing Level Gained Lv. 1 --> Lv. 2
New quests available with increased difficulty (Locked 23hr 59min).

System Notice: Basic Stat Gained: Strength 5 --> 6

He realized that the strenuous work from the day had likely been the contributor to his base stat increasing, while the questing level gained was only possible due to the time limiter coming off after brushing the oxen fur.

After leveling up, whenever Arthur granted him a brief reprieve, Jacob rushed straight back to the barn to meet Bran.

Bran had fully converted a back corner of the workspace into a makeshift tinkerer's workshop. The distinct scent of hot metal and sanded wood overpowered the normal scent of hay and animal excrement as the animals started filling their inside pens for the winter.

Together, they focused wholeheartedly on their golem project. They wanted to try to have the combat golem operational before the first delve.

Bran handled the heavy physical frame by hammering thick iron plating over reinforced oak joints, testing the weight distribution of the bulky, arachnoid structure.

Jacob focused mostly on the delicate internal magic. He started with the frame, using one of the new elemental cores he received from old Thom as a base for the enchantments so he could use his intent freely instead of having to rely on the system skill.

Still, the system skill came in handy while strengthening the materials after laying down the base of basic runes and three-dimensional runes for basic enhancements connected directly to the metal core he had set into the frame, gaining him two levels in Intent Shaping during the process.

System Notice: Intent Shaping (1 --> 3)

Being able to lean on the system's guidance in this case allowed him to use intent shaping without causing the materials to burst into splinters and fragments.

With the base layer of enchantments established, Jacob was able to use his intent freely to try to establish a stable mana tether for Bran to control.

He utilized the logic of his connection runes, which allowed him to link armor pieces together by connecting the core of the intent of the golem at the metal core to the iron mace that Bran used as his main weapon.

The problem came from trying to enchant the weapon without a suitable core. The first few attempts wasted some of the dwindling reserves of cores they had on hand, and the last one, coreless, resulted in an explosion of the iron mace.

"Don't worry about it," Bran reassured Jacob, "I needed to upgrade my old weapon to a steel version anyway. We can always try to establish the connection after we gain more cores. Let's just focus on the rest of the golem for now."

Thus, they continued working on it during the day, when Bran was done with his daily orders at the wainwright shop. His father had apparently been taking on more work for himself, as he knew his son was working towards greater things.

"The shoulder joints are holding," Bran announced loudly one afternoon, wiping sweat from his brow with a soot-stained rag. "But the central pivot's too heavy. It drags when it steps."

Jacob channeled a small burst of his tier-1 mana into the thoracic-like cavity. The previously established runes glowed a faint pulsing blue as his intent tried to set into the mana field around them.

However, the light sputtered and died out within seconds. "The mana pathway is bleeding out before it reaches the lower limbs. The intent's simply not responding fluidly enough to establish the control needed for complex movements." Jacob said, "I think I need to adjust the hardline runes first."

They made solid incremental progress each day. The physical frame looked increasingly intimidating, and Jacob slowly stabilized the primary mana core.

However, as the end of the week approached, the reality of their situation became undeniable. The golem would not be ready for their first official delve.

The control mechanisms required finer tuning, and the core needed stronger runic materials than they currently possessed, while the actual control mechanism still lacked a suitable core.

"We'll finish it later," Jacob decided, stepping back from the inert, wooden frame. "A half-functional golem is a liability in a dungeon. While we could probably force it to work, we'll stick to our standard weapons and roles for the first floor for now. I think some dungeon materials might help with creating an adequate controlling device."

His efforts garnered him multiple levels in his intent-shaping skill, though, inching him closer to the level ten cap.

Intent Shaping: 3 --> 7

During the evenings before meals, the group got together to spar on their first day to get a good feel for their teammates' capabilities, with Sera and Jacob providing healing and regeneration to keep everyone in top shape between spars.

May brought out snacks to keep everyone energized with the basic fuel needed for regenerative magic to work properly, while giving advice to Sera on how to fully utilize her talents as a healing songstress.

Sera also demonstrated the ability to make everyone feel more focused or energized, depending on the situation, with a variation of her songs.

Oren and Thomas clashed against each other at the front of the group, taking turns working to get past each other.

Oren used a blunt wooden practice sword to systematically test the brawler's defensive guard.

Thomas learned just how much physical space the swordsman needed to swing effectively. In return, Oren learned to trust the brawler's superior physical durability to absorb the hits he deflected.

Jacob practiced maintaining a roving midline position. He focused on keeping a clear, unobstructed line of sight to Sera while tracking the chaotic frontline movements.

Any time Oren or Thomas broke through, he would first clash with them using his sword to get some practice with his weapon. Sometimes, he would just push them around with his magic to help them figure out how to respond to magical effects and attacks.

Bran practiced standing directly beside Sera, keeping his new heavy steel mace raised and ready to intercept anything that broke through as the frontliners worked to get past each other.

Mira rarely fought them directly. She spent the sparring sessions moving silently through the periphery.

She tested the party's situational awareness, occasionally tossing a small pinecone or pebble at Sera to simulate a successful goblin ambush, forcing Jacob and Bran to react to sudden blind-spot threats.

Jacob mostly spent his time holding back when using his magic, since his dense tier-1 mana was more than the rest of the group could handle in a direct confrontation without triggering defensive system skills.

While this was normally a good thing in sparring sessions, they didn't want to risk too much injury fighting each other, resulting in Jacob sticking mostly to force or wind pushes to repel the attackers and Mira's interference when he wasn't using his sword.

Oren had them practice several formations to help establish their treks through the forest and dungeon. Each one would need to be adapted in real-time, but preparing for the adjustment was better than trying to figure it out while in combat.

He also had them rearrange their positions in case one of them was down, and had Jacob assume the role of moving the downed teammate with his Gentle Hand spell to Sera, instead of healing the injured person himself, so he could resume supporting the team while Sera healed.

They went through several variations during their sparring days, until Oren only had to mention the name of a formation and everyone correctly organized themselves without him having to explain their positions.

"This could save one of our lives," Oren mentioned while they were practicing for an extended period after dinner one day when the group was feeling agitated, "we need to be able to organize at a single command now, or we'll be completely lost when we are pressured by the stress of combat."

With his insistence and practical outlook explained, the group redoubled their efforts in getting the formations down without even having to think about what they were doing.

After their initial sparring day and introduction to formations, the group started trekking through the woods to find suitable fights against goblins as an introduction to the dungeons.

"Maintain the stack formation," Oren ordered, drawing his steel blade as they stepped beneath the tree canopy. "Thomas takes the point. Jacob and Mira watch the wide flanks. Sera and Bran stay right behind me."

The forest was thick with overgrown roots and thorny underbrush. True to May's warning, the straggling goblins separated from the dungeon were desperate and highly reckless. The encounters were brutal but perfect for live-fire practice.

When a pair of screeching goblins dropped suddenly from low-hanging branches, the party reacted a bit awkwardly but soon found their cohesion thanks to their earlier spars. Thomas stepped firmly forward, absorbing a crude club strike directly against his newly enchanted leather gauntlets.

He barely flinched.

The brawler delivered a heavy, crushing right hook that instantly shattered the first goblin's jaw.

"Too much power," Oren mentioned to the brawler, who seemed a bit shocked at how easily he had defeated the monster, "remember that the goblins are weaker than the monsters you fight in the dungeons. Don't waste too much energy on killing them in one hit unless you really need to finish them quickly."

The second goblin darted around the thick brawler, who was listening to Oren and still a bit shocked at the lack of defenses of the green creatures, to reach the soft healer in the back.

Oren was tracking it with his eyes, but let it pass to give the rest of the team a chance to work together.

He was prepared to rush in if needed, but he knew he needed everyone to get a chance to practice. That's what they were in the forest for, after all.

It didn't make it far past the midline. While Oren and Thomas were seemingly distracted, a swift air push from Jacob staggered the creature, throwing it completely off balance.

Then, a silent, lethal dagger strike from the shadows finished the job as Mira seamlessly engaged the target and retreated back into the foliage.

Jacob checked his system notice as he heard the familiar voice of the system.

System Notice: Monsters Defeated
Goblins x2 - F-rank, Combat Level 3
Reward: 1 XP (shared)

I guess it makes sense, he thought to himself, if we all received the full amount, then I suppose we could just power level our way up the combat ranks.

The system rewarded them all with the minor experience notifications, but the true prize was the developing cohesion amongst the group.

They were learning to communicate without shouting while anticipating forced retreats. Most importantly, they learned how to keep each other alive.

They continued their nightly routine until the day before the inspection was due to commence, when they decided they were ready to challenge the dungeon as a group.
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  The late afternoon sun cast long, skeletal shadows through the dense western woods. Leaves crunched heavily under Thomas's boots. He stood at the front of the modified diamond formation they had come up with for traveling in the forest through trial and error over the past few days.

Three starved goblins suddenly burst from the thick underbrush simultaneously. A few days ago, this sudden ambush would have triggered a bit of panic and random premature attacks from the rest of the group. Today, the party moved with much greater efficiency, ignoring their initial reactions and sticking to their roles.

The lead goblin launched itself through the air, raising a rusted, jagged hatchet. Thomas stepped firmly into the creature's path and raised his left arm. The hatchet struck his enchanted, hardened leather gauntlet with a solid thud.

He absorbed the kinetic impact effortlessly thanks to the force-dampening effect Jacob included in the enchantment. He immediately pivoted his hips, opening a clear lane for attack.

Oren swiftly stepped right into that newly created space.

The swordsman's blade flashed in the fading sunlight, delivering a lethal thrust that dropped the creature immediately without letting it retaliate further.

On the right flank, the second goblin tried to circle toward the back line. Jacob raised his hand, channeling a focused burst of air. After the goblin stumbled, a dark blur dropped silently from a thick oak branch above.

Mira landed directly behind the monster, which was currently scrambling to regain its balance. A flash of her enchanted steel daggers severed the goblin's spine before it could even shriek.

Blood sprayed in a gruesome fashion as the dying goblin's heart pumped out the last of its ichor in futility, but Mira was already back up the tree before a single drop of blood could taint her cloak.

The third goblin froze. Its crude monster instincts finally recognized the danger it was in. So, it turned to flee back into the thorny brush, dropping its weapon in panic.

"Bran," Jacob called out calmly, maintaining his defensive position near Sera in case more monsters appeared.

It had happened the day prior, and Sera was nearly attacked directly because they had relaxed too much as the goblins had fled in panic, similarly to this day.

Mira, though, always had an eye out during battle and managed to swiftly dispatch the ambushing goblins. Since then, Jacob decided he would be a bit more careful.

The stocky tinkerer stepped out from behind the healer. He hurled a heavy, fist-sized river stone with brutal accuracy developed through the precision required for tinkering. The rock struck the fleeing goblin in the back of the head, dropping it into the dirt.

Before it could recover from the impact to its head, Bran was upon it to deliver the killing blow. A swift flash of steel and a hollow thud, like a pumpkin being dropped on solid ground, and the goblin was finished with a spray of skull and brain matter across the forest floor.

Silence returned to the clearing, broken only by the distant calls of evening birds and the croaking of distant frogs near a pond.

Sera hummed a relaxing melody, helping the team recover their stamina. She hadn't needed to cast a single healing spell during the exchange, but her skillset was quite versatile, and her mana reserves were still untapped, so she decided to make sure everyone was ready for the next battle.

Thomas knelt in the dirt, quickly extracting the small, cloudy monster cores from the fallen creatures. He tossed them into his leather pouch, the familiar clinking sound echoing softly. He wiped a smear of dark blood from his knuckles and looked back at the group.

"That round felt entirely different," Thomas noted. His voice lacked any of the strained exhaustion from their earlier training days, where he would have to overcompensate for his and the group's mistakes. "Nobody broke rank or overextended. And Jacob managed to hold back enough that he didn't even blast Oren off his feet this time."

Jacob blushed a little at the mention of his blunder from a couple of days ago, but no one chuckled; Thomas only smirked a little. They were more focused on how smooth their teamwork felt that round.

Oren wiped his steel blade carefully with a clean rag before returning it to his scabbard. He looked satisfied with the team's performance. "Our spacing was nearly perfect. The frontline absorbed the initial shock, and the flanks completely collapsed their escape routes. And, I can tell that none of you wasted your stamina in the clash."

Jacob looked through the tree line toward the distant, thatched roofs of Ruvka. They were situated on a bit of a hill compared to the town, which allowed them to just barely make out the shape of the houses in the distance.

Plumes of grey smoke rose from the chimneys, signaling the approaching dinner hour. However, a different kind of tension hung over the village today, thanks to the messenger who arrived earlier in the morning.

Tomorrow morning, the baron's men would arrive to begin the baronial inspection. Arthur and the other farmers had spent the entire day frantically finalizing their ledgers and polishing their equipment.

While the focus of the inspection was intended for the Hemlock farm, and the royal injunction would only occur on their farm with the count's men in attendance as well, the Baron wouldn't waste the time needed to send out his inspectors.

The entire village would be distracted by politics and taxes by sunrise.

"We've hunted these woods every single evening for nearly a week," Jacob said, stepping into the center of the clearing to address the group. "We know how everyone moves and how to communicate without shouting or panic. We each understand our retreat signals and have also gained a measure of spatial awareness."

Bran rested his heavy steel mace against his shoulder. He grinned widely. "Are you saying what I think you're saying, Jacob?"

Jacob met Oren's gaze. The swordsman gave a firm, single nod of tactical agreement. Jacob then looked at Mira, Sera, and finally Thomas.

Every single member of the party stared back with a focused anticipation. The chaotic, mismatched group of teenagers had successfully forged itself into a functional unit.

"The inspection begins tomorrow," Jacob stated clearly, his voice steady with a newfound confidence. "The village guards and the elders will be completely occupied with the baron's men. Nobody will be watching the dirt path leading towards the mountain. Our formations are solid, and our gear is well enchanted."

Jacob took a deep breath, feeling the cool evening air fill his lungs.

"Tomorrow morning," Jacob declared, "we stop hunting starved stragglers in the dirt. Tomorrow, we challenge the F-rank gate together as a party."

The rich, savory aroma of roasted venison and thick root vegetable stew greeted the party the moment Jacob pushed open the farmhouse door.

Inside the warm kitchen, May was already operating like a veteran guild quartermaster instead of just a worried mother. A massive iron pot bubbled over the wood-fired oven.

She directed the teenagers to the large oak table with a firm point of her wooden spoon. The group filed in, shedding their dusty training gear and settling into the wooden chairs. Even Mira took a seat near the edge of the light, her usual defensive posture softening slightly in the face of a hot meal.

"Eat everything in your bowls," May ordered, setting down a large platter of sliced, crusty bread. "You need to store up your energy for tomorrow. The miasma drains your core heat first, forcing you to spend the precious energy only food can provide."

Well, I think mana can also provide the necessary caloric sustenance, Jacob thought as he remembered the times he used restorative magic to completely fix wounds without needing any additional energy input, but I think I'll keep that to myself for now. She seems really serious, but I can tell she's doing it out of care.

Thomas didn't need to be told twice. The brawler eagerly picked up a chunk of bread, dipping it deep into the dark gravy. Bran sat next to him, loudly praising the seasoning utilized for the meal while adjusting the heavy iron toolbelt he refused to take off.

While the party devoured the hearty meal, May wiped her hands on her apron and began a ruthless inspection of their prepared gear. She walked behind their chairs, popping open their leather rucksacks and sifting through the contents with a knowing efficiency.

"Oren," May said sharply, pulling a tangled bundle of rope from his pack. "Your coil is a mess. If someone falls down a slick incline, you'll lose five seconds untying this knot. Five seconds is fatal. You need to fix it, or you'll end up being a liability in the dungeon."

Oren nodded respectfully, setting his spoon down. He immediately took the rope and began re-coiling it with meticulous care. He knew Jacob could simply fly around and pick people up with his spell, but he wasn't going to argue with May.

May moved on to Bran. She hefted his heavy leather pack and let out a long sigh. "Tinkerer, you're carrying too much dead weight. You have three different iron wrenches in here. You only need one for emergency repairs on any of the enhanced armor in the group. Leave the extra tinkering tools on your workbench. You need that pack space for dungeon loot and monster cores."

Bran grumbled quietly but nodded, reaching into the bag to remove the heavy iron tools so he could put them back in the barn after dinner.

May finally stopped behind Sera. She checked the healer's small, lightweight satchel. Her strict expression softened into a warm, approving smile. "Perfectly packed, Sera. The bitterroot is easily accessible in the side pocket for nausea, the clean bandages are wrapped in dry oilcloth near the clover, and the marking chalk is right at the top."

"Jacob made sure we memorized your list, Mrs. Hemlock," Sera replied with a polite, gentle smile.

"Good," May declared, stepping back to survey the entire table. "You have your formations and your enchanted gear. It looks like your supplies are also in order. Are you all sure you're ready for this? There is no shame in delaying the first delve to make sure."

Jacob looked around the table. Oren tested the tension on his recoiled rope. Thomas flexed his bruised hands inside his newly hardened leather gauntlets.

Mira sharpened a throwing knife against a small whetstone. Bran checked the grip on his heavy mace. Sera securely fastened her supply satchel.

"We're ready," Jacob confirmed with the group nodding around him.

"Then finish your stew and get to sleep," May instructed. "You need a full night's rest. The nervous energy will try to keep you awake, but don't let it."

After dinner and before bed, Jacob stopped Sera before she could go to the girls' bedroom with Mira and Lila.

"Hey, Sera, could you help me in my room before we call it a night?"

Sera just looked at Jacob with a raised eyebrow, but he gestured into his room, where Oren was already making himself comfortable on his bed, with Thomas making a mat on the floor.

"Sure," she replied before walking into the center of the room.

"Thanks," Jacob said as he walked in.

"I'm going to try something with my core," he continued as he addressed everyone in the room. "It might get ugly, since the pain and demand are much worse than reaching tier 1, but I need to know where I stand with tier 2."

Sera nodded as Oren stood up straight and Thomas rolled over onto his side to get a look at what the crazy young mage was attempting.

"Just make sure I don't hit my head too hard if I pass out, and hit me with some regenerative healing if I can't ask for it."

Sera and Oren both nodded, with Oren positioning himself near Jacob.

Jacob then reached within himself to attempt the turning process. He pulled the turning core to create a second loop in the spin, so it would loop around itself instead of just in a singular direction.

The spinning core resisted him greatly, but he was eventually able to manipulate the direction it was turning. Once it began to spin back on itself, he could feel an influx of the surrounding energy from the world flood his body to press down on the mana in his core.

It started to shred his muscles and tendons as his blood vessels burst one after the other. He started coughing up blood but forced his core to continue to turn.

He had faced worse in the grove.

Sucking in a sharp, deep breath, he forced his lungs to expand as he increased his internal pressure to fight back against the building pressure put on him by the world energy.

This caused his left eye to bloom with burst blood vessels as his eyes and nose began to leak blood. Feeling himself near his one limit, he was about to give up when Sera began to sing a calming melody that had an undercurrent of focus.

With the noise of panic and his own heartbeat in his own ears relaxing, he realized that he could push a bit further before quitting this attempt. So, he pressed on and urged his core to continue to spin back on itself in a loop, increasing the speed of the attempted turn.

He felt something pop within his head, which caused his equilibrium to spin out of control as blood shot out of his ears and bloody tears started to stream down his face.

He was forced to relax his core, which returned to its normal spin as a tier 1 core, focusing on just staying conscious. He noticed that Seras' melody changed, and he could feel warmth blooming within his chest, causing his equilibrium to return while the pain from the rest of his body started to reduce in intensity.

He realized at that point that he was sitting on the floor with Oren holding him up in a seated position. He managed to stand on his own with Oren standing by in case he fell back down, but then he cast his own regenerative spell to help his body to marginally adapt to the stress he just put it under.

Once his injuries were healed, he used a wave of magic to manipulate the water in his surroundings to wash the blood off of his face and clothes.

"That was crazy," Sera said as she touched Jacob's shoulder in concern. "We haven't had such a bad injury in the group even while hunting goblins in the forest, and you inflicted that on yourself."

Standing up straight to look Sera in the eye, Jacob was about to respond until he heard the familiar chime from the system.

System Alert: Endurance 8 --> 9

Jacob just smiled at his companions as he turned to his bed and fell on it in exhaustion.

"Well," Oren said as he turned from Jacob to Sera, "I would say that's our cue to get some sleep."

Sera looked at Jacob with a bit of confusion but nodded to Oren and headed to her room to get some sleep.

The world was still painted in the beautiful predawn orange and pink as the sun began to crest the tops of the trees surrounding the farm when Jacob stepped out onto the front porch.

A thin layer of white frost coated the tall grass, with the cold air biting at his exposed cheeks. It wasn't quite the first freeze, but he knew he would soon need to turn in the amulet he still wore around his neck.

He tightened the leather straps of his pack and adjusted the water pouches, which were pulling at his waist.

The rest of the party was already waiting in the yard. Their breath plumed in the freezing morning air.

Nobody spoke.

The nervous anticipation of the actual delve had settled over all of them, generating a solemn atmosphere.

They turned and marched down the dirt driveway, leaving the Hemlock farm behind.

As they walked toward the main road, the true scale of the baronial inspection was revealed to them. The village of Ruvka felt like it had become a ghost town. Every farmer, guard, business owner, and local official was wholly focused on the central square, preparing ledgers and grain counts for the count's approaching men.

There was a chance their farms and businesses would be spared a direct inspection as long as their ledgers added up to their previously reported values.

Most of them kept an accurate account, according to the law, and wouldn't be forced to demonstrate the allocation of their funds.

Others, however, well, they're the reason the inspections cause such a nervous atmosphere when they randomly come around.

Even the adventurers found themselves busy in the fields or forests fighting goblins, as was their assigned duty. It was unlikely that they would be reprimanded, much less charged with some sort of crime, for being in the town during an inspection.

But, they all silently agreed that they would be busy either delving and preventing the dungeon from breaking out or cleaning up the goblins from the unknown gate in the caves.

Thus, there were no early morning carts on the dirt paths or gossiping neighbors peeking through their shutters. Everyone was busy enough looking after themselves.

The roads leading out of the valley were completely deserted. Just as the gang had wanted, if only to prevent the gossip that would break out in the village before they could firmly establish themselves as an adventurer party.

Oren took the lead, his hand resting comfortably on the pommel of his sword. They bypassed the main village entirely, taking the winding, overgrown logging path through the forests near the farms that led around the base of the Arbalax Mountain on the Ruvkan side.

The hike was winding and physically demanding, serving as a good warm-up for their muscles.

Thick pine trees slowly gave way to jagged, grey stone as they approached the clearing in an area closer to the mountain. The air grew noticeably thinner and much colder. But a quiet hum seemed to suffuse the air as they approached the gate.

After about an hour of hiking, the tree line broke completely, leaving only sparse trees on the rocky terrain.

The gate lay between the stones, leaning against each other unnaturally, as if someone had propped them up like that, strange system runes marking them as portal stones. Dark, purple-hued miasma drifted lazily out of the cave mouth, clinging to the surrounding rocks like a sickly fog, signaling the beginnings of a dungeon break.

The F-rank gate stood directly before them.

"Looks like our kills will actually matter today," Oren stated plainly, "my master's mentioned that any kills when the dungeon starts a break reduces the likelihood that it will actually happen."

"While I agree that this'll help," Thomas spoke up after Oren, "I think we should warn someone back in town about the state of the gate. It could be a new development that the people inside are unaware of."

"We'll delve first," Jacob spoke up, asserting himself as the leader, "If the miasma hasn't cleared up by then, we'll take the safe path back to town before heading to the farm instead of the direct route."

That seemed to be agreeable for everyone as he received nods of affirmation from the group. Jacob pointed his hand towards the gate, gesturing for the team to enter.

Thomas rolled his broad shoulders, stepping naturally into the vanguard position alongside Oren. Bran raised his heavy steel mace, falling in right behind Sera to protect her flank. Mira melted seamlessly into the shadowy rocks near the entrance, her daggers already drawn.

Jacob stepped past the runic portal stones. The transition was jarring, just as it had been the last time. It caused him to feel a bit of vertigo as he was able to sense his movement through a dimensional boundary as space bent around him.

Before he could get a good feel of the forces at play, though, it was over, and he was firmly within the dungeon.

The biting frost of the mountain air vanished instantly, replaced by a warm, rolling breeze that smelled faintly of dry earth and wild beast.

The first floor of the Ruvka Gate opened into a wide stretch of grassland beneath a bright, false dungeon sky, though rather convincing with how realistic it looked, with the false sun even giving off heat as its rays touched his skin.

Tall blades of tawny grass rolled in the wind, thick enough to hide the movement of anything crawling low through the field. At first glance, it looked almost peaceful, like a vast summer savanna. But every ripple in the grass carried the threat of a monster ambush that could destroy their formation if they were careless.

It was the kindest floor the gate had to offer, which only meant it gave new adventurers a chance to learn before it killed them.

"Chew the bitterroot," Jacob commanded quietly. He reached into his pouch and placed a small, fibrous root between his teeth.

The dungeon miasma here was mild compared to deeper floors, but it still carried a faint, unnatural pressure.

He hadn't noticed it the first time he had delved, but it seemed like something that was brought about with a mature dungeon, or perhaps a dungeon at the beginning stages of a delve.

"Get in formation," Oren whispered. The swordsman drew his blade. "Keep your eyes on the surroundings. The vegetation is thick enough to hide an entire pack."

Thomas nodded, stepping into the vanguard and raising his enchanted leather gauntlets. Bran moved up behind Sera, his heavy steel mace resting casually on his shoulder. The tinkerer scanned the open plains with a tinkerer's critical eye, likely analyzing the strangely flat terrain.

Mira didn't say a word. She just stepped sideways into a thick patch of yellowed grass and vanished from sight.

They advanced slowly, taking their time to ensure they didn't fall into a trap before Mira could identify it for them or run headfirst into an ambush. The crunch of their boots against the dry earth and straw was the only sound for several tense minutes.

Suddenly, Jacob noticed a disturbance. The grass ten yards to their left parted unnaturally, the movement cutting through the field like sharks through water.

System Notice: Encounter Initiated.

Jacob noted that it was nice of the system to give them a warning before their first confrontation. It must be a safety feature in a low-ranking dungeon, he thought to himself.

Four massive, tawny beasts leaped from the vegetation. They were oversized jackals, pack-oriented predators adapted to using the plains as cover. Their shoulders reached Jacob's chest, and their jaws snapped with an obvious bone-crushing force that caused Sera to visibly shudder.

"Vanguard, hold!" Oren shouted.

The lead jackal lunged directly at Thomas. The brawler didn't even flinch. He was used to fighting these guys by himself and decided to hold them rather than decimate them so the rest of the crew could get the experience they needed on their first delve.

He planted his boots in the dirt and brought his arms up in a tight, defensive cross. The massive beast slammed into him.

The enchanted leather gauntlets absorbed the kinetic force with a dull thud, thanks to the force-dampening effect Jacob included in the inscription, and redistributed it through his leather-scaled armor and leather trousers, which had been linked to the gauntlets to produce the force distribution effect.

Once he had a good grasp of the power he could block with his newly enchanted gear, Thomas simply pivoted his hips, opening a clear lane for attack.

Oren stepped directly and swiftly into that newly created space. The swordsman's blade flashed in the false sunlight, delivering a single, lethal thrust that dropped the creature immediately without letting it retaliate.

On the right flank, the second jackal attempted to bypass the frontline entirely. It used the tall grass to obscure its movement, trying to circle toward Sera as the fourth beast tried a similar approach from the other side.

Bran was there to face the second jackal head-on, steel mace at the ready. That's when Sera's song hit him, enhancing his strength and reflexes.

With the stat boost given by their healer, Bran was able to easily sidestep the jackal's bite and smash the mace into its skull with a fluid movement. The blunt weapon collided with the jackal's skull with a sickening crack.

The beast crumpled immediately into the dirt.

The fourth jackal that was mirroring the second in a flank was met with Jacob's sword, as he easily dispatched it with a swift strike after holding it in place with his gentle hand spell.

He realized quickly that the spell and sword combo really would require greater mastery with the sword, as Oren had mentioned, as he nearly tripped over his feet trying it for the first time.

The third jackal had stood frozen.

Its crude monster instincts finally recognized the danger it was in. It bared its teeth, turned, and prepared to flee back into the dense brush. That's when a shadowy figure launched itself out of the brush and sliced its throat before it could gain any traction.

Mira followed through the kill, avoiding the spray of blood that coated the dry grass around them.

"Good job, Mira," Jacob complimented the silent girl as she returned to the brush, where she disappeared once more. She waved behind herself towards Jacob in acknowledgement of his compliment before the party lost track of her once again.

Sera hummed a relaxing melody, helping the team recover their stamina. She stood perfectly safe in the center of the formation, completely untouched.

Jacob then checked his system message after hearing a familiar chime.

System Notice: Monsters Slain.
Gained 12 XP (shared).

I guess the dungeon isn't as stingy with dishing out experience points, Jacob thought as he read the message.

Oren knelt beside one of the fallen beasts. He quickly extracted the cloudy monster core with his hunting knife and tossed it into his bag, wiping his hands on his trousers. They had agreed to put the drops together and split them after the dungeon.

Standing up, Oren then casually flicked the blood from his blade, staying attentive as Thomas and Bran looted the rest of the corpses. He looked around the rolling plains, his breathing unstrained.

"Not too bad," Oren stated, a confident smirk touching his lips. "My master warned me about the first floor, but honestly? These normal floors feel more like a basic hunting trip than a real dungeon dive. The real threat is the gatekeeper, if it spawns, that is."

"Don't get complacent," Jacob warned, recalling his mother's advice. "My mother said overconfidence kills new parties. We still have boar-lizards to worry about. They're thicker and tougher than these jackals, and they'll use this vegetation to circle behind us. We should keep our spacing tight."

"Jacob's right," Thomas agreed, "while this floor is quite simple, especially with a good group, it's easy to get overconfident. I've had to jump in with more experienced groups before that had let their previous successes get to their heads."

"Thanks, Thomas. Let's keep moving," Jacob said, taking a steadying breath of the alien air. "We need to clear the perimeter and test the respawn rates. Stay alert."

The party reformed its diamond structure. They pushed deeper into the sea of tawny grass, ready to systematically conquer the first floor of the F-rank gate.
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  While the newly formed party waded through the tall grass of the first floor, a very different kind of battle began back in the village of Ruvka.

The morning frost was just beginning to melt beneath the rising sun, turning the Hemlock farm driveway into a slick, muddy path. Arthur stood still at the edge of his property line overlooking the road.

He rested his large, calloused hands on the top rail of the wooden perimeter fence, wearing his best spun tunic, freshly clean from dirt, and his posture was as rigid as the oak beams holding up his barn.

Ellis stood beside him, pitchfork in hand, looking like he was ready to get back to work with an expression of slight annoyance. As if the entire inspection was just a farce designed to waste their time.

The rhythmic thud of heavy hooves echoed down the dirt road, making slightly squelchy sounds as they clomped through the thin layer of mud created from the early morning dew frost.

Three riders approached the farm. They wore thick, padded doublets dyed in the deep crimson and silver colors of Baron Talbot. The lead rider, a thin man with a pinched face and a tightly trimmed beard, pulled his dark gelding to a halt just a few feet from the wooden gate.

He looked down his long nose at the farmer.

"Arthur Hemlock, I presume," the lead inspector declared loudly. His voice carried a nasal, arrogant twang.

He unrolled a thick sheet of official parchment bearing a heavy wax seal. "By the authority of Baron Talbot, concerning the land of his barony, we are here to conduct a full audit of your lands, including your ledgers and your grain stores. Open the gate, as dictated by the law of the Sinclair Kingdom."

Arthur didn't move a single muscle. He looked calmly at the mounted men.

"Good morning to you as well, Inspector," Arthur replied, his voice a low rumble. "I'm afraid I must deny you entry to my property today, at least for now."

The inspector lowered the parchment. A look of genuine, baffled outrage twisted his haughty features. The two armed guards flanking him shifted their hands toward the hilts of their steel swords.

"Deny entry?" the inspector scoffed, leaning aggressively forward in his leather saddle.

"You're a simple peasant farmer, Hemlock. You don't possess the authority to deny a baronial audit. Refusal to comply is a crime against the crown. I'll have you clapped in irons and dragged to Spring City after a severe whipping in the village square."

"I'm entirely aware of the law," Arthur stated smoothly.

He maintained an unflinching eye contact with the lead rider, letting the calmness of his posture and the evenness in his voice press back against the threat. "Which is exactly why I am invoking the sovereign statutes regarding overlapping jurisdictions. I'm formally citing a Royal Injunction."

The inspector froze. The smug arrogance immediately vanished from his face, replaced by a sudden, nervous pale shade.

"A Royal Injunction?" the inspector stammered slightly before recovering his scowl. "Don't speak nonsense, farmer. You hold no such decree."

"A formal petition was submitted directly to the Count and recorded by the crown," Arthur explained, his tone leaving no room for debate. "His official representatives are already en route to this farm to oversee the baronial inspection as it concerns this property and my family. Under the kingdom's legal code, a pending comital or royal inspection places a freeze on all lower baronial audits until the higher authority is present with their witnesses."

Arthur let the significance of his words hang in the cold morning air. He knew the inspector understood the precise legal trap Arthur had employed. If a baron's man interfered with an active operation sanctioned by a count under the authority of the crown, the political fallout would be severe.

The inspector would be the one to hang for the overreach, not the farmer.

"You're stalling, Hemlock," the inspector hissed. His knuckles turned white as he gripped his leather reins tightly. "If this is a lie, the Baron will strip this farm down to the topsoil and redistribute the lands. Wasting the time of the Baron is a simple matter of a fine and a possible seizure of owed dues, but pulling the count into this situation without due cause might just cause you to lose everything you have. The count and the crown aren't very amenable to liars."

"It's no lie," Arthur stated confidently.

He crossed his thick, muscular arms over his chest. "If you wish to verify my claim, you're welcome to set up a camp on the public road and wait for the Count's men to arrive. However, if any of your men cross my fence line before then, I'll consider it a hostile trespass against an actively protected royal site."

A tense silence fell over both sides of the gate. The guards flanking the baronial inspector glanced nervously at Ellis, feeling as if the unassuming farmhand could easily pull them off their horses for some reason.

The inspector just stared at Arthur with a dumbfounded expression, unable to tell if the farmer was bluffing or not.

He doubted the peasant farmer because he knew that the Baron would normally have sent word of a royal injunction, but if he was wrong, then he knew the consequences would be dire.

The horses stamped their hooves restlessly in the mud while the inspector considered his next actions carefully.

He looked past the fence at the sturdy farmhouse and the smaller, unassuming house next to it before eying the tightly closed barn doors, and finally back to the unyielding farmer.

He knew he was legally outmaneuvered, or this farmer had some sort of death wish.

"Mark my words," the inspector spat, aggressively pulling his horse's head around. "This is a temporary reprieve. When the Count's men arrive, we'll return. And we'll check every single grain of wheat."

"Have a safe ride back to the square, Inspector," Arthur offered politely.

The three men kicked their horses into a heavy trot, turning back down the muddy road toward the village center. Arthur watched them until they completely disappeared around the distant bend. He didn't relax his rigid posture until the sound of their hooves faded entirely.

Ellis clapped his boss's shoulder as he moved to the nearby field to finish his work. Arthur hadn't actually asked the large man to stand by him, but Ellis felt it was the right thing to do.

The heavy oak front door of the farmhouse creaked open, and May stepped out onto the porch, wiping her hands nervously on her apron. She let out a long, shaky breath and walked down the drying road to join her husband at the fence.

"They're gone?" May asked, looking down the empty road, which was clear all the way to the bend.

"For now," Arthur nodded, wrapping a comforting, solid arm around her shoulders. "The injunction bought us the time we needed. Now, we just have to wait for the Count's men to arrive to get the actual inspection over with. I'm not sure if having Jacob and his friends back on the farm would be a good thing or not."

Meanwhile, back in the dungeon, the tall grass rippled violently.

"Hold the line!" Oren shouted.

Three heavily scaled boar-lizards surged through the dense vegetation, keeping low to the ground to hide their bulk. Their frontrunner was already down by a knife in the middle of the skull that Mira had thrown as soon as she had noticed it break the vegetation line.

They moved incredibly fast for their size, but they parted the dry grass when they ran by, which gave their position away easily.

Thomas planted his boots firmly into the dirt. The lead boar-lizard slammed into his enchanted gauntlets with its full weight. It caused him to slide back, causing him to grit his teeth, but he held the snarling creature in place.

Oren pivoted smoothly beside him, driving his steel blade through the thick neck scales of the second monster before it could circle behind the brawler.

In the center of the formation, Jacob reached for the dense magic within his core as he cast a field of pure force to slow the third lizard-boar down. He raised his hands, itching to blast the monster into pieces with a single explosion of power.

He forced his hands back down.

This was party training, not a solo carry. He needed to trust them to do their jobs while supporting them so they didn't have to push too hard.

Bran noticed the monster slowing down and moved to intercept it as the mid-line physical combatant. Once he rammed his steel mace into the side of the lizard-boar, Jacob dropped his field as the damage from the mace would slow it down plenty, and drew his sword.

He was comfortable enough with their formation to practice his sword skills in close combat.

Bran acted as the makeshift shouter, keeping the attention of the monster on himself as he confused it with erratic movements and wide swings from his mace. Jacob was on the side of it, stabbing and slicing it by leveraging his footwork and sword forms to deliver some optimal strikes.

Oren and Thomas stood by after cleaning up their kills and collecting the dungeon drops from them. Mira, as well, was somewhere in the brush keeping an eye out for any more ambushing monsters.

It took Bran and Jacob a while to kill the lizard-boar, longer than they would like to admit, though Bran had held back to allow Jacob to get some real strikes in.

His strength and skill with the sword were commendable, but he was having a hard time getting through the tough hide of the monster. Even with the sharpness enchanted into the sword, the hide was almost magical in how it resisted cutting.

Once he finally felled it, with a stab between the ribs which incorporated both a strike from the flowing sword forms and the footwork of the forms, a chime rang out in his mind.

Besides the experience drops from the group kills, he was awarded with a pleasant surprise.

System Notice: Flowing Swords Form Leveled Up!
Flowing Swords Form: 1 -> 2
Sword Mastery: 1 -> 2

"Not bad," Thomas said, wiping sweat from his brow. "The first floor is usually manageable, like this, as long as you respect the terrain."

Oren flicked his blade clean with a sharp jerk of his wrist. "The formation held, but I feel like there was a bit of wasted motion on the flank. We need to tighten the gap between the vanguard and the center."

Jacob knelt by his downed monster, using his mana to confirm the core's location.

He breathed a sigh of relief as he located an earth core and pulled it out with his Gentle Hand spell. The sheer speed and defense of the boar-lizards proved to be a highly lethal combination.

The grass rustled softly, and Mira appeared near the edge of the clearing. She seemed a bit panicked, but Jacob noted that she still managed to move silently through the dungeon brush.

Her chest heaved with rapid, shallow breaths. A fresh streak of blood stained her left sleeve, though Jacob could tell that it wasn't hers.

"There's something at the gate," Mira reported, her voice just louder than a whisper.

"What kind of something?" Oren asked, shifting his grip on his sword as he stepped toward the scout.

"It's too big to be a lizard-boar," Mira answered flatly. "It looks, and feels, wrong. Like it doesn't belong to this place."

Jacob and Thomas both perked up at the initial assessment from Mira. Both of them had seen the beast that could randomly spawn on the first floor.

"Give us the details," Jacob said quickly. "What does it look like?"

If it was the beast he was thinking of, it might prove to be a great final challenge for their first delve. Then, they would just need to fight their way out of the dungeon.

Mira closed her eyes for a split second, visualizing the threat she had seen while slitting the throat of a stray Jackal, "It has the body of a massive lion, but a heavy, armored boar head with huge tusks. It's just pacing near the transition stones that Thomas described on the way here."

Jacob felt his blood start to pump a bit more violently as excitement started to take hold of his heart. He remembered the challenge it posed to his party the first time he had visited this dungeon.

"It is a Random Gatekeeper," Thomas said quietly. "I've seen a group take it down before, and I think this group could manage as long as we hit it with enough debuffs and injure it right away."

Everyone turned to Jacob to see what he would decide.

"I also participated in slaying this particular gatekeeper," Jacob began, "It hits hard, but I agree that if we injure it with our opening strike, then it shouldn't be too hard to fight. I can also restrain it with my magic, so that should make it much less agile."

Oren analyzed the tactical problem immediately and decided to take the side of reason. "We're not here to fight an abnormal Gatekeeper. Our goal was formation practice and safe progress. If it's a random spawn, it's likely much stronger than the standard first-floor monsters. We can always head back to the entrance now and leave the fight to another party."

Jacob saw the larger strategic trap. "If we retreat, the next party could actually be too weak, or a solo delver might run right into it. If we fight, though, we risk the entire group before we're fully tested. But I bet if we kill it, the active dungeon break will be ever so slightly diminished. It's not our job to prevent the dungeon break, but we could still help prevent it, delay it so that the adventurers on the lower floors can stop the break. Who knows if someone is going to kill the dungeon boss today?"

The team looked at each other. The decision had to be mutual.

"I can hold it for a few breaths as long as it's slowed," Thomas stated, cracking his knuckles. "I won't be able to hold it forever, but if we go all out here, then it should be long enough. We might even gain a few stat points!"

"I can control one flank, but not both," Oren added, calculating the angles of attack, as if the battle were already agreed upon despite his earlier warning. If anyone was paying attention, they might have thought that Oren was actually excited to fight the monster.

"I can keep you all standing and provide extra strengthening tunes," Sera promised gently, "as long as nobody gets crushed outright, we should be safe."

Bran patted a heavy pouch on his toolbelt. "I have something that might prevent its charge, but only once."

Mira simply twirled a dagger. "Give me an opening, and I'll hamstring it. I can also make sure the other mobs stay clear of our fight."

Jacob looked at his party. While he figured he could just pin the oversized pig-lion down and melt it with lava, he knew his job was to keep the fight just hard enough for everyone else so they could grow.

Ever since they had started killing goblins, he realized that his tier-1 magic was a bit too powerful for monsters at this level, but he also knew that Thomas and Oren were right about trying to solo these dungeons.

Even if he could solo an F-rank gate, it wouldn't be too long before he stalled and failed to progress further without a proper party. He figured it was best to do it with friends rather than strangers.

"Alright," Jacob said, his voice resolute. "We'll hit it as a team."

They moved through the tall grass in silence, following Mira, who had taken point. As they neared the end of the floor, the dense vegetation finally thinned out.

The cleared, rocky rise appeared ahead of them. Two massive runic stones framed the shimmering portal leading to the second floor.

The Random Gatekeeper was there, pacing a dozen yards from the shimmering portal. A chimeric beast at the peak of F-class for a monster, and a combat level of 4.

Jacob utilized his inspect skill, which rewarded him with a bit of information.

System Notice: Inspect Skill used on Chimeric Gate Keeper (Rare).
Monster, Combat Level: 5, F+ Rank

Inspect: 4 -> 5

The monster paced heavily back and forth, its massive paws gouging deep tracks into the dirt. The chimera was terrifying, a hulking mass of muscle, fur, and thick scales.

As Jacob stepped to the edge of the clearing, the beast stopped pacing.

Its yellow eyes turned slowly, locking directly onto Jacob.

And this time, Carlos was not there to stand in front of him. But this time, Jacob didn't need Carlos to stand in front of him.
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  Jacob crouched low into the tall, tawny grass. He pulled the party into a tight, hidden circle just outside the chimera's line of sight, keeping his voice to a low whisper.

"We're not going to charge this thing blindly," Jacob instructed, meeting the eyes of every party member. "I'm going to hit it first with a combination of air and fire magic, pushing both spells to their third enhancement level. It'll create a massive, concussive explosion right in its face."

Oren nodded, quickly grasping the tactical advantage. "A flashbang, then, my master has mentioned this type of tactic. You want to blind and deafen it."

"Exactly," Jacob confirmed. "It should lose its primary senses, for a time, and the explosion should also hurt it quite a bit. The moment the blast clears, Mira needs to strike. Hit its back legs and sever or at least damage the tendons to kill its mobility."

Mira just spun a dagger in her hand, her dark eyes locked on the pacing beast through the grass. "Consider it done."

Jacob looked at the heavy fighters. "Once Mira strikes, I'm switching entirely to crowd control. I'll hit it with a pure force restraint to crush it downward, and I'll use earth magic to lock its paws into the dirt as much as possible. Thomas, you take the front center. Oren, you take the left flank. Bran, you take the right."

"And the backline?" Sera asked softly.

"You and I will stay well out of its physical reach," Jacob assured her. "We'll anchor the rear."

Turning back to the rest of the group, he made one last address, "We're going to systematically dismantle this Gatekeeper, piece by piece. Does everyone understand the general idea of my plan?"

Everyone in the group confirmed their agreement with the plan and indicated that they understood how Jacob wanted to handle this gatekeeper.

The plan was set.

Jacob stood up from the grass, stepping out into the open clearing, leaving the cover of the tall grasses behind.

The Chimera snapped its massive, armored boar head toward him and let out a guttural, vibrating roar that shook the loose pebbles that had begun to litter the ground near the gate. The beast bunched its thick, lion-like muscles, preparing for a lethal charge.

Jacob didn't give it a chance to do as it pleased.

He raised both hands and channeled his tier 1 mana, simultaneously casting two distinct, highly compressed spheres. In his left hand, a swirling vortex of third-enhancement air magic silently vibrated. In his right hand, a blindingly bright blue orb of third-enhancement fire ignited.

He thrust the spells forward and combined them right as they reached the face of the gatekeeper, which was already trying to backpedal instead of launching itself forward after feeling the sheer intensity of the magic flying towards its face.

The combined spells erupted in a devastating explosion directly against the left side of the beast's armored face. It had managed to shift its face slightly so the blast was unable to fully affect both eyes and ears.

A shockwave of superheated air blasted outward, flattening the surrounding grass and kicking up a massive cloud of dust. The deafening BOOM echoed violently against the high hills surrounding this flat area in the grasslands.

The chimera shrieked as it thrashed its heavy head wildly from side to side. Its yellow eyes squeezed shut against the blinding flash, and thick blood leaked from its ears. The explosion had completely shattered its equilibrium.

Jacob could see that the left side of its face took the brunt of the damage, with the fur in pieces and parts of the thick, scaled skin blasted away, exposing the charred muscle underneath. He thought the left eye looked squinted from the blast at first, but upon closer examination, he realized that it had been melted shut.

Before the dust could even begin to settle, a dark blur shot out from the grass.

Mira quickly slid just underneath the chimera's thrashing bulk. Her enchanted steel flashed twice in the dim light as she sliced deeply into the thick tendons of the beast's hind legs.

The attack caused the monster to roar once more in fresh agony, its back half buckling as its structural support gave out. Mira rolled safely away, melding back into the shadows before she could get squashed by the massive beast.

"Now!" Jacob shouted, dropping his offensive stance.

He slammed his palms toward the dirt and visualized a crushing weight as he formed his next spell. A heavy, shimmering pillar of pure force slammed down onto the chimera's spine, pinning it closer to the ground.

Jacob followed up his pinning spell by shifting his mana into the earth. Thick, jagged clamps of solid rock erupted from the soil, locking tightly over the beast's front paws to root it in place.

The vanguard rushed in.

Thomas charged directly at the front of the monster. The chimera snapped its massive tusks blindly, fighting through the restraints. He stepped inside the wild swing instead of falling back. Then, he delivered a brutal uppercut with his hardened leather gauntlets directly beneath the monster's jaw, unleashing another enchantment that Jacob had added to the gauntlets.

His kinetic force was amplified through the connection from his armor to his gauntlets, in the reverse of their first enchantment, causing a much greater force to hit the beast on the chin, snapping its head back and keeping its deadly teeth pointed away from the group.

At the same time, Oren arrived on the left flank. The swordsman moved with more grace than the brawler, utilizing techniques honed through countless hours of swordplay. His steel blade found the unprotected gaps between the creature's thick fur and heavy scales, delivering deep, bleeding lacerations to its ribs.

On the right flank, Bran moved in. The tinkerer swung his heavy steel mace in a wide but devastating arc. The blunt weapon collided against the beast's shoulder joint with a sickening crack, causing multiple scales to fall off its thick hide, exposing the soft flesh underneath to additional attacks.

Sera stood still beside Jacob in the back line. She channeled a steady stream of soothing green light through her magical notes, alternating tones and songs depending on the situation. The stamina regeneration spell washed over the three frontline fighters, keeping their muscles fueled and their strikes relentlessly fast.

The chimera fought fiercely, but the party gave it little room to breathe. Jacob maintained the crushing force magic, completely draining his mana reserves to keep the beast anchored.

Thomas absorbed the frantic, thrashing impacts. Bran delivered crushing blows to its right side while Oren poked holes in its left.

Once the beast seemed to be on its last leg, it started glowing red before bursting through its magical restraints, treating its injuries as little more than inconvenient paper cuts.

"Pull back!" Jacob managed to yell before forcing the earth in front of the beast to explode upward with two pillars blocking the newly liberated paws, which were coming down from different angles to flatten Thomas into paste.

The front line retreated to the back line as they waited for Jacob to restrain the beast, with Oren pointing out the problem.

"It's enraged," He stated flatly.

Everyone was breathing heavily, and Jacob had his arms thrust forward, trying to maneuver force and earth to pin the monster down before it made its way to the group.

It seemed the monster was intent on ignoring the spells, though, as everything Jacob threw at the monster was swatted away or shrugged off.

Finally, after hitting the beast with a particularly large pillar square in the chest, he managed to launch it into the sky, where he caused a few blasts of enhanced air and fire to injure the beast.

It landed with a dull thud, but it was quickly scrambling to get up and kill the puny humans that dared singe its hide.

"Oren, Thomas, I need a moment," Jacob stated quickly as he started to spin up a powerful spell. "This one takes a while, but it's worth it. I just need an attack or two blocked."

"Lets try this first!" Bran shouted as he pressed a button on his toolbelt.

What sounded like a spring-loaded contraption pushed a chain through the air at blinding speeds. It rattled as it spun, hooking around the feet of the gatekeeper.

Instead of locking its feet together and snapping, the chains seemed to shift and trip the beast with its own strength, which slowed it considerably.

"That won't hold it for long." Bran stated with narrowed eyes, "But it should help you two stay out of harm's way."

The two boys were already in motion, fists and sword at the ready. They both attacked from the front, forcing the monster to swipe at them.

Sera started singing an upbeat tune, which seemed to invigorate the boys but not the monster, helping to push their speed and reaction times up a notch to keep up with any unexpected attacks.

Oren managed a parry which launched him backwards a few feet behind Thomas, who crossed his arms and activated a system skill. The claws of the beasts' next strike hit his crossed arms, but the enchantments of his armor and gloves flared brightly as his system skill shimmered a faint red around his body.

The attack was seemingly negated, but it caused Thomas to drop to one knee in exhaustion. The difference in mass and strength between him and the gatekeeper was too great to negate entirely, even with a highly developed system skill and the strange stretchy chains keeping it slightly subdued.

Oren was back before Thomas could take an additional strike, blocking the beast's fangs with his sword once more, and getting thrown back a second time, but this time he took Thomas with him as they were launched to relative safety.

At that moment, Jacob took the distance between his friends and the beast to activate his new spell, causing lava to erupt between them.

The group could feel the sheer heat coming from the lava as it warmed the surrounding area, even causing nearby grass to burst into flames.

For a moment, it seemed as if the lava eruption would hurt both friend and foe, but Jacob quickly directed the blast onto the Chimera, which had been taken by surprise.

It let out a horrific, high-pitched screech as its scales and exposed skin were burned and melted under the intense heat of the lava. It thrashed about, wildly, trying to get the burning earth off its body.

Jacob manipulated the lava to squeeze the monster, like a giant hand, which pinned it back down to the ground. He then utilized a water spell to quickly cool the lava around the beast, exposing its vital areas while leaving room for it to be attacked.

The beast was still struggling, but it was futile, as the hardened lava surrounding the beast was too thick to burst out of after having its strength sapped by the heat.

Jacob was about to order the attack when a dark shadow once again flashed out of the brush.

Mira was coated in blood, but Jacob was unsure if it was her blood or the blood of the things she had been killing while they fought the monster.

Regardless, a flash of blades and another spray of blood coming from the neck of the chimera put an end to its savage growls and cries.

With a final, desperate heave, the chimera pulled on its restraints in vain. Seeing its final moments arrive, Jacob released the hold he had on the beast, allowing the dark rocks he had created with the lava to retreat underground.

The Random Gatekeeper let out one last, bubbling gasp. Its massive body slumped forward, crashing heavily into the earth, completely lifeless.

The party stood victorious around the massive corpse, after ensuring it was fully dead, breathing heavily in the silence left after the battle.

"That felt like a close one," Jacob said after the group awkwardly breathed heavily around the boss for a moment. Each person in the group looked at the other with wide eyes, showing their excitement but also the realization that this battle had nearly gone in the wrong direction.

Jacob felt like his mana wouldn't have held up much longer, and he could tell that everyone else was feeling similarly. Sera, especially, looked like she was pushing things as she hummed a low tune that he could tell was a mix of regenerative and restorative magic to heal up the wounds taken in this encounter.

"I think this shows our limits," Oren said, voicing what everyone was thinking, "while we managed to overcome the challenge, I felt like we were on the knife's edge at the end there. One wrong step, and someone could have gotten seriously injured."

"Or worse," Thomas stepped in to agree with Oren. "I was barely able to take one direct attack from the beast, and that's with the newly enchanted gear I received from Jacob and my Inpenetrable Stance skill."

While there were murmurs of agreement around the group, Jacob stepped up to the dissolving monster carcass and used his inspect skill.

Inspect Used (5/10):

Identified: Dissolving Random Gatekeeper Remains
Variant: Lesser Heavy Boar Chimera
Rank: F+
Estimated Combat Level: 5

Status: Defeated

Dungeon Dissolution: Active

Remaining Harvestable Materials:
Cracked Earth Core, Rank F+
Lesser Heavy Boar Tusk, Rank F+
Dense Gatekeeper Hide, Rank F
Miasma-Stained Bone Fragments, Rank F

Residual Affinities:
Earth
Minor miasma corruption

Cause of Death:
Multiple-party damage contribution detected.
Structural collapse caused by joint failure, internal trauma, and mana disruption.

Warning:
Harvestable materials will fully dissolve if not collected soon.

Inspect Skill Level Up: 5 -> 6

After using his skill, it was like the system had finally woken up and realized that the unassuming party had actually killed this random gatekeeper that most seasoned parties would have trouble dealing with.

System Notice: Random Gatekeeper Defeated (Anomaly) Party contribution calculated. Combat XP awarded.

The follow-up notification surprised him the most, and made him realize why any party that could challenge a random gatekeeper would want to do so.

Combat XP based on fight contribution: 530

After getting the hefty burst of combat XP, Jacob took another look at his current progress to a combat level of two.

Combat Level 1 (XP: 783/1000)

The mobs they cleared out, coupled with the gatekeeper kill, seemed to push him near the threshold to level up his combat level for the first time, but it looked like another floor or two would be required to make it happen.

Looking around, he realized that everyone else had also gotten the notification of their experience drops.

Without wasting time, Jacob reached down and started harvesting what he could, directed by his inspect skill, before the monster completely dissolved. When he was done, he had managed to pocket the Rank F+ Cracked Earth Core, Rank F+ Lesser Heavy Boar Tusk, and the Rank F Dense Gatekeeper Hide.

The bone shards had been in the worst shape when he started, so he opted for the more valuable items first, which resulted in losing the bone shards completely. He felt like it was a good trade, though.

"What did it drop?" Oren asked, walking over to inspect the haul.

Jacob held up the items. "A cracked earth core, a lesser tusk, and some thick hide. Nothing monumental, but solid materials for Bran and me to work with later."

He was especially thinking about the cracked earth core, as it seemed different than the normal earth cores he could get from the dungeon mobs.

Thomas nudged the heavy carcass with his boot, which caused part of it to break away under the pressure as it was in the later stages of dissolving back into the dungeon. "This was just a random anomaly, and it took our entire formation to pin it down. If this is what a random spawn feels like, the actual floor boss is going to be a nightmare."

"Thomas is right," Jacob agreed, looking past the corpse toward the shimmering portal stones leading to the second floor. "We executed the plan perfectly, but my mana reserves were heavily drained to maintain that force restraint. We proved we can handle a major threat together."

Oren sheathed his sword with a decisive click. "But we're not ready for a true dungeon boss yet. We need better gear and higher combat levels before we push into the real depths. Each level we gain in our respective classes will help increase our base stats, but each level gained in our combat skills will really help."

"Agreed," Jacob nodded, securing the loot in his leather pouch. "Let's take the direct path straight to the surface after we rest up for the trip so we can limit our exposure for the rest of the day. I think we all need a real break from combat after this delve, and we have a lot of crafting and planning to do before we come back."

It was time for the team to head back to the farm for the baronial inspection.

Everyone agreed and found a place to sit or lay in the comfortable grass with Bran taking the first shift to ensure no mobs ambushed them after a hard fought battle. Oren and Thomas had promised that no mobs should appear anywhere near them after defeating a gate keeper, as it was some unwritten rule of the dungeon, but everyone wanted to be safe and Bran had mentioned that he wasn't even that tired.

Jacob quickly found a spot to sit down and enter a meditative position and quickly felt the ambient mana in his surrounding flooding his body and core. He followed his fathers advice and guided the worlds magic throughout his body in a specific pattern until he could finally feel his mana recovering slightly more quickly.

With that, he heard the familiar chime of the system and a robotic voice confirming his accomplishment.

Skill Learned: Mana Flux Lv. 1
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  The sun stood tall as it hung heavily over the village of Ruvka. Its rays filtered through the clouds overhead, casting warm orange beams of light over the farmland on the Hemlock farmstead.

Arthur stepped out onto his back porch to witness his son and his team coming home from their first delve into the local dungeon together. He breathed in deeply, pulling in the cool and refreshing autumn air deep into his lungs as the kids approached.

Jacob, seeing his father waiting for them on the porch, started waving with a big smile on his face.

Once they made their way to the porch, Arthur inquired into the nature of their delve, "How was the dungeon today?"

Jacob, still smiling, spoke up for the group first, "We had a great experience, and the monsters let us practice our battle coordination without giving us too much trouble!"

Arthur raised a brow and looked at Oren, who nodded slightly before giving his own view of the trip, "We really did have it quite easy for the most part, but there was a random gatekeeper at the end of the first floor. A chimeric boar."

Arthur nodded his head with a bit of reservation, "Did anyone get hurt though?"

Jacob spoke up once again to this question, "Nope! We didn't even have to test the limits of our equipment!"

"Ahem," Thomas cleared his throat, and Arthur looked over at him as he continued, "Actually, my enchantments were battle-tested quite thoroughly. They held up, though. But Jacob's right about everyone else. We managed to get by without figuring out where the breaking point of our gear is at; we just know it's adequate for at least the first 2 or 3 floors."

May came out onto the porch at this point, with a slight smile. Arthur pulled her into his arms as he leaned against a post on the porch, and she put a hand on his chest with her head resting on his shoulder before addressing the dungeon team.

"The first floor of an F-rank gate is a great spot to safely figure out your limits. And taking down a random gatekeeper is always a good sign for a group. I would say you could safely delve down to the third floor at this point. The battle experience you've gotten as a group and the limits you tested will give you a good feel for figuring out what you can handle."

Sera was the one to speak up this time as she replied to May, "I think we could go further next time as well. That random gatekeeper was quite tough, but I managed to get through the fight without spending all of my own mana. Everyone else held up quite well. It was actually really exciting!"

"I can see that," Arthur replied as he looked from Jacob to Sera, who were basically buzzing with the excitement of a successful dungeon delve.

Even Oren and Thomas looked excited at their success, while he noticed that Bran was actually eying the barn, no doubt wanting to tinker a bit with the seeder and harvester, while Mira had already managed to slip into the shadows at some point.

He knew she was planning to be around during the baronial inspection, but she had a tendency to sneak around the farm.

The team broke ranks to go their own separate ways to relax for a moment, with Thomas going to the detached building that housed the communal bath, Oren heading to his room to peel off his gear, Bran walking to the barn, and Sera heading to the greenhouse to mess with the herbs.

Jacob walked over to his parents, who seemed to be enjoying each other's company before the inspection. They looked a bit worried for him, but he was curious if the baron's men had been by since it was near midday.

"Have the barons' men come to inspect the farm yet?" Jacob asked with his eyes filled with curiosity.

Arthur squeezed his wife tight as he replied to his son, "They were here earlier this morning, but I informed them of the royal injunction. Apparently, they weren't told that I had involved the crown in such a low-level inspection, and they were caught off guard. But they will be back soon. I was actually expecting them to arrive before you, but I suppose the count's men are taking their time getting here today."

Oren had apparently shed the armor he wanted to take off, and he was also lacking his dungeon sack, as he stepped out of the house to take a seat on the porch next to Jacob, intent on hearing about the inspection.

"Well," Jacob said, as he began to reply to what his dad had revealed to him, "maybe we should do some drills to try to intimidate them when they arrive. I'm sure they aren't bringing anyone too strong for an inspection, right?"

Before Arthur could reply, Oren gripped the hilt of his sword, which he had kept strapped to his belt, and nodded his head to agree with Jacob, "Monsters might be able to break out of the rank and combat level norms in a fight, but humans are another thing entirely. Most of them are stuck with the stats granted by their class. Unless they send knights, we should be able to scare them at least a little."

Getting ahead of himself in the moment, Jacob also blurted out, "And if they want to cause trouble, then I can just pick them up and fly them off the farm! My magic's actually quite a bit stronger than I thought it was; you should have seen what I did to that gatekeeper, Dad!"

May started chuckling, and Arthur was only shaking his head in contradiction to the boy's desire to take up arms against the government.

"Boys," Arthur began, "You can't fight the baron, especially when the count's representative is here to witness such a thing. We have laws in this country for a reason, and the ones that enforce those laws have the authority of the crown to do so. They also have the greatest fighting force in this country to enforce those laws and retain their position of power. There is a reason even the Zinthar are rarely found within the borders of our country."

After seeing the look of horror on the boys' faces for having thought of such a dumb idea, Arthur softened his voice, "You don't want to be labeled a criminal, trust me. Besides, if you acted up during the inspection, it would void the work we did in filing the injunction. Don't think that the injunction is a last resort for us. I have plenty of legal routes to follow up with that would give our dear baron quite the headache if he wants to fight. But if we fight, we fight using the law. Not against it. Otherwise, they could easily put us down as revolutionaries or traitors."

Jacob and Oren looked at each other, realizing that they had been a little too excited after their success in the dungeon.

Seeing the look on their faces, May spoke up once more, "I know how it is," she began, "That feeling of taking down a monster much stronger than you are. Even coming close to being seriously injured, but then taking it down anyway. There isn't much that feels better than overcoming such a challenge."

Jacob could see the excitement in his mother as she reminisced on the old days, then she followed up her words with some advice, "But that feeling can be misleading. There's always someone stronger, and you boys are just starting your adventures. Remember that you're still mortals, and you can't solve every problem with brute strength. Arthur actually taught me that one," she said as she lovingly looked at her husband.

That caused Sera to giggle a bit as she walked over to the group, having finished up whatever she found to be a pressing matter in the greenhouse.

At that point, though, Arthur suddenly looked down the lane to their gate as someone could be seen crossing the threshold as if invited. Except this person was wearing full armor and carrying a sword. They had some pattern on the armor, but before Arthur could make it out, Oren followed his serious gaze and then hopped up.

"Ah! That's my master!" Oren exclaimed, "I forgot to ask if it was alright for him to be present today as the inspection takes place. I've wanted him to meet all of you for a while, but today was one of the few days he was able to take off for such an event."

Oren looked at Arthur and May pleadingly, but he could see a caring look and easy smile on their faces.

Apparently, he had worried for nothing.

"Your master is always welcome here, Oren," Arthur said as he relaxed once more, "he sounds like a good man, but, more importantly, he's your guardian. I'm sure he's been wanting to visit the place his charge has been staying most of the time."

"Thank you," Oren stated simply, with a firm nod of respect.

He walked out to the lane to meet his master, who suddenly drew his sword on the young swordsman, forcing Oren to defend himself. 

The sudden action seemed to make everyone jump, but after a few exchanges, the larger militia man started laughing and pulled Oren in for a hug.

Jacob looked back at his father with a quizzical look, but Arthur just shook his head with a confused look himself.

Arthur, however, also looked back at the two swordsmen with a knowing gleam in his eye.

Oren stepped back, a rare, genuine grin breaking across his face. He led the large man up the dirt path toward the porch.

The militiaman wore polished chainmail beneath a dark blue tabard, carrying himself with the strict, upright posture of a career soldier.

"Mr. and Mrs. Hemlock," Oren announced proudly, gesturing respectfully to the armored man. "I would like to officially introduce my master, Lieutenant Durand of the county militia."

Arthur stepped forward, extending a large, calloused hand. A look of recognition passed over his features. "It's an honor to finally meet you in person. Although the last time I heard news of the county militia's roster, you were a Corporal. Congratulations on the promotion, Lieutenant."

The Lieutenant shook Arthur's hand firmly, offering a warm smile that crinkled the scars around his eyes. "I see word of the militia gets around, even in this little village. Thank you, Mr. Hemlock. The promotion came through a courier last month after I had previously distinguished myself in the eyes of the Captain of the county militia during the goblin raids. I wanted to come out here personally to thank you for housing my apprentice. He speaks very highly of your family and your hospitality."

The loud commotion in the yard quickly drew the rest of the farm's occupants.

The heavy wooden door of the detached bathhouse creaked open. Thomas stepped out into the cool autumn air. His dark hair was wet, and he wore a clean, simple linen tunic. Without his layer of dungeon soot and his defensive posture, the brawler looked completely refreshed and far less menacing.

Seeing the bathhouse finally open, Sera quickly excused herself from the porch. She rushed across the yard with her small bundle of fresh clothes, eager to wash away the lingering feeling from the miasma and sweat of the first floor.

At the same time, the large barn doors swung wide. Bran emerged into the sunlight, wiping dark grease from his thick hands with a cloth.

He was not alone as Caleb walked right beside him, wiping his hands of grease as well. The farmhand had apparently been inside the barn, helping the young tinkerer adjust the rusted gears on the heavy farm equipment.

Caleb offered the Lieutenant a respectful nod, easily recognizing a veteran fighter when he compared the man's demeanor to that of his brother's friends.

Lieutenant Durand looked back to the group, making eye contact with Jacob. "And you must be the impressive young mage Oren has told me about," he said as he stepped forward and offered Jacob a hand.

Jacob shook the Lieutenant's hand with a nod, "Yes, sir. It's nice to meet you."

"Likewise," the Lieutenant replied as he withdrew his hand, realizing that the boy had a firm grip for a mage.

As Thomas, Bran, and Caleb joined the talk, the group converged on the porch, falling into a comfortable conversation.

The tension of the morning melted away as they discussed the changing season, the quality of steel available in Thornhold, the continued influx of adventurers, and the recent increase in goblin activity near the mountain base.

For a moment, the Hemlock farm felt like a completely normal, peaceful homestead.

That relaxed atmosphere was shattered with word of the approaching retinue.

A shadow detached itself from the high eaves of the farmhouse roof. Mira dropped silently onto the wooden porch railing, landing crouched like a hunting cat.

Everyone except Jacob and Caleb flinched backward in surprise.

Jacob had already sensed her disturbing the ambient mana, but Caleb was used to her shenanigans around the farm. She always seemed to try to scare him when she was around, and it confused him, considering how she would just watch him without saying anything before disappearing again.

"They're coming," Mira reported. Her voice was unbothered, but her sudden appearance made the urgency clear. "A large group of riders is approaching the property line. But they aren't alone this time. They're escorting a decorated and enclosed carriage up the main road."

Arthur straightened up immediately as he noticed the carriage that Mira pointed out. His relaxed demeanor vanished, replaced by the rigid posture of a nervous man looking at their superior approaching. The Lieutenant narrowed his eyes, resting a hand instinctively on the pommel of his sword as he looked toward the driveway, similarly taking on a serious posture.

"A carriage?" Jacob asked, looking between the two older men. "Does the Baron ride in a carriage for a simple farm inspection?"

"The Baron does, but not that carriage," Arthur stated, his voice dropping into a low, serious rumble. He shared a knowing look with the Lieutenant.

"No," the Lieutenant agreed, his expression hardening as he looked down the long dirt lane toward the approaching dust cloud. "Only the Count would personally come in a carriage like that. I suppose this royal injunction for a simple baronial inspection is going to be a bit more eventful than we all originally thought it would."

The baron's men first approached without stopping at the gate for permission, having all the permission they needed to enter the property of a peasant of the county. They pulled their horses around between the porch and the barn as the carriage made its way through the gate.

The carriage approached a position near the baron's men before stopping, and two liveried guards, their blue-and-gold cloaks marked with the flowering spring crest of House Spring, dismounted first, snapping to attention on either side of the carriage door.

A herald amongst the count's men, similarly adorned with the Spring House colors, stepped forward to announce the count, "Make way for His Lordship, Count Marcellinus Spring, Lord of Spring County, sworn servant of the Sinclair Crown!"

When the door swung open, the Count stepped down onto the dirt road, his posture rigid and his eyes sweeping over the gathered crowd with the authority of a man above all those within his sight.

 He wasted no words on pleasantries, immediately announcing the occasion for his appearance, "I'm here under the direction of King Sinclair to oversee this baronial inspection on the Hemlock Farm."

Looking directly at Arthur, the count continued, "Farmer Hemlock, the crown has acknowledged your petition as having reached the county through proper channels and with, unfortunately, perfect legal script. Thus, the Royal Injunction has been accepted, and I've been sent here personally to oversee a properly conducted inspection."

He stepped toward the Baron's inspectors, his voice sharp as he questioned them directly, "As representatives of Baron Talbot, I will assume direct supervision of your actions and will judge whether you have crossed a legal line and what the repercussions will be for the Baron's holdings. Do you understand your position in this inspection?"

The inspectors quickly bowed their heads, their previous confidence vanishing as they muttered their agreement, "Of course, Lord Count, we will conduct ourselves fairly and justly in accordance with the laws of the kingdom."

Satisfied by their deference, the Count turned back toward the property and loudly announced, "Let the baronial inspection of the Hemlock Farm officially begin!"

Jacob and the rest of the team walked onto the porch as they watched the official proceedings with May. They were all a bit shocked at the personal appearance of the count of Spring County, but it was nothing they couldn't handle.

The count turned slightly, offering a quick gesture toward a young man waiting near the carriage. "Clerk, prepare the parchment and ink. Let the official record of the crown begin for this royal injunction."

He turned back to face the gathering, his gaze locking onto the Baron's men. "By my authority, this inspection will proceed with the previously stated legal direction. No structure on this land will be entered, and no piece of property will be touched until the specific action is named aloud to this assembly and properly recorded by the hand of the Crown."

Stepping closer to the lead official, the Count raised an eyebrow. "Inspector, you may now state the formal grounds for this baronial inspection under the light of the Sinclair Crown."

The inspector cleared his throat, pulling a rolled document from his coat, though his eyes remained fixed on the ground near the Count's boots. "By order of Baron Talbot, we are here to investigate formal accusations of economic and civil defiance by reason of anonymous reports. Specifically, the Hemlock Farm is suspected of overproduction beyond the regional quota, maintaining hidden fields outside the tax register, and harboring an unlicensed magical artifact."

The Count turned his attention back to the farmhouse porch, his eyes narrowing slightly as he looked at the farmer. "Arthur Hemlock, you have heard the charges brought by the Baron's seat. Do you understand the nature of the accusation leveled against your property?"

Arthur didn't flinch or shrink back under the firm gaze of the count, gaining the respect of the count in the process.

He stepped forward calmly, his voice steady as he reached into his coat pocket. "I understand the words of the inspector, Lord Count," Arthur replied, pulling out a thick, leather-bound volume.

He handed it to the baronial inspector as he finished his address. "And to answer them clearly, I offer my farm's official ledgers first, so that the Crown may see our production matches the register exactly before a single foot is set inside my home."
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  The baronial inspector flipped through the thick pages of the ledger, his jaw tightening as his eyes scanned the neatly penned lines. His frustration was obvious; the math was flawless, leaving no room for a quick accusation of creative bookkeeping.

Closing the book with a heavy snap, the inspector looked up at the carriage, conceding the internal consistency of the records without admitting to Arthur's innocence. "The ledgers match themselves, Your Lordship," the inspector stated.

He then shifted his stance to pivot toward the fields without looking incompetent. "But only if the stated fields are the only fields in active production. The harvest numbers for this soil are unusually high, yet no hidden plots are registered. Furthermore, the greenhouse output may affect the standard crop rotation. A physical verification of the acreage is required to confirm these production numbers."

The Count considered this for a moment, his gaze shifting between the inspector and the porch.

He allowed the field inspection, but his voice left no room for interpretation as he narrowed the scope. "The field verification is permitted under my direct supervision. However, there will be no searching of the main house today. No entering the barn or the greenhouse until the field claim is resolved, and absolutely no seizure of tools, crops, or magical objects will take place without my explicit sign-off."

With the parameters set, the Baron's men turned to prepare their mounts. In the background, the Count's guards had already been working quietly, ensuring their lord wasn't reliant on the heavy carriage horses.

Two outriders brought forward a pair of fresh, saddled remounts that had been tethered behind the carriage. One was for Count Marcellinus, and the other was for his clerk, who carefully secured the official inspection ledger inside a weatherproof leather case that was situated on the saddle within arm's reach.

Arthur stepped off the porch and walked to the barn to fetch his own horse, which was in its stall at the moment for Caleb to care for.

When he emerged, he didn't look like a peasant being dragged around his own land; he calmly saddled his horse and rode out to join the assembly, positioning himself beside and slightly behind the Count.

The Baron's men tried to take the lead, but the Count's commanding presence made it clear that Talbot's inspectors were merely indicating which direction they wanted checked, not leading the expedition.

Behind them, the household remained near the farmhouse. May stood by the porch, tense but composed as she watched the riders line up. Jacob and the rest of the team stayed back, understanding they were just witnesses and weren't currently required for the field boundary checks.

The Lieutenant, knowing the fields were where a physical conflict was most likely to break out with any monsters or goblins hiding nearby, checked his sword belt and set out on foot with the count's guards as a peacekeeper.

As the line of riders finally moved toward the southern fields, the suffocating political tension on the porch broke slightly. Jacob watched the dust trail rise, a deep frustration settling in his chest because he couldn't follow without crowding the delicate legal process and distracting everyone with his blatant show of magical might.

Flying through the air, even behind them, might be interpreted as a form of intimidation of the magicless procession, and he knew they couldn't afford to violate any sort of laws during this inspection.

He would trust his father to take care of their home, as he always had.

Before anyone could speak, the heavy wooden door of the bathhouse creaked open from around the side of the house, and Sera emerged, wiping steam from her brow as Bran gathered his soap.

The mundane, domestic routine of the farm provided a stark, grounding contrast to the high-stakes political theater that had just ridden into the high grass. It caused Jacob to feel a bit of amusement in the otherwise tense day, considering their situation.

"Well," May spoke up after the inspection procession was out of earshot, "What're y'all planning for tackling the rest of the dungeon?"

The question pulled Jacob out of his thoughts, a reminder of the path the group had taken in tackling the 'Big-3' quests required for them to advance past the F-rank.

While the nobility played their games of ledgers and law on the farm, his group had already been carving out their own path for advancement in the system-spawned dungeon near Ruvka.

The simple question was a classic look into May's character; behind the farm wife's apron was the mind of an experienced adventurer who knew that a political storm was no reason to neglect a dungeon's threat.

Jacob shook off his lingering frustration and gave her the short version. "We aren't rushing the full clear," he explained, crossing his arms as he looked back toward the barn. "The current plan is to grind combat levels first and map out the second floor with a lot more care. We need to prepare proper gear by upgrading our current outfit with the dungeon drops, and establish a real baseline with the tempo we developed today before we think about challenging the actual boss."

May listened intently, her expression hardening into the look of a veteran delver.

She gave them a bit of advice from her own experience. "Never trust a 'safe' floor, Jacob. Don't push yourselves when you're tired, and never assume the path you took down is going to stay clear when it's time to come home. Dungeons change when your back is turned."
The group took the advice in contemplative silence, the resonance of her words settling over them.

Oren nodded slowly, always favoring the practical approach, while Thomas offered an appreciative grunt of agreement born from his own days of solo-delving survival.
Sera let out a soft breath, visibly relieved that they weren't planning a reckless sprint into the depths.

"We'll be careful," Mira said, her quiet assurance contributing to the seriousness of the warning.

Just around the corner of the house, the heavy wooden door of the bathhouse thumped shut as Bran finally stepped inside to claim his turn, leaving the rest of the yard to the quiet rhythm of a working farm.

For a few hours, the young adventurers picked up chores to complete around the house and in the barn, and the conversation flowed naturally, with the steady undercurrent of domestic life helping them to relax despite the shadow of noble pressure over the Farm.

The peace didn't last past the early afternoon. The crunch of gravel and the rhythmic thud of hooves signaled the return of the inspection party, but the dynamic had clearly shifted.

As the riders pulled back into the yard, the Baron's inspectors looked confused and unsettled, their previous arrogance almost entirely drained away.

In stark contrast, Arthur rode beside them with a bright smile stretching across his weathered face.

The Count remained perfectly controlled and entirely unreadable, his rigid posture unchanged, while his clerk's quill scratched furiously across the parchment, somehow keeping his leather-encased scroll steady on the horse even across uneven ground.

Before a single word was spoken to the household, the group could tell that whatever the inspectors had expected to find past the high grass, the Hemlock Farm had just won the day.
As the horses pulled into the yard, the temporary relief on the porch vanished when the lead inspector's eyes locked onto the greenhouse.

The sight of the unassuming structure seemed to rejuvenate the Baron's men, reminding them of the final leg of their accusation, which included a suspected possession of unlicensed magical equipment that surpassed the peasantry threshold.

The lead official dismounted, clearing his throat as he addressed the Count. "Our next sequence for this inspection will be the barn, followed by the greenhouse." As he spoke, he pulled a hand-held device from his satchel.

To Jacob, the rectangular object looked remarkably like a large, oversized calculator from his memories of Earth, but when he focused his magical perception toward it, he could feel a distinct, humming pulse of mana radiating from the device. It was undeniably a magical artifact.

Jacob just couldn't tell what it did exactly.

The Count offered a terse nod of consent. The inspectors marched toward the barn first, flanked by Arthur.

The Count's guards kept their distance, maintaining a watchful perimeter while Jacob and the rest of the family remained clustered on the porch, tracking every movement.
The barn inspection was brief. When the officials emerged, they looked visibly encouraged, their eyes fixed on the device as they pivoted directly toward the greenhouse.

The Count, Arthur, and the scribe followed closely behind. Once again, the clerk's hand was a blur of motion, scribbling furiously onto the scroll without breaking stride, a feat of mobile penmanship that left Jacob and the family thoroughly impressed by his sheer coordination.
The moment the inspectors reached the greenhouse structure, the device in the leader's hand began to emit a distinct rhythmic sound.

It beeped, producing a precise, synthetic noise that felt jarringly modern to Jacob's Earth-born sensibilities as he recalled similar devices in his memories from Earth.

The inspector turned a triumphant look toward the Count. Approaching the device, the Count inspected the reading first, then gave an affirmative nod.

The inspectors, the Count, and Arthur stepped through the greenhouse doors. Before disappearing inside, Arthur cast a quick look back at the porch, offering his family a wide grin and a subtle wink.

When the party finally emerged a few minutes later, the inspectors practically radiated smug satisfaction.

The leader stepped forward, his voice dripping with feigned regret. "We have indeed located multiple magical devices within the structure. The mana density easily passes the threshold where a formal permit is strictly required for the peasantry, and according to our records, no such permit exists for the Hemlock Farm."

Arthur didn't flinch. Instead, he simply gestured toward the porch. "We don't need a purchasing permit, Lord Count. We didn't buy this equipment. It was created right here on the farm by my son."
All eyes turned to Jacob.

At the Count's silent command, the inspector stepped forward and swept the calculator-like device over him. It immediately went off again, producing a high-pitched whine that confirmed the presence of an active mana signature.

The inspectors immediately turned back to the Count, silently pleading for a legal judgment on smuggling or illegal fabrication.

The Count paused, raising a hand to touch the space right next to his right eye. A faint, golden glow pulsed beneath his fingertips, showcasing the distinct visual indicator of an active appraisal or identification skill.

For a brief moment, the Count looked utterly bewildered, his brow furrowing as he stared at Jacob.

He had a high-tier identification skill, so he knew it was undeniable that the young boy with an active mana signature before him had the farmhand class.

A simple F-ranked class.

Then, a sudden flash of realization dawned across his features.

"You're a tier-1 Mage," the Count stated, his voice dropping into a tone of legitimate surprise. "Not a system-born mage, but a self-made one. Is that correct?"

"That's correct, Your Lordship," Jacob replied, keeping his voice steady and agreeing to the assessment with a slight nod of respect.

The Count rubbed his chin thoughtfully, his gaze shifting between Jacob and the greenhouse. The scribe's quill didn't stop, scratching out the legal context of the interaction in real time.

"The tools and mechanical alterations found within the barn are all entirely possible to be created by the young Hemlock mage," the Count began, his voice carrying clearly across the yard.

"However," He continued, "the enchantments and structural enhancements within the greenhouse itself are well beyond the capacity of a tier-1 practitioner utilizing known magical techniques. The herbs being cultivated within are perfectly legal, as they are, under kingdom law, but the magical framework of the greenhouse itself is too advanced. Therefore, under normal circumstances, this property would require an official baronial permit even with the presence of a tier-1 mage in the family or on the staff."

At his final statement, the smug expressions on the inspectors' faces instantly melted, replaced by a look of legitimate confusion.

Before further judgement could be passed, however, Arthur swiftly spoke up with a serious tone, "My lord, if I may speak on this matter, I do have a tidbit of importance that might ease your judgement on the greenhouse."

The count raised an eyebrow, obviously surprised but also quite intrigued.

"Very well," he replied to Arthur, "you may present your side of the situation regarding the illegal greenhouse on your property."

"Thank you," Arthur said with a small bow as he leaned forward a bit before continuing, "my son here is not only a tier-1 mage, but also the apprentice of the guild master on the adventurers guild in Thornhold. Surely this fact might gain us more leniency in the matter of the need for a permit, showing that my son may have had advanced training from a master enchanter who is well known in the kingdom?"

This gave the count pause, as he rubbed his facial hair in contemplation.

"Indeed," he spoke up, "I've heard that your son was apprenticed to Toren before I came here, and it's actually the reason we aren't pressuring him to join the militia or my private guard."

Jacob winced, realizing that the count had actually done a background check before arriving, while the barons' men looked surprised, showing that they were out of the loop once again.

"However," the count continued, "this information was already factored into my judgment of the need for a permit for that greenhouse, at least it would normally."

Now, even Arthur was confused, as everyone listening to the conversation could see a look of deep thought on his face as he scrunched his eyebrows, trying to understand what the count was trying to say.

Finally, the lead inspector for the baron's men spoke up to clear the air, "My lord, are you saying that the Hemlocks don't need a permit?"

After finally having someone ask him about it, the count grinned before reaching his hand out to his scribe, who pulled a new, smaller scroll out of his cloak for the count.

Seeing the scroll, the baron's men, the lieutenant, and Arthur all opened their eyes wide in surprise. On the fold of the scroll, for all to see, was a purple wax seal with an ornate design.

The Royal Seal.

Still grinning, the count spun the scroll around and unfurled the small scroll, which revealed the royal arms.

All of the men fell to one knee and bowed their heads, with Arthur signaling his family to do so as well. Understanding dawned on Jacob as he also fell to one knee, followed by the rest of the family on the porch.

The count then spoke up as he addressed everyone in attendance, all on one knee and bowing before the scroll, even the scribe.

"Kneel before the words of your King, citizens of Sinclair! I, Count Marcellinus Spring, Lord of Spring County, so solemnly announce the words of the crown of Sinclair!"
He then cleared his throat and read the royal writ.

"By the hand, will, and royal seal of His Majesty, King Sinclair, sovereign lord of the Sinclair Kingdom, defender of its roads, fields, rivers, gates, and sworn peoples, let this writ be heard and obeyed by all nobles, officers, magistrates, freeholders, tenants, guildsmen, soldiers, and common folk who stand beneath the protection of the Crown."

The Count's voice held a booming, rhythmic cadence, reading the formal text with the practiced ease of a high lord.

"Let it be known that Arthur Hemlock of Ruvka, farmer by birth and lawful holder of the Hemlock farm, did submit his petition through proper legal channel, under correct script, seal, and witness, seeking protection against irregular interference in the keeping, harvest, record, and prosperity of his lands. Let it further be known that, by inspection conducted under county authority and witnessed in the name of the Crown, the ledgers, fields, stores, livestock, tools, and improvements of the Hemlock holding have been found lawful and properly declared."

The Baron's inspectors remained rigidly still, their eyes fixed firmly on the dirt, though the lead official's jaw twitched slightly at the words irregular interference.

"Therefore, by royal authority, and with the Crown's full acknowledgment, Arthur Hemlock and his lawful heirs are hereby raised from common peasant tenure and recognized as freeholders of the Sinclair Kingdom. The Hemlock farm, its fields, its house, its barn, its greenhouse, its pastures, its wells, its tools, and its lawful improvements shall be held as a protected hereditary freehold, owing proper taxes, duties, and obedience to Crown and county, but shielded from unlawful seizure, false levy, forced indenture, or arbitrary removal by any lesser hand."

Jacob kept his eyes on his father. Arthur's head remained bowed in respect, but the tight line of his mouth softened. The weight of the peasantry threshold, the constant vulnerability to arbitrary baronial whims, was being stripped away right here in the dirt of their own yard.

"Arthur Hemlock shall have the right to keep household ledgers under seal, to sell surplus harvest according to lawful market and crown provision, to employ free labor by contract, to petition the county directly in matters of land, tax, safety, or noble overreach, and to maintain such arms and defenses as are proper for the protection of his household, his workers, his livestock, and his fields. Let no baron, reeve, collector, inspector, guardsman, or officer of lesser station enter, seize, bind, threaten, or assess penalty upon this holding without lawful writ, stated cause, and proper witness."

The Count paused slightly, shifting his gaze over the kneeling inspectors to ensure the next limitation was fully understood by everyone present.

"Let this elevation not be mistaken for peerage, lordship, knighthood, or grant of dominion over other subjects of the Crown. Arthur Hemlock is not raised to noble blood by this writ. He is recognized as a freeholder, bound to the law and protected by the law. From this day forward, he may be addressed in lawful record as Master Arthur Hemlock, Freeholder of Ruvka, and his household shall be entered into the rolls of Spring County under the protection of this royal acknowledgment."

The Count brought the reading to a finish, his arm extending slightly to show physical validation. "So witnessed by Count Marcellinus Spring, Lord of Spring County, servant of the Sinclair Crown, and so sealed in purple wax beneath the royal arms. By Crown, by law, and by the king's peace, let it stand."
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  The Count slowly rolled the scroll back up, the heavy parchment snapping shut with a definitive clap.

A small, smug smile touched the corners of his lips as he looked down at the Baron's men, thoroughly enjoying the sight of them squirming on one knee in the dirt.

Privately, Marcellinus allowed himself a moment of satisfaction. The entire display had gone exactly as intended.

He recalled the unexpected turn in the situation just days prior, when the King himself had contacted him directly through a secure, high-tier magical communication device.

The level of seriousness in his sovereign's voice still echoed in his mind.

The King had made it explicitly clear that the Hemlocks were an ancient, storied lineage long watched over by the Crown thanks to the deeds of their ancestor in helping establish the kingdom.

Their curse as peasant farmers was a direct result of the struggles the early kingdom had in establishing itself against the Zinthar as they broke from the Helian Empire to the far west, which was possible thanks to the Indominable Mountain Range.

The count knew a little of this already, considering the crown's protection of Ruvka village and their Trial Year, which dates back to the start of the Hemlock farm.

There are also the annals available to the nobility, which detail the establishment of the kingdom. However, he hadn't realized the extent of the crown's involvement in the small village and its association with the Hemlocks, since a founding name could be spread far and wide throughout a kingdom after a thousand years.

His Majesty had stated quite firmly that if the Hemlocks were finally starting to ascend once again, then it was the duty of the throne and the county to support them. He urged a fair hand, to ensure a strong family like theirs wouldn't be ruined by favoritism. But he still wanted them to have a chance.

The count was supportive of it, considering that such a productive farm in his county was quite a boon both politically and financially in a kingdom that relied on its fertile lands.

This royal writ was a calculated, pre-emptive shield, designed specifically to thwart any ill-conceived plans or legal ambushes the Baron, or any other nobles, might concoct out of their greed or some form of petty jealousy.

Yet, the King had also mandated restraint.

The Baron would not face a formal trial or land seizures for this overreach. This public, humiliating slap in the face, delivered right in front of the local peasantry and the lieutenant of the county militia, would be the only official punishment against Talbot's seat.

It was a political warning shot designed to subtly tell the Baron to back off.

"You may all rise," the Count permitted, his tone returning to a polished formality as he slipped the royal scroll back into the hands of his waiting clerk.

He didn't necessarily dislike the Baron, but having one of the Barons under him made one less political rival that could replace him if they managed to stand too tall and escape his shadow. And the former Baron Talbot had been such a man.

The count was starting to see, however, that the oldest son of the late baron was not such a person. Thus, he had nothing to worry about, just a need to keep him in line when such opportunities presented themselves.

As Jacob and his family stood up, he noticed they were all wide-eyed and confused. Much like he himself was, this sudden promotion was unforeseen, but none of them were as surprised as the Baron's men were.

They looked embarrassed, not just surprised.

He watched his mother walk into the house in a daze, ostensibly going to take care of his baby sister. He couldn't blame her for wanting to take a break.

His sister was already six years old and wouldn't need to be checked on every five minutes, but he figured his mother likely wanted to get away from the rollercoaster of emotions that the inspection was inducing.

While it was actually a breach of protocol, everyone, besides the count, was so shocked that no one even noticed.

Beside the carriage, the Count looked completely content with himself, practically basking in the aftermath of his grand theatrical reveal.

He had delivered the King's judgment with what he felt was the perfect amount of dramatic flair, and it was obvious he was savoring every second of the political victory.

In stark contrast, the Baron's inspectors looked like men trying to figure out how to vanish into thin air. The smug arrogance that had carried them toward the greenhouse was completely gone, replaced by a desperate, frantic need to escape the Count's presence before any further punishments could be handed down.

The lead official scrambled to his feet, his hands trembling as he brushed the backyard dirt from his trousers.

He offered a hasty, deeply strained bow to the noble.

"My lord Count," the inspector stammered, his voice thin and cracking under the weight of his embarrassment. "With the inspection formally concluded, we beg your leave to immediately inform our liege, Baron Talbot, of these events and the royal decree."

The Count gave a single, dismissive wave of his hand. He didn't even bother to look at them as he turned toward Arthur and the young farmer's family.

That was all the permission the inspectors needed. They practically ran back to their horses, scrambling into their saddles with none of the rigid, organized discipline they had shown upon their arrival.

Within moments, they kicked their mounts into a frantic gallop, kicking up a massive cloud of dust as they fled down the dirt lane, eager to put as much distance between themselves and the Hemlock Farm as possible.

The Count walked forward across the dirt yard, stepping onto the porch to approach Arthur. He extended a hand and clapped the farmer firmly on the shoulder, his previous icy posture completely melting into a surprisingly warm demeanor.

"Well, Master Hemlock," the Count addressed him, using the new title with an informal, almost casual tone that caught Arthur by surprise. "It seems your household has been far busier than the regional tax assessors could have ever anticipated."

He turned his gaze toward the surrounding structures, looking over the property with genuine curiosity rather than the critical eye of a judge.

"Now that the official record is settled and Talbot's men are riding back to nurse their wounds, tell me about what is actually happening here," the Count continued, gesturing toward the various outbuildings.

"My inspectors were quite wrong about smuggling, but they weren't entirely blind. There's enchanted gear strewn all about this farm, even inside the basic tool houses. But what truly intrigued me were the surprising findings my appraisal skill picked up within the barn, not to mention the advanced artifact acting as an herbarium you're calling a greenhouse."

Narrowing his eyes, the count finally asked, "How exactly is a tier-1 mage managing to anchor such stable, high-density mana matrices into common farm implements?"

Jacob was, once again, surprised by the count.

This time, it was the noble's deep grasp of magical mechanics and the workings of its ethereal nature that had caught him off guard.

Though, as he thought about it, he supposed such knowledge should be expected from a mid-ranking noble who had to manage a whole county.

He knew from dissecting the void gauntlet and learning from how the system handles enchantments that the complexity of enchanting with different methods could reach ridiculous levels.

Even with a D-rank piece of equipment, the complexity needed was already worthy of years of study to replicate beyond the single enchantment.

He could only imagine how much trouble it would be for the enchanters of other methods to create something like their greenhouse.

Arthur seemed to be a bit shocked as well.

Part of it was clearly from being addressed so casually by a high lord who sat so far above him socially and politically, but the pointed questions about the specifics of their magical equipment had also caught him off guard.

Recovering his footing, mentally, Arthur offered a respectful nod.

"Thank you for your compliments, Lord Count," Arthur said, clearing his throat as he gestured toward the porch. "But as for the crafting and the matrices, I only handle some minor enchantments since my actual mastery is with the soils around the farm. The real magic belongs solely to my son, Jacob. You'll have to ask him about how those artifacts came to be."

The Count turned his full attention to Jacob, his eyebrows raising as he stepped closer. "A tier-1 Mage managing to anchor matrices of that density without causing a cascade failure is a rare sight. Tell me, young Hemlock, how did you manage such a feat? Most practitioners at your stage can barely maintain a minor enchantment on a dagger or tool, let alone stable, high-density mana fields inside a common greenhouse."

Jacob rubbed the back of his neck, feeling a bit embarrassed under the intense gaze of the high lord.

"Well, Your Lordship," Jacob admitted, looking down at his own hands before meeting the noble's eyes. "The truth is, I actually managed to enchant most of that equipment before I even reached tier-1."

The Count went completely still, his eyes narrowing slightly as if searching for a sign of a joke.

"I use an energy-efficient enchantment method," Jacob quickly explained, gaining confidence as he spoke. "By blending multiple styles of runes with layers of intent during the channeling process, I can anchor the magic using a fraction of the raw mana I assume is usually required."

After thinking for a moment, Jacob continued, "I've looked at the dungeon enchantments and how the system handles the magical circuits, and I could see why you would think it would take so much more mana and skill. But my method isn't that costly. Honestly, looking back at those projects, I could probably do much better now with a proper, higher-grade core."

The Count stared at him, utterly baffled by the claim. A self-made mage manipulating unknown multi-style runic lattices before even hitting tier-1 defied standard academic progression.

And to top it off, the boy sounded like he thought he could make better enchantments than the system itself. The system upon which all enchanting in the kingdom was based.

"Are you telling me," the Count began with a bit of skepticism in his voice, "that you can make more efficient enchantments than the system itself while keeping a similar level of power?"

The Count pointed at the greenhouse to emphasize what he was referring to.

Jacob just shook his head to convey his point, "No, lord Count, I don't think my method keeps the same amount of power. From what I can tell, my method sacrifices the normal amount of power used in the enchantments for efficiency in creating and using the enchantment. My master demonstrated this to me when he destroyed my low-grade enchantments with a simple kick to the chest."

Gesturing to the greenhouse, Jacob continued, "I suspect that this herbarium wouldn't be able to handle the same magical load a normal herbarium would be able to supply and maintain for higher-grade herbs. Also, if you attacked the building at all, the enchantments would likely fail quickly, which I suspect is not so for a regular herbarium either."

The Count rubbed his chin. "So, it's true then that your family is able to utilize runic enchanting."

Runic enchanting was a rumor that floated around the kingdom from time to time, mostly carried by the merchants and adventurers who traveled through the mountains from the empire.

For this boy from the backwoods in the middle of nowhere to achieve this by himself was unheard of in their small kingdom.

However, the Count knew that the king had his eye on this family, and he was starting to see why this was so.

The Count let out a slow, drawn-out breath, shaking his head. "It's a pity you're already apprenticed under Toren," he murmured, a hint of legitimate professional envy in his voice. "If you were unaligned, I would have signed you to my personal house guard before sunset."

Shaking off his disbelief, the Count turned back to Arthur, his formal posture returning but his expression remaining warm. "Take care, Master Hemlock. You're a freeholder recognized by the Crown now, and that carries both great honor and political danger from your neighbors. Make sure to cultivate your fields well and expand your lands as much as you possibly can. Remember that you have the right to purchase land but also to develop the surrounding undeveloped lands as much as you can handle."

As he spoke his final words, the Count offered Arthur a subtle, deliberate wink, dropping a heavy hint that something much greater was in store for the farm and its new master.

What that was, Arthur wasn't quite sure. But he knew when to take a hint and dig into things properly.

The Count didn't waste any more time on small talk, turning on his heel and walking back toward the awaiting carriage without any further fanfare.

The Lieutenant stepped forward, his posture rigid and his arm snapping into a crisp, formal salute as the Count boarded his carriage.

The liveried guards quickly closed the door, shutting out the dust of the yard, and leaped onto their mounts.

With a sharp crack of the driver's whip, the heavy carriage jolted forward, turning around in the makeshift driveway before heading down the main road.

The outriders followed in tight formation, their blue-and-gold cloaks billowing behind them as the entire procession disappeared into the dust trail left behind on the dirt lane, leaving the Hemlock Farm in a stunned silence.
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  The group sat around, staring at each other for a time. They were all a bit stunned by the turn of events that came with the inspection that day.

Arthur was the first to break the quiet, turning toward the porch with a broad grin.

"Well," he said, rubbing his hands together as he looked over his family and the team. "I think that's more than enough excitement for one afternoon. Let's head inside, get some tea going, and actually sit down to talk about what just happened."

He turned his attention to the Lieutenant, his smile growing even wider.

Arthur stepped forward, extending a hand to the officer with a look of excitement. "And please, Lieutenant, join us. I've been looking forward to properly meeting Oren's master for quite a while."

The lieutenant accepted Arthur's hand with a firm, calloused grip.

"I suppose a proper introduction is long overdue," he said, his voice carrying the steady cadence of a seasoned soldier. "Oren has spoken highly of your family, Master Hemlock."

Oren shifted uncomfortably on his feet beside his mentor, his face coloring slightly. "I've mentioned them, sir."

"Repeatedly," Durand added dryly.

The brief exchange earned a few tired laughs from the group, finally breaking the thick tension that had suffused the yard like a morning fog since the carriage first rolled through the gate.

Arthur led the way onto the porch and into the house while May went ahead of the group to get the hearth fire going and prepare the tea.

The small crowd filed into the dining room, quickly filling the space.

Jacob and his companions stuck to one side of the table, giving Arthur, May, and the lieutenant the space they needed to converse near each other at the other end.

Caleb remained near the hearth with Lila, both of them keeping quiet but clearly listening to what everyone was talking about in the crowded dining room.

For a moment, a peaceful silence settled over the table as everyone took a deep breath of relief, happy to have found the best outcome from the inspection.

It had ended in their favor, and everyone at the table understood the significance of the victory. It wasn't often that a peasant family got one over a noble, even a minor noble.

Being recognized as a freehold was another wild card entirely, one that no one had expected to come from this event.

Yet, sitting there in the familiar warmth of his home, Jacob thought that it felt less like a political victory and more like they were walking blindly into a larger picture they were not yet at a far enough vantage point to see.

Arthur wrapped both of his weathered hands around his clay cup, letting the warmth seep into his fingers to combat the lingering chill of fall air that they had just escaped from.

"Well, Lieutenant," Arthur began, looking directly at the officer. "You've dealt with the crown's officers and the high nobility far more often than any of us. How bad was that, truly?"

Durand considered the question, staring at the steam rising from his cup before answering.

"For today? It went as well as you could have hoped. Your rights as freeholders were officially recognized, and the Baron's inspectors slunk away without placing anyone in chains. The bonus is that none of your boys were hauled away by the count. I could tell he was considering taking on a ward."

May's expression tightened at the grim phrasing and the narrow disaster they had seemingly avoided.

Durand caught her look and continued, his tone softening but remaining serious. "I don't speak lightly, Mistress Hemlock. Inspections involving disputed land boundaries, coupled with unusual magic and formal accusations against the nobility, usually end far worse for the common folk. And, it's quite normal for a new freeholder to give up a child as a ward to an overseeing noble when promoted in such a fashion."

Jacob leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. "But this isn't over, is it?"

"No," Durand said, meeting Jacob's eyes, understanding that there was more to this young child than there seemed to be, thanks to Orens' compliments about the odd mage. "It's settled legally, for the moment. But a piece of parchment from the King doesn't mean everyone involved will simply accept the outcome."

"The baron," Bran murmured.

"The baron," Durand agreed with a serious nod. "And any other noble in the province who hears that a farming family in Ruvka successfully resisted a formal inspection backed by his authority. It makes him look weak."

Arthur's wide grin had faded, replaced by the grim resolve of a man who had worked too hard to let his land be taken and cared too much to watch one of his children raised away from his household, regardless of the benefits. "Then let them hear it. We followed the law, and we have the royal seal to prove it."

"That'll protect you in the Count's courts," Durand replied. "But it may not matter to a proud man who believes the law only exists to preserve his own position. He might not take direct action, but you should expect some sort of retaliation. Remember that you have the right to hire guards now."

The silence returned, a bit heavier this time with overtones of serious deliberation. As a peasant farmer, grown and raised, Arthur had never thought about needing security beyond Ellis.

Sera stared down into her own tea, turning her cup slowly. "So what are we supposed to do now?" It was the first time she had spoken since they entered the house, her voice carrying a bit of anxiety.

Durand swept his gaze across the younger faces gathered around the table. "You continue doing exactly what you were doing before the carriage arrived. Let the adults handle these more serious matters."

Mira frowned, her eyes narrowing. "Pretend none of this happened?"

"No. You remember every detail of today." Durand replied, "Commit to memory the trouble the nobles just put this farm through. Then you prepare for the next problem instead of sitting around waiting for it to find you. You're up-and-coming adventurers, and you should be focused on your power, not the farm. You should let Arthur and May handle that. They are quite competent, from what I've seen so far."

Looking at Arthur and May, the couple gave everyone a stern, solemn nod. They knew what they needed to do, and they wanted the kids to understand that this was not their burden to bear.

The lieutenant shifted his focus, locking his eyes on Oren. "The arrival of the inspectors revealed several weaknesses in your group. Your coordination was inconsistent. Some of you reacted simply on instinct before understanding what was happening. Others simply froze because you were waiting for Jacob or Arthur to make a decision."

Jacob opened his mouth to defend them, but Durand raised a hand to cut him off.

"This isn't an accusation, young mage. It's an observation. You're on the path to becoming a true team, but you're not there yet."

Oren straightened his shoulders, sitting up taller on the bench. "Then we need more training, sir."

"Exactly."

Bran glanced toward Jacob, a nervous energy in his eyes. "We were supposed to return to the dungeon tonight."

The mention of the dungeon seemed to shift the entire mood around the table. It was a place of immense danger, certainly, but it was a familiar kind of danger. One that they had seen before and had survived without much incident.

The open fields and ravenous monsters under a false sky made far more sense to them than noble authority, legal scripts, freehold recognition, and royal law.

As the talk started to border on system dealings, Caleb led his little sister around to the bedroom hallway through the other side of their living room to play with some of her toys in her room. 

She resisted at first, but at the mention of a tea party with her favorite dolls, she was soon dragging Caleb to the room instead of the other way around.

Mira sat a little straighter, her fingers tapping against the tabletop. "We still haven't properly tested our full group configuration anyway."

"And we barely started learning how our classes actually work together in a real fight," Sera added, her anxiety beginning to morph into focus.

Jacob looked around the table, watching the lingering shock of the inspection turn into something active and useful. He turned to the officer. "What do you think, Lieutenant? Should we head back down to the dungeon today?"

"I wouldn't suggest it," Durand answered without need for deliberation. "You're all distracted and emotionally exhausted from the Count's visit. Entering a dungeon, even F-ranked, in that condition is a quick way to get yourselves heavily injured or killed."

May hummed in agreement with the Lieutenant's advice.

Jacob nodded reluctantly, recognizing the wisdom in the advice as well.

"Tomorrow morning," Durand continued. "You can return to the gate rested and fully supplied. I'll accompany you far enough to observe your entry and your initial combat formation. After that, I'll decide how much direct supervision you require."

Oren blinked in surprise. "You're coming down with us, sir?"

"I came up here to Ruvka, away from my camp and the goblin menace, to evaluate your progress. Watching you stand in a farmyard while royal officials argue over an herbarium provides a rather limited assessment of your combat capabilities."

Arthur let out a low chuckle into his cup, clearly amused by the lieutenant's dry humor.

Durand turned back to Jacob, his expression hardening. "There's another reason you need to return to your training, Jacob."

Jacob waited, listening intently.

"The royal writ changed your position in the county. Whether you wanted it or not, the local nobility now knows the Hemlock family possesses unusual capabilities and backing. You can't make yourselves invisible again." Durand leaned forward, his voice low and commanding. "So you need to become strong enough that being noticed is no longer a threat to your lives. Arthur can handle himself and the farm, but he needs the peace of mind knowing that you can handle yourself out there."

Jacob looked down at his hands, feeling the truth of those words.

The inspection had made him feel powerless in a way the dungeon never had. Inside the dungeon walls, raw strength, careful preparation, fast reflexes, and quick judgment were the things that actually mattered.

Outside of it, titles and ancient laws could decide whether his family kept everything they had built or were thrown into a dungeon on frivolous charges, all because some noble was embarrassed by a lesser class.

But the lieutenant was right. Jacob couldn't control what the Baron planned next in his castle. He could, however, control what happened when the next monster charged his line. And he could be prepared for any reach around the law to try to deal with them directly.

Jacob looked around at Thomas, Bran, Oren, Sera, and Mira, his resolve locking into place. "We leave at dawn."

Mira nodded first, her expression fierce.

Then Oren.

Bran leaned back on the bench with a nervous but genuine grin. "I suppose I should go check the equipment and the dungeon drops before we lose the light."

Arthur's broad smile returned, the tension fully leaving his face as his shoulders relaxed. "There we are. That sounds like a proper plan, and much more productive than staring at the grass in the yard."

May sighed, though a trace of fond amusement played at the corners of her mouth as she began clearing the empty cups. "Fine. But none of you are going anywhere near that gate until you have eaten a proper meal tonight. Tea and dry biscuits are not nearly proper preparation for a dungeon."

As everyone dispersed in agreement, the lieutenant was talking to Mira, Oren, and Thomas about the training fields while corralling them towards the back door with Arthur in tow to see how the lieutenant trains with them.

Bran grabbed Caleb and practically dragged him back to the barn, and Sera went to Lilas' room to keep her company since Caleb was in the middle of a tea party with her and her stuffed animals.

Jacob, however, approached his mother as she was picking up the loose dishes from around the table.

With a wave of his hand, he thoughtlessly grabbed the dishes his mother would have had to walk around the table to grab and pulled them into the kitchen with him. May followed, with a grin on her face.

"I suppose this means you want to talk about the dungeon," she said as she placed the dishes next to their washbin, where Jacob was directing the cleaning with a wag of his fingers.

Jacob guided the last floating plate into the soapy water with a flick of his wrist, turning to face the worry hiding just beneath her casual tone.

Jacob offered her a warm, reassuring smile, raising his hands in a gentle motion to let her know she could relax. "Nothing bad," he promised, keeping his tone light. "I actually just wanted to ask for some of your advice regarding the miasma on the boss floor."

May paused, her hands freezing just above the suds of the washbin. She turned her head, fixing him with a sharp, questioning look. "Are you and the others truly planning to face the boss floor so soon?"

Jacob nodded in reply. "Yes, I think we are." He leaned against the counter, confident in his decision. "I trust the group to be ready for it once we finish clearing the second and third floors. After seeing how well the team dealt with that berserk random gatekeeper, I know we have the combat skills and the coordination. The miasma is honestly the only variable I'm worried about right now."

Jacob raised his hand, summoning a small sphere of light that hovered just above his palm. "It's just that my light magic feels different than the spell Elara used from her staff to weaken the boss last time," he explained, watching the pale illumination reflect in the soapy water.

May dried her hands on a towel and looked closely at the glowing orb. "That's because she wasn't using standard light magic, Jacob. She was using holy magic."

She paused to let the words sink in before continuing. "Holy magic is a true elemental fusion of light and fire magic, although it's not actually 'holy' like the dead religions used to teach. It's called 'holy' magic because it's a special type of light magic that harms demons from the demonic realm. They don't really come to this dimension anymore since The Farmer kicked them out about a thousand years ago, but it's the magic the old religious institutions kept secret to remain important in the fight against the darkness, if the old stories are to be believed."

With a smile and a shake of her head, she got to the point, "The gist of the situation is that you can't simply cast a fire spell and a light spell at the same time. The two elements need to be combined at the very core of the spell so they function as a single, unified phenomenon."

She explained the requirements, noting that such a feat usually required an enchanted ruby augmented with either a D-rank fire core or a light core to properly channel the fusion. "That specific fusion produces a purifying light," she said, her voice dropping to a serious whisper.

"It's the only thing that can truly burn away miasma and other corrupted or demonic energies that ordinary light can't affect. Even though demons are only a rare spawn in high-level dungeons today, we still use the 'holy' magic or purifying light commonly to clear out miasma and certain types of poisons. If you can create it, then it'll save you some coin. If you can't, I'm sure a merchant or two in the village could supply you with one for the right price. The adventurers have been able to get to the boss floor lately, after all."

Jacob extinguished his light and nodded, a look of fierce determination. "Thanks, Mom. That's exactly what I needed to know."

Overlooking the surprising amount of history and magical theory his mother knew, he left the kitchen and headed straight to his bedroom. He would need to make a mental note to question her further about that stuff she said about The Farmer and demons later.

Once the door clicked shut behind him, his mind was already racing.

He knew he had a D-rank fire core tucked away in his supplies, but he currently lacked a ruby gem.

However, his eyes landed on the Void Gauntlet sitting quietly on its shelf. It seemed like the perfect candidate to bypass the standard specifications by combining all three of his unique enchantment methods.

He pulled the heavy gauntlet off the shelf and blew a thin layer of dust from its surface. It had been neglected for long enough.

Focusing his tier-1 mana, he intentionally overloaded the artificial nodes he had previously created out of runes and a weaker monster core.

The old enchantment crumbled successfully, leaving him with a blank canvas of dark metal.

First, he laid down the foundational two-dimensional runes. He etched them all over the gauntlet in a precise pattern designed to promote the emission of light while simultaneously strengthening the physical material of the armor.

Next, he layered his malleable three-dimensional runes to shape specificity into the enchantment.

He carefully structured them to focus the light into the palm to create a concentrated beam, or to emit outward from the outer shell of the hand like a powerful lantern.

He designed the runic enchantment array to actively pull from a designated core for its power supply, connecting all of the two-dimensional runes in an intricate web of light.

Reaching for the D-rank monster core, Jacob used his magic to delicately extract its internal core structure.

He guided the fiery essence out of its original housing and merged it directly into the framework of the void gauntlet.

With trained precision, he connected the runic arrays to the newly implanted core, forcing the volatile power of the fire core to merge completely with the light-producing runes.

Finally, he applied his intent shaping to smooth out the clashing enchantments, ensuring that the combination of fire energy and light runes produced the correct type of purifying light his mother had described.

Due to the precision he needed for this type of meshing, he decided to forgo the system's robotic assistance, sacrificing a level or two in gains in order to make the enchantment work correctly.

He added a couple of minor enchantment effects to give the gauntlet some variability in use while he was shaping the magic energies within the artifact.

To ensure he could pin down the elusive holy magic, he added one final enchantment through his intent, creating an adjustment mechanism that allowed him to manually fine-tune the balance of light and fire.

The gauntlet shone brilliantly for a few moments, the raw runes glowing fiercely as they could be seen visibly.

Then, the intense light slowly calmed down. The weapon accepted the powerful mana Jacob had channeled into it and absorbed the complex concepts he had imbued through his visualization and intent.

Thankfully, the material was powerful enough to handle his power, and he didn't wipe out his room or part of the house in a magical explosion.
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  May stood in the doorway, witnessing the lightshow put on by Jacob's enchantment. While she didn't actually know much about magic, it was still amazing to see it in action.

And, looking directly at the void gauntlet, she could see the faint but unmistakable shimmer of holy fire.

He managed to create a weapon for that dungeon on the first try, she thought to herself; it seems he is getting better at making new things. Perhaps they will be able to clear a D-rank dungeon without needing guild assistance after all. But his magic—I don't recall ever seeing anyone that talented outside the academies.

Jacob turned toward the doorway, the lingering satisfaction on his face shifting into a mild, smug surprise as he noticed his mother standing there. He hadn't heard her approach over the hum of his mana as it settled into the gauntlet fully, but a wide smile quickly spread across his face, happy to share the moment of accomplishment with her.

He didn't even know for certain if the enchantment was fully functional yet. Honestly, he was just excited that the complex combination of runes and cores had not exploded in his face during the fusion process.

Reaching out, he picked up the modified Void Gauntlet and slid his hand inside. As soon as his fingers settled into place, the cold metal shifted and contracted, forming perfectly to his hand as if it had been forged specifically for him thanks to one of the secondary enchantments he imbued it with.

Taking a deep breath, he channeled a pulse of mana into the metal to activate the primary enchantment.

Without the need for a buildup or charge of energy, a radiant golden glow bloomed from the runic arrays.

The light looked and felt completely different from his standard spells.

It carried a strange warmth, and as the radiance washed over him, Jacob could feel a subtle but noticeable surge of strength coursing through his muscles.

He looked up at his mother, his own eyes reflecting the powerful golden illumination pouring from his palm. His gaze held a silent, hopeful question.

May met his eyes and offered a firm nod, her warm smile confirming what he already felt. He had succeeded.

A laugh of relief and fatigue escaped Jacob. He quickly deactivated the runes, pulled the heavy gauntlet off, and set it carefully on his desk.

Closing the distance between them, he ran over and wrapped his arms around May in a tight, triumphant hug.

She returned the embrace with equal warmth, patting his back proudly before stepping away.

"Go on, now," she said, her tone full of fond encouragement. "Go find your friends and let them know."

Jacob burst out the back door after picking up the gauntlet and sprinted toward the training field, eager to share his success. He slowed to a halt at the edge of the dirt ring, taking in the chaotic scene before him. Oren, Thomas, and Mira were currently getting absolutely thrashed by the lieutenant.

Despite the dirt smudged across their faces and the sweat soaking their clothes, the three of them wore expressions of grim determination.

They were coordinating their strikes and attacking with everything they had, looking as if they were really trying to land a lethal blow on the seasoned soldier.

Durand's training methodology apparently involved letting them try their best to kill him, only to ruthlessly counter by bashing them away with the flat of his broadsword or the heavy back of his armored gauntlet.

Jacob watched as Thomas lunged forward with a fierce shout, only for Durand to casually deflect the strike and knock the boy off his feet with a swift backhand.

Jacob was not the least bit worried for the lieutenant's safety. In fact, Durand was the only one on the field with an actual smile on his face.

The veteran soldier let out a booming laugh as he effortlessly sidestepped a combined sword and dagger strike from Mira and Oren.

Moving with terrifying speed, Durand grabbed the two of them by their collars and tossed them across the compact dirt of the training field like sacks of wheat.

Seeing Jacob approach with a cheerful and undeniable energy, Durand lowered his weapon and raised a hand, signaling a halt to the grueling session.

"Take a break," the lieutenant ordered, his breathing completly even compared to the ragged gasping of his students. "Catch your breath. It looks like our young mage friend has something important to share."

Oren, Thomas, and Mira collapsed into the dirt, gratefully sucking in air as they watched Jacob jog up to the group.

Arthur, having noticed the sudden pause in the chaos, walked over from the edge of the yard to see what had his son so riled up.

Jacob didn't waste any time.

He quickly explained his success in the house, detailing the intricate fusion of the fire core and the light runes within the void gauntlet, and how it now produced actual holy fire.

Durand listened intently, nodding as Jacob laid out the mechanics of the new artifact. But his eyes knit in concern for a moment before he spoke up.

"If what you say is true," Durand rumbled, crossing his arms over his armored chest, "and that gauntlet can reliably produce holy fire to diminish the boss's power, then taking it on could be a good challenge."

He paused, his eyes narrowing slightly. "Assuming, of course, you all still feel up to it by the time you clear the third floor. I personally have my reservations, as your parents and I have previously stated; clearing the third floor should be the goal before delving further for at least another day. However, if the lot of you thinks you're ready, then it's your call."

The exhausted teens on the ground exchanged hopeful glances, however, Durand wasn't finished.

"But!" The veteran soldier continued, his voice dropping into a dangerous, commanding register as he locked eyes with the young mage. "Before I allow my charge to walk into a potentially life-threatening situation against a boss, I want to see exactly how well you can handle yourself against an opponent who is definitely out of your league."

A sudden hush fell over the training yard. All eyes shifted between the towering soldier and the young mage.

Instead of backing down, a confident grin spread across Jacob's face.

Durand answered the smile by slowly drawing his broadsword, the steel producing a ring that cut through the quiet air.

Seeing the immediate shift in tension, the kids remained seated in the dirt, shifting their weight to get a better view of the impending clash.

Arthur, however, took one look at the lieutenant's readied stance and wisely retreated a very reasonable distance toward the porch as the fighting began.

It seemed he knew this fight was bound to get messy, and he would rather not get caught up in such an altercation quite yet.

Durand closed the distance faster than Jacob could even comprehend. Acting on pure instinct, Jacob cast a kinetic dampening field around himself, hoping to blunt the assault.

It didn't matter.

Durand's blade sliced clean through the magical barrier with minimal resistance, the flat of the heavy steel slamming brutally into the enchanted armor Jacob still wore from the dungeon.

The runic enchantments flared brightly as the sheer force launched Jacob backward, but Durand didn't relent, immediately sprinting after the airborne boy.

The brief distance finally gave Jacob the room he needed to cast.

Instead of trying to pull the massive man down with brute force, he sent his mana low, grabbing Durand's ankles and violently yanking them toward each other.

That slight, clever deviation from a standard binding spell threw off the militiaman's balance, causing him to trip and fall into a forward roll.

Jacob seized the moment, activating his flight spell to launch himself higher into the air and gain some precious altitude.

Durand popped up from his roll seamlessly and launched into a powerful vertical lunge.

However, Jacob was safely above his previous position.

The lieutenant's eyes tracked the boy, but he was unable to adjust the trajectory of his strike mid-air.

Capitalizing on the miss, Jacob hit the man with a massive blast of concentrated wind.

The concussive force actually caused the heavy soldier to slide back a couple of feet as the dirt gave way beneath his boots.

Before Durand could adjust his footing, Jacob reached out with his mana and asked the earth beneath the militiaman to pull him under.

The solid ground gave way, swallowing Durand down to his knees before Jacob solidified it once more.

Jacob barely had time to register the success before the man simply exploded upward, shattering the solid ground holding him and leaping directly at the hovering mage.

Panic spiked in Jacob's chest.

He hastily conjured a volatile explosion of air and fire to blast the man away, but the militiaman's sword blurred, literally cutting through the expanding magic.

A heavy, calloused hand grabbed Jacob right out of the air, dragging him down as they wrestled toward the dirt.

Just before his shoulders hit the ground to be pinned, Jacob frantically spun up a third enhancement spell.

The earth ruptured, sending a burst of molten lava surging straight toward Durand's chest.

With a surprised grunt, the soldier was forced to release his grip on Jacob to defend himself. This gave Jacob a moment of reprieve, and he shot away the moment he was free, his mind racing as he prepared another complex spell.

He merged water magic with the elusive lightning magic he had struggled to master.

By using the water as a conductive bridge, he could amplify and carry the weak sparks he could normally only project about a meter from his body.

He unleashed an unassuming gout of water that thoroughly doused the recovering lieutenant, followed instantly by a sharp crack of electricity that surged through the liquid.

Durand stiffened as the current coursed over his soaked armor, which began to steam violently.

As Durand was momentarily shocked, Jacob realized that he had just electrolyzed water and snapped his fingers, causing a tiny spark to immediately appear before Durand's eyes.

In less than a moment, Durand was able to wonder what the spark was for before all of what he assumed was steam exploded violently around him.

For a fraction of a second, Jacob thought he had won. Then, a dangerous gleam Jacob was unable to see appeared in the lieutenant's eye, hidden behind the flash of flames.

Before Jacob could even blink, the world spun, and he suddenly found himself face down in the dirt with one arm pinned firmly behind his back.

"I didn't think you would be able to actually make me use a system skill," Durand said, his breathing only slightly elevated as he released his hold and offered a hand to help the boy to his feet.

The man was free from any sort of soot or injury, as if the electrocution and explosion had no effect on him.

Jacob wiped the dirt from his face, the sound of loud cheering pulling his attention toward the edge of the field.

His friends were celebrating the spectacular showing, and Arthur was standing nearby with a wide, proud smile on his face.

But as Jacob's gaze drifted past his father toward the house, his own smile faltered. May was standing on the porch, glaring at the two of them with fury in her eyes.

Following her line of sight, Jacob finally looked around, his stomach dropping as he truly took in the smoldering, cratered, and waterlogged destruction their brief fight had inflicted on her yard.

Despite his fatigue and low mana levels, Jacob quickly started manipulating the smoldering earth to retreat back deep into the ground while letting the good dirt fill the holes he and Durand had created.

Seeing the young mage act weirdly, the lieutenant looked at the porch as well to see a less furious, but still indignant May watching Jacob put the yard back together.

He did the smart thing and started helping shift the soil and dirt patches back to how they should be for Jacob to stamp and compact them back into training-appropriate footholds.

Jacob's friends quickly picked up on the problem and started helping while Arthur walked up to the porch to comfort May.

"I know they're going to make a mess from time to time, sweetheart," May said to Arthur as he began to hug her, "I just wanted to make sure they didn't leave it that way before they ran off to their dungeons or tinkering projects."

Grinning widely, Arthur wrapped May into his arms as they looked at Jacob and his friends working with the lieutenant to put the training field back together.

With a heavy huff, Jacob dropped down onto the freshly packed earth he had just repaired.

Closing his eyes, he focused inward and activated his mana replenishment skill. Almost immediately, a warm and refreshing sensation washed over his exhausted core, accompanied by the familiar chiming prompt of the system in his mind.

System Notice: Mana Flux 2 --> 3

His mana replenishment skill had just advanced from level two to level three.

As Jacob caught his breath, Arthur left the porch as May went back inside, and the rest of his friends finally closed the distance with dirt and dust on their hands and feet, gathering around the seated mage and the slightly winded lieutenant.

It seemed the work on the yard had taken more energy out of him than all the training he did with the kids.

Durand sheathed his broadsword and turned to address the small crowd, wiping a bit of dust off his cheek with the back of his armored hand.

He looked down at Jacob with an expression of respect on his rugged face. "I'm deeply impressed," he admitted, his voice carrying over the quiet field. "Your reactions are incredibly sharp, Jacob. Your ability to weave and manipulate magic mid-combat is something I rarely see in mages twice your age. And silent casting all of them to boot. I would think you were academy-trained if I didn't know better."

The lieutenant then shifted his gaze to Oren, clapping a heavy hand on his apprentice's shoulder. "After seeing that display," Durand said with a confident nod, "and knowing what you all are capable of when you coordinate, I think with some solid teamwork, you will be more than fine taking on that boss."

  
