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A young man, no, a geeky teenager, transported to another world, where after thousands of years of slumber, magic is budding once more. With the beginning of a new magic era, new wonders are there for him to discover.

New magic, mixed with old, and with his own personal touch, it is growing stronger by the day.

Ancient remnants and new battlefields, old races, and magic beasts, this world has it all!

The thirst for knowledge and power is driving him forward to rediscover the wonders of magic!

However, a young one such as himself, would he be able to resist the intoxicating allure of newfound power?

Unlikely...



If you are expecting some light-hearted fantasy, this ain't it, cuz! If you are expecting the MC to be some saint, prepare to be disappointed. Though that should be quite clear from the front page. Other than that, enjoy this mess!



Just opened a Discord server! Come and join!

            

    
        Ch. 0 Prologue - End of Magic Era

    
    
    
    
                In the middle of the Neloron continent, smoke and fire covered the land as far as the eye could see. The skies were filled with dust and the sun lost its presence a long, long time ago.

It was war. A war between the worlds, a war between Gods and Demons.

The ground of the battlefield was drenched in blood and the remains of warriors from both sides. It was not a quiet day, it was never quiet.

On the outskirts of the great plain, the conflict and suffering were unending. Dark beasts devoured everything in their path. With claws longer than a human arm they tore the poor souls asunder.

Above the battlefield, in the skies, an even greater battle was taking place. Flashes of light, followed by earth-shaking thunder were a common daily occurrence.

Pieces of land, the size of mountains, floated in the sky. Every time there was a flash of light, a mountain in the sky would shatter and the molten remains would rain down on the battlefield.

In the skies, High Elves and Herculean Dwarves fought against High Demon Generals. With the unending magic spells from the High Elves, the Dwarves had a relatively easy time battling Demons.

One by one, the High Demon Commanders fell from the sky, in pieces. Against the unending barrage of Divine Swords and Divine-rank magic spells, they had no hope of holding the line.

Over recent years, the Demons and their beasts slowly retreated and the Allied army slowly advanced. It was all for his day.

In the distance, a giant, purple portal was surrounded by High Demons. From it came an unending army of beasts and monsters that had only one order: Kill! And kill they did. They killed every single person, be it human, elf, or dwarf, it did not matter to them.

There was no mercy no matter the age or gender. Although, it was usually better to be a male. They would get just torn to pieces and devoured, granting them a quick death. Many females weren't that lucky. Not when the beasts had, apart from an insatiable hunger, also an unending lust.

Ear piercing screams of their victims were enough to give even the brave men nightmares for life.

Now it all came to this day. This dark day, when blood flowed in rivers, was the day when the nightmare would end.

The Gods in the Allied army pushed forward, killing Demons faster than the portal could replenish. The target was already in their sight. Just a few more minutes and they would be able to destabilize the portal, and the invasion would end.

Just as a smile showed itself on the lips of a High Elf, the sky shook and a roar, that could shake your soul, came from the portal.

"No…" that High Elf whispered, with horror on his face. He knew what that roar meant.

Indeed, as the roar spread across the battlefield, a giant head slowly emerged from the portal. Black scales and giant horns shined as they reflected the fire on the ground. The whole being slowly emerged, first, it was the head, then the long neck, followed by a muscular torso with wings, and lastly an insanely long tail.

"A dragon!" Now it was a Herculean Dwarf that screamed, his voice completely different from normal and full of fear. It was high-pitched, something impossible for a Dwarf to do. And yet, he did it.

Less than fifty combatants were left in the sky, the hopes and dreams of ending this nightmare completely shattered with the Black Dragon's roar.

This was the highest form a Dragon could achieve. A body like a mountain and scales harder than diamond, and Fire magic, stronger than any other.

"How is this possible?! A being of this power cannot pass through the Firmament!" another High Elf screamed.

An old High Elf, seemingly their leader slowly spoke, "Calm down and observe, it is not a true Black Dragon. He is infinitely close to it, but not quite yet."

All were startled at those words and observed the monster by themselves. Indeed, just as the old man said, the dragon did not yet go through his last metamorphosis. There was still hope.

As they were just secretly celebrating the discovery, the Black Dragon opened its giant maw and a collum of flame scorched the ground.

The flames went for a dozen kilometers before they lost their destructive power and turned, the before muddy grounds, into molten rock.

Every single being, be it monster, Demon, Elf of Dwarf, all turned to ashes before they even knew what happened. The last thing they saw was a black mountain walking out of the portal, a second later they were already gone.

"This beast! It doesn't even care about its allies!" The remaining Gods flew higher to avoid the scorching temperatures.

"This power! Even if it's not a true Black Dragon yet, we are no match for it like this."

The old Elf listened to the words of his kin and ultimately came to a decision. "We will have to use the World Breaker…"

When the other High Elves heard his words they were stunned into silence. They did have the same idea for just a second, but they quickly disregarded it.

The World Breaker was a spell that transcended even the Divine rank. To cast it successfully they needed at least fifty High Elf Elders, and they barely had thirty. Casting it like this would be suicide.

Even the brave Herculean Dwarves trembled at the thought of that spell. However, they did not dare to speak.

"Ancestor! We cannot use this spell, it's too dangerous! Not to mention that we don't have enough Elders to cast it, even if we did, we would have no way of controlling it. And if it goes out of control, this world will disappear!" a High Elf finally couldn't keep quiet anymore and spoke what was on his mind. It was not just him, everyone present had the same thoughts.

"Our brothers and sisters died, to give us this chance! Millions of innocent souls were crushed below the hooves of these monsters! The least we can do is to give it our all!" the old man roared at the High Elf Elder.

The High Elf Ancestor extended his hand and on his palm appeared a golden ball. He then slowly spoke, "Whether or not we can control the World Breaker is irrelevant. Our world is dying and if we don't do something quickly, there will be no world left to protect anyway."

All present gulped when they saw the gold ball in his hand.

"The Soul Devourer!" the High Elf Elder nervously looked at the old man. "Ancestor, you don't mean to use that thing…?"

"Silence you fool! We are lacking people to cast the spell and this is our only option left. All of you, come! Connect your Souls to it." He threw the ball into the air, but it didn't fall, just floated there on the spot.

He was the first to bring his Soul out of his body. It was like a shining white giant, that looked just like him. The giant extended his finger and touched the gold ball. Then he removed his finger and returned to his body.

A strand of the Soul was left connecting the old High Elf Ancestor with the gold sphere. He then moved his gaze across the rest of the High Elf Elders. Some of them sighed, but in the end, still brought out their Souls and connected them to the Soul Devourer.

The Ancestor then turned to the Dwarf King, a similarly old man with a bushy white beard. He respectfully bowed and spoke, "My friend, I never asked you for anything, but on this dark day, I ask you to help me once."

The Dwarf King laughed. He knew the Elves were preparing to die today. The Soul Devourer could temporarily strengthen their Souls, but the price was high. Even if they somehow managed to survive, their Souls would be damaged and they would probably need centuries to recover.

"Speak, my friend, what do you need?" the Dwarf King Smiled.

The Elf Ancestor spoke in a serious tone, looking straight in the Dwarf's King's eyes, "Distract the Dragon for five minutes, that's all I ask."

The King laughed self-mockingly and shook his head in sorrow, "Five minutes? I will try my best and give you three. If you survive this day, take care of my kin."

The old Ancestor nodded and said, "You too…" Then he turned around and called the golden ball back. Every High Elf Elder connected their Souls to the Soul Devourer. They had faces full of unwillingness and sorrow, but deep down in their eyes was pure determination.

The Elf Ancestor cut his finger and a few drops of blood flew out and landed on the Soul Devourer. Many strange symbols appeared when the blood landed. The souls in every single person expanded as it was filled with immense power. A silver glow appeared around every High Elf.

The Dwarf King looked in sorrow at the scorched land below him. The whole conversation seemed long, but in reality, only seconds have passed from the moment the Black Dragon appeared.

"Men! Prepare for the greatest battle of your lives! We will protect the High Elves to give them time to cast the World Breaker! Spare no expense! Take out your greatest treasures and give it your all!"

As the King spoke to motivate his warriors, a giant battleaxe appeared in his hand.

"The King's treasure, The Mountain Splitter," some Dwarves gasped, but then they too took out their strongest weapons. Swords and axes appeared one after the other. Each of them was so beautiful it could take your breath away.

The King took out a few dozen potions and threw them to his soldiers. "Each of you, take one potion and get ready. Today we will sacrifice our bodies and Souls for the motherland! Bring down that ugly lizard! For glory!"

The warriors each grabbed one potion and drank it. Not even a second later, their skin turned black and cracked. And under it, was glowing red blood. It appeared as if they turned into a raging volcano that was ready to burst.

That was the Overload Potion. The highest grade of the Berserk rank. Similar to the Soul Devourer, it sacrificed life for a short burst of immeasurable power.

"Cast your Enhancements!" The King roared with bloodshot eyes. Immediately after that, he cast the spells on himself, "Titan's Power! Giant Body! Lightning Speed! Red Sun Armor!" The Mana inside his body surged and in a flash, he grew to the size of over ten meters. The aura around him grew as well, slowly turning crimson.

The space around his body started to distort and steam, mixed with blood escaped his pores.

One after the other the rest of the Herculean Dwarves grew and their auras expanded. After the finished transformation they charged like madmen at the Black Dragon.

The Dragon noticed the fluctuations of magic that were happening above him, but he did not pay them any attention. Only with the sudden surge of power from above did he lift his head to observe.

Twenty Herculean Dwarves, with their King in the front, charged down like meteors. They each landed on the Dragon's back with all the strength they had.

The shiny black scales cracked and split apart under the impact and boiling blood spewed forth. The Black Dragon roared in anger. The wounds could be considered only scratches on his giant body, but just the fact that he was injured by these lesser beings, was enough to enrage him.

The Dragon shook and a hurricane was formed around him. These winds carried the energy many thousand times greater than a normal hurricane. A single grain of sand carried enough energy to penetrate even the strongest natural armor.

The Dwarves were blown away, each with different degrees of damage.

The Dwarves were amazing blacksmiths and they had the strongest, magically enchanted armor, on the continent. Even so, they suffered wounds just from the dust and sand carried by the wind from the Black Dragon.

If they didn't have Red Sun Armor magic, they would probably get torn to shreds. Ultimately there was no time to rest. The Dwarves charged at the Dragon again, with no concern for their lives. They used their Divine Earth magic to block the winds as they attacked.

Mountains grew from the ground below and then flew to the sky to serve as their shield.

In the meantime, the High Elves prepared themselves to cast the strongest spell in their existence. They all stood in a circle with the Soul Devourer floating in the middle.

The High Elf Ancestor slowly started the chant, "Born without mother, you grow without father, in the darkness of space…"

The rest of the High Elves quickly joined and chanted, "…consuming forever, devouring stars…" As they chanted, the space around the Soul Devourer started to warp and a massive amount of Mana flew from each of the High Elf Elders.

The amount of energy was so massive that it started producing light and gravitational ripples.

The Black Dragon finally noticed something was wrong. When he looked at the massive amount of Mana in the sky, pouring into a single point, even he felt dread.

"Damn ants! Burn!" The dragon roared and another column of flame shoot from between his sharp fangs.

Mountain, after mountain, blocked his way, each melting in seconds. Then the Dwarf King roared and attacked, "Your opponent is me, you stinky lizard! Moonfall!" The Dwarf King flew up into the sky and then increased gravity around himself to fall down much faster.

His Mountain Splitter shined as he poured Mana into it. Like a meteor he landed on the Dragon's head, breaking off one of his horns.

The dragon roared in pain, spewing scorching flames everywhere.

"Attack!" The remaining Dwarves lifted their mountains once more and smashed them at the raging Dragon. The mountains of stone collided with the black scales and broke apart like balls of soft dirt on concrete. They did not even draw blood.

Still, the Dwarves did not despair and instead threw themselves at the raging beast. One after the other they burned in the flames and turned to ash. But before their death they each struck the Dragon at least once, breaking his scales and skin with their weapons.

"…ruler of the galaxy, destroyer of worlds, the mighty World Breaker! A life for a life, take what is mine and grant me this wish! Devour it all!" As the magic chant ended, the space around the Soul Devourer warped and collapsed. There was just a tiny black dot left.

The Souls of everyone present left their bodies before cracking apart and getting sucked into that black dot. The only one left standing was the old High Elf Ancestor.

His skin cracked and his Soul split apart, but he gritted his teeth and grabbed the black dot. As soon as he did that, his hand warped and got compressed, getting sucked in the small black dot. He did not have much time left.

He moved as fast as lightning and arrived before the Black Dragon in the blink of an eye. He then took out his sword before cutting off his own hand at the shoulder and kicked it towards the Dragon. The black dot now already started collapsing the space around itself, and the arm was gone in less than a second.

Faster and faster it started devouring the mater around it. First air, then dust, then slowly the insanely hard dragon scales. They broke apart as if they were made of brittle sand.

The Dragon roared as he felt the pain in his chest. He looked down and his eyes enlarged in horror as he screamed, "A black hole!" He wildly looked around until his eyes landed upon a weak old man. "You!" He breathed fire as he roared.

"Hahaha, false Black Dragon, no matter how strong you are, you will perish under the strongest devouring force in the universe! Your arrogance and your greed were your downfall, now die!" the Elf Ancestor laughed and covered himself with a magic barrier to resist the flames. Ultimately it did not last long before it started to crack.

The old man sighed and watched the dragon be devoured by the black hole. He already lost that little control he had over it at the beginning. now it was all up to fate.

"Aah! Curse you!" the Dragon roared when he found out that even his strong body was useless against the pull of a black hole. "Even if I die, I'll take this world with me!" The Mana inside the Dragon surged and he turned his long neck towards the portal and roared, "Do it now! Mana Void! Take it all!"

"Nooo!" the old man's eyes enlarged when he heard the Dragon's command. The purplish-black portal enlarged and earthquakes could be felt across the planet.

The Black Dragon roared in mad laughter, "You might have beaten me, but your Mana is ours now! Haha, foolish Elf, you should have accepted our superiority, instead, you brought upon your own demise!"

The Dragon was then slowly torn apart amid his mad laughter. That was to be expected, but the old Elf was horrified for a different reason. There came a suction force from the portal, a suction force that targeted his soul.

All the Mana in the surroundings also started to flow towards the portal, and even the massive amount of Mana that sustained the artificial black hole was slowly extracted. The black hole collapsed when the Mana sustaining it was gone, and all the matter inside it exploded in a flash of energy, like an atomic bomb.

The surrounding one hundred kilometers were leveled like a mirror in a flash of light. Dust and debris flew outward as a giant cloud rose to the sky.

In the next few moments, across the entire planet, every single mage felt their Mana disappear. No matter who it was, they lost the ability to cast magic. Those on the top of the food chain that had massive amounts of Mana in their bodies directly exploded from stress.

Those weaker only sustained serious injuries or went mad. Humans, however, the weakest of them all, only felt a slight headache.

In the upcoming days and weeks, the entire structure of civilization collapsed. The magic was gone and the ruling High Elven class died. It was chaos. Wars and destruction ensued soon after and the whole world was plunged into the Dark Age.

The Great Era ended, and with it, the wonders of magic.

            

    
        Ch. 1 The Beginning, Part 1

    
    
    
    
                Friday, 6:00 AM

Beep, beep, beep!

In a dark room somewhere in a big city, the alarm was beeping. It was an unusual clock. Every single of its numbers was a different size and color, its housing made of wood, plastic, and metal, with two sides each. It was a mishmash of random components.

Beep, beep, beep-

"Alright, alright, I'm up. Shut up!"

After the shout, the alarm clock went silent. It seemed to be voice-controlled. And that voice belonged to an eighteen-year-old high-school student, named Erik.

He was nearly two meters tall, with an average body build. Not fat nor thin. His long brown hair had a nice contrast to his blue eyes and a decent jawline. His previous girlfriend bugged him to put at least some effort into his appearance, saying he could be popular with just his looks, but he didn't care.

Such things didn't interest him, or to be precise he couldn't be bothered by all the attention. It wasn't that he disliked it, but to be known for just his looks didn't appeal to him. Ever since he was very young, people would often misunderstand him and his intentions, he had difficulties forming connections with people, which is why he preferred to be alone most of the time.

"Lights!" he shouted.

Immediately, the lights illuminated the bedroom. It was quite spacious but looked nothing like a typical high schooler's room. It was full of weird things: On the wall, there were hanging all sorts of weapons like swords, knives, spears, rifles, handguns(decorative), and even a crossbow.

On the opposite side, there were displayed different paintings, drawings, and wood carvings. A desk, covered in many electrical components, motors, and pieces of what looked like weird robots, completed the picture.

The young man sat up and looked around the room. He was tired from the lack of sleep, as for most of the last night he stayed awake, studying lasers. It was not for a school project or anything like that. He was just doing it for the fun of it.

Also, he was quite sharp, with a nearly photographic memory. This could allow him to be highly successful in the future, but he was extremely uninterested in wealth or fame. He actually despised the company of other people like that and preferred to keep to himself. That's why he tried to have many different hobbies in the past.

He tried archery, blacksmithing, drawing, painting, and sculpting. Even sword fighting and shooting sports, like hunting, occupied his time for a while. But all of that didn't last long. Soon, he got bored of it and changed to something new.

Instead of giving up and letting the boredom consume him, he started studying all sorts of technologies. He learned how to program and build complex electronic machines, automating many aspects of his life, at least at home.

Although he could simply buy stuff like that, he preferred to do it by himself, at least that way he got some satisfaction out of it.

High school was a different story entirely. It was a nuisance he had to suffer through due to the stupid law which made it mandatory, and his parents who wouldn't let him just drop out, insisting he needed a degree. Because he couldn't care less about it, he didn't rank high in his class. In fact, he was just about average.

The amazing memory couldn't compensate for slacking off by either skipping school, or daydreaming when he should be listening to professors talk. He rarely studied for more than a few minutes before tests, and he put the bare minimum effort into all of the assignments.

It simply wasn't worth his time.

Today was no different. After he woke up, he took a shower, brushed his teeth and dressed up in some casual clothes, and went to school. He only took his laptop and phone with him. There were no strict requirements for books or notebooks and if he really needed to write something down, a smartphone was enough.

In class, he spent most of the time ignoring lectures and surfing the internet in hopes of finding something that could bring him away from this mundane life. Just as always, he was completely immersed in thought until a loud voice woke him up.

"... I will say it one last time, so you better listen up! The report must be finished in two weeks' time or you will fail this class. No exceptions!" The professor was merciless.

"Oh, man! I totally forgot about it. I was planning to go skiing with my girlfriend," someone complained.

"Yeah, tell me about it. There goes my free time. How am I gonna party and finish this paper?!"

There was a lot of commotion in the classroom. Evidently, people weren't happy that they will have to do schoolwork during the winter holidays. Erik was no different. Even though he didn't have any plans for the holidays, he still disliked the task given by the professor.

They were forced to write a report on an old book from the 16th century and there was absolutely nothing on the internet about it, other than its title and the name of the author who wrote it. Talk about a pain in the ass! He couldn't even plagiarize it!

"I don't wanna hear any complaints! You all knew this a month in advance. It's completely your fault if you left it for the holidays," the teacher berated them.

Riiiiiiing!

The school bell interrupted him, saving the students from a lecture on responsibility and taking control of their own lives.

"Well, it seems like we are out of time. Class dismissed!"

Immediately, everyone got up and started talking to each other while leaving the classroom. It was the last day of school before the winter break.

Erik's family was quite well off and so he could afford to have his own apartment in the school's vicinity. It saved him quite a bit of time and effort that way.

The sky was light gray color and it looked like it was soon going to snow. Erik resented the thought of staying outside in the cold any longer than necessary, but since he didn't have any plans for the holidays and the city library was close, he decided to find that stupid book and bring it home. At least that way, he could do the assignment.

Luckily, the library was not far away, so he had to endure the freezing temperatures for only a few torturous minutes. As expected from the last day of school for this year, the place was mostly empty, absent of people.

Those few individuals that were there paid no attention to Erik and neither did he pay any attention to them. He was planning to quickly find and rent the book and leave as soon as possible. However, today of all days, mischievous fate decided to toy with him, as even after twenty minutes, he was still unable to find it. Thus, he had no choice but to ask for help from a librarian. But sure enough, he didn't have much luck there either.

"Sorry, but I have never heard of this title before. Let me check in the computer database... Nope. There is nothing on the computer either. Although, we did recently get new editions of many novels. Maybe it's just not in the database yet. Also, try checking in the back. There is a big cardboard box with some old books that are about to be thrown away, if it's not there then we probably don't have it."

"Well okay. I'll check it out, thanks," Erik replied with a somewhat forced smile.

He turned around and went towards the last rows of books in the library and sure enough, there was a large cardboard box on top of a wood palette. There were at least a few hundred books in it and Erik had to check them one by one. Almost half an hour went by before he finally found what he was looking for.

"Cursed book, I finally found you!" His eyes were glowing from anger and frustration. So much trouble for something so trivial. Exhausted, he couldn't wait to go home and catch some sleep for a few hours.

Just as he started to throw the other novels back in the box, something caught his attention. It was a book, lying at the very bottom of the box. It seemed extremely old and very different from others. On closer inspection, Erik noticed that the covers were bound in leather and its pages were made from really thick paper. Moreover, the writing was completely foreign to him.

The book was full of symbols and pictures he has never laid eyes upon before. To make everything even more mysterious, it had no library stamp. Someone must've put it there by mistake.

Since that was so and the books were going to be thrown away, Erik decided to just take it and stored it in the inside pocket of his jacket.

After returning the rest of the books to the box, he went back to the librarian to rent the other one for school.

When he finally got home, it was already late evening and like that wasn't enough, it also started snowing. Erik hated the cold. To him, whoever invented it was a sadistic maniac, laughing at the suffering of others. Or at least at him, since everyone else he knew seemed to enjoy the freezing weather.

He intended to drift into peaceful slumber the moment he got the chance, but although he was tired, he just couldn't resist examining the contents of the weird book he found. The cover was dark red and on it, there were scattered many weird symbols of golden color. The pages inside were covered with those symbols as well, mixed with something that looked like pictures of different soil and stone structures, fires of all shapes and sizes as well as rivers and lakes, geysers, and icicles.

Confused, he started wracking his brain around what this could be. He had to find an answer and the internet seemed like a perfect place to find help. He scanned most pages and uploaded them to his computer so he could utilize the newest technology in the hope that he could find a match with a known language. Even after comparing it with over five thousand known languages, new and old, he was unable to find a match.

It was already over midnight and his head felt like it was going to explode from all the intense research. For the last try, he uploaded the scanned book into a program he downloaded from the web, for deciphering encrypted messages, hoping it could crack the meaning of the book and its contents.

The program consisted of a self-improving AI that was capable of learning the meaning of every unknown language. It was invented and perfected a decade ago and with its help people finally got a universal translator in the middle of the 21st century.

The book was filled with pictures and detailed drawings which helped immensely in deciphering some rudimental words, which were in turn used as a foundation to completely decipher the deeper meaning of the book.

Erik was soon barely able to keep his eyes open. All those nights with barely any sleep finally came with a full force to bite him. Only moments after starting the translation algorithm he fell asleep behind the screen.

Saturday, 9:00 AM

Beep, beep, beep!

Beep, beep, beep!

Beep, bee-

"Shut the fuck up!" he yelled at the top of his lungs. "Why did I even make this annoying thing?"

Erik woke up after a long night. Due to drifting asleep on the keyboard, his face was now covered in funny lines and squares. He completely forgot what he was doing last night. In near darkness, he stood up and went to the toilet, took a shower, and then went to the kitchen to get a cup of coffee to wake himself up.

After the caffeine filled his body, he mustered enough strength to prepare and eat some eggs and a ham sandwich. After going back to his room and jumping on the bed to go back to sleep, he finally remembered last night's struggles.

"Lights!" he spoke excitedly. The lights slowly brightened, one by one until they illuminated the whole room.

Instantly, he jumped up and went to check his computer. And sure enough, he was pleasantly surprised. In only a bit over five hours, he got the results he wanted. A complete translation of that mysterious book.

"Elemental Codex?" Erik muttered to himself. That was the title of the book. Finally, he was able to figure out what it actually was.

After a closer examination, he found out that it was some sort of an old spellbook, and based on its state, it should be at least a few hundred years old, maybe even a thousand.

'How on earth did something like that end up in a city library? But more importantly, a spellbook? Hah! I wish! Magic and spells only exist in fiction. The reality is much too boring,' he thought.
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                No supernatural phenomena were ever confirmed to be genuine. In fact, they were always disproved with careful observation and experiments. It was no more than a misjudgment of ignorant people that didn't know what they were looking at.

But this book was completely different. It was more like a school textbook. It contained a detailed introduction to a substance called Ether that was able to absorb and store a form of energy called Mana. This Mana would then be used to control other forms of reality. Depending on what type of Mana was in this Ether, one could control different natural Elements.

The book was divided into four sections for the four Elements: Earth, Water, Air, and Fire. The instructions were not hard to understand. They were made of simple and crude descriptions of interactions between molecules and atoms and forces that work on them.

Apparently, as long as one understood it and had a good grasp on the form and purpose of the spell as well as the correct form of Mana and just by saying the spell's name, one should have no problem in executing it.

Erik was more impressed by the description of matter than the spells themselves. If the book was actually a thousand years old, then whoever wrote it must have been a genius of his time. But it was more likely that this was a really well-made joke and it was all fake.

But, even if that was the case he would still at least attempt it out of curiosity. For a spell, he chose a Fireball. The most iconic spell in any fantasy game or story. He had an absolutely clear picture of it in his mind as well as the intricate interactions between the gas molecules and heat. For safety reasons, he went outside to test it out. He took a deep breath, calmed his mind, extended his hand, and shouted.

"Fireball!"

Silence.

Absolutely nothing happened. Not even a puff of smoke, not even a bit of warmth. In fact, it was extremely cold outside. In a rush, he completely forgot it was winter. The snow was up to his ankles and he was only wearing light clothing.

"Achoo! Damn it's freezing out here." He hugged himself, teeth clattering. "Sure enough, spells don't work, no surprise there," he mumbled to himself. But despite knowing this was the most likely outcome, he couldn't help but feel at least a bit of disappointment.

He quickly went inside and threw away his wet slippers and instead put on his sneakers. After warming up, he went to reexamine the Elemental Codex. There had to be something he missed when examining the age of the book.

From his estimations, a paper that thick, even if it was hundreds of years old, should be in even better condition than the one before him. It didn't look like it was damaged by water or any insects. However, it was completely yellow, and on the outside, it was even becoming brown and crumbly.

Suddenly, a small bump on the backside caught his attention. Before, when he was tired, it must've slipped his inspections. There was something hidden inside one of the back covers. It was made of two layers of leather sewn together.

He quickly took one of his knives and cut the seam apart. Inside was a small pouch made of really thin fabric, similar to silk. It was, just like the book itself, a deep red color. Inside was a beautiful, completely black crystal the size of his thumb.

As soon as he touched the stone, he felt a weird sensation coming from it. It was similar to electricity yet wasn't painful. Instead, it gave a feeling of warmth and comfort to his whole body.

Erik nearly got lost in this pleasant feeling when he noticed the two pieces had even more symbols on them and one had something that looked like a spell formation he saw in some games. In fact, after translating it, he discovered it was just that. One of them was supposedly a long-distance transport formation.

He had no idea to what or where it led, so he ignored it for time being and focused on the other page. It was much simpler. Apart from a golden spell formation, it only had a few instructions for making use of it. The page was made of paper, but due to its age, a part of it was smudged and impossible to read.

It said something about the black crystal, but after scratching his head in confusion for a while, he came to a realization that he was never going to know what was originally there. It was too far gone. It was a shame, but such was life. Not everything was ideal, no matter how hard you wanted it to be.

And as he stretched over to grab a drink he, by accident, caught the piece of paper between his body and the desk and tore off a piece of the smudged part. The paper was so incredibly fragile, he immediately cursed his own clumsiness and tried to fix it back together. Unfortunately, all that did was completely sever the ancient piece of paper.

What happened next was straight out of a fantasy book. The page flashed with blinding light, illuminating his room, as it disintegrated into dust. An instant later, all that light enveloped him and tried to make its way inside his body.

A flood of sounds, words, and symbols forced themselves into his brain. His head began aching, feeling like it was going to explode. In agony, he fell to the ground and held his head, sweating and grunting profusely. The pain was so excruciating he felt like he was going to die at any moment. This went on for a few minutes, but for him, it felt more like years of torture.

Then he fainted.

Erik woke up a few hours later completely drenched in sweat. Just remembering what happened made his entire body shiver. He changed his shirt and pants and went to examine the book again. He took it and started reading what was written inside.

Suddenly, a realization hit him. He was able to understand the words perfectly, without the need for a computer. That triggered another shock and he nearly fell backward. When he calmed down somewhat he tried reading the words out loud. He was saying exactly what he read but the sound was definitely not of his native language or any other that he knew of.

As it turned out that he actually gained a perfect ability for speaking and understanding foreign languages. He went on the internet and quickly tried to speak even those previously unknown to him. And it worked. He was able to perfectly understand the meaning of those words and even read them out loud.

Such an amazing ability would definitely be priceless if it was in the past! Of course, now the universal translator made it obsolete.

What shocked him the most was that his mistake led to all of this! The old page was somehow triggered and disintegrated, resulting in this impossible situation becoming a reality.

No matter how or why it happened, the fact remained that it did. That meant that there was definitely something unusual going on here. Erik quickly figured out that there was nothing wrong with his spells before.

The only thing he was missing was apparently the source of energy. And he was able to tell that this crystal was definitely an Ether Crystal that contained Mana. However, he could also feel that whatever just happened drained quite a bit of that energy from it. The feeling it gave off was much weaker than before, by at least a third.

Because of that, he became more interested in the other spell that was apparently connected to some unknown place. If he could actually go there he could probably find many more crystals and maybe even find a way to recharge them. So he went and studied the formation and writing on the leather page.

It turned out this spell was somewhat different and it required a part of this crystal to be crushed and mixed with the caster's blood as a catalyst. He first hesitated for a bit but then decided to try it out anyway.

Using a hammer he broke off a big piece of the stone and threw it in the blender. Granted, blending rocks was not the best idea and the machine almost broke, but the crystal was not all that hard and the blender still managed to grind it down to sand-sized particles. Next was blood. He used a knife that he made himself and cut through the skin on his hand.

He made sure to avoid any important veins, and so, after a few minutes of dripping, he got a shot small glass worth of blood. Mixing the two together he merged them into a thick, black liquid. The black sand dissolved in the blood in just a few minutes and the blood started giving off a bit of heat.

Erik went to his room and drew the formation on the floor, with blood, according to the instructions from the manual. After finishing, he stepped in the middle. He was holding the remaining piece of black Ether Crystal in his left, and the book in his right hand.

"Now... Let's see how this works. Gate!"

He said the word 'Gate' in the language of the symbols, and as soon as he said that, the formation on the ground started to lightly shine and the air around him started to wiggle.

"Haha! Very nice. Let's see if this really works!"

With a thought, he poured more Mana from the crystal into the spell formation. Immediately the light shone stronger and the whole room started shaking. Erik felt a strong pulling force coming from the formation, but as he tried to step back, to his surprise, he realized that he could not move in the slightest.

Slight panic took over his body and he desperately tried to retreat even more. But he could not move a single muscle, as if he was stuck in concrete. The light became brighter and brighter until it was so blinding he could not look anymore. He closed his eyes and gave up on struggling and let destiny take its course.
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                After a while, the shaking slowly stopped and a warm breeze brushed against Erik's face. He even heard birds singing all around him.

"Birds in winter? What is going on?"

He slowly opened his eyes only to be shocked even more. It was definitely not winter and he was standing in a forest. Around him were trees similar to pine and spruce. Just based on the surroundings he was unable to find out where he was.

Now he really regretted leaving his phone on the desk back at home. Without a GPS, it would be extremely hard to find his exact location.

He had no choice but to try and find his way out of the forest on his own. He found out that the ground was slightly slanted in one direction and that was probably the side of a hill or a small mountain. Going down the side, he should probably reach a valley or a river and maybe he would find some people living there.

Walking downhill for about thirty minutes he suddenly stopped and listened intently to his surroundings and sure enough, he heard the sound of running water. Going in the direction of the sound he found a small stream. Water was crystal clear and because Erik was thirsty he started drinking it. He ignored the possibility of disease as he didn't have any way of purifying the water either way.

After quenching his thirst, he continued downwards by following the stream. Soon a few more creeks joined in and it became a small river. After a few more hours he finally arrived in a clearing in the forest. From the smoldering campfire, it could be seen that people were here not long ago.

Because he was a bit tired he sat down under a big tree and closed his eyes to rest. Moments later, he opened his eyes and looked around him. Then he looked at his body, stood up and started examining himself.

"Strange... Why am I not tired anymore after all that walking?"

In fact, that was the case. In only a few minutes of rest, he felt completely fine and full of energy. He felt like something warm was lightly hugging him. It was exactly like the feeling from the Ether Crystal, just much, much weaker.

"Hold on!" He suddenly came to a realization. He extended his hand towards a giant rock near the river and concentrated his mind.

"Fireball!"

Immediately he felt a rush of energy from his entire body rushing towards his extended palm. A fire ignited in front of it and formed into a ball the size of a melon. Before he could even react it already shot forward at an incredible speed.

Woosh! Boom!

Erik stared with his eyes wide opened and was stunned for a few seconds.

"Ahaha! Yes, it works!" he screamed all of a sudden in absolute happiness, fists pointing towards the sky.

He was in absolute ecstasy. He was laughing loudly with no restraints. It was the first time in his life that he felt such joy, such excitement. His hypothesis was correct. The warmth that he felt entering his body and the lack of tiredness was no other than Mana. And in this place, he was actually able to use magic! It was an amazing feeling.

Many people would probably kill just to be able to use a tiny bit of real magic, and now he could. It was the best feeling he had in a long time.

However, after using the Fireball spell, it exploded in a giant fireball after hitting a giant rock sticking out of the ground. Around it, the leaves and dry grass quickly started burning and with the help of the wind, it quickly started spreading.

"Oh, shit!" Seeing this Erik almost started to panic. To be responsible for a forest fire, he would have to pay a hefty fine and could even get some time in jail, not even mentioning it was dangerous since it was so close to him. Seeing this he quickly scanned the Elemental Codex for an appropriate water spell, that he could utilize. And luckily he found just what he was looking for. A spell that could create giant waves on nearby waters.

He didn't have time to think, it was time for action!

"Water Wave!"

Immediately the river started rising and formed a wave several meters high that was quickly nearing the shore. With loud splash water fell on the expanding fire and quickly extinguished it. The disaster was barely avoided and Erik thought that things could now only go for the better, but he was wrong.

The sound of the explosion earlier attracted unwanted attention. Three wolves came from the dense woods behind him and cut off his escape.

Erik started frowning his brows. Although he wasn't really afraid of them now that he gained confidence with the use of magic, facing many opponents at the same time was always a dangerous situation. Wolves seemed to be only watching him for the time being and waited for the right opportunity to strike.

Learning from his last mistake, Erik decided against using Fire magic. He quickly glanced at a few pages in the book and decided to try out some Earth magic instead. He slowly extended his hand towards the closest wolf and shouted "Earth spike" in a relaxed manner.

Earth below the wolf slightly trembled and a cone-like spike shot out from the ground and impaled it through its abdomen. It lifted the wolf a few meters from the ground and before it could even howl, it already died.

Seeing how easily he defeated him, Erik gained a lot more confidence and moved his hand towards the other wolf near him. However, the wolf was not stupid. He did not just stay and wait to be killed, and instead charged straight at him, and before Erik could even react the wolf already jumped with an open mouth towards his throat.

"Aah!" In a reaction, Erik subconsciously lifted his left arm up to protect himself and as the wolf bit him in the arm, he fell backward to the ground. He tried to protect his face and neck with his other hand and even tried punching the wolf, but the wolf was fiercely biting and wiggling around tearing the skin and muscle on his left arm.

In seconds, Erik was full of adrenaline and couldn't even feel any pain, but panic was quickly setting in. He grabbed the knife he brought with him and slashed toward the wolf's front paw. The wound that it inflicted wasn't deep. The fur blocked most of the force and the wolf received just a scratch. The second strike was a stab aimed at his chest. It struck hard and the wolf finally let go of the now completely bloody arm.

Erik swung the blade against the wolf's chest again, and that made it retreat back a few steps. Taking the opportunity, he quickly got back up on his feet. He was breathing heavily and he was feeling slightly lightheaded due to shock.

He was unable to accept his defeat and roared with all his might and like a madman leaped towards the wounded wolf, with a knife firmly grasped in his right hand. That action stunned the wolf and before he could move Erik already arrived in front of him and ruthlessly stabbed downward, directly into the wolf's back, severing its spinal cord.

Erik didn't even notice that his opponent was already defeated, and while kneeling he kept stabbing the wolf while screaming like a demon. Finally, realizing that the wolf was already dead and in a pool of blood, he quickly turned his head to look at the last one remaining.

Seeing that he was not attacking him he slowly got up. His body was trembling from all the adrenaline and fear, but he managed to stabilize himself.

"You want some of this?! Huh?! Do you want some?! Come and get it!!" he was screaming at the last wolf with a crazy and wild expression on his face. He was fully prepared to meet his end with all he had.

However, wolfs aren't stupid animals. It's not in their nature to fight to the death if they can avoid it, thus the last wolf decided to give up on his prey and just slowly turned around and disappeared into the undergrowth between the trees.

"Uff…" Erik breathed out in relief. He got lucky that the wolf decided to leave. His left arm was bleeding heavily and he needed to quickly bandage it up, otherwise, he would lose even more blood. First, however, he went to the river to wash his wounds before he tore what was left of his left sleeve, and used it to bandage his arm.

The intensity of the life battle really drained him. Exhausted and lightheaded Erik sat down under a tree and closed his eyes.

            

    
        Ch. 4 A Brand New World, Part 2

    
    
    
    
                The warm winds lightly caressing his face and the sounds of birds made Erik even more tired. Just as he was about to fall asleep, a heavy hand landed on his shoulder. Startled, he immediately opened his eyes and jumped up with a knife in hand and a ferocious gaze in his eyes.

"Woah there! I'm sorry I didn't mean to scare you, young man." Before him was standing a middle-aged man. He was about a head smaller than Erik, had a giant brown beard, a muscular body, and was carrying an axe on his shoulder.

"Who are you?" Seeing the man, that came out of nowhere, Erik was cautious. He was currently wounded in an unknown land, he could not trust just anyone. Especially someone that snuck upon him.

"My name is Grim Frolf. I'm a lumberjack from the nearby mountain village. I heard a loud noise, that sounded like an explosion, so I decided to check it out. Didn't expect to find someone sleeping here. I am truly sorry, haha…" The man was laughing awkwardly while scratching his beard.

Seeing this, Erik somewhat relaxed his guard. After all, he was lost and he needed to figure out where on Earth that light brought him. He put away the knife and spoke to the man, "Umh... Don't worry about it. I'm Erik by the way. I seem to be lost, could you tell me where we are?"

"Erik? That's an unusual name. Judging from your clothes you must be from really far away." The man spoke while looking up and down at Erik's body. "This is the Bloodhorn forest and at the foot of this mountain is the Bloodhorn village, where I come from."

"Bloodhorn? What kind of name is that?" Erik was extremely confused hearing what the man just said.

"Haha, you are not the first to be surprised by the name. If you come to the village you will understand." While Grim was enjoying teasing Erik he noticed the dead wolves near the river. His face immediately turned serious and he muttered to himself, "The beasts are becoming more and more daring. They actually came this close to the village. Seems like we will have problems again. Sigh." He slowly shook his head in worry and turned to Erik.

"Did you kill those?" he asked.

"I did," Erik replied. He didn't try to deny it. Hearing his confirmation, Grim nodded in approval and said, "Good work! Young man, you should probably let my wife check your wounds. She knows a bit of medicine and could probably help you alleviate some of the pain."

Erik was confused as to why Grim suddenly became gloomy, and then happy immediately afterward, but he didn't pay much attention to it and accepted his invitation. "Thank you. I will gladly accept. Also, could I borrow your phone? I need to call home, so they won't have to worry."

"Phone? What is that?" Grim had a confused expression on his face while looking at Erik.

"A smartphone… I just need it to make a call or send an e-mail. You couldn't possibly be without a smartphone in this century, right?" Erik felt like the man was making fun of him. Even if he was poor and didn't have a smartphone, he should at least have a cheap computer. After all, having access to the internet was essential in this world.

"I am sorry, but I really don't know what you mean. You can follow me to the village. Maybe our Alchemist can help you with that… phone." Grim said with an apologetic expression on his face. Then he continued, "Also, you should probably collect the crystals from the wolves. It would be a shame to just leave them there." Saying that Grim pointed to the wolf that was closest to him.

Erik revealed a confused expression on his face and turned his gaze towards where Grim was pointing. Surprisingly there was light reflecting from the wolf's forehead. Upon closer inspection, Erik actually discovered a small light brown gem embedded in the wolf's forehead. He turned back to Grim and pointed at the stone "You mean this?"

Grim nodded and said, "Yes, they are yours after all. It's no small matter to be able to kill two wolves by yourself."

"I guess you're right. Although I paid quite a price for winning this battle," said Erik, while looking at his scratched chest and wounded arm. He kept having a feeling that something was wrong since he came to this forest, however, due to the blood loss he was feeling lightheaded and so he didn't think too hard about it.

With a knife in hand, he started carving the flesh and bone around those gems and he soon managed to remove them from the wolf's skulls. They had rough edges like the gem from the book and were about the size of a thumb.

After wiping off the blood, Erik stored them in his pocket and turned around. Grim was looking at him like he wanted to say something. "What?" asked Erik.

"Oh, nothing. I was just wondering if you are going to take the pelts too?" replied Grim. From his gaze, Erik found out, that he actually wanted the pelts, he was just ashamed to ask.

Coming from a civilized world full of all kinds of amazing products, Erik felt that taking a bloody and smelly skin of an animal was kind of disgusting. Not to mention that he never skinned an animal before, but he didn't even have anywhere to store it should he decide to do so. "You can have it if you want. Consider it a small gift for your hospitality," said Erik with a smile.

"Ooh! How generous from you, young man. I will definitely repay your kindness." With an excited expression on his face, Grim took out a small knife and started skinning the wolf. From his speed and precision, it could be seen that he was quite proficient in doing this. In merely a few minutes he finished the job, he even managed to get a few good pieces from the impaled wolf. In the end, he even sliced off a chunk of meat and placed it in his pouch at the back.

"Let's go. I'll bring you to the village now. It's just a few minutes away," said Grim while looking at Erik. His happy expression really confused Erik. 'Why is he so happy for a few pieces of skin? It's not like we are in the middle ages where it would be worth something. He is probably just a crazy old, fur-loving lumberjack, right?' thought Erik to himself while looking at the back of this strange and kind man, while they were walking on the forest path.

The sun was already really low in the sky and was soon going to be hidden behind the mountains in the distance. Incoming darkness, the sounds of animals and wind blowing through the forest, gave Erik an eerie feeling like there were hundreds of eyes watching him from all sides. Having only a thin shirt, that was even torn in many places he soon started feeling chilly.

Suddenly he remembered that he still didn't know where he was and above all, he was without any money. Having no phone was basically suicide. Having no GPS, no way to contact anyone, without a way to transfer money or pay the bills for food or shelter. How was he going to book a room in a hotel for the night or even a cheap motel?

All these thoughts came flooding into his mind. For someone that lived in a big city all his life, he was weirdly unsocial, however, now he suddenly got a desire to leave this forest, to be among people with modern technology, where he could quickly get help.

Being deep in thought, he didn't even notice that the arrived out of the forest. Grim turned around with a proud smile like he just achieved something great.

"What is it?" Erik managed to say, even though his mind was in a complete mess at that moment. Grim pointed at the houses before them and said, "Welcome to the Bloodhorn village!" Then he pointed at the side and said, "And that is where our village got its name from. Haha…" He was pointing at a giant rock formation that was coming from the ground.

It was at least ten meters in diameter at the bottom and a few stories high, and above all, it was completely red in color. That sight shocked Erik so much, that he woke up from his depression. The shock he got was not because it was amazing or anything like that.

Lame. The red iron-oxide-colored rock was so lame that he couldn't believe that someone would actually feel proud having his village named after it. Then again… his planet was called Earth. With a naming sense like that you really couldn't expect too much from fellow humans.

"Ah ah. I see. Your village is named after that rock. Very clever." Erik barely managed to force himself to smile at Grim so he wouldn't offend him.

"Yes, yes!" Grim nodded with pride. "Come, Come. Let me introduce you to my wife. She will definitely be able to help you take care of those wounds."

"Mhm… That would be really nic-" Erik suddenly stopped in the middle of a sentence and stared at the village before with his eyes wide open.

Before him was a muddy road with weak-looking fences on either side. Around it were scattered shabby-looking wooden houses with animals and small children playing in the mud. Out of the chimneys raised a thick grey smoke that was being scattered by the wind.

Some adults were working around the houses or on the fields around them. They were wearing leather and cloth clothing that looked like it wasn't washed in a few months. In front of the biggest and the only stone house, was a cart full of hay pulled by two donkeys.

It was like he suddenly traveled back in the past for at least a millennium. There were no signs of any technological revolution or pollution that were omnipresent throughout the world. There weren't even any signs of a sewage system not to mention any cars or electricity.

It was...different, to say the least.

"Oh no, no, no, NO! Where the hell is this?! Where the fuck am I!?" Erik suddenly began losing his mind, as the anxiety and fear were rolling over him in this strange and unknown world.
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                "Woah there. What's wrong, young man?" Grim asked after he saw Erik screaming and panicking.

Erik froze for a second, and then quickly grabbed Grim by the collar and asked in a hysterical voice, "What country is this? Where are we?!"

"Calm down. We are in the eastern part of the Kingdom of Myrtana a few dozen kilometers from the city of Geldern," Grim answered with a scared look on his face.

"Myrtana? Geldern?" Hearing that, Erik let go of his collar and froze with eyes and mouth wide open. His mind was running through all the information on countries and kingdoms of the Earth, present, and past. However, he was absolutely certain that he never heard of those places.

A new wave of anxiety flew over him and he started breathing really fast, but he somehow managed to keep himself from bursting out.

After a few deep breaths, he finally calmed down and turned to Grim with a forced smile, "I'm sorry for my reaction before. It seems like I really messed up this time. I'm actually way further from where I thought I was. It would appear I got lost. Haha…" He awkwardly scratched his head while forcing a laugh.

"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that. I don't know if I can help you with that. In this small village, we don't really get to know much about the outside world." Grim thought for a while and then continued, "Come. Let my wife take care of those wounds and then we can talk about your problems."

"Okay, thanks."

Erik followed Grim to his house at the edge of the village. It was a small wooden house with a few chickens walking outside. "Gvene, I'm home! I brought a guest!" Grim called before he even stepped inside.

"Welcome back honey. I'm just about to make dinner," a voice was heard coming from what looked like a primitive kitchen. On the ceiling there were many different herbs tied on a string, drying. In front of the fire was a middle-aged woman preparing some kind of vegetable soup.

"Erik, let me introduce you to my wife, Gvene Frolf." Grim hugged Gvene by the shoulders with one hand and then pointed at Erik, "This is Erik. I found him in the woods at the clearing by the river. Apparently, he got lost in the woods and got attacked by wolves."

"Oh, dear. You poor thing. Let me take a look at your arm." Gvene quickly noticed his bloody bandage and torn shirt and just looking at this young man, was reminded of her son. That's why she showed that much concern for him.

She gestured him to sit at the table and then took out a pestle and mortar, collected a few different herbs, and ground them into a powder. After that, she added a few drops of oil and mixed it all up into a thick dark green paste.

She then took off his bloody bandage and carefully cleaned his wound with a clean piece of cloth. Then she applied the green paste to his wound.

"Tsss!" Erik sucked in a mouthful of air because he felt his arm burning.

"I'm sorry, but try to resist for a while. The pain will soon go away," the woman tried to comfort him. Sure enough, the pain soon subsided and replaced it was a warm and comfortable tingling feeling. Afterward, she bandaged his arm again with a clean bandage.

Erik slightly smiled and said, "Thank you. " Gvene smiled back and nodded.

Suddenly Grim remembered something and said, "Ooh that's right, Gvene. Here, take this meat and prepare it," he took the piece of wolf meat out of his pouch and handed it to his wife.

"Oh, where did you get that?" Gvene was surprised. The rarely had meat since they were poor and hunters didn't like going deep into the woods for bigger prey. That's why they only hunted small game with traps while high-quality meat was expensive.

Grim smiled and pointed at Erik, "This fella killed two wolves on his own. That's why he got wounded."

After hearing that, Gvene was truthfully impressed by the young man and then sighted. Her own son went missing a few years back after getting too deep in the forest. His body was found after a week, floating down the river. His clothes and body were torn apart and a few limbs were missing. The gruesome memory still lingered in her heart.

Life in a small village was hard and merciless.

While Gvene was preparing dinner, Erik had a few questions for Grim. He had to be careful not to leak any important information about himself. From his memory, he knew that people in the middle ages didn't like outsiders.

They were suspicious of possible enemy spies, especially in times of war. That's why even though Grim and his wife were very welcoming, it didn't mean that they would be so hospitable if they suspected that he was an enemy spy.

"Could you tell me where is the closest city? I think I will need to find some work so I can make some money to get back home," asked Erik.

Instead of staying in this small godforsaken village, it would be always better to stay in a more crowded area to figure out his situation. At least until he knew what he was dealing with he didn't want to take any unnecessary risks.

"Sure. As I said before, we are now on the east edge of the Kingdom of Myrtana. If you follow the road to the west you will come to the city of Geldern. It's the first big city in the vicinity. It's only a few dozen kilometers away. It shouldn't be a problem to reach it in a day's worth of walk."

Grim scratched his beard, though for a while, and continued, "If you want to make some quick money and you are not afraid of hard work you should try joining the Warrior's Guild. I used to work there when I was younger. I met some great friends there as well… hehe. Ah, good times. " While talking, Grim chuckled while falling into memories, remembering his youth.

"Cough, cough," Erik cleared his throat and asked, "What is this Warrior's Guild? "

"Oh, it's something like a mercenary guild just the jobs and work are much more varied." Grim took a big breath and continued, "Let's take our village for example. As you saw, the wolves came quite close and if you didn't kill them, they would probably attack our animals in a few days. We would then have to request help from the Warrior's Guild so they can send some experienced hunters to take care of the problem. Of course, we would have to pay for the service."

Grim took a sip of his drink and then continued, "There are also many different requests. You could for example go and collect some rare herbs for Alchemists or merchants in the city. You could also act as an escort between the towns. The bandits are getting more and more daring these days. They often attack lone merchants and travelers on the road between the towns. "

'Holy shit, this is going to be a huge pain. Armed guards just to travel between towns? Are you kidding me!?' thought Erik to himself, but in reality, he just nodded and said, "So that's how it is. I will have to be careful it seems."

Grim nodded and suggested, "Of course, you can also take some other jobs. You could work at the inn or you could become an apprentice or an assistant for some Alchemists or blacksmiths."

"Thanks for your advice. I will have to think about it," said Erik.
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                Before they could continue their conversation Gvene interrupted with a smile and said, "Dinner is ready boys."

They each got a bowl of vegetable soup with a few pieces of wolf meat. The taste was quite good and Erik was hungry enough since he didn't eat anything for the whole day. He quickly wolfed down the soup and thanked Gvene for her hospitality.

After the dinner, he asked if they knew where he could spend the night. Grim asked him if he had any money and Erik shook his head in response.

Grim thought for a while and then took a few coins from his pocket and said, "Here, take these. It should be enough to spend the night in the Bloodhorn Inn. You will find it if you follow the road. The general store is probably already closed so you should wait until tomorrow and then you can sell those crystals. They should help you get enough money for a few days. "

"Thank you for your advice," said Erik with a smile.

"Haha, nonsense. It's the least we can do for you. It's been a while since we meet such a well-mannered and courageous young man. The wolf skins also help," Grim winked at him.

Erik understood it immediately. Wolf skins and meat were apparently worth much more than he previously imagined.

He bid his farewells and left the Frolf couple. A few minutes later he came by a much bigger building. There was a big red rock by its side and on the sign, it said 'Bloodhorn Inn'. Erik showed a wry smile and shook his head at the look of it. At least the name was memorable.

It was getting late and the sun was already gone. He didn't waste any more time and went inside. There were a few people sitting and drinking by the different tables spread on the bottom floor. They were staring at him like he was some special animal on display. It made him feel uncomfortable.

He tried to ignore them and went to the old man by the bar, and asked him if he could get a room for the night.

The man looked at him from top to bottom, his eyes lingered on his torn shirt and bandaged arm. "It's ten copper coins for the room and five for breakfast."

Erik looked at the coins in his pocket. It was exactly fifteen copper coins. 'Looks like he gave me just enough,' he smiled bitterly to himself. He placed the coins on the counter.

The man looked at him coldly and lightly snorted, "Your room is on the first floor, second on the left. Here's the key. Don't sleep too long or you will miss breakfast. And you have to be out of here by noon tomorrow," said the man with an unfriendly tone and then didn't pay any more attention to him.

Erik went to the first floor as instructed and unlocked his room. It was a small chamber about five square meters with a small bed and a table with a chair by the window. He closed the door behind him and went to the window.

Looking out he saw only darkness in the distance. There were no city lights, no noise, and no music from the nightlife. For the first time in a long while, he felt lonely. Looking at the starry sky he sighed. The sky was clear and he could see tens of thousands of stars peacefully shining in the cold night.

After a few minutes of observation, he shook his head with a sad expression on his face. There were no stars or constellations he could recognize. This was the last clue that confirmed that he was not on Earth anymore.

He already confirmed this was not a time travel. Although some plants and animals were similar to those on Earth, they were still different. The main difference was the crystal in the animal's skull. There were no records of anything even remotely similar on his home planet.

He wasn't even sure if he was even in his home galaxy anymore. He didn't know what to do. He had no money, no knowledge of this new world, and he was all alone with no one he could trust.

Erik sat on the bed and took out the Elemental Codex. It was the only thing he had left. He smiled bitterly. He opened his palm and whispered, "Fire".

A small flame ignited. It was dancing on his palm. He could feel its heat radiating in the room. Watching the flame for a while he felt his body slowly becoming tired as the weird energy was leaving his body. It was the flow of Mana feeding the small flame.

He concentrated on the fire urging it to become bigger. In an instant, the flame grew to the size of a human, raging inside the small room. It was like a flame emperor trying to burn the world to ashes. Well, not quite, but it was kinda scary.

Erik got frightened and immediately cut off the flow of Mana to the flame. The ceiling was black and it was releasing a faint trace of smoke. He was looking at his palm with a scared but also an intrigued look.

He started laughing heartily and then laid down on his bed looking at the ceiling.

Maybe this world will finally be able to satisfy his curiosity and fill the void deep inside his heart. A call for adventure and exploration was slowly born inside him. Just thinking about all the new things he could learn and discover made him excited.

He lifted his hand and made a fist with determination in his eyes, "Magic. The mysterious force of the universe. I will tear apart the veil of mystery around you!"

With his vast knowledge and intellect, life should be easy and smooth, without any problems whatsoever.
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                No problems in life. Oh, how wonderful this dream was. However, reality had a completely different plan for Erik.

Pain. Lots and lots of pain. That's what he felt when he woke up. Sore back, a painful neck, and a headache were what woke him up. The sun just rose from behind the mountains and with the first rays of light, the village woke up. Animals and people started producing sounds that irritated the ears.

Unwillingly he got up from the smelly, uncomfortable bed and stretched his body. He took a few big breaths of air and slowly remembered the events from the previous day. His already ugly expression became even uglier while he murmured a few curses. He almost wanted to stay in this room instead of going out and interacting with other people.

In his normal daily life he usually just drank a cup of coffee in the morning and ate his first meal at lunchtime, because he didn't feel hungry earlier. Today was different. His stomach was already rumbling as it was aggressively asking for food. Erik cursed again while complaining to himself about this unpleasant situation.

He left the room and went down to the bar. At the tables were a few sleepy men drinking beer, trying to wake up. The bartender was a middle-aged woman, probably the wife of the old man from last night.

Erik returned the key and asked for breakfast. He got a bowl of porridge and a mug of beer. He sat at the table and stared at the food. Immediately he wanted to curse at the bartender for such a low-quality meal.

The porridge was bland with many unground grains and the beer had a weird smell and tasted like muddy water. If it was a few days ago and someone would try to give him this to eat, he would probably throw the bowl in his face.

Well, not really, but the sentiment was there.

However now, he didn't really have much of a choice. He was out of money, so he couldn't buy any other food anyway. He also didn't plan on staying in this village even a second more than necessary.

From what Grim told him, he needed about a day to reach the next closest city. He needed the energy, that's why he somehow managed to force the food down his throat a washed it down with the muddy water.

Soon after he felt like puking so he quickly left the Inn and stepped outside to get some fresh air. Somehow he managed to keep his stomach from expelling the food he had just eaten.

Erik took a few breaths of air to calm his mind and then observed his surroundings.

The village was filthy and it looked like the houses were never repaired since the day they were built. But even worse than the smell of decay that was present everywhere, were the eyes of the people. A bunch of adult males were staring at him with unkind and suspicious gazes like he was the worst criminal in the world.

The unpleasant feeling gave him even more reasons to leave this godforsaken place as soon as possible. He pulled his head between his shoulders and stuffed his hands deep inside his pockets.

That's when he remembered he collected two Ether crystals a day before. When he tried to sense the Mana inside, he discovered that it was barely noticeable. It was such a big difference from the black crystal.

Erik sighed. It was too bad that the black crystal broke after he got transported here. It could have been of great assistance in his magic spells. Now he only had these two puny crystals. It felt like going from a fully loaded machinegun to a butter knife.

In the shade of the buildings, it was quite cold. And if there was one thing Erik hated the most, it was feeling cold. He looked around and soon he found a building that was in a bit better shape than the rest. On the sign on the wall, it was written: 'Bloodhorn General Store'.

He sighed at the name and slowly entered.

Stepping inside, Erik felt like he entered a hoarder's home. There was so much stuff in there. On the walls were animal pelts and antlers, leather and cloth clothes, below them, were glass jars and wooden boxes filled with different herbs, powders, and animal parts.

On the floor were different rugs and wooden shields. In the corner, there was a barrel in which were different weapons and tools like axes, swords, and spears… Dried meat and different metal and wooden hunting traps were hanging from the ceiling.

It was a mess and the smell coming from all the decaying organic matter didn't make the environment any more bearable.

In the middle of the shop was a wooden counter with an old man sitting behind it, counting some kind of dried fruit and writing in his book. When he heard Erik coming in he lifted his head and stared at him.

Erik walked to the counter and placed the two crystals on it. "I want to sell these," he said with a stony expression on his face. The old man raised a braw looking at Erik, then he took a look at the crystals before him and took one without saying anything.

He held it in his hand closing his eyes like he was feeling something. After a while, he opened his eyes back up and lightly snorted, "Earth stone, Poor quality. I can give you three silver coins for each."

Erik pretended to think about the deal and then said, "I need a leather shirt and a backpa- Cough, I mean a pouch."

The old man slowly took the stuff from the wall while keeping one eye on Erik. He placed the stuff on the counter and said, "Two silver coins. Anything else?"

"Hmm, let me think. I need a weapon," said Erik.

The shopkeeper looked at him grumpily and said, "Forget it. You don't have enough money. A proper weapon costs at least fifty silvers!"

The old man didn't seem too pleased listening to what Erik said. He felt offended hearing that he wanted to buy a weapon for just four silver coins. Iron was not cheap and it required a lot of hard work to make a good weapon.

"Come on old man, you got to have something. Anything, other than a knife." Erik was persistent.

"I said no! And no means no, are you deaf? Take your stuff and leave," old man placed the four coins on the counter and glared at him.

Erik grabbed the leather shirt and backpack and just as he was about to take the money, the old man suddenly moved, "Wait! I maybe got something for you." He bent down under the counter and rummaged through the stuff underneath. He pulled out a dusty bronze shortsword.

"Here you can have this old thing. Take it if you want otherwise, beat it! " The old man was glaring at Erik while saying that. It was easy to see that he didn't like strangers, and his character was absolutely the worst.

Erik looked at the sword. It had a blade about the length of his forearm. It wasn't much longer than his knife. That thing could barely be called a sword. It was in a bad shape, full of cracks on the edge and it was even bent to the side near the handle.

All his money for this absolute piece of junk?!

Erik frowned at the sword, but then he still took it with gritted teeth and cursed under his breath after he left the store. People were still staring at him even as he was leaving the village.

He sped up his pace to leave this place as soon as possible. After a few minutes, after the village disappeared behind the trees he could finally relax.

He noticed that he was standing out a lot. With his long hair, torn shirt, jeans, and sneakers, he stood out like a sore thumb. He was basically just inviting trouble. That's why he bought a leather shirt and a pouch. So he could at least partially disguise himself and wouldn't attract so much attention.

He stopped by the side of the road and took off his shirt. Then he took out his knife and cut off his hair, making it just a few centimeters long. Next, he smeared a bit of dirt and dust on his jeans and sneakers, covering mostly the clean white parts that stood out too much.

Lastly, he put on a leather shirt. It was made of low-quality leather and it even had a few hairs left. It was rough and uncomfortable, but it was better than wearing a torn rag.

He stored his knife and torn shirt in the pouch that he fixed on his right side. He then took a stone and blunted the sword's edge near the handle and hung it on his belt. After that, he continued walking on the road to the west, towards the city of Geldern.

After a few hours of walking, he finally came out of the forest. Sun was shining on the massive grasslands before him. A warm breeze enveloped his body making him feel refreshed.

He stopped with a smile and let the sun warm up his face. But his peaceful moment soon got disrupted by a loud voice from the forest behind him.

"Help! Please help! Someone!"

Erik turned his head and saw a young girl around his age madly running out of the forest. Soon after, three men came chasing after her. One of them had a crossbow and the two behind him had swords. They all had crazy and lustful expressions on their faces. They were clearly enjoying the chase.

The girl was a little faster than them, even more so after they came out of the thick forest. They realized that just running after her won't work. The one with the crossbow stopped, took aim, and fired his weapon.

"Aaagh!" The crossbow bolt pierced deep into the girl's thigh. She screamed in pain and fell to the ground not far from Erik. She quickly tried to get back up when he saw Erik. With tears in her eyes, she screamed with a hoarse voice, "Please, help me! They killed my companions. Please!"

Erik frowned and cursed. It seemed like trouble was finding him constantly.

Without even thinking he ran towards the girl and helped her get up. He then gathered his thoughts and extended his hand to the crossbow guy, that was standing still and loading his next bolt.

"Earth spike! " After his shout, the earth trembled under the villain and a hard earth spike burst out of the ground stabbing him between his legs, crushing his pelvis, and lifting him up. The guy screamed in pain and fell on his back. Erik saw that his first spell wasn't enough to kill him, so he used it again.

Another earth spike burst out of the ground and impaled the crossbow guy through his chest. He coughed, shook in pain, and then finally died with eyes wide open and a face contorted in pain.

The closest thug got engaged after he saw his teammate's brutal death. "I'm going to chop you in a thousand pieced you little shit! Haaaah," he roared while madly swinging his sword above his head. He was quickly sprinting towards them.

Erik grabbed his sword and prepared for the incoming impact.

Back on Earth, he did train swordsmanship for a while. But since it had no actual practical application other than in competitions, he soon dropped it and went to pursue other hobbies.

Never did he think there would actually come a day when his life would depend on this old-fashioned and outdated combat skill.
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                Clang!

The madman finally arrived and the swords clashed together. Sparks flew from metal collisions.

Erik could barely defend himself from the storm of blows. His hands were going numb and he was slowly getting pushed back. It has been a while since he trained with swords and his upper body strength was nothing to be proud of. He was quickly becoming completely exhausted and about to collapse.

Wooosh!

Bang!

"Aaaargh! " Just as Erik thought he was done, a stone came flying from behind him, hitting the thug in the left eye. Dazed and blinded the guy screamed and stumbled back covering his face. He was blindly swinging his sword in front of him to prevent Erik from coming closer.

Erik quickly lifted his arm and threw the sword with all his strength toward the man. The sword didn't pierce him, instead, it hit him, handle first, on his chest, cracking a rib. The man roared in pain again and stumbled back even more.

Erik then jumped forward gathering all his remaining Mana in his hands, palms pointing forward, and roared, "Fire! " A giant flame burst forward, enveloping the thug, burning his clothes and melting his skin.

"Gaaah!"

The man screamed while running around, his clothes flesh burning and falling off his bones. Erik and the girl were just staring at him as he slowed down, fell to the ground, and stopped moving. He burned to death in less than thirty seconds.

Erik gathered the little Mana he had left, just to ignite a flame on his right hand while turning to the last guy left, his eyes full of malice and bloodlust as he sneered, "Oooh would you like some too? Come here! Let me give you some warm Hellfire! Mwahahaha…"

Erik was laughing madly as he ran towards the man. He could see the fear and horror in the man's eyes.

Even though he was exhausted from the fight and ha almost had no Mana left, he had to pretend he was a crazy murderer full of energy and malicious thoughts. Bluffing was the only way to survive!

"Stay away from me!"

Sure enough, the guy was so scared that he dropped his sword and madly ran to the forest like the devil was after him. After he disappeared behind the trees, Erik finally stopped and fell to his knees, gasping for air.

After a minute he slowly got back up and picked up the sword the guy dropped. After the fight, his sword was basically done for, and it would be a shame to just leave such a nice blade laying around.

Then he went to check the corpse of the impaled ranger. He forced himself to ignore the gruesome sight as he searched the body. He picked up his crossbow, quiver, and a small bag of coins.

While he was rummaging through the dead man's pockets the girl drank some sort of liquid, gritted her teeth, and stood up. "Hey! What are you doing?" she yelled to Erik.

"Huh? " He was looking at her with a confused face. 'I'm looting the corpse, can't you see? Isn't that what you are supposed to do in a magical world?' He wanted to say, but didn't, and just kept it inside his mind.

"We need to leave this place! That guy went to get reinforcements. They will be here in a few minutes and there are at least twenty of them," she yelled and reminded him while limping in the opposite direction.

"Oh, damn! " Erik cursed and ran after the girl. He supported her and helped her walk faster. They traveled on the road for a while and then hid a few dozen meters away in the tall grass.

The girl sat on the ground and then took out a leather bag full of red powder and mixed it with a vial of water. She then held it with both her hands and made an expression like she was hesitating really hard. Finally, she drank that red liquid in one big gulp.

She took a few big breaths of air before she grabbed the bolt sticking out the back of her thigh and pulled it out with gritted teeth. A few tears came into her eyes but she didn't let them fall, but instead quickly wiped them away. Then she took a bandage and tightly wrapped it around her leg. During the whole process, she didn't release a single sound.

Erik was sitting in silence a few meters away from her, admiring her strong will. After the girl finished she lightly smiled at him and then introduced herself, "I'm Sera."

Erik was just staring at her for a while before it finally clicked to him, "Ah, yes. I am Erik."

"Pff, hahaha. If you don't wanna tell me your name that's fine. But Erik? Come on, it sounds like some kind of exotic fruit," Sera burst into laughter.

Just like Grim, she thought his name sounded extremely weird and funny. He felt somewhat offended and almost wanted to scold her on the etiquette, but then he remembered where he was and just sighed and shook his head.

Then he suddenly got an idea. If people think this name is weird and funny it could get him a lot of unnecessary attention. The solution was simple. He just needs to change it to something that won't raise any eyebrows. He tried to come up with something that sounded more like something these people would use.

And a new name was also perfect for a new world, right? New name, new life. It was brilliant.

"Alright, you got me, you got me. My real name is Gerald," he said with a smile on his face. He was testing the reaction Sera got from his name.

She squinted her eyes watching him closely as if she tried to figure out if he was messing with her again."Hmm, so you are called Gerald huh? I can't tell if you are being honest or not. I never heard of that name before," Sera said.

"Well, you can't know every name in the world. You won't say that my real name sounds like fruit too, right?" he protested.

"Okay fine, I guess you are right," she responded. Then she proceeded to pronounce the name a few more times, getting used to it.

'It seems like this name could work. I guess I'll consider myself Gerald from now on. A new world, a new me,' he thought. They both kept quiet for a while, sinking in their respective thoughts, trying to recover from the recent shock.

Gerald was the first to break the silence and said, "I should probably thank you for giving me a hand before. You intervened at the perfect moment."

"Haha, oh please, I just threw a pebble. I should be thanking you instead. If you didn't kill those guys, I would be already dead. Or worse." She shook at the thought of what could have happened to her.

Gerald wanted to say something to comfort her, but just as he was about to open his mouth, Sera continued with a sad voice.

"We were on a quest around Bloodhorn village. Supposedly, the wolves were making problems around these parts and we were supposed to kill ten or so. Just enough to discourage them from attacking the village. Unfortunately, instead of us stalking our prey, we got ambushed by the bandits." Sera was telling him what was on her mind. Gerald just listened and nodded, letting her continue.

"They had no mercy. We were five against twenty. We had no chance to escape. They even killed my best friend. She… She used her life to give me the chance to escape. I will never-"

Sera almost started crying when suddenly she jerked her head up and listened intently to the surroundings. Then she signaled Gerald to get down and be quiet. He could see panic and fear in her eyes. They both laid down on their stomachs not daring to make a sound.

Soon they heard many people running. A few of them came dangerously close to their hiding spot. They were going on the main road to the city, searching for clues.

A loud voice was heard from the back cursing at another, "You fool! How could you get scared of a little kid? So what if he used Fire magic, he was obviously bluffing to scare you away. There are no Demons around these parts and you actually got tricked into letting her escape. Idiot!"

The one that sounded like a leader was cursing and yelling at his subordinate. It was like the scolding was never going to stop.

"Stop standing around like a stupid rock! Get your ass over there and find them! Don't you dare slack off or I will feed you to the dogs," he was screaming at the top of his lungs, barely holding himself back from killing his incompetent underling.

"Yes, boss. I will go find them right away, please call your anger," the man humbly replied and then ran away as fast as he could, cold sweat pouring from his back, not daring to slack off.

"Useless trash! Now what am I supposed to tell the Lord?!"

After the verbal beating ended, the boss snorted and walked back into the forest fuming from anger after this incident. He lost a target as well as two of his men, and above all, he couldn't believe he actually got such a coward among his group!

If he didn't need all the manpower he could get his hands on, he would just kill the guy.
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                Sera and Gerald slowly crawled away, hiding in the tall grass. After about thirty minutes, they finally dared to relax. There was no sign of their pursuers.

Gerald finally couldn't resist his curiosity anymore and asked, "What was that about demons? Do you know anything about it?"

"You didn't hear?" Sera asked in surprise.

Gerald shook his head.

"There are some rumors about Demon sightings in the Central Buronian Empire. Apparently, a few small towns near the Forbidden Border got devoured by them. I don't know much though," she said.

"Forbidden Border?" Gerald was confused.

"Yeah, you know the Border between the Empire and Forbidden Lands," Sera explained while looking at the confused Gerald's face. "You really don't know?" she frowned.

Gerald just shook his head, again.

Sera gasped, she couldn't believe her ears. "Were you living under a rock your whole life? How is it possible you don't know anything about the most famous land on Neloron?"

Gerald just shrugged his shoulders with a smile and said, "Please explain. I would love to know more about it."

"Ugh," Sera was annoyed. However, she still tried her best to explain, "Let's start at the beginning. There is a legend going back approximately ten thousand years. At that time Mana was abundant and mages covered the skies. Back then the human race was a minority unlike now. Back then Elves ruled this continent. With their high Mana capacity and long lifespans, on top of their amazing achievements in magic, they were almost like gods. They could move mountains and dry up seas with a wave of their hand."

"Wow!" Gerald tried to imagine that. It was almost unbelievable. If he didn't see it, he probably couldn't believe it. But he did. It was all possible with modern technology. You only needed a lot of money and time. However, doing that singlehandedly seemed like a fairy tale.

"I don't know how much of that is true. Anyways, ten thousand years ago the giant Elven Empire got invaded. In the middle of the continent, a portal opened, out came monsters, and they were controlled by said Demons. They had only one job and that was to kill every living being on the continent."

Sera paused for a while to organize her thoughts. She looked at Gerald walking next to her. His eyes were wide open and he was absorbing everything she said, like a sponge.

She gave him a light smile and continued her story, "At first, as the people were unprepared, bloody massacres occurred. Hundreds of thousands of lives were lost in just the first few weeks...Or so the story goes."

"Luckily the experts of the Elven race reacted quickly to slow down the invasion. After a few months, all races gather together to fight the common enemy. The allied army consisted of mostly High Elf mages with their legend-rank spells. There were also the Herculean Dwarves. With their superior physical abilities and amazing magic armors, they took the vanguard in battle."

Sera took a deep breath and continued with a softer voice, "Apparently the humans were so weak that they couldn't even fight and were only there as support or servants. Can you believe that?" She said that last part with anger and disappointment.

Gerald slowly nodded, "Yes…" It was understandable that people were useless. Humans had weak bodies so it was no wonder that they were only supporting a war between worlds.

Sera's eyes burst out with anger as she looked at him. Gerald quickly shook his head and tried to correct himself, saying, "I mean no, of course, I don't believe it. It's just an old legend. They always get changed over time. How could humans be so weak? No reason to get upset over minor details."

"Hmph, whatever." Sera didn't try to argue.

"What happened next?" Gerald was still interested in the story.

Sera rolled her eyes, 'Every freaking five-year-old knows this story. How the fuck doesn't he know it?' she thought to herself, but then still just gave a light sigh and narrated the rest of the story.

"So, the allied army pushed the beasts back to the Forbidden lands from where they came. At first, the allied army had the advantage, but slowly they came to a stalemate. Reinforcements kept coming through the portal and it didn't look like they were ever going to stop. After a few years of battle, the war suddenly came to an end."

"No one knows what exactly happened, but the portal supposedly collapsed and the monsters disappeared. At the same time, all magic disappeared from the continent and all the strong mages exploded on the spot or went completely crazy, dying shortly after."

"Without Mana, Elves lost their insanely long lifespans and Dwarfs lost most of their superior physical strength. Although Elves still lived for one hundred and fifty to two hundred years, it was not enough to offset their insanely slow reproduction speed. Added to the fact that they suffered massive casualties in the war, they quickly lost grip on the Elven Empire. Without magic, they were even weaker than humans. In a few millennia, pure-blooded Elves nearly went extinct. They had to mix with humans to survive. "

"And then?"

"Dwarves didn't want to compete for land so they retreated into the mountains to the north. Humans slowly took over the continent without a need to fight. It has been a good five thousand years since we became the dominant race. Of course, after the magic collapse, the world went back a few thousand years. We somehow managed to recover, although we are still far away from the past glory."

Geral was amazed as he was listening to her. Turns out this continent had a long and interesting history. At their peak, they were possibly even more advanced than modern humans on earth.

"Well, what I wanted to say is something else. After the war, the battlefield became a Forbidden Zone for all races. That's because, for some reason, there is no vegetation or animals. Well actually they are, but it's only dangerously poisonous plants and some rare monsters that were left behind. But they never left that area, so it was fine as long as no one went inside," Sera explained.

"However now there are rumors saying that they are coming out and attacking nearby towns and travelers. I wonder if it has anything to do with the increase in beast population."

Gerald was confused, "What do you mean?"

"Well, the beast inside forests are getting more and more aggressive, and their population is increasing rapidly. There are even some new monsters popping up in areas where they were never seen before."

"So that's how it is. I heard something similar from Bloodhorn village. As you said, they have problems with wolves," Gerald commented while trying to get Sear to tell him more.

"Yeah but that is nothing. Bloodhorn village is at the most extreme corner of the continent. It's really far from the Forbidden Land. The closer you get, the worse it becomes. Or so I've heard. Anyway, it has nothing to do with me anymore. My team is dead and I am too weak to go alone. I will have to go report to the Guild first and I'll see how it goes from there."

Gerald nodded. Then he suddenly remembered something "Hey, what was that thing you drank before?"

Sera looked at him weirdly and said, "Are you serious? Don't you know anything about this world or what?"

Gerald smiled weirdly while scratching his head, "Something like that. I have many questions. I hope I'm not bothering you too much."

"Ah~" Sera sighed. The road ahead of them was long and she didn't have anything better to do anyway, so she decided to tell him what he wanted to know. "It was a healing potion. It speeds up the healing process. Every warrior should have a few just in case."

"But why do you have it as a powder? Wouldnt it be more convenient to have it ready to drink at all times?" It didn't seem logical that you have to prepare the potion after you got hurt. Those precious seconds could be the difference between life and death. Or at least that's what Geral thought.

"That's absolutely true. Unfortunately, that's for high-grade potions. And I can't afford those. I can only get low-grade Healing Potions and they have a lot of impurities. If they stay in liquid form for too long, they quickly lose the healing effect," Sera explained.

"Ooh, that makes sense," he said. Soon after he got another question, "Yout said it's a low-grade potion. What does it do? What about other, higher-grade potions? "

"You wanna know everything, eh? Where were you for your whole life to know nothing? Sure, fine. We have plenty of time, might as well tell you," Sera said and then took another potion out of her pouch.

"These things aren't that strong and their effect lasts only a few hours. They can stop wounds from bleeding and they also work as a mild anesthetic. They are the most basic medicine, that is used for first aid, no matter what is the problem, because they have no side effects. They do also speed up the healing of wounds, but the time required for a noticeable effect is about a few days. If you try to heal yourself just using low-grade potions you might as well buy a higher grade. The price won't be that much different."

"Now, medium-grade healing potions are much better. They can do everything low-grade potions do, but much better. They are usually used to heal small to medium wounds, and they can heal them in a few days to a weak. They are a more refined and concentrated version of the low-grade potion. They also use the same ingredients."

"High-grade potions require more expensive and rare herbs and ingredients. Not many alchemists know how to make them and that's why they are extremely expensive. They can heal big, nasty cuts and can even connect torn limbs back if they are reattached in a few hours. Smaller wounds heal at the speed a naked eye can see. A not too serious cut or stab wound can be healed in just a few hours," Sera explained.

"Holy shit, that's insane! If we could mass produce that on Earth it would be so convenient. And make billions of dollars in the process, haha," Gerald laughed like crazy at his ideas.

"Err, what? Why would you want to make potions on dirt?" Sera was looking at him like he was crazy.
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                Gerald immediately froze. He almost exposed his origin so he quickly tried to change the subject, "Khm, anyway... just ignore my nonsense. These potions are some good stuff. But are there any that are even stronger? Potions that can, for example, regrow limbs?" he asked.

Sera looked at him in surprise and said, "So you do know something, huh? What you are thinking of is the Elixir of Life. It can bring you back from the brink of death, heal insane wounds in minutes, and even regrow limbs. Supposedly they can even make you younger and extend your life."

She turned to look at Gerald to see his reaction. When she saw his bulging eyes staring at her, she jumped back in fright. She quickly continued, saying, "Don't get any ideas. These potions are exclusively for the Royal family and no one else. You can't even buy them no matter how much money you have."

Gerald immediately felt disappointed. 'Goodbye immortality' he thought.

"Besides, it's not like there are many of them. They are made by the best alchemist in the Kingdom, and even he could only produce one or two per year in the best conditions. The process is so complicated and the materials are so rare, that he can only make a few every decade."

Sera mused as she remembered something, "There is a rumor, that the top alchemist is actually keeping some of the potions for himself. After all, he did live for more than a hundred years already and although he looks extremely old, he is supposedly in really good health for someone that is supposed to be with one foot in the grave."

"I guess the royal family doesn't care about the potion that much?" Gerald curiously asked.

"Oh, they do care. They do care a lot. That potion is a miracle, that's why they let him do that. He is the only one who can produce the Elixir of Life in the kingdom. Keeping him alive and letting him take a portion of the potion is still the best choice. He is basically a chicken laying golden eggs," Sera explained with an excited face.

She, like many others, yearned for the Elixir of Life. It was like a divine treasure, that they could only see but not touch. Except they couldn't even see it. It was something out of a myth for most people.

Gerald nodded, "I completely understand. I would probably do the same." Then he switched the topic, saying, "I don't know much about Geldern. Can you tell me something about the city? I assume you know a bit."

"More questions? Do I look like your personal guide?" she gave him a raised eyebrow. Gerald just smiled and said nothing. He knew women liked to talk. He just needed to nudge her in the right direction and she could tell him everything.

"Hmph. Fine, what do you wanna know?"

Gerald's eyes shined and his smile became even bigger, "Tell me about the city, the people. What kind of work is there to be had? I'm interested in anything you can tell me."

"Alright, then listen carefully. Geldern is a medium-sized city in Myrtana with about ten thousand inhabitants, although the numbers go up to twenty thousand on busy days. The Warrior's Guild is responsible for keeping the eastern part of the kingdom clear from monsters and bandits. During the recent years, they gained much more authority in this area and they are more influential than even the local noble Serrell family," she proudly said.

"Serrell Egott, the Lord of the city is an annoying, greedy old bastard. He tried, many times, to demand more and more taxes from people, even extorting them using force. About a decade ago, the Warriors Guild forcefully seized his authority over Geldern. He tried to resist using politics, bribery, and even dirty tricks, however, he failed in doing so. The citizens don't like him and most merchants, alchemists, blacksmiths, and other craftsmen that are connected to the Warrior's Guild and are also under their protection."

"If you wanna work in the city, you should probably register with the Warriors Guild just in case you have any problems in the future. Besides having connections to the craftsmen and merchants in the city, the Guild also had a massive information network, so if you need any specific information you just need to ask in the Guild. If you have enough money to pay the fee of course."

'Massive corporation swallowing the local business while resisting the tyrannical government. Haha, humans never change,' Gerald thought to himself. "Could you give me a suggestion as to what job should I take? I don't know what skills are required here," he asked Sera.

"I thought you were going to work for the Guild as a warrior," she looked at him in confusion.

"Why is that?"

"Because you can use Fire magic. That's a pretty rare form of magic. If you have the talent and you can learn many powerful spells, you can be extremely successful. The most powerful genius mage in Myrtana is a Fire Mage nicknamed Spark. I don't know what's his real name, though," she said.

"They say that when he was younger he singlehandedly killed over a thousand enemy soldiers with his amazing Fire Rain. It happened half a century ago when the Central Burronian Empire tried to invade Myrtana. After the war, his fame helped spread the recognition for other Fire mages on the continent. That's why I thought you were going to join the Guild."

Gerald nodded, "So that's how it is. I thought everyone can use Fire magic?"

"Absolutely not. For example, I can only use Earth magic and I'm not even that good at it. You are very lucky to be able to use two different Elements. Earth and Fire have really good mixed spells. If you focus and learn a few good spells in the next decade, your reputation could soar and you could become a well recognized and respected mage," Sera advised him.

"Right, right. I guess I'm really lucky to be able to use two Elements. Haha, I didn't even know it," Gerald awkwardly scratched his head. "Are twin Elements really that rare?"

"Yes. It's probably one in ten thousand people. Usually, if you have Light or Space elements as your primary, you get an extra basic Element, " Sera told him.

"Primary what? I thought there are only four Elements?"

"Of course not. There are six: Wind, Water, Earth, and Fire are the basic Elements and there are two more: Space and Light. You don't even know the basics?" Sera was even more surprised. How could someone that uses magic so naturally not know that?

Gerald shook his head and then slightly bent his back, clapped his hands in front of his chest, and seriously said, "Teacher! Please impart thy knowledge onto me!"

Sera facepalmed.
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                Gerald slightly bent his back and cupped his fist in front of his chest and said, "Teacher! Please impart thy knowledge onto me!" he said.

Sera facepalmed and said, "Are you messing with me?"

"Just a little bit," he responded with a giant grin.

"Uh, you bastard! It was you who wanted to know this basic stuff. Do you even wanna listen to my explanations or not?" Sera was a little annoyed because of Gerald's teasing.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry. I promise I will listen to my teacher like a good boy," Gerald said while lifting his hands in the air like he was surrendering to her. He made an expression like he was really repenting for his actions.

"Hmm," Sera looked at him awkwardly and then decided to ignore his crazy behavior.

She organized her thoughts before speaking, "There isn't much to tell about the Elements. Basically the more you have, the more complex and powerful your spells can be. Of course, you need to have an amazing memory and understanding of the laws of nature. Many genius mages can achieve high positions anywhere they go. Now that combat magic is starting to properly develop and the danger from monsters is increasing daily, it's easy for successful mages to swim in gold and fame."

Sera sighed and said, "There are of course some that have little to no talent in magic and stay at the beginner level for their entire life. Like me."

She continued with a frustrated and sad voice, "When I was younger I tried to study magic. It didn't go very well. I was bullied in the Academy because I was the worst in class, and after a few years I decided to quit and become a fighter instead."

Gerald listened to her story and then said, "Maybe I could help you with that? I got a pretty good grasp on magic I think."

"Pfft, hahaha…" Sera burst out laughing and said, "You? I admit that you know a few spells, but you don't even know the basics. No offense, but I don't think you are qualified to be teaching anyone."

Gerald stayed silent, he didn't try to argue that logic. He only just came into this world. He really wasn't qualified to teach. "Let's leave that conversation for a later date. Do you know if there are any mages that have three or four different Elements or more?"

"Let me think," Sera held her chin while sinking in her thoughts. "Three Elements are about ten times rarer than two, as far as I'm aware. There are a few hundred of those in Myrtana. As for more than that,  I believe I heard something about a new mage prodigy with four Elements in the Empire. I don't know much about it though. As for more than four… I don't think there are any, or at least I didn't hear about it. It's possible, of course, that there is someone, but we don't get much up-to-date information on our missions."

"Is that so? I then I guess there is no one that has all six elements?" he asked.

"Are you kidding? Of course not. Even if someone was blessed by a hundred gods it wouldn't be possible. The amount of knowledge would be insane. Can you even imagine having a deep understanding of every single law of nature in your head at the same time? And just thinking about all the decades that person would have to spend studying... " said Sera, with a face full of horror.

Gerald looked at her with a weird expression. She reminded him about all those years he spent in school and at home, learning all kinds of things. When he understood one subject, he quickly got bored and tried something else to challenge himself with. The amount of knowledge in his head was probably much more than she could ever imagine.

"Yeah, you are right. A person like that would have to be insane," he said while turning away, looking at the plains around them.

The road was long. It went through many small forests and grasslands. He could see many roads going in different directions. They passed a few merchants on wooden wagons, that were being pulled by donkeys or horses. As time went on, more and more people came on the main road, going the same way as them.

From young children to old men and animals, all seemed to be going to the same destination. Travelers were going to Geldern to find a place to rest, merchants to sell their wares, and some people just went there to find a better life and work.

"We will reach the city before dark," Sera said, "I think we don't have to worry about bandits anymore. With so many people around they won't attack. Soon we will also reach the outposts where the road guards stay. It is pretty safe there."

Gerald nodded.

After a few long hours, they saw the city was in the distance. There were massive, ten meters tall stone walls, with guards patrolling on top. Gerald could see torches burning on the wall, giving it a majestic aura.

"Phew, we finally arrived. The city gates close after the sunset. If you ever go out, make sure you get back early enough or you will have to sleep outside," Sera reminded him after they went in.

"I'll remember that, don't worry." Gerald responded, "Where can I find a place to rest?"

"About that. If you become a fighter for the Warrior's Guild, you can get a cheap room there. But since you are new here, I guess you could get to the Crystal Dragon Inn. It's right there just follow the road." Sera pointed her with her hand in front of them to a massive well-lit stone building with colorful glass windows.

"I need to take a bath and report to the guild about my team," she said. "I'll see you around," Sera waved at him and then left in an opposite way.

Gerald waved back. Now he was alone again. At least, the atmosphere was more pleasant than in the Bloodhorn village. Since he was tired, he went directly to the Inn and ordered a room. For just one night it cost five silver coins. Luckily Gerald grabbed the money pouch from the bandit he killed. It had a fistful of silver and copper coins and he even found a golden one.

A gold coin was worth one hundred silver coins and a silver coin was worth one hundred copper coins. This Inn was more than thirty times more expensive than the one in Bloodhorn village. However, it was totally worth it. For dinner, he received roasted meat with something that looked like baked potatoes and a big wooden mug of delicious beer. And it tasted a hundred times better than that muddy water he was served in the morning.

It really brought a smile to his face.

He quickly wolfed down the good food and then finished the bear in one big gulp. Satisfied, he went to his room and jumped on the bed. It was nice and comfortable, giving him a feeling like he was floating.

After a few minutes of enjoying the rest, he suddenly opened his eyes and sat up.

Today he killed two people and he didn't feel anything while doing it. Or actually, he didn't feel anything wrong. Quite the contrary, when his life was in danger, it was the first time in his life that he felt so alive.

He thought about it for a while and then remembered that apart from a few words that Sera said at the beginning, she didn't seem too concerned with the death of the bandits, or even her teammates apart from her friend.

It seemed like it was a part of a completely normal daily life for people to kill each other. He decided to ask her about it when they would meet again in the future. If death was such a common occurrence, then standing out was probably not a good idea. Now he regretted not telling Sera to keep his twin Elements a secret. It could attract some unwanted attention.

"Oh well, I'll leave future problems to the future me," he murmured to himself and fell asleep.



The next morning he woke up to the bustling noise of a lively city. For a second he even though he was back on Earth.

For breakfast, he got a freshly baked meat pie and a mug of goat milk that he quickly finished. For today Gerald decided to find out more about the world. He asked for directions to the library…and discovered there isn't one. At least not for the public.

Gerald was standing in front of a massive building made of white stone. It was the Magic Academy. Only they had a library for storing history books and even the latest research. It was not easy to get inside.

Gerald still came up to their reception and asked if he could get into the library.

"The library is not for just anyone. You've got no business being here. Scram," answered the receptionist.

"Come on man, I'm just trying to learn about magic. This is Magic Academy after all," Gerald protested.

"No, no, no. If you wanna be a student, you can join the next time when the Academy accepts new students. That would be in a bit over half a year," the receptionist said. "Just leave and stop making my day more complicated than it needs to be."

"Ah~" Gerald sighed. "Fine, fine I'm leaving," he turned around and prepared to leave. So much for freedom of information. The internet was so much better suited for things like that. 

"Hold on young man!"
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                Gerald turned and saw an old man, dressed in a light blue robe, walking toward him.

"Headmaster Orin Gezor," the receptionist respectfully bowed and greeted the old man.

"Mn," Orin nodded to the receptionist and then turned to Gerald and said, "Young man, you want to visit our library?"

"Yes. I would like to study magic, however, I can't wait half a year to join the Academy." Gerald answered him. It was not that he just didn't wanna wait, he didn't have any income and he couldn't afford to waste time waiting for something that might or might not happen in the future.

Knowledge is power, and he needed all the knowledge he could get his hands on, as soon as possible. If he could visit the library and learn more about the general state of the world as well as magic, he could make a better plan for the future.

"A young man that can't wait to learn magic, haha," laughed Orin. "We don't get much of those. Come, let's go to my office and see if we can come to an agreement," Orin Gezor indicated Gerald to follow him.

The receptionist had an angry and unwilling expression on his face, but he didn't say anything to retort his superior. Orin Gezor was the headmaster of the Magic Academy and he was known for his free spirit and soft heart. He often made exceptions to the Academy's rules.

Walking in the long hallway, they came to Orin's office. It was totally different from what Gerald imagined it to be. It looked more like some sort of laboratory. There were different sizes and colors of gems and plants that he has never seen before.

On the table were an alcohol burner and different vials with all sorts of chemicals and fluids inside. Papers were all over the place and the walls had shelves full of books and notebooks and a hexagon drawn on the wall, each corner representing an Element.

Orin noticed the curiosity in Gerald's eyes and said, "I have been researching magic for twenty years now and I have only scratched the surface. Unfortunately, most of the knowledge of our ancestors was lost in the Dark Ages and we had to start from scratch," he explained.

"What are the Dark Ages?" Gerald asked curiously.

"Oh, it's the time after the war when all the Mana was gone from the world for five thousand years. During that time almost all relics and knowledge of the past were lost. There were some ruins that managed to preserve a few artifacts, however, anything that is written is extremely damaged, or we can't understand it," Orin answered him.

Gerald could see the regret in his eyes. Recovering anything from ten thousand years ago was of course almost impossible. Especially books, they would rot and decay quickly, if they weren't protected.

"Let's not linger on the past. You want to visit the library, " Orin took a seat.

"That's right," Gerald said.

"What's your name young man?" headmaster Orin asked.

"It's Gerald, sir."

"Gerald, let me be honest. I would love to let you go to the library. However, my other colleagues don't like outsiders walking around the Academy, especially not the library," headmaster Gezor explained.

"I see." Gerald was somewhat disappointed but he understood his difficulty.

"But, I could give you a part-time job here at the Academy. We are currently in need of more people. You could work as my assistant or maybe you could help keep order in the library. Some books need to be copied and reorganized. That way those old fools would leave you alone. What do you think?"

The offer wasn't bad, however, Gerald wasn't ready to make a decision just yet. He should at least try to see things from a few different angles and then decide on the best course of action.

"I appreciate your offer, however, I will have to think about it for a while," he said. Then he remembered something that was bugging him for a long time and said, "Let me show you something. I wonder if you could tell me something about this book?" He pulled out the Elemental Codex and showed it to Orin Gezor.

Orin Gezor looked at the book "Oh, this?" Suddenly his eyes opened wide "This? … This! Is this what I think it is?!" His voice and hands were trembling as he extended his hand to grab the book. "Yes, yes it must be, it has to!" He was looking through the book hastily but carefully like he was afraid to damage the biggest treasure in the world.

"You recognize it?" Gerald was somewhat surprised.

Gerald's words woke Orin up from his excitement and cleared his throat before speaking, "Hmm, well no. I have personally never seen this book before, however, I have read about it from ancient documents that were found in an old ruin," he said. "I am absolutely certain it's this book. The Elemental Codex. It matches the description perfectly."

"So is it important?" Gerald was curious.

"Important? It's priceless! It contains the basic instructions on the bases of magic. If we can manage to translate it, it will be a huge help in our understanding and practice of magic," Orin said with an excited expression. For the incomplete magic theory, ancient knowledge could help speed up and deepen the magic understanding, which could further help stabilize the Kingdom of Myrtana.

"Young man, how much do you want for this book? Tell me a price and I'm sure we can come to an agreement," Orin said.

Gerald didn't know much about the value of money in this world and he couldn't really estimate the value of the book. On the other hand, he didn't learn all the spells from the book yet. If he sold it now he would probably regret it later. "I'm sorry but I'm not planning on selling this book."

Orin was stunned, "Why wouldn't you sell me this book? It's written in the ancient Elven language. Even I can't read it. What good would it do to you? I can give you ten gold coins for it, what do you say?"

Herald shook his head, "It's not about the money. I really can't separate from this book," he said. Besides ten gold coins didn't seem like it was enough for a priceless artifact.

Headmaster Gezer was thinking hard about how to get his hands on the Codex when he suddenly got an idea. "If you can't sell me the book then just let me borrow it for a few days…. Actually no. Lend it to me for a week. I will make a copy and then you can have it back."

"Hmm… so you would like the book for free?" asked Gerald. He wasn't exactly pleased with this suggestion.

"No, no, I'll of course exchange it for something. How about I make you our Academy's distinguished guest. That way you can come and go as you please and you can use the library as much as you want," he tried to convince Gerald.

He quickly grabbed a book from the shelf, "Here let me give you this as a gift. It's a copy of the Blood Codex, a book about Alchemy, also written by the ancient High Elves. We managed to translate a small part of it."

Gerald placed his hand on his chin, thinking. "A book and access to the library? How about we add something?"

"For example? " Orin asked nervously.

"You will help me answer any questions I might have about magic and alchemy. How does that sound?"

The old man was stunned for a moment and then laughed, "Just that? Haha, of course, of course, not a problem at all. As long as I can help, I'll do it."

Gerald extended his right hand and said, "Deal! " 

"Deal!" Orin Gezor shook his hand with a big smile.
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                Money was not an immediate concern, that's why Gerald exchanged the Elemental Codex for knowledge instead.

From headmaster Orin, he received a special guest badge that allowed him to freely move in the academy. A normal person would first probably wander around the premises, however, Gerald went directly to the library without caring about anything else.

The library was guarded by two armed guards that were standing at the sides of the massive iron-fortified wooden door. They tried to stop him at first, however, when they saw the guest badge on his chest, they slightly bowed in respect and even opened the door for him.

Behind the door was a giant room filled with high walls and only a few windows, high off the ground. On the walls were shelves full of all kinds of books. Some of them were brand new, made of paper and some of them looked like they were centuries old and were made of leather and animal hide.

There were even some scrolls, that were already falling apart due to the long years of exposure to air and light. Upon closer expectation, Gerald noticed that the same books had multiple copies and it looked like they had to be copied every few decades, to counteract the degradation of the material.

A few people were reading in the library, and most of them were much older than Gerald. They only looked at him momentarily and then focused back on their books.

For the first hour, Gerald only looked at the books, trying to get a general idea of what would be the best material to read first. He wasn't planning to spend months here, reading thousands of books. Especially since there were many books that were just records of different noble families' history or lineage.

He started reading at the very beginning. With the old myths and legends.

The Dark Ages, the time after the Great War, really didn't have much of anything interesting. The world was in a panic after the magic collapsed, and the era of the High Elven Empire ended just like that.

Because of the lack of Mana, they went from an average of a 500-year lifespan, down to 150 years. Combined with the extremely slow reproduction rate and weaker physical body they had no choice but to give way to human takeover.

At first, the High Elves tried to resist the slow advance of the human race, however after a few millennia they were so extremely outnumbered, and without magic, they were basically just delaying the inevitable.

The only advantage they had was their height. However, being more than a head taller than an average human just made them a bigger target. In the end, they gave up and mostly retreated to the west side of the continent. They now inhabited dense forests and swamps, far away from human civilization.

Dwarves, on the other hand, didn't really try to cause any conflicts. Being smaller and stronger than humans, with tough bodies, they were machines made for combat.

However, differently unlike elven pride or human greed, they were extremely down to earth. Instead of seeking conflict, they tried to avoid it, and when the once peaceful land started showing signs of war, they quietly retreated into the mountains, cutting off all contact with the outside world.

It has been centuries if not millennia since Dwarves last had contact with humans. Now nobody even knew if they were still alive.

As Gerald was reading about the history of the races when he noticed something unusual. In the records, there were mentioned, human-elf hybrid tribes. They were first mentioned 5.000 years after the Great War. The Dark Elves.

After many millennia of decline, some High Elves threw away their pride and interbred with humans. The creature was a weird mix between a human and an elf.

Differently, from the High Elves' snow-white skin, the Dark Elves had, as the name implies, much darker skin. Their long pointy ears also became shorter and so did their height. However, they still kept beautiful silver hair and very slim and delicate bodies. Both males and females were considered to have the most beautiful and attractive proportions on the continent.

On the other hand, by mixing with humans, they lost all respect from pure-blooded Elves and were not even considered their kin anymore.

Still, they actually kept good parts of both races and even though they had visually weak bodies, the actual muscle strength was actually much higher than those of pure-blooded Elves.

At the same time, they kept their long life span, living almost twice as long as a human. What was possibly the most amazing, was that the Dark Elves inherited the amazing ability to control magic, and they were considered the best mages in the human kingdoms.

Though they were still a minority in the population.

"Wow, these Dark Elves really hit the genetic jackpot. Good looks, a strong body with a long lifespan, and even great magic abilities? That's just unfair," Gerald complained. He put away the history books and looked for something that could teach him more about the magic structure.

As a novice, he only understood the basics. For a simple spell, a person needed to have a good idea of what he was trying to do, as well as sufficient energy to execute the action. It sounded simple enough, but from what Sera told him, it was actually extremely hard to do for some people. He already used three Basic Elements to make spells, and it didn't seem that hard for him.

It, in fact, felt effortless to do so, almost natural. Of course, that could be because he had a vast knowledge of the natural laws of the world. Either way, it could bring him great benefits to be able to cast spells as he wished. The only problem was that after a few spells we would exhaust all his Mana.

When he fought against the bandits he only used magic three or four times and he was already drained. Although the Mana eventually restored itself, the process took half a day. That was not a good thing if he needed to fight for more than a few minutes at a time.

People from the past came to the same conclusion. The books mentioned different accessories that could help expand the capacity for Mana.

It was jewelry of all shapes and sizes. Rings, earrings, bracelets, and necklaces had different types of Etherium Crystals embedded in them, to satisfy different Element requirements. If someone had Twin Elements, he needed to get accessories for both Elements.

Some warriors didn't use much magic in their fights, but if they really needed to, they would usually get a sword or some other weapon with an embedded gem, instead of jewelry. Also for maximizing the Mana capacity for spellcasting, mages used staves, wands, and even clothes with different Etherium Crystals embedded in them.

All these items and weapons, of course, became really expensive. Especially if it was a rare Element like Fire. For that reason alone, there weren't many spellcasters around, and everyone focused on melee combat or archery. Only the rich nobles and royal families could afford massive amounts of high-quality gear, which would then help them increase their power and influence even further.

"Sure enough, money rules the world no matter where you go," Gerald sighed and shook his head.

"Looks like just talent and knowledge won't be enough to guarantee success. Guess I'll have to find a decent source of income first."

As he was reading for a long time, he started to get a bit tired. He stored all the books back on the shelves and sat back down. He took out the book that he got from the headmaster Orin.

"Let's see what secrets you hold," he murmured to himself and opened the book.

Just as he expected, he was able to read the Ancient Elven language just fine. It was all thanks to the first spell he used back on Earth. Although it was painful, it did bring him massive benefits. Being able to understand every language there was a divine ability that every scholar would be jealous of.

The Blood Codex was the name of the book. It contained many drawings of wondrous plants, their names, and descriptions. It was a treasure for every alchemist in the world, unfortunately, no one could understand it. As for Gerald, he didn't yet know the value of the book. He just quickly skipped through the pages, not paying much attention to the contents.

After dozens of pages of plants came animal parts with different medical, anesthetic, and poisonous effects. They did spike his interest for a while, however, he quickly lost it again and kept flipping through the book.

Finally, near the end of the book came the good stuff. Potions, potions, and more potions. Poisons, antidotes for those poisons, medicines for rare diseases as well as Health and Mana Recovery Potions.

There were so many long-lost recipes, even the Elixir of Life was not the best option there was. The longer lifespan was just a side effect of the potion and not its main effect.

One grade above it was the true Immortality Potion. According to the book, it could extend your life for dozens of years. That could explain the insanely long lifespan Elves had before the Dark Ages.

Of course, one had to drink Divine Complexion, a potion for eternal youth at least once every year to keep the eternal youth. If not, the life span would stay long, but you would look like a mummy after a century. Staying alive in that state would be absolute torture for anyone.

"Woah, there is actually a way to be immortal! Are you kidding me?! How awesome is that! " Gerald was so excited when he read that. Potions that could almost bring you back from the dead, potions that can make you live forever, potions that can keep you young forever. What kind of crazy world was this?

As he continued reading, he found even potions that can slow down aging, elixirs that can strengthen muscles and bones, all kinds of crazy marvels could be found here.

"What?!" Gerald almost jumped from his seat when he turned the page of the book.
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                A few readers near him were startled by the shout. They threw him some unfriendly gazes. At the same time, the guards quickly rushed in to the library and looked around with questioning gazes.

"Sorry guys, I just got a bit too excited reading," Gerald apologetically smiled at them.

The guards looked around the library once more, and when they saw that everything was alright, they left.

"Please don't scream anymore," said a guard as he closed the massive doors.

Gerald smiled at him until the people focused on their research again, and then he quickly read the page again, to confirm his eyes didn't play tricks on him. What he saw was something he hoped to find all along. It was a Permanent Mana Enhancement Elixir!

"Mana Elixir! I knew there had to be something like that," he whispered to himself in excitement. The description was very short and vague, however, he knew what it meant. It was a potion that helped to expand the body's capacity for Mana. No need for expensive accessories or weapons. If he could just get this Elixir, how awesome would that be?

'Hmm, now that I think about it… people probably don't know about this Elixir. If they did, why would people use accessories to enhance themselves? It would be much more convenient to enhance your own body. There should be at least some research into the Mana capacity enhancement, but I didn't find anything about it in the books,' he thought to himself.

"There has to be a reason for that. I'll have to ask the headmaster to explain to me some stuff," he mumbled to himself and stood up from the table. He knocked on the giant door, so the guards could let him go out. After that, he went straight to the headmaster's office.

Knock, knock!

A, "Come in," was heard from behind the door. Gerald quickly entered the room.

"Oh, Gerald, welcome. I nearly copied a third of the book you gave me yesterday. What brings you here?" Orin Gezor asked him with a warm smile.

"Wait, yesterday?" Gerald asked in confusion.

Orin Gezer nodded.

"I was in the library for the whole day and night?"

Orin Gezer nodded again.

Gerald scratched his head, "No wonder I'm so hungry."

Orin almost laughed at his face and said, "Would you like some tea?"

"No thanks, I came here in the hope you could answer some of my questions," Gerald told him.

"I will do my best. Ask away."

"I'm interested in Mana's capacity in the body. Could you tell me anything about it?" Gerald asked with a serious face.

Orin Gezor took a deep breath and quietly sighed. "So many people always ask me about this. You found that you need a lot of money for magic accessories, and you want to increase your body's Mana capacity, right?"

Gerald nodded.

"Ah, " Orin sighed again. "I'll just start at the beginning. Mana, as a form of energy, is stored in a substance called Etherium, or Ether for short. Ether is circulating in every living being's blood. Some creatures store excess Ether inside their muscles and bones or in the form of a crystal. That's what we call Etherium Crystals."

Gerald now had a better understanding of what those crystals were.

"Humans, on the other hand, don't or actually can't do that. We keep Ether in our blood the whole life. As such, the capacity doesn't change much. An average person has somewhere between 5 and 10 LIS."

"LIS? " Gerald asked uncertainly.

"One LIS is the average amount of Mana needed for the lowest grade spell or Low-Intensity Spell," Orin quickly explained.

'Wow, the acronym is almost exactly like the name of my last girlfriend, Liz. This is going to be awkward thinking about it…' Gerald thought, but still simply answered, "I see."

"Let me continue. The Elves, for example, form a visible crystal on their chest after they reach 100 LIS and it then keeps growing for the rest of their life, gradually making them more powerful."

"Some creatures, such as monsters and Dwarves can absorb the Ether in their skin, muscles, and bones, making them stronger and their bodies tougher," Orin continued.

"Couldn't we do something about that? Like, eat more Ether to get a higher concentration in the blood?" Gerald continued to be curious.

Orin shook his head. "If that was possible, there would be no magic accessories. The weird thing is, that after Ether comes in contact with our blood, it starts emitting heat. At the normal levels, this heat is not noticeable, however when you get twice or three times higher concentration in your blood, it starts burning you from inside," Orin Gezor explained.

"There were experiments millennia ago, that tried to fix this problem. Unfortunately, after a long time, the only result was a bunch of crooked people and wasted resources. A few prisoners even burst into flames, when the concentration of Etherium in the blood went up by ten times."

"Oh wow, that's brutal," commented Gerald.

"It certainly is. That's why you should forget about increasing your Mana capacity. Just stick to the magic gear and you will be fine."

Gerald had a depressed expression on his face. 'Could it be that the potions in the book are made just for Elven's constitution?' he thought to himself.

"What about absorbing Ether into the muscles and bones? Like Dwarfs, is it possible?" he asked.

Orin wanted to quickly dismiss his question, but before he spoke, he suddenly remembered something from many years ago. "There is, in fact, a herb, that has that kind of effect and it's a praised delicacy for Dwarves."

"If I remember correctly, a few centuries ago a few alchemists tried to make a potion from it. It even worked for a while. The test subjects got a few drops of diluted herbal extracts every day and soon they started absorbing the Etherium into their bodies. And it seemed to be stable."

"Then that means…" Gerald wanted to say something but he got interrupted rudely.

"But! That herb, they later called it God's Joke, is actually extremely poisonous. The effect was quite nice if you exclude the fact that every single test subject didn't live more than a year after taking a drop of the herb juices."

"Even if it was extremely diluted and spaced out days, weeks, or even months it all had the same effect. It's like the poison is permanently anchored in the body, slowly killing you."

"At most, they could achieve somewhere around 50 LIS in the body before the subjects died. And if you think that a 25-year-old Dark Elf has more than 100 LIS in their body naturally and that you can buy a good Etherium Crystal with 100 LIS for somewhere around ten gold coins depending on the Element, then you can imagine that results like these are basically worthless." Explained Orin.

"Oh, is that so…" Gerald was kind of disappointed. "Then maybe could answer a few more of my questions?" he asked.

"Sure, ask away, " Orin answered with a smile.
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Gerald and Orin Gezor were talking for a few hours already. Most of the questions were more about detailed explanations and the introduction of Alchemy and different forms of magic.

"I sometimes wonder about the aptitude for the Elements. Could you maybe tell me more about it?" Gerald asked. "Is it true that you can only use a few Elements that you are born with?"

Orin's eyes suddenly lit up as he laughed, "Good question young man! Good and really difficult to answer."

"Why is that?"

"I personally don't think that's the case. But I dedicated countless years of my life studying this phenomenon, and I have to say, I got some pretty interesting results, " said Orin with a smile. "Look at this."

Orin extended his palm and made an expression of intense concentration and said, "Let there be Flame!"

Woosh!

A small flame ignited on his palm. He had a proud smile on his face, Gerald however, was confused.

"I don't get it. Is it something special about this flame?" Gerald asked.

"Nope, it's a completely normal flame." Orin was almost laughing.

"Then….?"

"I was born with the affinity to the Water Element. Water! Can you imagine that?! Ahaha…" Orin burst into laughter.

"So you can use two opposite Elements. Is this something special?" Gerald was scratching his head. He didn't understand why would Orin find this so amusing.

"Of course it is! No one is born with the opposite elements. It was the same for me. I spent most of my life with just Water affinity." Orin said in excitement.

"It was just in the last ten years that I began to study fire in detail. And after I understood it I finally gained the affinity with Fire," he said. "But as you can see, it's not easy for me to use it. I'm too old for this."

"Then everyone can use every Element if they want?" Gerald asked.

"No, I don't think so. It took me nearly a decade to learn to use a new Element. Of course, I began learning it late in life, and my learning ability is not the best. However, if a young person wanted to learn all the Elements, especially Light and Space, they would be basically just wasting their life." Orin sounded kind of sad.

"I would really want to see someone with all six Elements with my own eyes. Sigh. Unfortunately, humans usually have just Earth affinity. I have never seen a human use Wind before." Orin complained.

Gerald was confused again, "No wind? Is it really rare? "

"It's not rare at all. Most Elves have it. It's just that humans nowadays are too used to this grounded lifestyle. When you are a child you can get influenced a lot by your surroundings. I grew up near a river, and that's probably why I got Water affinity." Orin explained. "At least that's my theory."

"Kids nowadays only know how to play with rocks and mud. There are, of course, a few that like fire enough to gain an affinity with it," he complained. "Anyway enough of my rambling. If you want to get somewhere in life, you need persistence, hard work, and knowledge. Knowledge is power and this is especially true for magic."

Gerald nodded in agreement. Knowledge was valued everywhere, no matter the time, historical period, or place.

Orin looked tired from all the talking, so Gerald decided not to bother him anymore.

"Thanks for your insight Headmaster Orin." Gerald slightly bowed and couped his fists to express his sincerity.

Orin waved his hand, "It's nothing. Come back at any time if you got more questions. It's nice to chat with someone that's so interested in magic," he smiled.

As Gerald was preparing to leave, he remembered to ask how long will it take to copy the Elemental Codex. He didn't memorize all the spells yet.

"Just come back in a few days. I will try my best to finish it early," said Orin.

Gerald thanked him again and then left the Magic Academy.

The first thing Gerald did after leaving the Academy was he went to the Crystal Dragon Inn and order some food. He got himself a big portion of lamb sausages with freshly baked bread and a slice of cheese. He washed it all down with two tasty mugs of cold ginger ale.

After satisfying his hunger, he went outside and sat on the bench in front of the Inn, basking in the sunlight. It was really relaxing.

Approximately half an hour later, he took out the Blood Codex and carefully read the recipe of the Mana Elixir. From Orin, he came to know that the now-called God's Joke was actually the famous God's Blood in the book.

According to the book, it was a small plant with sharp dark-green leaves and a single blood-red flower on top. The entire plant was extremely poisonous, however, if you used only the flower, after it fully bloomed, and mixed it with a few more herbs, the poisonous effect would be nullified.

When Gerald read this, his eyes enlarged and his lips curled into a smile. Luckily the Ancient Elves already found out and recorded a way to deal with the plant toxins. If he could only get his hands on some of this potion it would be great.

He realized that just dreaming would do him no good, so he decided to memorize every plant, animal part, and other ingredients for making all kinds of potions. He also read and learned all the potions and their respective recipes, as well as the recipes for poisons and medicines. You never know when they might come in handy.

"Well, time to check out this place." Gerald stood up and stretched his body. After that, he began wandering aimlessly around the city.

Geldern was split into four parts by the main roads that were going from north to south and from east to west.

The city was circular in shape, with strong and tall walls as the border. It was approximately two kilometers in diameter with a big open space and a fountain in the middle.

The Warrior's Guild was located in the southeast part of the city, surrounded by the shops of the craftsmen and blacksmiths. It was also where the Magic Academy was located.

Across the street, on the southwest side, was the Inn where Gerald stayed during the night. Behind it were the living quarters of many citizens and different Inns where travelers stayed.

The market stalls and shops from merchants were on the north-eastern side of Geldern, accompanied by the alchemist's laboratory and potion shops.

Lastly in the north-western part, was the noble-exclusive area, where many noble families resided, including the owner of the city, Lord Serrell Egott, and his family.

After he got a good feel for the city, Gerald took a break to decide how to go on about living in this kind of environment.
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                Gerald didn't really want to join any of the masters here as an apprentice, and at the same time, he also didn't want to take on the dangerous jobs in the Warriors Guild, at least not yet.

He gently stroked the Blood Codex and murmured to himself, "If headmaster Orin knew what a treasure he gave me for free, he would probably die from shock!" He smiled to himself just thinking about all the good stuff that was recorded on the crude paper pages.

Just the potions in the book could make him filthy rich if he could produce them. Although he did have a bit of experience with chemistry from his numerous hobbies and short-lasting interests, he didn't actually have any experience making medicine…or in this case, potions.

There was also a problem with a residence. He couldn't just brew potions in the Inn. That would be too inconvenient and distracting. All the noise coming from all around him could easily make him lose his mind if he was exposed to it for long periods of time.

Besides, he didn't even know if he could get his hands on all the ingredients, and he also didn't know the general price of these potions. That's why he decided to visit a few shops on the merchant's side of the city.

The potion shops were all well maintained and many people were doing business at all times of the day. Gerald entered a random store named The Burning Bottle. Immediately a pleasant smell of herbs, flowers, and spices assaulted his nose.

The shop was selling all kinds of herbs, flowers, and other alchemical ingredients. There were a few old men buying bundles of herbs, empty vials, and some glass beakers, while also selling small chests full of bags of red powder and vials of potions of different colors.

Gerald soon figured out what was going on. They were alchemists that came to buy supplies and at the same time, they sold their products to the shop owners in bulk. It made it much more convenient for them to sell like that, so they could let the professionals deal with sales while they could focus on potion brewing and research.

The shop sold three kinds of healing consumables. From the low-grade to high-grade they were Healing Powder, Healing Potion, and Health Potion. Their respective prices were 5 silver, 25 silver, and one gold coin each.

Of course, that was not all there was. After looking around, Gerald found Smoke bombs, Flashbang grenades, Scent-removing powder, and a Stinky ball, that was supposed to attract monsters. He also found paralyzing and blinding poisons, all for the use against beasts.

"Well, if you aren't the best at strategy or fighting, you always have the option to throw money at the opponent until they die I suppose," Gerald almost laughed at the insane amount of crazy accessories.

That was absolutely confirmed after he found a pair of potions, called Bottled Thunder, that become extremely unstable when mixed together and would then explode on impact. It was basically a hand grenade.

All of these were quite expensive and they were probably meant to be used as a last resort if you were in a pinch.

Next, Gerald focused his attention on the herb section. On this side, he was a bit disappointed, because the herbs were all really common, and not at all what he needed for those amazing potions from the Blood Codex.

After searching for a while, he found the main ingredients for Healing Powder and Healing Potion. It was a plant called Healing Root. It was a small plant with quite chubby red roots. As the name suggests, the healing properties could be found in its roots.

The whole process of potion-making from this plant was extremely simple. You just basically had to extract the juices and then slowly heat them up to reduce the water content. If it lost too much water, it could only be completely dehydrated until it became powder, and that was the Healing Powder.

If you wanted to make a Healing Potion, you had to remove about 50% of the water content, and then add a pinch of Pure Etherium dust, while sending some of your own Mana in, to mix and activate the potion.

The Pure Etherium was called so because it was untainted by a creature's own Magic Element.

From looking at the prices and from the knowledge Gerald had, he figured out that to make a simple Healing Powder, you needed 3-4 Healing Roots. Because the roots cost one silver coin each, you needed  3-4 silver coins to make a Healing Powder.

And because the vials also cost one silver, you could make a small profit or just about break-even, depending on the efficiency of extraction. For a Healing Potion, the Pure Etherium Crystal dust was needed and that added a few silver coins to the initial cost. Of course, the profit was much bigger, going up to nearly 20 silver coins for each potion.

Since the process was so simple, no one made Healing Powder on purpose. It was just that getting the exact water content was not so easy and even experienced alchemists failed sometimes. Healing powder mostly came from the apprentices and mistakes that came during the brewing process.

But simple doesn't mean easy. The process was really slow, lasting a few hours at a time. If the temperature was too hot, the potion would be ruined. Also if the temperature was too low, it would last too long and the healing properties would once again, be lost. That's why one had to have good discipline to keep track of the progress.

Gerald was tempted to buy a few herbs and try brewing potions for himself, however, he just had a bit over a gold coin and no income to speak of.

When he checked for the herbs required for the muscle and bone strengthening potions, he found out that they used pretty rare herbs and if he wanted to buy enough for just one potion, he would need to spend five to ten gold, depending on the potion.

"Aaah…" Gerald was frustrated, "I have so many good recipes but I can't use any of them. The money barrier is just too cruel!" He shook his head in disappointment.

Among all the flowers, roots, and herbs he didn't find the one thing he was most interested in. The God's Blood or Good's Joke, as they called it now.

"Excuse me, mister! Do you perhaps have a herb called God's Joke?" Gerald asked the merchant.

"Eh?" The man looked at him with a raised eyebrow, "God's Joke? Never heard of it," he answered with an annoyed voice. He was convinced Gerald was messing with him. "Why do you youngsters always have such bizarre questions. Go bother someone else and let the grown-ups do their business." He waved his hand indicating Gerald to get out of his sight.

"Tsk. Such nice hospitality. I'm definitely not buying anything here in the future," Gerald murmured to himself and left the shop.

"Sigh, that was the biggest alchemy shop and that old geezer didn't even hear about God's Blood." Gerald sighed. "I'm probably not going to find it that easily." He placed his hand on his forehead to block the sun. "It's going to be night in about five hours… I still got some time today."

"Guess I'll go and register at the Guild and we will go from there," he said to himself and soon arrived in front of a big, two-story building with many people walking in and out.

From his estimations, there were a few children around the age of fifteen all the way up to adults aged 40-50. They were wearing all kinds of attires. From simple cloth robes, leather, and studded armor all the way up to partially and fully-plated iron or steel armor.

Staves, maces, daggers, and bows as well as crossbows, swords, and spears. Every kind of weapon imaginable was present here. Gerald felt a bit overwhelmed by all the versatile equipment.

Finally, he gathered the courage, firmly walked to the front door, and stepped inside.
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                Creak~

The front doors of the Warriors Guild were heavy and they squeaked when Gerald pushed them open. They could definitely use some oil.

Inside was a giant hall, with small windows near the ceiling. There were a few chandeliers hanging up there, illuminating the place.

No one paid any attention to Gerald as he entered. People were too busy talking to each other and discussing the past missions, trading tricks and experiences, and in general trying to acquire more information that could benefit them in the future.

The place had a lively feeling to it.

Most people were gathered on the left side, around the wooden board, where all the newest missions were displayed. Most of them were searching for the easiest and most profitable job they could find.

Of course, there were a few weirdos, that only looked for really specific kinds of work, such as the gathering of herbs, escorting, or simple patrol missions around the city.

On the opposite side, Gerald saw a familiar figure. Sera was sitting on a bench all by herself.

It could be that when the first time they met, his head was filled with too much new information to notice, or it could be that her messy hair, torn clothes, and blood covered most of her natural beauty.

Either way, only now Gerald noticed that she was, in fact, quite an attractive girl. She had beautiful long light brown hair, a small nose, and big blue eyes with golden color around the middle.

The tight clothes perfectly highlighted the roundness of her perky chest, pulling his eyes to roam up and down her body. The tight leather pants couldn't hide her round and smooth backside, instead, giving even more emphasis to her hips and strong thighs.

Gerald compared her body to the girls from Earth, and at least from his experience, he knew that such a physique required years of training in the gym with a strict diet and a generally good lifestyle. With all the junk food and simple pleasures of the modern world, having such a body was basically just a pipe dream for many young women.

While admiring Sera, Gerald finally noticed that something was wrong. Her eyes didn't have the luster from a few days ago and her face looked gloomy and absent.

Gerald came closer and woke her up from the dream world, "Hey, you alright?" he asked.

She didn't even notice him coming closer, that's why his voice startled her, but when she saw him standing before her, it seemed to improve her mood.

"Oh, Gerald! Did you finally decide to join the Guild?" she asked him with great interest and hope in her eyes.

"I am not completely sure about that, yet. Anyhow, I wanted to check it out at least," he said. "Why the long face?"

Sera gave him a long sigh before she spoke. "As you know, I lost my comrades. Most people in the Guild already know what happened, and they are now avoiding me. They say that I'm cursed and I'm bringing bad luck."

"No one wants me in their party, and now I can't even go out for a hunt," she complained.

"Why not? Can't you go alone?" Gerald asked her.

"No way, it's too dangerous. Even the more experienced warriors don't like going alone in the woods. There were too many accidents and weird attacks lately." Sera explained. "Now I can't even make money. And above all, I'm bored!" In the last part, she almost screamed.

"Okay, okay I get it," Gerald tried to calm her down. "Why don't you do less dangerous jobs in the city for a while? I heard that working as an alchemist apprentice is an option."

"Are you kidding? You want me to work in the herb gardens and take care of the flowers all day?" She looked at him like he just betrayed her. "No way! That's the job of old people. I want to be free. I want to go on adventures and have fun."

Suddenly Sera's eyes shined and she looked into Gerald's eyes with the nicest smile she could muster, saying,  "Hey, here's an idea. How about you and I form a team and go on adventures together, what do you say? It's going to be so much fun! "

"No." Gerald spat the answer out of his mouth as soon as she finished her question.

"N- No? What do you mean, no?" She looked at him with a perplexed expression. "At least consider it. You didn't even think about it for a second!" Sera was visibly agitated.

"I already told you I'm not even sure if I'll join the guild, and even if I did, I definitely wouldn't start with hunting missions. And as you said yourself, it's dangerous to be alone in the woods at this time." Gerald calmly explained his thoughts to Sera.

Sera was just staring at him, not knowing how to respond to his rejection. "B- But... " She was nervously twiddling her fingers in front of her chest, trying to come up with something to say. "Ah! I know, you have really strong Fire magic, and you are so amazing with it. I'm sure we will be fine with that. Hm, yes, that would be great!" Another smile appeared on her face, as she felt that she could convince Gerald to help her.

"Ahh, yes. The Fire magic. That's something I wanted to talk about." Gerald's face turned serious as he lowered his voice. "I would prefer if you wouldn't talk about my affinity with Elements."

When she heard that, Sera suddenly tried to avoid his gaze and turn her head around like she didn't hear anything. She had that guilty look on her face.

Gerald pinched his nose and sighed, "You already told someone, didn't you?"

"Just my friend. I just told her, and no one else, I promise!" Sera tried to defend herself.

Gerald rolled his eyes and said, "Alright, where is she?"

Sera extended her arm and pointed to the end of the hall, "It's Luna, she works here at the Guild."

Gerald followed her finger with his gaze and saw her pointing at the front desk.

There was a young girl, and judging from her appearance, her age was also similar to Gerald's. Her hair was chestnut-colored, with a few strands of light greyish-green color. She also had big silver-green eyes and she was constantly smiling, showing her white teeth.

She was currently busy talking to a middle-aged man, giving him more details about his new assignment. Gerald decided to wait until she was done to talk to her.

Meanwhile, Sera sneaked behind him and threw herself on his back hugging him around his shoulders. "Hehe. Hey, come on, let me join you on an adventure. It's going to be fun," she whispered in his ear.

"What the hell! Get off me!" Gerald tried to shake her off.

"Hey, new guy! Hands off my girl or you will regret it!" A loud voice came from the front door and it attracted the attention of many people.

The owner of the voice was a chubby teenager, wearing leather armor with a few metal pieces. Different ornaments and a family crest on his chest showed that he was probably a son of some noble family. Behind him were five strong men, much older than him. They all had an indifferent expression on their faces, probably his personal guards.

Gerald glared at Sera. It was obvious that she hugged him on purpose to provoke that guy.

But she ignored Gerald and retorted, "I'm not your girl, Adelard. Get that through your thick skull already, " Sera quickly refuted his claim.

"Don't talk nonsense. I know you just lost your teammates and now nobody wants you." Adelard spoke in a mischievous tone. "But I'm generous. As long as you become my girlfriend you can join my group and enjoy the easy life."

His words were magnanimous, but Gerald could easily see a lustful look on his face. Another problem, just what he needed!

He tried to avoid the tension between them as he ignored the conflict and started walking towards the front desk, where he could talk to Luna.

Suddenly Sera jumped to him and hugged his left arm and stuck out her tongue towards Adelard in a provoking manner. "I already found my new teammate and he is way better than you! Be careful when you go into the forest. I heard that fat children are first to be eaten," Sera continued to taunt him.

Adelard's face was now completely red from anger and humiliation. He already grabbed the handle of his sword, ready to attack. But unexpectedly a strong hand landed on his shoulder and when he turned around he saw one of his guards lightly shaking his head.

"Hmph!" Adelard snorted and saw all eyes in the room watching him, waiting for his reaction. He stomped on the floor in anger and then turned around and left with steam coming out of his nose.

His guards quietly left behind him.

The warriors in the Guild all felt it was a shame they didn't get to see a good show.

After they left Gerald finally freed his arm, "Damn it, woman! What's your problem?!" Gerald was fuming. Because of her childish games, he now had a spoiled rich kid, full of unstable hormones, holding a grudge against him! Now he definitely had to join the Guild to be safe in the city.

            

    
        Ch. 18 Warrior's Guild, Part 3

    
    
    
    
                Sera looked at him with the most innocent look possible. "If I'm around people my tongue might slip and I might reveal your secret," she said while giving Gerald a mischievous smile.

"Ooh, I see. You are trying to blackmail me." Gerald crossed his arms on his chest and returned her a wicked smile. "You are a bad, bad girl... Okay sure, you can join me. But I have a few conditions! I will decide when and where we go, and no matter what happens on our 'adventures', it stays between us. No one can know what happens. No. Mater. What." He especially emphasized the last few words.

Sera looked at him with a confused expression, but quickly her face reddened and she covered her chest with her hands and gave him an angry look.

Gerald sneered in his heart. She misunderstood him, but he purposely gave her a few dirty hints, so now she will be disgusted with him and she definitely won't be bugging him anymore.

"Okay, fine. I accept your conditions." Sera said quietly, looking at the floor. She was trying to hide her embarrassment.

If Gerald was currently drinking he would definitely spit out the drink. 'This girl... Going with a guy she just met a few days ago and not even giving it a second thought?! There has to be something wrong with her brain.' Gerald thought to himself.

He just opened his mouth to attempt to distance himself from Sera again, when a voice came from his side.

"Excuse me."

Gerald turned and looked. He was actually standing at the front desk arguing with Sera, letting Luna listens to it all. He sighed and rubbed his eyes with one hand. That was an extremely embarrassing moment for all of them.

He tried to calm down the best he could and have a nice smile. "Hi, I am here because I would like to join the Warriors Guild. Could you help me with that?"

"Sure, that's my job after all," Luna responded and took out a piece of parchment. "Here, you have to write some of your personal information, and then we can measure your stats. The registration fee is five gold coins."

"Wait, five gold coins?" Gerald repeated. He never heard that there would be any fee, and he obviously didn't have that kind of money.

Luna nodded.

Gerald made a disappointed face, but then he suddenly remembered something and he turned to Sera. "It would seem that we are not meant to be together. Unfortunately, I don't have five gold coins. I'm afraid that I won't be able to join you on your adventures. Sorry."

Sera looked perplexed and she was muttering incoherently, "B- But... I… We…"

Gerald was already celebrating in his mind. Worst case scenario, he will just ask for help from the Academy and maybe he could get some work there.

He could for example help translate books for headmaster Orin. That would be an easy job since he understood every language perfectly.

He could of course just borrow the money, but then he would probably have to work much harder to pay the debt off. He didn't like that idea.

Thud!

A muffled sound woke Gerald up from his fantasy. He looked over his shoulder and there was a small leather bag full of coins on the counter.

"I'll pay the fee for you. I managed to save five gold coins in the last two years. I at least hope it shows that I'm sorry for dragging you into trouble with Adelard," Sera said quietly.

Gerald was actually stunned. That was not pocket change. 'She needed two years to save it up and now she just gave it away?!' Gerard exclaimed in his mind. 'Okay... Maybe I judged her too fast.'

"Sigh, fine, I guess I have no choice now, do I?" He pulled the document closer and filled up the wanted information like name, age, gender… He wasn't actually that opposed to joining the Guild.

"Oh, so you are that Gerald, huh?" Luna commented when she read the parchment. "Sera told me a lot about you," she giggled when and looked at Sera who was blushing behind him.

"So I've heard," Gerald said indifferently.

"Follow me, we need to conduct a few tests before we are done," Luna waved her hand and led Gerald into the back room. Her assistant took her place in the meantime.

In the backroom, Luna first tested Gerald's physical strength with weights, and after that, she made a few tests to check his physical and mental health. Lastly, she gave him a milky-white transparent crystal the size of a quail egg.

"This is a Pure Etherium Crystal. Insert your Mana into it for a few minutes. Try to last as long as possible," Luna said. Then she took out an hourglass and indicated Gerald to begin.

Buzzz!

A quiet buzz came out of the crystal when Gerald started inserting Mana into it. It felt like he was expelling the Mana inside and replacing it with his own. Soon the crystal began changing color. From white, it went to a gray color and it still kept going darker. After about five minutes it turned completely black.

Gerald felt like he just finished a long workout, he felt exhausted. His muscles were fine and full of energy, but his mind felt tired. He figured it had probably something to do with the fact that he just transferred all his Mana into the crystal.

Luna and Sera were staring at the Crystal in his hand.

"B- Black?" Luna blurted out. She then quickly took out a book and tried to find an explanation in the manual.

"There has to be something wrong… It can't be black… Did I miss something?" she muttered to herself.

Gerald just scratched his head in confusion. "What's wrong?"

Luna tried to calm down and took a big breath of air and said, "There are six Elements. And they all correspond to a different color. Light, Wind, Water, Earth, Fire, and Space. They have yellow, green, blue, brown, red, and purple colors respectively. " Luna explained.

"Ther is no black, and I have also never seen results like this," she said.

"Well… could it be maybe Space? Or it could be just a mixture of colors. You already know that I have multiple elements." Gerald guessed. He didn't actually believe it himself. It was just something he said to calm the girls.

"Space… Yes... Yes, that has to be it!" Luna quickly agreed. "You have a really strong affinity with Space!"

"Wow, Space affinity. That's so rare. I thought it was only a legend." Sera voiced her thoughts.

"If it's so rare, then I assume it's not a well-known Element?" Gerald asked.

Sera and Luna looked at each other. "Well, it's actually a useless Element," said Luna in embarrassment. "No one was actually able to use it until now as far as I'm aware. The only good thing is that you can use a Space Ring with it, but that's about it."

"What's a Space Ring?" Gathering as much knowledge as possible on all aspects of this world was a must for Gerald, so he just asked whatever interested him.

"It's a magical artifact from before the Great War. I heard it can store stuff in another separate space, but you need Space affinity to control it." Luna explained to him.

Gerald scratched his chin as he was in deep thought. Having an item that can basically have access to a separate space dimension was amazing. Just the convenience of not having to carry around a bunch of stuff was extremely convenient.

"Where can I get a ring like that?" he asked Luna.

"Ugh, I don't actually know. There aren't many of them in existence." She stayed silent for a while, thinking hard. "Maybe the royal family has one, but I don't think they would sell it to you."

"Why not?"

"Well, even if they can't use it, it's still an extremely valuable artifact. And even if they were willing to sell it, I don't think you could afford it."

"Is it really that expensive?" Gerald curiously asked.

Luna giggled and said, "If you think that something being worth tens of thousands of gold coins is expensive, then yeah."

"Ugh!" Hearing that, Gerald was stunned speechless, and disappointment was clearly visible on his face.
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                The tension in the back room of the Warriors Guild was high. Looking at Gerald's depressed face, Luna and Sera didn't know what to say.

"Aren't you going to try and comfort me?" Gerald asked after a long minute of silence. He was completely fine and smiling.

"Wait, what? You were just pretending!?" Sera couldn't believe her eyes. Gerald was obviously in a really dark state of mind just a second ago.

"So what were all these tests about? What are the results?" Gerald just laughed it off and turned to Luna and forced her brain to start working again.

"Hmph!" Sera was not happy getting put to the side in a conversation.

"Ah yes, the test." Luna glanced over the notes she took during the testing phase. "Your physical strength is rank Bronze 9, your Mana capacity is 7 LIS, and there are no signs of any mental or physical abnormality. Apart from the scratches on your left arm, you seem pretty healthy," she quickly told him.

"What's that strength rank? What does it mean? " Gerald continued with his questions.

"That's basically an old way of measuring strength. It has an average 10-year-old as a base unit. Every next sub-rank up is a multiplier of the base." Luna explained.

"As you go to the higher ranks you get it all multiplied by ten for each higher rank you go. Ranks are as follows: Bronze, Iron, Silver, and Gold. Bronze has a multiplier of 1, Iron is 10, Silver 100, and Gold is 1000."

"Wait, hold on. You said the base is a 10-year-old child?" Gerald asked her in confusion.

"Yes."

"So… let me think," Gerald muttered to himself and sank deep in thought. 'A 10-year-old can lift approximately 10kg, right? And if I'm rank 9 that means my strength is about 90kg?' Gerald nodded to himself and said, "This seems about right. As I'm around 80kg and I can lift a bit over my body weight. This primitive system is quite interesting."

Gerald lifted his head and again turned to Luna for more information. "So how does my strength compare to my peers?"

"Actually you are quite a bit below average," Luna said. "Males of your age are around Iron 2-3."

When Gerald heard that it was like someone punched him in the gut. It was a massive blow to his self-esteem. 'People below twenty could already lift 200-300kg? That was the same as some extremely dedicated bodybuilders or maybe young strongmen.'

"I am also at a lower side at Bronze 7, however, Sera is…"

"I'm mid-Iron 1!" Sara cut her off and enthusiastically yelled her rank, full of pride.

Gerald looked at her in disbelief, 'She is stronger than me?' He started to feel sick. 'No wonder she was able to run so fast that the bandits had to shoot at her,' he thought to himself. Those thugs didn't seem to be all that bright either.

Now it was time to quickly change to some other, less embarrassing topic, so Gerald quickly said, "So are we done with all of these tests or is there something more?"

"No, we are done," Luna responded. "Now all there is left is to make you a personal ring with this Etherium Crystal. Since everyone has a different magical signature, we use it for identification." She held the black piece of Etherium in her hand and explained it to Gerald.

It was similar to a retinal scan, or maybe DNA identification. Gerald was actually not surprised to hear that. It just intrigued his interest in magic even more.

"Just come tomorrow around noon, and it should be ready," Luna added before they left the testing chamber.

"So where are we going today?" Sera asked as soon as they came out.

"What do you mean where?" Gerald didn't understand her.

"What job are we going to take? I'm so bored. Let's do something! "

Gerald rolled his eyes and said, "Oh give me a break. Do I look like I'm ready to just go and pick a random job? Let me at least get some new clothes and maybe a few potions."

He was still wearing his clothes from Earth, apart from a leather shirt. And it was not comfortable at all. It was constantly scratching his upper part of the body. Also, his pants were full of blood and dirt from all the fighting and he wanted to change into something clean.

"You should be familiar with the shops in the city. Take me somewhere where I can get geared up," Gerald ordered.

"Ugh, you are becoming less and less fun to be around," Sera complained.

Gerald just shrugged his shoulders. It was she who insisted on going along with him.

In the end, she still guided him to the best store for warriors to buy all the necessary equipment.

First, he bought a nice comfortable cloth shirt, a pair of leather pants, and high-quality leather boots. Walking around in sneakers would eventually probably bring him some unwanted attention. Besides, they were not really made for long walks in nature.

He quickly changed into his new attire, before continuing on the shopping spree. He got some bandages, some dried meat, a waterskin, and some healing powder, just in case.

Although he wanted to try and brew potions himself, it was not yet the time to do so. First, he would need to get a permanent residence or at least something more private than an Inn.

After he got all that he wanted, he went outside and waited for Sera to finish buying the stuff she needed.

Gerald was watching people walk by. They were all wearing similar greyish-brown cloth or leather clothes, with minimal metal armor. Just a few middle-aged men, that looked to be more used to the harsh life, sometimes wore full plated armor that had many small dents and scratches, evidence of old battles.

Gerald was just soaking in all the riff-raff around him, trying to remember and adapt to the new environment while trying not to stand out too much.

Ultimately, he failed at the last part.

Four tall, cloaked figures walked past, when the one that looked to be the leader of the group, stopped and glanced at Gerald. When their eyes meet, Gerald suddenly felt uncomfortable.

The cloaked male lightly smiled, stepped closer, and spoke to Gerald, "Hey there brother. The sun is high and shining bright, full of life and flaming might!"

Gerald looked confused when he blurted out, "Excuse me, what?"

Immediately the cloaked man's visage darkened. He just jerked with his head and the other three cloaked figures quickly surrounded Gerald.

"Let's take a walk," the leader said with an icy voice. It was not a suggestion, but an order that didn't leave any space for negotiation. They forced Gerald to walk away from the shops on the main street and away from the eyes of the people, into the side alleys.

One of them stayed on guard, while the other three surrounded Gerald, making him be with his back to the wall. He felt really nervous and uncomfortable.

"Where did you get that nice sword, huh?" the leader asked. His gaze was on the sword, that Gerald picked from the bandit and now had positioned on his hip.

"I…bought it from a weapon's shop," Gerald quickly answered. He knew he was in trouble, immediately, after the first eye contact.

"Hehe…" the leader chuckled and then pointed at the handle of the sword. "See this?" He was pointing at a small mark on the hilt. It looked like a snake coiling around the sun.

"That's a mark of the Blood Sun Viper. If anyone was selling that sword in public, they would get in trouble," the leader explained and his wicked smile was growing bigger.

"You know what that means, right boy?" the leader mockingly smiled. "I means that you are lying! I hate it when people lie to me." His expression turned sinister. "Maybe we should try another approach."

Gerald felt his body tense in fright.
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                Bam!

Before Gerald even knew what happened he was already on the floor, the punch from the cloaked man so strong that it almost knocked him out. But that was just the beginning. Punches and kicks came raining down on him from all sides. The leader and his two helpers kept punching and kicking while laughing and cursing at Gerald.

"Where did you get the sword, boy?!"

Punches to the back, as well as kicks to the head and stomach, came fast as lighting, giving him no time to react. They were mercilessly beating him up with no intention of stopping.

Gerald could already feel the warm blood running from his arms and legs, and a few of his ribs also cracked, stabbing him in his lungs. He tried to defend himself, however, it was all in vain. He was completely defenseless against his attackers.

"Guards are coming!"

Just as he was about to lose consciousness the warning came from the last guy that was guarding the crime scene. Fear could be seen on his face and he was ready to leave immediately.

"Tsk. Lucky guy. You better not land in my hands again or I will rip your tongue out!" hissed the leader and gave Gerald another good kick in the gut before running away with his companions.

"Cough, cough." Gerald tried to prop himself up, but he suddenly started coughing out blood and weakly collapsed to the floor. His stomach and chest felt like it was on fire, and he could barely feel his limbs.

His joints started to swell up which made it even harder to move. Somehow he crawled with the last remaining strength until he reached the main road. Sera was already done with shopping and was looking for him.

"Gerald!" When she saw him on the floor and bleeding heavily, she quickly ran towards him and helped him stand up.

"What happened to you?" she asked him in a worried voice.

Gerald tried to answer but all that came from his mouth was coarse coughing and fresh blood. With the little mental strength he had left, he figured that he had at least a few broken ribs, that pierced his lungs. And from the pain and stiffness in his stomach, he could assume that he also had some internal bleeding in his abdominal area.

He knew that injuries like these needed immediate care or they could be life-threatening.

From the fact that Gerald was bleeding so much and also from the fact that he went limp from time to time, like slipping in and out of conciseness, Sera knew that this was extremely serious. If something was not done quickly Gerald would probably die in less than an hour.

She quickly carried him on her back to the only place she could think of under stress. The Guild. She burst through the front door with Gerald on her shoulders and ran to Luna for help.

"Help! I need the strongest potions you have! He's bleeding out!" Sera screamed.

Luna needed just a glance to see how serious Gerald's state was. She quickly brought them to a side room and they placed him on a bed. Luna then quickly took out a potion from the wall cabinet and gave her to Sera.

"I have just this mid-grade Healing Potion," she said apologetically.

Sera just nodded and quickly made Gerald drink all of it. She then bandaged his head and bleeding arms. She did the best she could, but it didn't seem to help much. Gerald was getting paler by the minute.

Sera was nervously biting her nails, not knowing what to do. This world relied too much on potions, that's why they didn't really know how to do operations to stop internal bleeding. There were no doctors of that kind in this world.

Gerald weakly opened his eyes and indicated them to come closer. Luna and Sera bent closer to his mouth, listening to his hoarse whispers.

"I… Heal… Magic…" They were only able to discern a few words, but they understood what he meant.

Luna shook her head and sighed, "Healing magic is extremely rare. There are no such magicians in this city, I'm sorry," she said with a sad face. Even if she just met him today, looking at a dying person was not a pleasant experience.

"Tell…me…healing…magic.." Gerald whispered again. This time slower, giving emphasis to every single word.

"You want to know healing magic?" Sera asked in a helpless confusion and then turned at Luna with a begging gaze.

Luna sighed and shook her head. In her opinion, healing magic was extremely difficult, and mages usually used up to a decade just studying the human body to be able to use it. Still, she answered his request.

"As far as I know, healing magic requires three Elements: Water, Earth, and Light. Apart from that, you need to know the body in detail before you are able to utilize it. As a for the words of power… Usually, they just say 'Heal' I  think. I can't tell you more than that." Luna told him as simple as she could.

"That's it?!" Gerald roared and scared the two girls. Immediately after, he started coughing blood again and he had to lay back down, trying to calm himself. He closed his eyes and tried to steady his mind. He immediately called forth the three Elements.

The blood on the bed suddenly became attracted to Gerald and started to flow backward. The walls started to lightly shake, causing dust to fall down. Also, the light in the room started getting brighter.

Trying to use a new spell so quickly was not easy, so of course, some Mana leaked into the surroundings and created this weird effect.

"What is happening?" asked Sera and grabbed Luna's arm.

"I don't believe it…" Luna was just looking with her mouth and eyes wide open, waiting for what came next.

"Heal!" What came from Gerald's mouth was like an order from a mighty king, ordering the energy in his body to do his bidding. With an extremely clear picture in his mind, where every single organ, bone, vein, and muscle were in a most pristine healthy state, he mobilized every single drop of Mana, to mend back his ruptured organs and heal his bones and restore his body to perfection.

The two girls were just staring in shock as the blood stopped flowing and the wounds on his skin started to slowly close at the speed that a naked eye could see.

Gerald fainted during this, from the exhaustion. The skin healed relatively quickly but the bones and internal organs needed much longer to mend. He also immediately ran out of Mana but combined with the potion, the life-threatening crisis was gone.

Sera and Luna just looked at each other in shock, and they both knew that that person on the table was an absolute monster.

Light, Water, Earth, Fire, and Space. Five out of six Elements in a single body. That has never happened before in the Kingdom of Myrtana. And how he used healing magic seconds after he was told how to do so, it was absolutely insane. If someone now told them that he could use all six Elements, they wouldn't even be surprised.
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                A small room in the Warriors Guild.

It was an extremely simple accommodation. A wooden bed with some straw-filled matres, a wardrobe by the wall, and a storage chest beside the bed instead of a nightstand.

Sun shined through the small window, and it just so happened that the light fell right on the face of the person sleeping in there.

Gerald had a nightmare where he was being tortured. A burning torch was coming closer and closer to his face, making him sweat from the heat. The light was blinding and he couldn't move away from it. Suddenly, the person grabbed him and stuffed the burning torch in his face.

"Nooo!" Gerald jumped up and woke up from his nightmare. He looked around and realized he was in a bright room, completely safe.

Thud!

"Ouch! …What the hell. Why do you always have to scare me?"

He looked down past the edge of the bed, where the voice was coming from. He saw Sera sitting on the ground, with a bowl of water and some towels in her hands.

Gerald tried to say something, but his throat was so dry it actually hurt.

Swish!

He snatched the bowl from her hands and started drinking in big gulps.

"Hey! Hey! What are you doing! That's not for…" She tried to stop him, but it was already too late. "Sigh, whatever…" Sera just helplessly stood back up and rubbed her hurting bottom.

"Gah! That hit the spot," Gerald put away the now-empty bowl. "How long was I out?"

"What? You were in the room the whole time…"

"No, I mean… How long was I unconscious?" he asked while stretching his limbs.

"That would be… Almost four days now. " Sera told him. "How are you feeling now?"

"Four days huh? " Gerald looked at where the wounds were before. He even took off the bandages on his left arm. What was left were only a few scars, and apart from a slight pain in his chest, he felt just fine.

"Hmm… It feels like I'm healed…" he mumbled. "But man, the recovery speed in this world is incredible. Even with the best modern medicine and advanced medical care from hospitals, I would still need at least a month to recover this much."

"Oh, there you go, speaking gibberish again, " Sera sighed. "Well, at least you are fine now. "

Gerald said nothing and looked around the room curiously, "This is not the Inn, right? Where are we?"

"This is obviously one of the rooms that can be rented at the Guild. They cost ten silver coins per week. It's much cheaper than the Inn," she said. "Also, Luna used a healing Potion to help you. Make sure to pay her back later."

"Sigh, I only just got here and I already almost died three times. Talk about shit luck," Gerald complained. Then he turned to Sera and seriously said, "Hey, do you actually bring bad luck? What was that all about? I didn't believe it at first, but now…" he looked at Sera with suspicion.

"Of course not, you idiot!" Sera became red in the face. It was unknown if it was from embarrassment or anger.

"Hmm," Gerald squinted his eyes and stroked his chin. "Oh well, let's get something to eat first. I'm starving." He didn't actually believe in any unnatural forces like luck. It was just fun teasing Sera every now and then.

Without waiting for her response, he walked out of the room, and then went directly to the closest Inn for a good meal. Fasting for a few days may give the body time to heal, but Gerald was already pretty lean, and not eating for a long time would be more detrimental than helpful to him. Now he needed to refuel his weakened body.

He ordered the biggest piece of roasted boar he could get. The fresh warm fat was melting in his mouth when he bit into it. "Mmm. This meat is absolutely delicious. Much better than those sickly farm-raised animals."

"Umh, Gerald?"

"Munch, munch. Hm?"

"I was just curious. What happened to you that day?" Sera asked after a while.

Gerald swallowed a big piece of meat. "Remember when we first met and I took the sword of that bandit?" he pated the sword at his side. "Apparently it belongs to a group called Blood Sun Viper. I met a few of their members, I think."

He cut himself another piece of meat and swallowed it before continuing. "I think they thought I was one of them or something, and they approached me. The leader said some gibberish, I think it was some sort of code. Anyway, they found out that they were mistaken and… You know the rest…" he looked at Sera who was intently listening to him.

"Blood Sun Viper… I haven't heard anything about them. Maybe we should ask Luna. She knows much more of what's happening around here," said Sera after thinking about it for a while.

"Sure, we can go back after I finish this meal." Gerald laughed. Different from Sera, who had a look of concern on her face, Gerald was calm, as he has already decided on what to do.

Someone beat him up and even tried to kill him. This was the last straw for him. This was not Earth, and the laws and rules seemed much looser. It seemed that the law of the jungle was much more prominent here.

Honestly speaking, the society of his past world was absolute garbage. From simple interactions on the street to social media, it was all messed up. If someone didn't like what you said you could soon lose your job or be ostracized by the masses.

There were no real friendships, and that would quickly become apparent. Your so-called 'friends' would prefer to just stuff their faces with fast food and lay around all day, mindlessly consuming all the crap from the media instead of having some real, valuable human interactions.

Everything was only revolving around money and profit. It was not even a healthy competition or anything like that, instead, it was full of corruption and betrayal. The quality of life was great on the surface, but in reality, the depression and suicide rates went up like crazy, especially among young people.

That was actually one of the reasons he didn't like to be around people. Even when people talked to each other it would be fake smiles and the conversation would often be about some stupid celebrity-related news or a scandal.

Luckily he left all of that behind. People here, although a bit more primitive, were at least still able to think for themselves. Also, the world was not yet polluted by all the industrialization. Gerald liked that, and he decided to enjoin his life to the fullest.

If he wanted to have a good life, he couldn't be holed up in a room the whole day like he was before. Also with the lack of technology, there was no easy source of entertainment. That's why he decided to not yield to anyone. Members from the Blood Sun Viper tried to kill him? That's fine. He would just return the favor…with interest.

Of course, he had no way of doing that right now. However, he was an extremely educated and smart individual. Combined with the new magic system he just picked up, increasing his power shouldn't be an issue. Right?

A wicked smile escaped from his lips, and while he was thinking about all that, they had already returned back to the Guild.

"Hey, since we are here let's select a job as well. I'm kind of low on money," Sera pulled Gerald by the arm and led him to the quest board.

"Hm. That's fine, but I will be deciding on what we will do, " said Gerald while checking out all the different jobs and tasks.

'I don't really have any experience with this stuff… I guess we will start small and go from there,' he thought to himself. "I guess this will do. " Gerald tore a piece of paper from the board and went to the front desk to register it.

"What'd you take? " Sera was jumping around trying to see the paper.

"Cleaning out a Giant Rat's nest on a farm near the city, " Gerald responded nonchalantly.

"R- Rats? " Sera suddenly froze "Ewww! No way. No, no, no, no! Pick something else. " All the eyes in the room were on her. A cute girl in her late teens throwing a tantrum like a small child was not something you could see very often.

They hoped for something to happen.

Gerald kept walking and completely ignored her. He had no energy to waste on pointless arguing. Besides, he had a few ideas and he needed some live targets for his experiments. Rats seemed to be his best and safest option from all the combat-related quests.

"Hey! Are you listening to me?! I'm not cleaning out some disgusting rat's nest!" Sera was still furiously protesting.

"You can do the job with me or we can split up. I think I should be able to handle it by myself," Gerald quickly replied, leaving no room for discussion. Then he threw the paper on the counter. "I would like to take this job."

"Oh, Gerald you are awake." Luna greeted him and said, "Here, your ring was already waiting for you." She gave him a ring with a small pitch-black gem in the middle. Around it was his name as well as the mark of the guild.

"Wasn't the gem much bigger at the beginning?"Gerald asked as he put the ring on his finger.

Luna nodded enthusiastically and explained, "It was cut into many pieces and was sent to other guilds on the continent. As long as you go where the Warrior's Guild has influence, this can be used to prove your identity," she said.

"Hm, that's pretty cool." Gerald nodded. "Oh right, before I forget… Do you know anything about the Blood Sun Viper?" he asked. That was one of the reasons he came here this early. If not he would like to take it easy for a day.

Luna looked at him with surprise and said, "That crazy revolutionary cult? I do know a little bit about them, why do you ask?"

"First I would like to ask one more thing. Are there any consequences if I kill a bandit that attacks me?" he tried to first make sure not to say any detrimental things.

"Actually, in the cities, fighting and killing are strictly forbidden, but if it happens outside and if you get attacked first, then it's reasonable to defend yourself," Luna confirmed his suspicion. "Some bandits even have a bounty on their head."

Gerald nodded and said, "That's good to know. Anyhow, I killed a few bandits between Bloodthorn village and Geldern. And I picked up this sword from one of them." He showed it to her.

Luna took the sword and examined it. "Oh, yeah it's definitely from the Blood Sun Viper cult. Unfortunately, I can't give you any reward for this."

"That's not why I'm here. That sword attracted some unwanted attention. I was actually almost killed by four members of the cult here in the city in broad daylight!" Gerald explained the situation.

"Oh, that's what happened?" Luna revealed a shocked expression "They are actually so daring in Geldern? " She sank in thought for a while. "I need to report this to the master of the Guild." She looked anxious and nervous. "Is there anything else you need to tell me? "

"I just want to keep the sword, but I would like to remove the Viper mark," Gerald replied nonchalantly.

"Yes, of course, " Luna handed the sword back to him. "Just go through the back door. There's a courtyard behind the Guild with a training ground and a few of our private workshops specially made for our warriors. They should be able to help you."

After the instructions for the job, she quickly left her workspace and went to the second floor of the Guild to report on the matter of the Blood Sun Viper.

In the meantime, Gerald and Sera went to check out the courtyard. It was an open, circular space with workshops and a blacksmith's forge around the central stone-paved arena. In there, a few people were training and sparring against each other.

It was probably a party training and perfecting their teamwork or maybe just trying to improve their combat skills. Either way, Gerald didn't pay too much attention to them, after all, he wasn't here to watch.

"Let's see now... Who should I ask for help?" It was a rhetorical question and he didn't actually expect Sera to answer.

"Actually there is an empty workshop just for us, so we can do simple repairs on our equipment. It would be too busy if we bugged the craftsmen for every little thing," she explained.

"Ooh, that's even better. I can do this little thing myself no problem." Gerald went to the workshop that Sera pointed to. It was a cozy little place with all sorts of tools.

At first, he was overwhelmed by all the diversity of tools, but he quickly decided on the best course of action. He just took a medium-sized hammer and simply gave a few good whacks on the handle. In just a few seconds the symbol of the Blood Sun Viper was gone.

Gerald admired his crude work and then stored the sword back into the sheath. "Alright! I'm finally ready. Let's go!"
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                The farm in question was about ten minutes away from the city.

In Gerald's mind, cleaning up a few rats was a ridiculously simple task. He couldn't understand why someone would put a request to the Guild, especially since the reward was fifty silver coins. That was quite a good bit of money.

"Oh yeah, do we actually need to get some mouse traps? I completely forgot about that." Gerald suddenly remembered that catching rats empty-handed was not really a viable option.

Sera suddenly stopped and just stared at Gerald as she just realized the severity of the situation. "Oh no. Please tell me you are joking!"

"What do you mean?"

Sera suddenly didn't know if she should laugh or cry and said, "Did you even read the job properly? We are tasked with exterminating Giant Rats!"

Gerald made a confused expression and retorted, "Yeah, so? They are just big rats, right? What's the big deal?"

"They are not big, they are Giant! They are the size of a grown-up dog! They are extremely aggressive and they even carry diseases. Just a scratch has the potential to kill you if you don't take a good Healing Potion."

"Oh."

"What do you mean 'Oh'? This is serious! Now you know why nobody took this job before us. You basically picked the most annoying, disgusting, and time-consuming job possible!" Sera complained in a loud voice.

Gerald threw his hands up in the air and admitted his mistake, "Okay, fine. I messed up, no big deal. Either way, I need some targets for my test. If they are bigger, then that's even better."

Sera lifted her eyebrow. She was not quite sure if she might have made a mistake, insisting to accompany Gerald on his adventures. "What kind of tests?" she asked curiously.

"You know that even the simplest spells use quite a lot of Mana and they are not very useful in a drawn-out fight," he said.

"Right… Go on."

There was a proud smile on Gerald's face. "So I came up with an idea for a spell that could be used more often for the same amount of Mana. It's an Earth spell. Basically, the idea behind it is to make many small stone spikes instead of just one big one," he explained.

"Huh?" Sera was stunned once again. "Are you stupid? Spells can't be just made on a whim. You need to dedicate years of research, with trial-and-error tests to be able to create a new spell."

Gerald just waved his hand and said, "Nonsense, why would I need that? Look, I can prove it to you. I just didn't decide on a name yet."

Sera covered her face with her hands and sighed. "Why do things like this happen to me?" she sobbed quietly.

In the meantime, Gerald was completely oblivious to her suffering. "Let's see, what should I name it?"

He murmured to himself, "Stone Needle…? Nah, it sounds too weak," He glanced at the crossbow at his back, which he plundered from the dead bandit. "Maybe Stone Bolt? Or Stone Arrow?"

He turned to Sera, "Hey, Sera. What do you think: Stone Bolt or Stone Arrow?"

She looked at him and furiously said, "You are asking me? Just go with Stone Bolt and then shove it up your ass!" She went off the road and then sat on the grass, visibly irritated.

Gerald just lightly chuckled, but he didn't mind her reaction. It could be considered normal, if things didn't go your way, to get a little grumpy once in a while. Then he smiled to himself and said, "Stone Bolt it is!"

He took a breath of fresh air through the nose to clear his mind. With a good picture in his mind, he called forth the Earth Element. The boulders near the road started trembling slightly and they attracted Sera's attention. The closest boulder even cracked in accordance with the spell.

"Stone Bolt!"

Crack, crack, crack!

The boulder split into multiple forearm-length stone spikes as they flew up, hovering around Gerald.

Sera jumped up, the anger from before completely gone. "What the hell! How did you do that?!"

She was watching with eyes wide open and said, "How can you make them float around you? What's going on?! Why are they just staying there?"

Gerald scratched his head and said, "I'm not too sure either. Maybe because I didn't have a target in mind?" He just shrugged his shoulders. Minor details didn't really bother him. The spell worked and that's what mattered the most.

Just to perform a test, he decided on a target. His choice was a tree not far from the road. He simply waved his hand and pointed at the tree, while imagining it being impaled by the Stone Bolts.

"Go!"

Woosh!

Thud, thud, thud!

The stone spikes flew straight and fast, embedding themselves quite deep into the wood. A satisfied smile emerged on Gerald's face. "Hey, that's pretty good! It works just as I expected. And the consumption is only 1 LIS, just like Earth Spike. I wonder if I can control each Bolt individually…"

"That… You... How!" Sera was stumbling on her words, too shocked to properly speak.

"Looks cool right? I could probably teach you later if you want… Let's go now. It's getting late, and I want to be done with this job before dark." The sun was already pretty low on in the sky, and they probably only had a few hours of sunlight left.

They were already close to the farm, and it didn't take long for them to get there. What waited for them, however, was an absolutely horrendous sight.

There were blood and animal parts everywhere. Pieces of cattle and chickens were torn apart and littered the ground and the insides were gone.

After coming closer, Gerald noticed movement in a cow's gut. Upon closer inspection, he discovered a Giant Rat, feasting on the guts of the dead animal. The beast was currently busy burying its head inside the carcass, completely oblivious to the world. The smell was enough to make people feel sick, and the sight was not pretty either.

Bleah!

Gerald turned around and saw Sera holding her stomach and vomiting near a tree not far from there. "Seems like I'll have to do this myself," he murmured to himself and sighed. Although this place was revolting, it was not affecting him that much.

First, he made sure that no Giant Rats were hiding around, and only after confirming it did he prepare to kill the one in front of him.

"Stone Bolt!"

Once again, multiple spikes came out of the ground and they hovered around Gerald. "Alright let's see if I can do this."

He focused his mind on only one Bolt and gave it an order to attack. The Stone Bolt easily and accurately pierced the rat's stomach and pinned it to the floor.

Chi! Chi!

The rat was heavily wounded but it was still alive. In a panic, it started producing an irritating high-pitched noise. Gerald quickly sent another shot, directly to its head, finally killing it.

When he just tried to take a breather, he heard even more of the sound. It was coming from the barn, and there was not just one source.

Gerald quickly took out his sword and summoned another batch of Stone Bolts. Now there were over a dozen Bolts hovering around his body, ready to be fired at a moment's notice.

Soon, two pairs of dark red eyes came from the dark interior of the barn. Gerald clenched the sword tighter and fired one of the Stone Bolts inside.

Although the rats moved out of the way of the projectile, it still irritated them, and so they madly attacked.

Not daring to take risks, especially on his first job, Gerald fired half the remaining Bolts at the same time. Covering a larger area, they made it much more difficult for the Giant Rats to dodge.

The pest at the front was unlucky and it got impaled by a spike, straight through its head. The other rat, however, used its companion as cover and it managed to avoid getting any injuries.

"Tsk!" Gerald frowned and clicked his tongue, annoyed. It seemed he underestimated his opponent because he didn't expect animals to be able to make use of a simple strategy.

As the giant rat was already running closer, he decided to quickly retreat a few steps back and wait for a good opportunity to strike.

Chi! Chi!

Hearing the sound, Gerald immediately knew he was in trouble. From the barn came a few more Giant Rats with bloodthirsty eyes. He knew he had to finish the one before him quickly, otherwise, things could get out of control.
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                Chi!

The Giant Rat already reached attacking range as it leaped in the air, going straight for Gerald's neck.

"Go! " He gave the order and the remaining Stone Bolts suddenly moved towards the jumping beast and easily pierced its soft skin, making it look like a porcupine.

The momentum from the projectiles slowed the Giant Rat down so much that it landed at Gerald's feet. As it was still alive, Gerald gave it a quick slash, separating the head from its body.

"Disgusting," Gerald grimaced.

The four remaining Giant Rats became even more enraged, and they attacked all at once, with the fastest speed.

Going for another Earth spell was not an option since it took quite a bit of time to prepare. As they were in the open and the ground was a mixture of blood and mud, Gerald decided to use fire instead. At least there was no chance of it spreading.

"Prepare to die, you ugly things. Fireball!" As soon as the chant ended, a giant ball of fire flew from his palm, landing directly in the middle of the attacking beasts.

Bang!

The small explosion that followed, killed one on the spot and at the same time lit on fire two Giant Rats. In panic and fear, they were running in circles. In the end, they managed to put the flames out by rolling in the mud.

Although the immediate danger passed, they were seriously burned, and would probably not survive until the next day.

Now, afraid of the fire, the Rats didn't try to mindlessly attack anymore. Instead, they slowly circled Gerald, the healthy Rat in front, and the wounded ones at the sides.

"Trying to trap me, huh?" Gerald's lips turned to a wicked smile, "I don't think so!"

"Fire! Stone Bolt!"

A small flame ignited on his palm and more Stone Bolts came out of the ground, hovering around him. Gerald was almost out of Mana, and the constant concentration was tiring.

He was slowly moving backward, trying to keep all animals in his line of sight. Patience was his specialty, and he was ready to strike at the opportune moment.

Chi!

A badly burned Giant Rat on the left already lost its patience and decided to attack. Gerald snickered, as he had expected this.

"Burn!"

The flame on his palm immediately grew bigger, like a flamethrower, covering the space a few meters in front of him. As expected, the Rat didn't have enough time to dodge the flames and it was soon turned to charcoal.

After quickly confirming it's dead, Gerald focused his attention on the remaining two. Surprisingly the healthy Rat already started retreating, while the half-dead one initiated the attack.

Its speed was much slower and it was shaking at every step. The back legs were burnt almost to the bone and it looked like it was ready to fall over and die.

In its last futile attempt, the Giant Rat awkwardly jumped, but because of the serious injuries Gerald simply sidestepped and swung his sword, cutting the Rat in two.

"Now for the last one…" he turned his gaze to the barn and firmly walked forward.

After he came to the entrance, he had to slow down. The smell coming out was vomit-inducing. Even he had to back off to be able to breathe.

"What a nasty place! No wonder they wanted us to clean up. This is absolutely revolting!" He was silently cursing in his mind for taking this job.

The sun was slowly going down, and the shadows crept closer. The inside of the barn was pitch-black and the smell coming out provided the perfect cover, keeping every single person far away.

"I have just a single spell left… that's going to be a problem. I could just burn this thing to the ground but then I would have to compensate the owner for it." While he was thinking of the different possibilities on how to deal with this problem, he noticed Sera coming closer.

Her face was pale, with a tinge of green. She was holding her hand in front of her mouth and her walking was wobbly and shaky. Overall she looked quite miserable.

"Are you done?" she asked with a weak voice. "I don't think I can stay here much longer."

Gerald shook his head and pointed to the front door and said, "One escaped in there, but I can't even get close because of the smell."

"That's probably their nest. They usually drag all sorts of rotting carcasses in there. Mixed with their urine and feces it becomes a perfect breeding ground for disease. Why don't you just burn it down?"

Gerald lifted his eyebrow, "Didn't Luna specifically say not to destroy any structures on the property?"

"Do you seriously think anyone will try to salvage a place where Giant Rats had their nests? That's going to stink for years. Even Goblins aren't this filthy, at least they don't take a shit in their nest."

"Oh, that makes things much simpler," Gerald's mood became much better despite the bad smell. He also decided to later do a little more research on the beasts and monsters that lived in the kingdom.

"Here goes nothing. Fireball!" This time he focused all the remaining Mana, which was a bit over 1 LIS, into his palm. That way he compressed the spell into a much smaller shape, only the size of a tennis ball.

An interesting thing was that no burns appeared on his hand, as if there was a thin protective layer across his skin. He already noticed that before when playing with a small flame, and now it really seemed like he was holding fire in his hands.

He took a big breath and held his nose with his left hand, and walked with the Fireball spell in his right hand. At the entrance, he simply flung his arm and released the spell. The Fireball flew like a stone, and as soon as it made contact with something inside, it exploded in a giant flame, that illuminated the insides.

In the short time, before the flames took hold of the dry hay and wood, Gerald saw a nest of bones and rotting meat, full of nasty little young rats, with the escaped Giant Rat guarding them.

It might have been just his imagination, but Gerald was sure he saw a few human bones and even a skull between all those animal bones.

He didn't have much time to look or think about it, however, because the flames quickly spread to the entire barn, and soon they had a giant bonfire raging before them.
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                The barn was set ablaze, and soon the sounds from the Giant Rats soon stopped. The smell of burning flesh and wood filled the surrounding area.

Gerald just stood there deep in thought. The whole fight went quite well and he got much better at understanding the magic spells. Luckily, the beasts didn't scratch him, and that way he was able to save a few potions. Although he wasn't really sure if he could get sick, he preferred not to test his hypothesis. (In the business we call this foreshadowing.)

"I really like these new powers, it's just that I need to get more Mana. These low-grade spells alone probably won't suffice if I want to become a proper mage…" he murmured to himself. From what he read in the library, there were ranks for magicians as well. They were based on what rank spells you were able to cast.

What Gerald was using now were only the low-grade spells, and they luckily all used about 1 LIS each. That way he could use up to seven spells. The book he found, the Elemental Codex, was the elementary introduction to magic. It was only good for beginners and it similarly contained just low-grade spells.

Apparently, some spells could have multiple ranks, depending on the understanding of the caster and of course on the amount of energy allocated to it. Water Wave, for example, was barely a small wave that Gerald used to put out a fire when he first came to this world. However, if used with full power, and on the ocean, it could probably create a tsunami with insane destructive capabilities.

Of course, Gerald knew that it was basically impossible to do so. First of all, you needed a large body of water as the spell catalyst. Then there was the issue of massive amounts of Mana that probably went up to multiple tens of thousands if not more. And lastly, the amount of control over such a grand spell was probably too much for a normal human brain to handle.

If anyone tried to create something like this, it would leave them brain-damaged at best, and instantaneously dead at worst. The strain on the brain would be simply too much. Just as it is possible to die from too much sudden pain that overloaded the nervous system, it was the same thing here.

According to Gerald's understanding, he was currently classified as a Magic User. He knew how to use low-grade spells that were around 1 to 2 LIS. For the rank of a Spellcaster, he had to be able to know and use medium-grade spells. They usually went somewhere from 5-10 LIS, and as for the title of Wizard, he had to know high-grade spells.

Not only were magic spells like that rare, but they were also above all extremely hard to get. Only Royal and some noble families would have access to them. They were usually considered to be a family treasure, and even if no one knew how to use them, they would still never let outsiders get their hands on them.

As he was mulling over the information he recently received, Gerald turned around to see what Sera was doing. To his surprise, she was cutting off the tails of the Giant Rats and storing them in her pouch.

As if she felt his gaze, she turned to face him. Gerald was really surprised to see her doing that without throwing up. "Feeling better?" he chuckled.

"Oh, shut up. I'm just helping what I can. Let's just take the tails as evidence and go home. I need to bathe. I feel so disgusting right now," Sera complained.

"Oh, that's right." Only now did Gerald remember that they had to take evidence for every finished job. When dealing with a monster slayer task, that was usually tails. It was only one per animal and they were usually worthless. That way, the warriors could make some more money on the side, selling the skin, teeth, claws, and other animal parts.

They waited for a while, to see that the fire doesn't spread, and then left when it was almost dark. They were really tight on time before the city gates closed. In fact, just as they passed the gates, the bells rang, signaling the time to close the city for the night.

"Phew, that was cutting it close. We almost got locked out!"

"Sure did… Let's go to the Guild. I want to be done with this job," responded Gerald.

They went to turn in the rat tails at the guild. Since Gerald did most of the job, he also pocketed the majority of the reward. Sera wanted to protest, but when she saw how shamelessly Gerald put away the money, she just shrunk down.

"I have a few things in mind, so I won't be going on a job tomorrow," he informed her before they split up. "You should also take a day off. You look really pale."

Sera just sighed and said her goodbyes. She knew that there was no point in arguing. And besides, she really did feel sick.

Gerald went for a substantial dinner before sleep. He needed sustenance to replenish his strength, from all the injuries. He once again ordered a fatty piece of meat and a big mug of light beer.

As he was later lying on the bed in his new room, his mind was racing, full of all sorts of plans and ideas for the future. But first, he needed some good quality sleep.

It was early in the morning—the sun was still low on the horizon—when Gerald started with his experiments.

As he now had a more private room in the Guild, he decided to try his hand at alchemy. Or specifically in herblore and potion-making.

Just for the beginning, he bought a few glass beakers and vials, as well as an alcohol burner and a stack of Healing Roots.

The glass was quite expensive, and so was all the other necessary equipment.

Luckily, he received a few gold coins from Orin Gezer when he visited the Academy first thing in the morning. The headmaster was so satisfied with the book he borrowed from Gerald that he decided to give him an extra reward.

Gerald simply followed the instructions in the Blood Codex and extracted the juices from the Healing Roots. That was the easy part. What followed was a much more precise and annoying part.

'Slowly heat up the liquid, until approximately half of it evaporates and it becomes more concentrated.' That was about what the instruction said. It was easy to say, but the concentration needed to be almost exactly on point. The worst part was that the healing properties were very heat-sensitive and if one wanted to be absolutely safe, the process took half a day.

Masters of potion-making usually kept the heat close to the critical point, just to speed things up. Of course, the process sometimes resulted in failure because of this.

There was also another problem. After the juices of the Healing Root came in contact with air, they quickly degraded and lost their healing properties. In liquid form, they would at most last for about a day.

For that reason, when the liquid lost 50% of its water content, it was necessary to add Pure Ether Crystal dust, to prevent further degradation. At the same time, it also slightly enhanced healing properties.

For starters, Gerald only tried to make a single potion, so he wouldn't waste many ingredients should he fail in his attempt.

While the potion was slowly heating up and evaporating, Gerald decided to get himself familiar with all the plants and other ingredients contained in the Blood Codex. In the few hours it took for the liquid to evaporate, he already memorized all the herbs, seeds, flowers, and animal parts, that were used in potion-making.

It was nearing the time when the Pure Etherium dust was to be added to the potion. Gerald removed the beaker from the flame and added a pinch of Ether dust while sending his Mana to guide the two substances together.

His control over the process was perfect, however, the amount of water in the liquid was still too much and the potion rejected the Etherium dust. When that happened, the Etherium dust, now having nothing to do, started absorbing the Mana that was guiding it.

Soon, the liquid started turning pitch-black, while producing a lot of heat. Before Gerald even knew what was happening, the potion inside the beaker started boiling, and as such, the healing properties were destroyed just like that.

"What the hell! Are you kidding me? I couldn't have been off by more than a few percent!" He massaged his temples in frustration and complained, "I expected to fail a few times, but man… The amount of precision required is evidently much higher than I anticipated."
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                Gerald felt a deep sense of disappointment towards the result.

He picked up the ruined potion sludge and closely examined it. "Looks like the powder absorbed my Mana instead of enhancing the potion. That supposedly happens if the water content in the potion is too high…" He pondered, trying to get a feel for the situation.

"Ah…" he slowly exhaled, "If only I could get those extreme filters from Earth. Separating water from the solids would be so easy. Instead, I have to be a cook and play with this stuff for hours."

He was starting to consider if potion-making was even viable in the long run. If you were lucky, you could probably make two or three potions each day. And that would give you 40-50 silver profit. But even that required you to have extreme efficiency and close to 100% success rate in brewing.

"There is so much wasted time here and it would probably slowly make you go insane if you would have to take care of such a boring process all day, every day…"

Having no good ideas for solving the problem, Gerald decided to take a walk in the city to clear his mind and to familiarize himself with the place even more.

As he was strolling on the street, Gerald noticed that there was a distinct lack of horses and carriages. In fact, the roads were really clean and tidy with no animals or beggars walking around as one might expect of a medieval city.

To satisfy his curiosity, Gerald explored the place in more detail. It turned out that Geldern actually had a weird law that forbade any form of public filth in its center. For that reason, the suppliers for the city had to use the back streets to distribute the goods to different shops.

Horses and donkeys had their stalls on the outskirts of the city and all sorts of other dirty businesses were also made there. It was not the best system, but it guaranteed that the city would stay clean.

Satisfied with the discovery, Gerald continued his aimless walk through the city.

Deep in thought, he unknowingly came up to a water fountain in the city center. The constant sound of the running water had a calming effect, allowing him to completely empty his mind, letting his thoughts wander.

Watching the constant swirls near the drain, he closed his eyes and let his mind feel the feeble flow of Mana in the water. The minuscule changes were so random and disorganized that Gerald started injecting his own Mana to steady the water.

The swirls and ripples at first resisted the external forces, but after he sent a stronger will, the surface of the water calmed down, and it became flat, like a mirror. It felt as if it were all under his absolute control.

With a thought, he could change it to any desired shape. It was similar to simple spells, but also much different.

To cast a spell it was required to understand the nature of the Elements and also the outcome. The process didn't really matter.

It was the exact opposite of what he was doing now. Gerald completely focused on controlling the process, with no concrete goal in mind.

He was just like a child, learning about the world by playing. The only difference was that instead of using his hands, he was using his mind.

As he was playing around with water, changing its shape, his eyes suddenly opened wide and a smile formed on his face. He got the inspiration for his alchemy problem.

He released his mental grip over the fountain and the water was finally able to flow normally again. Luckily, people around didn't notice this bizarre phenomenon.



Inside his room back at the Guild, Gerald was performing an experiment that required all of his attention.

He took a vial filled with water and dropped a few drops of ink inside. Now the simple but complicated experiment could begin.

The goal was simple. He just had to remove half of the liquid, but it had to be pure, untainted water. He used ink instead of the actual ingredients for potions. It was good enough to learn how to control water on the molecular level.

The principle was simple, but without a powerful microscope to see what he was doing, it was basically as if he were going in blind.

Every action he did, had to be imagined to the smallest detail in his mind. It was an exhausting process at first and the results were less than desirable.

Thankfully, he learned from each mistake, and after dozens of tries, he was finally able to extract pristine water from the murky liquid.

It took him a few more tries before he was confident enough to move on to the real stuff.

After a short break, he once again extracted the juices from the Healing Roots. This time he did not even attempt to use the heat to remove the water content. Instead, he sat down, with a beaker of bright red liquid on the table in front of him.

As he injected his Mana inside, he had to be careful not to excite the healing properties in the liquid. Slowly, drops of water separated from the rest and lazily rolled over the edge of the beaker, dropping on the table.

A few long minutes passed, and Gerald had a forehead full of sweat. It was finally time to once again combine Pure Ether Crystal dust with the unfinished potion.

Gerald was exhausted and he barely had any Mana left but he still continued with all his might. If he gave up now, his previous efforts would be for nothing. Once again, he released his conciseness to guide Ether dust to bind with the potion.

This time, it was a success. The dust bound with and also encased the healing particulates on the molecular level. Although he couldn't see it, Gerald felt the slight change.

He took a good sniff of the potion and a satisfied smile emerged on his face. The aroma was quite sweet and overall pleasant, reminding him of honey pastries.

"Success! I finally managed to create a Healing Potion!"

Gerald was in an extremely good mood. It took him the whole day, but he did it. He created a Healing Potion and it didn't even take half an hour to complete it. The process was about ten times faster than the conventionally used procedure.

After a short break to calm his mind and recharge his Mana, he was ready to start with the plan.

"Now…" he clapped his hands together and smiled, "It's time to get to work!" He pulled out the rest of the herbs and began with the intense work, deep into the night.
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                Early in the morning, a man with dark circles under his eyes slowly walked into a shop named White Rose by the main road. It was an alchemy shop, owned by a kind old lady, that served as a low-priced store, where the common folk could get the necessary items for everyday life.

Apart from a few cheap potions and healing herbs it also sold sugar, salt, and traveling rations such as dried meat and crispy bread, as well as many other everyday items.

"Good morning, Gerald!"

"Yawn. Good morning, Miss Rose," Gerald replied.

The old lady chuckled, "Oh you. Did you forget to buy something yesterday or…?" She looked with interest at this young man.

"No, actually I came to sell a few things." He took a pouch off of his belt and placed it on the counter.

"Oh?" She opened the pouch with surprise on her old face. Inside was the result of his hard work during the last night. "What is this? Healing Potions? You-" She looked at him "Did you make these?"

This unexpected question finally woke Gerald up from his lethargic state. "What? Err… No, actually my, um… My master made them. I am just selling them in his place," he lied through his teeth.

He got the idea from fantasy books from Earth, and it just happened to be the first thing that came to mind. The story was stupid and absolutely full of holes but the shopkeeper seemed content with the explanation.

"I see. Well then, thank your master in my place. I am glad to buy more of his creations."

With a sniff, she confirmed the authenticity of the potions. Gerald was a little bit surprised at the method at first, but he quickly figured out he should not judge this world by the standards of his old one.

"These potions are really good quality! It could be the best I have ever seen in my life," Rose said in surprise. "Your master must be a great alchemist, make sure to learn as much as possible from him," she advised.

"Err, right, of course," Gerald replied with an awkward smile. It felt weird being complimented as a great alchemist with only a day's worth of experience.

The total from his ten potions came to be two gold coins. It was great money for just a few hours of hard work. Definitely better than hunting dangerous monsters in the woods.

Gerald took the money with a satisfied smile. He then grabbed a few more ingredients for Healing Potions. He wanted to also make an attempt at making some different potions. Unfortunately, there wasn't much of a choice.

Although there were some herbs he needed, there were also some missing. Because of that, he decided not to buy any. After all, herbs also have a period, after which they go bad.

Alchemists loved to experiment and through the centuries they discovered many useful potion effects.

There were potions that boosted your strength for a short time, some compounds that replenished your energy quicker or they could even extend the endurance of whoever drank it.

The most desirable one in Geldern was Stoneskin Potion. If smeared on the skin it would force the body to grow a layer of calcified armor that would be as strong as a millimeter of steel.

It wasn't much, and it was definitely not comparable to real armor, but it was great against weak monsters or those that relied on poison to fight. It was also great for preventing scratches in the dense woods.

The potion took a day to take effect and it lasted about a week. After that, the user would shed the extra layer just as snakes do with their old skin.

After leaving the shop, Gerald headed back to the Guild. The inside was really crowded, as there were many people deciding on the job for the day.

5 to 10% of the population was actually actively participating in the Warriors Guild jobs at least once a week. The pay was decent and not every job required strength or fighting skills.

Gerald had to wait quite a while in line to be able to speak with Luna. That's one of the reasons he came here in the first place.

"Hey Luna"' he greeted her when it eventually became his turn. "I came here to thank you for helping me last week," Gerald said and then placed two vials of Health Potion on the counter.

"Oh, don't worry about that. I didn't expect anything in return, I was just doing my part" she waved her hands like it was nothing, but she still quickly stored the Potions away.

Gerald just gently smiled when he saw her accept the potions. "Then just consider it as a gift. Also, I'm here to take on a new job. I wonder if you have some work for me that takes place in the forest. ''

"Why would you want to take the job specifically in the forest?" Luna asked a bit confused.

"I plan on collecting some herbs and it would be great if I could complete a quest at the same time," he answered truthfully. He really wanted to collect some herbs. But not the normal ones, instead he wanted some special long forgotten herbs for his new experiments.

"Some extra money by selling herbs to the alchemists, eh? As you wish," Luna just shrugged her shoulders and took out a few papers and looked through them. "Here is something that might interest you. Recently we got a request from The Burning Bottle for fifty Black-Iron Moonglow plants. They are ready to pay two silver coins for each one."

Gerald slightly frowned. He didn't really have a good impression of The Burning Bottle and doing a job for them definitely wasn't in his plans. "Do you have any other options?"

"Certainly!" Luna nodded and started reading again. "There is a request for Grey Wolf pelts and claws. Then there is also a request for the extermination of Goblins near the river and…"

"Wait, hold on. Are there any jobs that don't require combat?"

Luna was a little bit surprised to hear that, but she still looked through the list one more time and said, "I'm afraid not. Others already took all of them and only the Black-Iron Moonglow collection was left because they only bloom during the night."

Gerald sighed, "I guess I'll take it. It's not the time to be picky."

While they were discussing the mission, a head came poking out from the crowd behind Gerald. "Hey! Whatcha doing?"

Gerald didn't even need to turn around to know who it was. Of course, it was Sera, acting immature as usual. "Hey, you came just in time. I'm going on a short expedition through the surrounding wilderness. Wanna come?" he asked.

Sera's eyes lighted up "Are we going on a hunt?"

"No, I'm going to collect some herbs for The Burning Bottle."

"Boring!" Sera immediately expressed her dissatisfaction.

Gerald shrugged and said, "Suit yourself. I'm not going to force you to come with me." He took the paper with the instructions for the job and started walking towards the exit.

Sera quickly ran after him, "Wait! I didn't say that I'm not going. Just give me twenty minutes to eat something and get ready."

Gerald stopped and a slight smile came to his face before he turned around and said, "Take your time. I also haven't eaten yet. Just meet me at the north city gates in an hour."

Sera intensely nodded and then ran away saying "I'll be there, don't go on without me!"

As Gerald watched her disappear into the crowd he shook his head "This girl… She's so full of energy… Well, I should be going as well."

As per usual he ordered roasted meat with a few eggs to the side, along with a big mug of beer. Although on Earth it was common knowledge that plants were really healthy and the meat was not, that did not stop him from doing the exact opposite.

Like all things that interested him, Gerald researched the ins and outs of the origin of this claim. There was no surprise when he found out that it was all a sham and that plant agriculture created much bigger profits and was much easier to mass-produce than meat.

Most plants that were considered edible and even healthy were, in fact, full of weak toxins that kept people sickly and miserable. It was a double win for the wealthy who controlled the world. Keeping the masses under control with food, drugs, and mindless entertainment was the best and easiest way to rule.

Gerald quickly noticed this contrast between the worlds. Since he came to Geldern he almost didn't see a single green plant, at least not for human consumption. There were, of course, some herbs, but those were used exclusively for medicinal purposes.

The diet consisted of meat that came from raising animals or from hunting. There were, of course, also fish, dairy, and eggs, however, they only accounted for a fifth of the food people ate.

The only plants that were consumed were grains, usually made into alcohol or bread. Prisoners and poorer people, like those in Bloodhorn Village, were the only ones that ate the bulk of food that came from plants. Because of that, they were often irritable, sickly, and weak, which further prevented them from succeeding in life.

Tough luck if you were lacking vitamins or nutrients. There were no supplements in this world, after all.

After the meal, Gerald quickly went to the shop that was selling armor and got himself a pair of leather gloves with iron forearm guards. He already suffered once from the lack of protection and he didn't plan on going through that again. He, of course, wanted to buy chest armor and maybe some better leg protection, however metal and especially iron armor, were extremely expensive.

Just the gloves cost him a whole gold coin. "Oh man, I really need to make more money soon. The economy here is just brutal! They almost value iron as high as gold, this is ridiculous!" Gerald lamented after he left the shop. There was no mass production of iron or steel, and what little was produced was quite valuable.

After a while, he reached the northern city gates. There were about ten minutes left until the one-hour mark. Gerald leaned against the wall and relaxed while watching the busy people running in all directions. In his mind, he was going over the recent discovery in the manipulation of Water. He was curious if he could use the same principles to manipulate other Elements as well.

He was just about to test his hypothesis on a pebble he just picked up, when Sera jumped out from behind him, trying to scare him.

"You are early," Gerald commented, not at all amused by her actions.

Sera waved her hand, "Oh, you know, I had to change my attire, and then I had some eggs with cheese and…"

"Mhm, yeah. Let's go." Gerald once again interrupted her rambling and walked through the gate. He was frowning at the pebble in his hand, trying to connect his mind to it. Sera ran beside him with a confused face, attempting to figure out what this crazy guy was trying to do.

Gerald scratched his head as beads of sweat gathered on his forehead. "Phew. This is much harder than I thought. Maybe I should try a more gentle approach?" he muttered to himself.

For the last few minutes, he was trying to forcefully seize control over the stone. It seemed that the harder he tried, the harder the stone resisted his manipulation. When he manipulated the water in the fountain for the first time he was able to use a lot of force, but that was only after he established a connection with it first.

Once again he sent his will into the stone, but this time he did it much gentler. As expected, he managed to succeed but only slightly. The stone started to reject his advance once again. That frustrated Gerald to no end and a deep frown came even more pronounced on his face.

"If you think you can discourage me from controlling you, you are severely mistaken," Gerald hissed through clenched teeth. 'In terms of stubbornness, I won't lose to anyone, not even a stone!'

Plop!

As soon as the thought came into his mind, Gerald felt the barriers in the pebble completely vanish without a trace. It was so sudden and unexpected that he almost forgot how to walk and nearly tripped on the uneven ground.

Under Sera's astonished gaze, the pebble slowly stood up and floated above Gerald's palm. At the same time, Gerald had a big smile on his face and he just took a big breath of air to celebrate his achievement, when the stone suddenly fell down and landed on his palm once more.

"What?!" Gerald almost roared. His connection with the stone was cut off once again. "What… why! What's wrong?! Why can't you listen to me for more than a second?!" Gerald's blood boiled as he intensely shook the stone in his hand.

Meanwhile, Sera was watching from the side as she carefully took a few steps back with her hand on her throwing knives ready for action, just in case Gerald went completely nuts.

Pa!

Fueled by rage, Gerald threw the stone in his hand in a random direction. It only stopped when it hit a nearby tree, giving off a loud sound.

"Huff, huff." Gerald was breathing deeply and fast. Slowly he calmed down and returned to his calm state. He looked at Sera who was carefully observing him, ready to fight at any moment. "Uhm, I didn't sleep much tonight," he explained.

An awkward silence followed that statement. " Anyway…" Gerald scratched his head in embarrassment and turned around, "Let's continue on our way." He picked up a new stone and continued on his way as if nothing happened.

"Wait, what? What was that?" Sera was once again left behind, completely shaken and confused as to what just happened.

Meanwhile, Gerald racked his brains as to why he suddenly lost control over the stone. It made no sense. One second he is easily controlling the stone, and in the next second, the connection got cut off, for no apparent reason.

"Hmph. If I managed to do it once I can do it again! Just, you wait and see!" He murmured at the pebble in his hand. The determination was clearly showing in his eyes.

Plop!

Once again, the connection with the rock was established just like that. "Huh?" Gerald raised his eyebrow and looked at it with great suspicion. Then he tried to control it with his mind.

The pebble slowly lifted up and then started flying around him, just as he willed it. "Seems to be responding just fine," he frowned. "Maybe that was just a fluke? I'm sure I'm missing something." As doubt set in, Gerald once again lost control over the pebble.

"Again? Why does this keep happening?" he muttered to himself and picked up another stone. "I didn't do anything that would break the connection…unless…" He extended his hand with the stone in front of himself. This time, his face was devoid of any emotion.

Whop!

The stone once again rose up… and fell back down immediately after. Then it raised again and fell back down right after.

"Haha, so that's how it is! I should have known," Gerald started to laugh to himself. It turned out that to control the Element of Earth it was all about the mindset. To control any Element, he had to have a different mindset for each one. Those were his thoughts.

Unyielding, confident, and stubborn, this was the mindset required for the Earth Element. Gerald did it a few times by mistake before he figured out what was necessary.

After about an hour of the leisurely walk, they finally saw the forest in front of them. Gerald was playing with the pebble the whole time, which made Sera kinda annoyed and jealous of him. He had such good control over magic, while she struggled with the basics.

He had the pebble flying around him in all kinds of trajectories, floating above the ground and blasting through the greenery on the way back. It was extremely entertaining and educational for him. During his playing, Gerald familiarised himself with the control as well as the advantages and disadvantages of Element control.

Luckily the pebble was small and it required close to no Mana to operate, so Gerald could use it without worry. But, as all good things come to an end, so too did the playtime run its course.

Gerald casually tossed the pebble to the side and rubbed his hands in excitement, "Now… It's time to stop fooling around and get serious! It is time…to pick some flowers!"
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                Gerald and Sera finally reached their target. In front of them was an extensive lush green forest. It was not at all creepy as Gerald had imagined it to be.

In fact, it was quite nice and inviting. It was full of life and spring spirit. There were birds chirping in the dense tree canopies and insects were flying around in the air. Small lizards were basking in the warm morning sunlight.

Gerald and Sera were walking on the main road to the woods when they saw a group of people closing in on them from the side. Upon a closer look, Gerald noticed that they were youngsters around twenty years old. Just a few years older than him.

The two teams meet at a crossroads before the forest. The first one to speak was the guy in front, "Lady Sera, what a coincidence! Are you on a quest as well?"

He was clad in mostly leather armor, just the thighs, chest and head were covered with metal. He was also wearing a longsword on his left hip and a dagger on his right. A few small pouches were spread evenly across his belt.

He was extremely loud and confident, and Gerald immediately concluded that he was probably the leader.

"I heard what happened to your friends. I didn't yet have the time to express my condolences. It was really tragic to lose so many great warriors. If you need any help you just need to ask."

Sera's face became gloomy after he heard that. It wasn't long since the incident had happened and it brought the memory back to the surface. "Thanks for your kind words, mister Kerius. I will keep them in mind," she sighed.

Gerald nudged Sera with his elbow and hinted with his eyes that she should probably explain who these people were.

Sera lightly laughed and then said, "Look at me, I'm so distracted that I forgot to introduce you to each other."

She pointed at Gerald, "This is Gerald, he is my new teammate. We met just recently." She then turned around and introduced the group of warriors, "These are the Iron Hawks. They are one of the more recognized groups in the Guild. Their leader, Iron Hawk Kerius, is a strong Iron 3 rank warrior."

After the short introduction, she leaned closer to Gerald and whispered into his ear, "Iron Hawk is Kerius's family name. Three of them are basically cousins."

"Ah," Gerald said and nodded, indicating that he understood. With a few more words of explanation from Sera, he concluded that this team of six before them was actually really strong for their age. The composition was also pretty good.

Two big guys at the front had large round wooden shields that covered almost their entire bodies, and they were carrying strong spears in their right hands. They operated as a vanguard in fights. Behind them, or in between, was Kerius with his longsword, making sure no enemy would squeeze through.

Then there was also an Archer with a short bow and a novice Spellcaster with his magic spells, supporting his teammates from behind. Lastly, there was a Hunter, just like Sera. His job was to track down the enemies and also to guard their backs in a fight.

Kerius proudly laughed and spoke to Gerald, "Friend, I can see that you are also headed to the forest. I should warn you though, recently there was a spike in the Goblin population. We are just on a mission to reduce their numbers. If you want, you can tag along. It will be safer if there are more people."

He said that, but that didn't mean that he would babysit them. It was only a suggestion.

Gerald just casually waved his hand and declined, "I appreciate the invite but we don't plan on going deep into the forest. We probably won't encounter much danger and I would hate to slow you guys down. I am new here and I need to get more experience so that I don't embarrass myself. Maybe we could cooperate some time at a later date."

After a few more words of courtesy, the two teams split, and they both went their separate ways.

"Cousin, didn't you plan on inviting Sera into our hunting party?" one of the guys asked Kerius.

Kerius lightly sighed, took off his helmet, and scratched his head. "It doesn't matter now. She already joined someone else, even if it is just a nooby."

"But I thought you fancied her?"

"Hahaha…" Kerius laughed. "Who doesn't like her? She has a great body and an attractive face. But that's about it." He paused for a while and then continued, "We might be one of the more recognized teams, but that doesn't mean our lives are easy. It is difficult enough to take care of ourselves and I really don't have any time or money to spend on a girl right now."

Kerius sighed and shook his head. It was such a shame that life was getting harder and more chaotic with each passing day. Who wouldn't like to take a rest with a pretty girl by his side? Unfortunately, because they were more recognized, that meant that they also got more information. That brought more worry to the leader.

The recent ambush on Sera's team was just one of many in the kingdom. The beasts and monsters also started to get more aggressive and daring, attacking small farms and villages. There was never any time for the warriors to rest.

Kerius frowned, "Actually, I'm more interested in this guy…Gerald. Who is he? He doesn't look strong, but the way Sera acts around him, he can't be useless. Also, the way he speaks reminds me of the more educated folk. Maybe he is from a noble family?"

"Could be. Should we follow them? To see if they might need any help if nothing else?" the Hunter suggested.

"Hm, sure why not," Kerius shrugged. "Just stay quiet. We can't be seen as stalkers, after all. What would people think about us? Hahaha…" he laughed.

They turned around and went in the direction Gerald and Sera left. Although they were clad in armor, they barely made any sound. It proved how disciplined and trained they were.



Meanwhile, Gerald and Sera were completely oblivious to their stalkers and were walking without a care in the world. The forest was peaceful, and the sun shined through the canopy of the trees, making it look nice and refreshing. Not too warm and not too cold.

It was not even noon yet and the Black-Iron Moonglow wouldn't be ready for harvest for a while. Gerald was just walking around, looking at the plants on the sides of the road. "I didn't even hope to find so many, but they are actually everywhere!" he happily announced.

"What is everywhere?" Sera thought they were on a mission to gather Moonglows so she was confused as to what Gerald was talking about.

"Here!" Gerald pushed a stack of papers into her embrace. On them were pictures of the plants he was interested in. Since they had some free time they should make good use of it.

Sera looked through the drawings on the paper. They weren't the best quality since Gerald copied them in a hurry, but she could still understand what kind of plants were on them. There was just one thing she didn't understand, "Why did you just give me a bunch of drawings of weeds?"

"What do you mean weeds? These are some very important herbs!"

"No, I'm pretty sure these plants are worthless. I have never seen anyone buy or sell them. Actually, I have seen them fed to the pigs if I remember correctly," she insisted.

"Fed to the pigs?!" Gerald suddenly felt like the world was spinning around him and he got a headache. "You feed them Mana Roots? And Morning Dew? Wolfweed? To the pigs?" He felt like crying.

Sera sensed his frustration and tried to somehow console him, "Look, I don't know any of these names, but I'm telling you the truth. These plants make the meat more tender and juicy and pigs love them, other than that they are pretty worthless…at least in our kingdom... I don't know."

"Ten thousand years and you still can't figure out how amazing this stuff is… Gosh! No wonder this world is still in the middle ages even after such a long time of continuous existence…" Gerald was talking to himself more than anything. He was pacing in circles, complaining with passion.

After a while, he cooled down and ended the rant with a big sigh. He turned around and saw Sera just standing there, all confused and lost, not knowing what to do. It brought a smile to Gerald's face seeing her there looking all helpless.

"I should probably contain my excitement and sorrow from now on. I can't be seen as an emotionally unstable person after all," he murmured to himself.

He cleared his throat and took a deep breath to calm himself before talking, "Listen, Sera, it's not your fault… I just got too emotional when I heard that you consider these herbs worthless. They are just really extremely important to me," he explained. "I was actually hoping you could help me collect some of them."

Sera stayed silent. Now Gerald was getting slightly nervous. "I… I guess I could pay you for your help…"

"Pfff…" laughter almost escaped from Sera's mouth. She quickly covered her mouth with her hands. Then she shook her head and smiled, "You don't need to pay me, silly. We are a team after all. We should help each other, right?"

"Right." He returned a warm smile.

'Wait, did she just call me silly?'
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                "Found them!"

"Hush!"

"Sorry boss… They are right in front of us." It was the archer speaking.

Kerius squinted his eyes at him, "I can see that… But…what are they doing?"

Six people all stretched their necks from behind the bushes to see better.

"It looks like they are picking flowers." It was the Spellcaster that broke the silence.

"And digging for roots…" the archer added. He had the best eyesight among the six.

"Hmm…" Kerius frowned. "Am I wrong or are they collecting those worthless plants? Did they take a mission to gather food for the animals?" he looked around with a questioning gaze.

His teammates just shrugged their shoulders.

"Never mind that. Look!" The archer's hushed voice sounded from behind. The others turned around and looked towards where he was pointing. Soon, they all smiled with a weird grin.

"Well, well, well! Looks like we got quite lucky this time. Our target almost threw itself into our lap! Hahaha!" Kerius laughed and placed his hand on the handle of his sword.

About a hundred meters from them there was a group of Goblins. They were not easy to see because of the thick undergrowth in the forest. The Goblins were small creatures, grayish-brown in color with short and thin fur. With the height of a ten-year-old child, they were extremely easy to miss.

"The wind is blowing from them to us. They didn't notice use yet, but those two youngsters are going straight toward them. Should we make our move now or…?" one of the two big guys with shields asked.

Before he finished the question, he stopped. Kerius lifted his hand and indicated to be quiet. 'Go forward, slowly and quietly. We will observe for now.' That's what he indicated with his hand signs.

The group of six then slowly proceeded towards the group of Goblins. They were walking bent down and crouching, trying to make themselves small while making the least noise possible.



"Haha… I never imagined we would get such a big harvest. These herbs are everywhere!" Gerald was grinning from ear to ear. He was carrying a big sack on his back, full of 'worthless' plants. Sera, on the other hand, seemed quite bored. Her sack was just over half full.

She obviously put much less effort into the collection. She was also more alert, standing high and looking around, searching for danger just like any good hunter should.

Suddenly, her eyes enlarged when she saw something not far away. She quickly jumped forward and pulled Gerald down to the ground. In case he would scream, she quickly covered his mouth with her small, soft hand.

Gerald was taken by surprise, but he quickly calmed down when he noticed Sera's worried face. She indicated him to be quiet and then withdrew her hand.

"What's going on?" Gerald asked in a low voice.

Sera furrowed her brows and pointed through the bushes, "Goblins."

Gerald followed her finger with his eyes. It was true. There was an actual group of Goblins, a small humanoid creature covered in sparse fur, only a few dozen meters away. They appeared to be feasting on something that looked like a wild boar or some similar wild animal. As he listened more intently, he even heard the sounds they were making.

At first, he thought he was imagining things, but he soon found out he wasn't. He actually heard them speaking. He couldn't understand anything though, that's why he slowly crawled closer.

"What are you doing? We need to go further away not closer!" Sera angrily protested with whispers and tried to pull Gerald back by his shirt.

"It's fine, just come with me," Gerald said and kept crawling forward. He stopped when he was only about a dozen meters away. It was just far enough, so he could barely make out what the Goblins were saying.

"Meat!"

"Eat meat!"

"Good feast."

"Meat!"

"Hyehaha!"

"Meat, meat."

It appeared they didn't really have a large vocabulary, but Gerald understood. They were just happy about the meal. No interesting information. What got his attention was a Goblin that appeared to be a bit bigger than the rest, aggressively stabbing and scratching the animal's head.

It went like that for a while until it finally broke the skull and got what it wanted. It was a small brown crystal, just like the ones Gerald got from the wolves more than a week ago. Then it made something Gerald did not expect. The little monster actually bit on the crystal and started chewing it with a crunch.

"What the fuck!"

"What's happening?" Sera crawled closer just now, so she didn't see what happened.

Gerald, still in shock, pointed at the big Goblin, "That… That Goblin guy just ate the crystal from the dead animal…"

Sera nodded in understanding. "Yes, he would probably evolve into a Hobgoblin if left alone for a few more months." She said that like it was common knowledge. Well, maybe it was.

Gerald looked at her sideways, "Evolve?"

"Right, sorry. I forgot that you don't know. How should I say this? Basically, if a Goblin eats a lot of Etherium Crystals, it can grow bigger and stronger. Actually, many of the animals can do that," Sera explained. "At least that's true for the carnivores. I don't know about others."

"What?! Those lucky bastards have an extremely useful ability!"

The wind slowly changed without them noticing, and it soon brought an end to the peaceful meal. The Goblins started acting strange.

"Sniff."

"Sniff!"

"Sniff, sniff!"

They started sniffing the air aggressively.

"Woman."

"Woman?"

"Gehahyaha!"

"Woman!"

Gerald heard them loudly sniffing and screaming while looking around wildly. "Is there a reason why Goblins would get excited and crazy for a woman?" he turned to Sera for an explanation.

What he heard next was not pretty. Sera frowned and he could see strong hate and anger in her eyes. She said, "It's actually a taboo to speak about this, but I guess you will have to learn about it sooner or later.

"Goblins don't have a biological female, at least as far as we are aware. They, however, still reproduce bisexually, and for some reason, Goblins are compatible with human females. You can see where I'm going with this…"

Gerald was shocked, his eyes and mouth wide open, "No way! You mean…those things…?" he was too disgusted to even speak properly.

"Yes." Sera nodded and Gerald could almost see flames of anger coming from her eyes. "They kidnap human women…but that is not the worst of it. Once those monsters are ready to be born, they eat their way out! They actually devour their mother as the first thing they do!"

She took a big breath to calm herself down somewhat. "If there is anything I really hate in this world it's those filthy things! If I could, I would kill every single one of them until they are completely wiped from this world, forever!"

After hearing the truth, Gerald felt like he was going to be sick just thinking about it. Unfortunately, he didn't have much time to think. The wind completely turned and it was now blowing from those two straight to the agitated Goblins.

Suddenly, dozens of eyes turned in their direction. Then the screams started, "Woman!"

"Woman, capture!"

"Capture!"

"Capture, capture!"

They started screaming and banging on their chests like crazy. They looked like they were going to blow up from the pressure at any second.

"Time to go!" Gerald quickly stood up and pulled Sera with him. "They found us out, run!"

"What…?" Sera was shocked but she was already running before she knew what happened. As she looked back, her face drained of color. Dozens of black eyes were staring straight at her, not moving at all. It was the calm before the storm.

In the next instant, the forest was filled with demonic screams, as the horde of Goblins started to chase their prey.
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                Not even a minute passed since the chase began. Gerald kept hearing the Goblins screaming, but they weren't coming any closer. In fact, they were going further away. He slightly turned his head backward while running forward, to take a quick look behind him.

He exclaimed in surprise, "Ah? They are actually so slow? Hahaha, look at them, struggling to run. How could they be such a big threat if you can just run away and leave them in the dust?" He said that but he also started to slow down a bit at the same time.

"Keep running! Don't you dare to slow down! You might think we can outrun them, but Goblins can run for hours, albeit not really fast. Can you do the same?"

"Oh shit!" Gerald became slightly pale.

"That's right. Also, now that we are their target, they are not just going to stop. Goblins fear nothing and their sense of smell is incredible! Even if we leave them far behind they will catch up sooner or later," Sera yelled at him while also trying to speed up.

Gerald was horrified, "I can't run that long! I used to sit all day every day for years! I can run for maybe five to ten minutes tops!" He was already getting tired after only about a minute of running.

Sera just glanced back with tears in her eyes and said, "I'm so sorry. I will miss you. If there was another chance I would love to be with-"

"Hey! Don't write me off just yet! I'm not dying in this place, all exhausted and shit! Screw that! I've had enough of being bullied!" Gerald angrily roared.

He quickly gathered his Mana and cast a spell, "Stone Bolt!"

The rocks on the ground split and cracked apart and seven Stone Bolts flew out and hovered around him. While still running he grabbed the closest one and broke it into pieces to get a few fist-sized chunks.

With determination in his eyes, he imbued the stones with Mana and then threw them back with a scream. As the stones left his hand they actually continued to accelerate and they even slightly changed the trajectory according to his will. He was aiming for the knees and heads of the running Goblins.

Paf! Paf!

Two of the stones hit their mark. One Gobling took a stone to the knee and tumbled on the ground before stopping, while the other got hit in the face and fell backward. The other Goblins didn't even bat an eye and just jumped over them.

Gerald didn't waste any time and fired the rest of the Stone Bolts backward. Unfortunately, they were going too slow and the Goblins easily dodged them. Those two on the ground, however, weren't as lucky. They got blasted in the face and torso, just as they were trying to get back up, dying on the spot.

"Stone bolt! Stone Bolt!"

Gerald quickly summoned another two batches of Stone Bolts and fired them backward. Once again the Goblins quickly dodged to the side and avoided most of the danger. Just one of them got hit, as the Bolt came from a blind spot, that was covered by a fellow in front.

"God damn it! Three spells and only three dead. I can't go on like this for much longer…" Gerald felt depressed. Once again he experienced the difficulty of running low on Mana. Now he really cursed his bad luck that brought him trouble no matter where he went.

Suddenly he felt a sharp pain on the back of his shoulder and a flying knife entered his field of vision as it flew past him. He gritted his teeth in pain and quickly turned his head around with a furious expression. The closest Goblin, the leader, was preparing to throw another rusty knife at him.

"You son of a bitch! Die! Stone Bolt! Fireball!" Gerald yelled in anger. He split the group of Stone Bolts and sent them to either side of the Goblin leader, and at the same time, he also fired a Fireball straight at his face. He didn't even care if the fire would spread, he just did it in frustration.

The leader was shocked and attempted to dodge, but it was too late. All of his escape routes were covered.

In a last-second attempt to save himself, the Goblin leader dived towards the ground, barely avoiding the Fireball. Although he escaped with just burnt hairs on his back, his underlings behind him weren't so lucky.

Boom!

A giant flame exploded in the middle of the group and one Goblin immediately burst into flames. The other Goblins went into panic mode and tried to escape the flames. With this distraction, the Goblins stopped the chase for a while.

Gerald and Sera used this opportunity to run even faster. If they quickly left the forest there was a big chance to find help on the road and they would be safe.

Woosh!

Suddenly, an arrow came flying from somewhere in front of them and flew past them. It elegantly traveled through the air and pierced a leg of a Goblin that was preparing to once again give chase to their prey.

"Charge!" It was Kerius and his Iron Hawk gang that came running at them with a loud battle cry. The two big guys with shields were in the front, running, and it didn't look like they were going to stop.

"Unmoving Boulder!" they spoke at the same time and then just bashed the closest Goblin with their shields before stabbing him through the stomach with the long spears.

The real and messy fight started.

"Nieaah!" In a moment of confusion, a Goblin screamed and ran behind one of the two guys, swinging a wooden cudgel. He jumped in the air and swung the cudgel at the back of the warrior's neck right below the helmet.

Pang!

The impact came fast and from the loud sound of the collision, it could be determined how strong the hit was. Weirdly enough, the guy didn't get knocked out or even really reacted much. He just quickly turned around and scoffed at the confused Goblin.

"Better luck next time you little bastard!" After these few words, he took a quick step forward and smashed the Goblin with all of his body weight behind the shield. The Goblin flew across the air and broke a few bones when he landed.

Just as he was about to get up, a strong foot landed on his chest and broke a few more of his ribs. "Get into formation! Prepare the magic spell!" it was Kerius that roared the orders just as he was cutting off the Goblin's head.

One-third of the Goblins already died, but the leader was still alive and well. Although the little monsters were scattered around, they still represented a certain amount of danger.

The two front-liners gathered around Kerius and with spears in hand proceeded to march forward. Any Goblin that came close got smacked in the face by the giant shields and then stabbed by either sword or spear.

Behind them, up in the trees, the Archer was hiding and shooting at the goblins, making them unable to retreat. To the side, the Spellcaster was preparing a spell. Gerald glanced at him and saw him murmuring some words while holding his staff in front of himself.

He was expecting to see some amazing magic but was sadly severely disappointed.
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                After around ten seconds, which felt like an eternity for Gerald, finally, the spell was cast.

"Split Earth!" That was the spell the Spellcaster took so long to cast. The ground below the Goblins began to crack and crumble into fist-sized chunks, making it difficult to run or walk.

The Archer quickly took the opportunity to shoot the Goblins when they got distracted, elegantly piercing their necks, making the blood spray everywhere. Kerius and his two cousins also didn't waste any time and started a slaughter without a second thought.

In the chaos, the Goblin leader tried to escape. But just as he was about to run away, a bush in front of him suddenly came to life and stabbed him in the gut. It was Hunter that camouflaged himself and came closer to the fight, unnoticed.

But the Goblin leader was really tenacious. Although he was dying, he still launched himself at the Hunter. With a rusty knife in hand, he swung at Hunter's face.

Puff! Puff! Puff! Puff! Puff!

At the last second, five Stone Spikes came flying from the side and gruesomely tore the Goblin leader's upper body apart. "Now we are even…" Gerald murmured while looking at what was left from his target. He was holding his right hand which was bleeding from the shoulder.

He was feeling a sharp pain for a while already and he was getting a bit worried. He took off the shirt and wiped the wound clean. Soon a puss-like white substance came out of the wound and with it, the sharp pain also stopped. When Gerald saw that he took a breath of relief.

"Luckily it still works, I was worried there for a second…" he chuckled quietly. Blood was still flowing out, but it was much less than at the beginning. He quickly took a vial of Healing Potion and drank it all at once. The pain slowly subsided completely and the blood also stopped flowing. The only thing left was to wait, and the wound would be completely healed in a few days.

The Iron Hawk gang finished the fight with the Goblins and they collected their short, hairy tails as proof.

Sera came back to check on Gerald and so did Kerius, "Are you two alright?" he asked.

Sera nodded and looked at Gerald who was bandaging his arm. "I'm fine," Gerald replied and bit one end of the bandage to make a knot.

"Did a Goblin do that? Let me check, it could get infected if you don't clean it properly," said Sera and tried to help Gerald take care of his shoulder.

"It's fine, don't worry about it. It's just a little scratch I got from a tree branch," answered Gerald with a smile on his face.

Kerius and Sera both looked at the blood-soaked shirt and were both of a different opinion. "Are you sure? Goblins like to keep their weapons in corpses or smear them in poisonous berries. I have seen people die from just a scratch…" said Kerius with a raised eyebrow.

Gerald got a little bit annoyed and looked at him with a serious face, "I said it's fine."

Kerius sighed and shrugged his shoulders, he was just trying to help. Meanwhile, the rest of his group gathered the Goblin corpses and burned them, keeping just the tails.

"22 Goblins eliminated, boss. One burned completely." Hunter gave Kerius a small leather pouch. Kerius opened it up and took a few Goblin tails out, "These belong to you, as you killed a few of those beasts."

Gerald looked at the nasty tails and waved his hand with a smile, "Keep them. You saved our lives after all."

Kerius was surprised but also satisfied with the answer. "Are you sure? You can deposit them at the Guild for ten silver coins each," he said. He didn't really want to give them away, it was just a good gesture to offer.

Gerald nodded and said, "Just consider them as a small thanks for your help." Although he needed money, it was way better to do it this way. He could establish a good relationship with the Iron Hawk gang and also avoid touching those nasty things. Besides, Forty silver coins weren't that much and he could make that money with just a few potions.

After a few more words of courtesy, the two teams split again. The Black Hawks continued with their hunt for Goblins, so they left after making sure there were no targets left in the vicinity.

Gerald went to collect his herb bag and then jumped up on a tree to rest. Sera also did the same, since they needed to wait for the night, to collect the 50 Black-Iron Moonglow herbs. The flower petals were the required part of the plant and those only bloomed at night for some reason.

They would give out a light blue color so they were extremely easy to notice in darkness. The job was not difficult, just undesirable. Luckily Gerald was prepared for the long wait and before he left, he borrowed a few books from the Academy's library. It took some convincing at first, but in the end, he managed to get a few not-so-important books.

He took a book with a collection of known monsters, that had a short description as well as strengths and weaknesses. He was so immersed in the book that he forgot about time… and Sera.

"Hey…" Sera finally spoke.

Gerald lifted his head and looked to the side where she was sitting on a branch, "What's up?"

"So.. it's noon now…" Sera said.

Gerald looked at the sun through the leaves of the canopy, "Yeah? What about it?"

"And we need to wait until dark…" she continued.

"That's right."

Sera took a deep breath, "What I'm trying to say is… I'm bored! Let's do something."

Gerald sighed and closed the book. He would have no problem just sitting here for the next ten hours, but this girl was obviously different.

He said, "You are right, we should do something. Actually now is the perfect time to train magic." He then jumped down and invited Sera to join him.

She was not amused and protested, "I told you that I'm bad at magic."

Gerald nodded in understanding, "That's right and we need to change that. Come, show me a simple spell like Earth Spike. You can do at least that, right?"

Sera grumped, "Yeah, yeah…" She closed her eyes and furrowed her brows.

Gerald patiently waited, but soon he discovered that something was wrong. Ten seconds went by and there was no change. Then twenty, thirty and a full minute passed. "Are you alright?" he asked with concern.

"Shut up, I'm concentrating…" Sera answered him.

At last, after another minute or two, Sera finally spoke, "Earth spike!"

Bloop.

A slow and weak spike came out of the ground, and the result was less than desirable. The structure was weak and it looked like it was about to collapse at any moment. As soon as it reached one meter in height it stopped growing and instead just crumbled back down.

An awkward silence followed.
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                Gerald was speechless and Sera was embarrassed.

"What was that?" Gerald was trying hard not to laugh. Honestly, after all that preparation, the result was just too shocking to keep his face straight.

"Shut up! I said I'm not good at this…" Sera whimpered and tried to hide her embarrassment behind her hands.

Seeing that maybe he should take a different approach Gerald cleared his throat and said, "Okay, how about you tell me what's the problem. Where are you having difficulties?"

"Everywhere!" she answered without even blinking.

"What do you mean 'everywhere'? It's easy to cast a spell, you just need to gather Mana and have the final result in your head. Is it not? At least that's my understanding of it," Gerald tried to probe further.

"Well, it's easy for you to say! You have five Elements! Of course, it's easy for you to fell Mana, but I can barely feel it if I don't concentrate." Sera protested.

"Also I'm not good at keeping a clear picture of a spell in my head. If I do that then I can't concentrate on gathering Mana," she continued to explain. It appeared things weren't as easy as Gerald imagined them to be.

Gerald was racking his brain on how to solve this problem. Increasing the strength of his companion was definitely a good thing. If Sera could also cast spells, even if she was slower than him in casting spells, it could decrease the pressure on him somewhat.

"Wait, what do my Elements have to do with it?" he suddenly asked.

Sera looked at him and sighed before saying, "People that can control more than one Element have a much easier time feeling Mana. It's kind of natural for them. That's so unfair…" she complained.

"You mean that they can use more Elements, and because of that they can then control Mana easier?" he asked her.

Sera nodded, "That's what I said, is it not?"

"Hmm…" Gerald stayed quiet for a while, thinking about what he learned up to now. He also remembered the experiences he had with magic. The first time he sensed Mana was back on Earth from that black crystal.

Back then he didn't really have a reference point, but now he knew how little his body contained compared to the black crystal. If he could contain a single drop, then the crystal contained somewhere between a big lake and a sea.

So much energy contained in such a small space, without any unusual phenomena, it almost seemed like it was breaking the laws of physics. Then again, magic wasn't exactly studied by science. He was basically going in blind. Even with all the human knowledge, it was probably impossible to predict how an unknown energy source would react in a new environment.

Eventually, Gerald spoke, "I don't think that's the case, in fact, it should be the other way around. The ability to sense Mana should come first. I know a person that learned an extra Element later in life. That would mean that the ability to sense Mana is the most important in spellcasting."

Sera was surprised at first, but then sighed and said, "Even if that's the case, it doesn't help me at all. It would just mean that I'm not meant to be a mage in this life." She sounded really disappointed and sad at the same time. Gerald could completely understand her. If he was also unable to use magic, he would already be dead multiple times.

"Maybe there is a certain potion that could increase your sensitivity and if we could get our hands on it…" Gerald started talking, but Sera soon stopped him and said, "Gerald, I know you wanna help me, but just let it go, alright? I already came to terms with my fate a long time ago and there is no point in opening old wounds."

Gerald sighed and nodded, "Alright I won't mention it again…"

Then they were both quiet for a while again.

Eventually, Sera broke the silence and said, "Since we have so much free time now, how about you spar with me? I think you could use some training." She threw him a meaningful smile. Obviously, she was making fun of his bad endurance.

Laughing, Gerald accepted her challenge. He needed to get some exercise and increase his fitness level soon if he wanted to stay relevant in this world.



When the evening came, Gerald could barely move. He lost so many times that he couldn't even count. He was really no match for Sera, be it on strength, speed, or endurance. Even though he lost every time, he also learned a lot in terms of combat. At least he should be able to continue fighting for much longer.

Laying on the ground and panting like a dog he slowly cooled down. Soon, the last sun rays went away and darkness fell on the forest.

Sera took a torch out of her pouch and Gerald made a small flame to ignite it. It was time to go.

The nocturnal animals and insects also started waking up. The forest was full of different sounds of crickets, owls, and small critters that were running on the ground and in the trees.

Sera tugged on Gerald's sleeve and said, "Look, the first Moonglows are blooming." She pointed at a weak light in the tall grass. Indeed it was a Black-Iron Moonglow flower. It was glowing with weak blue light, just like the moon.

'Wow, what an amazing specimen of bioluminescence!'

Soon the whole forest was colored in a misty blue color. Gerald was honestly surprised at the amount of Moonglow flowers. He only needed fifty, but there were probably hundreds just in his field of view. The forest was full of it.

"Looks like we will be done soon, that's good. I need to get some good sleep today," he said and started collecting the fully matured flowers. Sera followed him as well.

They were done in less than twenty minutes, even though Gerald collected much more than necessary, for his own potions. After that, they both climbed on a tall tree and made themselves comfortable. They hung the bags of herbs on a branch and soon they both fell asleep.



Early in the morning Gerald and Sera returned to the city. They went directly to the Guild to deliver the Moonglow flowers and collect the reward. Later, they split up as Gerald once again wanted to have some time for himself and his experiments.

According to the Blood Codex, the process for making Mana Potions was the same as the Healing Potions. The only difference was that instead of Healing Root it required Mana Root.

Because the process was the same, he quickly tried making some. Sure enough, after just twenty minutes he already made his first Mana Potion. To test it out he opened the window and blasted a giant flame into the sky. That way he used up all his Mana so that he could better feel the effects of the Potion.

"Cheers, to my infinite magic power!" he said with a smile and emptied the vial in one big gulp.
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                Then he waited…and nothing happened.

Well, actually, almost nothing happened. The Mana Potion didn't restore his personal Mana, it just increased the recovery rate by about ten times.

At first, he needed about half a day to recover, but now, he would only need one hour to recover completely. When he came to this conclusion, Gerald laughed, "Hehe… This is soo…useless!"

What followed was about a hundred different curses for every family member and ancestor of the Potion.

After the anger came sadness. Gerald almost felt like crying and complained, "How is this shit going to help me? What monster will give me an hour of free time to recharge my Mana? This is so stupid!"

When he finally calmed down, he placed his hopes on the second, stronger Potion called Greater Mana Potion. This one also required Mana Root, but also Morning Dew and Stoneroot. The first part of the process was the same as for the normal Mana potion, just the rest of it was somewhat complicated.

Actually, you could take the already-made Mana Potion and just add other ingredients to increase its potency. This time Gerald failed a few times before he finally succeeded. After testing the Greater Mana Potion, he discovered that it increased the recovery rate by fifty times. Now he would get full Mana in just about fifteen minutes.

Of course, that was much better, but still not good enough. Besides that, because the potion became more potent it also lasted much less time. In fact, it lasted only around ten minutes. Just enough to give him 5 LIS worth of Mana.

"Damn… still not good enough. I need to get at least 1 LIS every minute, otherwise, I can't make use of this…" Gerald still wasn't happy with the results. The problem was that he had quite a low capacity for Mana and his recovery rate was also extremely slow.

Of course, compared to other humans it was quite good. Since the Mana capacity in humans would usually go from 1-10 LIS, he was on the higher end of the spectrum. Also, most other people needed a full day to recover, while he only needed ten to twelve hours.

'It appears I really need to find God's Blood and make some Mana Elixirs,' is what he thought before putting Mana Potions aside. There was another herb that he collected, called Wolfweed. It was a great supplement for stamina. If eaten raw it would remove some of the fatigue from the body.

Further refined into a Potion it would become even more amazing. One small vial would give you energy for a dozen minutes. It might not sound much, but that energy would not be exhausted no matter what.

Humans could sprint at their max speed for around ten to twenty seconds if they were trained properly. However, with this Swiftness Potion, a person could run at their top speed for the entire duration. Similarly, if an exhausted soldier drank it, he could continue fighting at his maximum capacity for ten more minutes.

Thinking about it, Gerald decided to focus on Swiftness Potion instead. These Potions did not exist in the world at the moment. The recipe that was lost for the past ten thousand years was about to resurface.

Gerald was almost drooling just thinking about the possibilities. 'A new and amazing Swiftness Potion, able to save your life in a pinch! Unlimited energy for a whole ten minutes!' That's how he imagined the potion advertisement to be.

"Hehehe…" he chuckled with a greedy smile on his face, "I can already see the mountains of gold I will make with this Potion. Who said making money was hard? Hahaha…"

The people that were walking around outside his room at the moment were probably thinking he went crazy or had too much to drink. Either way, they stayed as far away from his room as possible.

"Wolfweed juice, a few leaves of Reignweed, and a pinch of Ether dust with a bit of help from magic, and voilà. It's done! I don't even have to be careful about the ratios. It just changes the properties of the Potion a little." Gerald was extremely pleased with himself when making the Swiftness Potions.

Among all the Potions he made, the Swiftness Potion was the easiest to make. Before the sun went down, Gerald already made a few dozen of them. Now what was left was just to sell them and collect the profit.

Of course, he didn't want to be recognized so he bought a cheap cloak and made a fake beard from horsehair. Bending down a little bit, making his back look crocked he became a completely different person. He also made his voice more hoarse. It was not like many people knew him in Geldern, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

With his new look, he quickly went to the Burning Bottle to sell his creations. But soon he came out with a dark look on his face. Without looking around much he went to the next Alchemy shop…



Not even twenty minutes after Gerald left his room, he was already back. He took off his cloak and fake beard and threw them on the bed in anger.

"Damn it, damn it, damn it!" he was hammering on the wall with his fist. "I should have known! Of course, nobody would know this potion after ten thousand years! I even got an offer of thirty silver! Fuck!"

He sat down in anger and frustration. All that hard work and excitement was for nothing. It was so irritating when you had an amazing product, but nobody to sell it to because people were all too ignorant.

Even after he explained the effects of the Potion, the most anyone was willing to pay for it was thirty silver coins. This was such an insult to him.

A potion that could save your life being worth measly thirty silver? That was an absolute insult to the master who made it. Even the Bottled Thunder, the potion that just exploded when mixed with another substance, was worth one gold each.

"Hmm, I will have to try another approach. Maybe I should spread gossip about this potion first?" Gerald murmured to himself. Obviously, he would first have to get people interested in his products before he could sell them for a high price.

Either way, Gerald needed to increase his combat ability, before making any drastic changes. It was absolutely predictable that some people might want to get the recipe from him. They might want to kidnap him, torture or just simply blackmail him.

He had no backer in this world. Nobody strong who would support him, nobody to rely on.

That's why he decided to first observe other warriors fight and try to imitate them. He also needed to get more experience in fights against monsters.

Sitting on his bed, he looked across the room and his sight landed on the crossbow. It was a simple weapon that he looted from a bandit. Although he took it everywhere, he didn't actually use it. It was not that it was a bad weapon, it was just that it was too different from modern crossbows Gerald used to train with.

That gave him an idea. If he couldn't increase his Mana and use more spells, he could just shoot his enemies with arrows until they come close and then finish them off with magic.

Gerald stretched his body and yawned, "Alright, I will have plenty to do in the coming days… I need to get some well-deserved rest."

Not long after Gerald had already fallen asleep. Once in a while, he even chuckled, as he was dreaming up more amazing and insane plans for the future.
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                Early in the morning, Gerald was already up and ready to tackle new challenges that came his way.

After a substantial breakfast, he went directly to a weapon shop to purchase a few dozen bolts for his crossbow. He didn't get anything special, just some cheap training bolts with copper arrowheads.

With his new ammunition-filled quiver at his hip and a crossbow on his back, he went directly to the backyard of the Guild to train.

The place was quite big, surrounded by a two-meter-high stone wall. There was a large circular stone-paved arena in the middle. Around it, there were workshops of many craftsmen and blacksmiths that worked for the Guild.

Near the wall on the right side were some training dummies, and on the left side were circular targets for archery and magic practice. Gerald, of course, decided to test out his crossbow on the circular targets.

To load the crossbow he first needed to pull back the string. For that, he needed to put the crossbow down on the ground and place his foot inside a metal stirrup at the end of the crossbow. After that, he had to use both hands to pull the string back and lock it in place. It was quite a strong crossbow.

The first few shots weren't that impressive. Although Gerald did hit the target, the bolts were all over the place. But that was just him getting accustomed to the new weapon.

The crossbow was not perfect and the bolts flew a few degrees to the right instead of perfectly straight. Although it wasn't a big problem at such a short distance, it could become troublesome at longer distances, especially in the forest, where the branches and trees blocked the view.

Trying to adapt to many minor inconveniences Gerald spent a few hours training and shooting the crossbow at least a few hundred times. Now his arms and back were sore from all that string-pulling and he eventually had to stop.

It was late morning and more people came to the backyard to train. Among all of them, Gerald noticed the Iron Hawk group. They also noticed Gerald and came toward him, to say hello.

"Gerald, my friend! I see you have come to train as well. It's best to get the blood flowing in the morning, don't you agree?" Iron Hawk leader Kerius spoke when they came closer.

Gerald nodded in agreement, "Definitely! I was just sharpening my archery skills a bit."

The Spellcaster interrupted their conversation and said with suspicion, "But I thought you were a mage?"

Gerald sighed at the question and said, "Of course, I would love to be a mage, but you know, Mana is a big issue and I don't have enough money to buy Elemental gems. I really don't have much choice here." He kinda laughed self-mockingly at the end.

The Iron Hawks all nodded in understanding. It was indeed hard to be a mage if you were poor. Although some of them came from good families, they didn't get any handouts. All of their weapons and armor were hard-earned throughout the years.

The Earth staff the Spellcaster used came from saving money for an entire year by the whole team. It was a good staff and it only cost ten gold coins, but that money was earned with sweat, blood, and hard work.

They were chatting for a while and Gerald got to know these guys better. The two big vanguard guys were twins, and also Kerius's cousins. Their names were Armaz and Ermaz. Looking at them without the helmet, Gerald saw they indeed looked almost the same, and he couldn't really tell the difference.

The Spellcaster was a scrawny guy called Eneth and he could already cast medium-grade spells, although not many.

The Archer was named Hawkin and the Hunter introduced himself with a nickname Cameleon. They both didn't talk much.

After the introductions and small talk were over, Gerald focused his attention on the Iron Hawk twins. He asked, "I have a question for you two that has been bugging me for a while…"

"Ask away…" answered Armaz.

Gerald nodded and thought for a while about how to express himself and then said, "When the Gobling attacked one of you from behind, you did something to block him, right? What was that?"

Armaz and Ermaz both looked at Kerius and whispered something, after a while they all came to an agreement. Ermaz said, "What you are referring to it's our family's, Combat Art. It's called Unmoving Boulder and it is supposed to make your body as hard as a rock and be impervious to any weapon," he explained. It was a bit of exaggeration, but the hope remained.

"What! That's an amazing ability! Please teach me!"Gerald was so excited that he almost wanted to jump.

Unfortunately, he got quickly turned down by Kerius, "I'm sorry Gerald, but the Unmoving Boulder Combat Art is only for our family members to learn. We are forbidden from teaching it to outsiders."

"Realy? What if I pay you?" asked Gerald.

The others quickly shook their head which made Gerald frown. Such a good ability was right in front of him, but he just couldn't get it.

The Spellcaster Eneth quickly dispelled the awkward situation as he changed the topic and said, "Brother Gerald, I have seen you casting an interesting Earth spell the other day…"

"Oh, you mean my Stone Bolts?" Gerald asked in surprise. He really did not expect him to bring up this topic. Then again, he was also a mage so it made sense he was interested.

Eneth's eyes enlarged in excitement as he said, "Is that what they are called? It's a good name. I was just wondering if I might be able to see them again? If you don't mind."

Gerald rubbed his nose ad said, "Sure, why not. I can demonstrate it to you." Then he looked around and continued, "But not here. Let's go outside. I don't want to be responsible for breaking the arena."

The other guys around him laughed and said, "Yes, of course, we can't make the Guild Master mad."

"That's right, we can't be reckless."

"There's a lot of free space to the south of the city, we can go there."

"Good idea, let's go there."

"Yes, let's…"
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                All seven guys then went straight to the plains on the south side of Geldern to bear witness to Gerald's magic.

Although they didn't usually use magic to fight, they still enjoyed a good magic demonstration. As such, they didn't want to miss a chance to see what the new guy could do.

As they all came to an appropriate distance from the city walls, the Iron Hawks stepped back to give Gerald some space to do his thing.

'Alright, I need to try my best this time. I can't embarrass myself before these guys or they might think that I'm weak,' Gerald thought to himself. He took a big breath to clear his mind and quickly gathered the necessary Mana for the spell.

"Watch this," he said. "Stone Bolt!"

With multiple cracking sounds, seven Stone Bolts flew out of the ground and hovered around Gerald like his guards. It took him almost no time at all to cast his spell. The onlookers were stunned, with their mouths agape.

"So fast!" It was one of the twins that said that.

The other one nodded and said, "Indeed, he is a really fast caster."

"Amazing! Seven different projectiles at once! But, can you control them separately?" asked Eneth, after he recovered from the shock.

Gerald thought he was testing him so he quickly answered, "Yes, of course, it's not a problem at all." He looked around to find the closest tree to use as a target. He then decided to make the spell look a bit more impressive and made the bolts fly in a formation while spinning in a circle.

As it approached the tree, the Bolts accelerated and they each moved in a different trajectory to hit the target from different angles.

Thak, thak, thak, thak, thak!

The first five Bolts hit the tree from the front and the sides. The last two flew past it in a big curve and it looked like they completely missed. But in fact, people quickly saw they were flying in a weird trajectory. The stone bolts made a turn and flew back to the tree.

Thak, thak!

The last two Stone Bolts hit the tree from the back. Now the tree had seven Bolts sticking out of it, all around and about equally spaced. Gerald wiped the sweat from his forehead. This maneuver was quite intense and it required a lot of his concentration, but he was really satisfied with the result.

He turned to the Iron Hawk gang to see what they thought about his magic. They were watching him with eyes wide open and their jaws almost on the floor.

First to react was the Spellcaster Eneth as he murmured, "It can't be… This has to be an advanced spell, right?" The other guys nodded in agreement and shock, in their eyes, this was not a simple spell at all.

Gerald frowned and said, "How can that be? According to the definition it's considered a Novice spell as it uses only 1 LIS of Mana."

The Spellcaster's eyes enlarged even more as he screamed, "What?! 1 LIS? And you can make seven separately moving Bolts?"

"Well, actually I just prefer to make seven. You could make more or less if you want. Of course, if you want to keep the Mana consumption the same, you will have to change the size of the Bolts. Like this…" said Gerald and summoned another batch of flying stones.

This time the Bolts were only the length of a finger, but there were twenty of them, hovering around Gerald.

Eneth just straight up lost the control of his legs and fell to his knees in shock. "T- Twenty of them...summoned in a second… 1 LIS…" He soon started spouting nonsense at the edge of insanity.

Suddenly, there was a gleam in his eyes and he ran to Gerald and grabbed him by the shirt while screaming, "Please, brother Gerald! Sell me this spell! I'll give you five, no, ten gold…no, twenty gold coins!"

Gerald frowned and the Stone Bolts aligned themselves towards Eneth. He was ready to turn this guy into a porcupine should the situation escalate.

Luckily, Armaz and Ermaz quickly reached out and pulled the crazy Eneth back, saying "Hey, buddy. Calm down. You don't even have two gold coins, not to mention twenty. Just take a big breath and calm down, alright?"

He did soon calm down in a sense. That's because he fainted from too much stress. The rest felt really awkward about his mental instability.

Kerius came to apologize for his teammate's reaction. He also complimented Gerald on his good spell control. In the end, he said, "I know it's not a polite thing to ask according to what just happened, but, would you be prepared to sell this Stone Bolt spell?" He has seen the power and potential of the seemingly simple spell.

If their mage could master this spell, just as Gerald did, it would be amazing. With his Earth Staff containing 100 LIS worth of Mana, Eneth could summon a swarm of Stone Bolts that would almost cover the sky. With the following barrage, they could make quicky work of any creature they wished.

It would be an insane boost to their income and fame.

Gerald, of course, knew what Kerius was thinking. He already considered all that himself. He wanted to decline at first, but then he remembered there might be another option.

"I'm sorry, but this spell was made by my family…" he said, which was technically not a lie. If he considered himself as the entire family, of course.

Kerius quickly understood what it meant so he nodded and said, "I understand. It's such a shame…"

"But, we might still be able to come to an agreement," Gerald cut him off.

"What do you mean?" Kerius asked curiously.

"We could make a trade. My Stone Bolt for your Unmoving Boulder. Since we are trading our family secrets it should be alright. I think that's a fair deal…" said Gerald and squinted his eyes. He knew that the temptation was great and he just might be able to get his hands on that defensive spell.

Kerius rubbed his chin and said, "I see…" He looked deep in thought as he continued, "I- I will speak to my family, but I make no promises on the outcome."

"No worries, I'm not going anywhere. Just take your time," said Gerald with a smile. The bait was set and fishes were interested. Now he just had to wait for them to bite.

He didn't feel it was too dangerous to give away his creation. From what he saw, Eneth was a slow caster and he probably couldn't bring out even half of the spell's power. That way he would get a nice defensive Combat Art for a simple self-made spell.

As he watched the Iron Hawk leave he rubbed his hands together and smiled, "And now… Time to visit Headmaster Orin for another talk…"
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                It was noon, and the warm sunlight shined upon the land. People in Geldern were running around, going about their day as usual.

With long strides, Gerald went straight to the Headmaster Orin's office at the Magic Academy. He figured the old man could provide him with more details about the so-called Combat Arts.

At first, Orin Gezor was somewhat surprised, as he thought that Combat Arts were common knowledge. Even if not many people knew them, their existence was no secret. Still, he took his time and explained what he knew as best he could.

He said, "Combat Arts are like you would expect, a form of magic. However, differently from the Combat Magic spells, they were not newly created by us."

As he saw Gerald listening to him with interest, he cleared his throat and continued, saying, "As you know, many artifacts were found in the past millennia. Many of them were written in ancient Elven language and we cannot fully translate them yet."

"However, some of them seemed to be copied much later, maybe in the hope of preserving them, and because the language was changing, we were able to translate some of them. Many of them contained records of history and it's those that helped us understand what the world was like before the Dark Ages."

"Did you also find Combat Arts magic in there?" Gerald jumped in with a question.

"Well yes, we did…" answered Headmaster Orin, "But they were too advanced and we couldn't understand them even when they were translated. I think we just lack a piece of the puzzle to unlock their secrets… Anyways that's beside the point."

"What I wanted to tell you is that among all of that, we found some old fighting techniques, that were supposed to strengthen your physical body. Unfortunately, they were also way out of our league, and we couldn't make use of them."

Gerald nodded in understanding and said, "That's a shame. I can imagine their creators would be dispirited if they knew their life's work would be lost in the river of time."

Orin's lips lifted in a slight smile as he said, "That might not be so."

"Oh?"

"Although we are indeed unable to make use of the original, many brilliant people tried to adapt those techniques to make them functional once more. The Unmoving Boulder, for example, was adapted from a technique called Stone Body Iron Heart. According to our calculations, it should be something like a top High-grade spell."

The Headmaster continued to explain as best he could. The Stone Body Iron Heart could supposedly make your entire body as hard as a rock and your organs as tough as iron. Apart from the unknown spell-casting method, there was also a high requirement for Mana.

It was not just a simple Mana requirement at the beginning, like other easy spells Gerald came to know. For its operation, it required a constant supply of Mana directly from the body of the user. It could not make use of any external source of energy.

Gerald frowned at the mention of it. It appeared that internal Mana was somehow different from that inside of Elemental stones gathered from animals. Luckily he already had a way to increase his internal Mana, although it would probably take him a while to do so. At least he had some hope.

What came as a surprise to him, however, was that there was an even stronger spell above Stone Body Iron Heart. It was called Iron Body Diamond Heart. It was a grade higher and the estimates placed it somewhere at the top of Elite-grade spells.

Elite was the highest grade for spells that humans were aware of. And even that was already in the realms of legend. No human could cast a magic spell like that and stay alive after it. Actually, no human could even cast it. They would all die before succeeding.

To cast an Elite-grade spell, the mental load had to be distributed across at least twenty real Mages. A 'mage' was different from a Mage. Normal people used the word 'mage' to describe all those who fought using magic. However, a Mage was a title for someone who could singlehandedly cast High-grade spells. And people like that were rare.

Anyhow, the Unmoving Boulder spell was just a Novice-grade adaptation. Although it was not bad, per se, it wasn't something amazing either.

"If you want to know more, you can check in the library under the Ancient Magic section. Most of the documents are damaged in one way or another so there probably won't be much to see," said Headmaster Orin. "If you have any further questions just pay me a visit."

Gerald was happy to hear that and so he expressed his thanks and then went to check out the library.

In accordance with what Headmaster told him, he quickly found what he was searching for. He found many old books and painted animal skins, that contained the advanced Combat Arts.

Unfortunately, even though he was able to understand the contents, he just couldn't understand the deeper meaning. Some parts were also missing or they were too damaged to be read. After more than a few hours of research, Gerald finally gave up.

He felt like he was missing an important part, a key to unlocking the truth behind the spells. An understanding that illuded him for the moment. He also had to make a Stone Bolt spellbook for Kerius, in case his family decided to trade.

And so he left the Academy and went to buy a few notebooks and some ink.

He didn't start with writing the spellbook right away, instead, he wrote down all his new discoveries of magic spells, potions, and magic in general.

He did not write down any recipes or instructions for spells. He just wrote his hypothesis on the workings of this new energy called Mana. Also, he wrote about his discoveries about Elements and the ability of matter manipulation.

He was writing it down for his personal use. Although his memory was extremely good, he would still forget some details over time.

As he was writing this it suddenly hit him. The ability to manipulate Elements was basically just Telekinesis. Or was it Psykocinesis? The definitions were so similar that Gerald wasn't sure.

Now he also started to wonder, if he could eventually manipulate all forms of matter. He was already quite good at manipulating Water at a molecular level and controlling Earth at a more grand scale.

He suddenly wanted to try to manipulate water in bigger amounts, to see if he could extend Telekinesis to large amounts of liquid as well.

He took a cup of water and imbued it with his own Mana. Then he tried lifting it up all at once. The amount of water was not much, however, it felt like he was trying to lift it with a sieve.

When he lifted up a rock, he could hold it at one end and it would still float. Water, however, was completely different. After many tries, he discovered that his mind was not in the right place.

To manipulate Water Element he needed to completely incase the liquid inside his control, not giving it an option to drain out of his imaginary container. The more he tried, the worse the results were. It was also really taxing on his mind.

Gerald rubbed his temples in frustration and said, "That's enough for today, I have other things to do. Maybe I'll get an idea on how to solve this problem, later."

He took out another notebook and started writing about the Stone Bolt spell. At the beginning of the book, he made an extensive and at the same time simplified description of the primal forces in the universe.

He had to make it so, otherwise, people probably wouldn't be able to understand the later parts of the spell.

Even with the shortened and simplified version, the spellbook still came to be over thirty pages long, including the spell itself. That came to be because he wrote it in the easiest and most simple language he possibly could. There were a lot of explanations and examples as well as pictures to make it easier for the reader.

Time quickly passed and it was already late at night when Gerald finished. He was just about to go to sleep when he heard light knocks on the door. Although he thought it was weird, he still went to check who was disturbing him this late.

Surprisingly, it was Luna who came knocking. Gerald didn't know what was going on, so he asked, "Can I help you?"

"I'm sorry for disturbing you this late Gerald, but I was told it's an emergency…" Luna said apologetically.

Gerald lifted his hand to stop her apologizing and said, "It's okay, don't worry about it. Tell me; what's going on?"

"Actually, I don't know. Kerius came and said he had to talk to you, and that it was an emergency."

'Kerius, huh? I really hope he didn't come this late just for the book. Also, what's the emergency?' Gerald thought to himself and followed Luna to the hall.

It was a pretty quiet night and there were only a few people left in the Guildhall. Torches and oil lamps threw some light on the otherwise dark room.

Gerald found Kerius sitting on a bench next to a wall, nervously looking around. He immediately knew something was wrong, but he still went to meet him.

"Kerius, good… evening, I guess. Whatcha got for me?"
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                "Ah," Kerius quickly jumped up. He pulled out a small booklet wrapped in leather.

"Gerald, I'm prepared to make the exchange. Here's the Unmoving Boulder Art." He pushed the booklet in front of Gerald.

'What? Is this why he's here?' Gerald squinted his eyes as he was suspicious of Kerius' behavior so he didn't accept it immediately and instead said, "Hold on. You didn't just…steal it, did you? I don't want any trouble."

"No, no, no," Kerius quickly shook his head, "I would never dare to steal from my family," he assured him.

Gerald didn't quite believe him and continued to ask, "Then why are you so nervous? What happened?"

"Well…" Kerius tried to speak multiple times but then he always stopped. Gerald was getting really annoyed with him right now.

"Speak! Or this deal is over."

Those words finally scared Kerius enough and he said, "Okay, okay, I'll tell you… I had an argument with my elders and well… I told them that you are a really powerful traveling mage. I told them that you were researching Combat Arts and that you were prepared to trade our family treasure for an even more powerful Earth spell."

Gerald pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. "Are you telling me that I'll have to pretend to be some powerful mage?!" he asked in disbelief. If this fool brought trouble for him, he really wouldn't know what to do.

Kerius quickly tried to calm him down, saying, "No, no, no, don't worry, you won't have to lift a finger. The elders are suspicious of me, but when they see your Stone Bolt spell I guarantee they will cool off and not make any trouble for you," he straightened his back with confidence.

Gerald sighed once again and took the notebook out of his back pocket. He gave it to Kerius and at the same time took the Unmoving Boulder booklet saying, "Just take the damn book and go. And leave me out of your lies next time."

Kerius grinned when he took the notebook and said, "You got it! See you around, bye." And he quickly ran away into the night.

Gerald looked at him leaving and murmured, "Did he really not steal it?" He scratched his head and went back to his room. "These youngsters...well I'm one of them of course. But how can they be so mature and at the same so…childish? Don't they ever think about the consequences?"

Tired, he jumped on the modest bed in his room. With hands behind his head as a pillow, he stared at the ceiling. "It has been two weeks now since I left my home. I wonder if people even noticed I was gone? The school will probably contact my family in a few weeks about my disappearance. Maybe I'll even be on the News… It will be another unsolved mystery added to the pile." Gerald sighed and looked at the burning lamp.

"I never would have imagined things would turn this way. Even though this world is way more dangerous, I prefer the freedom it offers. I mean, look at me. A name and a job change, with a place to sleep required just a few words and a little bit of money. Who wouldn't like this?"

As he was speaking to himself, his eyes slowly closed and he fell asleep with a smile on his lips.



The next morning Gerald woke up late, although he had plenty of exciting stuff to do. After taking care of all his bodily needs, he went straight to reading the Unmoving Boulder manual.

After giving it a thorough read, he noticed that it was indeed just like the Headmaster Orin said; the Combat Art was a vastly simplified version of Stone Body Iron Heart. Though, the difference between them was absolutely immense.

The Unmoving Boulder was like a shell of the actual art. It lacked the depth and power of its predecessor, while also greatly lacking in the defense it provided.

That was not what bothered Gerald, though. In both the original art and the Unmoving Boulder there was a mention of something called Earthen Elemental Energy Manipulation. You were supposed to make use of this technique to operate Unmoving Boulder, otherwise, it would not work.

"Damn it!" Gerald squeezed his fist hard and said, "I knew that bastard was hiding something from me. Without the proper technique to operate the Earth Elemental Mana, I can't make use of the Unmoving Boulder."

"Hmph…" Gerald rubbed his chin and enter into deep thought. "If I just need to get a better understanding and control over the energy to control spells, then that shouldn't be too hard." He grabbed the book and ran outside.

Whenever he needed answers, Headmaster Orin was the best person to seek advice from.

Unfortunately this time, Gerad didn't get much help. Mainly because the Headmaster himself didn't know much. He did, however, point him to the library, where there were some old documents, containing fragments of information on the energy manipulation.

Gerald spent the next few hours, trying to get something out of the damaged scrolls, however, they were too far gone and the ink was all blurry. Some places were already completely rotten through and were completely useless.

Fortunately, it wasn't a complete waste of time. Gerald found some clues that pointed him in an interesting direction. The parts that he managed to understand, looked similar to some kind of a meditation technique.

It reminded him of some old Chinese practices he read about. It was used to balance the energies of the body and to control life energy. Gerald didn't know if these two things had any connection with each other.

He started to suspect that there was a connection between this planet and Earth. That's because just like this planet in the past, Earth was currently without Mana. And if there was a reason for why that was so, Gerald assumed there had to be some big force behind it all.

Unfortunately, he had no clue if his hypothesis was correct. And even if it was and Earth was robbed of its Mana, he could do nothing to change it. He assumed he was still in the same universe because the laws of nature seemed to be the same, but he couldn't be completely sure.

It was somewhat unnerving just thinking about it.

Mana seemed to be able to regenerate itself over time, and for the Earth to be completely void of it… Some greater power had to be behind it.

Gerald went back to his room and tried some simple meditation techniques he learned in his free time so he could relax his mind.

At first, he couldn't calm down, because he was too excited. It took him almost half an hour to completely empty his thoughts. At first, he felt nothing different from before, however, after five or so minutes he started to feel something and it was way different from what he ever felt before.

Gerald opened his eyes in surprise and looked over his body. In a shock, he gasped and said, "There's no way this is real."
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                Gerald had no problems detecting Mana around him. It was similar to how a gentle warm wind would caress his body. It felt comfortable and invigorating.

During the meditation, Gerald started feeling a bit itchy. He felt like there were ants crawling on and under his skin. That's why he stopped the meditation and opened his eyes. What he saw really surprised him.

The skin on his hands had a light luster and it also appeared like he could see the veins under his skin more clearly. As if his skin became more transparent. But while he was observing this peculiar phenomenon, it slowly faded away.

His skin became normal again and the itchiness also disappeared. It left him with many unanswered questions that just made him confused.

Without any leads as to what happened, he decided to try again. This time, he paid special attention to what was happening to his body.

Once again, around five minutes later the itchiness returned and so did his lightly glowing skin. Gerald once again opened his eyes and observed his body. it appeared like his whole being was encased in a weak light membrane. It was a few millimeters thick and it appeared completely harmless.

Not long after, the weak light faded again. That gave Gerald an idea, "I wonder what would happen if I meditated for much longer? Would this effect also increase in length?" he wondered.

On his third try at meditation, he decided to ignore the itchiness and push through it. Unfortunately for Gerald, the feeling didn't go away or became weaker, in fact, I became much stronger the longer he went on with it.

After around an hour, he was just preparing to stop because of the uncomfortable feeling, when suddenly relief washed over him. It was an extreme sort of satisfaction that you get after scratching an annoying itch you had for weeks. His body and mind both felt completely refreshed.

Looking at his body once again, Gerald noticed that the weak glow actually originated from inside his body. It came from his veins to be exact. Paying closer attention to himself, he noticed that there were strands of light flowing through his blood. His skin became almost transparent and he could see the muscles and veins under it.

He was shining from the inside.

At the same time, looking around the room, he noticed it also had a similar glow. The strands of light slowly floated towards him and entered his body. At the same time, a few tiny dots of light left his blood vessels and exited through his skin.

It was fascinating to look at. Gerald especially noticed that this exchange was especially comfortable. He felt like this when he was recovering his energy in this world. Suddenly it hit him, "Hey, wait a minute! Is this Mana? Can I actually see Mana now?!"

Immediately he tried to gather Mana on his palm like when casting a magic spell.

His hypothesis proved to be correct, as the tiny strands of light started to flow and gather towards his palm. They bunched up and squirmed right under his skin, ready to burst out at a moment's notice.

Under the intent observation, Gerald ignited a small flame on his palm. The strands of light appeared to have found an exit in the light membrane that surrounded his body and quickly flew out. As soon as they left the light membrane, they produced the flame Gerald desired.

Curiously enough, they didn't burn up or transform into fire. They just produced the flame and then slowly floated away. They did appear much slower and dimmer though.

For his next test, Gerald took control over a piece of stone. As it left his hand, Gerald noticed a peculiar thing. The light membrane that covered his body stretched from his hand all the way to the stone and it was slowly feeding it strands of light. 

Gerald opened the window and sent the stone out as far as he could. The membrane became thinner and thinner the further away it went. At one point it was the width of a human hair, that's where it stopped. Gerald felt that if he was going to push the stone just a centimeter further, he will lose the connection with it.

From his estimations, the limit was around twenty meters.

Next, he tried to extend the membrane and pick up stones from afar. It happened just as he imagined. A tentacle-like light extended from his body and wrapped around a pebble on the ground.

"Hmm, interesting, very interesting." Gerald mulled over his discoveries. His face was beaming with excitement.

Over the course of the next few hours, Gerald performed a plethora of experiments and tests, just to see what was possible.

To his surprise, he discovered that this ability to see Mana could be turned on and off. The meditation and itchiness seemed to be just a preparation process to allow him to be able to do this. Another thing he found out brought him much happiness. It was the ability to restore his Mana much faster.

During meditation, he could have better control over the light barrier that surrounded his body. He could decide to let many strands of light enter his body, but then keep them there and not let them leak out as they wished.

This increased his Mana recovery by five times. Now, combined with the Greater Mana Potion, he could restore his full Mana in just three minutes, if he meditated. That was a huge increase and it would allow Gerald to use magic almost constantly.

Even if he didn't meditate, his natural Mana recovery went up by a factor of two. Now he could passively restore his Mana in just five hours. That was almost five times faster than average people.

Still, the Greater Mana potions took some time to make and it's not like he could drink them like water. There were a few warnings about that in the books. There was something called Potion Sickness that some potions would induce.

Every potion had a different amount that could be safely consumed, without any harsh side effects. The Potion Sickness would manifest itself in different ways, depending on the potion.

For research purposes, Gerald closed himself in his room for the next few days. He only went out to take care of his bodily needs and nothing else. Sera even came looking for him, but Luna told her that he asked not to be disturbed.

There was another good effect of meditation Gerald noticed and that's why he isolated himself from the outside. With meditation came better control and understanding over Mana. He also already managed to cast the Unmoving Boulder on the first day.

Because of the many changes it received during its creation, it was very different from the original. The Stone Body it was based on, strengthening the whole body, while the Unmoving Boulder just focused on the first centimeter of skin and flesh under the surface.

Gerald figured that had something to do with the low capacity for Mana in humans, and they couldn't support the consumption of the whole body.

The spell already consumed 1 LIS every minute. If it strengthened the whole body it would likely consume ten times as much or even more. Even Elves could only sustain that spell for about ten minutes.

The other good effect of meditation was something Gerald was most happy about. Slowly but surely, after every meditation session, the speed of Mana's recovery increased. 'The big double at the beginning was probably just the beginning boost' he figured.

Now, the increase was much slower. He figured that he would need another week to lower his passive recovery time down to four hours.

The progress was slow, but it was way better than nothing. Now he had hope of being able to refill his Mana with just a few breaths. Mana was everywhere; in the air, in plants, in meat, in the dirt, and in water. No matter what he did, he would absorb some Mana. Now, the question was, how much of that could he keep inside his body and how much would escape and leak back out.

He was slowly getting better at keeping more Mana inside. The progress was sluggish and it also took a lot of time to practice.

After a few days, Gerald noticed that the progress slowed down a lot. Also, there was no increase in progress if he trained for more than an hour at once. It was like he reached the maximum amount of progress he could achieve at once. Meditating more just made him tired.
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                "It seems that I'm getting diminishing results. I should probably take some time to train my physical strength and endurance," he said to himself.

But first, he had to take a bath. It has been a while since he cleaned himself and he started to stink.

Although there was a part of the river redirected to flow near the city, it was not exactly pleasant to take a bath in icy water. After all, there was no concept of hot showers in this world.

Gerald went to the river and quickly jumped in, to clean himself. The water was almost freezing, as it originated in the mountains to the north, from eternal glaciers that slowly melted during the year.

"Brrr… I really hate cold. I wonder if I can increase the temperature…?" He tried to heat up the water around him with magic, however, the river was flowing too fast and all warm water around him was quickly replaced by the icy one.

He quickly rubbed his body all over and then washed his hair before jumping out. He was trembling from dead to toe. To heat up, he now tried to heat up the air around him. It worked much better because there was almost no wind.

"Aah," Gerald moaned, "This is such bliss. It's so nice and warm." The water quickly evaporated and he was just standing there on the riverbank, buck naked. Fortunately for him, he came to his senses and dressed up before anyone saw him.

Before returning to Geldern, he decided to take a walk in the countryside.

A few kilometers around the city walls was almost nothing except for a few trees. It was all a big pasture. A few animals were grazing on it, and there were a few fields, but that was about it.

Forest was way off in the distance. It all had its purpose. If an enemy was coming to attack, be it monsters or humans, the guards in the watchtowers would notice them long before they reached the city walls.

As he was walking on the grassland, Gerald decided it was time to try something new, "There's plenty of space here, I should probably try out some Wind magic. You never know when I might need it."

He already memorized all the spells that were in the Elemental Codex and the spells inside were plenty. Not all were useful for every occasion, though. Some were only useful in certain specific situations and didn't really attract his attention.

Gerald mostly preferred a more balanced spell, useful in every situation. He was mostly just getting the feel for it. He could more easily adapt or change the spell later if he wanted.

The first spell he tried out was called Fist of Wind. It was a relatively simple Wind spell. By gathering air around his fist, he could compress it down and then release it at will. It was only effective at close range, but it could easily knock a person off his feet.

Gerald concentrated and started performing the spell, "Fist of Wind, ha!" He punched out with his fist and the compressed air around it erupted forward. With a loud 'Woosh' it blew the grass and leaves away, it felt really satisfying to do so.

"I like it! It can be a non-lethal attack. Or maybe it can even stop or reflect projectiles like arrows? Overall a good spell."

As time went on, Gerald tried out a few more spells and then decided to try and incorporate them into his own fighting style.

Years ago, when he was a young teenager, we trained in a few different martial arts for a while. It could not be said that he mastered them, but he definitely knew a few moves. Even with his extremely good memory, he couldn't recall every detail from half a decade ago.

Still, he made use of what he remembered and filled the gaps with his own moves. Adding a magic component, the newly created Frankenstein martial art became something in the world of its own.

Incorporating flame, wind, and stones, it became a force to be reckoned with. Gerald adapted the Fist of Wind spell, so now he could utilize it on his legs also. He became like a giant air cannon, blasting every living being away from himself.

Back to the martial art; The general idea was to first burn the opponent with a Flame spell, then knock him back with a Fist of Wind and lastly, when the target was struggling to get up, shower him with Stone Bolts.

At least that was the plan. As for how useful or practical it would be, it was too early to tell.

As the light of day slowly waned, people were able to see quick bursts of light out on the grassy plains. It was Gerald sharpening his moves. He has been practicing for a few hours and he had to consume quite a few Mana Potions to be able to sustain himself. Once in a while he also had to meditate to speed up his Mana recovery.

After around five Mana Potions, he started to feel nauseous. It wasn't too bad, and that probably just meant he was at the limit of Mana Potion consumption. If he drank another one, he figured, he would probably throw up.

"Oh well…" Gerald sighed, "I had enough training for today anyway." He looked at the red sunset and quickly hurried back to the city. "I need to replenish my energy for tomorrow…and I should probably take Sera with me. I think it's time to test out my new abilities."

He threw his head back and laughed, "Tomorrow will definitely be an exciting day."
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                Without wasting any time, Gerald went straight to the Guild's bulletin board to select a task for the day. It was still early in the morning so there was a lot to choose from.

He wanted to collect some more herbs for his potions, but at the same time, he didn't want to spend an entire day in the forest just to pick up a few flowers.

Preferably, he would get a beast-slaying job that paid well, and at the same time, he could collect some materials for himself.

Suddenly, a happy voice came from behind, "Gerald! You are finally back. Where've you been?" it was obviously Sera, worming her way through the crowd to come closer.

"Oh, Sera," Gerald said. "You came at just the right time. I'm planning on going on a hunt, wanna join?"

Her eyes sparkled when she heard the invitation. She said, "Realy? What are we hunting?"

Gerald turned back to the board with all the possible missions and said, "You tell me. I want something that pays well, but it can't be too dangerous. There are just two of us after all."

"What about this one?" Sera took off a piece of paper and gave it to Gerald.

"Twenty wolfskins for an armor maker. Fifteen silver each?!" Gerald was shocked to see the price for a single wolfskin was so high. It was no wonder that Grim Frolf was so nice to him when he gave him two skins for free.

"Hmm, but the skins have to be in good condition. That makes things difficult. I can't just turn them into a target for my Stone Bolts. And also twenty wolves… That is going to take a while," Gerald pondered his options.

"Oh, please? Let's go for this one. Pretty please?" Sera employed her charms to try and convince him to agree.

Gerald didn't answer her immediately as he had to evaluate his options. Now that he had some armor, even though it was just leather, it was really good against scratches. Wolves would have a hard time tearing through it.

He also had iron-reinforced forearm guards and above all, he learned to use the Unmoving Boulder Combat Art. It would probably be difficult for mere claws and teeth to draw blood. As such, he felt pretty damn confident.

"Alright, sure, why not. We can take this one," he said. Besides, they didn't have to face wolves head-on. Instead, he could just shoot them from a distance and test out his crossbow on moving targets.

"You go and register us for this mission. I need to buy a few things before we depart," Gerald said.

Sera had no problems with that, in fact, she was really excited and quickly went to stand in the line for mission registration. She was truly happy about the upcoming hunt, after all, she was a Hunter. It kind of came with the profession.

In the meantime, Geral went to buy some proper hunting ammunition. He got a few dozen Broad Bolts, they differed from the normal ones in that they had a much broader arrowhead, designed for cutting through flesh.

Since the wolfskins had to be mostly intact, Gerald had no choice but to aim at the neck where the main artery was.

Usually, you would shoot at the heart or lungs, but this time the target was somewhat trickier. Not by much though.

After buying Broad Bolts, he also got a few more trinkets that could come in handy on the hunt. Overall, the entire haul set him back almost two gold coins. The bulk of the price was just the Broad Bolts. Luckily they could be reused many times, otherwise, Gerald would never spend so much on a single mission.

When he returned to the Guild, Sera was already waiting for him. She was waiting together with Luna at the front desk. They didn't move forward to meet him. It was then that he figured they had probably something to tell him so he stepped closer.

"Gerald," Luna greeted him, "We were just talking about you. Since you two formed a team, you should probably choose a name as well."

"A name?"

Sera nodded enthusiastically and said, "Yes, we need to get a team name. That way we will be recognized for our work."

Gerald lifted his eyebrow, "What do mean, be recognized? What does it matter?"

"I'm talking about our reputation of course. If we are a successful team, then we can get access to special, more demanding, and better-paying missions!" Sera said, all jittery.

"Is that so?" Gerald said. It honestly aroused his interest. If he had a few better-paying missions, then he would have to work less often. That way he could have more time to explore the wonders of magic. "Alright then, are there any rules about the name?"

Luna shook her head and said, "None at all, just please don't go for something inappropriate."

"How about we call it Perpetual Hunt?" suggested Sera.

"I'm going to pretend I didn't hear that." Gerald quickly denied her suggestion. He rubbed his chin, thinking of a suitable name when his eyes fell on the ring on his finger. Looking at the black gem, he got an idea. "We'll call ourselves the Black Onyx."

Looking at the gem on his ring, Gerald remembered the black crystal that allowed him to come into this world. It reminded him of an onyx stone when he first saw it.

Although he now knew that it was an Etherium Crystal, he couldn't call himself that. The name Black Onyx seemed more appropriate.

Luna clapped her hands together, "Black Onyx, it's a good name."

Sera sighed in resignation and said, "I guess so…"

After the formalities were done, it was finally time to depart. Every respected team would also have its own emblem to signalize its importance. Gerald had no time to think about that for now. It was time for a hunt.

Sera was a guide this time. She was more familiar with the terrain around Geldern and she knew where the wolves liked to gather. They were going back towards Bloodhorn village, just a bit more to the north.

The road was long and boring. They had to travel for the entire day and they would only start the hunt the next day.

Gerald spent most of the time training his mind and playing with magic. He attempted to move bigger and bigger stones with just his mind. But it proved much more difficult than just casting a spell of the same magnitude. Still, he insisted on training this way. It helped to keep his mind sharp and alert.

He also felt like his effort would prove itself worth it later down the line.

After traveling for the whole day, they set a simple camp by the side of the road and kept warm by the campfire. Since it was still early spring, the nights were quite chilly and that annoyed Gerald quite a bit. He took another layer of clothing but he still felt cold.

Sera was more used to the environment so she just ate the dried boar jerky and felt quite comfortable.

In the end, Gerald figured that he couldn't sleep like that. Instead, he decided to change the environment around him to suit his needs.

A typical human behavior.
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                In the cold night, Gerald made use of his magic to take a slab of stone from the ground and placed it over the bonfire. To heat it up faster, he brought more firewood and threw it directly on top of the fire.

Soon a bright flame could be seen in the middle of the forest, it was a real fire hazard. The stone slab quickly became red-hot and that's when Gerald took it out of the fire and buried it under about ten centimeters of dirt. The ground soon became nice and toasty and Gerald could finally relax.

He laid down on the warm ground and soon after fell asleep.

Sera was observing the whole time, but she refrained from commenting on his absurd actions. She got somewhat used to him doing all sorts of unusual stuff. Still, she got curious and so she came closer. The ground around Gerald was nice and warm, perfect for a relaxing nap.

She hesitated for a moment but then she laid down with her back to Gerald's. She had to admit, the way he made his 'bed' was quite clever. It was definitely much better than sleeping on the cold forest floor. Even though the heat would slowly dissipate, it would still keep them warm for a few hours.

The bonfire slowly died down and only the hot coals remained. The forest was once again enveloped by darkness until the next sunrise.

The next morning Gerald woke up first. He was quite sensitive to light so the first sun rays disturbed his rest.

He was getting ready to stand up when he felt pressure on his body. Turning his head around he noticed it was Sera hugging him in her sleep. At first, he was confused as he went to sleep alone, on the opposite side of her, but then he soon guessed what happened.

A light smile came to his lips, watching Sera sleep so soundly, without a care in the world. He slowly removed himself from her grasp and went a good distance away to take care of business.

The main river that ran near the city of Geldern originated in the northeastern mountains. Since they also went northeast, they often had to cross many smaller streams that combined with the river further downhill.

The camp was near one of those, so Gerald went to quickly wash up. After also having a few drinks and refiling his waterskin he went back to camp and reignited the fire to warm up. He sat down under a nearby tree and started his meditation practice while waves of warmth caressed his face.

Soon Sera also woke up. When she saw what looked like Gerald sleeping under a tree, she remembered the night before and what she had done. She blushed in embarrassment.

The morning passed by quickly. After a light breakfast, they were finally ready to start hunting.

It had to be said, Sera was really good at tracking animals through the dense woods. After not even an hour they already found a fresh track that led them to a small group of wolves.

Not wanting to take a risk, Gerald quickly used the Scent-removing Powder to mask his scent. He also sprinkled it on Sera. They both climbed up a tall tree and waited for the wolves to come closer.

Gerald took a piece of dried jerky, cut it into smaller pieces, and threw them all around the tree. That way the surface area covered by the smell of meat would possibly attract those silver hunters.

A good ten minutes passed and the wolves really came. Gerald slowly lifted his crossbow and aimed at the incoming money bags. 'Yes, yes! Come closer you shiny silver coins. Come to papa!' he was excitedly calling in his mind. He waited patiently to get a good shot and then…

Thak!

The sound of the crossbow spooked the wolves and they all quickly turned around and ran away. Before that happened though, a wolf, closest to the tree, got hit by a bolt right in the neck. The bolt entered right below the skull and sliced straight through the neck, lodging itself in the ground on the other side.

Blood started to squirt like a fountain and the wolf barely ran another ten meters when he collapsed to the ground.

"Damn, these Broad Bolts are amazing! Completely worth the high price." Gerald celebrated his first successful kill. He didn't go down though.

Patiently waiting, he loaded another bold on the crossbow and observed. The pack of wolves came back, worriedly looking and sniffing at their fallen comrade.

They were close, but not close enough for a clear shot. Some vegetation was in the way so Gerald had to patiently wait for an opportunity.

Soon, a brave wolf approached the tree. His fate was the same as his fallen buddy. The rest of the wolves once again scattered, but this time they didn't come back.

Gerald still decided to wait for an hour before going back down. It was then Sera's job to skin the animals. If Gerald did it, he would probably butcher the skin and then they would have to hunt more than necessary.

He collected some meat as well as the Earth Crystals from the wolf's head. They weren't worth much, but he didn't have any other Mana reserves. Although each only contained enough Mana for one or two low-end Earth spells, it was a good boost to his combat ability.

He could feel the Mana in the crystals was ready to be used, but it could only power Earth Elemental spells. That was good enough for him though.

All that walking and running around the forest, combined with climbing, was a great way for Gerald to train his body. In the upcoming day, he greatly increased his endurance together with his upper body strength. He also made use of the plentiful free time to meditate and train his Mana regeneration rate.



They spent a few days hunting the same way. Sera would find a pack of wolves, Gerald would set some bait, and then they would hide and wait to take a shot.

The extreme stealth, combined with the Scent-removing powder, was extremely efficient. In just three days they got fourteen Silver Wolf's skins.

Unfortunately, Gerald soon ran out of the Scent-removing powder and Sera also didn't have any. They had no choice but to try and take a more direct approach. It was either that, or they could also set up traps and snares to catch and kill their prey in a safe manner.

Gerald was not a fan of the latter. Besides, with the Unmoving boulder Combat Art, he could almost be immune to bites and scratches. Taking a Greater Mana Potion he could even extend the duration of the skill.

For now, he could regen two Mana points every hour. With the help of Greater Mana Potion, that could go up to one hundred. If used at the right time, he could extend the duration of the Combat Art to about twenty minutes.

That would of course only happen, if he didn't cast any spells.

After a while of contemplation, he decided to go ahead and meet wolves in a fight, head-on. Sera would track them down and then he could use the opportunity to sharpen his combat skills against the beasts.

And indeed, they soon found fresh tracks. This time it was a much bigger pack of wolves. They even had a massive leader. It was more than thrice the size of a normal wolf. It was a more advanced version of the silver wolves called Silverback.

He learned that from Sera. Her knowledge of wild animals often came in handy.

They were currently feasting on what looked like a giant elk. It had massive horns and it was probably at least three meters tall when standing. Anyway, now it was dead and served as a meal for the hungry wolf pack.

Gerald noticed that many lower-ranked wolves were injured, bleeding from the torso or neck. They had many puncture wounds that showed how difficult it was to take the giant animal down. Although there were many wolves, only about ten or so seemed able to fight.

Gerald quickly indicated to Sera to go and climb a tree, just to be safe. She then tied a rope up high and threw it down, in case Gerald needed a quick escape.

Gerald quietly took the crossbow and prepared it for his first shot. He would only have one chance, as his presence would then be revealed. He quietly took a breath to steady his hand and take aim at the giant Silverback.
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                Gerald took a careful aim at the Silverback's neck. The beast was currently gorging itself on the flesh of the giant elk.

Thang!

The sound of crossbow firing sounded out, and soon after there was an angry roar of an enraged beast. The bolt did hit the target, however, the beast's hide was tough and the bolt remained lodged in the neck.

The Silverback was bleeding, but it didn't look like the wound was fatal. Gerald suddenly felt dozens of eyes look at him. Especially the Silverback's eyes stared directly into his eyes. He could see the rage and bloodlust in them.

With a loud howl, the Silverback ordered all other wolves to charge straight at Gerald. It was a terrifying sight to see.

Not waiting for the bloodthirsty beasts to arrive, Gerald quickly took out the Swiftness and Greater Mana Potion and drank them both. Then he quickly took out his sword and prepared for the impact.

"Unmoving Boulder!"

Rawr!

The first wolf was already before him and with a strong jump, he went straight at Gerald's neck.

Having the wild beast jump from the front, Gerald had no difficulties defending himself. He quickly swung his sword downwards, to meet the incoming gaping maw.

The wolf had no chance to dodge. The sharp blade fell straight on his forehead, breaking the skull and slicing the brain. Although the blade got stuck in the middle of the head, it was already enough to kill the wolf.

Before Gerald had time to extract his sword, the next wolf already jumped from the left side and went for his shoulder. Quickly pulling the knife from the sheath, Gerald swung it, stabbing it right on the underside of the beast's skull.

The wolf whined and released the shoulder, blood flowing out of its mouth.

Without even having time to take a breath, more and more wolves jumped at Gerald. Their teeth and claws couldn't break through his skin, but that didn't stop them from trying to tear him apart.

They started to bite and pull at his pants and armor, trying to immobilize him and then bury him under their weight.

Gerald realized what the beasts were trying to do. He quickly gathered Mana and punched out with his left hand, shouting, "Fist of Wind!"

A pressure blast originating around his arm expanded outwards as it swept the wolves back.

Some flew up and some even tumbled backward. It gave him just enough time to jump backward and load another bolt on his crossbow.

Thang!

The Broad Bolt left the crossbow at a high speed and bore through the eye of a wolf that was trying to flank Gerald. The beast, blinded and in pain, roared and whined, running in madness.

With the last remaining eye, it locked on Gerald, determined to devour him. Gerald however, was not worried at all. For now, he was protected by his leather armor and the Unmoving Boulder Combat Art. He had plenty of time since the fight was quick-paced and chaotic.

He spun around and kicked toward the incoming blinded wolf. It just so happened that his foot landed on the shaft of the bolt, pushing it further in and completely obliterating what was left of the animal's gray matter.

The wolf fell to the ground and entered into a full-body spasm, before dying completely.

By now, the wolves were thoroughly enraged. All of those that were capable of fighting, gathered in a single line and charged at Gerald like a wave. Gerald did not wait for even a second and with a loud battle cry, he ran forward.

"Fist of Wind!" he deployed another two Fists of Wind and once again blasted the wolves back. Making use of this opportunity to recover his sword, he took a fighting stance to meet his enemies head-on.

"Ha!" Gerald launched a barrage of attacks. He could be as reckless as he wanted. The most damage the wolves could do was just a scratch.

Blood and flesh flew in all directions. Every once in a while there would be a knife flying from the spot where Sera was hiding in the trees. Her accuracy from that angle was not the best, but it still helped take some pressure off of Gerald.

"Damn human!" A roar that suddenly came shook Gerald to the core. The fighting suddenly stopped and he turned around to where the voice sounded from. It came from the enraged Silverback.

"You- You can speak?" Gerald asked in surprise. His eyes were wide open as he couldn't believe he wasn't dreaming.

The Silverback was equally surprised, "You can understand me?"

Gerald angrily pointed the sword at him and said, "You spoke to me first! How could I not understand?"

"What nonsense! I'm not speaking in human language, you are speaking in mine!"

"Oh." Gerald immediately understood what was going on. When he gained the ability to understand every language, it appeared that it included animals. At least it seemed that way.

Gerald then asked, "Well, now what? I assume we can't just go our separate ways now that it has come to this?"

"No, no we cannot," the Silverback answered through his gritted teeth. "You killed my children and my kin for no reason at all!"

Gerald felt a headache coming on. "Oh, come on, man. Now I'm going to feel guilty for killing wolves. This is so messed up!" he complained in a low voice.

Sera was on the tree, dumbfounded, watching a man and a beast growl and howl at each other. It looked like the Silverback was extremely angry and Gerald was apologizing to it.

"You attacked us first! You humans always do! Now my pack is gone because of you!" The Silverback was raging and it spilled out all its grievances.

"I'm sorry but I thought you were merely beasts. I was just doing my job," Gerald tried to speak with the enraged Silverback. Unfortunately, his words did more harm than good.

"Merely beasts!?" Silverback was now really losing his mind.

Gerald tried to use his last card and said, "I was wrong! Is there anything I can do to make up for my blunder?"

The wolf leader stopped and a sinister luster came to his eyes as it said, "Yes… Yes, there actually is something you could do for me…"

"Oh? Like what?"

"Stay still and become my meal! Rawr!"
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                Roar!

The short negotiations between a man and a beast fell through, and it was now time to fight until one side was dead.

The mighty Silverback charged straight at Gerald. His giant body was much stronger than the wolves that Gerald fought before. Not daring to take any risks, Gerald quickly cast another Fist of Wind to keep the distance.

But the wolf leader was heavy and the gust of wind barely pushed him back. It used its mighty paw to swipe at Gerald. Not expecting his spell would have so little effect, Gerald didn't guard in time and a heavy blow landed on his chest.

His leather vest and the cloth shirt under it were both torn apart like they were made of paper. Although Gerald was still using the Unmoving Boulder, the claws still left three deep marks in his flesh. Blood soon dyed his clothes red.

"Oh shit!" Feeling the burning pain, Gerald realized that even with the upgraded defense, his body was still too weak to be able to compete with the enraged Silverback.

After the powerful blow, he took a tumble backward. Luckily Sera realized he was in trouble and so she started throwing her knives at the wolf, giving Gerald enough time to stabilize himself.

"Look's like I will have to destroy this nice pelt… Such a shame." Gerald laughed but then he felt pain in his chest and coughed out some blood. "Ow! Damn… I have probably broken a rib…again. I need to finish this soon. The potions are running out."

Most of the wolves were either dead or too injured to fight. That was the only consolation for Gerald. At least he didn't have to worry about being ambushed from behind.

"Let's go! Stone Bolt! Fist of Wind! Stone Spike, Stone Spike!" that was the sequence in which Gerald cast his spells.

First, he summoned a batch of Stone Bolts, then he utilized the Fist of Wind to keep the wolf in place. Lastly, he used the Stone Spike spell to cut off his escape routes.

The Stone Spikes came from the ground, on the left and right sides. Right after came the Stone Bolts, one half from the front and the other half from the sky. The Silverback was surrounded from all sides. His only option was to move back and try to avoid the Stone Bolts.

Too bad it didn't consider this as an option.

Rage and hate clouded its judgment as it charged forward. Five Stone Bolts hit the mark, two on the shoulders, one took a chunk of meat from the cheek and the last two struck the upper back.

The wounds greatly slowed the animal down, but still, Gerald barely managed to dodge to the side. He could feel his clothes tearing on his waist when the claws came swiping at him.

Gerald knew the time was of the essence and if he missed the opportunity to kill the Silverback now, he would most likely die. The potions almost ran out and as soon as the Swiftness Potion was exhausted, that would be the time of his demise.

Although he was wounded as well, he could fight at the maximum capacity thanks to the Swiftness Potion.

He was also running out of Mana, and the Greater Mana Potion was already over. This was his last chance.

"Fist of Wind, die!" Gerald cast his last spell to break the balance of the wolf and gathered all his strength to chop at the beast's powerful neck with his sword.

The cut was deep and blood gushed out like a fountain.

But it was not the end. The Silverback was a strong creature, an advanced wolf. It would never give up, not when the enemy was so close.

In the last desperate attempt, it gathered the minuscule amount of energy and launched itself on Gerald with a mouth full of sharp teeth.

"Earth Spike!"

Bam!

Amazingly, in the final moment before the collision, Sera managed to cast the one and only proper spell in her life. An Earth Spike grew out of the ground, shielding Gerald and forming an obstacle for the wolf. The latter hit the spike with all that momentum behind it.

That was the last straw that broke the camel's back. The last little push that transferred it to the land of the dead.

Gerald was still in shock from what just happened. He was gasping for air and coughing blood at the same time. His whole body was burning and he was in pain from exhaustion.

"Thank you..." he weakly said.

Every potion had some side effects. Some were mild and barely noticeable, others were harsh and painful.

Swiftness Potion was the former. Although you had unlimited energy for the duration of the potion, the muscles got damaged just the same as if you didn't have the potion.

Gerald was fighting at his max capacity for the entire ten minutes, combined with his mediocre endurance it took quite a toll on him.

"It's finally over…" he whispered and collapsed to the ground. "I'm never leaving my bed again!"

Sera went to finish off the remaining wounded wolves and in the meantime, Gerald bandaged up his wounds. He also drank a Healing Potion to speed up his recovery.

These potions worked on the principle of speeding up metabolism and all bodily functions. That way, the body recovered much faster, but at the same time, after taking it, people would quickly become hungry. Also, the scars would remain.

Gerald decided to meditate, to speed up his Mana recovery. If he could use healing magic, he would be good to go much sooner.

"How are you feeling?" Sera came close and asked him with concern.

Gerald gave a forced smile, "I'll be fine, don't worry about me."

Sera bit her lip and asked, "Can I do something to help?"

"Nah," Gerald shook his head and comforted her, "Don't worry about me, when I gather enough Mana I'll be able to heal myself," he said. "Tell me; what was our haul this time?"

"Well, a few wolves escaped so in total we got twenty-eight hides and five of those were quite damaged. That means we have reached the quota and we can go back."

"Good, good." Gerald closed his eyes and said, "I'll rest for a while; you take care of things in the meantime."

Sera nodded and dragged the dead Silverback away to be skinned.

Now that Gerald was alone again, he convulsed and coughed out more blood. He was holding it in to not worry Sera. Now he was able to cough and curse freely.

"Bloody hell, am I going to cough out my lungs or what? I'm still so terribly weak, it's so annoying!" Although he had Unmoving Boulder active the whole time, the wolf leader still managed to hurt him quite a bit.

Gerald was a person that knew how to find good stuff among the bad. For instance, now he discovered a big weakness in the Unmoving Boulder Art. Although the skin and surface muscles were somewhat protected, that did not apply to internal organs and bones.

Only now did he realize how inferior it was to the original Stone Body Iron Heart. The force behind the paw swipe traveled through the first layer of protection and directly damaged his lungs and broke his already weak ribs. He just recovered from the previous fracture after all.

"Damn it! I really need to get that God's Blood and make a Mana Elixir. I need to get my Mana up to at least one hundred points to be able to use Stone Body".

He drank the Mana Potion and combined with meditation, recovered his Mana quite quickly. He then used healing magic on himself, to speed up the recovery process. He repeated this a few times and it only took him about two hours to heal himself enough to be at about eighty percent.

Now he was getting really hungry so he went to find sera. When he found her, he noticed that to his delight, she already made a fire and was roasting the Silverback. The smells coming off of it really triggered Gerald's appetite.

He took the knife and cut himself a piece. "Mn, delicious," he complimented. He then proceeded to stuff himself as much as he could. It had to be said, the meat of the Silverback was surprisingly tender and sweet for a giant carnivore.

Sera and Gerald chatted for about an hour after the meal, before packing their things and turning back home. Gerald's clothes were in a horrible state, so he used the pelt of the Silverback as a cape and draped it over himself.

They both had a giant bundle of wolfskins on their backs that slowed them down quite a bit. The road back took them two days, twice as long as when they came to the northern hunting grounds.

The forest was gradually getting thinner and they could already see the grassy plains around Geldern.

"Sera, my dear! What a coincidence we would meet here," a high-pitched voice traveled from the shrubs to the side of the road, not far away from them.

Sera's face quickly dimmed and it could be seen that the voice irritated her. Gerald also frowned when he heard the unpleasant voice. He heard it before, but even with his amazing memory, he just couldn't remember when he heard it, or who it belonged to.

A total mystery.
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                Pushing away the branches that covered the view, out came a smiling chubby young man. Gerald finally recognized the owner of the voice, meanwhile, Sera lightly sighed. From her face, it was clear that she did not want to interact with this guy.

"It must have been fate, ordained by the gods, for us to meet here. From all the places we could go, it just so happened we bumped into one another right-"

"Soo? How long did you wait here for us? A few days?" Gerald got tired of listening to him, and just cut in with his questions.

"What?"

"I can clearly see smoke coming from behind you, I assume it's from a campfire. Also, there are tents there so I guess you were waiting for us for a few days, right?" he pointed at the woods behind Adelard.

Adelard was suddenly at a loss for words, "You… Nonsense! We just came here and decided to camp here for the night! It's always good to be prepared."

Gerald lifted his eyebrow and said with a mocking smile, "Is that so? You are so afraid of the dark that you made a camp when it was only just noon? Interesting."

Adelard became red in the face and he was almost ready to explode with anger. The humiliation like this was something new for a son of a noble like him. His story-telling ability was also subpar.

"What do you want, Adelard?" Sera cut in their arguing contest. She was well aware of what was going on and she wanted no part of it. She and Gerald were both tired from the hunt and now she just wanted to jump on a bed and relax for a day. But instead, they had to meet this crazy guy, that can't take a no for an answer.

"Hmph! I'm a gentleman so I won't argue with you," Adelard said to Gerald. Then he turned to Sera and said, "I came to offer you a place by my side. You will barely have to do anything and I will take care of all of your needs. You will be like a noble, with power and influence, you just need to say yes."

Adelard tried to say all that with a sweet voice, however, his vocal cords somehow just made it sound like a creepy old man trying to lure kids with candy.

"No thanks, I'm not interested," Sera quickly turned him down.

However, Adelard did not surrender that easily. He started fawning over Sera and offer her many benefits. Gerald was listening to all his blathering and was cringing while also slowly getting ticked off.

Finally, he couldn't stand it anymore and he erupted in anger, "Piss off, boy! She is not interested, so step out of the way and stop wasting our time!"

"You- Good, good!" Adelard was now shaking with anger. "It seems we will have to do this the hard way. Boys!" From the camp came five big guys and spread in a half-circle around him.

"Young master," they all respectfully called.

Adelard now got a cocky look o his face as he turned to Sera and said, "Let's try this again. You will join me or…" He turned to look at Gerald and gave him a wicked smile as he continued, "Or I will have my boys beat him until he's half-dead!"

"What!?" Sera was shocked to hear that. She would never expect that Adelard would actually resort to violence just to get her.

She looked at Gerald and sighed, "I'm sorry Gerald, it seems like our travels end here. I can't have you suffer just because of me. Farewell, we might-"

Paf!

"Ow, what was that for?" she exclaimed as Gerald slapped her on the back of her head, surprising her in the process.

"Chill out, will ya? Don't give up so fast just because of a few empty threats. At least wait until they capture me before you start thinking about it." Gerald glared at Adelard and his henchmen. He was not afraid of a fight, especially when the enemy was right in front of him.

If it came down to it, he could probably dispose of all of them. After all, killing humans was not exactly a difficult thing to do. And besides, they didn't wear any armor, just fancy clothes, the arrogant pricks.

"Hah! Brave words," Adelard laughed. "Are you actually trying to fight all of us? Let me tell you one thing. All my boys here are experienced warriors at Iron 3 rank!"

He then proceeded to look at Gerald like he was looking at an idiot. Smuggnes was all over his face as he mocked, "I asked around and I know you are only at Bronze 8 rank. With just your little bit of strength do you really think you can fight against my five guys? In your dreams!"

"Iron 3, huh? Sera, what was the rank of that Silverback?" Gerald did not let Adelards talk get to him and casually asked.

Sera was getting more nervous as time went on, but she still tried to answer the question. "If I remember correctly, the strength of a Silverback usually starts at Iron 3 and it then continues to increase with age. Wait, does that mean they are like five Silverbacks at once?" she opened her eyes wide in horror.

Gerald got a wicked grin on his lips after getting the information. It was about what he expected. "Well, not exactly. They might have the same strength as the Silverback, but their speed is much slower. And they are lighter too."

"What does that have to do with it?" Sera asked, confused. 'They are lighter? What does he mean?'

Gerald just chuckled and didn't answer. He just slowly took a fighting stance and placed his right hand in the potion pouch on his belt.

"This is your last chance guys. Let us go and we can forget about this incident. Otherwise, don't blame me for accidentally breaking your bones," Gerald warned.

To the five thugs behind Adelard, all of the arguing and threats seemed extremely comical. They were adults, after all, some even close to thirty years old. But, they still had to carry out the orders from their young master.

"Don't think you can bluff me! Grab him and beat him up so he won't be able to get out of bed for a month!" Adelard ordered. He was not used to things not going his way, especially as the guy before him ruined his plans twice already.

The five guys slowly spread out, forming a circle, and tried to cut off any escape paths for Gerald. The guy in front cracked his knuckles and said, "Sorry kid, nothing personal. We will try to be gentle as we beat you up."

Gerald laughed as he pulled two potions out of his pouch, Swiftness and Greater Mana Potion. "Sure, whatever. I'll also try not to kill you guys. Wouldn't wanna be considered a bandit, hahaha," he laughed and drank the potions.

"Get him!" Adelard roared.

They were all ready for a bloody fight and when the order came, all five guys jumped toward Gerald. What did they not expect, however, was that Gerald simply squeezed through the gaps like a slippery eel and ran away.

They thought he would try to do some shenanigans since he was a Spellcaster so they didn't jump after him immediately. Unfortunately for them, Gerald just kept running further and further away, leaving all of them behind in the dust, including Sera.

Adelard was now fuming with anger seeing his henchmen just stand there staring blankly at the running Gerald. After all that verbal exchange at the beginning, they were sure he would fight like a tiger, but instead, he just ran away like a rabbit.

"You useless sacks of meat! Stop standing there and go get him!" After their young master's harsh order, the five warriors quickly gathered their wits and ran after Gerald.

Although they were much higher in strength than him, they could not sprint indefinitely. This, combined with the dense undergrowth in the forest, made it so that they couldn't catch up with Gerald.

Gerald glanced back to see Adelard's lackeys running after him at a high speed, they were already pushing themselves to the limits.

"Haha, people are so predictable. They are much better opponents than those mindless beasts. Divide and conquer! What can you do, now that you are far from your master?"

He decided to lure them further away so that he could more freely fight. Without Adelard giving them further orders they would be a much easier target.

Gerald suddenly turned around and started running back towards where he came from. That greatly shocked the thugs and they thought he was again going to try and slip by.

Not wanting a repetition of the previous embarrassment, they all aimed for him and tried to grab him. But when they came just a few meters from each other, they realized something was wrong when they saw Gerald grinning with satisfaction. Unfortunately for them, it was already too late to change anything.

"Fist of Wind!" Gerald triggered Fist of Wind with each hand, less than a meter from their chests. The strong gust of wind that followed was too much for the unprepared warriors to withstand. They got blasted backward, some rolling on the ground, some flying through the air and landing heavily on their backs.

"Nothing personal boys. I'll try to be gentle while I beat you up," Gerald laughed and returned the kind words.
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                As Adelard's henchmen tried to get up, Gerald quickly came to give them a helping hand.

He cast Fist of Wind from below, like an uppercut, blasting them high up into the sky. He let gravity do the rest of the tedious work.

While he was preoccupied with one, the others tried to attack him from behind. However, he avoided them with ease, and with each passing minute, they became weaker and slower, meanwhile, he stayed in top shape thanks to the Swiftness Potion.

One of them was actually so frustrated that he took out his sword and disregarded the order from his young master. He was completely ready to kill Gerald.

Of course, that did not sit well with Gerald. He quickly jumped back and grabbed a good-sized stone and threw him against the enraged attacker.

"Hmph, small tricks!" The guy snorted and swung his sword downwards to intercept the stone. To his surprise, however, the flying stone changed the trajectory slightly mid-air, barely missing the blade and hitting him right in the face.

Bam!

A loud crack was heard, accompanied by a scream of pain and blood.

"Aaaah! My nose!"

"No weapons allowed. Unless you want to die!" Gerald sternly warned as he watched his target collapse on the floor in pain.

The whole ordeal happened so fast that the other four guys didn't even have time to react. One of them even broke his leg when he fell from up high and was unable to continue fighting. Most of them had cuts and bruises from tumbling on the rocks and from the hard hugs with the ground.

They were slowly losing confidence in themselves.

'This guy is crazy, what kind of a fight is this?! He is playing with us like we are the leaves in the autumn wind,' one of the warriors thought to himself in despair.

Gerald took out about ten Earth Crystals he collected from the wolves and said, "Alright, enough playing around. Stone Bolt, Stone Bolt…" He summoned around fifty Stone Bolts and made them hover above and around him.

He lightly waved his hand and five Bolt shoot out, one landing at the feet of each and every warrior. "Consider this a warning, don't try anything stupid or I will be forced to release my friends. Now let's go back and talk to your young master. Move!"

The five warriors groaned and complained, but they had no choice. They were not trained in magic and at the distance that they were, it would be impossible to successfully attack Gerald. Especially now that they were all beaten up.

They picked up the one with a broken leg and supported each other as they slowly made their way back. As the adrenaline was slowly leaving their system, the pain from all that pounding came into play.

The potions Gerald consumed also came to an end, but that didn't matter anymore. The fight was done and the spells were cast. Just maintaining them didn't require much Mana.

Back at the camp, Adelard and Sera were staring at each other. Adelard had a happy, proud, and lustful look on his face, while Sera was angry and worried.

"It's right about time… My boys should have already captured that brat by now. We will see how he tries to defy me when he's on his knees, begging for mercy." Adelard laughed as he imagined himself giving out punishment.

"You will not get away with this Adelard! If anything happens to him I'll hate you for my entire life!" Sera was using her anger to drown out sorrow and worry.

"Hate me all you want, it won't change a thing. Haha, see? There they come!" Adelard stood up when he saw his followers coming back. But suddenly he froze. 'What is going on? Where is that prick? And why are my men all wounded?!' Wild thoughts raced through his mind.

It was really an amazing sight to see. Torn clothes, cuts, and bruises everywhere. Five strong warriors limping about, supporting each other, one of them with a face full of blood. It was quite a shock for both Adelard and Sera.

"By the gods! What happened?!" Adelard asked in horror when he saw them. It was like someone tossed them down a rocky hill and they tumbled all the way down.

The one that was in the best shape came forward and kneeled, saying, "I'm sorry young master, we failed."

"Failed?!"

Adelard was still shocked and confused when he saw Gerald coming about twenty meters behind them, smiling. He was completely fine, apart from some dirt on his clothes.

"You! What have you done to my men?!"

"Oh hey there, kiddo. They wanted to capture me and spank my ass. Who would have known they were so clumsy that they tripped and fell into the sky…about ten times. Haha…" Gerald laughed and teased Adelard, purposely provoking him.

Adelard quickly lost his mind and roared, "I'm not a kid! I'm twenty this year! And what do you mean by fall into the sky?!"

Gerald chuckled and casually walked over to Sera and picked up his bundle of wolfskins he dropped before, saying, "Why don't you ask them? They had first-hand experience."

"Young master, this guy is a devil! He used some strange and powerful Wind magic. We were blown up into the sky every time we tried to approach. We could do nothing to defend ourselves. We are so useless, please punish us, young master!"

The guy kneeled on the ground, banging his head against the floor while explaining what had happened.

Adelard's countenance grew cold. He was not expecting his opponent to be that strong. Still, he couldn't quite accept it and scoffed at them, "What are you crying about? He is just a country bumpkin. He registered in the Guild not even a full month ago. Surely he already exhausted his Mana by now. Go get him!"

Woosh, woosh!

A few Stone Bolts fell from the sky at an amazing speed, landing between Adelard and his kneeling subordinate. The kneeling guy's face quickly lost all color.

"Let me stop you right there. Just for the record, I have enough Mana to kill all of you ten times over, so don't try anything funny. Also, it seems that you find it difficult to learn so let me help you with that." Gerald sternly and slowly spoke and walked closer, Stone Bolts descending from the sky, turning towards Adelard.

"Empty your pockets and hand over all your valuables…and your weapons. Be quick about it, don't waste any more of my šrecious time!" The tone he was using left no room for negotiation.

"Pah, you think I'm afraid of you? I'm Adelard Serrell, son of the Lord of the city of Geldern, Egott Serrell. Do you really think I'll submit to you? A mere commoner?" While Adelard was puffing out his chest, his five warriors, however, wasted no time and quickly removed the swords from their belts and threw them on the ground together with their money pouches.

"What are you guys doing?! You cowards! Did you completely lose your spine?!"

"Hahaha, you should learn from them. You still didn't quite get the situation you are in, did you, Mr. Lard? Your life is now in my hands and you are just buying it back from me, fair and square." Gerald laughed at the young Lord.

With a slight wave of his hand, about ten Stone Bolts floated and lightly stabbed into the chubby figure that was Adelard. It was just a little prick, just enough to draw blood.

Feeling the pain and seeing his own blood, Adelard finally realized the situation was absolutely not under control. He started trembling in fear for the first time and cold sweat started running down his back. His face also completely lost all color.

"W- What do you want?" he asked with a trembling voice.

Gerald rolled his eyes in annoyance. "As I said before; Empty your pockets and leave your weapon behind, then you are free to go."

Not even ten seconds later, Gerald received what he asked for. "See? Was that so hard? It's a pleasure doing business with you, young man. Until the next time." Gerald patted Adelard on the shoulder with a warm smile and collected everything the guys dropped. Then he and Sera casually left, Stone Bolts still hovering around them, just in case.

"Young master…" one of the wounded warriors started.

"Shut up! You useless worms!" Adelard angrily roared and huffed. The fear that was previously in his heart quickly turned into anger and hate. "Gerald! I swear it on my honor, I'll give you a fate worse than death, even if it is the last thing I do!"



A few minutes later, just outside the city, Gerald slapped his forehead, "Oh, Fuck! I forgot to get the herbs!"
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                It was already afternoon when Gerald and Sera came back.

The city of Geldern was bustling with activity and the citizens were running around on their various daily tasks.

Not wanting to waste any more time, Gerald went to the Guild straight away to deliver the goods from the mission. For the twenty wolfskins that were in good shape, they received three hundred silver coins. It was the same as three gold coins, just more convenient for everyday use.

They split the reward evenly and then each went on their way.

Sera stayed and chatted with Luna, telling her of what happened on and after the hunt. She also confirmed that Gerald could use Wind magic.

"So he can use all Elements after all… Wow, that's amazing. And you said he beat five Iron 3 rank warriors?" Luna asked.

Sera quickly nodded and said, "Yes, I don't know what exactly happened because they chased him after he ran away. But, not long after, they came back and they were all bruised and bleeding, and they had torn clothes. They became submissive and timid around him. Even Adelard lost his arrogance when before him."

Luna chuckled, teasing, "It looks like you found yourself a good partner. You have known him for like what, not even a month? If I remember correctly he had some trouble fighting just one bandit when you met first, right? That's some rapid progress, we need more guys like that."

"I guess you are right," Sera sighed, "I'm just worried that Adelard will try to get revenge, you know how he is…"

Luna thought for a while and then comforted her, "You shouldn't worry about the Serrell family. They are already in a tough spot. We are just waiting for them to slip and make a mistake so we can remove them."

"I'm confident that Adelard will not try to do anything that could endanger his family even more. Older people still remember the stuff from the past and they are not going to let it happen again. Although they are a noble family and Egott is the Lord of the city, his power is greatly limited. So really, you shouldn't worry about it. I'll mention it to my father just in case anyway."

"Thanks. You are a really good friend."

"Oh come here you, you little scared bunny," Luna laughed and hugged Sera. Then they both laughed before splitting up.



Meanwhile, Gerald went to buy new clothes for himself. He just got some simple cloth attire since he had a few ideas about his new armor.

He also went and sold the damaged wolfskins for some extra silver. They were each worth less than half of the good ones. He also sold a few weapons he confiscated from Adelard and his henchmen, only keeping the fancy sword that belonged to Adelard himself.

"I have to say, this guy has a pretty good taste in swords, luckily he met me, otherwise it would be such a waste for a good sword to stay with an incompetent master, haha..." Gerald laughed as he examined the sword.

The handle was nice and comfortable, wrapped in soft leather for a better grip. The blade was straight and about a meter long, with a long groove along the middle. The crossguard had a bright red gem embedded on both sides.

With a little bit of probing, Gerald discovered that it was a Fire Crystal, a low-quality one. Although small, they both contained 25 LIS worth of Mana.

"What the hell? Adelard was just casually walking around with a treasure like this? I don't remember him being a mage…Especially not a Fire mage."

Thinking deeper about it, Gerald came to the conclusion that Adelard probably took the sword because it looked cool and not because it contained Fire Crystals.

"I don't know how expensive this weapon is, but just the gems have to be worth at least ten gold coins. I really struck it rich, haha…"

Altogether, with the pelts and swords sold, Gerald now had almost seven gold coins. Now it was time to think about a new and better armor. For that, he went to the Guild's craftsmen and requested a custom-made armor from the skin of the Silverback.

Because he provided the materials, the whole attire cost him only two gold coins. If he wanted to buy it without providing the materials, it would be around five gold coins. The leather from the Silverback was much tougher on the outside, while soft on the inside.

It was the perfect material for making armor for constant wear.

Gerald, of course, didn't get the armor immediately. He had to wait for a week for the whole process to be done before he could collect his new attire.



Meanwhile, in the Serrell family mansion.

Adelard had just come back home when a servant came running toward him.

"Young Master, the distinguished guests Green Fang came by a few days ago. We told him that you were absent, but he refuses to leave. Your father is keeping him company, but it seems like he wants to speak to you, personally."

Adelard glared at the servant. He had just come home from an exhausting adventure and he was in no mood to entertain guests. But, when he heard it was the Green Fang, an idea was suddenly born in his head. He ordered, "Tell Lord Green Fang that I will be there momentarily. Firstly, I need a change of clothes for this occasion."

The servant went and relayed the message to the guest. As announced, Adelard shortly came to the room where his father Egott Serrell and Lord Green Fang were chatting.

"Adelard Serrell humbly greets Lord Green Fang," Adelard respectfully greeted the man and even slightly bowed. The usual arrogance and haughtiness were nowhere to be seen.
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                "Adelard my son, you are finally here. Lord Green Fang was just telling me the next phase of the plan, but it seems that we have to fix a little issue first." The city Lord spoke first and explained a few things to his son.

Lord Green Fang nodded, not saying anything. He was a middle-aged man, dressed in dark green leather armor, over which was draped a cloak of an even darker green color. His face had average proportions, but his eyes had a sinister luster. He stood up with hands behind his back and stepped to look through the window.

"I will not waste any unnecessary words. Recently, my men were searching for the one that ruined our plan last time. We were sure he came here, to Geldern. However, we were unable to locate him until recently, and even that happened by chance," Lord Green Fang spoke in a deep voice.

"He masked himself well and he perfectly blended between the common folk. Luckily he was arrogant enough to keep the weapon he stole, and keep it on display for all to see. A team of undercover Scales bumped into him in the market, but unfortunately, they didn't get any useful information out of him," the green-cloaked man continued.

"Long story short, we now know that he is part of the Warrior's Guild, so he poses even more of a threat. We can't have any loose ends. I want your men to track him and observe him for now."

The old Lord Egott frowned when he heard that. He was currently trying to keep a low profile and not give the Guild anything to use against him.

He tried to respectfully turn down the request, "Lord Green Fang, it's not that I would want to refuse your request, it's just that I'm in a tough spot at the moment. People of the city don't like me anymore and the Guild is actively trying to get rid of me."

"If they find out we are trying to do something to one of theirs they will definitely use it as an excuse to arouse the ire of the people and use them to banish me from the city as they almost did once before," Egott Serrell laid out all of his grievances on the table. He really didn't dare go against the Guild, since he already suffered at their hands once.

Lord Green Fang scoffed at him and said, "I only need you to pay attention to a single person from the shadows. If you can't even do that, what use are you to the Blood Sun Viper sect? We never considered this small city to be of much value either. We could just as easily replace you with some other noble family."

Now both the father and son became nervous. It was indeed true that they could be quickly replaced. They already lost the authority in the city and Egott Serrell was a city Lord in name only, nothing else.

Egott got a pained expression on his face when he gave in and asked, "Then we will do our best to carry out your request. Might I ask who are we stalking this time?"

Green Fang snorted and said, "Hmph, it's good that you decided to cooperate. I think your son would be perfect to oversee this task since he is a member of the Guild. Even if just in name. The fellow I am referring to is quite young. His name is Gerald, he is about twenty and has short brown hair, and his height is about…"

Adelard was not listening any longer from the point where he heard the name 'Gerald'. His blood started to boil and he couldn't help himself but ask, "Lord Green Fang, are you saying that it was Gerald who killed two of your men when you tried to capture Sera?"

Green Fang swiftly turned his head and gave the lad a poisonous gaze.

"Watch your words, boy. They weren't my Scales, they were the useless mercenaries that you got for the job. If it wasn't for your stupid request to get the girl alive, how could a few other unpredictable factors come to be? We would have eliminated them all… Wait, do you know this guy?" Green Fang wasn't exactly pleased with Adelard interrupting and questioning him.

"I apologize, Lord Green Fang, it was not my intent to question you, it's just that I recently suffered greatly at this guy's hands. I appreciate you trusting me with this job, I will not disappoint you." Adelard even bowed while speaking. Hatred for Gerald boiled inside him and he couldn't wait to get his revenge.

Green Fang nodded and said, "Good, after you collect enough information we will begin planning a way to dispose of him. Since my specialty is poison, we can make him suffer a painful death. I have here with me the Purple Frog Saliva. Just a single drop is potent enough to kill ten men. If you do your job well, we can finish this before the end of next week."

"Purple Frog Saliva!" Both Adelard and Egott Serrell sucked a breath of cold air when they heard the name of the poison. It was a famous poison for covert assassinations and was extremely hard to get. Just a drop on your skin and death would follow in less than an hour.

Green Fang proudly smiled and waved his hands, dismissing the meeting, saying, "Alright, now go and don't let me down. I don't have much time to waste here, at most I will stay in the city for the next ten days. After that, you will have to take care of things here by yourself."

"Yes, Lord! I will do my very best," Adelard quickly promised and went out of the room to gather his best spies and organize the stalking. Time was of the essence.



Gerald was completely oblivious to the ongoing plans in the Serrell family household.

Since he now had a lot of free time, he went back to his room and wrote down all of his discoveries and hypotheses about the intricate workings of magic.

He documented his progress and findings just in case he needed to refresh his memory later. At the same time, he would also increase the amount of knowledge humans had on the topic of magic in case some unpredictable disaster happened.

Now that he had a few Etherium Crystals, he was able to finally experiment with them and understand them better.

The first thing he tried to do, was to inject his own Mana inside Earth Crystals he got from wolves.

For some reason, he was unable to do so, unless he only used the Earth attribute of Mana. His complete Mana profile was, after all, a mixture of all Elements so it was rejected by the crystals.

He also noticed that the crystals regenerated Mana on their own, although really slowly. After a full day of observation, he concluded that the crystal regenerated about 1 LIS per day. It was an absurdly slow process and for the Earth Crystals, that meant two to three days since they had a low capacity for Mana.

"Good, now my Mana problems are almost solved. Now I can use Earth Crystals to fuel my Earth spells.

He also tested the Fire Crystals on the sword and came to a similar conclusion. The gems only accepted Fire attributed Mana and the recharge rate was just marginally better than Earth Crystals. Gerald figured that each crystal would need somewhere around two to three weeks to fully recharge.

"There is probably some unknown factor that recharges Mana faster when a creature is alive. Too bad I have no idea what that is…or if it even works that way," he murmured.

Now that he had a much greater Mana capital, he could afford to cast some higher rank spells, at least Earth and Fire kind. The rest of his internal Man could be saved for Wind magic or the Unmoving Boulder defensive Combat Art.

With optimal usage of the Greater Mana Potion, it could be active for somewhere around twenty to thirty minutes.

That extra defense gave him much more confidence in staying safe against enemies that were around his level of strength.

"I need to get my hands on some medium-grade spells to be officially considered a Spellcaster. Too bad my Elemental Codex only contains the simple novice spells. They are good, no doubt about that, but I need something stronger just in case."

Gerald jumped on the bed and closed his eyes, going in deep contemplation. He tried to search his memories for something useful, especially video games.

On the surface, it might seem like a bad idea, but video games were a great source of inspiration. Even if he couldn't just copy a spell, he could, however, take the idea or form of a spell and bring it to the real world.
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                It was quiet in Gerald's room. He was silently contemplating new ideas on the bed, when suddenly…

"I got it! I don't need different spells, I just need to upgrade the current ones. That's also going to take way less time and energy and I already have a few ideas!" Gerald opened his eyes and jumped up.

It was already a new day since Gerald used the entire afternoon, evening, and a big chunk of the night to test Etherium Crystals.

He didn't sleep much, but he was too excited to try his ideas in practice to pay any attention to tiredness. As usual, he went to the Crystal Dragon Inn for breakfast and after that, he left through the South gate and went a good distance away from the city before doing any practice runs with magic.

Gerald decided to upgrade his Fireball spell first. He had two ideas for increased destructive power.

Firstly, it was a way to increase the speed of casting, which would allow him to continuously produce Fireballs without stopping.

He named it Repeating Fireball. With a simple change to the flow of Mana, he could produce the effect that would not stop the flow when the spell was completed, instead, it would pull on the rest of Mana and automatically start a new spell.

That could go on forever unless Gerald purposely cut off the flow of Mana or if his energy stores were completely emptied out.

Now it was time to test this theory. Gerald took out Adelard's sword and gathered Mana on his left palm, pointing it away from himself. After steadying his mind, he was ready to begin.

"Repeating Fireball," he calmly said and a red flame ignited on his palm. It quickly grew larger until it became as big as a volleyball, at which point it flew out in a straight line.

Immediately after another flame ignited, grew, and then shoot off into the distance. That repeated a few times before Gerald stopped it. He had a big grin on his face. It worked just as expected.

The speed of the cycle was also quite satisfactory, the whole thing, from the point of fire igniting and then the Fireball flying away, took just about a second.

"Good, this spell works as intended. Now, on to the next one." Gerald mentally prepared himself for the second Fire spell, as it was much more difficult and required greater concentration. It was also an upgraded version of the Fireball spell, just in a different direction.

If the Repeating Fireball focused on speed and quantity, then this one focused on quality and raw power.

The whole theory was simple; Create a normal Fireball, but instead of letting it fly out, he would have to hold it in place and add more Mana to make it more potent.

Trying it out in practice, Gerald quickly realized he had a problem. He needed both hands to contain the Fireball and he couldn't hold the sword at the same time. That meant that he couldn't make use of the Fire Crystals, as they had to be in the contact with the body of a caster in some way, to be able to transfer Mana.

"Damn, I didn't think about this. Maybe I should break the sword apart and make a bracelet instead?" Gerald murmured and scratched his head. It would be a shame to destroy such a nice sword to make a simple bracelet out of it.

"Ah, forget it. I'll think about that later. First I have to test my new Fireball."

Gerald activated his ability to see Mana and prepared to start the spell. He gave that ability a name; Magic Eyes. It was not a requirement for the spell, but it made the whole process much easier.

With the ability to see Mana, he could more easily control and manipulate it, instead of just barely feeling it with his mind.

He spread out his legs slightly and bent his knees, to lower his center of gravity to be more stable. He then placed his hands in front as if he was holding an invisible basketball.

Slowly, he started the process… First, a red flame ignited between his hands and it grew until it reached the size of a volleyball. Then it slowly started to spin and formed itself into a sphere.

It was a similar process to making a normal Fireball, however this time, Gerald advanced much slower and with greater caution, as this was his first time trying it out.

As the ball of flame was spinning, he started to add more Mana with the attribute of Fire. The flame slowly grew larger and it started to push Gerald's hands apart. When his hands were a shoulder-length apart, Gerald stopped adding Mana and pushed, with his mind and body, the flames closer together.

The red flame turned from red to orange, as it was getting hotter. The entire flame was compressed down to the size of a tennis ball when Gerald finally stopped compressing.

Now he began a new cycle of adding Mana and then compressing the flames down once again. With each compression, the flames became brighter and hotter. At the same time, the raw strength and mental exhaustion required for that became exponentially greater.

All in all, Gerald compressed the Fireball three times. In the end, it was once again the size of a volleyball, but the color was bright yellow. Even the natural resistance that came with using Fire magic was unable to block all the heat coming off of it and Gerald felt like his face was going to burst into flames at any time.

He slowly extended his hands forward and said, "Go, Greater Fireball!"

Woosh!

The ball of flame went forward at an amazing speed, and the recoil was so great that Gerald almost lost his footing and fell to the ground. Luckily he stabilized himself before that happened.

Boom!

The Greater Fireball finally hit the ground at an amazing speed and exploded in a spectacular way. A column of flames, that could be seen from even ten kilometers away shoot into the sky, and the inhabitants of Geldern definitely heard the explosion.

"Uh-oh."

Gerald quickly left the scene so he wouldn't be noticed. His face looked tired, but at the same time, a content smile hung on his lips. "The effect is even better than I expected. Although I used almost all my Mana for this, it was totally worth it for such raw firepower."

He drank a Mana Potion and then murmured, "Too bad it takes quite a toll on me, also the casting time is quite long." It indeed took quite a while to cast Greater Fireball. The spells he usually used could be activated in less than a second, but this one required a full minute of preparation. It also left him completely drained at the end.

"There is probably a simple way to solve all these problems, otherwise there would be no way a human could cast higher than medium-grade spells in any useful way. I guess I can shorten the casting time with more training, but the drain on my mind is too great for something like that to be done often."

He looked back at the charred ground from afar and rubbed his chin as he contemplated the results, "Being able to cast my new spells at a first try at least shows that my magic theory is mostly if not completely correct. I just need to further build my foundations of magic and I should be fine."

Gerald went on to sit down by a lonely tree on the plains to rest and recover. Since he needed some time to replenish his Mana, he decided to make use of this time and meditate. It would further speed up his recovery and increase his natural Man regeneration.

A good twenty minutes later, Gerald opened his eyes, feeling refreshed. "Now, an upgrade for my Stone Bolt… It's a good spell, but I can probably make it better. What if I just increased the number of Stone Bolts I can summon? From seven to maybe…thirty? That could work…" Gerald was thinking aloud under the tree. He was sitting on the ground, hands behind his head, legs crossed, completely relaxed.

"Oh!" he exclaimed, "Maybe I could add a bit of Wind magic to it as well. That way I could make them faster and they would carry more kinetic energy too. That could be a good way to pierce armor. Although I didn't fight against any metal armor yet, it's never bad to be prepared."
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                Gerald jumped up and took a few Earth Crystals out of one of his pouches and played with them in his hands.

"Let's see, summoning a massive amount of Stone Bolts and then imbuing them with Wind magic… Hmm, hmm…" Gerald spoke to himself as he nodded, completely engrossed in his new ideas.

He was trying to simulate the whole process in his mind, before trying it in reality. Because, of course, he couldn't just start casting a spell all willy-nilly, without a proper structure. Magic could quickly become dangerous without proper control. Elemental Codex warned about that many times.

"I think I got it," Gerald smiled and then concentrated deeply.

"Stone Bolt Shower, come!" he yelled an order. The ground all around him trembled and a few dozen sharp Stone Bolts shoot into the sky. They were like arrows in the air, ready to descend on his enemies.

With the help of Magic Eyes, he was clearly able to see Mana flowing from him to each and every one of the Stone Bolts in the sky. He somehow reminded himself of an octopus, with all of its tentacles controlling each piece of stone. He was able to control all of those 'tentacles' and through them, the individual Stone Bolt.

Gerald simply waved his right hand downward, with two fingers extended. As the silent order was given, a Stone Bolt flew down from the rest. In the beginning, there was a light 'pop' that could be heard from the sky, like someone popping a balloon.

In fact, something similar to that happened. Right after the Stone Bolt started moving, a high-pressure bubble was created behind it, giving it a much-needed speed boost.

"Mm, good," Gerald commented and nodded at the result, "Now the rest, scatter!" He waved his hands as the order was given.

What followed was like the sound of firecrackers going off. It was the result of many air pressure bubbles exploding at the same time and launching Stone Bolts over a decently large area. They went so fast in fact, that they buried themselves in the ground completely.

With the assistance of gravity and a boost from Wind magic, the forearm-length stone projectiles completely disappeared.

"Good, good, that's what I like to see, haha," he happily laughed at the result. Although the projectiles were more difficult to control due to the increased speed, that didn't matter much as they didn't need to change the flight course if the opponent couldn't dodge in time.

Gerald scratched his head and sighed, "Still, even though the increase in speed is good, I would prefer to have more options with Fire magic. Nothing can beat a good explosion…" His eyes suddenly lit up as an idea popped in his head, "Wait… An explosion? Explosion magic? Can I even do that? Hmm…"

He sank deep in thought as he contemplated his options, "An explosion is basically just a rapid release of unstable energy… usually accompanied by a rapidly expanding hot gas… Hey, hey, hey. This sounds like a perfect task for a combination of Fire and Wind magic!"

He started to walk in circles with a serious expression on his face as he murmured many unrecognizable words. His mind was working overtime, trying to come up with a way to combine different flows of Mana into one. It was a giant difference in combining Mana flows and just rapidly cycling between them as he did for Stone Bolt Shower.

For that, he first used Earth magic to summon the Bolts, then Wind magic for the added speed, and lastly Earth magic for guidance.

Combining two different Elements was a bit trickier, but not impossible. Sera already told him that it was possible to combine Earth and Fire when they first met, so he didn't see why would combining Fire with Wind be any different.

The only problem was, that he didn't have any examples to observe and copy.

"Maybe if I gather a bunch of Mana and then destabilize it? That could maybe work…"

Without further ado, he simply extended his left hand and gathered a few points of Mana on his palm, and said, "Explosion!"

Boom!

To his surprise, it actually worked. But, after the explosion happened, Gerald deeply frowned and sucked a lot of cold air through gritted teeth. Then, he roared, "Ow! Fuck! That hurt like hell!"

The spell did, in fact, work quite well. The problem, however, was that there was no automatic protective layer like it existed when using Fire magic. Gerald was actually really close to losing his left hand right there, as the explosion happened right on the surface of his skin.

He kneeled down while holding his hand close to his chest. "Uh… Damn, this hurts so much. And I was just thinking about the dangers of improper uses of magic as well!" His hand was bleeding and a few bones in his fingers felt like they at least cracked, if not completely broke.

"Huff, huff," he was panting deeply, trying to get the pain under control and stabilize his mind. As he slowly calmed down, he was again able to use magic as he wished, so he started to recover by using healing magic. "Heal. Gaah, it still hurts… Heal, come on!"

He repeated the healing magic a few times before the pain subsided. After that, he meditated for a while to recover more of his Mana and continued to heal himself again and again.

"This was an absolutely unacceptable failure. I can't have my own spells damaging me, or else my opponent won't even need to do anything to beat me…"

When he finally recovered completely a few hours later, as bones were hard to heal, he decided to attempt the Explosion magic once more. This time, however, he was much more conservative with the amount of Mana used.

"I need to figure out what went wrong before… I'm sure there's a way to make use of explosions without hurting myself…but how? Oh well, might as well try it out, I should be able to observe it in detail with Magic Eyes."

Indeed, he activated Magic Eyes before anything else. Next, he gathered about 1LIS worth of Mana, just enough for a tiny explosion.

He extended his hand and triggered the spell, "Explosion!"

Pang!

The result was the same as before and Gerald cursed even more…

"Ow! God damn it! Why it always explodes right on my hand?!" He was huffing and puffing, completely fed up with the self-inflicted pain. "Aah! Screw it, I'm going home. This is obviously not working, I might as well use my time in a more productive way."
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                After the recent incidents with Explosion magic, Gerald decided to take a small break. He took his time in everyday life, not hurrying around all the time.

Unbeknown to him, he was under constant surveillance, especially when he ate. Because he was always dining at the Crystal Dragon Inn, the spies from the Serrell family had an easy time tracking his movements.

Gerald decided to switch to a more body-oriented style of training. But before that, he went to the Guild to test his strength once more.

When the results came in, he was not surprised at all by the fact that he already reached strength rank Iron 1. That was approximately equal to one hundred kilograms and it was within his expectations.

"Ah, my muscles finally woke up after years of inactivity," Gerald nodded as he looked at the results in satisfaction. "It's a good jump in strength for a month of running around and fighting. Although I probably won't progress this fast in the future, it's still a good beginner's boost."

Different from the short-lived satisfaction, Gerald had a big problem that was slowly growing. He was in this world for almost a month already and he got quite used to it. However, he was still just a teenager after all, and in his prime years at that. The problem revolved around more personal stuff.

Without the internet to satisfy his lust, it was getting harder and harder to keep a clear head. His mind was getting more distracted by the day, his thoughts constantly focusing on the opposite gender.

It did not help that most women he saw were, in fact, quite healthy-looking and really attractive. It actually made things worse.

Even if he wanted a release, it was not like he could just find a casual hook-up for one night. The customs and norms of this world were vastly different from the more casual lifestyle of the developed countries of planet Earth.

For that, and some other reasons, Gerald tried to distract his mind with other things. For example his experiments, or training.

He knew that obsessing over girls would get him nowhere. First, he needed a foothold in this world. His own house would be a good start.

He, of course, wanted to build a strong foundation for himself in this foreign land. Amassing a significant amount of wealth and knowledge would serve him well on this journey. No matter what he decided later, he first needed a place to stay, and living in a single room in the Guild's living quarters didn't seem appropriate.

Especially since he was interested in magic and alchemy, he needed space and privacy. A simple room just couldn't provide that.

It was good enough to make some simple potions, but what if he wanted to tackle some more advanced stuff? Or some more volatile substances? Or poisons? It just wouldn't work.

However, now was not the time to be thinking about his future residence. Not to mention that he didn't have enough money, he probably couldn't buy it even if he had. He was currently a nobody, and even in the Guild, he was one of the lowest ranks. He just barely arrived and had close to zero connections in this city.

So, for the beginning, Gerald decided to get stronger, make a name for himself, and then take it from there. All would then be easier to do, from a higher vantage point.

As his new routine, he trained sword skills in the morning, honing his basic moves and strengthening his upper body. It was mainly to get himself once again used to fighting with medieval weapons so he wouldn't have to rely on magic all the time.

After a few hours of training, he would usually go for a meal in the Crystal Dragon Inn that consisted of mostly meat, some bread or starchy tubers, something similar to potatoes, and, of course, beer.

Alcohol was a staple drink, at least in Geldern, and only children drank just water or milk. It did not mean that people would have a problem with intoxication, however. That's because the alcohol content in the drink was one or two percent at most. It was more like tea than beer.

After lunch, Gerald took some time off to meditate and strengthen his Mana regen and observe people with his Magic Eyes.

With this ability, he could see the Mana flowing through people. Everyone had a slightly different shade of a similar color or a completely different color altogether. "I guess this is the magic imprint that is used to identify people."

The best analogy he could come up with was that he could compare Mana with different frequencies of light. Each frequency would have slightly different properties and colors.

Sera also came often to chat. They sometimes talked for just a few minutes and other times for more than an hour.

It usually ended with Gerald going back to his training. He was years behind his peers in strength and if he wanted to catch up, he had to work many times harder than them, so he didn't have much spare time.

Gerald often observed Sera with his Magic Eyes. The light coming from her was really dim, indicating a low Mana capacity. But that was nothing new, as she herself told him that before.

What shocked him, however, was that instead of a shade of brown, like most people, she had a dark turquoise color.

It did not seem like Earth was her main Element, instead, it should be Water, with maybe a little mixture of Wind. When Gerald discovered that, he refrained from telling her. Not because he didn't want her to know, but instead to protect her from herself.

She had a talent for at least two Elements, but her control over Mana was subpar. There was no harmony between the Elements in her body. It was in fact, chaos.

When he observed mages, their Mana was flowing smoothly like a gentle stream. Warriors, especially those like Kerius from Iron Hawks who trained in Combat Arts, had a more robust and aggressive Mana flow, but it was still under control.

Sera, however, had a tangled mess. Mana was swirling around with no pattern at all. In fact, when Gerald asked her to demonstrate her spellcasting once more, she protested at first, but then still did as he asked.

As he observed, he noticed the disharmony inside her body. Instead of her Mana gathering and going out all at once like a well-disciplined army, it went like a bunch of hooligans, running in all directions, even backward. He felt as if there was something actively preventing her from using magic.

Unfortunately, she didn't wanna talk about it and Gerald didn't wanna be too pushy so the conversation ended there.

He went to seek advice from Orin Gezor, the headmaster of the Magic Academy, but even he couldn't give him any useful tips as to what was the case with Sera. The same went for Explosion magic, Gerald did not get any useful information out of it.

"Combining multiple Elements into a single spell is a really difficult process. Usually, people go for spells of a single Element, sometimes two, and three if they are a genius. But the learning process is different for each one so it takes time to master them."

"Combining Elements, even if they are synergistic, takes a lot of time, patience, and above all, practice," Orin Gezor explained to Gerald when the latter asked him about Explosion magic.

"It's not that it's impossible or it doesn't exist, Explosion magic is in fact quite powerful. I heard that in the Burronian Empire they already solved the problem and there are a few people that can already use it. I just don't think it's worth losing sleep over it since it is unlikely you will ever come in contact with it."

Gerald nodded, but in his mind, he was of a different opinion, 'We will see about that! If there is a way for me to use and master Explosion magic, I'll definitely find it.'
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                After the chat with the headmaster, Gerald left for a short jog. As he was running, a thought hit him, "I haven't seen that guy Adelard recently. I wonder if he finally decided to stop bothering us, or is he just cooking up a new scheme to get Sera?"

In recent days, Gerald came to learn a few things about the Serrell family. As it turned out they, ruled over Geldern for quite a few generations. They were not the best rulers, but they also weren't too tyrannical. It was only recently, when Egott inherited the position of the city Lord, that the problems arose.

He was a weak-minded individual with ambitions far too great for his own good. He had barely any influence outside Geldern and no support whatsoever from the other nearby city Lords. Still, he thought it was a good idea to start acting like he was the king of the world.

His somewhat tyrannical rule ended just as quickly as it has begun. It was unfortunate for him that a few years earlier, Geldern got a new Guild Master. And this guy was no pushover. He tolerated Egott for a few years, but when the taxes suddenly skyrocketed and most of the citizens started to dislike the Lord, it was time to act.

The Guild Master was a powerful warrior with command over the Warrior's Guild. With his influence, he quickly established a counter to Egott Serrell and put a stop to his blind dreams.

With some help from the citizens, Egott's army, if it could even be called that, was quickly crushed as they were greatly outnumbered.

His soldiers gone and his governing power seized, Egott became just a political figure, a shield for the Guild.

The Guild Master knew that if the Serrell family was gone, the weakling of a city Lord would probably get replaced by someone influential and with more connections, possibly a son of some other powerful city Lord. If that happened it would be much harder, if not impossible, to keep the simple casual lifestyle people in Geldern had right now.

With an empty threat of getting eradicated looming over his head, Egott Serrell decided to be a good boy and play by the rules.

This was the extent of what Gerald came to know in recent days. "It seems like they didn't learn much though. This Adelard is a real spoiled brat. I wonder if his 'brave' adventures recently have anything to do with his father. Maybe he didn't quite give up on his dreams of power…"

Gerald's thinking came close to uncovering the truth. The city Lord was, in fact, going crazier after his loss. Although it seemed like he was completely pacified on the outside, inside his head he still had those crazy delusions of grandeur.

He even went so far as to invite foreign forces and provide them shelter in the city, just so he could once again take over.

What he did not expect, however, was that when the Blood Sun Viper sect came, they basically just took over what little power he had left, and he became their puppet. They smelled weakness in the city Lord and quickly had him in a grip, like the power-hungry snakes they were.

Not even his son Adelard knew what was going on behind the scenes. He even thought his father was soon going to become the great city Lord, who had to answer to nobody but the King.



A few days passed by as Gerald patiently waited for his new armor. He made good use of his time. Apart from training, he also took time off to chat with warriors in the Warriors Guild.

Most of them were quite nice and friendly, giving a nooby like him a few pointers and guidelines that helped him better understand the life of an adventuring traveling warrior.

He also came to know that most of them did not have a permanent residence and they were constantly on the move, traveling from city to city, searching for better work opportunities.

People were quite open with their personal life, their hopes, and dreams.

When Gerald steered the conversation on the topic of potions and Alchemy, he came to know that Geldern was actually considered quite a backwater city in that regard.

It was not a big city by any means, containing only about ten thousand people, but it was especially poor in terms of quality potion production.

It was the easternmost city on the continent, basically surrounded by wilderness on three sides. No respected Alchemist would decide to seclude himself here.

Alchemists were respected and adored by the masses. They would be treated well no matter where they went and they would be able to live comfortable lives. For that reason alone they would never choose to live in a city like Geldern. It was too far from the center of the Kingdom.

The only Alchemists that lived in Geldern were those that didn't make it in the world. They were not talented enough to live in the capital, or the cities surrounding it.

Alchemists, of course, had strong competition in those places and if they were not up to par, they had to move or face bankruptcy. No skill and connections meant that nobody would buy their lesser products.

Gerald was interested in all that since he was searching for the herb God's Blood for his Mana Elixir. When he heard that the Alchemists in the capital were of much better quality, able to create a greater variety of potions, he figured he had a shot at finding God's Blood there.

The capital also had a merchant guild called Golden Pouch that also ruled over a great Auction House. They were making hundreds if not thousands of trades each day, from the most basic everyday items to the highest grades of weapons and armor.

Herbs, medicine, and potions were also the staple products they handled.

"Okay, I need to check that merchant guild. If I can't get my hands on some God's Blood there, then I really don't know where to look." Gerald decided to take a look around the capital. Unfortunately, his new armor was still not ready, so he had to wait. Also, the road to the capital was quite long, so he decided to check if he could take a mission to do on the way there.

After checking the mission board, though, he came back empty-handed. People usually didn't travel such long distances at once.

Especially merchants who traveled a lot would, more often than not, travel for a day and then rest in a nearby city or village instead of staying on the road. That would make the travel time even longer as they would take many detours and then stay in that particular place for a day or two.

Gerald did not get discouraged, however. He had a few more days to think things through and make a decision. Worst case scenario he could still go on the road by himself.
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                On the morning of the next new day, Gerald went for a run around the city. His daily training routine was slowly starting to show some decent results. Now he could already run for more than half an hour at a medium intensity, without getting too exhausted.

"Huff, I'm slowly getting stronger, but my endurance is still not enough. I have to push myself harder than that to catch up to my peers. Move those legs, let's go!" He was giving himself some motivational words while running.

During training, he found a small exploit. Whenever a normal person trained, the muscles would get damaged slightly. Normally, a day or two of rest would be enough to recover, but Gerald had a rare advantage. He could use his healing magic to recover in minutes instead of days.

The same effect could, of course, be achieved with Healing Potions or Health Potions, it would just be really expensive. Having the ability to recover quickly allowed Gerald to train for the whole day and still be completely fine the next one.

This is how he progressed so quickly. Although he came up with this idea only a weak ago, the results were already such as if he trained for a whole month.

After the morning exercise, Gerald went to the Crystal Dragon Inn to get some breakfast as usual. As he was distracted by eating, he didn't notice two pairs of eyes staring at him from the table in the corner.

"He is eating it."

"Yes…"

"…"

"…"

"He ate it."

"Yes…"

A silence followed as the two pairs of eyes intently observed Gerald eating.

"He finished."

"Yes…"

"Should we report to the Lord?"

"No… Not yet. We observe…"

The two silhouettes stayed rooted in place until Gerald finished his meal and left the Inn. Only then did they move to carefully follow him.

Meanwhile, Gerald was completely oblivious to the shadows behind. He was in the middle of the city and there was no reason to be concerned about a possible attack.

"Hmm, I have nothing to do apart from training." Gerald put his hands deep into his pockets. By doing that he bumped his pouch with potions inside.

"Oh, maybe I should get more potions… I used quite a few Mana Potions this week. Doesn't hurt to have a few more."

He went back to his room, quietly whistling to himself. After a few minutes of rummaging through his belongings, a slight frown formed on his face.

"Tch, I am all out of Mana Root and Morning Dew. I'll have to get some more…" he sighed. "Oh well, I better get going…" He took a cloth sack and went back out, to the northern gates of the city.

At the gates, two silhouettes stopped as they watched him leave.

"He left."

"Yes…"

"To the woods in the north."

"Yes…"

"It's about time. We should report this to the Lord."

"Yes…"

The two mixed into the crowd of people and disappeared.



In the guest room in the Serell family mansion.

"It is done, Lord Green Fang. We managed to sneak the Purple Frog Saliva into his food this morning. He consumed it about twenty minutes ago and now he went out of the city to the northern forest."

"Yes…"

Lord Green Fang only spared a glance to the two spies bowing before him. "Northern woods you say?"

"That's right my Lord."

"Yes…"

"Excellent," Green Fang laughed. "This went even better than I imagined, now there will be absolutely no leads for his death. The wild animals will quickly devour his body and there won't be even bones left!"

He turned to look at the two spies and said, "You did a good job, I'll make sure you two get rewarded for your services, don't worry."

"Thank you, my Lord."

"Thank you…"

"Mn," Lord Green fang nodded and then waved his hand, "Now go, I have other things to take care of."

The spies bowed and respectfully left.

"Call in the next messenger," the Lord Green Fang ordered to the servant standing beside him, without even sparing him a glance.

"Yes my Lord!" The servant quickly responded to the order and ran to the door, to welcome the next person.

In came a middle-aged man, draped in a dark green cloak. His eyes were sharp and his face full of seriousness and respect. When he came in, he stepped forward and saluted the Lord, and at the same time, revealing the green-scaled full body armor under the cloak.

"Erovior, leader of the second division of the Green Scales is here to report, my Lord!"

Green Fang nodded and said, "What news do you bring? Speak."

"Yes!" Erovior straightened his back and spoke with a strong voice, "Yesterday, around noon, our division engaged the target. As per orders, we followed the group called Children of War and ambushed them near Ironhog village. There were no witnesses or survivors."

Lord Green Fang narrowed his eyes and sternly asked, "Are you sure?"

Erovior's face did not show any emotion as he quickly answered, "Yes my Lord. We even disposed of the bodies, nobody will be able to find any clues of their disappearance."

"Hehehe, excellent," Lord Green Fang laughed, "Make sure to stay low for the next few days. We will leave this dump as soon as we are finished here. You will receive the order in the next few days. Until then, dismissed!"

"Yes my Lord!" Erovior saluted again and then left the room. He then left the Serell family mansion through a secret entrance and disappeared into the city.
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                In the meantime, Gerald was on his way to the forest. It has been a few minutes already since he started to feel some discomfort in his throat. It felt like someone was scratching him from inside. It was not painful but was instead extremely itchy.

"Damn, what's going on?" he tried scratching his chest and neck, but to no avail. The itchiness came from deep inside his throat and it was only getting worse.

He tried to use the healing spell, but it didn't seem like it did anything to alleviate the symptoms. "Cough, cough, what the hell is going on?" He started to cough from discomfort.

Soon he was thrown into an intense coughing fit, that forced him to bend down. As he was coughing so intensely for a good thirty seconds, something flew out of his mouth.

As soon as it did, his coughing calmed down and the discomfort also slowly faded away. Gerald had to catch his breath first and he also drank a few mouthfuls of water from his waterskin, to moisturize his dried-out throat.

Only after calming down did he observe what came out of him. On the ground, there was a purplish-black goo. It almost looked like tar. It was repulsive just to look at.

"What the fuck is this shit? Did I cough this out? Gross." He bent down to take a closer look and wondered, "This black goo that almost choked me from inside… Is it some kind of poison?" He took out an empty vial and scooped up the black goo.

"Hmm…" he observed the vial, "I'll have to investigate when I get back to the city. There might be someone trying to kill me…"

Gerald stored the vial back in one of his pouches on his belt and continued on his way.

Since he was still waiting for his new armor, he was only dressed in casual clothes. He had no intention of fighting on this trip, and besides, his defensive magic was just as good as a  simple low-grade armor.

This time he was alone, and because of that, he had to focus on his surroundings much more. He was walking around in the forest, collecting every single herb he came across. All plants that could be used in potions were carefully collected and stored in his sack.

He left the road long ago and was now just walking from plant to plant, completely unconcerned about getting lost. He had a good sense of direction, and even if he somehow got lost, he could still orient himself by the position of the sun at a given time of day.

He already crossed the river on the north-western side of Geldern and walked through the forest on the other side.

Since the people around these parts usually relied on crystals to power their magic spells, the ingredients for Mana and Greater Mana Potion were considered worthless. They were like a weed for normal people so Gerald had an extremely easy time gathering a whole bunch of them.

After a few millennia of being left alone by humans, the number of magical plants increased significantly. Their worth was literally that of grass.

"Man, this is great. I won't ever have a problem with Mana anymore if I can collect this many herbs every time I go out." Gerald happily looked at the now full sack. It was almost the size of his torso and had a decent weight to it.

He decided to walk around for a while, in the hope he might find a rarer plant from the Blood Codex. Although he already knew that plants around here were considered of a lower quality, you never know. He just might get lucky.

The wind slowly turned, blowing straight into Gerald's face. Soon, he smelled something unpleasant. It was a mixture of rotten meat and feces, which reminded him of the time when he fought Giant Rats.

"Oh my god, where is this stench coming from?" he covered his nose with a wet cloth so he could breathe. It did not block all of the smell, but now it was at least manageable.

He just wanted to turn around and go back when he heard sounds coming from not far ahead.

"There! Maybe I should check it out?" He considered his options, but in the end, the curiosity prevailed and he went towards the sounds.

Soon he came to the edge of the forest. In front were a clearing and a high cliff with a cave that was half-hidden by giant boulders. Outside, Gerald saw a few broken carriages that looked like they were exposed to the elements for a good while already.

The paint was chipped, wood broken and rotten, one of them even had a side missing. What made Gerald's blood boil, however, was the great number of filthy beasts he saw walking around.

Goblins. A whole bunch of them. At a single glance, he estimated that there were at least fifty of them. They were loudly screaming and growling at each other.

Every once in a while Gerald caught a word that he could understand, but most of the time they were just letting out random noises. He thought back to the time when he first met Goblins. They were also just letting out random noises until they detected Sera.

Since they then started screaming some understandable words, Gerald figured that they had a way to communicate with words, although it was severely limited.

He did not forget what Sera told him about these creatures, especially what they do with women. He slowly took off his herb sack and quietly placed it on the ground.

"Just you wait, you bastards. I'll take care of you soon," he whispered through gritted teeth and took a fistful of Earth Crystals from his pocket.

"Let's see… All Earth Crystals combined contain 45 LIS, and one Stone Shower consumes 5 LIS so I should…" Gerald muttered to himself when he frowned. "Why the fuck are they calling it LIS? I know it stands for Low-Intensity Spell, but come on!"

He sighed and rubbed his forehead, "It's so annoying… It is too similar to the name Liz, my ex-girlfriend. Every time I think about a quantity of Mana I get distracted because of it."

He poked his head out of the leaves and observed the Goblins and murmured to himself, "Well, if there are Goblins like in videogames and I'm using even magic from videogames as inspiration, maybe I should adopt a few more things?"

He squeezed the Earth Crystals and smiled, "From now on there will only be MP, as in Mana Points, and no more Liz… I mean LIS. Now, it's time to start testing my new magic."

Gerald moved further back into the forest to hide his spell-casting. He whispered, "Stone Shower," a few times, and the Stone Bolts flew out of the ground, hovering just above the treetops, perfectly hidden. Gerald put away the exhausted Earth Crystals and took out the Fire Sword he got from Adelard.

With around 150 Stone Bolts above him, he took a few steps forward without fear. Before long he came out of the undergrowth and stepped on the grassy lawn where Goblins lay.

"Now, let the testing…begin!" He extended his left hand and a flame ignited on it as, at the same time, the Stone Bolts in the sky moved at his command.
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                In the forest, northwest of the city of Geldern, one of the most hated and repulsive creatures was under attack.

A horde of Goblins erupted in absolute panic when sharp stones started to rain from the sky. And that was not even the worst of it. Fireballs were flying in two directions, setting up walls of flame on both sides of the cliff, preventing any of them from escaping.

Even if any Goblin managed to run through the flames without getting chared to the bone when he came out on the other side, a single Stone Bolt was enough to end his struggling.

Gerald was just standing there, using his Repeating Fireball, shooting it first on the left and then to the right, and then to the left again. The Stone Shower was quite effective, even though he had a few difficulties controlling so many objects at the same time.

He sent them hurling down about twenty at a time, usually in a small group, to take out multiple Goblins at once. Some of them attempted to use the old carriages as cover, but a single Fireball quickly burnt those hopes to ash.

After the first panic, the Goblins quickly became enraged and their bloodthirsty nature awakened. All of those that were left breathing charged Gerald at once. It showed just how useless their decision-making was.

All of them, every single one, running in a straight line toward a mage that uses Fire magic. Gerald almost laughed when he saw that. He commanded the rest of the Stone Bolts to descend behind him and then he just sent them forward.

Wave after wave of Goblins was mowed down like dried grass, and the few that managed to squeeze through were quickly stopped by a Fireball to the face.

The fight was quick and messy if it could be called a fight at all. In less than five minutes around fifty Goblins were either dead or dying, not a single one was left standing in the open.

Gerald breathed out, but he didn't dare relax yet. He went from one Goblin to the next and cut off his head and then the tail. He stored the tails in one of his pouches that he got specifically for storing hunting trophies and it was specially coated so it wouldn't leak.

The job was quite disgusting but necessary. He couldn't risk any of the Goblins getting away by faking death and each tail served as proof of a kill that could be exchanged for ten silver coins each. Considering how many he killed here, that was quite a good amount of money.

Gerald was slowly working on the Goblins when he spotted movement from the corner of his eye. Without even thinking he shouted, "Unmoving Boulder!" Not even a second later an arrow came flying at him at an insane speed.

Bam!

The arrow collided with Gerald's forehead and knocked him down to the ground.

"Uugh…" Gerald felt the impact of the arrow and it hurt quite a lot. Blood slowly started trickling down straight into his eye, as he struggled to get back up.

The impact was strong enough to pierce his magic-enhanced skin and even scrape his skull. Apart from that, he received a concussion and was currently not in a good state of mind. He struggled to get up, but as soon as he was standing, he felt his head spin and he kneeled back down to stabilize himself.

At the same exact moment, he heard the sound of an arrow flying just above his head. He barely dodged the following shoot by pure chance.

He quickly rolled to the side and then did an awkward jump and rolled forward. Another arrow came flying and just missed his ass.

By this time Gerald somewhat cleared his dizziness and quickly cast a heal on himself. He stood up and started running away in an unpredictable pattern.

Many arrows came flying and a few of them barely missed him. He was desperately running to the forest to get some cover and at the same time, his mind was desperately working on a possible counterattack.

Unfortunately, he didn't know who, or what was attacking him, and even if he did, he had no time to look back and assess the situation.

The archer was extremely accurate and he quickly adapted to Gerald's way of running. Every time Gerald changed direction, he would slow down and then stop to turn. The time window was small but just enough for the unknown archer.

"Aah!" Gerald screamed as an arrow found its target and pierced his back where the shoulder blade was.

The Unmoving Boulder provided quite a good protection on the surface, but it was not made for blocking arrows at a close range. Besides, some arrows were even made to pierce metal, so what could a slightly magically strengthened skin do.

He gritted his teeth and continued running. Another arrow came flying and impaled his thigh before he managed to hide behind a tree.

He was breathing heavily and his whole body was shaking. The adrenaline was flooding his system, making all of his senses heighten.

Gerald took out a few Healing Potions with his shaking hands and drank them all at once. He also took out the Swiftness Potion and Greater Mana potion and emptied them in a flash.

He then grabbed the arrow at his back and gritted his teeth while pulling it out. The pain was immense as the arrow was stuck in the bone, but he managed to remove it. He quickly cast a heal on himself to stop the bleeding.

Next, he pulled out the arrow from his leg and cast another heal there. The hole was almost fifteen centimeters deep and was extremely painful.

He barely had any time to breathe before he heard someone coming. He poked his head from behind the tree trunk and saw a weird figure running toward him.

It was almost the height of a grown man, but the proportions were way different. It was a humanoid, but the legs were much shorter and stocky, the upper body was way larger and it had a quite short neck and a small head.

Apart from that, its body was covered with fur, and it had an ugly face, with giant teeth poking out at the sides of its mouth.

"A Hobgoblin?" Gerald guessed and cursed, "Damn, I should have known. Such a big gathering of Goblins would, of course, have a leader."

The Hobgoblin was wearing a full suit of armor, a mixture of leather and iron. He had a bow in one hand and an arrow in the other. He carried a sword on his hip and a battleaxe on his back.

Even with all that gear weighing him down, he was still quickly approaching. Gerald could already see the bloodlust in its eyes.

He did not hesitate any longer, he gripped the Fire Sword tightly and cast his spell, "Repeating Fireball!"

Woosh! Woosh!

The balls of flame flew out one by one in a straight line. But the Hobgoblin was quite agile and he quickly dodged the projectiles by either rolling under them or by simply moving out of the way. He was quickly approaching and Gerald was getting more nervous by the second.

The Hobgoblin now knew exactly where Gerald was hiding, so it took the arrow, nocked it on the bow, and shoot with extreme precision. Gerald barely had enough time to pull back his head to save himself from getting a hole through his skull.

His enemy was already dangerously close and his Fireballs were not effective. Just hiding in the corner will never bring forth anything good so he decided on a different strategy.

He threw all caution to the wind and ran out from his hiding spot behind the tree. The Hobgoblin was now quite close already, just a few meters away. It was a distance too short for the bow, so he just simply discarded it to the side and took the battleaxe from his back.

They were now just two meters from each other, both running forward with no intentions of stopping. The Hobgoblin swung his battleaxe in a horizontal motion, aiming at Gerald's chest.
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                Gerald ducked at the last second by bending backward and the sharp edge just barely missed his nose, taking out just a few strands of hairs from his head. At the same time, he swung his sword at the Hobgoblin.

With a clank, the sword bounced off of the metal plate on Hobgoblin's stomach.

Gerald clicked his tongue in frustration and then quickly stood up and turned around. 'This is completely different than in movies!'

But he didn't have time to lament. His opponent was already preparing for the next swing. Gerald gritted his teeth and gathered his Mana, waiting for the opportune moment to punch out.

When the Hobgoblin came close and was just about to swing his battleaxe, Gerald roared, "Wind Blast!"

The Wind Blast was an upgraded version of Fist of Wind. It required three times as much Mana, but it was way stronger because of it.

The blast at such a close range was quite devastating. The Hobgoblin was thrown in the air and fell back down a few meters away. Gerald did not lose any time and quickly cast a Fireball at the grounded opponent.

The Hobgoblin was quite quick to jump back to his feet, but he still collided with the Fireball. He got blasted backward once again and rolled on the ground. The flames unfortunately only singed his fur and the leather and iron armor and he did not catch on fire.

The battleaxe flew to who knows where, but he was not concerned about that at all. The Hobgoblin jumped back up and quickly dodged the next Fireball by ducking and rolling to the side. Now he was on the opposite end of a dangerous situation.

Gerald kept using his Fireball and kept the Hobgoblin on his toes. It did not last long, however. The Hobgoblin was nimble and fast and he quickly shortened the distance between them. When he came quite close, he pulled out the sword from the scabbard.

Gerald had no other choice but to defend himself with his sword in hand since the enemy was already too close for comfort.

Clang!

The two blades collided and Gerald was almost knocked over by the heavy impact. His hand felt numb just from a single strike.

He had no choice but to avoid the next slash. The Hobgoblin was slowly getting irritated more and more. He started growling and aggressively advancing.

Every time Gerald tried to defend himself and block the incoming hit, his hands barely managed to hold onto the blade handle. It was getting to the point where he could just move backward and his sword was getting smacked from side to side.

"Grah! Die human!" the Hobgoblin roared. It was the first time Gerald heard him speak. The Hobgoblin accelerated forward and once again, the swords collided. This time, it seemed that he used his full power and Gerald's sword flew out of his hand.

Gerald was shocked and he tried to dodge backward, but the Hobgoblin was too fast and the tip of his sword slashed across his chest. Although the wound was not lethal, it was now getting really dangerous.

Gerald had no choice but to use his personal Mana once again, "Wind Blast!" With this spell, he got himself a few precious seconds to catch his breath as the Hobgoblin tumbled to the ground.

With the shaky hands, he reached into his pocket and took out a bunch of charged Earth Crystals, and started pelting the Hobgoblin with all he got.

"Stone Shower! Stone Spike! Stone Shower!" He was casting spell after spell, with no regard for the intense pain in his head. Every spell demanded a toll on the mind. And when a human was using too much magic, a headache would start.

Gerald had no choice but to continue or he would die.

Fortunately this time, the Hobgoblin was not able to avoid the massive amount of projectiles that came flying at him.

Granted, he was not a weak individual and he also wore armor. Whenever a Stone Bolt would hit a metal piece it would shatter into pieces, leaving only a dent behind. Still, the kinetic energy of dozens of projectiles was no joke.

Besides the flying stones weren't the only danger. The Stone Spikes Gerald Gerald cast, came out of the ground, trying to impale the Hobgoblin.

"Cursed human! Stop hiding behind your magic and fight me! You coward!" the Hobgoblin roared and screamed, he had no choice but to defend himself from the stones that rained down on him from every direction.

The leather connecting the armor pieces together eventually tore apart and that's when the real pain began. When the metal pieces fell off, the skin and fur presented no obstacle for the sharp Stone Spikes which easily pierced through the flesh.

Gerald was completely spent. The empty Earth Crystals fell to the ground around him and he himself collapsed to his knees. His breathing was hard and his vision was blurry.

"Over… It's finally over." he gasped.

He had barely any strength left when he took out another Healing Potion from his pouch and slowly drank it. Then he just laid down on the ground and closed his eyes. His head felt like it was at the edge of bursting apart.

He did not sleep, and besides, the headache wouldn't let him do that anyway. He just rested for a while. His shirt was soaked in blood, but the potion soon took effect and the bleeding stopped quite quickly.

His Mana also slowly regenerated so he was able to cast just one healing spell on himself, just to speed up the recovery. He couldn't afford to cast more or his head would explode from pain. Not literally though, but it would feel like it, probably.

He got up a few hours later when he felt rested enough and the headache also somewhat subsided.

He looked at where the Hobgoblin lay as anger and hate were clearly visible on his face as he walked towards him and said, "Time to dispose of the trash."
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                A battlefield. Bodies, blood, and gore everywhere. Losses were immense, but only for one side. A single warrior, weaker in numbers and strength, emerged victoriously.

Gerald slowly walked toward his opponent. On the way, he collected his fallen Earth Crystals and Fire Sword. He came before the Hobgoblin. All of its aggressiveness was now gone. It lay there, quiet, in a pool of its own blood, pinned to the ground by multiple Stone Bolts.

Suddenly, the Hobgoblin opened his eyes. frightening Gerald so he jumped back on instinct.

"Damn…this thing is still not dead." He pulled out his sword and slowly stepped closer.

The Hobgoblin coughed a mouthful of blood and then spoke in a raspy voice, "Well done, human. You beat me. But don't think this is over, haha…" he laughed, but then coughed blood again.

"You might have killed my kin here, but we will be back. You can't escape your destiny. Just because you humans rule the world now you think you are special. You think you are strong. Let me tell you something. You are nothing. You are worth less than a speck of dust."

"Your magic might have bested me, but there are those that all of your kin combined can't even scratch, much less kill. Haha…" The Hobgoblin laughed again and coughed blood, again.

Gerald looked at him in disgust and asked, "Are you done?"

The Hobgoblin grinned and said, "You are the first and the last human I have ever spoken to but that won't change anything. You will die like the rest of your pathetic race, just you wait… And yes, I'm done. Finish me now, would you?"

Gerald lifted his sword…and then slowly lowered it back down. He was just looking at the Hobgoblin.

"What are you waiting for? Finish me!" The Hobgoblin was now getting irritated. He was not afraid of death, but the emotionless face of this human was slowly growing a smile. It was creeping him out.

Gerald stabbed the sword into the ground and took out a few Healing Potions. He opened them up and then emptied the contents on the motionless Hobgoblin.

"Pah! What are you doing? You crazy bastard, finish me already!" the Hobgoblin nervously roared. He was getting freaked out by this unusual turn of events.

Gerald completely ignored him and instead extended his hand above him, "Heal."

"???" The Hobgoblin was now totally freaking out. He was not stupid and he understood that he was not getting healed because the human wanted to help him. More likely, the human wanted to torture him, keeping him at the edge of death.

Indeed, as he predicted, Gerald once again took the sword and then stepped on a Hobgoblin's hand. He lifted the sword high, and with a swift move, he cut off the Hobgoblin's hand.

"Aarrgh! You bastard! Cowardly human! Curse you and your whole family!"

Gerald completely ignored his screams and he once again wore an expressionless face. "Fire," he said.

A flame started burning on his palm. He turned his hand downward and chared the bloody stump. He crudely cauterized the wound, to stop his victim from bleeding out.

He cast another heal on the Hobgoblin and repeated the same process on his other hand and then his feet. The Hobgoblin was screaming and cursing him the whole time, but Gerald did not pay him any attention.

He did all of that just in case the Hobgoblin tried to fight back after getting healed. Without any hands and feet, he would be way less of a threat even if he could attack him. The pain was just a bonus.

In the end, Gerald waved his hand and all the Stone Bolts flew up, out of the Hobgoblin's body, causing him to bleed once more. But the problem was quickly solved with a little bit of fire.

Just when he thought it was over, the Hobgoblin saw Gerald take out a vial with a black liquid. He almost felt like crying. He knew the worst part was about to start.

Gerald stuck the handle of his sword into the Hobgoblin's mouth and then forcefully opened it. Lastly, he poured the liquid down his throat and made sure the Hobgoblin swallowed it.

By that point, the Hobgoblin had already given up and just watched helplessly without saying anything. In the meantime, Gerald found a clean spot a few meters away to sit down and observe.

They were then just looking at each other, waiting for something to happen.

About half an hour passed and the Hobgoblin started shaking and releasing weird sounds. Gerald stood up and came closer to have a better view of the whole thing.

A few minutes passed and the Hobgoblin was already coughing as if his life depended on it. Slowly Gerald noticed a change.

The veins under Hobgoblin's skin started becoming black and the skin around it became purple. He was shaking like crazy and blood foam came out of his mouth.

Gerald observed the whole thing and deeply frowned. "They tried to use such a vicious poison on me? Was it that bastard Adelard? But he doesn't seem bright enough to use poison." Gerald was deep in thought as he calculated the different possibilities.

"Or maybe it was that Blood Sun Viper? They probably use poison since they even have the word viper in their name. Hmph. Luckily these tricks don't work on me, but I will have to be careful about a more physical approach."

When Gerald came to a conclusion, the Hobgoblin was already dead. He cut off his tail and stored it away. It was much longer than that of Goblins but still similar.

He slowly cleaned the battlefield, meaning, he collected all the loot he could get his hands on.

Goblin's weapons and armor were not on his list. Apart from being horribly low quality, they also stank a lot.

The last thing before he left was to check out the cave on the side of the cliff. There was nothing special inside. He found some coins, mostly silver but also a few gold ones. There were mostly just bones of animals laying around, but he also saw a few human skulls.

He heard some sounds coming from the very end of the cave. Due to the darkness, he ignited a flame on his palm and walked forward with a sword in hand.

When he finally came closer and saw what was there, he almost puked. There were seven Goblins, the size of a cat, slowly eating with gusto. Even without the revolting stench, the sight was just too horrible to see.

What the Goblins were eating was a young girl, probably not even in her twenties. Such a young life, taken, just to suffer and then give birth to these monsters. Gerald was revolted by the sight, but he just couldn't turn his eyes away from her.

She was completely naked and most of her torso was already gone. Only the bones, sticking to each other, were left. The small Goblins were currently gnawing on her legs, completely uncaring about his presence.

The top part of the girl's body was still intact. Her face saved her last moments of pain and agony.

Her skin was contorted in a horrific way and her eyes were wide open in fear.

Upon closer observation and based on the eating speed of the Goblins, Gerald figured that she was dead for one or two days at most. Even if he came a few days sooner, she was already destined to die a long, long time ago. There was nothing that could be done to save her. He leaned closer and slowly closed her eyes.

He sighed and went to gather a few bones lying around the cave. He gathered them in front of the girl and lit them on fire. Then he slowly backed away, keeping the fire in his sights. The cave curved, so he went as far as he could, while still watching the flames.

He then took a big breath and took a combat stance, his hands in front, like he was holding a basketball. A flame ignited, expanded, and then got compressed, this happened three times.

"Greater Fireball!" Gerald opened his fingers and the ball of flame left his palms as if it shot out of a cannon. He took a few steps back to stabilize himself and then he heard the distinct Boom.

Hot air and light rushed past his face but he didn't even blink. The anger in his heart was so great that he couldn't even express it. "Rest in peace," were the words he whispered before he turned around and left.

This was the reality of this world. If you were weak, you would be a meal for someone stronger. apart from a few safe havens inside city walls, the wilderness was dangerous, with monsters lurking around every corner.

He left the burning cave and gathered his stuff. He went to the edge of the forest and picked up his herb sack. Then he looked at the position of the sun that was already starting to go down and went on his way.

He washed his body in the river, before returning to the city. The evening festivities and songs didn't budge him, as he was in his own world. Many people gave him weird looks, he was full of cuts and bruises, with torn clothes full of blood.

He ignored them all and went straight to the Guild's reception desk. Luna was there as usual and she tried to talk to him in her usual cheerful way. He did not respond. His eyes were empty, sad, and lonely.

He took the trophy pouch and placed it on the counter. People around were, of course, curious and many came closer to see. The shock that everyone received when they saw the contents was immense. Especially when the Hobgoblin's tail came to light.

Luna tried to talk to Gerald and ask him questions, and so did everybody else, but he ignored them. He just said, "I'm tired."

Luna understood that he didn't want to talk about what happened, and based on his sorry figure, it was probably not pretty. She gave him the deserved reward, ten silver for each Goblin and one gold coin for the Hobgoblin.

Gerald grabbed the money and stuffed it into his pocket and then walked to his room like a zombie. It was a hard day for him, both mentally and physically. He was completely spent, with not even a drop of energy left.
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                The Serrell mansion was in chaos.

News traveled quickly in a small city like Geldern. The fact that Gerald came back in such a weird manner, and the shock that his Gobling hunting expedition brought, quickly spread among the warriors.

Lord Green Fang was fuming from anger, almost at the point of exploding. Before him were the two spies from the Serell family that were responsible for delivering the poison. They were both kneeling and trembling in fear.

"He ate the poison, did he!?" Lord Green Fang roared.

"Y-yes my Lord."

"Y-yes…"

"Then why is he walking around, completely fine, ten hours later!?"

Lord Green Fang became red in the face from anger, "One drop! One! To kill ten people! And you used half a bottle! Half! A! Bottle! Do you think my poisons are a joke!? Or are you taking me for a fool, hah!?"

"Mercy Lord Green Fang! Mercy!"

Both spies were now barely able to keep themselves from expelling bodily fluids from fear.

"Mercy? Now you want mercy?!" Lord Green Fang kicked the begging spy before him and roared, "That's all the mercy you get!"

The spy that got kicked suddenly started screaming and rolling on the floor in agony. His face became red and his eyes started bleeding. His skin expanded like a balloon and it appeared like he was cooking from inside.

Egott Serrell was also in the room and he quietly observed all this interrogation, but even he couldn't watch anymore and he spoke in a timid voice, "Lord Green Fang... I think maybe…"

He was speaking so quietly that nobody could hear him, especially with all the screaming going on.

"Maybe what!?" Lord Green Gang roared back. Egott Serrell shrunk down even more and didn't dare speak.

Lord Fang coldly snorted and said, "He is not going to die, although he will wish to. I even went easy on him. Usually, people don't have the privilege of living after they anger me."

All present shook in fear at those words.

"You!" Lord Fang pointed at the other spy kneeling.

"Y-yes…?"

"Now you are going to finish what he started," Lord Fang said, pointing at the screaming person. "Don't disappoint me."

"Y-yes…"

The spy barely spoke with his rattling teeth. He grabbed the bottle of Purple Frog Saliva poison and backed out of the room while bowing. He bent down so much that his hair almost touched the ground.



Gerald was laying on his bed, looking at the ceiling. He did not sleep too well this night. Often he was woken up by the nightmares of him being just a second too slow and getting mercilessly chopped up into pieces. The picture of that young girl was also making him feel uncomfortable.

"It's not enough. I'm still too weak," he squeezed his fist in frustration. Even with the Unmoving Boulder Combat Art, he could barely withstand a few of Hobgoblin's attacks. When he got sliced across his chest, the Unmoving Boulder provided barely any resistance.

He took off the bloody shirt and looked at his chest. It was almost healed already, but the long scar still remained. "Sigh, a month in this world and my body is already full of scars. What a joke." He touched his forehead where the first arrow hit and felt the slight indentation in his skull.

"Bone doesn't heal as quick huh?" he then cast a heal on his head to accelerate the process of repair.

During his awake hours, he went over the recent fight many times. He tried to simulate it in his head, to see if it could have gone any differently. Mostly, the answer was no. That's because there was a crucial part missing.

When he was on the battlefield, in the open, his enemy had a huge advantage over him since he could shoot him from afar, and Gerald had no choice but to run and get cover.

"I took two arrows just to get to the forest to hide. If I could just have my own cover wherever I wanted, that could have saved me so much trouble. Something like maybe a wall… An earth wall… Hah! A stone wall!" Gerald smacked his forehead and laughed hard.

"How can I be so dumb? I completely focused on the offense and ignored the defense. Now I know that the Unmoving Boulder is nothing before strong foes. I need something else to help me survive."

He sat on his bed and started to meditate to clear his mind. All the fears and worries had to be removed so he could focus all his attention on spell creation.

"Who came up with the idea that you can't create a spell on a whim? That just shows that they don't understand magic well enough and that their creativity is lacking!" Gerald smiled. He found the idea really funny.

He was in the middle of creating a new spell right now. Although it was a really simple one, something he should have had since the beginning, it just never crossed his mind that he might need it.

He never had to deal with a long-range attack before, and the first time that it happened, he almost lost his life right away.

After about ten minutes, he was done. He breathed out in satisfaction and opened his eyes and said, "A Stone Wall spell, completed. Now I just need to test it out to see if it all works as it should."
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                Gerald grabbed a new shirt and put it on, before going out for a walk. But prior to leaving the city, he paid a visit to a blacksmith. He went there to order two silver bracelets for his Earth Crystals.

The material and work came up to fifty silver coins in total. Gerald did not try to bargain or anything like that, instead, he even paid more. Another twenty silver coins just so his order would have the priority. Now he would get his bracelets in a few hours instead of having to wait a few days.

He also left the required Earth Crystals with the blacksmith so the guy could combine them with the bracelet.

He then left Geldern and went to his usual training spot to the south.

Without wasting any time, he quickly steadied his mind and prepared to cast a spell. He extended his hands and gathered Mana before saying, "Earth Wall!"

The ground lightly shook and not even a second later, a mass of dirt lifted up from the ground and created a wall about two meters high, two meters long, and about one meter thick.

Gerald examined his creation and nodded, "Good, the structure seems stable. It also only uses 2 MP, so it's not too expensive." He took a few steps back and extended his hand, saying, "Fireball!"

The projectile flew towards the Earth Wall and exploded on contact. After the flames subsided, a big hole could be seen on the top part of the wall. Parts were already cracked and it seemed it like could handle only one more Fireball before crumbling.

Gerald observed for a few more seconds before commenting, "Hmm, the structure seems stable until it's attacked. It's about what you would expect from dirt. Not a good material to build a defense."

He took a few Earth Crystals from his pocket and cast another spell, "Stone Wall!"

Once again, the ground trembled but then a wall of stone came out of the ground. It was about the same size as the Earth Wall, just the thickness was halved.

Gerald frowned for a while and complained, "Even though I made it only half a meter thick it already consumed 4 MP." He sighed, "I really need to get more Ether Crystals. This handful of pebbles will never be enough. They are so unpure as well…" he looked at the Earth Crystals with a heavy heart.

He got these crystals from wolves, and because they were really young, the crystals were similarly really bad quality. They took a lot of space, but the amount of Mana they could store was minuscule.

He already came to know a bit more about the different grades of Ether Crystals. These Earth Crystals he had currently, were poor-quality. They were each the size of a thumb and only contained 2 MP. Even just the next grade, low-quality, contained ten times as much Mana in the same volume.

The price of each MP for poor-quality Elemental Crystals was around five silver. Of course, if it was an Earth Crystal, then the price was even lower. They were everywhere and they didn't have much use.

They couldn't really be used in jewelry since not many people liked having brown gems on gold or silver. Besides, the poor-quality gems also took up a lot of space for their minuscule Mana-storing capacity.

There was that Spellcaster from Iron Hawks, Eneth. His staff, for example, had a low-quality Earth Crystal the size of a fist, and it contained 100 MP. Now, if someone wanted to use the poor-quality Earth Crystals to get the same amount of Mana, they would take ten times as much space. It just wasn't practical.

The price, of course, went up with the quality of the crystal. The low-quality Elemental Crystals started at one gold coin for each 10 MP, and that was for Earth Crystals. For some rarer elements, the price even doubled.

Next was the medium-grade. Those cost one gold coin for each MP. It was expensive, of course, but the advantages were great. A fist-sized Earth Crystal would contain around 1000 MP but would also cost around one thousand gold.

That's why only rich people could afford really good equipment if they wanted to be a mage. Everybody else had to work for years, even decades, slowly upgrading their accessories.

Things would, of course, change if they became famous. Then they could then demand high prices if someone wanted to hire them.

Gerald cast the Stone Wall spell a few more times to get used to it. He even tested how the wall would handle if it was slanted. It was all good if the angle was not too great. When the wall was slanted more than forty degrees, it would usually fall over or crack at the base. It was not the sturdiest stone after all.

Still, Gerald considered the results good enough. He didn't have much choice, really. People really didn't like sharing their spells, even if they were widely known.

If he joined the Magic Academy, he could then learn a few spells there. Too bad they were only the simples and weakest spells, so he didn't bother.

After the training, Gerald went to the Crystal dragon Inn, as per usual, and ordered his standard meal. While he waited, he took out a notebook and wrote down his new observations and insights into magic.

He also started his very own Monster Guide book. He drew, to great detail, all animals and monsters he fought up to now.

He recorded their attacking styles and abilities, as well as weaknesses that could be exploited if they even hand any.

While Gerald was focused on his books, a figure was patiently observing him from the door. Suddenly it moved and with large steps, it traversed the hall and bumped into the waiter carrying a tray of food.

"Excuse me…" the figure said and squeezed past the waiter.

The waiter didn't pay him any attention as stuff like that happened often. What he didn't notice, however, was that a dark liquid spread in the beer and quickly mixed with the alcohol. With the dark wood of the mug, the difference was almost impossible to spot.

The figure quickly stored the empty vial in his hand and sat down in a corner, intently observing as the waiter brought the food to Gerald's table. Now all he had to do was wait.

Gerald also didn't notice any difference as he ate. He was eating with one hand and scribbling with the other. Time flew by, and he already ordered the second refill of his beer.

The guy in the corner stared at him intently, silently waiting. He only ordered one mug of beer to blend in with the crowd. Suddenly his eyes enlarged as he stared at Gerald who started to clear his throat and lightly cough.

He took the mug of beer and brought it to his lips to hide his giant grin. He was observing how Gerald struggled to breathe while coughing hard. He drank his beer in excitement until his eyes suddenly bulged out and he nearly choked on the beer himself.

Gerald coughed for a few minutes and the people around him started to get annoyed and were quietly complaining. Then, with one last cough, a ball of black goo flew out of his throat and landed on the table. Nobody noticed except the guy in the corner.

He watched in horror as the black goo suddenly lifted in the air and slowly floated towards Gerald and landed in a vial in his hand. He corked the vial and stored it in his pouch. Then he slowly finished his meal before paying and leaving the Crystal Dragon Inn.

The man in the corner was still shaking in disbelief. Cold sweat was pouring down his back. He quickly stood up and threw a few coins on the table before running after Gerald. He watched in horror as he saw him go straight to the Guild.

Not wasting any more of his precious time, he ran back to the Serrell mansion to report.
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                In the meantime, Gerald patiently waited in the Guild for his turn to talk with Luna.

When the time came, he took the vial and gently placed it on the counter.

"Hey Gerald, what's this?" Luna asked with interest in her eyes.

"Poison. I think someone is trying to kill me and this is already the second time it happened. I was hoping the Guild could help," he spoke with a frown.

Luna was shocked, she picked up the vial and observed it before placing it back down, saying, "We can figure out what this poison is and maybe make an antidote, but I don't think we can physically protect you if this continues…" She had an apologetic expression on her face.

"I understand, you don't have to worry about it…"

"Is there… anything else? Otherwise, I will have to go and report this to my father."

"Your father?" Gerald asked with a raised brow.

Luna nodded and smiled, saying, "Yes, my father is the Master of this Guild."

"Oh," Gerald nodded, "I see…" He took a big breath through the nose and sighed. "I guess I should tell you what happened yesterday, just in case…"

Luna leaned in closer with interest and said, "Oh? Do tell."

Gerald nodded with a serious face and said, "So, basically, I went to the forest to the north for a walk as well as to gather a few herbs…" He told her the entire story about how he discovered the Goblin's nest, how he has slain them all, as well as the appearance of a Hobgoblin.

He quickly glanced over the fight and then reported on his findings in the cave. He also mentioned the human bones and the carriages outside the cave. When he finished, Luna's face was dark and she had a deep frown on her face.

She murmured, "More than fifty Goblins…and a Hobgoblin. How is this possible? And so close to the city." She suddenly looked at Gerald and asked, "Gerald, have you ever wondered why you can get a reward for disposing of Goblins even if it's not your task?"

"Honestly, it never crossed my mind before. But as always, I'm more than happy to learn."

Luna nodded and said, "I figured it would be like that. Listen, when the first Guilds were established, long, long time ago, they were completely different from the way they are now."

"When magic came back, and the beasts like Goblins first appeared, people, didn't know anything about them. And you know Goblins, they are not exactly a big threat, especially to a good armored group of soldiers."

Gerald nodded, it was indeed so.

"That's why they were mostly ignored in the beginning as people were too busy fighting among themselves at that time. The cities were protected by walls and armed guard so Goblins posed no real threat."

"But then, a few decades passed, and with nobody thining them out, Goblin population grew to enormous proportions."

"It all happened so fast and almost every single village and town on the continent was attacked at the same time. With the exception of some lucky people, everyone that was not in a fortified city at the moment was devoured by the waves of those monsters."

"Estimated casualties went into hundreds of thousands, maybe even millions. Nobody really kept track."

Luna sighed, "Anyway, the soldiers were completely helpless against the attack and people could only be safe inside high city walls. There seemed like there was no hope."

"It was then, that the Guilds were established. First, they recruited every person capable of fighting, no matter if it was a man or woman, young or old. They all received training for a few months until the food supplies started running low. Then, with the help of messenger birds, all cities synchronized and attacked at the same time."

"With the army and civilians helping at fighting the horde, the victory was eventually achieved. But at what cost? It was at that time that we learned the importance of keeping Goblin populations close to zero. And the first Guilds were places where people could get rewards for helping do just that."

"It has been a few millennia since then, but the primary objective still stands. However now, over recent centuries, more and more monsters seem to be popping out from nowhere."

"Fascinating story, I never imagined it would be like that. But why didn't you try and completely wipe them out once and for all?" Gerald asked.

Luna let out a sad laugh and slowly spoke, "We tried, everybody, tried. But no matter how much we kill, in a few months, maybe a year, they all come back, it's like they are popping out of the ground. The struggle is never-ending."

"That's why I wanted to thank you. Your help and information really mean a lot. If they already established such a big nest so close to the city, I'm afraid it's going to be much worse the further away we go."

Gerald nodded in understanding and said, "I'll do my best to keep an eye out for them, don't worry. If I find something I can't handle I will definitely come and contact you."

"Thanks," Luna smiled. "Oh, one more thing before I forget. Those carriages, did you see any markings on them?"

Gerald shook his head and said, "They were old and broken down. And they went up in flames during battle."

Luna nodded and frowned even deeper and said, "I see… Well then, I need to go…"

"Wait," Gerald stopped her and said, "Before you go, is there any mission on the way to the Capital?"

Luna turned around and said, "Uh, yes, there is actually going to be one tomorrow. You will be able to get the details then. Anything else?"

Gerald shook his head and let Luna leave. Her assistant came to take her place as usual, but Gerald already left by the time the line started moving again.
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                A while later, Gerald went to get his silver bracelets. He didn’t have to wait as they were already finished and prepared for him to pick them up. The price was already paid when he ordered them, so he just had to ask and they were given to him.

Gerald put on the bracelets and observed them. The blacksmith was really good and fast at this kind of work. They both had five Earth Crystals embedded in them, so they each contained 10 MP. It was a great improvement for him since he could now cast Earth spells while having his hands free to do other stuff.

Next, he went to check on his new armor. It should be already finished or soon to be. He went directly to the craftsman’s shop, and as soon as he stepped, in he saw it. A freshly made leather armor made exactly as he requested.

A middle-aged man came to greet Gerald and proudly presented his latest creation.

The armor was made of many moving parts and the whole body would be completely hidden behind multiple layers of leather. The armor had many reinforced leather plates, held together by small pieces of metal.

It even came with a nice helmet that had a layer of iron between two layers of leather. If you didn’t feel the weight of the helmet, you would think it was only made of leather.

Gerald was immediately satisfied by the appearance. It was almost exactly as he imagined it. It was only better than that and not worse. There was only a single detail missing, and that was the emblem of the Black Onyx.

He took out a piece of paper and requested it to be copied onto the front plates of the armor. After a few words, the middle-aged man understood completely what it was that Gerald wanted. The price for such meticulous work, with attention to detail, was quite high and time-consuming.

Gerald didn’t mind and even paid extra so the armor could be completed the same day. When he received a gold coin, the master was quite happy to oblige.

Gerald decided to wait in his room for the next five to ten hours for his armor to be completed. He had a few things to do, so it was no big deal. He decided to make a whole bunch of potions.

Especially the Mana Potions quickly depleted since he was often using them for training. He decided to make a few more, alongside Swiftness Potions.

He had a plan to try and sell some Swiftness Potions in the Capital. They had many capable alchemists there and there had to be someone that would recognize their value. He himself used them quite often and they really came in handy the last time.

He would be, no doubt, dead if he didn’t have Swiftness Potions when fighting against the Hobgoblin. Physically he was no match for him, and even with magic, he had difficulties taking him down.

The only advantage he had in this world was his knowledge and his resistance to poison. And he couldn’t even take full credit for that.

His knowledge came from centuries of scientific discoveries and so did his poison immunity. As civilizations advanced, there was more and more waste getting produced. People on Earth were no different.

Scientists gave many solutions on how to stop polluting and even clean up the planet, but that would cost money. A lot of money. And who would pay that? Nobody wanted to take that responsibility.

Instead, they decided to pretend the problems didn’t exist. It went fine for a while until people started dropping dead from either air or water pollution. Microplastics even started threatening the health of those at the top. Even they couldn't escape the invisible enemy.

Luckily for them, the advancements in nanotechnology and robotics allowed for the creation of something called Nanites.

These Nanites, microscopic machines, could be used to clean the planet and the problems of pollution would be solved. But then again, that would take money. A lot of money.

Instead, the geniuses of mega-corporations partnered up with the government and came up with an even ‘better’ idea.

Instead of releasing the Nanites into the environment to clean, they decided to inject them directly into people. They would then be dormant until some harmful substance entered the body. They would then collect it, disable it, or throw it out.

There were many ways of doing that. It all depended on where the substance was, if it was a wound, it would get expelled on the spot. Otherwise, they would either deposit it in the colon, the bladder or if the poison or some other harmful substance was ingested or inhaled, people would either cough it out, puke it out, or a combination of both.

The solution was less than perfect. Wherever the air was polluted, people would constantly be coughing and sneezing. Where water was polluted, they would usually have diarrhea or worse. But those at the top didn’t care. As long as they could make a profit and remain in power, they would do anything.

That way the problem of people dying was eventually solved and they even made a good bit of money while doing so. The Nanites had to be replenished every ten years and they were mandatory if you wanted to live in certain places.

Gerald’s family was quite well of and they all got the Nanites injected, including Gerald. Too bad that happened about seven years ago. He had another three years of complete poison and microbial immunity.

Of course, the Nanites wouldn’t immediately stop working after that. It’s just that they would slowly start breaking down and each year after that, the number of Nanites in his body would get approximately halved and in an extra five years the Nanites would be too few to protect him.

He had a good five to eight years before his god-like immunity completely disappeared.
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                Knock, knock!

A person lightly knocked at the door in the Warrior's Guild. From inside came a deep and powerful voice, saying, "Come in!"

The door opened and a giant man lifted his head from the desk to look at the arrival. He had a nicely trimmed beard and short brown hair that pointed to the sky. He was currently frowning as he was holding multiple papers in his hands.

However, when he saw the person coming in, the frown on his forehead relaxed and even a slight smile came to his face. "Luna my dear, you finally took some time to visit your father. We work so close to each other but it seems like we live worlds apart," he laughed.

"Hello father," Luna smiled and lightly bowed when she came into the room.

The Guildmaster quickly smelled something that wasn't quite right and frowned again, "You didn't just come to see your old man, did you? What is it? More bad news?"

Luna sighed and nodded, saying, "Unfortunately it's something like that. Many weird things happened…"

"Damn!" the Guildmaster slapped the table, complaining, "Why can't I ever get any good news? Sigh… Go on my dear, I'm listening."

"Yes, father. The first thing that happened was that Gerald told me about the Goblin nest…"

Guildmaster's eyes lit up and he asked, "Oh, that promising young man that can use all of the Elements? What did he say?"

"Yes, that's him. I wrote down everything he told me about his encounter," she handed him a few pieces of paper.

The Guildmaster scanned through it and his frown only depend, especially as he came to the last part. His mood worsened and he quietly cursed.

"Well, you said this was only the first news? What else do you have?" He placed the papers on the table among the rest of the recent reports.

With a wave of her hand, Luna placed a vial on the table. The vial had a cylindrical shape with an expanded and flat bottom so it could stay vertically. Inside was the black goo that Gerald collected.

"Gerald gave me this and said that it's poison and that someone tried to kill him with it. Twice."

The Guildmaster leaned closer to observe the vial and said, "Twice? How did he figure that out? And how did he get his hands on a poison that was meant to kill him? Suspicious..."

Luna helplessly sighed and shrugged her shoulders, saying, "That's what he told me, he didn't elaborate more than that."

The Guildmaster rubbed his chin and then said, "Well, either way, we need to test it. Get our alchemist Andimont. He should be able to tell us what this is."

At the same time, a person quickly entered the room, bowed, and said, "I'm already here, sir! Luna already invited me before coming here."

Indeed, a middle-aged man in a long light-gray gown entered the room.

"Excellent!" The Guildmaster exclaimed. He looked at his daughter dotingly, "My little girl is so smart, you will replace your daddy soon, hehe."

"Father!" Luna blushed.

"Hehe, sorry." The Guildmaster then turned to the alchemist, "Andimont, how long will it take you to examine this poison? I need results as soon as possible."

"Certainly!" the alchemist replied quickly and stepped closer to pick up the vial.

He removed the cork and took a light sniff of the poison. His eyes immediately enlarged and he quickly closed the vial. A few beads of sweat formed on his forehead. "Bloody hell, I nearly made a fatal mistake…" he whispered to himself.

"Take your time Andimont, don't choke on the fumes, it's not a contest," Guildmaster blandly commented. "Just report back when you are done."

The alchemist vigorously shook his head and carefully placed the vial back on the table, saying, "There is no need for that. This is an extremely well-known poison in the alchemical community. It's the Purple Frog Saliva, a signature poison of Green Fang, an alchemist from Blood Sun Viper sect."

"What!" The Guildmaster stood up in shock, "Are you telling me that we have people from Blood Sun Viper just walking around our city and poisoning our warriors?!"

"I'm not saying anything, I'm just stating the facts," the alchemist quickly said.

The Guildmaster sat back down and rested his arms on the armrest and tapped with his fingers on the wood. After a while, he asked, "My dear, you said Gerald got attacked by the people of Blood Sun Viper because they recognized the sword he took from them?"

"Yes, that happened." Luna quickly confirmed.

"Hmm… This can't all be happening just because of one sword. There has to be something else-"

Knock, knock!

Everyone turned to look at the door when they heard the knocks. A soldier dressed in metal armor came in and saluted. "Guild Master! A report just came in."

He handed the papers to the Guildmaster and let him read it in peace.

"What?!" The Guildmaster roared even louder than before and banged the wooden table with his fist. The poor wooden table cracked under the pressure and almost collapsed.

Luna got frightened by the sudden sound. She stepped to her father's side and asked, "What happened, father?"

The Guildmaster held her small hand and slowly calmed down. He sighed and said, "Another group of our warriors disappeared."

He threw the papers on the now almost collapsed table and continued with a gloomy voice, "First I thought it was just a coincidence and that they met some danger. But then about a month ago, that friend of yours, what's her name…"

"Sera?"

"Sera! Yes, Sera. Well, her group got ambushed and if that guy, Gerald didn't help her, we probably wouldn't even know about it."

He sighed again and then said, "Now, a few weeks ago another group of young warriors disappeared and just now I got the news that the Children of War group was also nowhere to be found. Even after a thorough investigation, they found nothing."

Everyone present had gloomy expressions. They knew that something was happening in Geldern, but they didn't know how bad it was.

"What should we do? We can't let this continue," Luna said with concern.

Guildmaster sat in his chair and tapped on the armrest with his finger before finally coming to a decision. He straightened his back and slapped his table before speaking in a loud voice and pointing at the warrior, "Soldier-"

Before he had the chance to continue, the table finally couldn't continue resisting the constant abuse and it collapsed to the floor, sending the papers flying across the room.

Everyone looked at the collapsed table as they felt awkward about it. Nobody spoke a word though.
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                The Guildmaster pretended nothing happened and he just cleared his throat before speaking again, "Soldier! Get me commander Javiar and be quick about it! Time is of the essence."

"Yes, sir!" The warrior in metal armor quickly responded, saluted, and left in a hurry.

After the soldier left, the alchemist Andimont found an excuse and also left.

The only ones left were Luna and her father. She was also preparing to leave when she turned around and asked, "Should I go and order a new table, father?"

The Guildmaster sighed and looked at the broken pieces of wood on the floor in shame and quietly said, "Thank you, dear. I would really appreciate that."

In the meantime, in the Serrell mansion, the news about the poison triggered a different reaction.

"You are telling me he just spat the poison out? After half an hour?"

"Yes my Lord…"

Lord Green Fang was once again doing the interrogation. This time, however, he was not raging, instead, he was weirdly calm. It was so unusual it sent chills down the spy's back.

Instead of drilling further for details, Lord Green Fang turned around, crossed his arms, and entered deep thought. It was the first time something like this happened. A person surviving his poison, and not once, but twice!

It made him feel nervous, even scared. He didn't know what was going on. He was always a cautious person and his poisons never left a trace after they were consumed. But now, if the poison was examined and confirmed it was the Purple Frog Saliva, he would be in trouble.

Many poisons had the same effect on the outside and victims oftentimes looked the same so it was difficult to figure out which poison was used, but if they found out it was his…

Green Fang knew nothing good could possibly come out of it, especially with the current Guildmaster watching over Geldern.

Thinking about his options, he quickly came to a decision, "We are leaving!"

He turned to his servant and ordered, "Contact commander Erovior and tell him to leave the city immediately. Tell him to meet me at our meeting place." With those words, he quickly walked to the door and out of the room.

Egott Serrell, as well as all everyone else in the room, was shocked at the sudden decision. He quickly ran after the Lord of poison.

"My Lord, What's going on? Why did you suddenly decide to leave?" he asked after he caught up.

Lord Green Fang spared him only a glance and said, "You better prepare for a search from the side of the Warrior's Guild. It would be in your interest if they don't find out about our cooperation here."

Egott opened his mouth and eyes wide in shock and just stood there. Lord Green Fang was already at the backdoor with his guards and he left without even turning back. The whole evacuation was quick and efficient.



After reporting to the Guild, Gerald went to find Sera and invite her to join him on the next mission. The only problem was, he didn't really know where she lived.

Luckily Geldern wasn't a big city and most people here knew each other, even if just barely. With a bit of asking around, he quickly found her. She was in a shop, buying a few more supplies and tools for combat.

She specialized in throwing weapons, and she usually preferred to use throwing knives. Gerald was, of course, of the opinion that a combat style based on throwing knives was quite lacking, but he didn't verbally judge her choice. Everybody had their own thing.

After a short chat, Gerald explained his plans, and Sera quickly agreed to accompany him. They chatted for a while longer, when they noticed a change happening in the city.

City guards, even those that weren't supposed to be patrolling right now, were walking around the city. Many patrols were systematically searching through the city. They weren't aggressive or anything like that, they were just calmly searching the homes of the citizen, after all, they also had the order to keep the commotion at the minimum.

They searched every single person and house, even workshops and stores. Gerald was shocked at first, but then he quickly figured out what might be going on.

"What's happening?" Sera asked from the side. She was confused and had no idea what was going on.

"Ah, commander Javiar is searching for enemy spies in the city, nothing mayor," a person near them spoke in a lazy voice. When they turned around to look, they noticed it was Kerius from the Iron Hawks.

"Oh, hey there," Gerald nodded as a greeting. He already figured it was something like that. From what he heard about the Guildmaster, he didn't seem like a person that would just ignore his people. That's why he even bothered reporting to the Warrior's Guild in the first place.

"How's Eneth?" Gerald casually asked. It was quite a while since he traded his Earth Bolt spell for the Unmoving Boulder Combat Art.

When Kerius heard that question his visage darkened and he helplessly sighed, "Ah, don't even mention it. He has been studying that spell of yours since the day we traded." He massaged his temples like he was getting a headache just thinking about it.

"He refused to take jobs with us for the last week. I'm starting to think I made a huge mistake giving him the book," Kerius complained. Then he looked at Gerald and asked, "What about you?"

Gerald lightly smiled and extended his arm while saying, "Unmoving Boulder." His skin immediately became hard as stone and tough as leather.

Kerius sucked in a breath of cold air and observed the changes. He even touched Gerald's arm to test the strength before forcing a wry smile, "You've already mastered it?"

Gerald shook his head and said, "I don't know if I mastered it or not, but it definitely isn't strong enough to protect against sharp weapons."

Kerius laughed when he heard that and said, "Well, yeah. It's not like it's a substitute for armor. It's just an augmentation of your defenses."

As they chatted the city guards came to them and demanded to search them and confirm their identity. None of the three had any complaints and the guards soon left to continue with their search elsewhere.

It was soon becoming evening so they soon split up and each went on their way. Gerald had to go and collect his armor so he left first. Kerius and Sera spoke a few words before they too said their goodbyes, split up, and went home.

Early the next day, Gerald put on his fancy new armor and went to the Warrior's Guild to see what was the job that would take him to the capital.

Sera came there soon after him and her eyes still had some sleepiness in them. She came closer and used Gerald's shoulder as a headrest as she yawned, "Good morning…"

"Tough night?"

Sera straightened her back and stretched her arms as she yawned again, "No… It's actually your fault. Why do we have to begin so early?"

Gerald took the paper with the job he wanted and brought it closer to read, saying, "Well, I didn't want to miss this opportunity, and it's a good thing we came early too," he showed the paper to Sera, "We need to hurry if we want to take it."

"Escort to the capital…early in the morning…gather near west gates?" She read it out loud and said, "I haven't even eaten yet."

Gerald hugged her over her shoulders and pulled her after him, laughing, "Let's see what's the situation first, I'm sure they will give us time to eat before we depart."

When they neared the Guild's front door, Gerald managed to catch a part of a conversation, "…managed to capture a few enemy spies. They tried to sneak out of Geldern during the night yesterday, and the Guildmaster personally came to oversee the interrogation…"

Gerald grinned on the inside, 'A few rats already fell… Good! The guards are really efficient, I have to say. I assume the rest of Blood Sun Viper already left Geldern, so I should have some peace and quiet for now.'

He laughed silently and a beautiful smile came to his face. It was a good start to a new day.
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                "Bloody cowards!" The Guildmaster was currently in a really bad mood. The new table already creaked under the pressure of his fists.

"Calm down, Crobus. You will break this nice table your daughter gave you." The one that spoke was commander Javiar. He was currently in Headmaster's office discussing the recent events.

The Guildmaster took a deep breath and then exhaled to calm himself down, saying, "You are right, I get too emotional too quickly." He stood up and went to look out of the window. He sighed again.

"I have seen many thieves and murderers in my time as a Guildmaster here in Geldern, but I have never seen someone kill themselves as fast as those guys did. You leave them out of your sight for one second and they immediately swallow poison. And we didn't even threaten them with torture."

Javiar stepped closer and said, "Look at the bright side, at least we confirmed they belong to the Blood Sun Viper sect. If I'm not mistaken they were all Green Scales working under Green Fang."

Guildmaster Crobus frowned and said, "I know all that! It's just… I can't figure out why would they be here. And they only targeted our young warriors… What is their goal?"

"Do you think that new guy has something to do with it?" Javiar asked after a while.

"Gerald? No, I don't think so. Based on what has happened, it's more likely that he got dragged in by accident. I'm still curious how he got his hands on the poison though."



Meanwhile, Sera and Gerald already arrived at the meeting place at the west city gates. There weren't many people walking around this early in the morning so a wagon near the gate stood out quite a lot.

"That's probably our employer… Let's check it out," Gerald said and walked towards it. He came to what appeared to be the owner of the wagon and asked, "Mister Rulgo?"

The man turned around and said, "That's me. What do you want?"

Gerald smiled wryly. This man was apparently not easy to talk to. Still, he politely answered, "We are from the Warrior's Guild, we came to escort you to the capital. I assume you still need us?"

Mister Rulgo looked him sideways and said, "Ah? Just you two? Well alright then, I guess we will have just enough people now. Those guys are also coming with us." He pointed at a group of six not far away.

Gerald nodded towards them in acknowledgment and they gestured back.

"Excuse me," Sera interrupted, "Could you give us some time to get something to eat before we depart? I'm starving."

Rulgo looked her up and down and snorted before waving his hand, saying, "Go, I'll give you one hour to take care of your things. Don't be late, and also, pack some extra clothes. We probably won't be stopping at any taverns along the way. The longer we stay on the road, the more chances of bandit attacks."

He turned to the group of six and said, "You too. If you have anything to do, do it now. We won't be stopping until night."

All present quickly dispersed, each going to take the necessary equipment for the road.

Gerald quickly packed his stuff, including a small wooden box full of potions that he prepared just for this occasion. It was his opportunity to make it big in the capital.

Before the hour was up, everybody returned to the meeting place and got ready to depart. Everyone had some extra stuff with them.

They all had traveling cloaks with them. The outside layer was made of waxed soft leather to keep the rain out and the inside was made out of fluffy wool for better insulation. Gerald and Sera had it as well and they also packed some dried food for the road.

Rulgo was a middle-aged man, he was of average height and his face was also quite common looking. Apart from his somewhat unfriendly personality, there was not much that distinguished him from the rest of the older men in Geldern.

When he saw that everyone was present, he decided not to dally any longer and they immediately departed. Although, no matter how fast he wanted to travel, the pair of donkeys that pulled the cart didn't seem to care as they walked at a slow pace.

It didn't matter how much Rulgo cursed, they would just move lazily and step slowly along the road. Since they were going so slowly, his eight escorts had no problems keeping up. In fact, the donkeys were the slow ones.

The road was not in the best condition and they traveled slowly so the youngsters had plenty of time to chat.

Their employer, mister Rulgo, was a carpenter who decided to move to the kingdom's capital for an increase in business. He supposedly already had a workshop there and he now only needed to move his belongings there. The cart the donkeys were pulling was full of tools and furniture.

Gerald also came to know the other team a little better after some time. They all belonged to a group called Silver Phantom. The leader was a warrior named Derrick, he was a bit over twenty. His brother Doven was three years younger and was also a warrior.

There were also two mages, Nina and Owyn. They were a pair and they always stuck close to each other like two love birds.

Of the remaining two, the man was called Gelen. He was an Archer, who specialized in stealth and long-range attacks.

The last one was a hunter, like Sera, named Kara. She also had an unexplained fascination with hunting animals so she and Sera quickly became friends and spent most of the time talking and laughing with each other.

Gerald chatted with others for a bit, but he preferred to just listen and observe. The road was quite long and boring so his thoughts often floated away and he oftentimes found himself lost in thought.

He was recently trying to use magic in many different ways. He tried, for example, to feel his surroundings through Mana around him. Just like he was able to control stones with his mind, he attempted to feel the shape of the world with just his mind.

It was not an easy thing to do, especially since the world was made of so many different materials. Whatever was not made of pure stone was just a hazy blob in his mind. Stones were a little better, but he still couldn't get the shapes quite right.

He learned to control water a few days ago. It just happened one day when he got a flash of inspiration. If he imagined that the water he tried to move was encased in something like a water balloon, then the Mana under his control would form in that shape and control a thin layer of water on the surface.

That way, the liquid inside would have nowhere to go, and this would also decrease the strain on his mind since he controlled only the outer layer.

The road they were walking on started on the west side of Geldern and it continued that way for almost half a day. In the afternoon they reached the river that ran close to the north side of Geldern.

Gerald just recently found out that it was called the Wailing River, and that is because it originated in the Wailing Mountains to the north. It got that name because the wind blowing across the mountains produced wailing sounds.

The road led them over the Wailing River and it then followed the stream southwest until it made sharp turn south. The scenery was quite nice on this part of the road. A crystal clear river on the left and green hills and forests on the right.

The donkeys oftentimes stopped to take a few bites of emerald-green grass, which slowed their speed even more. Rulgo already gave up and let the donkeys eat, since they wouldn't move no matter what if they weren't satisfied.

            

    
        Ch. 62 Bandit Attack, Part 1

    
    
    
    
                The whole day went by without much happening. The road to the capital was about 150 km, and with the speed they were traveling, it would take them about three full days to reach it.

Also, because of their slow speed, they were still about ten kilometers away from the closest town by the time it started getting dark. The group had no choice but to set camp by the road, but nobody complained. They had already considered this, after all.

The boys went a bit further away to gather some firewood and possibly catch some game while the girls prepared the site for camping.

Mister Rulgo tied his donkeys to a nearby tree and then went to rummage through his stuff until he found a copper pan for cooking. He lit up a fire where the girls made a place for it.

Soon the boys came back with more firewood, but they didn't have any luck with hunting.

Mister Rulgo took out some salted meat and boiled it in the water while the rest took out their dried rations and ate them as they were.

They chatted and laughed around the campfire until it got really dark, and then they decided on the order of the night guard. Everyone had to stand guard for less than one hour since there were eight of them.

Gerald volunteered to be first, as that way he would have peace for the rest of the night, and wouldn't have to break apart his sleep.

He had all his senses on high alert as he listened for any suspicious sounds. He even used Magic Eyes to observe the darkness. The interesting thing was that even when it was pitch-black he could see Mana flowing around him.

It was the first time he used this ability in complete darkness and he was really surprised by how different the world looked. Especially when he looked back at the sleeping people behind him.

Every person had Mana flowing through them, but each and every one was different. It was quite a noticeable difference, like a barrier, where Mana entered the body.

Weirdly enough, he only saw seven human-shaped forms and a weird blob. The Mana inside it was flowing much more intently and it appeared like it was flowing from one side to the other and back.

Gerald tilted his head sideways and squinted his eyes in the darkness, murmuring to himself, "What the hell am I looking at? …Oh!" He shook his head and smiled, not that anyone saw him.

'Nina and Owyn…don't stay up too late you two,' he thought and then turned around to give them some privacy and observed the darkness once more.

They had no clocks on the road so he judged the time by the speed of wood burning. When he felt his time was up, he loaded a few more logs on the hot coals and went to wake up the next in line.

The rest of the night went by quite uneventfully and they all woke up with the first rays of morning sunshine.

After a quick meal, they went on the road again.

Today the road took them through a valley. On their left was the river, and on the right, there were steep cliffs. The road was partially carved into the rock and it did not allow for much wiggle room. Two small wagons could just barely squeeze by.

Many people went past them on horses or on foot, they mostly went towards the capital and not the other way around.

Gerald was too preoccupied with his thoughts to notice the shadows that moved on top of the cliffs and the rest were similarly not paying much attention as they were enjoying the time chatting and laughing.

Boom!

An explosion sounded out from above and stone debris started raining down on them.

"Watch out!" Derrick yelled. He pulled his brother Doven back just in time, as a giant stone slab landed where he previously stood.

When the rest lifted their eyes up to where the explosion came from, they noticed, in horror, that a slab of the stone wall was slowly cracking apart right above their heads.

"All of you, get back!" the leader of Silver Phantoms, Derrick, yelled once again as he quickly evacuated.

The stone slab was right above the cart and the donkeys got scared by the explosion and instead of moving and running away, they stood rooted in place.

Gerald was quick to react. But instead of running away, he tried to save the situation by casting his spells, "Stone Wall!"

Half a meter thick and two meters long stone wall came out of the side of the cliff, slanted downward at a 45-degree angle.

Immediately after, Gerald cast another Stone Wall spell, this time it was below the last one, also going on a 45-degree angle, just upward. That way the two stone structures formed a triangle protruding from the cliff.

All of this happened in just a few seconds, just before the stone slab on top completely broke apart and fell down with amazing momentum.

With a loud thud of impact, the falling stone slab got redirected from the stone triangle and it fell into the river just a few meters from the cart.

Although Gerald's structure sustained some damage and even cracked, it was enough to avert the disaster. But the real battle has just begun, and he knew it.

"Take cover!" he roared.

Indeed, immediately after his words left his mouth, he saw a shining bottle falling down from the cliff. He recognized it immediately, it was the widely known Bottled Thunder!

Boom!

Another explosion happened, and this time it was dangerously close. When the bottle touched the ground it violently ignited and exploded. Gerald covered his face with his armored gauntlets and at the same time, he activated the Unmoving Boulder for extra defense.

Part of the Silver Phantom hid behind the shields of their leader and his brother since they were both warriors and had good armor. The rest, including Sera, jumped in the ditch near the river to avoid getting showered by the shrapnel.

Unfortunately for them, it was not over. Another five bottles fell from up high, each of them containing a lethal amount of Bottled Thunder. If they exploded all at once, it would be quite hard to escape unscathed.

"Oh, fuck off!" Gerald roared in anger when he saw the bottles falling down. This cowardly way of fighting was slowly getting on his nerves. He did not waste any more time as he punched out towards the falling bottles, "Wind Blast!"

The gust of wind created by his spell swept up the falling Bottled Thunder bottles and moved them away from the road. A dozen meters away, the spell lost enough of its power so that the bottles fell into the river below.

Since there was no hard impact, there was no explosion either. The bottles just sank to the bottom of the Wailing River without hurting anyone.

Gerald turned to the remaining people who were still stunned from the sudden attack. Since they weren't moving, he had no choice but to yell at them, "Why are you just standing there staring into space?! Do something! Shoot them down!"

The leader of Silver Phantom, Derrick, was first to react and shouted, "Righ, let's move! Gelen, give us some cover! Try to shoot those bandits down, or at least make them back away."

"Yes, boss!" Gelen moved back, out of the range of their attackers, and started pelting them with arrows. As soon as he saw somebody peek from behind the cliff he would shoot at them. He didn't hit anyone, but the threat of it was there, that way the cover provided was quite good.

Derrick then turned to the rest and gave orders, "Doven, take your weapons and come with me! Owen, you and Kara stay here and protect mister Rulgo." He unsheathed his sword and placed the shield in front of him, looking up the cliff, ready for battle.

Lastly, he turned to Nina and said, "Nina, make a way for us! We will charge at my command!"

"I'm on it, boss!" Nina lifted her staff towards the cliff and started her chant, "By the power I control, shifting dirt, warping stone! I call upon the Moving Ground!"

When the chant ended, the solid rock wall started to distort and it became like soft clay. The previously unchanging rock now started to sag and collapse under its own weight. Not long after, the cliffside had a piece of it completely changed and unrecognizable.

The spell created a ramp of stone that connected the road to the top of the cliff. Derrick was waiting for precisely that moment. As soon as the ground solidified again he roared, "Charge! Let's show those bastards what we're made of!"
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                Derrick and his brother Doven ran up the stone ramp with great speed and confidence.

Meanwhile, Gerald observed the ramp and Nina with great interest. He was using his magic in a completely different way, and her spells were a great attraction for him. Just as he was about to run after the two warriors up the cliff, he noticed Owyn also preparing to cast a spell.

"By the power I control, shifting dirt, warping stone! I call upon the Stone Javelin!" As Owyn's words ended, a stone javelin came out of the ground near him. It looked similar to Gerald's Stone Bolts, but it was only one and almost two meters long.

Owyn lifted his staff and the javelin followed his movements. He pointed it towards the ledge of the cliff and left the Javelin to circle around there in the air in case a bandit tried to, once again, attack them from above.

'Ooh, that looks more familiar! But, the chants are so long… I wonder why? I'll have to speak with them later.' After making a mental note, he quickly unsheathed his Fire Sword and ran up after Derrick.

Arriving on top of the cliff Gerald came to see a peculiar sight.

There were about a dozen or so of the attackers and they all wore the same clothing. They all had red leather armor that had a unique design.

Pieces of leather were joined together with small metal rings and because they overlapped with each other, it looked like they were wearing armor made of scales.

Currently, the fight didn't start yet, because the two brothers were greatly outnumbered and didn't dare to mindlessly attack. Meanwhile, the red-armored bandits slowly encircled them while taking out their weapons.

'I need to break them apart! We can't fight that many at once unless I really exert myself with my spells…' Gerald thought and then slowly took out his two potions and drank them before attacking.

"Stone Shower!" Gerald summoned his first batch of stone projectiles and then showed himself on the battlefield.

He didn't join Derrick and his brother and instead went towards the closest red-armored guy in the group. With a simple wave of his hand, the thirty-five bolts rose in the air and then oriented themselves towards Gerald's target.

With a popping sound, which came from air pressure bubbles accelerating the Stone Bolts, the projectiles were blasted forward, straight to the unprepared red-armored bandit.

Screams escaped from his throat as he got pounded by ten Stone Bolts. The force of the impact broke many of his bones and knocked him back. Blood spewed from the wounds the stones inflicted. He was severely wounded, but not quite dead yet.

The quality of his leather armor was quite good and it saved his life, although just barely. That didn't matter much though, as it was only a matter of time before he bled out.

It all happened so fast and in such an unexpected way that nobody had time to react. Gerald never wasted any time after he decided to fight. Since these guys tried to sneak attack with explosions, he didn't see anything wrong with returning the favor and striking unannounced.

His actions obviously enraged the red-armored bandits and they focused their attention on him. One of them yelled, "You guys, get that mage! Don't let him get away alive!"

Half of the remaining bandits ran towards Gerald with angry faces, ready to cut him to pieces. They all had swords in hand and they appeared to be quite well trained as they spread out in a formation to encircle him.

Gerald gave them a mocking smile before he turned around and ran away, into the forest that surrounded the cliffside.

He did not give his pursuers any chances of catching up to him and he even attacked them with the Stone Bolts that remained from his Stone Shower. Although the bandits were now prepared for it and they either dodged or blocked the flying stones, the attacks achieved the desired effect.

Gerald was trying to mess with their mind, making them lose patience and become enraged. That way they would do more mistakes and it would become easier for him to fight them.

He drank the Swiftness Potion so he could sprint for a whole ten minutes. There was nobody that could sustain that amount of energy expenditure, except him.

Now, as he ran in the forest he had to slow down, as the low tree branches and shrubs, as well as the undergrowth, were getting in his way.

The forest was not the best place to fight, as his spells would lose its effectiveness among such dense foliage. Because of that, he ran in a big circle, just trying to split up his pursuers even more.

After a good five minutes, he ran back out on the open and hid behind tall grass. He waited for the first guy to come out and then he would bury him under a barrage of stone.

Not long after, his first target came running out of the forest. He had plenty of scratches on his face and hands and he was breathing heavily. As he came out under the bright sun, he made shade for his eyes with his empty hand and observed the grassland before him.

"Damn, that mage is fast! Where the fuck did he go?!" the red-armored bandit cursed as sweat was flowing from his exhausted face.

Suddenly his ears picked up some cracking and popping sounds that came from the side. He turned his head towards the origin of the sound and his eyes enlarged in horror.

Dozens of Stone Bolts flew in the sky like a swarm of insects and without any warning, they all flew straight at him.

The bandit roared and took a few vials from his pouch and threw them in the sky, screaming, "I refuse to die like this!"

The bottles were the famous Bottled Thunder and they cost one gold coin each. But these bandits were using them like they were bottles of water.

The bandit Gerald was fighting threw at least five of them at once. One of them managed to collide with the incoming Stone Bolts and an explosion followed immediately after. That created a chain reaction as all five bottles exploded almost simultaneously, taking out most of the flying Stone Bolts.

The few that were left, veered off course because of the shockwave. Red-armored bandit was now sweating even more. He was nervous, scared, and angry all at once.

"Get out here and fight me like a man! Show your face, you cowardly mage!" the red-armored bandit yelled. Unfortunately for him, the only response he got was the rustling of dried grass and the sounds of insects flying around.

'Hah! You wish! Why would I listen to some shameless bandit?' Gerald thought when he crawled on the ground, slowly moving further away.

"Stone Shower," he whispered and then moved forward. Deadly Stone Bolts came out of the ground one after the other, but this time they stayed low, near the ground, hiding in the grass. They moved like stone snakes, slowly circling the bandit without the guy noticing.

Since he could blow up a concentrated group of Stone Bolts, Gerald decided to attack him from all sides at once. He slowly moved around until he came to the desired distance and then he abruptly stood up.

The bandit immediately noticed him and with an evil grin on his face, he roared, "There you are! Just you wait, you bastard! I'm going to cut you into a thousand pieces!"

Gerald showed a mocking smile under his helmet and laughed, "I don't think so…" Then he waved his hand, and Stone Bolts flew out from all sides.

"Wha-!"

Before the bandit could even say anything or react, his body was pierced in dozens of places. Blood sprayed on all sides for a second and then it stopped. At the same time, the red-armored bandit collapsed, dead.

"You-!" A sound came from the forest and when Gerald looked, he saw another red-armored bandit standing there with a burning anger in his eyes.

Gerald grinned and shouted, "What? You want something as well?"

The bandit gritted his teeth and roared, "You dare-! You dare kill my older bro! If I don't tear you apart right now, then I'm not a man!"

The man roared in madness and ran towards Gerald with three bottles in each hand.

'Oh, it's my fault he's dead, eh?! It's not like e ran after me with an intent to kill, eh?! Such hypocrites!' Gerald thought in anger as he watched the man running towards him. Now he was just close enough so Gerald could recognize what was in his hands.

'No way! More Bottled Thunder?! Are these guys made of money?!' He lifted his hand and shouted, "Stay away from me, you lunatic! Stone Shower!"
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                He pointed at the guy and a swarm of Stone Bolts covered the sky, and before long, they completely annihilated the running bandit.

Boom!

The Bottled Thunder also detonated at that time and a few seconds later only a scorched circle of soil remained where the man once stood.

His potions still had some time left so he wasn't worried about using too much Mana. Besides, he had two Earth bracelets with 10 MP each. Still, he used his shitty Earth Crystals first, since he had the option to. He was saving his bracelets and his internal Mana for emergencies.

Just as he was about to take a breather, another bandit came out of the forest, all out of breath.

"Tsk, another one… Stone Shower!" Gerald didn't lose any time and directly cast another spell toward the bandit.

"Wah-" the bandit screamed and quickly ran back under the cover of the dense branches. It did not appear he was interested in a fight.

"Bah! I missed…" Gerald frowned and waved his hand saying, "Whatever! I don't have time for this! I need to check on my new teammates…" After that, he ran back towards the cliffside, where an intense battle was currently happening.

Derrick and his brother Doven were currently fighting against red-armored bandits, it was a two versus three fight. Owyn was also there and he was keeping two of the remaining bandits away from the warriors with his Earth magic.

Gerald quickly noticed that one of the red-armored bandits was missing. When he came closer, he saw what had happened.

A bandit was currently lying down in a pool of his own blood and he had a two-meter long stone spike pinning him to the ground. It appeared he was sneak-attacked by Owyn.

It was no surprise to Gerald since he saw Owyn was quite good at controlling his stone projectile.

"Damn, I hate mages! They are such a pain in the ass!" One of the bandits complained loudly while dodging Owyn's Stone Javelin.

The other bandit hacked down with his sword and slightly deflected the Stone Javelin away from his body, saying, "Don't worry… When our five brothers come back we will cut them down as easy as killing chickens! We just need to preserve until they kill that other mage!"

"Hehe, you are right, they are probably already done by now!"

"Oh yeah? I don't think they will be coming back any time soon!" A laugh that came from behind them made them shiver. They suddenly had a really bad feeling about the situation.

A bandit spared a glance and looked back, just to be stunned by the sight. There he was, a mage that ran away and there was no sight of their brothers.

"What happened?! I refuse to believe you defeated them all!" he roared with red eyes.

Gerald chuckled as he gave him a taunting look, "Hmm? Should I show you their corpses for you to believe me?" He didn't actually kill all of them, just two. One of them ran away and the other two probably lost his trail. He was not too concerned about them.

"How dare you!" the bandit screamed as he dodged the Stone Javelin once more. Now the dynamic of the fight changed quite a bit.

It was now four against five, but even though the bandits held a numbers advantage, they were already in a stalemate before Gerald showed up.

The enraged bandit now clenched his teeth as he was contemplating what to do next. His empty hand slowly lowered into his pouch as he spoke through gritted teeth, "We will have to use it after all… It's such a waste, but we have no choice!"

"Scales! Defensive Formation!" the bandit roared and the three fighting Derrick and Doven quickly moved back.

All five of the red-armored bandits gathered in a half-circle, with backs facing each other. They each took out something from their respective leather pouches.

"Really? More Bottled Thunder?! For God's sake! Have some mercy!" Gerald screamed in hopelessness.

From what he calculated, these guys had to have at least fifty gold worth of Bottled Thunder. Just seeing them waste so much money was torture for him. His heart was tearing apart.

"Hahaha! Too late for prayers boy! It doesn't matter if you defeated our brothers or not, because soon you won't be among the living anymore to enjoy that accomplishment!" one of the bandits roared in laughter. He completely misunderstood Gerald's words.

"Now… Go to hell!" The bandit screamed as he threw his bottles at Gerald. All five of them had wicked smiles on their faces as they looked with interest to see how the mage is going to die.

"By the power I control, shifting dirt, warping-" Owyn started to chant quickly, but it was clear he was too slow to be of any help as the bottles were already dangerously close to Gerald. He was worried that they would lose a friend, even if they only met recently.

Doven and Derrick, on the other hand, crouched down and covered themselves with their shields, gritted their teeth, and prepared for the explosion.

The only one calm was Gerald himself. He predicted this course of action before he even came back to the cliff. Since two of the bandits he fought tried to attack with Bottled Thunder, he figured the rest would do the same if they felt threatened.

Indeed, that's what happened. Gerald had already gathered sufficient Mana for his next spell. He took a deep breath and punched toward the falling bottles, "Wind Blast!"

Woosh!

With a strong gust of wind, the bottles suddenly changed directions and flew back to where they came from. The red-armored bandits were shocked by the development and one of them quickly recovered, screaming, "Scatter!"

They all jumped to the side, except for one of them who tripped and fell on his back. He could only look in horror as the Bottled Thunder fell to the ground before him. The blinding flash of light that followed was the last thing he ever saw.

Boom!

Sharp glass fragments and broken stone pieces flew out with the shockwave. It acted like shrapnel from a hand grenade.

The bandits were the ones that took the brunt of the impact. Their backs and legs were bleeding, as the simple leather armor was unable to resist the explosion. The shockwave also pushed them to the ground, so they had faces full of dirt.

The two warriors from Silver Phantom were left unscathed since they were hiding behind the shields, although their arms did feel a bit sore from the shockwave.

Owyn was luckily far enough to avoid the shrapnel and he was completely fine, even though his armor was the weakest among everyone present.

The same was with Gerald, although he was the main target of the attack, in the end, he was left without a scratch.

"Ugh…" a red-armored bandit groaned and tried to get back up. His body was aching all over and his ears were bleeding as his eardrums popped because of the explosion. Among his teammates, he was in the best shape, although that was not saying much.

Derrick reacted quickly and before the bandit even knew what happened, he was on the ground again. Derrick's knee was on his chest and a sword on his neck. The meaning was quite obvious; If he tried anything funny, he would be immediately executed.

Doven quickly went towards the remaining three thugs and bound them together with a strong rope. He did not have any problems doing so, as they were all unconscious.

"Who are you, people? Why did you attack us?!" Derrick questioned the bandit under his knee.

The bandit did not seem too concerned with answering. Although his eardrum was pierced, he could still somewhat hear Derrick yelling. He turned his head around to see better and his eyes landed on the remaining three of his companions.

They were in bad shape and blood was flowing everywhere. The bandit gritted his teeth in anger, but he could nothing to vent his rage. Eventually, he spoke, "Fuck you…"

He then spat in Derrick's face.

Bam!

A heavy fist landed on his face and a searing pain came from his nose. Soon the warm blood started flowing, making the bandit choke on it. He got punched in the face, but still, he did not answer the questions. Instead, determination came to his eyes as his hand slowly moved down, to one of his leather pouches.

There he grabbed two bottles and very carefully opened them both and combined the contents. He was doing it very slowly and with only one hand while Derrick was kneeling on his chest.

Nobody noticed his slight movements.

Suddenly, there was a glint in his eyes as he made a decision. His hand quickly jerked upward and he threw a bottle up, high in the air.

"Watch out!"
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                The atmosphere on the cliff was intense, so intense that you could almost cut it with a knife.

Everybody had their eyes glued to the little vial of Bottled Thunder. It was flying through the air, almost like in slow-motion, slowly spinning, until it reached the peak of the arc when gravity finally won over and pulled it back down.

The bottle was flying towards Doven and the three unconscious red-armored bandits.

"Nooo! Doven!" Derrick yelled as he watched in horror as the bottle was falling closer to his brother.

Gritting his teeth, Doven lifted his shield and placed it in front of his face, holding it with both hands. He did not have time to move away and this was the most he could do in the short second of time he had. He closed his eyes and prepared for the explosion and pain.

Bang!

Dust and smoke, as well as blood and flesh, were blasted into the air. Derrick froze as he watched the blood flowing from where his brother used to be. Just as he was to go berserk with rage, he noticed something that wasn't there before, and it shocked him even more.

The sound of the explosion rang in Doven's ears, but weirdly enough, he didn't feel a thing. As he slowly opened his eyes he was surprised to see a massive stone wall a few centimeters from his face. The explosion happened on the other side and he was completely unharmed.

"Heh, just in time…" Gerald chuckled from the side. It was he who cast the Stone Wall spell to protect Doven.

Just then, Derrick quickly ran to look and when he saw his brother was fine he gave a big sigh of relief.

He turned to face Gerald and bowed deeply as he stated, "Brother Gerald, we only knew each other for a day but you saved my younger brother from certain death. I swear to the heavens that I will return this favor, even if it would cost me my life!"

Gerald was somewhat embarrassed by his words so he replied, "I'm just doing what I can to help, no need for such gratitude." He wore a casual smile on his face.

Then Doven too bowed and said, "Thank you! I will forever remember what you did for me today!"

Gerald rolled his eyes as he thought, 'Come on guys, you are making me feel really uncomfortable…'

"Never mind that… What should we do with that guy now? He is the only survivor…" he said and pointed at the bandit on the ground. The three that were tied together were now just a bunch of meat, blood, and bones.

"Right…" Derrick straightened his back and gave the remaining bandit a deadly stare with squinted eyes. He was currently itching to kill.

"Oh my gosh, guys, what happened?"

The remaining party members came up to check things out. The many explosion sounds made them feel worried for their friends, so they decided to look.

"Urk!" Nina immediately turned pale at the gory sight and reacted by covering her mouth while quickly turning around so she wouldn't have to see the bloody scene. Owyn quickly came to her and hugged her across the shoulders and escorted her to get back to the cart, while trying to calm her down.

Meanwhile, Derrick sat on the remaining bandit again and questioned him, "Who. Is. Your. Master? Who sent you here?!" With every word spoken the punched the bandit.

"Haha…" the bandit laughed while blood was flowing out of his mouth. He had a mocking smile on his face, even though he was bleeding all over with even a few teeth missing. He gave off a feeling like he was the sole winner and was looking at the losers around him. It angered Derrick even more.

"Forget it… We won't get anything out of him." Gerald placed a hand on Derrick's shoulder and speculated, "He probably killed his own companions so they wouldn't speak…"

The unusual way these guys were fighting made him suspect that something bigger was going on and that this wasn't just a random attack. They were too well organized, and for a bandit gang to have the same uniform… If they were truly just a bunch of lowlifes, It was unlikely.

'Who would attack a small group of travelers and waste so much gold on explosives for no reason, it just doesn't make sense!' Gerald thought.

'Even if they tried to rob mister Rulgo… But he is only transporting a bunch of tools and wood, this is not worthy of such an attack… I don't get it!' He was getting frustrated just thinking about it because it really made no logical sense.

"Hmm, I guess you are right. These guys are crazy, that's for sure," Derrick responded. He looked at the bandit below him one last time and then stabbed him through the heart, killing him.

After the deed was done, people from Silver Phantom collected whatever was useful from the bandits and shared it equally among everyone who participated in the battle.

Weirdly enough, the bandits didn't have much. They all had leather armor, an iron sword, and a few Bottled Thunders. The bottles that contained the two substances were sold as a pair, and before the fight began, they had to be mixed to achieve the desired result.

Apart from that, they didn't have any money, food, or potions. It was like they were sent here on a suicide mission.

The red armor was quite damaged from all the fighting and explosions, but boots and gloves were still in quite a good shape.

Gerald did not feel like taking the clothes of his opponents, and so, after a bit of discussion, they decided to give him two swords. Everyone else took just one.

Metal gear was much more expensive than leather, but since Gerald did most of the work, everyone agreed he should take a bigger share.

After a while, they continued on their way. Luckily the cart and donkeys were fine, even though they came close to turning into a paste just recently.

"We wasted too much time, we need to hurry!" mister Rulgo said. Although he said that, the donkeys didn't move any faster and they slowly continued on their way. He could just curse helplessly.

The rest of the day was really quiet. Nobody felt like talking since they were quite mentally drained from a fight. It went like that for a few hours when Gerald finally remembered that he wanted to speak with the fellow Spellcasters.

"Hey," he started, turning to Owyn. "I noticed you were quite good at controlling your Earth magic during the fight. And I was wondering about the chant you spoke at the beginning… I never heard anything quite like it, such a long chant. Is it something new?"

"Oh, man…" Owyn scratched his head in embarrassment. "I'm actually not good at all when it comes to using magic, that's why my chants are long… Hahaha…" he laughed self-mockingly.

Gerald lifted his brow, for he did not understand what Owyn meant. 'How can he claim he is not good with such great control... And what does chant length have to do with it?' he thought.

At that time, Nina, who was listening from the side, joined in the conversation and asked, "Did you not learn chants in the Magic Academy in Geldern? I thought they teach it there."

Gerald was a bit surprised but he shook his head and stated, "I am self-taught, and when I spoke with the headmaster of the Magic Academy and I don't remember him mentioning anything special about the magic chants."

"Wow, a self-taught mage! So cool!" Nina's eyes sparkled like she was looking at a treasure.

Owyn, on the other hand, became quite uncomfortable looking at his girlfriend compliment another guy.

He quickly tried to stabilize the situation. He hugged Nina around her waist and said, "You see, we both studied at the Magic Academy in the capital. We were lucky enough that our parents were wealthy enough so we could learn there. That's also where we met."

Nina giggled and hugged him back in response. These two did not hide their affection for each other at all.

Owyn continued with a voice that contained melancholy, "Unfortunately we weren't the best and after a few short years we had to abandon the magic studies. Now, because the living expenses were too high in the capital, we decided to join the Warrior's Guild in another city where we could afford to stay."

Gerald nodded in understanding, "Yes, money rules no matter where you go…"

"Exactly!" Nina voiced enthusiastically and then lifted her staff, speaking "Our Earth staves were a gift from our families when we joined the Academy. Unfortunately, we can't really afford to buy much else now that we are on our own."

"So, where do long chants come into play?" Gerald asked doubtfully.
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                "Well…" Owyn thought for a while, thinking about how to best explain this. "As you, of course, know, to use a spell you need to have enough Mana, as well as a picture of what you are trying to do, in your mind."

"Of course," Gerald nodded. He learned that long ago.

"Basically, the mindset is very important if you want to be successful, and even a slight interruption can make the spell misfire or completely collapse… So some people came up with the idea of using longer chants. They are usually short catchy songs or poems, with rhymes, so they are easy to remember," Owyn explained.

"A mage should then train in peace using these chants to master the spell. Then, if at some later date the situation became chaotic and he was under stress, the familiar chant would help bring the mindset under control, making it easier to cast a spell."

Gerald listened to the explanation with much interest. He stroked his chin as he spoke out loud, "Interesting... So then the words that you spoke to trigger your spells could be changed for something else?"

Owyn nodded, stating, "Definitely! But I am having problems shortening my chant for the Stone Javelin. If I remove words from my chant, the casting time increases instead of decreasing… I am a failure as a mage." He smiled awkwardly.

"One of the marks of a good mage is if he can cast a spell with as few words as possible, while still keeping the consistency at 100%. Of course, the cast time has to be fast as well."

'Ah!' Gerald suddenly came to a realization, 'I have been using something similar to achieve this effect. Just instead of using extra words to accompany my spell, I used body movements! And I didn't even know it!' He remembered all those times when he was waving with his hand or fingers to direct his Stone Bolts.

The realization deepened his interest in magic even more.

Both Nina and Owyn were at about the same level of competence. They both had problems using short chants quickly as they required more active thinking to cast a spell. Through the conversation with them, Gerald came to know that that was quite common in the kingdom.

The almost instant casting, like what Gerald was capable of, was almost unheard of in this world. Only the geniuses, from the wealthy families who could afford expensive teachers, were capable of similar feats.

Most young mages had to study at a public academy, and if they didn't understand something, or couldn't keep up with the professor, well, that was their problem.

Many left the academy after a few years because they couldn't keep up. Instead of wasting time and money on something they couldn't follow or understand, many decided to get a job by either becoming a mercenary, joining the Warrior's Guild, becoming a soldier, or learning a useful craft.

The merchants usually came from a family with a rich background, usually a less successful son of some small Lord. The starting capital was something the commoners just couldn't afford after all.

The few that decided to continue as a mage, like Owyn and Nina, usually joined the Warrior's Guild because they didn't have many other choices. Luckily for them, they at least had magic staves that helped them with the Mana problems that many young mages faced.

Usually, mages had to spend most if not all of their money on expensive equipment to be able to sustain the Mana cost of their spells. That oftentimes came at a cost to their armor and clothes.

Gerald could now more easily understand why he saw quite a few people with nice jewelry, staves, wands, and rings while walking around in simple wool clothes. Turns out the mages had the same problems he himself faced. Money was the biggest obstacle in their path.

Although his money situation somehow resolved itself, for now, he knew that he will have to work hard to continue getting stronger. He currently only had gems for two Elements and he stole the Fire Sword from Adelard, so that didn't really count. Who knew if it might bring him more trouble with the Serrell family in the future.

There was one thing that bugged him for a while now. How could he sense and use Mana so naturally? People in this world usually had to train for quite a while to be able to sense it, but it seemed like he had a natural gift for it.

Though he didn't really like that explanation. There had to be something else going on, but he couldn't come up with any useful theories at the moment.

The journey after the attack went quite peacefully, there weren't any more incidents that happened.

Gerald placed his wooden box on the wagon; he was getting tired of carrying it on his back for such a long time.

When the last sun rays were about to disappear behind the dense trees, the group quickly set up camp and lit a small campfire to warm themselves. After a quick dinner, everyone went to sleep quite early. They were exhausted from the frantic day and did not feel like chatting.

This time it was Sera's turn to be on the night guard first and Gerald was the last one. He would be on guard in the early morning hours just before everyone else woke up.

'Perfect! Now I can sleep without worry,' he thought and wrapped himself in his cloak, found a clean place to lay down, and floated away to the land of dreams.

A good while later, when the sun was yet to rise, someone gently nudged Gerald and woke him from his sleep.

"Wake up, it's your turn to guard now." It was Kera, the Silver Phantom Archer, who spoke with a gentle voice.

Gerald slowly opened his eyes and removed the cloak. He sat up and yawned while stretching his body. "Alright, I'm up." He rubbed his sleepy eyes and stood up. Seeing her job done, Kera quickly went back to her place, trying to get some greatly needed shut-eye for the remaining hour before dawn.

Gerald stretched his body some more to get the blood flowing and then looked around the camp. The fire went out and only glowing embers were left.

The surroundings were deathly silent. No sound of birds or insects, no rustling of grass or leaves, and even the river was barely making any noise.

The light mist around the camp gave a mystical feeling to this place. The first light from the sun was barely leaking its way across the mountains in the distance, giving the sky a light gray color while dyeing the clouds with a gentle red.

Gerald took a deep breath of the fresh morning air through the nose and slowly exhaled. It was so tranquil that he wished it could stay like that forever.

He sat down on a boulder and took out one of his notebooks, or maybe it would be better to call it a diary?

He opened it where he left it and took out a pen and a small vial of ink. He was writing down his experiences for the last day.

With the lack of any sophisticated technology for keeping track of knowledge, he had no choice but to write it all in a book. All his findings of magic, that was.

Although he had a photographic memory and he remembered everything almost perfectly, he wasn't dumb enough to rely on his brain only. The human mind was oftentimes unreliable, especially when remembering details from the long-gone past.

Writing a book was his form of insurance in case something unpredictable happened and he had to refresh his memory. Although that wasn't likely, he didn't want to take any chances even if there was less than a 0.1% possibility of memory loss.

With how this world operated, and the conflict was often resolved with force, head trauma was actually quite common. In fact, he already experienced it when the Hobgoblin's arrow almost knocked him out cold.

He was writing down his thoughts when suddenly, a few birds flew out of the tall grass about a hundred meters away. He squinted his eyes in that direction, but he didn't see anything unusual.

The sun was slowly moving higher and higher, and it would get above the tall mountain peaks at any second now, but still, the light was quite weak.

Gerald kept staring in that direction and then activated his Magic Eyes. The Mana flowing around immediately entered his vision, but there was an anomaly.

Where the birds flew up, a few distinct blobs were slowly moving forward in his direction.

"Damned beasts, not again..." Gerald silently cursed, "Just leave us alone already!"

He crouched down and lightly kicked every sleeping person in the feet. They almost immediately jumped up, but Gerald quickly gestured them to be quiet.

"What's going on?" Sera whispered and rubbed her sleepy eyes.

"We got company… Get ready for a fight." Gerald kept a serious face as he was observing the enemy approaching.

When the rest heard him, they immediately sobered up and the drowsiness was gone. People quickly wore their armor and picked up their weapons, even mister Rulgo took up a sword and hid near his cart, waiting.

Now they could already hear the rustling in the grass as the enemies were approaching.

Gerald suddenly made a confused expression as he stared at the approaching Mana blobs. At first, he thought they were all crouching humans, but now that they came closer he realized they were not.

There were ten humans and the same number of animals. At first, he thought it was a normal wolf, but the beast was much bigger, although still not as big as the Silverback.

Ultimately, the enemy encircled them from the front and they became aware of each other's presence.

The animals slowly emerged from the grass, they looked like a mix between a tiger and a big wolf, with completely black fur, sharp fangs, and a bloodthirsty look in their eyes.

The humans approached behind them and they wore an expressionless faces as if they had already won. They all wore the same brown armor, a full leather attire made out of individual leather pieces that were combined in a way that made them look like scales.

"Hold on… I saw that before…" Gerald remembered how the red-armored bandits had the same armor style, just the color was different. "These punks are from the same faction I bet! Fuck, that makes me mad! You think we are an easy target for you to bully?!"

He gripped his Fire Sword tight and lowered his posture, preparing for the fight.

"Oh, hell! Black Wolves! Be careful guys!" Derrick yelled when he saw their opponents.

'So they are wolves after all!' Gerald thought in surprise. It had to be some other species that he didn't know about.

Just as the Black Wolves jumped for the attack, Gerald heard a light rustle behind him. He quickly turned around and saw another one of those bastards sneaking near the wagon. The rest, including mister Rulgo, seemed oblivious to him as they were too focused on the Wolves in front.

What Gerald saw next made his blood boil. That sneaky bastard placed his hands on a chest and gently pulled it in his lap. It was the chest that contained the Swiftness Potions, Gerald's most prized possessions.

Gerald's eyes opened wide and his pupils shrunk as his heart rate shoot through the roof as the adrenaline was released in waves into his bloodstream. If he had a rage meter, it would now reach the maximum value and possibly even explode.

His face turned red in anger and the veins on his neck and forehead bulged out.

The roar that came out of his mouth next shook everybody present, including the animals, making them all pause the battle.

"YOU... BASTARD! YOU ARE COURTING DEATH!"
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                The thief was startled by the shout and almost dropped the box. This made the already enraged Gerald even madder. Looking into his bloodshot eyes, the thief didn't think twice before turning around and running away as fast as he could.

Two brown-armored bandits and two Black Wolves quickly arrived between Gerald and the running thief. It was at that moment that something snapped in Gerald's mind.

'These worms think they can steal from me!? Whoever stands in my way, I'll tear him away limb from limb!'

At this exact moment, under the effect of adrenaline, he felt a sudden surge of strength. At the same time, he lost a part of his rationality and with an animalistic roar, he sprang forth with a sword in hand.

"Get him! Tear him apart!" one of the bandits ordered and his Black Wolf immediately responded, madly growling at Gerald as he jumped at him with the sharp fangs and claws aiming for the latter's neck.

"Out of my way!" Gerald roared and slashed horizontally with his sword. The swing was incredibly fast and it landed right in the gaping maw of the beast, but it didn't stop there.

The sword continued across the body of the wolf, exiting behind his neck, directly slicing off the top part of the beast's head and separating it from the body.

In his rage, Gerald continued rushing forward and before anyone could even react, he already arrived at the other Black Wolf, cutting its skull in half with a downward swing. The skull split apart like butter, starting at the top, between the eyes and lastly breaking the lower jaw in half. The animal was dead before it even knew what happened.

He continued to advance while striking at the brown-armored bandit. The latter used his sword to block the strike and got showered by bright sparks upon the impact. Gerald did not stop with just one strike, however. The swings continued to rain down randomly and the bandit could barely defend himself.

"This guy is insane! Quick, help me!" the bandit called for help from his companion. Without hesitation, both bandits struck back at Gerald at the same time.

Although he was in a rage, Gerald still had a grip on the situation. He sidestepped their attack and dashed forward, arriving face to face with one of his assailants. With his free left hand, he blasted the guy in the face, breaking his nose and knocking him out momentarily.

Before the poor guy could even fall to the ground, Gerald spun around and gave him a kick under his chin, sending him flying back. With the broken nose and possibly fractured yaw, as well as a concussion, he was unlikely to get up any time soon.

Now, being face to face with this savage warrior, the brown bandit wet his pants before he screamed in horror, "Wait! We can talk about t-" However, his words were cut short, literally, as Gerald's Fire Sword sliced through his leather armor, across his collarbone on one side, across his chest, and out on the other side near the hip.

The fancy leather armor provided as much protection as a single sheet of paper. None.

Gerald did not spare him another glance as he ran after the thief, roaring at the top of his lungs, "You bastard! How dare you steal my shit! I'll tear you apart!"

The thief kept running, buckets of cold sweat pouring down his back. 'Madman, he's a madman!' he thought. That's when he heard Gerald's roar. He was slowly closing in on him.

'His shit?' He turned around with a confused expression and then looked down at the wooden box in his hands. 'It couldn't be…'

He opened the chest and the sight stunned him so much that he stopped. He had an expression of surprise and disappointment. Before his eyes were rows of neatly packed vials, not at all what he expected.

He mouthed a surprised "Oh," before Gerald arrived next to him and separated his head from the body with a single swing. The surprise on his face stayed even after his head hit the floor and rolled around.

Gerald caught the chest and quickly checked the contents before finally releasing a big sigh of relief. The chest contained his chance at advancement and if something happened to it, he would lose weeks of potential progress, maybe even months. It was way too important for him.

He sat down on the ground, panting, he was exhausted. He carefully closed the chest and looked at the head of the bandit near him. The guy's expression made him frown although he didn't know why.

From the time his chest was stolen till now, just over a minute had passed. He slowly started feeling his body ace all over and his muscles were sore like he was working out for the entire day.

He groaned in discomfort and placed his hand on his chest to heal himself. That's when he shockingly discovered that he was completely dry. Not a drop of Mana was left in his body.

"The fuck? I didn't use any spells as far as I can remember…?" He thought hard about the past few minutes and concluded that he really didn't use any spells at all!

"Unless…" He looked at his hands as he had a sudden realization. "Did I somehow trigger my Mana and converted it into temporary strength?"

It was a big possibility, but even if it was, he had no idea how he did it. And even if he knew, the backlash was quite severe.

He was currently completely incapable of even moving at a normal speed, not to mention engaging in a fight. Also, the strength boost was extremely short for the amount of Mana consumed.

He slowly picked himself up and drank a Healing Potion, "Ow, damn it! My whole body hurts. I don't think the bit of strength I got was worth all of this pain."

He slowly limped back to the camp. Although his body was void of Mana, he could still use magic by utilizing the crystals. His magic combat ability wasn't affected, just his healing spells were.

The rest of the bandits saw him brutally dispose of the two that blocked his path, but they didn't know what happened with the thief in the end since he ran too far away.

When they noticed Gerald slowly coming back with the wooden chest under his arm, they knew that the stealth mission failed. Now the only option left was to fight head-on.

These guys had a particularly interesting fighting style. Instead of engaging Silver Phantom by themselves, they instead sent forth the Black Wolves while they tried to score some cheap shots from afar.

Although the members of Silver Phantom were young, they were no weaklings. Even being outnumbered three to one, they managed to hold the advancement of the beasts and their masters. Both Derrick and Doven were strong warriors at Iron 3 rank. They were quite capable.

Mister Rulgo was of no use in the fight. He was desperately trying to calm down his donkeys, who were totally freaking out and trying to run away.

When Gerald saw the mess of a battle, he felt a headache coming his way. He just wanted to rest for a while and heal up, but it didn't seem like he would get the chance any time soon.

He lifted his hand to cast a Repeating Fireball, but then just before he triggered the spell, he stopped. 'Better not show them I can use more than two Elements… This has to be my trump card.'

He then utilized the Mana inside his bracelets and used the Stone Shower a few times.

Nina and Owyn made the terrain around the camp full of holes and columns, making it extremely hard to traverse. Meanwhile, both Kara and Gelen kept shooting with the bow. The wolves that managed to squeeze through were dealt with by Derrick and his brother.

Sera wasn't too useful in the fight since her specialty was throwing knives, and those weren't that useful in such a chaotic battle. "Ooh, I feel so useless!" she lamented, "When we get back I have to make sure to get myself familiar with another weapon!"

"Stone Shower!"

Woosh!

Gerald finally released his Stone Bolts and they rained down from the sky. He split them up into small groups of five and each group fell on a Black Wolf.

Now that Owny saw Gerald come back he relaxed somewhat and decided to go on the offense. "By the power I control, shifting dirt, warping stone! I call upon the Stone Javelin!"

Crack!

A two-meter-long piece of stone broke free from the ground and flew up according to Owyn's control. He masterfully guided it around the dirt columns, straight to the brown-armored bandits.

Too bad for him, these guys didn't just stand there to be skewered like pieces of meat. They quickly split up and tried to go around the uneven terrain to attack at a close distance.
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                It was at that time that Gerald cast another volley of Stone Bolts, preventing them from advancing.

"Forget it! We can't win like this, two archers and three mages at the back with two warriors at the front…" one of the bandits said. "We already lost too much, there is no point in throwing our lives away!"

The rest agreed with him. Their beasts were already dead and dodging arrows and deadly stone spikes was too much for them. They weren't insane enough to continue doing something that obviously didn't work.

"Trying to run? Why don't you stay, since you went through so much trouble to come here?!" Gerald yelled when he saw them retreating and cast another Stone Shower.

Unfortunately, his Mana was exhausted and he couldn't use a speed boost by using air pressure bubbles. He guided the Stone Bolts as best he could, but when they went more than twenty-five meters away, he lost control and they simply fell from the sky and stuck themselves in the ground.

"Tsk, I'm still limited by the short distance. You were lucky this time," Gerald complained as he watched the bandits escape. He was speaking to himself, more than anyone else.

As the fight ended, everyone could finally relax. Two attacks in two days was a bit too much. Usually, bandits attacked small groups or lone travelers. Oftentimes they would give up quickly if they encountered some opposition, unlike these two times. They were even ready to lay down their lives to achieve their goal.

It bugged Gerald to no end. Even if humans were greedy, it shouldn't be to this extent.

He went to the wagon to put away his chest when he saw something that piqued his interest. He removed a few wooden planks and to his surprise, there was another chest there. It looked quite similar to the one he was carrying.

Now he finally made sense. The bandits were obviously trying to steal a chest and probably took his by mistake.

"Mister Rulgo? Would you mind telling me what's in the box?" Gerald asked with a little higher voice to attract attention.

Mister rulgo quickly turned around and saw what Gerald was pointing at. He dismissingly said, "Just some old tools. Don't wanna get them wet, you know?"

Gerald squinted his eyes, "Is that so? Then I guess it's fine if I take a quick peek inside?" He stretched his hand towards the chest.

Shink!

The sound of a sword being unsheathed sounded in Gerald's ears and before he could lay his hand on the chest, a sword was already at his neck.

"Hands off the chest, boy," mister Rulgo spoke in a cold tone. His matter of speech and tense body language gave no room for negotiation.

Gerald glanced at him from the corner of his eye. The grumpy middle-aged man from before was gone and replaced by him was someone that gave off an aura of a seasoned warrior. He was cold and unyielding, just like his sword on Gerald's neck.

"Haha," Gerald laughed and lightly pushed the sword away from his neck. He stepped a few steps back and said, "Mister Rulgo, I don't know what's in the chest, but it's definitely not some old tools. It's fine if you don't want people to know, but you could at least warn us about the difficulty of the job, right?"

"For so many bandits to attack us, I guess the chest must be full of gold, eh?" Gerald jokingly added.

Mister Rulgo squinted his eyes and blew air out of his nose, "Hmph, just do your job and don't ask questions. We will need to speed up to arrive on time." He sheathed his sword and returned to his donkeys' side.

"I don't know about others, but I'm exhausted. You can go if you want, but I have to rest my body for a while," Gerald quickly reminded.

Looking at the rest of his escorts mister Rulgo sighed and said, "One hour. After one hour we must continue!"

Honestly, apart from Gerald, the rest were quite capable of walking for the rest of the day. But, of course, they didn't complain about having a short break after so many shocking things happened.

'Who knew that we were guarding a freaking bandit magnet?' Derrick helplessly shook his head and sat down. Like the rest, he was also curious about what was in the box, but as a leader, he had to show more maturity so he didn't join the conversation about its secrets.

People looking at Gerald would think he was asleep. He was laying down on the grass with his hands behind his head and legs spread apart. But he was, in fact, meditating.

Usually, meditation required a person to sit in a lotus position, but if the desired effect was to relax then in Gerald's opinion, laying down in a comfortable position was much better.

His Mana recovery rate was currently at 3.2MP/h without meditation. With weeks of training, he was able to slowly increase it somewhat. If he focused on Mana recovery while meditating, then that amount could go over 15 MP/h.

Healing magic could be stacked on top of each other a few times. It wasn't additive but instead had diminishing results. Four spells working simultaneously were just a bit more than twice as effective as a single one alone. Still, it provided a fast recovery.

After the hour was up, Gerald completely recovered. Muscle fatigue and soreness were the simplest damage to recover from after all.

During the time he was relaxing, Sera and Kara collected the pelts and Earth Crystals from the dead beasts and distributed them evenly among everyone.

Because of the many unpredictable factors, like donkeys' slow speed and bandit attacks, the group barely missed their target. They were supposed to arrive at the capital in the evening, but when the night came, they were still a good ten kilometers away.

They had no choice but to set camp in the open once again.

Finally, in the late morning the next day, they, at last, arrived at their destination.

In the distance, they saw the magnificent white walls of the capital Auralba. Supposedly it meant white gold, which was quite fitting for the shining white city.

The walls were more than fifteen meters tall and were extremely massive, made of white limestone, with great ornaments and giant statues around the gates.

The entrance was heavily guarded along with massive black iron gates that stopped travelers from simply walking in. There was also a fee for entry, which came to be five silver coins per person.

If the guards deemed you were not fit for entry, then it was best to just walk away and not make a scene. There were some poor people that tried to squeeze past in the crowd, but they were quickly captured, beaten up, and then mercilessly thrown out.

Mister Rulgo stopped his cart a good one hundred meters from the gates and went to talk with a guard.

He then soon came back and spoke in a strong voice, "Alright people! We came to our destination and here is where our travels together end. You did a good job protecting this expedition and the Guild will definitely hear about your good deeds! And now, it's time for your well-deserved reward."

He took out a silver key and pulled his chest closer. When he turned it around, the group was able to see a massive lock in the front.

Everybody bunched around with interest, waiting to see what secrets it held. Finally, mister Rulgo placed the key in the lock and turned it around.

Clack!

The mechanism made a sound and the lid opened. At the same time, Gerald's eyes almost jumped out of their sockets.

"Holy shit! It's actually full of gold!"
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                Not far from the entrance to the capital Auralba...

"Gold, it's actually full of gold! I was just joking when I said that, but damn…" Gerald had a stupefied expression on his face.

Although he tried to keep his emotions in check, he couldn't help but let a bit of greed slip by.

Similarly, the rest of the gang was also surprised by the amount of gold mister Rulgo was transporting. They almost couldn't believe it was right under their nose the whole time.

Now it all made sense. People throwing their lives away for a chest full of gold was quite reasonable.

Bandits usually lived quite miserable lives, with all the killing, robbing, and running from the law, they didn't have many peaceful nights.

They were the scum of the society, but if they could get their hands on a mountain of gold, then they could possibly retire and live peacefully for the rest of their lives.

What was a bigger shock, however, was that according to what mister Rulgo said next, these were the taxes from Geldern. Although that was the case, he still took out a few gold coins and gave one to each of his escorts.

Gerald was somewhat surprised since in his mind he was stealing from the king, but he didn't voice any objections, he simply accepted the money and so did everyone else.

Soon, ten city guards came and escorted mister Rulgo, his wagon, and the chest into the city. Now they officially completed the mission.

"So? What should we do now?" Sera asked the group.

First to respond was Kara, stating "We are going to have some fun in the city. Wanna come with us? We can show you around. They have some amazing desserts here in Auralba."

"Ooh, I love sweets! Gerald, are you coming?" Sera enthusiastically jumped up and down.

However, Gerald firmly shook his head, "No, I have a few things to take care of first. Maybe I can join you guys later."

"That's a shame. Anyway, we will be at the Dancing Boar Inn if you need us," Derrick told him before they parted ways. Kera then proceeded to drag Sera off while waving back.

Gerald also waved until he couldn't see them anymore. He then went and asked around for directions and he quickly got the answer he was looking for.

A good ten minutes later he arrived in front of a massive stone building with brass door and windows, as well as a sign. The metal was polished to such an extent that it looked almost like gold. The sun was reflecting off of the clean surface so much that it was painful on the eyes.

The massive sign had two giant words written in pitch-black ink. It was an amazing contrast between light and dark and it was really attractive for the eyes.

On the sign, it was written Golden Pouch in bold strokes. Two sacks were hanging from the edges of the sign, and they also shined like gold.

The building was the biggest auction house in the capital and it had a great reputation for dealing with all sorts of expensive and weird items.

Now that Gerald found what he was looking for, he didn't go in immediately. Instead, he went away from the main road, into the side alleys, and put on a few extra pieces of clothing.

He changed his boots and gloves since the Silverback equipment could be quickly recognized and put on a more generic attire. He then draped the cloak over himself, hiding the top part of his face, and put a fake beard to cover the bottom part.

When he came back to the light, he looked like a generic old traveler, with a hunchback and wearing the most common clothes imaginable. Under his arm, he was carrying a wooden chest and with slow steps, he went towards the Golden Pouch.

As he stepped inside, he was immediately warmly welcomed by a person at the counter. "Hello! Welcome to the Golden Pouch Auction House! How may I help you?" The person speaking was a male, in his mid-twenties, warmly smiling at the disguised Gerald.

Although the person coming inside hid his face and wore clothes that made him look like a low-class citizen, the young man didn't change his tone. Everybody, no matter the social status, was treated equally. That was, of course, until it was determined what kind of business they had for the Auction House.

"Hm, I heard you deal in rare and special items. I might have something of interest…" Gerald answered with a deep and raspy voice.

"But of course, sir. Just show me what you brought and I'm sure we will be able to appraise it fairly!" The young man spoke with confidence. He dealt with these kinds of customers many times before. Although some customers brought some extremely valuable treasures, most of them only had worthless garbage.

Until he was sure what he was dealing with, he could only act nice.

Gerald looked at the young receptionist before him and commented, "No offense, but I don't think you are qualified to appraise my stuff. You should get someone with a higher authority to take a look at what I brought."

When the receptionist heard the bold words, his eye twitched a little and a dark expression flashed across his face for a second. Luckily for him, he quickly stabilized himself and a smile returned to his lips. "I'm sorry sir, but those are the rules. If you insist that I can't appraise your stuff, then I think we are done here."

Obviously, Gerald was not happy with the answer. He grumbled for a while but then still took out a vial of Swiftness Potion and placed it on the counter.

The young man on the other side quickly grabbed it with a victorious smile. But then he soon became confused and asked with uncertainty, "What kind of potion is this?"

'Hah! Acting all high and mighty serves you right!' Gerald thought and gave a wicked smile as he replied, "You tell me. I'm just a poor citizen who doesn't know what he's talking about." He spoke in a mocking voice and spoke about himself in a third person to rub it in even more.

He had to create a new persona for himself. A mysterious and arrogant alchemy master was quite fitting for the occasion.

The receptionist silently cursed in his heart and then proceeded to examine the potion. He looked at it from all sides, compared the color to the known potions, and even sniffed it to check. In the end, he hopelessly discovered that he had never before seen a potion like this.

Not daring to admit to his lack of knowledge, he arrogantly stated, "Hmph, isn't it just a simple herbal medicine? What is so special about it?"

'Herbal medicine? Herbal medicine?! Fool! If this wasn't the capital and the powerful Auction House on top, I would already beat you up for an insult like this!' Gerald roared in his heart. But he had to control himself somewhat. It was not the time to create a scene, at least not a big one.

"Hah, an ignorant person evaluating my godly potion as a simple herbal medicine! What a joke!" Gerald angrily laughed with his raspy voice.

He then proceeded to smash his fist on the counter and pointed a finger at the receptionist's nose, "Listen up, boy! Stop wasting my time and get someone with more brains to come and appraise my potion. You are lucky I don't take your ignorance seriously because you are still young, but this is the last straw!"

Now the receptionist started sweating. He was at a loss for what to do. On one hand, he was sure that the mysterious person before him was speaking nonsense, but if by some slim chance the latter was speaking the truth, he would be severely punished if he lost a good deal for the Auction House.

Ultimately he decided to get his superior and let them deal with it. At most he would get scolded for being naïve if it turned out to be a scam.

He soon returned back and slightly bowed before Gerald, stating, "This way please, sir. The director is expecting you." He then led him to the second floor of the Auction House to a private office. Two armed guards stood beside the door and guarded the room.

The receptionist lightly knocked on the door.

A "Come in," call came from inside.

The receptionist indicated Gerald to enter, and so he did.

The room was quite spacious and full of precious decorations. The walls had lifelike paintings and colorful carpets covered the floor. The furniture was made of black wood with golden borders. It all appeared to be extremely expensive.

At a desk in the middle sat a woman. She appeared to be extremely young, but also really mature. At least she was well developed in all important places.

She stood up and came closer to greet Gerald, "Welcome, my name is Emily Rosecloud, the director of Golden Pouch Auction House here in Auralba." She extended her hand and Gerald shook it, which was not what she expected.

She then invited him to sit at a table and ordered the maid to bring some tea. "How should I address you, sir?"

Gerald thought for a while and then simply said, "You can call me mister G."
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                By speaking with an unnatural voice, lady Emily misunderstood him and thought he called himself master G, as in Alchemy Master G. After all, she heard about the mysterious potion, and it piqued her interest.

"So, Master G,  I understand you have a potion for us?"

Gerald didn't mind her misunderstanding as it worked in his favor. He simply took out the Swiftness Potion and placed it on the table. "This is the potion in question. Take a look."

Emily Rosecloud examined the potion, but just like the receptionist, she couldn't recognize it. However, she didn't act arrogantly and instead spoke in a sweet voice, "I'm sorry, but I have never seen a potion like this before. I hope Master G can forgive my ignorance and expand my horizons."

'This girl surely knows how to speak, much better than that fool downstairs.' Gerald smirked in his heart. "Hehe, but of course Miss Rosecloud. It's not a problem at all. You see, this potion is my personal creation, a one-of-a-kind godly medicine. Never before seen miracle drink, capable of amazing feats."

Gerald went on a ramble, praising the potion to the high heavens, without actually saying anything about it.

"But, what does it do?" Emily asked after a while. Although she didn't believe all the praises Gerald spoke, it still elevated her expectations to a whole new level.

"I'm getting there, my dear, patience." Gerald cleared his throat, "Ahem! As I was saying, the name of this masterpiece is Swiftness Potion. It is a creation even the gods would envy! Just a single vial can recover your fatigue and give you inexhaustible energy for a while."

"No matter if you are running, climbing, swimming, or fighting, as long as you have a Swiftness Potion with you, you can operate at your maximum capacity! You won't get tired no matter how hard your work is! Now tell me, Miss Emily, don't you agree this is divine ambrosia for a warrior?" Gerald excitedly advertised his product.

"Eh…" The first sound coming out of Emily's mouth was not exactly what Gerald was hoping for. "It's not that I don't believe you, Master G, but it's just that our claims are too fantastic. Are you saying that if a normal person drank this potion, they could sprint at their top speed for the entire duration of the potion?"

"Yes!"

"And they could fight without getting tired as well?" She squinted her eyes as she asked. The claims seemed to be way too good to be true.

"Absolutely!"

"Hmm… And how long does this potion of yours last?"

By now, Gerald returned to his previous serious state, "Miss Emily, I can sense that you don't believe my words at all. But that is fine as I have expected this. That's why I'm prepared to gift you this potion as an expression of my sincerity. You can perform tests and then decide if what I'm telling is the truth or not." He pushed the potion towards her. At the same time, he also made it look like he was being wronged and taken advantage of.

Miss Emily lifted her eyebrow, "Really?"

By now the maid brought the steaming hot tea in fancy cups and placed it down on the table. She then quietly stepped to the side, waiting for new orders.

Gerald ignored the tea and helplessly lifted his hands, stating, "I don't have a choice, do I? For the sake of our cooperation, I'm willing to make this difficult sacrifice."

After a few moments of silence, Emily came to a decision, "Okay, I accept your gift. Then let's say that what you are saying is true… How many potions do you have to sell? And how much do you want for them?"

It was then that Gerald placed his chest on the table and opened it so that Emily could see the contents. "Twenty Swiftness Potions of the highest grade! As for what I want for them? They are one of a kind, so obviously the price would be high. However, you are in luck as I require some special materials."

He took out a stack of papers and placed them on the table. "Here is what I require. I'm sure your great association won't have any problems finding these few herbs. As for the amount…hehe... Depending on your generosity we might do more business in the future."

Miss Emily looked at the papers on the table without blinking, but in her mind, she thought, 'Tsk, who does this bastard think he is? Using the Golden Pouch Auction House like his personal servants? Depending on your generosity, my ass! Does he think he can just make demands?'

Still, she kept her cool and didn't protest. Until the effects of the potion were confirmed she wouldn't do anything rash. She took a golden pouch off her belt and stored the papers and the potion inside.

Gerald's eyes enlarged when he saw that. That's because there was no way for a potion and a stack of papers to fit in that small golden pouch!

"What is that?!" he shot up and asked.

"Oh, this?" Emily smiled and lifted the pouch. "This is, of course, our signature product, the Golden Space Pouch. You surely must have heard of it before?"

Now Gerald was the one that didn't know about the item in question. But he was currently playing a thick-skinned Alchemy Master, so he wasn't bothered by her mocking gaze. "A Space Pouch, eh? May I?"

Gerald shamelessly extended his hand and asked to see the pouch up close.

'Unbelievable! How can there exist someone so shameless in this world?' On the inside, Emily was burning with anger, but she couldn't show it on the outside.

Ultimately she helplessly handed the pouch to Gerald. After all, even if he tried to steal it, the guards were just outside the door and they could come in at a moment's notice.

Gerald played with the pouch between his fingers. He utilized his Magic Eyes as soon as he saw the potion disappear inside it. "Interesting… I heard that to use spatial treasures there is a requirement of the Space Element… Do you possess a Space Element affinity, Miss Emily?" he inquired.

Emily shook her head and said, "I don't, but our pouches aren't like those artifacts from before the Dark Ages. There is a special skill required to access the storage space of our Golden Space Pouches. If you purchase one of them then you would naturally be able to learn it."

"Is that so?" Gerald lightly smiled through the fake beard. In fact, he was already trying to brute force his way inside. "How much would one of these beauties cost?"

"Only one hundred gold coins for a pouch with one cubic meter of space," Emily lightly smiled, but then her expression suddenly turned sour. Her Golden Space Pouch was broken into.

"Hmm, too bad I didn't bring enough money with me. Sigh, maybe next time…" Gerald casually continued the conversation as he was observing the contents of the pouch in his mind.

There was a tiny membrane around the space inside, but it broke apart with only the slightest touch of his mind. He was even uncertain if it was even there in the first place.

Anyhow, the items inside didn't interest him. There were some women's clothes and undergarments, some perfume, and jewelry, as well as a sword and daggers. 'Huh, this girl is a swordsman as well?'

What really interested him, though, was the structure of the space itself. The magic sustaining the space was quite interesting. The pouch didn't contain another dimension like he imagined, instead, it served as a door to a separate space. Even if the pouch was destroyed, the items inside would be fine. Just the access to them would be lost.

Gerald continued to observe the magic structure for a while before throwing the pouch back to Emily. She quickly caught the pouch, while anger burning deep inside her eyes. She thoroughly inspected her stuff and only after she noticed that nothing was missing did she relax.

By now Gerald already stood up and was at the door. "Oh, by the way, I'll be coming back tomorrow morning. I hope you will have my stuff by then. Take care." With these words, he left the room.



"This bastard!" Emily grabbed her teacup and threw it at the wall, only then did her anger somewhat subside.

"Hey, hey, hey, what's wrong my little sister?" a young man came into the room, smiling.

"Oh, Arthur!" Emily sighed, "You heard our conversation, right?"

Arthur laughed and sat down opposite Emily and drank the tea that was supposed to be for Gerald. "Every word. This guy is really interesting!"

"He broke into my Space Pouch! And I even set an extra barrier before handing it to him. He broke through it in seconds!"

"Oh?" Arthur made a surprised expression, but then his smile became even bigger. "Interesting, really interesting. Don't worry, I already sent someone to follow him, we will know who he really is before nightfall."

Emily sighed, "He was so annoying! Here, do you think what he said was true?" She handed him the papers and the potion.

Arthur ignored the potion and looked at the papers first. Finally, his eternal smile completely disappeared.

"What's wrong?"

"These herbs… I don't recognize all of them, but those that I do, well… They are all deadly poisons!" Arthur exclaimed.

"What?!"

"I mean… The names of some of them are not familiar to me, but luckily he left a drawing of the plants so I can recognize some of them… By the gods, what is he trying to do?"

Emily took the papers from his hands and scanned through them. "Dragonroot? Don't know that one… Ironstem? No… God's Blood? Sounds familiar, what is it?"

"Hmm, remember that famous herb that was supposed to enhance the Mana of a person? It was used to be called God's Blood. But after many failed experiments and deaths it was renamed to God's Joke." Arthur explained with fervor in his eyes.

"Oh, that one! You don't think that guy…that Master G, is trying to create a Mana Elixir, do you?" Emily asked with uncertainty. "Many genius alchemists already gave up on it, haven't they? It was considered impossible to make."

Arthur grabbed the potion on the table and stood up, "I think we will get a better understanding after we test this thing, won't we? Who knows? Maybe he wasn't just speaking nonsense."

"Now I'm really curious... Let's try to prepare the herbs for him, just in case," he then added.
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                Gerald left the Auction House with quick steps.

A servant, sent by Arthur, was having trouble following him in the dense crowd outside. The mysterious old man he was supposed to follow was surprisingly fast and agile. He almost lost him a few times.

Suddenly, the cloaked old man sped up and disappeared into a side alley. The servant had no choice but to run after him.

Ultimately, just as he turned the corner, he smashed, head first, into an incoming person. Ignoring the searing pain in his face, he looked slightly up at the tall, young man standing before him. With his fancy armor and a black crystal symbol on the chest, he gave the impression of belonging to some powerful group or family.

It left quite a mark on the servant's mind.

"Whoa there, buddy! Are you alright?" Gerald laughed and helped the servant stand straight.

"Yes, yes, I'm fine. Sorry for the inconvenience, sir!" the servant Quickly apologized and found an excuse to continue on his chase. How could he have known he just passed the target without a second thought? He quickly disappeared deep into the side alleys, convinced that his target ran forward.

Gerald watched him for a while and waited until he completely disappeared from his sight.

"Haha, too easy!" Gerald laughed. "How could I not know they are going to send someone to track me down, so predictable!"

Without the servant knowing, he quickly discarded his outer disguise. Removing his cloak, fake beard, and gloves he completely transformed. Especially after he gained height when he straightened his back, nobody could recognize him.

He got rid of the evidence by throwing it on the roof of the buildings inside the alley. Fake beard ended in his pouch and so did the potions. Although it somehow pained him to discard his stuff, it was necessary for his plan.

Luckily the cloak, gloves, and the chest weren't exactly expensive. He kept his generic leather boots. So many people wore them that there was no way he could be recognized by them.

Gerald had planned to meet with the Silver Phantom after he was done with the potion business, but before he found the proper Inn, his eyes fell on a massive stone building.

Made out of pure white stone, with massive columns outside the walls, supporting the roof, it somewhat reminded him of ancient Greek temples. Above the entrance was what could be described as a dragon, with an open book between its claws, carved on the wall.

"A library?" Gerald's eyes sparkled. He immediately changed his plans about socializing and went towards the entrance.

But, before he even set a foot inside, two guards blocked his way with crossed halberds. "Halt! Citizens have no access to the Great Library!"

"What?" Gerald blurted out. 'Is every library off the menu? What do I need to do to get into this one?' he thought.

Then he suddenly remembered something. He quickly took off his glove and showed the ring. "What if I'm a member of the Guild?"

The guard rolled his eyes and removed the halberd, stating "You should have said so earlier. Also, why would you cover your ring? Isn't it inconvenient?"

Gerald glanced at the ring on his finger. 'There is no way I can put it over my gloves! Or do they expect me to remove my gloves in the city?'

"Thanks, I'll keep that in mind," he answered.

"Have a good day, sir! Don't forget to pay the fee at the entrance," the guard said before returning to his post.

'A fee?' Gerald looked around the room for visitors. Indeed, there was a short line before a desk near the door to the next room. People were paying before going inside.

Just as he was trying to figure out how much money was the fee, quick and strong steps sounded out behind him.

It was a group of youngsters, about the same age as him, maybe a few years older. They all wore the same attire, a one-piece cotton cyan gown. They also had a silver insignia on their chest.

Each of them carried a short staff on their belt and many of them had hands full of silver and gold jewelry. Rings, bracelets, chain gloves with sparkling gems in them…

Gerald was shocked to see such a grand display of wealth. The first of the youngsters even had two neckless around his neck and a beautiful tiara on his head, with many deep-blue gems, although he was a man.

He wasn't embarrassed to wear it, like Gerald would be, instead, he held his head high, and his eyes were full of pride.

"Ooh, look! It's the students from Auralba's Magic Academy!"

"I hope I can pass the entrance test and be accepted! It is my life's greatest wish. Please, gods, help me!"

"Yeah, you will really need the help from the gods, because you will get nowhere by yourself."

"If only my daughter could marry one of them, I would be soo happy for her. Too bad she's even uglier than her mother…"

"Tha's partly your fault, did you even look yourself in the mirror? Haha…"

"By the gods! They are so wealthy! Look at all those jewels!"

Gerald listened to people speaking among themselves and he didn't know whether to laugh or cry.

Meanwhile, the group of students completely bypassed the line and entered the library. The person at the desk only spared them a smile and a nod. No entrance fee for them.

"Damn, they have it good! They probably have mountains of privileges just by being students of some famous Academy!" Gerald was somewhat envious of them, but not too much.

Although he had to wait, it was barely five minutes, almost not worth mentioning. It did somehow annoy him, however, that the fee was ten silver coins for just a one-time entrance.

'Oh, how I miss the internet! I could get everything I wanted in seconds, and for free!' Gerald complained in his heart. Technology had so many upsides that downsides, like pollution and addiction, almost weren't worth mentioning. Almost.

Of course, if the entire planet was ignoring it for decades, even centuries, then it became a serious problem.

The second room was absolutely massive. It was more like a giant hall than a room.

Rows and rows of books covered the place. Even the high walls were full of books. There were also many long tables with people, mostly Academy students, reading on them.

The library was split into many sections; Magical animals and beasts, with many books on the ways of taming, feeding, riding, and fighting them.

A plant section, containing the known herbs, their properties, and some of their basic uses, as well as the required environment to cultivate them. Just the section about farming herbs had hundreds of books. It was quite overwhelming.

There was also a section about metals, their uses, as well as an in-depth introduction to metallurgy and armor-making.

Of course, we can't forget the most versatile section of them all: The general magic section. It contained all the accumulated knowledge, experience, and experiments, failed or not, for the past one thousand years. And that was only what came from the Kingdom of Myrtana.

The Central Burronian Empire's knowledge was not present. After all, enemies would not share their discoveries just for fun.

Espionage was, of course, present, but they couldn't move an entire library at once, so the information transfer was slow.

Gerald walked around the library, not reading, just looking. He felt all jittery and excited. So much to do, but so little time. He could spend his lifetime here, just reading every day. Of course, that was not an option.

Not all knowledge was necessary, and he could figure some things out just by living in this world.

When he arrived at the beast section, a certain book grabbed his attention. It was the thickest among the rest and it appeared to also be the oldest. The cover was made of thick leather and the pages were made of hard paper.

Gerald read the title, "Bestiary; an in-depth study on magic beasts. Interesting…"
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                Gerald took the book to a table and sat down to read it. Skimming through the pages he soon came across a familiar beast, "Goblins!" His lip twitched when he read the name.

There was a lifelike depiction of those well-known pests. Below them was also a description. 'Common Goblin. With an average height of 120 cm and a weight of 40 kg, they are no more than a nuisance even for an inexperienced warrior. With the base strength rank of Bronze 6, they pose no threat when alone. The real danger comes from their numbers…'

"Yeah, yeah, I know all that already…" Gerald flipped to the next page. 'Hobgoblin... An advanced form of a Common Goblin, with an average height of 170 cm and a weight of 85 kg, they can pose a significant challenge… strength rank of Iron 3, they are best avoided…'

"So, they start at Iron 3, huh? I wonder how strong was the one I fought…" Gerald continued to read through the Bestiary. 'Common Orc, an advanced form of a Hobgoblin, …height of 180 cm, weight of 120 kg, they …rank of Iron 5, dangerous if not surrounded…'

"Huh?"

'Orc Warrior, an advanced form of a Common Orc, …height of 210 cm and weight of 150 kg, …rank Iron 7, extremely dangerous…' Gerald kept skipping through the lines, the shock in his heart growing as he looked at the lifelike drawings of the monsters.

"What the fuck!" he cursed with a loud whisper. 'Orc Scout, an advanced version of a Common Orc, …height of 180 cm, weight of 80 kg, …rank of Iron 4, they rely on speed more than strength, …extremely agile… dangerous…'

'Orc Shaman, and advanced form of a Common Orc or Goblin Shaman, …height of 180 cm, weight of 80 kg, … rank Iron 4, they utilize Earth and Fire magic, burning their victims alive… extremely dangerous, should be fought with the help of a Water mage…'

Gerald's heart rate slowly rose until his heart almost sounded like a car engine. "Oh no, no! What is this?"

He flipped through the following pages and the pictures and descriptions made his hairs stand up. "What the fuck are these nasty monsters?!"

Those simple, weak Goblins were able to advance to so many new life forms. From a simple Goblin to a Hobgoblin or a Black Goblin.

From a Hobgoblin to an Orc or an Ogre. From an Orc to an Orc Warrior, Orc Scout, or Orc Shaman.

From an Ogre to a Giant, From a Black Goblin to a Goblin Shaman, and then to an Orc Shaman.

Also from a Black Goblin to an Imp, a being with great Fire magic potential. Furthermore, it could then continue to advance, all the way to a Fire Devil, an Elemental being made of molten stone and fire.

"What is this?! How is this still a reality? How can one being morph into another?" Gerald held his breath. "What am I even talking about, of course, they can, it's magic. If they can have offspring with humans then a metamorphosis is probably not far off."

He continued to flip the pages and soon he came to the realization. Most, if not all animals were capable of a partial if not complete metamorphosis.

Wolves, for example, had at least two forms they could develop into. From a normal Grey Wolf, they could advance to either a Black Wolf or a Silverback. Gerald has seen both of those forms before.

A Silverback could apparently grow almost to the size of a horse, while the Black Wolf would only change the color of its fur and become more aggressive.

A Silverback could then advance to a Dire Wolf, grow even more, and don a completely white fur. It could apparently gain a higher form of intelligence.

Black Wolf, however, would advance to a Warg and later to a Bloodhound. It was an extremely strong and bloodthirsty beast that usually accompanied Orcs.

All these different paths the beasts could take were not voluntary. They were completely dependent on the environment around them.

A Gray Wolf would advance to a Silverback if he had plenty of food and a relatively peaceful environment.

It was exactly the opposite for the Black Wolf. It would become aggressive and bloodthirsty because of constant competition and lack of food.

It almost appeared like the evolution in a world with magic took a different path. A more radical and faster change indeed seemed better suited for a chaotic environment.

"Maybe the beasts hold the key to the long-lost body-enhancement arts? Oh man, I wish I could observe some of them, and perform some experiments!"

Gerald continued to read for the upcoming few hours. Only when the students started leaving en mase did he decide to stop. The sky was already getting dark, so he quickly asked around to find the Dancing Boar Inn.

It was a nice and cozy place. The place smelled of roasted meat, fresh bread, and alcohol. Many people were chatting and having fun around the table.

He found his group quite quickly as they weren't exactly keeping a low profile. They all had red faces from the alcohol and they were acting just as you would expect of a drunk teenager.

They were fooling around and laughing, annoying the customers in their vicinity. Gerald casually ordered some food and then joined his new friends at the table.

"H- Hey, it's Gerald!" Kara was the first to notice that someone joined their table. She then proceeded to over-enthusiastically hug him in her drunk state.

"Hey! Hand's off! He's my tea- *hic* teammate!" came an annoyed voice from the other side. Sera, in her drunken stupor, tried to remove Kara from Gerald.

Instead, Kara hugged him even harder and cried, "It's not like I'm trying to steal him from you, why can't we share?"

Sera hesitated and then started speaking slowly, slurring her words while at it, "F- Fine, but that is just… just because you are my *hic* friend and I like you…" She drank another mouthful of beer and went to hug Kara.

"I love you too!" Kara hugged her back. Then without any rhyme or reason, they both started crying while hugging each other all of a sudden.

Rivers of tears came from their eyes and they both started to comfort each other, but the words that came out were complete gibberish.

'What the fuck! I came at a bad time, they are both dead drunk!' Gerald looked at them, stupefied. Their conversation, actions, and emotions switched so fast that he wasn't able to follow them.

He looked around and saw Owyn and Nina kissing passionately, while Gelen almost fell asleep with a fork in one hand and a mug of beer in the other.

The only one somewhat normal was Derrick, who had to keep a clear mind because he was the leader. His brother was nowhere to be seen.

"I fell so embarrassed… Ten minutes ago they were all still somewhat normal," Derick said apologetically when his and Gerald's eyes met.

"I've seen worse," Gerald casually commented. He didn't dwell on it for too long. His diner arrived soon after and he redirected his attention to the food before him. He washed the delicious meat down with excellent wine.

Because of the Nanites in his body, the mild poisons like ethanol were neutralized almost immediately. He knew how damaging alcohol could be to the brain, so he opted for Nanites that were programmed to neutralize it. Still, he could enjoy the taste of a glass of fine wine.

Back on Earth, people had a choice to decide what degree of protection they wanted from the Nanites, and many decided to skip the ethanol one. He was not one of them. Certain medicines were also programmed in the recognition database so they would be ignored.

It was not difficult to change the programming. With a quick visit to the doctor and in less than five minutes, the Nanites could neutralize almost anything.

Harmful compounds would be chopped up on a molecular scale until they became benign, or they would be directly expelled from the body, and that was that.

After the meal, Gerald and Derrick chatted for some time before paying and helping their drunk teammates back to their respective rooms.

The next day, in the morning, Gerald met Derrick once again. He was sitting alone, with only a painful hangover keeping him company.

"Any plans for today?" Gerald laughed.

"Ooh," Derrick moaned and lifted his tired head up. "Oh hey, Gerald. Yeah, I plan to leave today, around noon. If we stay any longer then all our profits will be wasted in this city."

"Great, I planned to leave then as well. Are the rest still asleep?" Gerald sat down and ordered a light breakfast.

"Dead-asleep, yes. Next time I should limit the number of drinks they can order. My Silver Phantom can't afford to be known as a bunch of drunk kids."

"Haha, true that. To the success of Silver Phantom!" Gerald lifted his cup in a toast.

Derick lifted his glass of water and similarly toasted, "To the Black Onyx!"
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                In the Golden Pouch Auction House, a butler led Gerald to the private office of the director.

They sat opposite each other. Gerald put on a disguise once more. Before coming here he dumped all the loot he collected in the last few days in a nearby general store. It brought him a few extra gold coins.

He then quickly visited a shop and got himself the cheapest second-hand cloak he could find. No point in wasting money on one-use items.

He also bought a new box for his potions.

"Before we start, I would like to say a few words," he stated.

"Oh?"

Gerald made himself comfortable on the couch and then said, "I don't appreciate having some lowly rats follow me… I only just arrived in the capital, and I didn't want to start killing already… I will let it slide this once, but if it happens again, you can forget about any further cooperation between us."

"I don't know what you are tal-"

Gerald slammed his hand on the table, "Don't push your luck, Miss Emily! My patience has its limits! Also, why don't you call your friend from yesterday to join us? Eavesdropping can be misunderstood as a sign of hostility." He casually pointed at an empty wall.

The casual passive-aggressive move made Emily Rosecloud's forehead sweat bullets.

'How does he know?!' she screamed in her mind.

After a short while, a light knock was heard on the door and an elegant young man came in.

He was tall and had a good posture, with fancy clothes and jewelry. He extended his hand towards Gerald and introduced himself, "Master G, we haven't met before. My name is Arthur Rosecloud, the owner of this branch of Golden Pouch here in Aurlalba."

Gerald ignored his hand and gestured, "Sit down boy, I don't have time for pleasantries."

Arthur's eye twitched and he was barely able to keep the fake smile on his face. Still, he sat down as ordered.

"I will not beat around the bush. I only have two questions for you. What do you think about my potion, and do you have my stuff?" Gerald kept the appearance of an arrogant alchemist. He was purposely trying to sound as arrogant as possible and get inside their head to cover for any mistakes he might do.

"Indeed, we have performed extensive research with the little we had. I have to say, the results were more than impressive." Arthur was the one to speak, while Emily quietly drank her tea, happy she didn't have to talk with this madman.

"Based on our tests, the Swiftness Potion that Master G gifted us yesterday, we were able to establish quite a few baselines," Arthur addressed Gerald in the third person as a sign of respect.

"Go on."

"Yes." Arthur took out a piece of parchment and read what was recorded on it, "Duration of the potion is just below thirty minutes and it allowed our soldiers who were testing it to exert the maximum amount of strength for the entire duration. The energy levels stayed at peak and did not dip even for a single second." He looked at Gerald, with a look that was asking for approval.

'What the fuck?! How on earth did you get thirty minutes out of it? I barely get ten! Are they messing with me?' On the outside, he didn't show any reaction and just slightly nodded and said, "Continue."

Arthur took a big breath and read, "Based on our observations there were no noticeable side effects during the potion effect, although after the effect has passed, the test subject experienced severe muscle damage and joint pain. We aren't sure if it is because of the potion or from stress." He once again looked at Gerald, expecting an answer.

"Pah, weaklings. Of course, it's the effect of the exercise. What else did you expect to feel after half an hour of pushing your body to the limits! This is a life-saving and war-winning divine medicine! Did you think you would get such power without paying a price?" Gerald scoffed at him.

"But don't worry, the effects are not permanent. After a week of rest and good food, he will be like new. Of course, you can also waste a few Healing Potions if you are impatient."

After the assurance from Gerald, Arthur was finally able to relax. He opened his pouch and out came many elegant wooden boxes. "We gathered what Master G wanted, but with less than a day's worth of time, we only managed to get our hands on this much."

He pushed the boxes in front of Gerald and opened them for the latter to examine.

Gerald's eyes enlarged and he wanted to laugh out loud, but he somehow managed to suppress his excitement. The only sound that came out of him made it seem like he was not happy at all.

"Aaah, what did I expect…" he sighed loudly. "I guess this barely qualifies as something. Too bad I am in a hurry, otherwise I could wait a few days longer."

He placed his box on the table and said, "I am a man of my word. Here are your twenty Swiftness Potions. Do with them what you will…"

He picked up the small wooden boxes with herbs and stood up to leave.

"Master G, please wait! Are you going to visit us again in the future?" Miss Emilly quickly asked.

"Heh, maybe…" Gerald chuckled with his fake raspy voice. "Don't expect too much, Miss Emily. After all, I didn't feel your sincerity at all… Farewell!"

Soon, every trail of this mysterious old man disappeared. The only things left behind were the attire he wore and a few fancy boxes, spread across the city.

Back in the Auction House, Arthur walked to the wall and rubbed it with his hand. His brows furrowed as he spoke to himself, "How did he know? And he said 'friend from yesterday', did he know I was here back then already?"

"I have no idea. Honestly, that guy gives me the creeps. Even though I can't see his eyes I feel like he can see through me. It's so unnerving," Emily shook hard just at the thought of Gerald's voice.

Arthur smiled once again when he took a look at the potions, "His voice is obviously fake, but it matters not! At least we have these things now. I wonder if our alchemists can reverse-engineer them?"

Emily's eyes shone with greed and her breathing sped up, "Do you think they can do it?"

"We won't know unless we try…"
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                When the Auction House disappeared from his sight, Gerald was finally able to relax. On this day nobody followed him, but he still discarded his disguise in a dark alley. It was better to be safe than sorry.

Although he appeared extremely confident and arrogant, he was nervous about his bluff being discovered. As such, he tried to end the exchange as fast as possible.

His amazing Magic Eyes that allowed him to see Mana came in really handy this time. The 'light' that Mana released was not blocked by any physical material, only by distance, and that allowed him to have a weak wall-piercing sight.

Although he had already seen Arthur the day before, he wasn't sure if he should bring it up or if that person being there was just a coincidence. On the second day, though, he became certain that he was being monitored closely.

But now, all that didn't matter anymore as it was in the past. Gerald couldn't wait to get back to his room and finally create that elusive Mana Elixir. He almost couldn't contain his excitement and good mood and so he smiled wherever he went.

It was still early morning so he decided to check out the city, maybe he could find something interesting on the way.

Most of Auralba was built around a hill. The outer walls had a diameter of more than five kilometers and most people lived near the outer ring. Another wall separated the common folk from the nobles and another majestic wall was exclusively for the royal family and their palace.

The king's residence was on the very top of the hill, looking down upon the city like the mighty ruler it was.

Nobody, not even the nobles had access to the royal space unless they were specifically invited to come.

Gerald was, of course, no different. He wasn't even allowed to check out the nobles' quarters. Only rich families, renowned merchants, and alchemists, as well as military officials, had access to the nobles' part of the city.

During his exploration, Gerald came across a watchmaker's shop.

"I can't believe it! I actually found it!" Gerald excitedly exclaimed.

He was looking for a shop like this since the day he came to Geldern. Unfortunately, they didn't have the luxury of selling this kind of goods in a small city like that.

For a month he had to rely on the sun and the big city clock to tell the time. It was incredibly inconvenient and annoying. But now, finally, he could get himself a proper time-keeping device.

Inside the shop, a middle-aged man was surrounded by all kinds of clocks from all sides. Big and small, simple and complex. Most of them were pendulum clocks with different housings. Some were made of simple wood, while others had even silver and gold decorations.

But this was not what Gerald was looking for. Such a cumbersome device was only useful in a home and so he had to chat with the watchmaker for a while before he could lay his eyes on the most advanced piece of technology.

A pocket watch. A small, silver pocket watch, suspended on a short silver chain.

"Beautiful," Gerald exhaled. He got a bit emotional at the marvelous sight. It was the first object that he could consider as a proper use of technology. It was nowhere near the modern standards, but it still managed to move something in his heart, creating a sense of longing for his real home, something he never before thought he would experience.

But he quickly woke up, or better yet, he was rudely woken up by the extraordinarily high price.

He was prepared for the watch to be expensive, but this was too much even for him. 'Five gold coins? This is almost half all my wealth! A day-light robbery!'

No matter what he thought in his heart, the price stayed at five gold coins and bartering was not an option.

'I need to look at this from another angle. It's an investment for the future, I can't be stingy with it!' With a heavy heart Gerald eventually decided to buy it. As he was handing over the money he felt like he was handing over a part of himself.

"Sigh," he exhaled when he was back on the street, the watch deep inside his pocket. "How can a day turn so dark so quickly?"

He continued on his way around the city, his eyes dispirited when he suddenly stopped and his mood did a 180° turn once again.

"I take it all back, it's not that bad after all!" His eyes landed on a sign in front of something that almost looked like a theatre. The sign had the name 'Madam Daisy's Funhouse' written on it, but the murals on the walls clearly depicted what kind of place it was.

Gerald did not have to look twice before deciding what to do. With firm steps, he went right in.

The light inside was much darker than outside and the sun shining through the tainted glass windows had a slight red color.

Murals covered the walls on the inside too, and they were, even more than the outside, revealing of the things that went on in here.

The place was in the shape of a big circle, with fur sofas and couches and with the red sun rays shining down on them. Many scantly dressed young ladies laid on those soft furs, showing off their attractive bodies.

At a glance, Gerald counted at least twenty of them. A few of the girls chatted with young guys and older men, feeding them fruits and wine and laughing at their jokes while showing off their voluptuous chests proudly.

A well-dressed woman, who seemed to be in her mid-thirties, approached Gerald with confidence and smiles, "Hello there, sir! Welcome to Madam Daisy's Funhouse. It is a place where the prettiest flowers from the kingdom are gathered to serve your needs!"

Gerald looked around and nodded with a serious face, "So, as I understand it, this is a brothel?"

The woman kept smiling and stated, "Well, we prefer to call it a house of advanced entertainment and pleasure…"

"So...basically, a fancy brothel?" Gerald casually asked again.

"Erm, well… If that's how sir wants to call it…" The woman felt somewhat awkward by the definitions Gerald tried to push.

"Okay then. Let's get to the point then. What are the rules and what's the charge?" He didn't pay much attention to the woman before him, instead, he was paying close attention to the ladies laying on those soft furs in suggestive poses.

"Oh that's right, sir is here for the first time? We don't have any rules, except one. You aren't allowed to damage property or any of the girls here, as for anything else, do as your heart desires," the woman explained with a smile.

"As for the fee, it's ten silver coins for a girl if you want to just talk, with a service of fruits and wine included. And if you would like something more intimate, it comes to twenty silver for an hour." She read him a few more prices of some extra stuff he could get, such as toys, extra alcohol, fancy rooms…

"I think I got it," Gerald placed a gold coin on the counter and said, "I would like an extra bottle of your fine wine, and uh…give me those two." He pointed at a pair of girls that have been eyeing him and smiling at him since the moment he came in.

They were both really pretty, with nice curves and attractive faces. Just judging from the looks they had to be somewhere in their early twenties.

"But of course. Anything for our customers." The woman slightly bowed, smiling, and then handed over a key to a room before waving to the ladies, "Girls, escort this fine gentleman to his room."

"Yes, ma'am! Tee-hee, this way mister." The girls quickly came, giggling, and each of them hugged one of Gerald's arms as they led him to the bedroom.
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                A good time later, Gerald came back out of Madam Daisy's Funhouse and his face was beaming with health.

It was like he became years younger in a single day. He stretched his back lazily and took a deep breath through his nose.

"Aaah~ That's what I needed," he exhaled and then flipped out his new pocket watch. "Almost two hours? Wow, who knew Swiftness Potions could be used in this way as well. Next time I should demand more compensation at the Golden Pouch. Hehe…"

A satisfying smile hung on his face, "Perhaps I should rename them to Energy Potions, or maybe Stamina Potions? Too bad they only work for ten minutes on me…"

During his fun time inside, Gerald tested the effectiveness of the Swiftness Potion and to his surprise, his vitality recovered almost instantly, allowing him to play with the two ladies for almost two hours straight!

It was a shame he had to stop after starting to feel sick from drinking so many potions.

"I hope those two will be alright after all that..."

Just as he was mulling over his new plans, Sera came walking by on the road. She did not notice him, so Gerald waved at her, "Hey Sera, over here!"

"Oh hey…" she replied, but the rest of the words remained stuck in her throat. Her pretty and happy face morphed into an angry one. Seeing him standing at the entrance of Madam Daisy's Funhouse gave her a weird sensation in her stomach and a hint of jealousy was born in her heart.

"What's wrong?" Gerald noticed the sudden change, which surprised him quite a lot.

"Hmph!" Sera turned around and stormed off without giving him a second glance.

Gerald lifted his eyebrow in a questioning manner and rubbed the side of his nose. "Did I miss something?" He turned around to look back at the building he had just come out of. "Hmm, is she angry because of this? But we aren't even a couple?"



The way back was awkwardly silent. Gerald tried to start a conversation a few times, but Sera did not respond and pretended like he wasn't even there.

Seeing that there was no reaction, he eventually decided to give up and just walk. A long silence was nothing new for him.

Before leaving Auralba, he met up with members of the Silver Phantom, but they were still waiting for Gelen who happened to be having some stomach problems.

Derrick didn't want his team to be a burden, so he told Gerald to go ahead and that they would catch up with them soon enough.

And so they went. The road back led almost straight to Geldern. It was quite a bit shorter, but also not suitable for vehicles. It was a dirt path across the hills, just enough for two people to walk side by side.

Without the donkeys slowing them down, they were able to travel much faster, going at a light jogging pace. The whole travel would come to just over ten hours, almost three times faster than the alternative.

Gerald had to drink at least one Swiftness Potion each hour and cast a healing spell to be able to keep up the pace. Sera did not seem to be having the same problem, though.

After a while, Gerald spoke once again, "Hey, Sera…"

There was no response.

"Sera!" Gerald called again, but she still just ran in front of him, ignoring his calls.

Finally, he wasn't able to hold back and grabbed her by the shoulder to stop her.

"Leave me alone, I'm not talking to you!" She tried to shake off his hand.

'Oh for god's sake, girl! Why do you have to be so difficult? I didn't even do anything...'

Gerald rolled his eyes and then grabbed her with the other hand as well, "Stop squirming around and just listen!"

She stopped resisting, but she still wore an angry expression on her face. She turned around and loudly asked, "What?"

"I'm telling you to listen…" Gerald turned around and surveyed their surroundings. "What do you hear?"

"Hm?" She similarly looked around and listened intently to the sounds around them. There was only one problem; there weren't any. It was deathly quiet.

"I don't hear anything," she answered after a while.

Gerald leaned closer and whispered, "Exactly, that's the point! It's too quiet! Something is wrong, I can feel it…"

They were currently on a rocky part of a hill. A few dozen meters away was the start of a dense forest, but there were no sounds of birds or insects. Even the wind was barely blowing, making the place seem quite eerie.

"What do you think it is?" Sera whispered back.

"You tell me, isn't that your area of expertise?"

Sera pushed him away and grumbled, "Fine, fine. I'll see what I can find." She went to check out the soil, maybe there were some clues.

But soon Gerald noticed that something was wrong as Sera wasn't moving. He ran to her, just to see her petrified, with fear across her face as she was looking at the floor and letting out barely audible words.

"No… Please… This- This can't be happening…"

            

    
        Ch. 76 Earth Dragon, Part 1

    
    
    
    
                "Hey, get a hold of yourself! What's wrong?" Gerald grabbed Sera and shook her hard to get her to react.

"There!" She pointed at the ground with a shaking hand, "It's an Earth Dragon's footprint… And there! Claw marks!"

"Earth Dragon? Do you mean that big lizard? I read about it yesterday in the library and I don't think it warrants this much panic." Gerald didn't seem too concerned about the possibility of the beast being here.

According to the Bestiary, Earth Dragons were just one of the morphed forms normal lizards could take. They were quite weak for their size, with a starting rank of Iron 5. Their sight was also not the best, although their amazing sense of smell greatly diminished that weakness.

"No, you don't understand! Earth Dragons are not supposed to be here. They should be much further southwest, where it's warmer. If it detects us, we are screwed! We need to get away from this place before it's too la-"

Hisssss!

However, Sera's words were cut short as a loud hissing sound broke the otherwise silent day. A two-meter tall lizard came slowly waddling towards them.

The beast had short legs in proportion to its body and it was swaying from side to side while walking. It was flicking its forked tongue around in the air, similar to how snakes use it to smell.

The lizard's body was about four meters long, not including the tail, and the claws on its feet produced scraping sounds when it went across the stone surface. It lazily continued on its way, and it did not seem to be in any hurry whatsoever.

"Let's slowly back away first, don't alert it to our presence." Gerald pulled the frozen-in-fear Sera by the sleeve.

But she reacted very differently from what he expected. She screamed at the top of her lungs and threw five of her throwing knives at the lizard.

Clank, clank, clank...

Maybe it was because of the distance, or maybe the lizard's scales were just too hard, but the knives just harmlessly deflected off of the beast with a light sound.

The Earth Dragon lifted its head high and turned it to the side, its big eye looking right at them. It flicked its tongue lazily a few times and then slowly continued on its way.

Gerald even though he saw it smile for a second.

It was clearly aware of their presence, but it seemed like it was playing with them, purposefully going slower than necessary, just to scare them more.

Paf!

"Snap out of it!" Gerald slapped Sera to get her to stop panicking. Screaming like a madman was of no help in this situation.

"Hey, mister lizard! How about we go our separate ways instead of doing something we might regret later?" Pushing her away and forcing a bitter smile, Gerald tried to engage in conversation with the Earth Dragon.

The giant lizard lifted its head sideways as if trying to figure out if the human just spoke to it.

"Did you just speak to me, human?" the lizard asked. He was hissing like a snake when talking and his tongue was flicking out of his mouth after almost every word.

Gerald heard the unpleasant voice, but he could understand the meaning without any problems.

"That's right. Since we can talk to each other there is no need for a fight, right? We could even become friends." He was slowly moving back while also dragging Sera with him. He covered her mouth with his hand just in case.

"Haha, interesting! I would love to have a chat with a human, but there are rules. Even I can't play with the prey for too long or my master will get angry." The lizard lazily encroached upon them.

Slowly walking closer in a half-circle around the two, the lizard seemed to be savoring the time it spent terrorizing the humans. Although, it preferred the female since she showed fear with no restraints.

Unbeknown to Gerald, the entire thing was happening under the gaze of an outside observer.

On a nearby hill, not far from the rocky plane, a female, clad in leather armor was riding on a black beast.

With a body like a giant tiger and a short thick neck that carried a scary head with white fangs, the Warg was a bloodthirsty animal known for its aggression.

Weirdly though, it did not show any of its characteristics right now, except for the crimson eyes that were always looking for blood, as it let the woman ride it without complaints.

"What's he doing? Just kill them and get it over with!" the woman silently complained and then placed two fingers in her mouth.

Fiiiiii!

A loud whistle reverberated across the sky and the Earth Dragon lifted its head to listen.

Gerald also looked in the direction of the whistle and his eyes landed on the woman and the beast. For a moment he felt like their eyes met.

"Is that your master?" he questioned.

The lizard appeared to be somewhat dissatisfied because of the whistle and so it grumbled, "Yes, she raised me and she could be considered my master. Looks like the playtime is over. Ah…" The lizard made an almost human sigh.

"Can you do me a favor, human?"

Gerald squinted his eyes, "What do you want?"

"Run! Run and scream, make your death interesting!" Then the lizard laughed loudly, but to anyone except Gerald, it would sound like raspy hissing from hell.

"Repeating Fireball!"

Gerald was already prepared for a fight and he immediately blasted the lizard with Fireballs while it was still laughing.

One after the other, the Fireballs flew forward and they covered the distance between him and the lizard in the blink of an eye.

Following the sounds of explosions, fire and smoke rose to the skies. The ground was completely charred and a blazing fire in the middle was quickly going out when it exhausted the Mana fueling it.

Gerald just wanted to break into a smile, when his blood almost froze in fright.

"Tsk, tsk, you are no fun at all, human…" a mocking voice came from inside the flames. "Don't you know why your kind calls me a Dragon? It's because I'm resistant to fire! Gahaha…" The lizard laughed and slowly emerged from the flames.

"Shit!" Gerald's brows furrowed. He thought he ended the fight early, but surprisingly the lizard didn't sustain even a single scratch. He cursed the books for not mentioning this important detail of fire resistance.

Now he realized that the fight would be much more difficult than he imagined and that he had to do his best to stay alive. He took out the Earth Crystals while keeping his eyes on the lizard. In his mind, he was quickly going over the possible strategies he could implement.

He considered just simply running away since the lizard appeared to be quite slow, but he was concerned that Sera might break down from fear and freeze up.

However, that plan quickly crumbled when the Earth Dragon finally started taking them seriously as it sprinted forward, showing its sharp white teeth.

Because of its stubby legs, the lizard appeared quite comical when running, waving its body from side to side. However, the speed was much greater than what Gerald was capable of and he only had time to cast a single spell before the lizard would chomp on him.

"Wind Blast!"

He utilized his powerful Wind spell, but it was not aimed at the lizard, instead, it hit Sera in the chest who was trembling there, completely unprepared. She was blown away like a leaf in a storm, while Gerald jumped back to avoid the sharp teeth and claws of the Earth Dragon.
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                "Run!" Gerald yelled and immediately prepared his other spells.

To block the advance of the beast, he quickly cast a Stone Spike and Stone Shower.

The ground cracked and a sharp rock came out, right below the lizard's head. It struck quick and hard, but the lizard quickly reacted and moved its head, avoiding most of the blow, only sustaining a scratch on the side of its jaw.

Meanwhile, the Stone Shower projectiles shoot up in the sky, and immediately after, they were blasted back down with the fastest speed.

The lizard noticed the danger and it tried to dodge, but many Stone Bolts still hit it on the back.

Although it was struck hard and many stones shattered from the impact, the actual damage that the lizard sustained was not that great. Only a few sharp rocks managed to draw blood.

"Ow! That really hurt, you bastard!" the lizard roared.

It looked at Gerald with deep hate in its eyes, "You think you are the only one that can use magic? Pah! All of you humans are so pathetic, you can't even grasp the basic meaning of magic!"

Gerald suddenly got a bad feeling when he heard the lizard mock him. With the help of Magic Eyes, he was able to observe the flow of Mana in the lizard's giant body. He always had the impression that animals were incapable of using magic, or at least he didn't know any that could.

Now, with eyes wide open, he observed, as the Mana inside the lizard surged and gathered near the heart. It gathered into a single point and then exploded outward, rushing to every single part of its massive body. It was especially dense right under the skin as if it was forming an extra armored layer.

"Fuck me, that almost looks like my Unmoving Boulder!" Gerald was horrified. From what he understood, the lizard's defense just shot up greatly, and it appeared to be even stronger than his Unmoving Boulder Combat Art. At least it utilized much more Mana at once.

"Stone Spike, Stone spike…" Gerald cast many of his spells, mainly Stone Spikes right under the belly of the beast, but they proved to be ineffective. When the stone struck the brown scales of the lizard, it was almost like it struck a solid metal wall.

The stone crumbled and broke apart on impact, leaving the lizard completely unharmed. The most it could do was shake it a little.

"Hahaha! What are you going to do now, human!?"

The lizard laughed loudly as it threw itself forward, completely ignoring the stones coming its way. It had its giant maw wide open, ready to bite the human in half.

Luckily Gerald was prepared, and at the last second, he dove to the side towards the ground, making a forward roll to lessen the impact of the landing.

The lizard was quite fast in a forward rush, but due to its short and stubby legs, it was quite difficult for it to turn quickly. The stones creaked and cracked under the weight as it moved its heavy body and the sharp claws left white marks on the bedrock below.

Gerald did his best to stay in the blind spot of the lizard, running so that he could stay on the lizard's side where it could not attack him.

He quickly chugged his potions, since his Mana and stamina were quickly depleting. Fire magic was completely useless and the Earth magic he was so proud of also proved to be ineffective.

The Wind was out of the question. For a beast of that size, even if he used all he had, it would at most be a light breeze for the lizard. It was probably weighing something similar to a grown-up elephant.

The last option was water, but the place was bone-dry, completely unsuitable for any form of beginner's Water magic.

A sense of panic was slowly creeping inside Gerald's heart. It was like a chain gripping him, making it hard to breathe and think. His body was flooded with adrenaline and his heart was beating so hard he felt like it was going to jump out of his chest.

While desperately trying to stick close to the lizard's blind spot, he tried to strike it down with his fire sword.

Clink, clank!

He struck down with all his might, he slashed, stabbed, and kicked, but all that did was make the lizard angry.

Sparks were sent flying on the spot where the scales and metal collided, but at most, there was a millimeter-deep scratch left on the beast's back.

As a last-ditch effort, Gerald decided to copy Owyn's Stone Javelin spell. He didn't have time to come up with his own version, so he just quickly chanted just like Owyn did, he just shortened it a little, "By the powers I control, Stone Javelin!"

He extended his hand as if he was waiting for a weapon to come out of the ground. And in fact, it did. A two-meter-long stone spike, the thickness of a human leg, shot out of the ground and hovered in the sky.

If there was anyone that could see Mana, they would be able to notice a thick transparent light column, going from Gerald's hand to the Stone Javelin in the sky. His fingers bent as if he was holding the javelin with his own hands.

"Heya!"

With a loud yell, he swung his hand down and the Stone javelin in the sky mimicked the movement. Telekinetic control and gravity worked together to accelerate it towards the raging lizard.

Paf!

Success!

The projectile was able to penetrate the strong defense of the lizard, although the ten-centimeter deep wound was far from being lethal for the massive Earth Dragon.

However, Gerald didn't have time to celebrate his small victory, as the beast roared in pain.

"Enough!" Suddenly, the lizard shook hard and its tail flicked towards Gerald like a massive whip.

Gerald only had a split second to activate the Unmoving Boulder and bring up his hands, like a boxer, to defend himself.

Wha-pow!

The tail hit like a truck and Gerald was blasted backward. Luckily he wore metal forearm guards and padding otherwise his bones would probably turn to mush, but just the blunt force of the impact was enough to send him tumbling a few times on the ground.

When he finally came to a stop his head was spinning and he felt disoriented.

Just as he was getting up he heard a fast 'thud, thud' noise, and in the next instant, a shadow came over, and a gaping mouth, covered with sharp white fangs, it bit down.
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                In a daze, Gerald could only lift his left hand to protect himself before an unstoppable force pushed him back to the ground.

Boom!

The lizard was thoroughly enraged and it did not care about playing with its prey anymore. After it whacked Gerald with its tail, the Earth Dragon rushed forward, viciously biting on the hand with which Gerald tried to defend himself.

"Aaaah!" Gerald screamed at the top of his lungs. His left hand felt like it was in a metal vice clamp. And in a sense, it was. The pressure from the lizard's bite thoroughly deformed the iron forearm guard, clamping it around his arm and giving him extreme pain.

The giant head of the lizard was pressing on his chest, making it hard to move or breathe. In desperation to get himself free from the beast, Gerald took out a knife with his free hand and started stabbing it all over the lizard's snout.

However, the lizard's scales were hard and he was already tired, also the weak spot, the eyes, was too far away for him to reach. Left with no other choice he chose the next-best spot to attack - the nose. Specifically, the inside of the nose.

There were no scales for protection and the skin was very thin and tender. Gerald stuffed the blade inside and started his bloody expedition.

Roar!

The lizard roared in pain, but to Gerald's surprise, it did not let him go. The beast was determined to make him suffer for the pain it received. It did not give him even a moment of respite.

Instead, with its immensely strong neck, it lifted him in the air like it was nothing and started to flail him around like a rag doll.

Being jerked left to right repeatedly was bad enough, but Gerald's whole body weight was supported by just one arm. The strain on his left shoulder and elbow was immense and the ligaments and muscles were stretched to their limits until…

Pa!

As expected, his body could hold on no longer and a loud popping sound came from Gerald's elbow. The ligaments connecting his bones snapped and his arm twisted at an unnatural angle.

"Aaaaah!" Gerald screamed again in agony as tears burst forth from the immense pain.

The lizard paused momentarily and his eyes shined with satisfaction. Finally, it managed to make this annoying human scream. Although it was not out of fear, it was still satisfying hearing its prey suffer, it busted its confidence as a mighty being.

But this momentary pause gave Gerald just enough time for a counter-attack. He swung his legs around the muscular, tree-trunk-like neck of the lizard, and pressed his right palm on the lizard's bleeding nose, with burning hatred in his eyes, before spitting out a single word.

"Burn!"

A flame ignited on his palm and from it, it traveled deep inside the respiratory system of the beast.

As he predicted, the Earth Dragon, with his supposed fire resistance, was completely helpless against the fire that was burning on the inside.

Animals having a fire-resistance made no sense in the young man's mind since things like that weren't supposed to be possible in reality. Just as he guessed, the secret lay in its scales. The scales were those that repelled the heat and offered protection from the flames for a short time.

The soft tissues inside the body were completely unable to resist the heat.

Feeling the pain, the beast swung its head down, ramming Gerald into the hard ground. It did not do that just once, in fact, it continued to bang him against the stone floor again and again until Gerald was finally unable to keep blasting flames any longer.

Somehow he was still conscious after all that, and did not let go of the lizard's neck, even though he was barely able to breathe, and was coughing up warm blood.

"You think you won?" he squeezed out the words hoarsely. Every cell in his body was in pain, there wasn't a single place where he wasn't hurt.

Even with leather armor, padding, and the Unmoving Boulder Combat Art protecting him, it was not enough. The armor was torn in many places, he had bruises and scratches, broken bones and sprain joints, as well as torn ligaments and muscles.

It all happened so fast. He was a bloody mess.

But even with all the suffering, his eyes were clear and determined not to surrender. "Nobody, not even a god can decide when or how I will die! This choice belongs only to me! Waaaah!" Gerald screamed at the top of his lungs, blood spraying from his mouth.

He gathered what was left of his Mana and sent it all to his left hand.

'It's not enough! I need more! MORE!' he screamed in his mind. What he had left was only 3 MP, but he needed more, much more!

He strained his mind, trying to pull more Mana inside himself. There was so much all around him, but he could only use such a little piece of it. It was so frustrating.

'More! I need more Mana! Give it to me!' He was screaming inside his head when suddenly he felt something like a heartbeat. It came from the light barrier over his body. It was just a single pulse, lasting only a split second.

The light barrier seemed to quickly expand a few centimeters and then it shrunk back down, capturing a bit of Mana at the same time.

Gerald did not have the luxury of figuring out what just happened. He received an extra 4 MP and that was all he needed.

Quickly he sent the rest to his left palm and his face finally relaxed. Gerald looked in the lizard's mad eyes, and showing his bloody grin he whispered with a deathly quiet voice, "Go to hell… Explosion!"

BOOOM!

Back when Gerald was trying to create explosion magic, he triggered it in the open, where the energy could go in every direction and dissipate without too much damage. It was different this time.

His hand was firmly stuck between the jaws of the lizard and the energy didn't have much of a choice of escape.

When the Mana detonated, it was like a bomb just went off. A flash of light and flames was immediately followed by a thundering explosion as blood and flesh soon rained down from the sky.

In the explosion, Gerald was thrown back, his eyebrows and stubble beard were completely singed off, together with a part of his skin. The helmet did little to protect his face and neck. He looked like a corpse that was just washed in blood.

On the hill not far away, the woman riding the Warg shrieked. Her heart tightened when she saw her beloved lizard get burned by fire, but when the explosion came, it scared her silly.

As the dust settled and the silence came, her scream could be heard miles away.

"My baby!" is what she shouted. Her beloved lizard was laying on the ground, swimming in its own blood, and missing a greater part of its head.

"You bastard!" The woman hysterically cried with flames of hate burning in her eyes. "I'll kill you! I'll fucking kill you!" She kicked the Warg with her heels and the beast ran down the hill like a whirlwind.

The Warg's eyes were shining with bloodthirst, as it could already imagine itself feasting on the people below.

But then, just as they were about to come out of the cover of the forest, they heard many people yelling and running closer. Soon, a group of about ten people came running on the road, with the Silver Phantom gang among them.

The woman and the Warg stopped at the forest's edge but did not dare move forward.

Gnashing her teeth in anger, the woman knew that if she tried to take on all of those people at once, no matter how strong she or her mount was, it would be a losing battle.

She could only watch from afar as the people came closer and surrounded her now-dead lizard. It was driving her mad. "My poor baby… Momy will get revenge for your death I promise!" Tears of anger rolled off her cheeks.

Meanwhile, the group of people confirmed that the Earth Dragon was dead and they were able to relax. Even though they were many, against the incredible defense of the beast, they did not have much confidence in winning.

"Sera! Is that you?" Derrick noticed Sera on the ground and so he ran towards her. "Hey, are you alright? What happened here?"

She turned to look at him and her eyes were bloodshot and her lips were trembling. Derrick hugged her to calm her down, but as soon as he did so, she started wailing like a baby, and streams of tears ran down her cheeks.

"Hey, hey, what's going on? Please don't cry…" Derrick didn't know what to do in such a situation. By now the rest of the team came closer as well.

"Sera? Are you hurt? Where's Gerald? Weren't you two together?" Kara asked as she looked around the battlefield.

Hearing her words, Sera started crying even harder, "It's- It's all my fault! I didn't notice it… I was so scared… I couldn't help… Waaaaa…." She was sobbing and wailing loudly so the rest were only able to catch a few words.

"Someone's here! He's bleeding out!" One of the people that came together with Silver Phantom called out.

They quickly ran to take a look, and indeed, they found Gerald, in a pool of his own blood with wounds all over his body, but most damage was concentrated on his head, chest, left shoulder, and arm.

"Stay with me!" a person yelled and shook Gerald. "Don't you dare close your eyes, you hear me? Hey, wake up!"

But Gerald was too far gone and his mind was a complete mess right now. He was completely exhausted and the blood loss was too severe for him to stay awake. The only thing he understood at that time was that he was extremely tired and that some idiot was screaming in his ear.

Before losing consciousness he uttered, in a barely audible voice, "Fuck you, asshole, just let me...sleep…"

For him, his well-deserved eternal rest finally came, and he embraced it with open arms.
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                Geldern was a nice medium-sized city with about 10.000 permanent residents.

It was a warm morning in the middle of spring and people were going on with their daily chores.

Blacksmiths were banging on metal, carpenters were shaping wood and merchants were selling goods with smiles on their faces.

To an outside observer, it would appear quite calm and peaceful, but that was just an illusion.

People were getting more worried and restless by the day. Some of their friends, family members, and even just acquaintances with which they chatted and drank at the bar, have gone missing in recent weeks.

Even some groups of warriors from the Warrior's Guild didn't come back from the mission. It gave people a sense of uncertainty, pressure, and even panic.

These were hard times for the citizens.

After the recent battle, Gerald was in a coma. It already lasted for almost ten days, and he was still not waking up.

He was currently being taken care of by the nurses in the infirmary at one of the Guild's facilities. It was quite roomy in there since it wasn't often that people needed medical help.

Most people were quite healthy and any wound could be taken care of with a potion. Only extremely severe cases were handed over to the infirmary, where the Guild's alchemists and doctors would help the patients recover.

During these ten days, Gerald was in a state of limbo. He was completely unresponsive to external stimuli like touch, sound, or light, and the head alchemist Andimont already considered him a dead man.

It was just a matter of time.

But, of course, the Guildmaster insisted that every person under his care should be taken care of, especially in these troubled times, so his people could only work diligently keeping Gerald alive for as long as they could.

Finally, on the morning of the eleventh day, Gerald opened his eyes for the first time. At that moment his head felt like it was filled with fog and his thoughts were muddled and messy. He looked around the room with confusion for a while, before falling unconscious once again.

He woke up again a few hours later, and this time, when a nurse saw him trying to move, she quickly went to get the head alchemist Andimont, who then went with the news to the Guildmaster.

Soon, many people came and gathered around the bed on which Gerald was resting.

There were a few people that Gerald was familiar with and some that he has never seen before.

The first to speak was the alchemist. He bent his back to come close and asked, "Hello young man, how do you feel? Can you move your legs?"

Gerald shook his head in confusion, "What? Uh, I think so…" Although his whole body was in pain, he gathered some strength and lightly shook his feet.

"Hmm, yes, that's good… I was worried since your spine was damaged severely, it's honestly a miracle you even survived with all that blood loss! The gods must think favorably of you." The alchemist complimented with a smile.

'Honestly, I think they are trying to kill me, not help me,' Gerald thought in return but didn't say it out loud. Instead, he looked around and asked, "Where am I, and who are you?"

"Oh yes, of course," the alchemist slapped himself on the forehead. "How rude of me, let me introduce myself. My name is Andimont and I'm the head alchemist here in the Guild. You were brought here in a terrible state eleven days ago. I'm still honestly surprised you managed to pull through."

"Enough chit-chat," The Guildmaster spoke with his powerful voice and stepped closer. His towering body, built like a mountain made everyone else around him look like small children.

"Gerald, lad, I'm the Master of this Warrior's Guild here in Geldern and I need to ask you a few questions regarding what happened that day. If now's not the right time we can speak later, but it's really important, so if you could…"

Gerald closed his eyes and exhaled deeply, his thoughts traveling back to the last moments he could remember, "Ah, yes… That stupid lizard... How can I help, Guildmaster?"

"Actually, I'm not interested in the battle with the Earth Dragon. I already questioned Sera about the details. I'm interested if you saw something else, any clues as to why that beast was there?"

Gerald opened his eyes and looked at the Guildmaster seriously, "You mean like that woman? The lizard's master?"

Guildmaster's eyes almost popped out of his sockets, "What?! There was actually someone there? Can you describe it in more detail?" He did not expect to receive such an answer, but since he did, he had to get as much information as he could.

Gerald shook his head, "I can't say much as she was too far. I only know she was wearing brown armor and was riding on a Warg, I think. She communicated with the lizard through whistles…"

Guildmaster frowned profoundly and turned back to his soldier commander friend, "Javiar, what do you think, could it be her?"

The guy just shrugged his shoulders saying, "Brown Fang the Beastmaster? It's possible… She is the only one I know of that would fit that description."

"Bastards!" The Guildmaster squeezed his fists tightly and his face washed over with anger as he showed his tightly clenched teeth.

"Excuse me," Gerald weakly called, "Who is this Brown Fang you are speaking of?"

"Righ, you don't know yet... Might as well get you up to date with the news…" The Guildmaster's expression softened and he pulled a chair close to sit down.

"You probably already know, but sir Rulgo is one of our men, he was tasked to go undercover to deliver taxes to the capital. Since you took that mission you know of the people that attacked you… They were not real bandits…"

Gerald made a doubtful expression, "What do you mean they weren't? They tried to rob us, if they weren't bandits, then what were they?"

The Guildmaster frowned and scratched his cheek, "Well, what I'm trying to say is… They aren't your usual bandits. We came to know that they are a part of the Blood Sun Viper. Brown Fang is one of the leaders. Just the attacks that happened last week number at least a dozen in the kingdom. And that's just the confirmed ones!"

"Many people just simply vanished when traveling between the cities. This, of course, wasn't anything unusual, but the amount greatly increased in the last month. You were probably a target of one of these attacks when you got attacked by that Earth Dragon."

Lightly gasping for air, Gerald sunk in deep contemplation, his injured face frowned as anger washed over him, "Blood Sun Viper!"

A heavy hand landed on his shoulder, it was the Guildmaster, "Listen, lad, I know it must be hard for you after such a blow, especially since you are still so young. You just need to focus on recovery slowly for now."

"The Guild is prepared to purchase the entire Earth Dragon from you for fifty gold. We already transported it to the city and it was also already processed. Otherwise, if you plan to keep it..."

Gerald interrupted him and shook his head, "No, no, I don't want to have anything to do with that animal. I'll gladly take the money."

The Guildmaster laughed loudly and patted Gerald on the shoulder, "Good, good! My assistant will bring you the money shortly. You just rest here and recover in peace." With those words, he stood up and left the room. Javiar also quickly followed after.

Gerald was honestly somewhat confused as to why he received so much attention and goodwill. It was not something he was used to.

"Hmm, well, I should say a few words…" the head alchemist stated as he turned to face Gerald.

"I know it must be hard on you, losing your hand at such a young age, but don't give up on life just yet. Although your time as a warrior ended prematurely, there is still so much you can do…" Andimont kept on speaking but Gerald completely tuned him out.

'Hand? Did I lose a hand? This had to be a sick joke, I can clearly feel…' He struggled to move under the heavy blankets. His wounds had yet to completely heal and each movement was quite painful.

The bandages also impeded his movement, but eventually, he gathered enough strength to take out his hands. The right hand was covered in bandages in many places, but it was clearly still there and he could move his fingers without a problem.

But when he turned his head to the left, there was nothing there!

Gerald's breathing quickened, and his heart began to beat strongly, as panic set in. At first, he didn't want to believe his eyes, but when he touched where his hand used to be, the reality started to set in.

Under the left shoulder, a fifteen-centimeter stump covered in bandages was all that was left. The hand that killed the Earth Dragon was no more.

In the explosion that he triggered, his hand was first to disappear.

Head alchemist Andimont noticed his reaction and said, trying to comfort him, "I am terribly sorry young man, but there was nothing we could have done. I asked the people that brought you in, but they could not locate your remaining hand."

"But look at the bright side, you are still alive and well. With the money from the Earth Dragon, you will be able to take it easy for the years to come, there is no need to lose hope. Life is too short to give up so early."

Gerald didn't answer him, he just stared forward blankly and without blinking. His face was devoid of any emotion and it seemed like he didn't even hear the alchemist speak.

Andimont sighed and shook his head. He had seen that face many times before. Incidents like this one didn't happen too often, but that didn't mean they were that rare either.

Some people recovered and regained the will to live, while some lost it completely, eventually refusing to even eat or drink. It was tragic.
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                "Isn't fifty gold a bit much for an Earth Dragon? I know it's quite well preserved but still..." Javiar commented when he left the infirmary with the Guildmaster.

Nodding, the Guildmaster agreed, "True, it is a bit much, but you have to consider the facts. If he didn't kill that beast, there would probably be many casualties before we could react. Even in Auralba, they didn't know of its existence. The extra gold can be considered a well-deserved reward."

"I see. But didn't he join the Guild only a month ago? How can a junior win against an Earth Dragon alone? Is he blessed by the gods?" Javiar continued the conversation with his suspicions.

The Guildmaster looked at him sideways, "You just might be right. I'm sure you are not aware of this but the lad can control all six Elements of magic!"

"What?!" Javiar's eyes bulged out and his mouth stayed wide open for a while after he heard the news.

"Yes, my daughter confirmed it… As you know, those geniuses that can use multiple Elements are really powerful and advance quickly in the study of magic. That's probably the reason why he was able to do what he did. Just don't spread the word around."

"Sigh, unfortunately, he met with a disaster so early on his path of life. If he had another decade to mature, he could possibly become another Arcane Battle Mage… Such a shame." The Guildmaster quietly lamented.

Javiar thought for a while and then said, "But, even if he lost an arm it's not like he has no options to advance. He can still use magic even without hands, can't he?"

"Ah," the Guildmaster patted Javiar's shoulder, "The mind of a mage is his most important asset. After such a severe traumatic experience many would crumble or stagnate for years. The higher you fly, the harder you fall. It's such a shame, a real shame…" He shook his head in sorrow as he sighed.

They soon arrived at the door of the Headmaster's office. A butler was patiently waiting for them with a paper in hand.

"Oh, has the king's reply arrived already?" the Headmaster quickened his steps and arrived before the butler.

"That is indeed so, Master. The messenger just left a minute ago." The butler handed over the sealed scroll.

"I see, good work!"

The Headmaster and the Guard Commander entered the office one after another.

"What did the king say, Crobus?" Javiar asked with interest as he leaned closer.

Guildmaster Crobus' thick eyebrows lifted and then furrowed together, "It's a letter from one of the ministers… It is much worse than we thought. Every city in the kingdom experienced the same attempt at the tax theft and some of them even succeeded."

"Oh?"

"Yeah… As you can imagine, the king is livid. Someone stole thousands of gold coins in monthly taxes, right under his nose. It says here that the king is setting up a reward for each Red Sun Viper member captured. The reward is one gold coin, quite generous…" the Guildmaster summarised the contents of the letter.

"So, should we heighten security in the city? Maybe some of those rats are still hiding inside," Javiar wondered.

"No," the Guildmaster Crobus shook his head, "Just double the guards at the city gates and do a thorough search of anyone suspicious. Now go, there is no time to waste!"

"Yes, sir!" Javiar saluted and left the office.

'What the hell is going on? How did these people know we were transporting taxes? There must be a traitor among us…' Thoughts like these were born in Guildmaster's mind as he watched across his city with worry.

The whole Kingdom of Myrtana reacted in a similar way. City lords ordered a higher guard inside their cities, there were more patrols on the roads and bounty hunters soon started sniffing around in the forests, searching for Blood Sun Viper members.

In the following days and weeks, many of the low-ranked Scales were found and captured, but only a few were brought to the capital. The reason for it was the insane suicide rate among the Scales.

They would do everything in their power to take their own life, instead of being tortured in the dungeons for information. If given just one minute of time, many would find a way to end their own life - even if it meant biting themselves to death.
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                The infirmary at the Guild was quite lively. The conversation of a few people could be heard constantly. The nurses only had to take care of one patient at the moment and they were bored out of their minds.

While some people thought Gerald would crumble after such a devastating blow, the reality couldn't be further from the truth.

He was born on Earth and people there did just fine even if they lost all four limbs. What was just one hand?

It was a devastating blow to be sure, but it wasn't the end of the world.

It was a heavy price to pay, but now he got a better understanding of his own place in this world. At first, he thought he was something great, able to use every Element without difficulties and whatnot.

But the reality was harsh. He had a sudden realization of how weak he really was. He was near the bottom of the food chain. Even with all his magic, he was unable to do any serious damage to the Earth Dragon.

Now he understood how this world stagnated for so long. If exploration and discoveries were hindered by the environment to such a degree that a group of humans could be wiped out by a single beast, then it was no wonder the world seemed to be stuck in the middle ages for millennia.

And the beast wasn't even one of the strongest… It could be considered just slightly stronger than the average beasts in the area, far below the top ranks.

Gerald remembered the day he joined the Guild when Luna measured his strength and explained the ranks.

That lizard, with his Iron 6 rank had a strength of 600 kilograms, and Gerald didn't consider him too much of a threat at first. But that did not take into consideration its body weight. The beast was probably a few tones in weight and it could still run faster than he could sprint.

That immense mass going that fast, compared to the amount of force the Earth Dragon could casually produce, Gerald was like a baby fighting against a grown-up soldier.

Indeed, he was flailed around by the beast like it was nothing. Only by sacrificing his arm and almost his life, did he manage to defeat it.

Not to mention there were beasts whose strength went up to Silver and Gold rank, hundreds of times stronger than a human.

"I'm so weak!" Gerald squeezed his fist. The amount of strength he could utilize now was even less than a third of his peak state. He lay in a coma for almost two weeks so, of course, he would be weak.

Although he was fed a few Healing Potions, they had limited duration and influence. They managed to keep him from the brink of death, but after they ran out, his body had to recover gradually in a natural way.

Usually, a person would require a blood transfusion in severe cases like this, but that didn't exist in this world.

Gerald had no choice but to slowly recover until he was strong enough to take care of himself. He closed his eyes to rest and with a whisper, cast a few healing spells on himself.

He spent the next few days like that, sleeping, meditating, and healing himself.

He had plenty of time to think. He had a few nightmares of the recent battle, where he made a single mistake and lost.

Every time that happened was when the lizard went to attack Sera instead of him.

She was frozen in fear, just as she was in reality, and when he tried to help, the lizard would tear him apart.

He woke up covered in sweat many times, and although he didn't want to admit it, the girl was a liability.

With her limited fighting capabilities and unstable mind, she was a hindrance to him.

Maybe, if she could at least use some magic, he could consider taking her with him on dangerous expeditions, but after the recent incident, he realized that was not so.

He was so wrong.

A mage's most valuable possession was his mind. If the mind was weak and easily crippled, the mage would be useless in extreme situations.

He could, of course, fix her state of mind if she wanted to, but that did not seem to be the case.

Something was preventing her from utilizing her talent in magic and if she didn't want to change, he couldn't force her, and they could only go their separate ways.

He was curious about the world and he was ready to leave this small city behind.

His comrades had to at least be able to take care of themselves and not be a burden, otherwise, they would get nowhere. A human's time was limited and every second wasted was gone forever, never to return.

Gerald couldn't afford to waste time and had to push himself to improve at the fastest speed possible, even if he had to make some sacrifices along the way.



Soon almost a week passed and Gerald's recovery was going well. He could already stand back on his own feet, without any help from others.

He could also finally take care of himself again and at least the embarrassing time of having the nurses clean him was over. Now he could at least wipe his ass by himself. It brought him a great deal of confidence back.

During his recovery, Sera visited him quite a few times. At first, she was crying and apologizing for being angry at him and failing to notice the signs of danger earlier. She was blaming herself for the suffering Gerald had to go through.

Eventually, Gerald had to order her to shut up and stop apologizing. No amount of words would bring his arm back or heal his scars and bones, so why waste the energy with it?

They had a long talk where Gerald expressed some of the plans for his future as well as the Black Onyx.

He already received the money from the sale of the Earth Dragon and so he gave Sera ten gold coins.

She was confused about his actions and wanted to reject him, but he insisted and said, "You misunderstood. I'm not simply gifting you the money… I'm paying you back for the gold you spent on signing me up with the Guild. And if you think it's too much, just consider it as a payment for the information you provided me with."

He did not want to owe anything to anyone.

"But you didn't need to pay me back! I never said I wanted you to return-"

Gerald lifted his hand to stop her from talking. He pointed at his stump and smiled wryly, "As you can see I'm missing a hand and the doc- I mean, the head alchemist said that I probably won't be able to completely recover."

"But that doesn't…" Sera tried to protest but Gerald cut her off again.

"From today onward, the Black Onyx is retired and I will not be accepting any missions anymore. You can do whatever you want. You can join another team, take a vacation or do something you like… The choice is up to you."

The conversation left a sour feeling in both of them but it left a much stronger impact on Sera, as she was feeling guilty for taking the money and she also considered herself at fault for the recent incident.

She was, after all, angry for no good reason and it was her distraction that made her miss the signs of danger.



Three weeks after the attack, Gerald finally left the infirmary and could start living normally once again.

During his recovery, the majority of the food he received was soup and a bone broth once in a while. It made him miss the delicious smell and taste of a good spitroast.

So, with that in mind, his first stop was at an Inn for a good meal.

He ordered some freshly roasted spicy venison and a mug of mead to wash it down with.

He did not have to wait long for his order to arrive. It smelled soo good that he was barely able to hold back his saliva from dripping out of his mouth.

He couldn't wait any longer so he quickly picked up the cutlery, a two-pronged fork with his left hand and a knife with his right. Only, the fork didn't move.

Immediately, all the excitement was gone from his face. He frowned and propped up his head on the back of his hand, "Right, I forgot… Is this what they call a phantom limb? I can clearly feel my hand, but it's just not there… That's annoying."

"Should I help you cut the roast, sir?" A waitress saw his dilemma and so she came to offer her help.

Gerald looked at her, but then waved his hand and politely declined, "No, no, I'm just not used to it, that's all. But thanks for asking."

As the waitress saw she was not wanted, she left.

Meanwhile, Gerald focused his mind on the fork, and the light barrier around his body extended and wrapped around it.

Just like that, the fork flew in the air and stabbed itself in the meat. Gerald then proceeded to cut the juicy meat and carry it in his mouth with Telekinesis.

"Mmm, delicious…" he moaned quietly as he was savoring the taste.

But then, a man's high-pitched scream ruined his mood…

"Aaaah! A ghost!"

            

    
        Ch. 82 Mana Elixir

    
    
    
    
                "A ghost!"

A grown-up bearded man screamed at the top of his lungs inside the Crystal Dragon Inn.

It attracted quite the attention of the people inside as well as outside.

Gerald lifted his head towards the source of the commotion, but when he saw the terrified man pointing at him, he gave him an expressionless look while his eyes were saying 'Really?!'

Paf!

Another man near the first one slapped his friend on the back of his head and berated him, "Stop screaming like a little girl! He's obviously using magic, can't you see? Stop acting so rude!"

"Oh." The first man looked a bit closer and saw Gerald waving at him with the floating fork. "I see, I'm sorry for interrupting your meal, sir," he quickly apologized.

Gerald just waved it off with a "Don't worry about it…" and then returned to his food.

No time to waste on pointless human interactions.

A good while later he returned to his room at the Guild and sat down to reorganize his thoughts. Then suddenly, he jumped up with a realization, "Oh shit, my herbs! Please be alright!"

He scrambled to check on the contents of his pouches and found the herbs he received at the Golden Pouch. "Damn, they almost went bad! Another few days and they would be completely ruined."

Indeed the herbs were in a bad shape. Many of them completely lost the moisture content, while some of them started to grow mold and decay.

Luckily, it wasn't too bad. Only about 10% of the herbs were beyond saving.

"I need to quickly brew my potions, otherwise it would be too depressing if all my hard work was for naught."

He prepared all the necessary equipment for the brewing process. Before beginning, though, he had to remove the ruined herbs so they wouldn't contaminate the final product.

He then had to wash them thoroughly, but with only one hand, the process slowed down considerably.

Luckily the time he spent playing around with Telekinesis showed its usefulness at this time. Instead of using his hands to control the vials, knives, pestle and mortar, and such, he just used his mind.

Telekinesis was so cool!

The precision was still somewhat lacking, but it wasn't enough to prevent him from doing stuff accurately.

After a while, Gerald pulled out the Blood Codex just to make sure he remembered the recipes correctly. Making a mistake now would be too much of a waste. He could not afford to be careless.

"Fighting poison with poison, huh?" Gerald commented when he read the recipe for the Mana Elixir again.

God's Blood had to be combined with a few different substances and one of them came from the Demon Mushroom. It was an extremely poisonous ingredient and for some reason, it only grew around the Forbidden Lands. It was quite difficult to acquire.

Combining it with God's Blood neutralized both poisons and made it so that the more desired effects would prevail.

Actually, most potions were made with poisonous plants.

The Healing Potion, for example, was made with Healing Roots and they were extremely dangerous for small animals and insects.

The effect of the healing Root was to speed up the metabolism of a being that ate it. Small critters already had to eat their own body weight or more in food each day to survive, and with the increased metabolism from the plant, they would literally starve while eating.

However, humans were much bigger and the increase in food consumption could be easily ignored. On the other hand, the faster recovery that came with the increase in metabolism was quite welcome.

Similarly, there was a snake on Earth that had a powerful venom that could melt flesh. But instead of being afraid, humans started to farm those snakes and use their venom in small doses to make medicine that could thin the blood and prevent it from clumping up, saving the lives of many people.

There were many such examples across the world.

Gerald carefully measured the correct proportions of different herbs and mixed them in a beaker.

Alongside God's Blood and Demon Mushroom, there were a few extra plants that were added to increase the potency and shelf-life of the potion.

There were also some that could be added optionally, for better taste, but Gerald didn't have any.

Lastly, to complete a potion, he sprinkled some Pure Ether dust and used his mind to bind it with the potion in a specific way, according to the Codex.

"Phew," Gerald wiped the sweat off his forehead. "First Mana Elixir is done, finally! It took me almost an hour."

He placed the potion to the side and laid down on his bed. The work was quite exhausting since it was his first time and he had to be concentrating the whole time.

Now he had to meditate for a while to relax and also recover his Mana. The Elixir brewing process was much more demanding than that of the Swiftness Potion, for example.

After a short break, Gerald continued to brew more Mana Elixirs. With the herbs at hand, he managed to create five of them in a few hours.

It was not much, but it was a start. He was already thinking about how to get his hands on more ingredients in the future.

In the book, there was a warning stating that the Elixirs should be consumed once a day at most, for maximum efficiency.

It also said that the potion would lose its power over time as the person's Mana grew stronger. But that was far into the future and Gerald wasn't concerned with it just yet.

With the rest of the herbs in his possession, he created a few extra potions, but those were to be used in only specific situations and now it was not the time to do so.

It was already almost nighttime when he exhausted all materials for potions.

Gerald was quite tired, but the excitement was stronger so he sat comfortably on his bed with a Mana Elixir in his hand.

"I have waited so long for this! I just hope everything works as it should…" He opened the vial and chugged the potion all at once.

The taste was quite bitter, but that was to be expected since he didn't mix in any of the better-tasting ingredients.

At first, he didn't feel any different, but soon that changed. He felt a sense of happiness and comfort spread across his body, slowly nourishing his flesh and blood.

"Aaah," he lightly moaned. It felt like he had just come from freezing cold, into a warm bath, making his entire body relax.

The excitement and comfort were so great that he started to shiver as a smile hung on his lips. It was one of the best feelings he ever had and it was supposed to last for hours. He laid back with closed eyes and just enjoyed the feeling.

Gerald could feel his body slowly changing from the inside and his capacity for Mana slowly expanded. By his rough estimations, by the time the potion's effect ended, his Mana capacity should expand by 20-30MP.

"With five potions I can get at least 100MP and at most 150…" Gerald almost couldn't hold in his excitement as he thought of his increasing energy stores. With so much Mana he could make stronger spells and he could finally make use of the Stone Body Iron Heart Combat Art.

But then, as time went on, he noticed a weird anomaly. The pleasant feeling was slowly fading away, and it was happening much earlier than he expected.

Barely thirty minutes went by and he was already starting to feel sick. His stomach started to produce weird sounds and his gag reflex started to act up.

Bleagh!

There was a sudden urge and Gerald barely had enough time to turn to his side and vomit on the floor. The Mana Elixir was mixed with his stomach acid and it was giving off a quite repulsive smell.

Gerald frowned deeply. By now, the enhancement of his body was already over and it did not last even just one-tenth of what it was supposed to.

"What the fuck happened?" Gerald was flabbergasted. As he felt his Mana capacity he discovered a big problem. It did in fact increase, but only by about 1MP.

'A full potion wasted for 1 MP?! How?! Why?! What did I do wrong?!' Gerald screamed internally. He could not understand how did things turn this way.

It was all going well at the beginning until suddenly, it didn't. He scrolled through the Blood Codex in hopes of finding an answer, but that was just wishful thinking.

He knew the entire book like a palm of his hand, from beginning to end, and something like this was not among the possible side effects. There was no explanation for the event.

"How could this be? It's not like I drank poison, for it to be rejected so forcefully…" Then a sudden realization hit him.

"Nanites!" Gerald opened his eyes wide in horror, "It's the Nanites! They can't differentiate between harmful and beneficial chemical compounds! Noooooooo!"

Now it all made sense. Now he understood why it seemed like the potions had an extremely short duration on him.

Even just the Swiftness potion lasted three times longer if it was consumed by a normal person.

The weaker the potion, the milder the effect of neutralization.

For a few potions, he didn't even know they were getting forcefully neutralized in his body, as they were expelled in a normal way, just as the rest of the food and drink he consumed.

But, strong poisons and potions like Mana Elixir, for example, had a more radical effect on the body and so they were barfed and coughed out as well as getting neutralized at the same time.

Nanites were a double-edged sword. They protected him from harm, but at the same time, they prevented him from growing.

All of his plans and sacrifices were meaningless. All of his work, ruined!

When Gerald realized all of this, the world suddenly spun in front of his eyes as he collapsed down on his knees.

"I'm doomed!"
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                It was the early the next day.

Gerald was standing in front of a small mirror in his room, observing his sorry figure in the reflection.

He was currently looking at his severely mangled body.

There was a deep scar going across his chest, accompanied by many smaller scars, that went in all directions.

His ribcage was slightly deformed in some places, as the many broken bones failed to heal properly and then remained misshapen.

He also had many scratches on his face, arm, and legs, that were the remnants of the hard-fought battles of the past.

Where his left arm used to be, there was now only a palm-length stump of flesh remaining. It had no semblance of a limb left, not even a little.

Lastly, his once attractive face was now gone. Apart from the scar on his forehead from the Hobgoblin's arrow, he now had a disfigured chin and lips, due to the explosion that killed the Earth Dragon.

Gerald observed his sorry figure in the mirror and sighed, "How did it come to this? Not even two months passed since I arrived and I already came close to death so many times…"

He turned his head and rubbed his left cheek. His sight landed on the Mana Elixirs he made last night.

After the disappointing discovery, he felt like a part of him died. All that excitement and hard work were for naught.

"Nanites. The greatest invention of human civilization, they saved me from poison and death, but at the same time, they are a firm door, preventing me from moving forward."

He didn't sleep well this night. It was too much shock all at once and he felt like his mind couldn't hold on much longer.

A single tear rolled down his cheek before he got his emotions back in check.

"It's hard… Hard to move forward, and even harder to surrender…"

The changes that happened in his body from the consumption of the Mana Elixir did not revert back. His body was now able to contain a bit over 8MP.

The change wasn't great, but it at least gave Gerald some hope for the future. Worst-case scenario, he could create hundreds of Mana Elixirs and slowly increase his Mana.

Although, a plan like that would probably require hundreds of herbs and years to complete. The amount of money he would need to do so would also be immense.

Not to mention that he would have to be really careful not to reveal his secret. The Golden Pouch was already suspicious of him, he knew that much.

It was a good thing he didn't show them his face. You can never be too careful in a new environment.

"If only there was a way to temporarily deactivate the Nanites… Or somehow overload them so they couldn't neutralize the Mana Elixir…" Gerald spent quite a bit of time contemplating what to do.

Although he acted like he gave up, that was in a moment of emotional weakness. After half a day he was almost back to his old optimistic self.

Of course, he still found the reality hard to accept, and no matter how positive his thinking was, he was noticeably gloomier than usual.

"I should take a bath… Being a stinking cripple will do me no good."

He was almost with the hand on the handle when he stopped and gasped, "That's it! Nanites should protect my body from the poison from coming through the skin!"

Gerald suddenly got a new plan on how to weaken the resistance from the Nanites his body contained.

"If I smear the Elixir on my skin, then most Nanites would try to guard me against that and there would be less to prevent me from absorbing the potion internally!"

Gerald thought for a while and then said to himself. "That's so crazy it just might work…"

He picked up his belt with storage pouches and wore it around his body. Then he proceeded to storm out of the city towards the river.

It was a warm spring morning and the sun was shining brightly in the blue sky. There wasn't a cloud in sight, and only small birds and insects traveled across the pristine expansive horizons.

It was truly a wonderful time to be outside, but Gerald did not pay any attention to his surroundings.

"How should I do this?" He sat down on the river bank as he was contemplating the best course of action.

He said to himself, "I need something the size of a bath… And if I want to stay inside for a long time, it has to have warm water at least; I'm not going in that icy water."

After a short while, he decided what to do.

He was going to try and use magic with long chants to better express his desires. It's also going to be a lesser strain on his tired mind.

He lifted his hand and chanted, "By the power I control, shifting dirt, warping stone! I will lead and you will follow, now the ground, make it hollow!"

It was a long magic chant and Mana slowly flowed out of him, creating a hole in the ground near the river. The only problem was, that it was made of soil and mud started to form at the bottom.

And so, he continued.

"Now, walls of stone and pristine water, I also want to make it hotter!"

With a light quake, the bedrock lifted and the sides of the hole became out of grey stone. A good bit of water also flowed inside just as the chant forced it to.

Then in the last few words, a greater amount of Mana slipped out and rose the temperature of the water.

The whole thing now resembled a hot tub.

Gerald inhaled through the nose and then sighed, "Ah, I exhausted all my Mana, but It barely tingled my brain… It's quite useful to cast magic with chants, but only if you have time. In a battle, where every second counts, it would be suicide to try and use it."

"But for a big project, where it's safe, I have to say, it's excellent!" Gerald proceeded to examine his new creation and when he confirmed it was stable, he took off his clothes and jumped in.

"Mn, this feels so nice. I started to miss a proper bath."

He relaxed for a few minutes in the warm water to relieve some stress.

Eventually, he extended his hand and grabbed a Mana Elixir. He brought it in front of his face and sighed as he opened the vial, "Oh man, I really hope this works. It's my last chance…"

He poured the potion into the water and then took another one and did the same. Then he took a third potion and took a small sip from it.

Now he only needed to wait and see what happens.

At first, there was nothing. But then, he experienced the familiar comfortable feeling once again, although this time it was much weaker.

He could feel his body slowly absorbing the potion, but at the same time, he felt itchiness at the surface of his skin, as the Nanites tried to neutralize the foreign substance.

Because it was spread out across his entire body, the Nanites had to spread out and they had a hard time working efficiently.

Also, because Gerald drank only a sip of the potion, it wasn't considered a big threat and so the Nanites allocated to it were way fewer.

The potion's power was slowly waning, but it was happening much slower than the previous day, and Gerald felt no need to vomit like before.

"I think it's working!" Gerald's excitement slowly came back and he allowed himself to hope again.

He didn't have much to do, apart from just floating in the water and drinking the Elixir every once in a while.

He decided to meditate and recover his exhausted Mana, but there was one thing that was bugging him for a few days already.

When he was in mortal danger, in the fight against the lizard, he somehow absorbed a great amount of Mana all at once.

He spent those days recovering at the infirmary, thinking about it, but he couldn't replicate the phenomena.

It did not help that the last fragments of his memory from the fight were unclear and fogy. He could not remember what he did back then, nor the mental state he was in.

"Damn it, I have some amazing abilities, like super Mana recovery or enhanced strength, but I can't use them because I don't know how I did it in the first place!" He already wrote his experiences in his notebook, thinking it might enlighten him, but unfortunately, that didn't happen.

Gerald spent the remaining rest of the day soaking in the water. He had to re-heat it a few times and he spent the rest of the time contemplating his future.

When he came out his skin was all wrinkly and sensitive, but the effect was more than worth it!

"Wooo-hoo! 57 MP!  Now the power is all mine! Haha!" Gerald squeezed his fist. Feeling the power inside his body boiling, it was ready to burst forth at any second.

"Fire!" Extending his hand towards the sky, Gerald let out a single word and a twenty-meter collum of flame blasted out of his palm as if it was coming out of a flamethrower.

"Yes! Finally, finally, I can no longer be considered a weak ant, instead, I can be considered quite strong already. But, overall, my journey has barely just started!"
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                A giant pillar of fire could be seen in the distance, near the river.

The sun was already low on the horizon and night was quickly approaching, making the flame look even more impressive.

"Phew, this is quite taxing on my mind!" Gerald wiped the sweat off his forehead.

The blazing fire burned through 1 MP every few seconds, so it couldn't be sustained for longer than a few minutes. But, there was another obstacle that prevented him from doing that.

After just ten seconds, he started to feel lightheaded, and soon he would probably get a headache if he didn't stop.

He already figured that the strain would eventually lessen if he trained with the magic spells often, but going out at maximum power right off the bat was quite a burden for his mind.

"No worries, I have a few more great spells to try out." Gerald calmed down his excitement and readied himself for another spell.

"Stone Body Iron Heart!"

That's right, he was trying out the long-forgotten Combat Art. Mana inside him surged and traveled to every cell in his body, protecting it against damage.

"Heya!" Gerald made a fist and put all his weight behind his punch.

Bam!

He punched a boulder near him with all his strength and… The rock chipped a bit.

It wasn't anything amazing, the same effect could be achieved with a good swing from a sledgehammer.

But, he did it with his fist! And apart from slight redness on his knuckles and some mild discomfort, his hand was completely fine!

"Amazing!" Gerald marveled at the result of his punch. But then he soon frowned. The Mana consumption was much greater than he imagined.

When he was reading and learning from the books and scrolls in the library, he thought the spell would require maybe 10 MP every minute.

Unfortunately for him, the reality was different from his guesses.

It consumed almost 50 MP/min, it was completely unsustainable!

There was another problem. Although Gerald's capacity for Mana increased, that was not so for his recovery.

Although it did increase slightly, from 3.2 MP/h to 4 MP/h, it was far from enough.

To completely recover he would now need almost more than half a day if he did not meditate or drink Mana recovery potions.

These statistics were, of course, great for a human, but Gerald knew they weren't good enough.

"I'll have to tweak some things I think… I'll have to adapt these spells to suit me and my circumstances…"

He already had a few ideas on how to improve on his current situation, but that would have to wait for later. It was already getting late and he was starving, so he hurried back before the city gates closed for the night.

***

The next day Gerald woke early because of hunger.

It seemed a bit odd since he wasn't often hungry in the morning, but he didn't think much about it and went to get a substantial breakfast.

He ate more than twice the amount of food he would usually consume, but he was still feeling peckish.

Although his stomach was full, he was gradually getting hungrier throughout the day. No matter how much food he ate, he just couldn't satisfy his cravings.

The following night, Gerald had the most uncomfortable sleep in his entire life.

The hunger kept him in a state between sleep and awakeness.

Lack of sleep and the constant hunger created a dangerous combination, as Gerald became irritable and easily provoked.

He would become extremely angry for every little thing that was just slightly out of place, even for things he wouldn't even notice normally.

He was barely keeping himself in check to not show this internal battle, even coming close to torching a few people alive who crossed his path unintentionally once. It was a weird moment.

On the outside, he would appear as a moody and unsociable young cripple, which was understandable and people thought he was that way because of the trauma of losing his hand.

But Gerald tried to do many things to fix the problem, such as healing himself or drinking potions, and above all, eating.

He consumed approximately three times the food he would normally eat but to no avail. Instead, his hunger grew with every passing day and it did not appear to be slowing down any time soon.

A week passed by and Gerald was at his limit. He could not keep interacting with people, as they would now trigger an insane bloodlust inside him.

Even the citizens of Geldern started to look more and more appetizing by the day and Gerald wasn't sure if he could hold himself from devouring one of them if things went on like that for a few more days.

There was nothing superficial like morality keeping him from indulging in cannibalism, but that sliver of rationality he had left that kept telling him that it would be a really bad idea.

Having no other choice left, he left the city at the first light and ran as far away as he could.

He ran west, far away from any civilization, into the dense forests of the Kingdom of Myrtana.

He was breathing heavily and his heart was beating fast, but Gerald felt none of it. The only thing on his mind was food.

But not just any kind of food. Wild fruits he ran past weren't spared even a glance. The same was with green plants and even herbs used in potions; he ignored all of them.

His eyes were red like the blood he desired and his face resembled more a bloodthirsty beast than a human.

His senses were sharp and working above the normal levels, gathering information about his surroundings.

His sight was filled with Mana as he was using Magic Eyes to search for prey.

In a radius of twenty meters, his sight was unobstructed as he could see any living being that contained Mana, no matter if it was hiding in the ground or behind the dense undergrowth.

"Soo hungry…" Gerald lamented, but then his eyes picked up a distinct form of an animal in the distance.

"Food!" he roared and his body moved instantly towards the figure.

The animal heard Gerald's roar and was spooked, but how could it escape from Gerald's all-seeing eyes?

Following his blood-chilling screech, more than fifty Stone Bolts shot out of the ground, going towards the same target.

The spell was cast silently, without any word of power to awaken it. It came completely from Gerald's mind that was used to casting the spell hundreds of times already.

Gerald covered the distance in a short few seconds, just to see a deer completely massacred by the Stone Bolts.

He jumped closer and held his hand under the animal's wounds to collect some blood. He then brought that handful of blood to his mouth and drank it all, like a person stranded in a desert after finding water.

"Gaah!"

Gerald released a sound of satisfaction after the drink, but for him, it was far from enough.

It was as if a person dying of thirst drank a few drops of water, it barely gave him any release.

When the last drop of blood fell to the ground, Gerald lifted his head to observe the forest once again.

The moment of sanity was gone once more and his bloodthirsty nature erupted forth once again.

His ears picked up some unusual rustling of the leaves, but it was further than his twenty-meter Mana-detection radius.

He turned his head towards the source of the sound and after a few moments, he kicked off the ground and was traveling at his top speed towards it.

While running the popping sounds sounded every once in a while. He was using Wind Blast spells on his legs to propel himself forward even faster.

At the same time, his skin was protected by magic so he could ignore running into branches and leaves, and completely avoid sustaining any injuries.

Soon an animal appeared in his sight. It was a wild boar.

The beast was much bigger than what Gerald was used to, and it looked dangerous with its long, sharp, white tusks. But Gerald paid it no mind.

With an animalistic roar, he jumped forward, with a knife in hand, spooking the giant boar.

Although looking dangerous, the boar did not attempt to stand his ground and fight, instead, it quickly retreated deeper into the bush.

Gerald soon noticed it was not alone. At least twenty normal-sized wild boars were spread around the area, feasting on what looked to be acorns and wild tubers.

Since the giant wild boar appeared to be the leader, of course, it was also the fastest. And since it decided to run, Gerald had no chance of catching it.

But that was fine.

He just switched his target, targeting a younger boar that was close to him. He ran as close as he could before throwing out a Wind Blast, knocking the boar off his feet.

With a giant leap, he landed on the struggling boar and stabbed his knife straight through the neck.

Blood gushed out like a fountain and Gerald wasted no time before he started drinking it. The boar wasn't even dead when Gerald started feasting on it.

The rest of the wild board ran in all directions as soon as they noticed Gerald jumping on one of their own.

Between fighting and running, the latter strategy had a better chance of them getting away unscathed.

Not even ten minutes later, when once again, the blood ran out, same as before, Gerald lifted his head and soon started on a new hunt.

That day, the amount of blood spilled in the forest was immense. As a bloodthirsty human roamed the forest, even the dangerous beasts made sure to avoid him.

For them, it was a disaster. A new competitor, one that did not appear to be going away any time soon, joined their hunting grounds.
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                A few days have passed in a blur and the forest calmed down once more.

In recent days, Gerald hunted down and killed a few dozen wild animals and drank their blood. Although a lot of it fell on the ground and soaked in the dirt, the amount he consumed was still immense.

He was soaked in blood from head to toe and the dried blood on his clothes turned a disgusting blackish-brown color.

There was at least one good piece of news in all of this. Gerald's sanity slowly returned, and although he still felt great hunger, his mind was now under his control.

He was currently squatting down near an animal he had just recently killed and he was gorging on its blood and flesh.

Suddenly, Gerald stopped what he was doing and a flame ignited on his hand, quickly growing and turning into a flaming ball.

"Stop! If you take one more step forward I'll burn you to a crisp!" Gerald warned without even seeing the newcomers.

His mind detected a few dozen living beings behind him when they entered his detection radius. He slowly turned around, blood still dripping from his lips, only to see a wolf pack led by a giant Silverback.

The animal was even bigger than the last one he fought before. This one had much whiter fur and was the size of a grown-up horse.

But Gerald wasn't afraid. Fur burns easily, and he was alone here, which meant he didn't have to hold back while fighting.

The Silverback lifted his head sideways and then slowly spoke, "We mean you no harm, human."

"Then why the fuck are you sneaking up on me?!" Gerald roared back. Although he had some control over himself, he was still getting easily irritated.

But his aggression did not bother the Silverback. It was an intelligent animal and it knew that the human was not in his right state of mind.

"Don't worry, we were just following after you because of the food you left behind. It was not our intention to bother you," the Silverback slowly spoke.

"Aha!" Gerald jumped up and Stone Spikes rose from the ground as he continued to rage, "I knew it! You are after my food after all! Prepare to die, beast!"

"Wait! You are not in the right state of mind! We don't wanna fight you!"

Gerald roared, "Bullshit! I'm here, starving, and you are trying to get my prey! Don't you try to persuade me with your sweet words! It won't work on me!"

The Silverback saw that its words had no effect, so it slowly retreated with the wolf pack. While retreating it continued to converse with Gerald to keep him from attacking, "It appears you are suffering from Eternal Hunger, human. I can help you solve that problem!"

"Hmm?! What Eternal Hunger bullshit? What are you even talking about? Scram or I will burn you to ashes!" Gerald continued to threaten, but the words Eternal Hunger got stuck in his mind. He was, after all, suffering from unending hunger.

The giant Silverback made use of the opportunity and continued by saying, "That's right! You are not the only one that experienced Eternal Hunger! Try eating the stones that contain Nature's Energy, it will help satiate you!"

Gerald was listening to the beast speak and the fire burning in his hand slowly extinguished. He did not trust the Silverback and his eyes narrowed when he asked, although he didn't scream anymore, "What are you talking about, what Nature's energy?"

The Silverback pointed with its snout towards Gerald's last kill, "There, behind you. That stone on the forehead… That's the Nature's Stone containing Nature's Energy."

"Etherium Crystals?" Gerald looked at the animal on the floor.

"Is that what you humans call them? Well, if you consume that you will feel better."

Gerald was still skeptical. Headmaster Orin warned him that consuming Ether Crystals was dangerous and could result in spontaneous combustion.

Although, that only happened if a great amount was consumed and there would be no harm if he only gave it a little try, right?

Gerald kneeled down and took out a knife to carve the stone out of the skull. He still kept most of his attention on the wolf pack though.

"Just placing it in your mouth should suffice to verify that what I'm saying is the truth," the Silverback continued to encourage Gerald.

So, although skeptical, ultimately, Gerald brought the crystal to his mouth and lightly bit down on it.

Surprisingly, it was much softer than Gerald expected. It had a texture similar to cartilage and it did not feel like a stone at all, despite what he expected.

"This is so stupid…" Gerald commented as he tasted the bland Ether Crystal, but then he started to feel his mouth tingle.

The feeling quickly spread across his face and head, continuing to expand across his entire body.

It somehow felt similar to the feeling you would get after eating sugar after a few days of starvation. It was quite pleasant actually.

But then the feeling slowly dissipated and Gerald was left with a mouthful of dust and sand.

The Ether melted and was absorbed into his body and only the impurities in the crystal were left. And because the crystal was poor-grade, that meant that the remaining disgusting mass accounted for around 99%.

"Pfft, pah!" Gerald spat out the sandy remains.

The Silverback was right though, Gerald's hunger lessened quite a bit. Just that small piece, had half the effect the blood gave him, in the last few days.

"Is my hunger related to Ether? Is that why I was craving blood?" Gerald spoke to himself. But it made sense, apart from the Ether Crystals, the part that contained most Ether was blood.

Of course, Gerald never expected to suffer such severe side effects due to Ether deficiency. Mostly because he was under the impression that it was dangerous to consume it in great amounts.

But, in the end, the Mana Elixirs did not contain enough and he almost lost his mind because of it.

'Wait, is that the reason Wargs are so bloodthirsty and aggressive? They become Wargs after they are starved for sustenance for a while after all,' Gerald thought.

It would make sense if that was the case. Ether deficiency appeared to have some quite severe side effects if it went on for the long term. Just the thought of it was quite scary.

Gerald turned to the pack once more, "So, what's the real reason you came to me? I don't believe you just came to help me. State your real reason!"

"Your hunting disrupted the peace in the forest, human. Everyone is on high alert because of you and that makes it much harder for us to hunt. So we came to ask you to stop, but since you were affected by Eternal Hunger we can understand," the Silverback stated what was on its mind.

"Is that it?" Gerald squinted his eyes skeptically, "Hmm, if that's the case you can rest easy, I'll leave soon, don't worry."

"Thank you. Then we will leave you alone for now." The Silverback left these words and then it bowed its head down as a gesture of respect and it then turned around and left.

The wolf pack soon followed and Gerald was left alone once more.

"Phew," Gerald breathed after it was all over.

The last few days were quite hectic, but even though he was in a state of confusion and bloodlust, he kept all of his memories. He was quite well aware of everything that happened.

Also, his control over magic increased once more. He could now use spells almost without thinking. They became an extension of him and not just a tool he had to think about when using.

Magic could be considered to have become a part of his reflexes or muscle memory.

Mages all across the continent strived towards faster spell-casting and more powerful spells in general. Achieving a wordless spell-casting was considered the peak of skill and speed, and every mage that was capable of using it for the spells of his rank was highly respected and revered.

And currently, Gerald was capable of lightning-speed wordless magic, but for the sake of keeping a somewhat low profile, he decided to hide that fact.

It was always good to have a hidden ace in case his enemies tried to do him harm. The more secrets someone has, the harder it is to prepare for a successful strike.

Unknown variables are always the most dangerous after all.
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                Another day has gone by in the forest and Gerald was slowly going back to his original self.

After discovering the source of his problems, he eventually consumed most of his Ether Crystals.

The substance was slowly assimilated into his body, combining with his blood, but also with his organs, muscles, and bones.

His total Mana went up by a staggering amount, bringing him up to a total of 93 MP.

His Mana regeneration also increased during that time and it was now already up to 5 MP/h. It now took him only a day to fully recover without doing anything.

And even with such power inside him, he felt completely fine. There was also no difference in his outer appearance.

The only thing that changed was that he started to grow a short beard. Since he didn't have the opportunity to shave, that was only to be expected.

But, considering the fact that he had scars on the lower part of his face, Gerald decided to keep his beard to cover them up. And, at the same time, it also gave him a more mature look.

With the amount of free time he had on his hands, the amount of thinking and contemplating he has done was plentiful.

One of the first things he has done was, of course, to adapt his defensive magic to a more reasonable level.

Stone Body Iron Heart was downgraded quite a bit, and it was split in two.

First was Stone Body, which focused on raising his defense on the outside parts of his body, such as skin, muscle, and bones.

And then there was, of course, the Iron Heart, which protected his internal organs from any form of external damage.

Gerald spent quite a while making sure it all worked as it should, as he was in the process of changing his Unmoving Boulder for the Stone Body.

Although Stone Body was downgraded, it should still be able to allow his bare skin to withstand swords and arrows without too much difficulty.

Currently, the Stone Body consumed about 10 MP/min so it could be sustained for quite a while.

"Ah~" Gerald stood up and stretched his back. He spent the last day sitting around and recovering, so his legs felt a bit sore.

"I think it's time to leave… I have spent enough time here, now I have to see if my plans can still work or if I will have to change them."

He packed his stuff, which was…only a piece of roasted meat for lunch and a simple waterskin.

He was in no hurry to return to the city, especially with the way he looked now, so he decided to enjoy this time.

"It's a shame I don't have a bag with me, I could collect some herbs on the way back…" Gerald lamented as he walked past many mature plants that were the potion ingredients.

He was currently in a forest near a hill, somewhere northwest of Geldern. It just so happened that he stumbled upon a small campsite near a cave.

When Gerald emerged from the bushes, ten pairs of eyes turned in his direction.

There was a group of men, currently eating lunch around a campfire. A few of them were sitting down on a fallen tree, eating from a wooden bowl, while some were standing around and chatting.

A few horses were grazing nearby.

"Hunters?" Gerald asked himself when he saw the group. He confidently stepped closer, waving his hand in greeting.

"Hello, guys! Do you have any spare clothes I could wear? Mine are completely ruined," he came forward, smiling.

The men around the campfire were stupefied. A smiling young man walking out of the forest, covered in blood from head to toe and in tattered clothes… If it wasn't the middle of the day they would think it was an apparition.

And he was even missing a hand!

One of the men stood up and loudly asked, "What are you doing here, boy? Did you lose your path? You can't be walking in the woods alone, it's dangerous!"

It appeared almost as if the man was trying to figure out if Gerald really wasn't an apparition.

"Danger? I don't know about that, it seemed quite safe to me…" Gerald answered.

A guy who appeared to be the leader, by the newer armor and weapons he wore, slowly spoke, just loud enough so Gerald could hear him, "Didn't you hear, boy? Apparently, some bandits are killing people in large amounts. The Guilds even set up a bounty for members of the Blood Sun Viper."

Gerald thought for a while and then shrugged, "Is that so? So those bastards are determined to make enemies of the whole world?"

"Oh? You had dealings with them in the past?" the leader probed for information.

"Eh, I had a few encounters, yes… But what does it matter to you? Are you one of them, or are you the normal bandits? Hahaha…" Gerald laughed at his own joke to ease the tension. Surprisingly, however, a deathly silence followed.

The men nervously looked at each other and didn't speak. The leader's eyes flashed with alertness and his body tensed up.

Instead of lessening the tense atmosphere, Gerald instead increased it even further.

He pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed, "Really? You are bandits? Hah, talk about bad luck… Can't I ever get a break?"

He squatted down in the middle of stupefied men, near the fire, to warm himself up. He appeared completely undisturbed by the gazes that were aimed at him.

"What are you planning, boy? Is this some kind of trap, sending a cripple to distract us?" The leader got warry because Gerald did not react as he was expecting.

Gerald did not answer his question, and instead just spoke freely, "So you really are bandits after all... Liste here, chief, how about you give me a pair of clothes to wear and I'll be on my way."

"I've been killing a lot the last few days and I don't feel like killing you all…" Gerald casually spoke, not even bothering to lift his eyes and look at the person he was speaking to. He just stared into the flames.

"Hah, that's some arrogant words! Don't you think you can fool me, you are probably one of those dogs from the Guild, aren't you?" The leader stood up and placed his hand on the sword hilt, carefully observing Gerald's movement.

Gerald rolled his eyes and stood up, waving his hand, "Oy, come on man, do I look like a threat that much? Just look at me! I'm in tatters, I got nothing, I'm even missing a hand!" Gerald waved his stump up and down, but the leader's eyes landed on Gerald's right hand instead.

Specifically, his fingers. A ring on his fingers, to be exact.

"I knew it!" The leader frowned and unsheathed his sword, "You are indeed one of the dogs from the Guild!

"Tsk," Gerald clicked his tongue after seeing the bandit leader notice the ring, "I knew this thing would bring me trouble…"

Unfortunately, the rest of the guys around him noticed the Guild's ring as well and hate erupted in their hearts as they prepared to fight.

"You and your stupid little Guild, playing heroes and making our life difficult! I'm personally extremely happy every time I hear more of you bastards lose your worthless lives!" The leader spoke, taking a few steps closer, "And now, I'll send you to meet your friends, die you self-righteous scum!"

He swung his sword at Gerald's neck.
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                The bandit leader swung his sword swiftly, going straight for Gerald's neck right off the bat.

Clank!

The sword harmlessly bounced off his skin.

"Ow, that really hurt you bastard!" Gerald rubbed his neck where the sword had struck him. The Stone Body was already soundlessly cast, protecting him almost perfectly.

"What?" The leader stared at his sword and then at Gerald. His brain just couldn't process what just happened.

He was expecting his sword to slice through Gerald's neck cleanly, with no issue, but instead, he felt like he had struck a rock. And the lad in front even complained about it and called him a bastard.

Pure absurdity!

The leader was struck silly for a second, but he quickly recovered his wits and ordered, "Don't just stand there you fools! Attack!"

"Yes!"

"Hah!"

"Get him!"

All nine bandits attacked at once with swords and daggers in hand.

"How foolish... Your tactics might work on normal people of this world, but I'm far from it!" Gerald scoffed and waved his hand, "Now scram!"

Woosh!

With a single wave of his hand, three Wind Blasts were triggered at once, expanding away from him in a  semi-circle.

The wind that came from it was immensely powerful, knocking the men away like they were dried leaves in the autumn wind.

"Ah!" A man screamed as he tumbled to the ground, hitting his head on a stone. He started to bleed, but it wasn't a serious wound.

Too bad for him though, Gerald simply glanced at him and Stone Spikes shoot out from below the poor bastard, piercing him between the armor plates. He had no time to react as he was skewered on the stone stakes.

His iron armor was completely useless against the sudden attack.

During the last week, Gerald's control over magic increased, and so did his precision. Instead of just mindlessly pounding on the armor, he just targeted the weak spots.

"You beast!" Another man screamed and tried to attack Gerald from the back.

Gerald spun and made a roundhouse kick in retaliation, but instead of connecting with his attacker, another Wind Blast was triggered, this time from his leg, blasting the man backward.

The leader saw they were in trouble so he quickly yelled orders, "Don't give him any space to move! Circle him and hold him down, he can't focus on all of us at once!"

Instead of being concerned, however, Gerald's mouth formed a mocking grin, "Useless! All of your tactics are useless before real power! Now burn!"

He lifted his hand and a flame ignited on it.

Woosh, woosh…

Fireball after Fireball flew out with just one second of pause in between them. The bandits scrambled to dodge the flames.

Although their metal armor would protect them from the flames, the same couldn't be said about the cotton clothes underneath.

"You think you can just run away now?" Gerald lifted his hand and Stone Bolts shoot out of the ground like a flock of birds, going higher and higher in the sky.

"Aah! He's one of those powerful mages! Everybody run for your lives!"

The bandits were horrified by the speed and amount of spells Gerald was casually throwing out, so they completely disregarded the orders of their leader, trying to save their own skin.

But Gerald didn't give them any chances. He already let a few Blood Sun Viper thugs escape once and he was not going to repeat the same mistake again. Letting an enemy escape would never bring anything good anyway.

The ground trembled and a three-meter-tall wall rose from the ground, completely surrounding the campsite.

The bandits were trapped!

"Wait! We are the Stone Faced bandits and our wealth is quite substantial, we can talk about this! We can compensate you for our inability to recognize the great person before us!" The leader realized the situation they were in and tried to negotiate.

However, Gerald just laughed in his face, "Oh, now you wanna talk, eh? It's a bit too late for that! Not to mention that you insulted me and tried to kill me, now that you know my secrets you can't be left alive no matter what!"

"So just stand still and die!" Gerald waved his hand and the Stone Bolts in the sky started to accelerate down, simultaneously producing popping sounds as pressure bubbles exploded behind them, propelling them forward at an even greater speed.

Woosh! Bam! Bam!

"Gaah!"

The stones fell like rain.

Many of the poor thugs here were hit by the Stone Bolts and they suffered severely. Stab wounds and blunt trauma were visible all over their bodies. They were bleeding and in pain, completely losing the ability to fight or resist.

Gerald unsheathed his Fire Sword and aimed it at the fallen men. A Fireball formed at the tip and then shot out in a straight line.

Boom!

A small explosion sounded out and flames engulfed one of the guys.

Woosh, woosh!

Two more Fireballs flew out and soon even more followed while Gerald kept pointing his sword at different parts of the stone cage and lighting it aflame.

People died a horrific death, being burned alive, but such was life. One mistake and it could all quickly change.

Just when you think everything is under control, suddenly, it all comes crashing down.

Soon only the leader was left standing as everyone else was already dead.

On his face, fear mixed with anger, as he watched his people die, their lives so easily extinguished.

"Guild's lapdog! After all that magic, your Mana must be almost exhausted, I refuse to believe you can continue with your tricks!" The bandit leader shouted at Gerald and then threw his sword at him.

Gerald simply turned his body slightly, dodging the sword. His face was expressionless as he looked at the bandit leader. He already considered him a dead man.

But to his surprise, the leader made something that attracted his attention.

"I'll show you the real power of Stone Face!" the leader roared but then quickly started a short chant, "Grow around me hardened stone, protect my body with flintstone rock! Stone Armor!"

Crack! Ka-cha, ka-cha!

The ground lightly shook and the stones around the place lifted and floated to the bandit leader. It appeared almost like his body was attracting the stones, as they stuck to him like glue.

Layer after layer of stone scales formed themselves on the surface, covering him completely from head to toe, except for the eyes.

"Oh~ Not bad, Stone Face! I like the look of your stone armor, but is it any good in practice?" Gerald mockingly asked. But he was genuinely impressed. The armor looked quite pleasing to the eyes and the amount of control for such a detailed spell had to be quite great.

"Mock all you want, your fire and stones can't touch me now! Making the stone walls and trapping us inside was your biggest mistake! Now, taste my fist!"

Stone Face ran forward in his new armor and punched with his right hand at Gerald's face.

Bam!

Gerald blocked with his right hand, but the force behind the punch was much stronger than he expected and he almost lost balance.

Obviously, when Stone Face first swung his sword at Gerald's neck, he didn't use all his strength.

"Interesting! Show me what you got!" Gerald's eyes shined with excitement and his mouth formed a smile. He quickly stabilized himself and returned a punch.

Bam!

His fist landed on Stone Face's shoulder, breaking a few stone scales.

They continued to exchange punches for a while and stones flew all over the place.

Stone Face was much stronger than Gerald, so the latter had to either block or dodge his punches and kicks. Even though he was covered in stone, the leader's speed did not diminish, only his agility suffered somewhat.

Gerald had to admit that the armor of his opponent was quite good at defending. If he continued using just his fists, with the strength he had now he would never be able to break through it.

The Stone Armor could shift the pieces around, always replacing the broken parts.

"Heh, I'll have to use something different then!" Gerald grinned as he dodged another punch. "You are quite lucky, Stone Face! You will have the privilege of experiencing my new creation first-hand!"

            

    
        Ch. 88 Destruction Palm

    
    
    
    
                In the middle of a warm sunny day, deep in the forest, an intense battle was currently underway.

Gerald and the bandit leader, Stone Face, as Gerald called him, fought with their lives on the line.

They both battled for a few minutes already, exchanging punches and kicks, but the defense of both of them was too great, making them unable to damage each other.

But then, Gerald suddenly laughed, "Haha, you are lucky Stone Face! You will have the privilege of experiencing my new creation first-hand!"

Stone Face frowned inside his stone shell and attacked with even more vigor. His Mana reserves were quickly draining away as the spell was quite difficult to sustain.

If he could fight with his sword, maybe he could get the upper hand, but his spell didn't allow it. His hands were covered in stone and he had no way of holding his blade. And he was not capable enough to modify the spell on his own.

Gerald utilized his superior agility and slipped past Stone Face, facing his side. He lifted his hand and then slapped his opponent's stone-covered shoulder.

Boom!

As soon as Gerald's palm landed on the stone armor, a massive explosion was formed.

Stone Face was pushed to the ground by the sudden force, but he quickly rolled and got back up. His face under the stone mask was full of shock.

His upper back and right shoulder were in pain and he felt warm blood flowing down his hand.

The broken stones quickly rearranged themselves, covering the hole in his armor that the explosion created.

"Uh! What was that?!" Stone Face roared in pain, his eyes glaring at Gerald with hate.

Gerald showed his white teeth as his lips formed a wide smile, "Oh, it's just something I came up with on a fly… I call it Destruction Palm!"

The Destruction Plam was actually just the failed result from the time Gerald tried to create explosion magic. Back then he almost blew up his own hand.

But now that he had the Stone Body, his defense was high enough to be able to use it, while experiencing only mild pain.

Even failures could turn to success under certain circumstances.

"Pah! Don't you think you can beat me with those small tricks! Same shit won't work twice on me!" The bandit leader was thoroughly enraged, sending his punches flying toward Gerald's face once more.

Gerald just casually lifted his hand and intercepted the punch with his palm.

Boom!

Another explosion sounded out as soon as the two hands collided. Stone Face's fist lost the stone protection in the explosion and blood started to flow between his fingers.

"You underestimated me…again!" Gerald smiled. "Now's my turn!"

He attacked swiftly and aggressively!

Boom! Boom, Boom!

Hand, shoulder, chest, and even leg, they all sustained painful injuries. Gerald kept dancing around the bandit leader, slapping him all over. And with each slap, pebbles flew as the stone armor exploded to pieces.

Eventually, Stone Face's Mana completely ran out and the wounds on his body were too severe for him to continue fighting.

Exhausted, he collapsed to the ground.

Gerald stepped closer and looked down at the beaten opponent.

Stone Face was in a bad shape, he coughed out blood and mocked, "What are you waiting for, hero? Finish me and rid this world of pests like me and collect a reward! Isn't this what you want?!"

Gerald rolled his eyes and scoffed at his words.

"Don't waste your breath. And I'm no hero, I only work for myself, but I'll tell you this; The only reason you and all your friends will die today is that you stupidly assumed that I was your enemy. We could have had a nice chat, relaxing by the fire, and then I would be on my way. We would never see each other again," Gerald slowly spoke.

"But then you had to try and kill me… Sigh~ Well, if you get a chance in your next life, if there even is such a thing, try to get a better grip on the situation first, alright?" He placed his palm on the bandit leader's forehead and sent a surge of Mana towards it.

Boom!

Stone Face was no more. His head exploded like a watermelon, showering Gerald with blood and brain matter, but he didn't mind. He was already covered in blood from head to toe anyway.

He demolished the stone walls with a wave of his hand and walked around the camp, collecting a few Mana regenerating herbs.

He ate them directly, as he didn't have time to make potions. Then he sat near the fire and meditated for a few hours to recover his exhausted body.

When he opened his eyes it was already afternoon. He walked around the camp, picking and looting anything valuable he could find.

But, he didn't have anything to store his loot in, so he just collected the money and threw the rest on the fire.

He already changed his clothes, taking a spare set from a saddlebag on the horse.

There was just that one left, and it seemed that the other one was so spooked by the explosions that it snapped the rope and ran away.

Gerald cut the horse loose and let him wander away, after all, he couldn't just take it. Not to mention he didn't have anywhere to put it, it would be weird if he suddenly got a mount out of nowhere.

He was trying to keep most of his abilities a secret...at least for the time being.

Lastly, Gerald examined the body of the leader.

Around his neck, he found a beautiful gold necklace with an Earth Crystal in the middle. He poured a bit of his Mana inside and estimated the capacity.

It should contain around 30 MP, and by the size of it, he guessed it was a low-grade gem.

He took it and put it around his neck, hiding it under his shirt. He then collected some coins and two silver bracelets, that also contained Earth Crystals.

"Oh, how nice! My bracelets were ruined by the lizard so I needed something like this." Gerald wore both of them on the same arm as he had no other choice.

Lastly, he found a small booklet in a pocket near the chest of the bandit leader.

"Property of B.O.?" he read the first page. There was an insignia as well, but it was too damaged and blurry to be recognizable. It probably belonged to some noble that got robbed. "Oh well, what does it even matter…"

He smiled after reading the title, "Stone Armor – Medium-rank Earth defensive spell. Well, well, well, that's something useful!" He happily skimmed through the pages and then stored the book in his pocket with satisfaction.

Now the only place left to explore was the cave. It appeared quite natural at first, but then Gerald noticed a wooden building camouflaged inside.

It was hidden storage of the bandits! Gerald found all sorts of weapons and armor inside, as well as food and wine. Searching for a little while, he found the most precious storage chest he has ever seen.

It was full of gold and silver, jewelry, and precious stones!

"I'm rich! So freaking rich!" Gerald celebrated his finding.

He quickly found a few pouches and stuffed them full of money. He didn't care for the rest of the stuff, although the weapons and armor were worth quite a few gold coins. He just couldn't carry them all and also it would be suspicious if he came back to the city with dozens of weapons.

Especially now that people in Geldern considered him a cripple, incapable of combat. He could easily be assumed to be a thief.

He made sure not to leave any valuables behind before deciding to leave. But the cave went further underground, so Gerald decided to check if there was anything left deeper in.

He picked up a torch that was lying around and used it to light his way. He didn't want to waste his Mana just for light.

As he was walking for a while, the ground below his feet became soft. He looked down and saw the entire surface covered with tiny brown grains.

"Hm? Guano?" He observed it closely, before lifting the torch and looking at the ceiling. It was covered in small black animals.

"Oh, it's just normal bats…" Gerald murmured. These bats didn't seem to mind him and continued to sleep. He also didn't pay them any more attention and continued down the cave.

Soon the road ended and a rocky wall blocked his path. "That's weird, it's a dead-end, but I can still feel a draft…"

He came closer to examine the wall and he noticed many small holes in the rock, through which wind was blowing.

He utilized his Magic Eyes to look at the rocky wall, only to see a mass of lifeforms on the other side.

"Oh, the cave continues? Are there more bats on the other side?" He considered this possibility since many small shapes were containing Mana on the other side.

And that meant that the cave probably had another exit. He decided to continue straight through the hard rock, and explore the rest. You never know what might lie on the other side.

He pressed his palm on the rocky surface as Mana inside him surged forth.
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                Boom!

A loud explosion shook the cave and the stone wall crumbled under the pressure exerted by it.

It wasn't a big hole, but it was enough for Gerald to squeeze through without any problems.

The cavern was slowly expanding outward and water dripped from the ceiling, forming many stalagmites and stalactites. Some of them met in the middle, forming giant stone columns.

Gerald carefully ventured forward on the slippery floor, but he soon got a feeling he was being watched.

The cave expanded to a great hall and the tiny light from his torch couldn't light even a tenth of it. He felt like he was in the middle of the void, blackness on all sides.

Taktaktaktak…

Weak knocking sounds reverberated through the cavern. At first, it was only a few, but soon it was coming from all sides as it slowly grew in intensity.

"What kind of…" Gerald didn't even have time to finish his sentence when something entered his field of vision.

A small, eight-legged, hairy creature emerged from the darkness. It was about twenty centimeters in height and half a meter in width. Countless small eyes stared at the light coming from the torch Gerald was holding.

"Spiders!" Gerald suddenly figured out what was producing the sound. Just at the thought of it, his body shivered. Soon more and more spiders emerged from the darkness, completely encircling him from all sides.

He activated his Magic Eyes to be able to see better in the darkness and what he saw almost made him scream in horror.

"Fuck! So many spiders!" Indeed, the entire cave was filled to the brim with thousands of spiders. They were slowly climbing down from the ceiling via threads and stone columns.

But that wasn't the worst of it. Way in the back, a giant mass of Mana was slowly approaching.

It was the Broodmother, the queen of spiders, and the current owner of this cave.

She did not appreciate someone disturbing her by barging in through the back door.

Skree!

A high-pitched noise came from her and the spiderlings rushed towards Gerald like mad.

They climbed over each other and jumped forward without a care in the world. The shout from their queen was like a divine order for them; they could nothing but obey.

And the order was: "Kill the intruder!"

This time Gerald didn't understand the screeching from the Broodmother, but he could easily get the gist of it based on the actions of smaller spiders.

"Stay away from me you pests!" he shouted, and immediately after he threw the torch to the side and pulled out his sword.

Fire crystals were almost exhausted, but the blade was still sharp and useful.

Woosh, woosh, woosh!

With the remaining Mana in the sword, Gerald made a few Fireballs and sent them flying forward.

Boom! Skree!

Each Fireball engulfed about a dozen spiders and they almost instantly turned to charcoal. The surrounding spiders got spooked by the flames and screeched loudly, but that didn't mean they gave up.

Instead, they pushed forward with even more vigor.

Gerald felt great pressure being surrounded, but he wasn't worried. With the Stone Body, he didn't fear the bites of spiders.

But he had to finish the fight quite quickly since his Mana won't last forever.

The best way to do that was to dispose of the Broodmother first. Without her guidance, the little guys posed no threat whatsoever.

Gerald walked forward swinging his sword and slicing the small spiders in half. But soon he was unable to move since he was covered by dozens of them, and although they were quite light, the weight quickly added up.

The worst part was that they were trying to bite him with their poisonous fangs but that only made Gerald feel like he was getting pinched all over his body. It was extremely uncomfortable.

"Ah! Get off of me!" He gathered his strength to free his hand and then flames spewed from his palm like he was using a flamethrower.

Those tiny black hairs on spiders' legs ignited immediately and with Gerald's help, the cave was soon filled with a sea of fire.

Swish, splat!

He grabbed his sword again and continued carving his way through the sea of insects. Every once in a while he would shoot Fireballs out, keeping the spiders at bay.

Woosh, woosh, woosh!

Boom!

Hundreds of spiders already died in the flames and explosions but they still kept advancing. Gerald was slowly starting to feel a headache.

His use of Fire magic wasn't as natural as Earth magic, so the strain on his mind was somewhat greater. Now that he had to use it constantly, it was starting to show its weakness.

"Damn, I wish I had a greater area-of-effect spell so I could finish this quicker! Too bad I can't use the Greater Fireball without my second hand…" Gerald complained while spewing fire from his Fire Sword.

"Just die already!" He spun around, spewing flames everywhere.  Then he used a few Wind Blasts to push spiders out of the way and ran towards the Broodmother.

Finally, she was in his sight. She was a much larger version of the small spiders and Gerald only noticed how giant it really was when he came close.

It was more than three meters tall and her eight legs were as thick as Gerald's arm. Small spikes decorated the sides of her chitin armor plates, and her multiple green eyes reflected the flames in the darkness.

"Alright! It's you and me now!" Gerald shouted and a Fireball formed at the tip of his sword. "Die!"

Woosh! Boom!

The Fireball shot forward and exploded, engulfing the Broodmother.

But the spider didn't seem to mind the flames, she just shook her body and the flames extinguished.

"Damn, another one of those fire-resistant creatures!" Gerald silently cursed his bad luck. Fire magic was the most destructive, but sometimes it proved to be the most useless.

Skree!

The Broodmother screeched and jumped forward with her poisonous fangs extended.

Bam!

However, her jump was cut short as a wall of stone materialized from the ground, blocking her advance. But that didn't pose too big of a problem for her, she was a spider after all, and a big one at that.

With two steps she was on top of the wall, looking for her juicy prey. But Gerald was nowhere to be seen, as he was already on the move.

Ka-cha!

A stalactite broke off and fell from the ceiling.

Under the ceiling, many strong cobwebs were spread out and the broken stalactite got tangled in them for a few seconds, before falling to the ground.

It just barely missed the Broodmother. But Gerald quickly reacted, pulling a few more stalactites from the ceiling with magic, hurling them down on top of the giant spider.

However, the Broodmother already noticed his attacks and tactically retreated a few steps. Giant stones once again missed their target.

By now the small spiders already encircled Gerald once more and greatly limited his movement.

The Broodmother finally had the opportunity to attack while Gerald was distracted. It ran forward with six legs, using her front two limbs to attack.

They were like deadly spears, stabbing at Gerald from above.

He had to weave and dodge to avoid them. Although he had Stone Body, he wasn't going to test if it could withstand a full-powered strike from the spider. Especially after he saw the stone ground crack apart after being struck.

"You know what? Screw this!" Gerald roared. He sent a few Fireballs flying to distract the Broodmother and then turned around and blasted a path in the surrounding spiders.

Destruction Palm could possibly break through the thick armor, but the downside was that he had to be close to the enemy.

Maybe he could win after a prolonged battle, but his Mana was quickly running out and he didn't want to risk it.

It was best if he could escape the cave and maybe return some other time.

He ran to the opposite side of the cave from where he entered since there had to be another exit. He kept using Wind Blast along the way, keeping the small pests from bothering him.
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                Tap, tap, tap!

Quick steps reverberated deep inside a cave. Gerald was running at a significant speed down the stone hallway, away from the spiders.

He was using a flame on his palm to light the way out. His clothes and face were already full of sticky webs, making it hard to see.

The further he went, the more webs blocked his path. His head was already completely covered with them.

The spiders, as well as the Broodmother, were close behind him. He could hear their many legs skittering across the rocky surface.

"Damn, why are there so many webs?!" Gerald complained while running. He had to keep the flame burning strongly to get rid of the webs fast enough. It was a great strain on his Mana reserves as well as his mind.

Finally, he was able to see the light at the end of the tunnel. The cave expanded once again and he was able to see the light of day once more.

"Finally," he breathed out in relief. Going against hundreds, if not thousands of spiders took its toll on him. Although he killed many, he could not win against all of them.

Especially the Broodmother, he was unable to damage her through her thick exoskeleton.

He quickly turned around and squeezed the last drops of Mana to send the last few Fireballs flying down the tunnel.

Boom!

The flames ignited, blocking the spiders from approaching. Meanwhile, Gerald ran out to the sun with bated breath.

"Freedom at last!"

The cave exited into a forest, quite hidden behind dense foliage. If not for the webs outside the cave, it would almost look like a nice place to go spelunking.

Gerald saw bones of small and big animals, tangled in the webs. They must have been captured and eaten long ago.

He decided not to dally there any longer and quickly left.

Looking at his pocket watch he noticed it was already late afternoon. Only a few hours of sunlight remained. He had to hurry back to the city.

He soon found a road through the forest and followed in the general direction of Geldern.

On the road back he meet a group of warriors clad in leather and metal armor, walking toward him. He didn't pay them any attention. A sight like this was way too common for him to care.

But although he tried to ignore them, one of them attracted his attention as he loudly exclaimed, "Hey, a brother from the Guild!" He waved his hand enthusiastically, to attract as much attention as possible.

Gerald tensed up, he was currently almost without Mana so he had to be on guard. He looked at the group but he didn't recognize any of the members.

"Who are you?" he asked cautiously, "What do you want?"

The group now stopped and they were staring at the one that spoke with questioning gazes. "My name is Gair. Don't worry, we are from the Guild too," the guy pointed at the ring in his hand.

"Oh," Gerald replied, he didn't really know what else to say. A random stranger starting a conversation in the middle of the road was quite unusual.

"You aren't from Geldern, are you? I haven't seen you before," Gerald stated.

"Geldern?" The leader of the group frowned, "No, we come from Freka. Young man, if you are trying to reach Geldern before night I suggest you abandon this thought. It's too far to reach it on foot before nightfall."

"Is that so?" Gerald was surprised, he didn't think he traveled so far away from the city during his bloodlust. "Then, where should I go for the night? Are there any towns nearby?"

The leader nodded, "Certainly, follow this road, and when you arrive at a crossroad, head South. It will lead you to Freka, it shouldn't take more than a few hours."

"Thanks! Oh, I didn't get your names, I'm Gerald by the way," Gerald casually introduced himself.

"A pleasure! I'm Colias, leader of Steelglades gang and these are my trusted companions," leader Colias took off his helmet and pointed at the men behind him. "We are quite well known around these parts, you might have heard of us."

The men all puffed out their chests, exuding a heroic aura.

Gerald ignored the last sentence as he was attracted by a peculiar look on the man's face.

"Is that Stonneskin Potion? I have never seen it before," he curiously asked. The skin on Colias' face looked like it was made of bone or something similar. It had a dull gray color and its surface looked extremely rough.

He noticed the same on his neck and hands, basically everywhere where he wasn't covered with armor. At a closer look, he noticed that the rest also had weird skin, he just didn't notice it earlier because they were wearing helmets.

"That's right! It's a precaution against poison spiders! We are going to exterminate a spider cave that belongs to some rich lord. He likes to hunt in the forest, but those pests started to affect his sport."

Colias laughed, "Hehe, he is paying a damn good amount for this dirty work!"

"Spiders?" Gerald immediately thought of the cave he had just recently left. If these guys tried to attack, they shouldn't have any problems.

They were heavily armed and with the many layers of protection, they would be completely fine against the small spiders.

But the Broodmother was something completely different. He debated in his mind if he should warn them, but eventually decided against it.

He already decided to conceal his real abilities, so the fact that he killed the bandits and slaughtered hundreds of spiders had to be kept a secret.

"Well, I won't be keeping you from your job, good luck on your expedition! I'll be on my way now." Gerald said his goodbyes and left.

"Take care brother! If you stay in Freka, try smoked bear ribs, they are delicious!" Gair enthusiastically waved back.

'Such a high-spirited group… I wonder if they can make it against the Broodmother? It's ten against one, but even then, piercing that tough armor won't be easy,' Gerald thought as the Steelglades left. 'But what do I care? It has got nothing to do with me! I'm just a poor cripple!'

He followed the instructions Colias gave him. He soon arrived at the mentioned crossroad and headed South.

He arrived at the main gates of Freka in a few hours, just like Colias told him.

Freka couldn't be considered a proper city, more like a big town. Although it still had a stone wall surrounding it, the population couldn't exceed a few thousand. It was about one-fifth the size of Geldern.

Gerald found entered a simple restaurant and ordered a meal. He followed the advice Gair gave him, and indeed, the bear ribs were fantastic!

After the meal, he went to find a place to sleep and chose an Inn at random. He paid for two nights, as he had a few things to take care of before leaving.

The next morning he woke up quite late. He didn't have a proper sleep in days and he was well-deserving of a good rest.

He went to purchase some paper and ink, and then made a detailed drawing. He then gave that to the local blacksmith to make.

"Can you do it?" Gerald asked.

The blacksmith was a young man, probably in his early thirties and he confidently replied, "Of course, I can! But it's going to take a while… Do you need just one or…?"

Gerald thought for a while and then placed his order, "Make me ten for now. As for the time… Will it be ready by tomorrow?

"Sure thing, It's going to be tight, but I'll manage!"

"Excellent!" Gerald happily closed the deal and then went to stretch his legs and get something to eat.

His plan was slowly set in motion, and if it all went as predicted, he would be set for quite a while.

There was that big if. He had plans for the Rosecloud brother and sister, but he wasn't sure if they would comply.

He decided to give them an offer they couldn't refuse.

Or maybe they could, who knows?
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                It was already late afternoon when Gerald heard a loud commotion outside. It didn't seem like it was dying down any time soon, so he decided to check it out.

A crowd of town's people gathered around a smaller group.

Gerald did his best to squeeze through to see better. He already suspected what was going on, but he wanted to make sure.

Two people were laid down on a stretcher, wrapped in blood-soaked bandages. An alchemist was currently examining them and administering some potions and medicine.

"What happened to them?" Gerald asked a nearby person.

The person spoke with a heavy tone, "Oh these poor guys, it was supposed to be an easy task, cleaning out the spider's nest for the old Lord, but they encountered a foul beast, a giant arachnid, a Broodmother!"

A woman recognized one of the wounded men and lamented, "Look! It's Gair, I knew him since he was a small child! Look at those horrible wounds, this is just too cruel! Gods are jealous of such a good lad, making him suffer so much!"

The Steelglades' group suffered severely this time. They lost one companion, two were severely wounded and the rest of them were full of cuts and bruises.

It appeared that the Broodmother was much more dangerous than Gerald experienced it to be. Or maybe it went mad after he burned down most of the nest and it became more aggressive when even more attackers came.

Gerald did feel slightly guilty for the destruction that happened. But it was also a pure coincidence that they met on the road. The same thing would probably have happened even if he didn't go on a killing spree inside the cave because the Steelglades weren't properly informed about the enemy.

In the end, it was their own overconfidence that resulted in such losses.

More people curiously walked closer, to see what the commotion was about. Meanwhile, Gerald slipped away and went to visit the blacksmith.

"Your order is finished, sir! Here it is," the blacksmith handed Gerald a pouch of silver tokens and Gerald handed him a few gold coins in return.

The silver tokens were a requirement for his plan. They represented him, and what he stood for. One side of the token had a big G, it was not in the writing of this world, but of Earth's. That way people would think it was just some arbitrary symbol.

The other side had a representation of an atom, one of the most important discoveries humans ever made and also a symbol of dominance over nature.

"Excellent craftsmanship!" Gerald praised as he was inspecting the token in his hand. "Now I can go back to Geldern for the final preparations."

He didn't pay any more attention to the gathering of people and simply left Freka.

Another half a day later he finally saw Geldern in the distance. He wasn't in a hurry, so his speed was slow and he took longer than predicted.

Gerald went back to his room at the Guild and stored his money in a chest. He put on his combat attire and pouches and took a few sacks for herbs.

His plans required a few more Swiftness Potions as a bargaining chip. But before he left, he spent a good hour drawing on another piece of paper.

Similar to Freka, he also visited a local blacksmith in Geldern and gave him the plans.

"What's this? It's going to be quite difficult to make it, and it's not going to be cheap…" The blacksmith frowned when he saw the detailed plans Gerald gave him. It was a most unusual request.

"Money is not a problem," Gerald threw him a small pouch full of coins.

"Oh," the blacksmith caught it and looked inside. His actions quickly changed, "Hehe, sir is quite generous, you don't have to worry, I'll begin working on sir's order right away!"

"But of course!" Gerald scoffed. "Take your time, I will be back in a few days and I need it to be perfect!"

Depending on the way you presented yourself people would treat you differently. Looking like a poor cripple on the outside, Gerald didn't attract any attention and he would be usually ignored.

Although this image was quite useful for everyday life, it was also a burden. Before, the blacksmith considered Gerald a poor bum with no future, though he didn't say it out loud. But although he didn't have much time to show his deeper thoughts, just his eyes showed his disdain.



Gathering herbs was just one of the things Gerald had to do. There was also something else, something that was brewing in his mind for a long time and it required his absolute attention.

A new form of magic.

If something went wrong, then there was potential for some extremely weird phenomena, so he decided to go far away from any curious eyes.

He was attempting to grasp Space magic. Or to be precise, control over the fabric of space itself.

Since people were able to create containers that connected to a separate space, he figured he could learn from it.

Space in itself was quite rigid and great amounts of energy or matter were required to bend it. A planet like Earth was quite massive, but the gravity produced by the bent space was quite weak in comparison.

And Gerald tried to do just that. Bend space to get to the much more useful side-effect, gravity, one of the weakest fundamental forces of the universe.

Arriving in the forest, Gerald found himself a nice tall tree and climbed up. He did it so he wouldn't be disturbed by wild animals.

The first thing he had to do is relive the memory of the time he examined the Golden Space Pouch. Quite some time has already passed, but he made sure to focus when examining it, so it was still clear in his mind.

For the next few hours, Gerald spent the time with closed eyes, sitting on a thick branch, with his back leaning on the tree trunk.

The sword on his hip suddenly started acting weird. It slowly lifted up and started floating horizontally in the wind.

Gerald's body also lifted up a few centimeters and started to sway, as if he was submerged in water.

Beads of sweat started to roll off his forehead as a frown started to form. This continued for a little while until Gerald tiredly exhaled and opened his eyes.

"Phew, this is much more difficult than I imagined it to be. I have to concentrate much harder to be able to just barely control it."

The sword had already fallen back down again and it was now motionlessly hanging from his belt. In just a few short minutes, Gerald completely exhausted his Mana reserves and had to stop.

"I already did it once, so the next time it should be easier, but the amount of Mana it's consuming is insane!" He complained, but there was nothing that could be done.

He took out a Mana Potion and chugged it down. Then he shifted his body to find a more comfortable position and started to meditate.

A quarter of an hour passed and he was ready to try again.

This time it was much easier to get the proper state of mind and the structure of space around him warped slightly.

There was no perceivable difference as a curvature in space cannot be observed directly, that's why he was also having such difficulties controlling it. Every detail had to be imagined in his mind, there were no external changes.

This time he warped the space in the other direction, towards the planet, and the pull of gravity increased slightly, dragging his cheeks downward. It made him look older.

A couple of minutes passed and he was exhausted again. "Damn, now I confirmed it! For 1G of gravity increase or decrease, it expends about 1 MP/s! That means I can only sustain it for just over ninety seconds! Crazy!"

Gerald wiped the sweat off his forehead, "If I want to use some other spells combined with being weightless, I can probably sustain it for about a minute before I run out of Mana."

He took another Greater Mana potion and drank it, "Hmph! Even if I can't use it for long, I still have to train!" With that, he proceeded to close his eyes and slowly recover for the next round.
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                Gerald spent the last few days training in solitude. And apart from a bit of hunting, he spent his time training Space magic.

Although the Mana consumption of gravity manipulation was still quite high, he was now able to control it much better than before.

He could increase or decrease the gravity around himself at will, which allowed him to float freely in the air.

He had a plan to make use of Space-bending magic and Wind magic to fly, but his dreams were quickly crushed by the enormous Mana requirements for that.

He could, of course, still do that if he desired, but flying for just one minute at a time was just not that useful. Especially if after the fact, he would be completely out of Mana and in his most vulnerable state.

"Hmm, I will have to increase my energy reserves even more... Hopefully, I can get my hands on some more God's Blood in the capital."

Gerald stroked his beard and said, "But I have to be careful, there are probably some people that know what God's Blood is supposedly used for. For the time being, I have to keep a low profile and secretly increase my strength."

He waved his hand in the air and the ground below shook, cracked apart, and swallowed the campsite whole. All evidence of recent human habitation disappeared just like that and only soft soil remained.

Gerald slowly climbed higher on the tree with one hand until he reached the top. There, he concentrated for a few seconds and then jumped.

Bam, bam!

Air pressure shockwaves formed at the soles of his boots and he was propelled forward at an incredible speed.

Being weightless made maneuvering around in the air quite easy and he traveled a few kilometers before the minute was up.

"Phew! It's still so taxing on my mind," Gerald rubbed his temples as he landed. "I'll have to use it more often so it becomes easier to use."

He was then on his way back to Geldern.

His order at the blacksmith was already done as well, so he went to collect it. The man handed him a nice, long wooden box in which his order lay, surrounded by hay.

It was a prosthetic metallic arm. He had to give compliments to the blacksmith, it was exactly like he designed it.

Gerald fastened it on his shoulder with leather belts and tested it out.

The arm was quite heavy as it was made of iron, even though it was hollow on the inside. It had joints just like a normal arm and even fingers had a full range of motion.

The only problem was that the arm was completely lifeless. It wasn't like those bionic limbs on earth, that were powered with electricity and could be used as a proper flesh appendage.

There was, of course, something else that could allow Gerald to do about the same thing. That was Telekinesis! With it, Gerald could control his metal arm directly with his mind!

Although he would expend some Mana by doing that, he had plentiful reserves so it shouldn't be too big a problem.

Besides, the metal arm was more just for the aesthetics than anything else. If he went to the Golden Pouch Auction House again, he couldn't show he was missing a hand, that would be too obvious a thing to discover.

If he was missing a hand and his other identity didn't, that would be a great way to keep bad people off his trail.

"But first, I need to make enough potions to last me a few weeks. I also need to make plenty of Swiftness Potions for the Golden Pouch… Hmm," Gerald went back to his room and spent the rest of the day brewing potions.

With the herbs he collected in his spare time, he made plenty of Greater Mana Potions, Healing Potions, and Swiftness Potions.

Although they worked well, Gerald was not quite satisfied with the Swiftness Potions. After using one you would get energy, but after it ran out, the body would have sustained much more internal muscle damage, because it would be working at a higher intensity than it was used to.

He spent a few hours researching how to combine multiple properties into a single potion. In the end, he didn't discover many new things, but he still figured out how to do it.

Potions had to be mixed slowly and at the same time, and Mana had to be injected inside to stabilize any adverse reactions that might occur. Of course, not every potion could be mixed this way, but for the most basic ones, it was enough.

And so he combined them all, Swiftness and Healing Potions. Gerald gave it a short test and discovered that indeed, it functioned much better now.

There was barely any muscle soreness after the potion ran out, even if he was exerting himself to the max.

"Good! That's how it should be in the first place! This is a great product, worth a few gold coins at least!" Gerald nodded with satisfaction, "I'll have to rename it to something more appropriate… Hmm, maybe Stamina Potion?"

And just like so, a new potion was brought into this world. A potion that would later change the fate of the entire continent! Or maybe not.

Early the next morning, Gerald left the city of Geldern without alerting anyone. He had a big box on his back that contained his metal arm, and around his waits, pouches were filled to the brim with small vials.

They contained all the potions he could possibly need on his journey, and maybe even some extra.

He took the shorter path to the capital Auralba.

It would usually take around a day and a half to travel that distance, but he went a bit faster this time since he was using flight for a few seconds every once in a while.

Each short flight allowed him to travel a few hundred meters, shortening his travel time. At the same time, it also served as extra training, which was needed anyway.

He traveled at a light jogging pace by drinking a few Stamina Potions, and as he predicted, the micro-tears in the muscles regenerated immediately, leaving him feeling fresh and full of energy.

He arrived at Auralba at sundown, and after more than twelve hours of running, he was quite exhausted even though he consumed plenty of potions.

He went to the closest Inn to order some food and get a room for the night.

The following morning he woke up late and went on with his plans without any hurry.

He found a hidden corner and then wore the disguise. Making himself look like an old man once more, he slowly made his way toward the Golden Pouch Auction House.

He entered the nice, cool, spacious lobby and went straight to the reception table.

"May I help you?" The receptionist respectfully asked, but his eyes showed disdain and annoyance. From his point of view, another poor, old, good-for-nothing came to bother him.

"Good day, young man! Go fetch me your boss, miss Emily. Tell her that mister G came to visit," Gerald said with his fake raspy voice, pretending to try sounding nice.

The receptionist stood there, stupefied. "Er, what?" he asked with uncertainty. He was wondering if his ears still worked correctly. 'This bum want's me to bring the boss to him? Who does he think he is?!'

"Are you deaf?! I said, go fetch miss Emily! Why are you just standing there like a useless donkey? Go!" Gerald roared at him and smashed his leather-gloved iron fist on the table.

The table shook and the receptionist jumped up in fright, "Hey! What are you doing? Guards! Arrest this man!" The receptionist quickly recovered and then called for reinforcements with a loud, shaky voice.
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                As called, the guards quickly came running. They surrounded Gerald and the biggest among them stepped closer to restrain him.

"Pah! What a great welcome, is this how you do business?! Good, good! Le's see what you ants can do!" Speaking with anger, Gerald turned around and punched with his right hand.

Bam!

The fist landed on the chest plate of the guard, and at the moment of the collision, a Wind Blast was triggered and the guard was blasted backward for a few meters, before falling to the ground in pain.

"Get him!" The remaining guards shouted and tried to pile on Gerald.

"Useless!" Gerald waved his hands and a powerful wind was generated on his palms. With a flick of his wrist, it expanded outward in a circle, bringing furniture and people with it.

He alone was left standing in the middle, meanwhile, the room looked like a hurricane just passed through.

The commotion attracted a lot of attention from outsiders, but also from people working in different parts of the building.

"What is going on here??" An angry shout came from the top of the stairs leading to the upper floor. It was Arthur Rosecloud, Emily's brother.

"Young master! This person made unreasonable demands and then attacked us for no reason! We were not his match. Please avenge us, young master!" the receptionist cried from under the table. His hair was all messed up and he got a few bruises on his face from flying across the room.

Arthur frowned and looked across the room. His gaze landed on a cloaked hunchback in the middle of all this mess. It was obvious that he was the person the receptionist was referring to.

"Who might you be, sir? Why did you attack my men?" he slowly asked. He wasn't sure who he was dealing with yet.

"What, I'm gone for a month and you already forgot about this godly master here? You really are not showing any hospitality at all!" Gerald, instead of answering, berated him in front of all the gathered people.

It was all part of his plan, showing off his might, but not going too far. It was necessary if he wanted to establish himself as an eccentric old man, and so he could get better deals later.

Arthur furrowed his brows, thinking, trying to remember how this person might be. Then he suddenly remembered, "Ah! Master G? How could I forget your excellency? Welcome, welcome, haha…"

Gerald quickly changed his tone, from an angry one to a happy one, "Hehe, I knew sir Arthur wouldn't forget this old man. Apologies about the furniture, it was so hot in here, I had to air it out."

'Hot?! What bullshit is this? It's chilly in here! Just because you control something that I want, you think you can just act as you please and bully my people?!' Arthur roared in his heart, but on the outside, he just laughed, "I don't mind it at all, master G. We are all friends here, it's just a small matter. Come, let me invite you to a more private room where we can discuss in peace." He respectfully invited Gerald to follow him.

But before that, he turned to the guards groaning on the ground, "Get up you! Fix this place before I get back and remember to act with more respect towards our guests!" He gave an especially stern look to the receptionist before turning around.

Gulp!

The receptionist swallowed hard. He felt like he just messed up big-time. How could he know this weird old man was master's friend?!

He was not, but the poor guy didn't know any better.

***

Arthur brought Gerald to Emily's office.

She was currently leaning over the table, completely focused on the documents in front of her.

"So..." Arthur cleared his throat, "Emily, we have a guest here. Master G blessed us with his presence once again."

Emily lifted her head in confusion, "Huh?" but then her eyes landed on the cloaked figure, "Oh, master G! Welcome! What brings you here? Please sit," she quickly stood up and invited Gerald to sit on a comfortable sofa.

"Oh, miss Emily you are too kind! I couldn't possibly intrude on your precious time with my old self," Gerald made his voice sound softer and happy, but he still arrogantly sat down first.

Both siblings followed suit and sat down around the tea table as well.

"So, what brings you-" Arthur wanted to begin the conversation, but Gerald quickly interrupted him.

"I'm a bit short on time I'm afraid, so let's do this quick. I have here a few potions you might be interested in," He opened his pouch and a dozen vials floated out and landed on the table.

He could have easily picked them up with his hand, but he just had to show off a bit.

"They are an improved version of Swiftness Potions I gave you last time. Since your people are so weak that they hurt themselves when using them, I made them so that they now contain a regenerative property as well…" he continued to explain the workings in detail.

Miss Emily picked up a vial and said, "Really? That's amazing!"

"Of course, it is, after all, it was I who made them!" Gerald continued to stroke his own ego, "But that is not all! If a man drinks them he can stay strong in the bedroom for as long as the potion lasts! I call it the Stamina Potion!"

Miss Emily blushed and quickly placed the vial back on the table, meanwhile Arthur's eyes started to shine as he immediately recognized the potential value of this potion.

But then he quickly restored his poker-face of a good businessman and simply stated, "This is all fine and well, master G, but if you are trying to exchange it for herbs like last time… Well, I'm afraid it's going to take some time, after all, they aren't exactly commonly sold in the market."

Gerald snorted, "Heh, I know you aren't the most reliable person when it comes to resource gathering, but no worries! I'm actually giving you these for free!"

Free? Arthur and Emily immediately became suspicious. Nothing in the world was free.

"Oh? Do tell." Emily made a surprised sound, she was intrigued.

Gerald then started to spout nonsense once again, "You see, I have an apprentice, but I'm currently unable to take care of him as I'm leaving this kingdom for about a year. I'm giving you these potions in good fate as I hope you could take care of my apprentice in the meantime. You don't have to do much, just get him a place to stay, he can do the rest by himself."

"Err, what?" Arthur was shocked, 'Taking care of a kid? What kind of joke is this?!'

Clang!

Gerald threw a silver token on the table, saying, "Here, this token represents me and after one year you can exchange it for a favor from me."

He squinted his eyes and slowly continued, "No matter what it is, magic knowledge, potion recipes, even death or destruction of someone… As long as it's in my power you can request one thing from me in exchange for this token!"

"I…" miss Emily tried to say something but Gerald interrupted.

"I trust you will do the right thing! My apprentice will come to you in the following days, I'll give him one of my tokens so you will be able to recognize him." He made a move as if he was thinking, "Oh, if he brings any friends, please take care of them as well."

Gerald then stood up and walked to the window. With a wave of his hand, the window opened and he jumped up on the ledge.

"I'll see you in a year! Take care, hahaha…" He then jumped, or actually, more accurately it would be to say that he flew.

He straightened the space around him, removing the planet's gravity, and then with the help of the Wind magic, he flew away like a bird. His figure slowly shrunk on the horizon, before completely disappearing behind the city walls.

Arthur and Emily Roseclound were just sitting on the sofa, completely stupefied with eyes wide open and unable to comprehend what just happened.

"What the fuck just happened?!" Arthur roared after he came back to himself.

Meanwhile, miss Emily was still in shock, "He… He flew!" she finally mouthed. She still couldn't believe her eyes, "How can a human just fly?!"

Arthur frowned and looked at the potions and the token on the table, "I think I finally know why he casually beat up our guards… All of the things he did…it was to show off his power. I  think it would be unwise to decline his request."

He sighed, "Well, maybe this is for the better. If we can get the Stamina Potion recipe by taking care of a brat for one year, so be it. Order our alchemists to stop wasting their time and resources researching Swiftness Potions… Also, get me someone to test this new potion."

He squeezed the silver token in his hand and squinted his eyes, looking through the window, "Hmph, master G, we'll play your game…for now!"
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                "Phew, mission accomplished!" Gerald landed in a forest outside Auralba city walls.

He wiped the sweat off his forehead and sat down to rest. He pretended to be some great wizard, but he was actually extremely nervous the entire time. Luckily his acting skills were good enough.

Although Arthur Rosecloud might suspect something, he did not leak enough information for his identity to be exposed.

And since Arthur was the boss of the Golden Pouch Merchants, he had to be very intelligent, patient, and careful in his decisions.

Gerald predicted that one year was about the limit such a man could still be bothered waiting to get something he greatly desired, before resorting to more aggressive tactics.

Currently, Gerald was in need of a protector, so that he could grow as quickly as possible. After one year, if everything went according to plan, it wouldn't matter at all even if he was discovered. He would be already too powerful by then.

Although people knew how to use magic, that didn't mean it was widespread for combat purposes. Of course, there were battle mages, but they were rare and were highly valued.

Average people used magic more as an added tool for certain situations. As Gerald already experienced, it appeared most people didn't know how to cast spells in less than a second. And that made it unusable in most combat, especially in close quarters.

That, of course, didn't mean Gerald was invincible, far from it. He could maybe beat ten to twenty average men if he went all out, but then he would be completely exhausted and would be an easy target.

That's why he needed to grow fast, enough to be able to fly for at least ten minutes at a time. That was his goal for this one year.

Of course, establishing friendly relationships was a way better option and he already had a few ideas he could implement, to get close to the Roseclouds as himself, as Gerald.

As one smart Roman general once said; "If you want peace, prepare for war!"

It was a great saying, and it resonated with Gerald.

"Arthur will most likely accept my proposal, so for this one year, I should be all set! But then again, I'll need to get a few helpers for my plan, otherwise, it would be too suspicious…" He slowly got up after resting for a few minutes and turned back towards Geldern.

He still had his stuff and money there, so he should pick that up. Also, he had to give Arthur and Emily some time to think. The longer the wait, the better the effect. After all, a mystery is always attractive to people.

He spent the night in the wild, sleeping on top of a tall tree in the forest, and returned to Geldern late in the morning, where he, without wasting any time, went directly to his room at the Guild.

When he just stepped in at the front door, he heard a commotion inside.

"Go away Adelard! I already told you I'm not interested! Stop bothering me already, you freak!" It was Sera losing her mind, trying to avoid the annoying fly that was bothering her.

Of course, Adelard was, as usual, unable to comprehend the meaning of rejection. It was just a game for him, and the more resistance, the more he was interested.

"Hehe, Sera my love, you have seen how people treat you. They all void you like the plague, except me! I'll always be here for you," Adelard laughed, making the fat on his body jiggle.

Sera stomped her feet in anger, "That's because of you, asshole! You harras every person I'm trying to talk to! Leave me alone already!"

"What nonsense!" Adelard quickly refuted her and spoke with vigor and mockery, "Ah, but what about your previous teammate? He lost his arm and then swiftly dumped you because he felt useless! Do you still think he can protect you? You are alone and I'm just trying to help you! But you, hmph, you arrogant girl, we will see how long you can resist my goodwill!"

Gerald rolled his eyes when he heard him bark. 'Can this guy ever shut up? He is ruining my mood every time!'

But then Srera's eyes shined as she finally noticed Gerald. Seeking his help was her only hope of getting rid of Adelard, "Hey, Gerald! You are final back, where have you been?" She waved her hand high and ran towards the entrance, towards Gerald.

"Fuck! It's that cripple again! I thought he had already got eaten by wolves! Disrupting my plans once again, how dares he?!" Adelard raged loudly, making everyone in the Guild feel embarrassed for him.

Especially his bodyguards. They had to deal with his childish tantrums daily, and only rarely did he listen to their advice. Still, the leader had to try to calm him down, "Young master, please, just let the girl go. There are many other young ladies, that are much more attractive than her, she is not worth the trouble…"

But Adelard was stubborn, "No! I chose her and I'll get her!"

'I'll get her, but first I have to get rid of that eye-sore of a cripple! How can she even go for him?! He's a freaking cripple!' he roared in his heart.

Gerald sighed, he felt a headache coming his way. It seemed like the entire world existed just to slowly torture him.

"Hey Sera," he slowly spoke, "I'm just here to get my stuff, I'll be moving to the capital in a few days."

"Oh," Sera let out a sound of disappointment.

'YES! Finally! Haha, the gods must love me! When that annoying dog leaves, Sera will finally have to accept me!' Adelard felt like he was having a dream. He was just thinking of how to dispose of Gerald, but then the latter decided to leave of his own accord. What luck!

"Wana come with me?" Gerald asked casually. More than anything, he said it to take a stab at Adelard. The guy was seriously annoying him, so what was the harm in returning some of that frustration?

Immediately the good mood Adelard was in, vanished. "Fuck! I'll kill him! I'll fucking kill him!" Adelard's face turned red from anger and he was frothing at the mouth. Veins popped out of his head and his eyes filled with blood. He was quite terrifying to look at.

Two of his bodyguards had to hold him back so he wouldn't go on a rampage. It wasn't so that he wouldn't hurt people, but because if they let their young master do what he pleased, with his personality, he would probably get himself beaten to a pulp.

Ultimately the leader of his bodyguards had to smack him on the neck to make him unconscious. Then they unceremoniously carried him out of the Guild's hall, embarrassed to the max.

Sera followed Gerald back to his room.

"Did you really mean it? Inviting me to join you?" she asked hopefully.

Gerald shrugged his shoulders, "Sure, why not. But I have to tell you, I plan on focusing on alchemy and not on hunting, so if you refuse, it's understandable."

He then started rummaging through his stuff, gathering all of the items that he would sell before departing.

Meanwhile, Sera was in a dilemma. She liked to hunt, but she also wanted to be with Gerald. At the same time, she also wanted to be as far away from Adelard as possible.

'But… No hunting… Ugh!' She was having a hard time deciding, as her love for nature was quite strong.

"Can I tell you the answer later? I'm having a difficult time deciding," she ultimately said.

"Ah?" Gerald mouthed. He was currently carrying out glass beakers and vials, placing them in a wooden box, "Oh, yes, sure. Just tell me whenever. I'll stay in the city for a few more days."



In the city Lord's mansion.

"This is so humiliating!"Adelard grabbed a glass of wine and threw it at the wall. The broken pieces scattered across the room and the red liquid stained the pristine white stone. "That bastard did it on purpose!"

A guard slowly spoke, "Young Master, your mother is worried about your wellbeing. She does not approve of you mindlessly chasing after that common girl…"

Adelard gritted his teeth and threw a plate at the guard, screaming, "Shut up you useless dog! I don't care about what mother thinks!"

Beads of sweat poured across his face as he started breathing heavily. He slowly calmed down, but his eyes still glowed with anger. "I have a special task for Silent Tornado, bring it to me!" he ordered.

The guard sighed and tried to reason with the angry lad, "Young master, I don't think it's a good ide-"

"Shut the fuck up and do it!" Adelard roared at him.

"Sigh, yes, young master…" The guard slowly left the room. He was so sick of having to babysit this spoiled brat. But he had no choice, his family needed to eat, and he needed the money.

A few minutes later, a cloaked figure entered the room with the guard.

"Finally you're here, Silent Tornado! I have called you here-"

Silent Tornado sighed loudly, "I have a name, you know? You could use it sometimes…"

Adelard angrily rebutted, "If I say you are Silent Tornado, then you are Silent Tornado!"

"Lame!"

"You-!" Adelard's face became red as a tomato from anger. He was once again at the point of losing his mind.

"Tsk," Silent Tornado waved its hands, "Whatever, why did you call me this time?"

Adelard released the air from his nose like a steam engine, his anger somewhat relaxing. "I have a special task for you…"

He proceeded to explain the details of the task as Silent Tornado just stood there emotionlessly, listening to his orders.
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                It was midnight and most people were deep asleep.

A dark figure was moving in the shadows around the Guild, quietly and carefully, avoiding any night guards.

The figure ultimately stopped below a window and took out a knife. The blade shined in the moonlight for a second, before it was jammed between the cracks of the wood.

With a quiet clack, the window opened and the dark figure quietly jumped in.

It was a room of one of the warriors. It was nothing special; a table and a chair, a chest for personal belongings, and a bed.

Currently, a person was peacefully sleeping there, completely oblivious to the unwanted guest.

It was Gerald's room, and he was the one sleeping.

The assassin did not waste any time and grabbed the dagger with both hands and stabbed it towards Gerald's chest, where his heart was. The blade easily pierced the blanket, but then…

Clang!

"Clang?" The assassin turned his head in confusion. He just hit something metallic on the victim's chest.

Gerald, of course, woke up from the impact and sound. He sat up and shouted, "Who's there?!"

The room was almost pitch-black so he quickly used his Magic Eyes to see better. The shape of the attacker was immediately clear in his mind.

The assassin did not want to give him any opportunities to react and quickly attacked again, this time going for Gerald's unguarded neck.

But just before the dagger reached the skin, an iron hand grabbed the dagger and blocked its advance.

"Shit," the assassin quietly cursed and let go of the dagger. He jumped a few steps back and took out a short sword and another dagger, each in one hand.

Then started a chant:

"By the power of my mind,

With the omnipresent wind,

Guide my hands out of despair,

And let my beauty, of twin blades, sing! Wind Body!"

Gerald noticed how the assassin's Mana surged and he suddenly sped up, his hands becoming a blur.

It was like he became one with the wind, and the attacks fell upon Gerald like rain. The clothes on his body were shredded in a second, but his flesh was surprisingly just fine.

Every time the knife or sword tried to cut or stab in his skin, it was like it encountered stone, leaving only a shallow mark on the surface.

Gerald was unable to follow the attacks and could only passively defend, but that didn't mean he was at a disadvantage. After all, his enemy was completely unable to harm him.

"What is this?!" The assassin noticed his attacks had little effect so he stopped and jumped back once again.

"By the power of my mind,

With the omnipresent wind,

Lend your power now to me,

To cut in half my enemy! Wind Blade!" The assassin chanted right after putting away his dagger.

Gerald suddenly detected the Mana in the assassin concentrating on his palm and he tried to dodge, but the spell was too fast.

In the blink of an eye, it already reached him, and Gerald felt a sharp pain on the left side of his chest. The Wind Blade managed to cut through his defensive magic and made a wound on his left side.

It was not a mortal wound, barely reaching the muscle, but it hurt like hell. It finally removed the last bit of the sleepiness that plagued him, completely enraging him.

"Enough!" Gerald shouted and a Wind Blast was triggered, blasting the assassin against the wall.

"Ow!" The assassin was not ready for a wordless spell-casting fight so he was unable to guard himself in time. He tried to get up again, but Gerald was already there to pin him against the wall with his metal hand.

He grabbed the aggressor by the neck and smashed him against the hard stone walls, and then gave him a strong punch in the gut.

He then released the assassin and just as the latter fell to the floor, Gerald kneed him in the chest.

Coughing out blood, the assassin fell to his knees, barely able to take a breath.

Gerald simply waved his hand in the air as his fingers made a few motions. The stone walls suddenly became soft and malleable, like clay, and swallowed the assassin's limbs.

The stone then hardened again, keeping the assassin trapped, unable to move a muscle.

"Huff," Gerald breathed out hard and sat on the bed to take care of his wound. He cast a healing spell and the blood stopped flowing and the wound started slowly closing. With all the healing he was doing, he became a little better at it over time and so his magic also advanced.

It was not too much, but it was at least 50% more efficient than at the beginning when he first learned it.

"You've made a big mistake, buddy!" Gerald looked at the assassin, "I don't know who sent you, but you are not going back in one piece."

He stood up and ignited an oil lamp to see better.

"Let's see who has the balls to try and assassinate me!" He grabbed the hood of the assassin and pulled it back, showing a young face.

"Hm? A child?!" Gerald was shocked, but then he looked closer, "Wait, no. An Elf? A Dark Elf?"

He examined the Dark Elf and then quietly chuckled as he sat down, "Well, well, well! A female Dark Elf assassin!" His eyes shined as they reflected fire's light, as he stared into the eyes of the Elf. "Interesting! Now tell me, lady, who sent you?"

The elf gave him a pitiful look, but Gerald started laughing before she could say anything, "Haha, don't do that! You are dying, either way, so don't even bother begging for mercy. The only difference is, are you going to die fast? Or slow? Your choice."

The Elf lifted her head and spoke, choking on her own blood, "Please, I had no choice, they have my sister…"

"Boring!" Gerald interrupted, "You can kill me, but I can't kill you, huh? That's now what I want to hear, honey! I'm asking you who sent you, nothing else."

"I… I can't say… If they discover I leaked information, they will torture her!" she tried to explain her situation.

Gerald lowered his head and frowned. Then he nodded, "Hmm, yes… I see…"

He lifted his eyelids to look at the Elf and shook his head, saying, "You know, It's just that… I. Don't. Fucking. Care!"

Knock, knock!

Someone knocked on the door of the room from the outside. Then a voice came, "Is everything alright in there? Sir?"

"What now?" Gerald rolled his eyes and waved his hand. The stone morphed once again and swallowed the Elf whole.

"Yawn, can I help you?" Gerald pretended to be sleepy and opened the door with a tired face.

Outside was a night guard, "Excuse me, sir, but I think I heard a commotion coming from your room, is everything alright in there?"

"Oh?" Gerald rubbed his sleepy eyes, "Yeah, yeah… I just had a bad dream, nothing to worry about."

"I see," the guard threw a casual glance at the room and then said, "Well, sorry for disturbing you then, good night!"

"Yeah… Good night…" Gerald squinted as he watched the guard leave.

He then waved his hand once more, and the Dark Elf assassin was released from the stone prison. She fell out, spitting blood and desperately gasping for air at the same time.

"So, where were we?" Gerald sat on the bed and then smiled, "Oh that's right…" His countenance darkened and all emotions disappeared from his face.

"I got a proposition for you, Elf. Tell me who is your master, and I promise they won't discover your betrayal before their death. That way your death also won't be in vain and your sister will be set free, what do you think?" Gerald casually proposed.

"Cough, why should I… Cough, trust you?" the Dark Elf said the words with difficulty, coughing out blood.

Gerald shrugged, "You shouldn't, but that's the only choice you have… The only other option is for me to torture you until you tell me what I want. Believe me, you wouldn't like that one bit."

"Ptuey!" The girl spat blood at Gerald, "I would rather die than risk putting my sister in danger!"

Gerald placed his palm across his face and started laughing, "Ahaha, you would rather die? It's not that easy, I'm afraid!"

He stepped closer and struck the girl's chest with his right palm.

"What are you doing?" the Dark Elf shook in fright, but then she felt a foreign Mana invading her body. "You are healing me?!"

Gerald laughed, "But of course! I can't have you dying on me too early now can I?  How else am I going to torture you long enough to break your spirit? You didn't think we would be done in a few minutes, did you?"

The bleeding stopped and color soon returned to the Elf's face.

"Wait, we can talk about-" she started.

"Sssh," Gerald placed a finger on her lips, "We will talk later."

With a silent rumble,  the wall once again swallowed the Elf, only leaving the top part of her head exposed.

"Comfortable?" Gerald asked.

The girl shook her head in panic. She couldn't move or speak since she was encased in stone, only her nose and eyes were exposed and her chest could expand just a tiny bit, allowing her to barely breathe.

"Good! Gerald patted her on top of her head and smiled, "Let's get some rest first, we can continue this tomorrow. Yawn, I'm so tired." He stretched himself and then jumped on the bed.

"Well, good night and sleep tight! No pun intended, haha…" The lamp suddenly extinguished and peaceful darkness enveloped the room once again.

"Mmph!" the Elf protested in the wall, but then she soon gave up from the lack of oxygen. She couldn't speak to cast spells, and she also couldn't move a single muscle to free herself.

She was at the mercy of her captor and this was going to be a long and sleepless night for her.
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                Poke, poke.

Gerald poked the Dark Elf's forehead with his finger a few times.

"Wakey, wakey! The sun is shining and the birds are chirping, this is no time to be lazying around!"

The Elf groaned and opened her eyes with difficulty.

Gerald patted her on the cheeks and smiled, "Did you sleep well? I slept like a baby, I feel so refreshed! So, what did you think about my proposal? Oh, sorry, I forgot you can't speak. Here, let me help you…"

The stone shifted and the Dark Elf girl was partially freed from her rocky prison.

She took a big breath of fresh air and then spoke with pride. "Fuck you," she said.

"Oh, come on!" Gerald groaned, "I know you Elves are stubborn, but at least cooperate with me! Just tell me who sent you already!"

"You know what? I think I'll spread out that I captured you and that you told me everything. Then I will hand you over to the Guild for a trial. That way your masters will know you leaked the information about them and they will differently torture your sister, or maybe even just kill her outright, to get rid of the evidence."

He evilly smiled, "What do you think about that?"

The Elf's pupils shrunk and her eyes opened wide in panic, "No! You can't do that! Leave my little sister out of this! Please!" She started begging him among quiet sobs. A few tears even came to her bloodshot eyes.

'Oh, damn, she was telling the truth about her sister? If that's so… This makes things much easier for me…' Gerald acted nonchalantly, but he was surprised on the inside. But at least now he found a weakness he could exploit.

First, you have to break the enemy down, making him ready to fight with his life, make him paranoid, desperate even. And then, when he is at the end of his rope, present him the option of peace and he will be unable to reject you. This way, the mental defenses will be broken without much difficulty.

The Dark Elf being sleep-deprived would also help.

"Sigh, listen," he squatted down and placed a hand on the Elf's shoulder, "I don't actually want to hurt you, but it's really important that you tell me the name of those who sent you. We both have the same enemy…"

"They have your sister, I'm sure you can't be fine with that. When was the last time you saw her? Was she okay? Can you be sure she is not suffering without you?" Gerald spoke softly and with concern, trying to rouse some deep-suppressed emotions from the Elf.

He also released the stone grip on the young girl, giving her the feeling he actually cared.

"I can only see her every two weeks…" the Elf finally spoke softly. She appeared sad and in deep thought like she was lost in her memories.

"And during this time, what does she do? Is she happy? Or does she cry herself to sleep every night? As her older sister, do you even know?" Gerald probed further.

The Elf shook her head and tears came to her eyes, "No, I don't know! She is always smiling when she sees me, but her body looks so frail… She had such great talent in alchemy, we came to the city to find a job, but were captured by that scum! If they didn't have my sister as a shield, I would have already killed them all!" The sorrow slowly started turning to anger.

'Hmm? Her sister is an alchemist?' Gerald's interest was piqued. "Who are they? Please tell me. If we work together we might be able to take revenge and free your sister at the same time!"

The girl made an expression like she was struggling in her mind. "They… It's- It's the Serrell family!" she finally cried out. "They kidnapped my sister, my poor Qiona! And that fat bastard, Adelard, he was the one that ordered me to kill you. I'm sorry! I'm truly sorry, I never wanted to live a life like this…"

She broke down, crying.

'Easy,' Gerald smirked. "So it's them, huh? I should have known! Sigh~"

He hugged the crying Elf to console her, "Listen, girl, err, what's your name?"

The Dark Elf wiped away her tears, "Sniff, It's Xilia, Xilia Evergreen."

Gerald nodded, "Listen Xilia, I'm not going to lie to you, it would be extremely difficult to simply barge in the Serrell mansion and save your sister, err, Qiona. Although they are not on friendly terms with the Guild, the latter can't just ignore when someone breaks the law in the city. If we try to do something without a good reason..." Gerald slowly explained.

"Oh no! Then what are we going to do?" Xilia asked with red eyes. She was keeping her emotions in check for years and now she finally felt like she could let them all out.

"Hmm," Gerald rubbed his beard and pretended he was thinking hard. "You were a part of that environment for a long time, right? Is there anything that we could use against them? Did they do any other nasty things that we could exploit?"

Xilia's eyes enlarged as she finally saw hope, "Yes! There is so much! Most recently they even worked with some foreign forces, I think they were called Green Scales. Anyway, they ambushed and killed many warrior groups from the Guild! They were also the ones that tried to poison you…"

"What? It was them all along? And to think the Guild Master sent guards to search the entire city and found nothing!" Gerald gasped, but in his mind, he was like, 'Jackpot! You Serrell bastards are going down! Haha…'

"That's not all! Among the things they did was also many other…" Xilia continued to speak for a long time and with every passing minute, Gerald's grin grew wider.

'With this information…. I won't even have to lift a finger!'

***

In the Guild.

"Luna," Gerald came to the counter and greeted Luna. "I need to speak to your father, the Guildmaster. It's important."

Luna looked surprised, "My father? What for?"

Gerald pointed at Xilia behind him, who was hidden under a cloak. "She has important information about the recent attacks on the Guild's warriors. And also some other secrets that should not be said in public."

"Oh? And who's she? I haven't seen her before…"

"Hmm," Gerald thought for a second, "She's…my friend. Her name's Xilia," he quickly explained.

"Nice to meet you!" Luna then agreed to take them to meet the Guildmaster. "I just hope your information is important, my father is a busy man."

"No worries!" Gerald laughed it off. They arrived at the Guildmaster's office when Luna knocked and then entered the room.

"Father, I brought guests. Supposedly they have some important information for you." Luna quickly explained the situation.

"Oh, I see. Gerald, lad, what's this all about?" The Guildmaster questioned.

Gerald respectfully bowed, "Sir, my friend here has some information that might interest you…" He indicated with his head that Xilia should tell her part.

"Ah, yes sir! So, the thing is…" She proceeded to tell what she already told Gerald, with slight modifications to the story, of course.

The Guildmaster listened calmly at first, but then he started to frown and become angry. When Xilia wasn't even half-done he already erupted in anger, "WHAT?! Those bastards were the ones that killed my people?"

He turned to Xilia and roared, "You! How do you know all this?!"

Xilia quickly explained her tragic story and how she was forced to work for them. She also quickly added a few unlawful things that happened at the Serrell mansion.

The Guildmaster was becoming more enraged by the second. In the end, he looked like he was going to explode at any time. Gerald could already imagine flames shooting from his eyes if he would get just a tad angrier.

"JAVIAR!" the Guildmaster roared at the top of his lungs, making the entire Guild shake. The people in the office had to cover their ears in pain.

"What's happening?! Are we under attack?" Javiar stumbled in. He was desperately trying to put on his armor as he came inside.

The Guildmaster deeply exhaled and then spoke with a deep voice, "Gather the guards! I want one hundred men ready to march in fifteen minutes! Gather them in front of the Guild, there is no time to waste! Go!"

"Yes sir!" Javiar quickly saluted and ran back out. He still had no clue what was going on, but now it wasn't the time to ask.

He never had seen his friend so agitated and angry before, something big was definitely going on!
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                In no time at all the guards gathered on the road in front of the Warrior's Guild. They were all confused as to why they were called on such short notice. Unfortunately, their commander didn't know much more than them.

"Thank you all for gathering so quickly!" the Guildmaster came out and stood at the front door and spoke with his powerful voice.

"You are probably all wondering why I gathered you here… I won't waste any time explaining, just know this: I have received information on who is behind the recent attacks on our people!" The Guildmaster looked across the gathered guards, and as expected they were all shocked.

"The Guildmaster got some clues? I wonder who it is?"

"It's been so difficult these past few weeks, people are afraid to even go out of the city!"

"Our information gathering team didn't discover any clues, how did the Guildmaster do it?"

The guards started discussing among themselves.

"Listen up, men!" Guildmaster shouted. "The information I received points at the Serrell family! Specifically the City Lord, Egott Serrell! He was apparently working with a foreign force, the Blood Sun Viper sect, to ambush and kill our brothers and sisters!"

"What?!"

"It was that bastard Lord again!"

"My brother disappeared a month ago, so it was them?! Kill them all, revenge for the fallen!"

"We must bring them to justice, to answer for their crimes! Brothers! Charge at the Serrell mansion!"

A commotion erupted among the soldiers once again. Many of their friends and family members disappeared, and they were all worried about their safety. Now that they discovered who was responsible, the pent-up anger and frustration finally had an outlet.

It erupted like a volcano, and many bystanders got influenced by it, joining in the shouting.

"Silence!" the Guildmaster roared to get the situation under control. "The information is not confirmed yet! That's why I gathered you here, we are going to march at the City Lord's residence and get some answers! We will search for clues to either confirm or disprove the suspicion!"

He took a short pause for dramatic effect and then continued, "I promise you, we will search the mansion from top to bottom and question every servant and slave that works there! If they are indeed responsible, we will bring them to justice!"

Woooooo!

The entire mass of more than one hundred men shouted at once in approval. The sound shook the hearts of all people present, imbuing them with courage, and lifting their spirits.

"Soldiers into formation! Forward, march!" Commander Javiar shouted and pointed with his sword forward.

The soldiers started marching under the watchful eyes of the onlookers and followed after the commander and Guildmaster.

Gerald smiled from behind and then quickly followed the army. "Come, let's go," he said to Xilia and pulled her hand. "We will need your help to find the evidence."

"Mn, okay," she nodded in a daze. She never imagined that things would turn this way. She wasn't aware that her masters were disliked to such a degree in this city. If she did, maybe she would have tried to come out sooner.

That's what she thought, but the truth is, she would have never taken such a risk if it could potentially put her sister in danger.

The City Lord's mansion was not that far away, so after a few short minutes of walking, they arrived at the front gates.

It was a simple iron gate that kept the people inside and separated from the rest of the city. The mansion was surrounded by a few meter-tall white stone wall with black iron spikes on top.

But that, of course, didn't stop the march of the army. Not bothering to even acknowledge the guards at the gates, under the lead of the Guildmaster Crobus and commander Javiar, the warriors marched forward.

The stupefied guards didn't even have time to react before they were arrested for later interrogation.

"Where is that slimy worm of a City Lord?!" The Guildmaster shouted when they arrived at the front door. "Search the mansion! Bring me all documents and letters you can find."

A few dozen soldiers stormed the mansion according to the orders, while the rest searched the servant quarters and established a perimeter, in case someone tried to escape.

They rounded up all of the slaves, servants, and butlers on the premises, as well as the guards that were on guard duty that day.

Not a single person was left unchecked, not even the City Lord himself or his family.

"What is the meaning of this? Guildmaster Crobus, what gives you the right to just barge in my home for no reason?" Lord Egott Serrell complained, but his voice sounded weak and nervous. It immediately gave people even more suspicions about his guilt.

"Hmph! No reason to worry, Egott," the Guildmaster called him directly by his name, not giving him any respect, "We have received the information you had your part in the disappearance of Guild's warriors recently."

"What?!" Egott Serrell started sweating profusely, "I would never do such a thing! It's only in my young years that I was rash and now you always think it's my fault when something bad happens… It's so unfair! I'm innocent!"

"Then let's just wait and see, shall we? If we find nothing connecting you to that case, I'll personally apologize and compensate you for your time," the Guildmaster nonchalantly spoke, while his eyes were watching everyone like a hawk. Not a single change escaped his notice.

"I'm telling you I'm innocent! You won't find a single thing, mark my words!"

'Heh, if he's innocent then I'm not fit to be the Guildmaster! This bastard is guilty, I know it!' Crobus thought in his heart. But although he was extremely angry, he had to keep his emotions in check.

A few hours passed and the soldiers that entered the mansion carried out all sorts of documents. Most were your average business and city-related stuff, but a few of them indicated some shady business going on behind the scenes.

There was scamming in trade and tax evasion, as well as some other minor offenses, but nothing of what the Guildmaster wanted to see the most.

No records of aggression or secret missions, no letters of contact with the Blood Sun Viper, nothing!

The mansion was almost turned over, but there was no trace of the documents.

The Guildmaster was getting more irritated by the minute. Finally, he was unable to hold it in any longer and so he erupted, "Where did you hide the records you snake?!" He lifted the poor City Lord by the collar with a single hand and shook him hard in anger, "Speak! Where did you hide it?!"

"I don't know what you're talking about, I got nothing to hide! This is slander! I demand you leave my property right now!" The City Lord gradually gained more confidence as time went on. He was worried at the beginning, but now that the Guild's warriors were unable to find anything substantial, his confidence returned.

The Guildmaster was stuck between a rock and a hard place, he knew there had to be some hidden storage, a secret door, that would bring him to the documents he wanted. But apart from demolishing the mansion, he didn't know how to find it.

He was already considering torturing the City Lord to get him to spill the beans, but that would be too barbaric and it would tarnish his reputation as a just and compassionate leader.

"Maybe my friend can help with that small problem of yours…" a lazy voice sounded out. It was, of course, Gerald who spoke out.

All eyes turned to him and Xilia who was standing beside him. Gerald was completely calm, meanwhile, she became extremely nervous being observed from all sides, like an animal in a zoo.

"Of course! I completely forgot about the young lady over there!" The Guildmaster's mood brightened immediately and he released Egott, making him fall to the ground like a sack of potatoes.

An all too familiar voice came from among the captured people "Hey, what are you doing to my father? He's the Lord of this city, you uneducated peasants! Show some respect!" It was Adelard who finally gathered enough courage to stop hiding behind his mother and spoke out arrogantly.

"Oh, fatty! You are here as well? What a coincidence!" Gerald teased him with a smile.

"You!" Adelard immediately recognized the voice of his sworn enemy. He glared at Gerald in disbelief, "How are you still aliv- Khm! What are you doing here?!"

"Hmm? Am I not allowed to be here?" Gerald casually replied, "I came with my friend here to look at what all the commotion is about!" He purposefully stepped closer to Xilia to show his stance on the matter.

In anger, Adelard pointed his shaky finger at Xilia, "You, you traitor!" His last hope of victory suddenly changed sides and was now working with his enemy, how could he not be angry?

"Wait, what's going on here? Why is she here?" The City Lord slowly stood up completely stupefied. 'What is she doing here?! Oh no, has she sold us out to the Guild?!' These thoughts traveled at a lightning speed through his mind. He was finally starting to understand the gravity of the situation.

It would be no problem if the Guild simply searched the mansion, but if Xilia helped them, he would be doomed! She knew all of their secrets!

"Well? Shall we?" Gerald asked the Elf with an evil grin as they both proceeded to walk toward the mansion.
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                Gerald and Xilia entered the wine cellar under the mansion. It was a cold and humid place, made out of solid stone bricks.

Many massive, human-height barrels laid there on their side, full of aging wine and beer.

Gerald walked around the place and checked out the drinks inside. Some were mild and sweet, while others were strong and bitter, with high alcohol content.

"Although this City Lord is a fool, he sure knows how to make good wine!" Gerald praised as he tasted some special brew.

"I found it, it's here!" Xilia called him away from the wine barrels.

The secret passage they were searching for was behind a thin stone wall that could be moved by pressing on a few ordinary-looking stones simultaneously. Those that didn't know of the mechanism would never be able to find it just by chance.

"Oh, ho? Great, let's go!" Gerald grabbed an oil lamp and went fearlessly into the darkness and Xilia followed suit.

The corridor was quite narrow but also short and it soon split off and went in different directions.

Gerald wasted no time in breaking every door they came across with some quick Earth magic. A few rooms they found were empty, while one of them contained gold and jewelry, probably a secret treasury.

Gerald struggled at the sight, barely keeping himself from filling his pockets with money. But that was not what they were after.

Soon they found a few more rooms with stuff. Some had weapons, clothes, and finally, they found a room that was neatly organized with bookshelves and drawers.

"This should be it…" Gerald casually opened a drawer and rummaged through its contents.

"Hmm, business records, sales of potions, family history, potential enemies? What is all this garbage?" he frowned as he read the papers. These things didn't interest him at all, "Deed of land ownership, farms under suspicion of treason… Ugh, is this going to take the whole day?"

"I think I found it," Xilia called. She was at a fancy desk in the room and held a stack of letters in her hands.

"Oh?" Gerald took one of the papers and checked it out. The letter bore a broken seal that looked quite similar to the one Gerald had on his stolen sword.

"You are right, this is it!" he laughed after checking what was written inside. "This is definite proof of collusion between Blood Sun Viper and City Lord! I think our job here is done, we can go back."

But the Dark Elf pulled him by the sleave, "Wait, we didn't check all of the rooms. My sister must be still here somewhere."

And so they went, further destroying the doors of the remaining rooms until they found the one.

It was a much bigger space, with walls made out of fired bricks and an arched ceiling. A few tables with potion brewing contraptions were all over the place.

A few boxes of potions were stacked on top of each other near the door.

"Qiona!" Xilia shouted and ran towards a bed in the corner. A small person was sleeping there, under an old blanket.

Since Xilia called her by the name, it had to be her, but just based on her appearance she didn't look like a young girl. She was severely malnourished and pale, with a body that would be of a dying eighty-year-old.

Gerald casually strolled around the room, checking stuff out. It appeared the girl was forced to produce potions for the City Lord and she was not taken care of well. Her situation seemed even worse than that of slaves. At least they could see the sun and get enough to eat every day.

"Hm?" The little girl woke up, "Sister? Is that you?" Her eyes weren't used to the light yet, so she had to squint hard.

"I'm here, I'm here! It's okay now, you will be free from this hellish place…" Xilia hugged her and comforted her, "I made a friend and he decided to help us, I'm sorry you had to suffer for so long! But it's okay now, and I'll never let anyone hurt you again!"

Gerald made a quiet noise and then spoke, "Take it easy you two, there is no need to rush. Xilia you stay here with your sister and I'll bring the documents to the Guildmaster. Just come out when you are ready."

"Thank you," Xilia said with tears in her eyes.

Gerald left the oil lamp in the room and used Fire magic to illuminate his path.

On the surface, the City Lord Egott was sweating profusely. He never imagined a day like this would come. He didn't listen to the Lord Green Fang and only hid the evidence instead of destroying it. He was regretting his own arrogance, but it was already too late.

"Guildmaster!" Gerald came out of the wine cellar smiling. He walked with large steps and presented the stack of letters to the Guildmaster.

The latter was happy but also worried at the same time. Worried about what he might find out.

Minutes passed as he calmly read letter after letter, some contained simple conversation, others contained orders for unspeakable things. The information about the tax delivery was also leaked from the City Lord's mansion.

The Guildaster sighed and looked at Gerald with gratitude, "Thank you, young man. You have helped us rid the city of a terrible disease. A person scheming against his own can't be called a person at all!"

"No worries! I'm glad I was of some help," Gerald replied.

Then the Guildmaster turned to the rest of the people, "Men! Arrest the City Lord, no, arrest this scum!"

"What's going on, Crobus?" commander Javiar questioned.

Guildmaster handed him the papers wordlessly and let him discover by himself.

Soon the commander understood the gravity of things, and it was way worse than he expected. The recorded amount of people the Blood Sun Viper harmed with the help of the City Lord was staggering.

Directly or indirectly, they ruined the lives of at least a thousand people in just the last six months. That was about 10% of the population of Geldern.

Just that was already enough to merit execution, but there were even plans to conspire against the king and the royal family. The tax robbery was just the first step in weakening the kingdom.

Luckily it didn't work as intended as many cities managed to protect the gold, Geldern included.

But since it was all a part of a bigger picture that included the king, the authority, criminals, and evidence were all to be handed to the royal court.

Interrogation and torture were sure to be a big part of uncovering this conspiracy and most of the involved would not survive.

"Mission accomplished!" Gerald smiled and looked at the trembling Adelard and his father.

They knew exactly what was to come and they wished they could commit suicide on the spot. Unfortunately for them, they were placed in chains and kept under strict surveillance. Their freedom and noble status were gone forever.
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                Time passed and the soldiers slowly chained up all of the personnel of the City Lord and brought them away for questioning.

Eventually, most people left, except Gerald who decided to wait. A good hour later Xilia and her sister finally emerged from the underground.

Now, in the light of day, Gerald was finally able to take a good look at Qiona. She was about a head smaller than him and had nice long silver hair, as well as bright green eyes, just like her big sister.

Although she was extremely thin, her eyes had a strong desire for life.

However, differently from her sister who had light-brown skin, she was pale, almost white even, from the lack of sunlight over the years.

Although she suffered for so long, her smile was bright and pure. She did not appear dispirited as you would expect of a forced worker.

The girls came before Gerald, and Qiona deeply bowed to express her gratitude, "I have heard from my sister that you helped us get free from the grip of the City Lord. I will forever be in your debt, thank you!"

Gerald just laughed and waved it off, saying, "Don't mention it, I just helped a friend in need, that's all!" He then continued, "Do you have any plans? If you are free you could join me for lunch."

The girls were already starving, so they gladly accepted.

"Order as much as you want, it's on me," Gerald said when they sat down.

They all ate with delight, especially the little one, she was like a black hole, consuming everything in her path and not letting even a crumb escape.

When they were satisfied with the food, they ordered a round of drinks to wash it all down. It was at that time that Gerald started a conversation, "What's your plan now that you are free? Do you have anywhere to stay?"

Xilia sighed, the question weighed heavily on her heart. She was already thinking about it, but… "I'm not going to lie, I have no clue what to do… My mind is a mess right now. All that happened in the recent days… Sigh~"

"It's not like I was paid to work for the Serrell family, I don't have a single copper coin to my name, and although I lived in this city for more than three years, I barely know anyone," she lamented.

"I see, quite a situation you got there. Yo, little one, how old are you?" he said, turning to Qiona.

She turned her head sideways as the question surprised her, "I'm sixteen."

"Really?" Gerald asked in surprise, "What about you?" He turned to Xilia.

"I'm nineteen, why do you ask?"

Gerald shrugged, "I was just curious but damn! You Elves sure age slowly!" Qiona looked like she was eleven, maybe twelve, while Xilia appeared to be in her early fifteenth year. "Although now that I think about it, it could be from the lack of nutrients…"

"Huh?" the girls both didn't understand what he was talking about.

"Never mind all that! I plan on leaving Geldern and moving to the capital soon, and I was wondering if you would like to join me. I have a few…acquaintances in Auralba and I'm planning on opening a small alchemy business there. Thought you might be interested…"

"This…" Xilia didn't know what to say. She felt indebted to Gerald, but at the same time, she wanted her sister to live an easy life, at least for the time being. She was still a child, in a way.

"You made those potions in the room, correct?" Gerald spoke to Qiona, "They were really good quality, you got talent, Qiona! With a bit of guidance, you could become an amazing alchemist!"

Qiona blushed after getting complimented. Nobody, apart from her sister, ever complimented her and it felt good. "Teehee, I just like making potions," she made an adorable smile.

Xilia hesitated when she saw her sister be so happy. "Are… Are you going to the capital alone?" she eventually asked.

Gerald leisurely drank his drink and then answered, "Actually, I was planning to go with a friend, but she hasn't decided yet. Speaking of which… There she is!" Gerald waved his hand at Sera, who just entered the Inn.

"Why the long face?" he asked when she came close.

Sera sighed, "I just found out what happened to my previous team… Turns out it was all the work of those bastards! The men that attacked us were mercenaries hired by Serrell Egott, fucking scum!"

"So you found out, huh?"

Sera sat down by the table and said, "Yeah, Luna told me… They got the information from one of the butlers I think…"

She looked at the two unknown faces and then whispered, "Hey Gerald, who are these two?"

"Oh," Gerald comically slapped his forehead, "Let me introduce you, this is Sera, my friend and also a partner of Black Onyx," he introduced Sera.

Then he pointed at the other two, "These are Xilia and Qiona, my new friends. They were forced to work for the City Lord…" Gerald shortly explained what has happened to them.

"Oh, you poor things!" Sera immediately sympathized with them.

"So? Are you coming to the Capital or have you decided to stay?" Gerald asked her once again.

Sera stayed silent for a while as if still contemplating her decision. Eventually, she sighed and slowly spoke, "I have been thinking… There is nothing really holding me back here, so I might as well go with you and expand my horizons. Also… I might be able to see that bastard Adelard finally get his well-deserved punishment!"

"I heard some talk about execution, are you referring to that?" Gerald asked with a slightly curious smile.

Sera didn't answer.

Gerald shrugged, "Well, it's none of my business anyway." Then he turned to the Dark Elf sisters, "So, what do you two think? Are you coming with us or are you going on your own?"

"Um," Xilia looked at her little sister. The latter nodded happily. "Okay then," Xilia spoke, "We will join you on jour travel. But when we come to the capital I don't want to be just leeching off of you. It wouldn't feel right!"

She spoke the last part adamantly. The natural pride she had as an Elf was still strong although she was of mixed blood.

"Haha, no worries," Gerald laughed, "I'm sure we will be able to find a job suitable for you!"

They drank and chatted joyfully and let the worries for the future wash away with alcohol.

A day later they gathered once again, this time they brought with them all their belongings, which wasn't much, really.

Gerald sold most of his stuff, as they were easily replaced and he didn't want to carry around a bunch of heavy clothes and alchemy equipment.

Sera also sold a few of her things, not that she had much, to begin with.

Since Xilia and qiona didn't have anything of their own, Gerald gave them a few coins to get themselves better equipped for the road ahead.

Some new clothes for the little one and traveling cloaks were a must. They also got some preserved food and other miscellaneous stuff.

They chose the shorter, but at the same time, the more dangerous route to Auralba. It was the same road where Gerald was attacked by the Earth Dragon, but this time he was confident in beating him without much trouble if another showed himself.

During the travel, he explained a few things to his companions so they wouldn't screw things up for him when it was time to bluff with the boss of the Golden Pouch. He did not tell them his plans in their entirety, but just enough that they wouldn't be confused or say something inappropriate in their ignorance.
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                They traveled for quite a while already when Gerald suddenly spoke, "Xilia, what was the magic you used that night?"

"Err..." She tried to remember what he was talking about, "Do you mean my Wind Body and Wind Blade?"

"Oh," Gerald voiced, "Is that what they're called?" He suddenly turned around to look at her, "Can you teach me?"

"Eh?" Xilia was shocked by such a sudden request. "Teach you? I… I'm not sure if I'm qualified…"

Gerald smiled and shook his head, "It's okay if you don't want to give away your secrets… I won't pressure you."

"No, that's not it!" Xilia quickly denied it. Although people usually kept the spells to themselves, she wanted to somehow repay the kindness Gerald gave her.

"I learned these spells when I was still little from my uncle… But, I don't have the spellbook anymore and if I tried to teach you from my memory I'm worried something might go wrong," she said apologetically.

"That's a shame… Then, can you maybe demonstrate it for me, just once? I would love to see the spell in action in daylight if you don't mind…" Gerald pleaded with a hopeful face.

"Of course, it's not a problem at all!" Xilia quickly agreed, happy to be of use for once.

She jumped a good distance away from the others and took out her blades and started her chant.

"By the power of my mind,

With the omnipresent wind,

Guide my hands out of despair,

And let my beauty, of twin blades, sing! Wind Body!"

Woosh!

Air started to circulate around her in a fast motion, traveling in the same directions as her body movements and helping speed her up.

She demonstrated the amazing swiftness of her blades, striking out fast and deadly, almost faster than the eye could follow.

"Amazing!" Gerald gasped. He was staring at her with his eyes wide open, but differently from others who were only looking on the outside, he was observing the changes in Mana flow that were happening inside her body.

'The wind on the outside is just a distraction! The real magic is happening inside her body! Wind magic is enhancing her muscles directly, similar to how Stone Body grants increased body protection! Fascinating!'

"Huff!" Xilia stopped the demonstration and exhaled deeply. A few beads of sweat formed on her forehead. "This spell focuses on the caster becoming one with the wind and moving unhindered in the air, granting you superhuman speed…" She explained a few things about the spell.

"Becoming one with the wind…" Gerald mumbled under his breath. "What about the other one, the Wind Blade?"

"Mn," Xilia nodded, "Watch closely!"

"By the power of my mind,

With the omnipresent wind,

Lend your power now to me,

To cut in half my enemy! Wind Blade!"

Mana gathered on her right palm and in the blink of an eye, the spell was cast. Not far away, a branch as thick as an arm suddenly fell from the tree. Everyone was amazed and shocked at once.

Gerald ran to check it out, and as he lifted the branch up he noticed where the cut happened. It was as smooth as a mirror! There was no sound when the cut happened and this was the result!

Gerald whistled. "Such efficiency! This has to be one of the most impressive spells I have ever seen!"

"It is indeed quite strong, but it's only effective up to maybe ten meters…" Xilia lamented although the praises made her feel happy.

"Hm, let me try! Wind Blade!" Gerald shouted.

"What? You can't be serious, I trained with the spell for six months before I managed to barely use it once! What are you trying to-" Xilia tried to stop him before he hurt himself but to her surprise, a powerful gust of wind was generated at his palm and rushed forward.

'Hm? It's like the Wind Blast? But why is it so spread out?' Gerald lifted his brow.

"Err… What?" the Dark Elf blinked rapidly in confusion. "You already managed to gather enough power for the spell!? I didn't know humans can use Wind magic… But you are still lacking precision and control, you can't let the energy dissipate in all directions, you have to gather it to a single point!" Xilia pointed out his mistakes.

"A single point, huh?" Gerald thought for a second and then tried again, "Wind Blade!"

He directed his spell against a tree and before he could even blink, a hole was created inside the wood. The depth was the length of his finger and the diameter of a duck egg. The dust spread around the air after the impact.

Xilia stood there, completely stupefied. 'What! He just casually copied my spell in two tries?' She felt like spitting blood from shock. 'Wait no, the shape is wrong! This is more like a Wind Spear!'

"Ooh, that's quite fast! And such penetrating power!" Looking at his work, Gerald was greatly amused.

"Let's try the other one as well! Wind Body!" He immediately cast another spell.

Xilia had her mouth agape, 'What is with these short chants, is he a super genius or something?'

The others weren't faring much better. Even Sera, who was used to Gerald making impossible things, was surprised at the speed at which he picked up magic spells.

'This is so unfair! Why does he get all the talent in the world and I get nothing?' she complained in her heart.

"Wow, big brother Gerald is so cool!" Qiona clapped her hands in happiness while jumping up and down.

"Hey, what about me?" Xilia looked at her sister with a pitiful gaze.

"Big sister is good too! You are just slow…" Qiona answered truthfully.

Xilia could only force out a smile. 'Slow… I'm slow? It's not my fault, okay?! I couldn't even train properly for three years!' she screamed in her heart.

Truthfully, although she was a Dark Elf, her magic casting ability was quite bad for an Elf. She could be considered only slightly above average even by human standards. And that, combined with the inborn Elf pride, made her feel inadequate. Maybe that was the reason she was so easily threatened with her sister's life.

She wasn't confident in being able to save her by herself!

While her thoughts traveled, Gerald was enjoying himself with his hew abilities. 'I feel so light! And my body is so fast, this is amazing!'

He was running and jumping around, testing the limits of the Wind Body. His speed at least doubled, be it running or other body movements.

If two warriors of the same strength fought and one of them could use this spell for even just a minute, he would win without a question. Double the speed of his footwork, double the speed of his sword strikes, and the opponent would be completely suppressed!

"I love it!" Gerald shouted loudly. The Wind Body consumed 10 MP/min so he could keep it on for just over nine minutes, but that was plenty of time to escape or win a fight.

"If I combine my spells won't I have a great defense with amazing speed? I would be invincible!" he clenched his fist in excitement. "But then… My Mana probably wouldn't be enough…" Reality always had the last laugh. No matter how great the spells or strategies he had, he was always limited by his Mana.

"Ah, so frustrating! I need more, more power!" He clenched his teeth with flavor.

"But, that's why I'm going to Auralba, is it not?" He smirked momentarily and then called out, "Okay, let's continue! There is still a long road ahead!"



They traveled for two days straight. Since Qiona was still weak, her sister helped by carrying her a good portion of the way. Luckily she was still quite small and light so that didn't pose much of a problem.

While the girls chatted and got to know each other better, Gerald trained in magic. By the time they arrived at the capital, he cast the Wind Blade at least a hundred times already. It was a quite powerful magic spell so a normal person could cast it maybe once a day if the didn't have any Wind Crystals for extra Mana.

But even if they did, the fact that the spell itself consumed 5 MP every time it was cast, was quite taxing on the mind.

Luckily, for some reason, Gerald felt as if his mind expanded recently and he was having a much easier time casting spells. He didn't know if it was because he trained so often or for some other reason.

With his insane 5 MP/h recovery, he was able to recharge in an hour as much Mana as a normal person would in a full day!

Xilia was weirded out by the fact that he, as a human, could use magic so naturally and easily the entire day, with only minimal rest in between.

The number of offensive spells he threw out in a single day was more than she could do in a week! It was completely unimaginable for her as she didn't see him using any Ether Crystals for extra Mana.

Of course, she didn't know that the potions he drank casually were what allowed him to recover so quickly.

In the human kingdoms, Mana Recovery Potions didn't exist as they didn't serve any useful purpose for humans. As such, nobody ever bothered researching them and their existence was still a mystery.
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                Late in the afternoon, they arrived at the grand gates of Auralba.

The red sky before dusk threw light on the pristine white walls, making them look as if it was covered in blood. With the burning torches, it looked like hundreds of menacing eyes on a lookout for the enemy.

It was imposing and majestic at the same time, giving the newcomers the silent warning not to misbehave inside.

"Let's first find an Inn for the night," Gerald said after paying the gate toll for his group.

As soon as the sun dipped below the mountains, the copper bells sounded and the gates swiftly closed. Those that came late were left outside the city walls no matter who they were or how hard they begged.

They were forced to sleep outside in the cold. Rules such as these were never broken and they were followed to the utmost standard. The wall was the first and also the strongest defense against wild beasts and bandits, as well as any potential enemy invasions.

As the commotion around the gates calmed down, the nightlife in the capital was just beginning.

Now that the hardworking people had time to rest, the brothels and gambling houses, as well as Inns and fancy restaurants were starting to work at full capacity.

No matter where you went, at least in the outer ring, laughter and music were heard everywhere. People were drinking and having fun with friends, watching street performers do their tricks and magic, as well as cheering on a brawl that occasionally erupted among the drunk customers.

Being in the middle of it all, Gerald almost felt like he was back at home. Apart from different clothes and buildings, the atmosphere was quite similar to those of big cities on the weekend nights.

With all the noise, chaos, and bustling human activity, he almost felt homesick.

Shaking his head he quickly removed this emotion from his mind. He was in a different world now, so bringing up old memories would do him no good, instead, he should spend his effort adapting to the new environment here.

The group found a quiet place, away from the main road, and ordered some food and a room at a random Inn. Since there were a few rooms with multiple beds, Gerald didn't bother with room separation and simply ordered one for all of them.

With a good night's rest and a substantial breakfast, they were finally ready to visit the Golden Pouch Auction House.

"Welcome to the Golden Pouch Auction House, how can I help you?" the apprentice behind the counter asked with a smile. Gerald placed his silver token on the counter, "Please deliver this to miss Emily, it's important."

"Hmm? What is this?" The apprentice picked up the token and observed it closely. A second later he recognized the design and his body shuddered. He quickly bowed and said, "Respected guest, I'll deliver it to the miss immediately! Please wait!" With these words, he ran up the stairs not far away to the second floor.

Obviously, he was informed of the significance of the token judging by his reaction. This time it all went smoothly and they were soon invited up to the office.

When they stepped in, miss Emily was already waiting for them, although, after she saw how many people came she was shocked.

'What is this? Wasn't the deal about taking care of one apprentice? Why are there four, is our Auction house a kindergarten?!' she thought, yet not a single word came out of her mouth.

"Could you please wait outside? Go and explore the city, we will meet at the Inn in an hour," Gerald said to the girls behind him and handed them a few gold coins.

When they were gone he gently bowed and said, "Miss Emily, I presume?"

She nodded, "That's right! Come, sit, have some tea. Tell me about yourself."

"Thank you!" Gerald sat down on the fancy sofa and started speaking, "My name is Gerald, I come from Geldern, and my master told me to visit your place after he was gone. Do you... Do you mind if I put this here?" He turned his metal hand and with a silent click, it detached and fell to the floor.

"Uff, much better! This thing is heavy!" Gerald relaxed.

"…" Emily.

'What the hell?! I thought it was just metal armor, it turns out it's a prosthetic!' She hid her shock quite well, but she couldn't help herself but ask, "What happened to your arm?"

"Oh, I got into a fight with a big lizard last month…" He said, not really explaining much.

"Ah," Emily mouthed. "So you came here by the order of your master…?"

"That's right!" Gerald replied.

"Your master…?" she spoke as if trying to remember his name.

"…" Gerald.

"…" Miss Emily.

"If the master didn't tell you his name it would be inappropriate for me to do so… Please forgive me," Gerald quickly explained after he figured out what the woman wanted.

Emily Rosecloud quickly reacted, "Mn, yes, of course…"

'This is going nowhere!' Gerald roared in his heart, 'Okay, calm down, I need to keep friendly relations…'

"Master gave me a small gift for you just in case you were unsure about my identity…" He handed her a small box with half-a-dozen Stamina Potions.

"Oh, how generous! Thank your master in my stead, would you?" She gladly accepted the gift.

"Err, okay… I'll do that… Next time I see him…" Gerald was slowly losing his mind with her. 'Thank my master? He is gone for a year! Is your brain still working?!'

It appeared his words reminded her why was he even here and she felt embarrassed by what she just said. But, as any good businessman, she didn't show her embarrassment at all.

So, after wasting another ten minutes on useless banter, they finally got down to business.

"According to your master's wishes, we prepared a place for you. But we didn't know you would bring so many friends with you, so…"

"That's alright, we will manage. Actually, I mainly came here to talk to you about another thing altogether," Gerald stated. "Since you control the merchant guild here in Auralba, I was wondering if we could sell some Healing Potions to you in bulk. You see, I plan on opening a small potion shop and I was hoping I could get your help?"

"Potions? Are those young friends of yours alchemists as well?" Emily asked in shock. 'You have to be kidding me! Two of those Dark Elves looked like small children! Although they age slowly they can't all be apprentices of master G, can they?'

"Err, well…yes. We aren't as good as our master, but if it comes to brewing Health Potions, I think we can manage!" Gerald answered confidently even though he was bluffing.

"Really?" Miss Emily lifted her eyebrow, she was skeptical, "Give me an approximate number, how many can you produce per week?"

"How many? Uh, let me think..." Gerald thought for a while and then said a nice round number, "I think about one hundred should be accurate… Yes, we can produce one hundred Health Potions on a good week!"

Pff!

Miss Emily spat out her tea hearing that answer. "One hundred per week with four people?!"

'That's... that's more than three per person per day! And that's with a 100% success rate, are you all masters of alchemy?'

Having forgotten that normal people wasted a lot of time while making potions, Gerald based the number on his speed and while he gave a way lower number, as it turned out, it was still too high!

He had to think of something to cover his mistake quickly!
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                Realizing the fact that he misspoke, Gerald quickly came up with an idea.

"I know it's not much, but we are just apprentices, our potion-making skills are not that great. Master can easily make that many potions in a single day. We are still far too incompetent compared to him…" Gerald shook his head as he spoke in a self-deprecating way.

"We bring shame to our master with our inferiority…"

To an outside observer, it would appear like he was genuinely feeling inferior and ashamed. But when the knowledgable miss Emily heard that, she almost fainted.

'What kind of crazy person has time and patience to make 100 Healing Potions per day?! Normal people make only one or two every few hours!'

"Err… Don't worry, I'm sure your skills will improve as time goes on! No need to be so hard on yourself…" She forced herself to keep a gentle smile while speaking through her teeth.

"Tell me, err… Gerald, do you know where your master went? Or perhaps when he comes back? We forgot to speak with him about a few things last time."

Gerald shook his head, "I do not. I remember master speaking something about finding a Phoenix, I think that's why he left… To suddenly just leave right after I lost a hand… I really don't know what's on my master's mind."

He came up with a way to give slight hints as to the nature of his so-called 'master' and losing a hand was actually a great excuse. Phoenix's Blood was one of the ingredients of the Elixir of Life that could regrow limbs.

Although he already knew how to make it, that didn't matter as he was completely unaware of where to find the required ingredients. Even the royal family could only make just a few potions every year, so there was probably no way for him to get his hands on some of them.

But, since the boss of the Golden Pouch, Arthur, and his sister Emily were educated people, they could probably guess the intent. That way they would be under the impression that his teacher was a great man, prepared to search the world to find a cure for his apprentice.

In any case, he could just pretend to be ignorant of such knowledge so he would probably be left alone.

Indeed, after the words left his mouth the expression on Emily's face changed slightly as if she just achieved enlightenment. "Mn, okay… How about I call my servant and he'll take you to your new home. We prepared it in advance so you can move in right now."

"Oh! Thank you, Miss Emily! I'm extremely grateful!" Gerald quickly stood up and bowed with respect and happiness.

He quickly picked up his hand and fixed it to his metal joint once again. Then he followed a servant out of the building and into the city to his new residence.

It wasn't far away so they arrived quickly.

"Here we are, sir! Madam already informed us of the situation. Shall I give you a tour?" the servant politely asked.

Gerald thanked and rejected him at once, "Thanks but there is no need for you to do so much… I'll slowly explore the place at my own pace."

"As you wish." Handing over the keys to the place, the servant bade him farewell and left.

Gerald was honestly shocked by the place, that's why he didn't want the servant to follow him around. The place was huge!

Surrounded by a sturdy wall and a bronze gate, the house inside was almost the size of a mansion! The footprint alone was at least a thousand square meters!

Just the lawn itself was impressive, it had nicely trimmed bushes, and trees and beautiful flowers surrounded the gravel road. The grass was green and nicely maintained and birds were chirping in the canopies of the mighty oak trees on the premises.

At least it appeared to be oak…

The environment that was created inside the stone walls was one of serenity and peace. It was completely the opposite of the riffraff of the city outside.

Looking at the building before him, Gerald couldn't help but smile wryly, "So much for keeping a low profile, people will probably think I'm a son of some noble."

He helplessly shook his head.

Whether it was to show their goodwill or just to test his character, it actually didn't really matter. He could just shamelessly accept it and be done with it.

If they wanted to take it back later, he could maybe act disappointed or heartbroken to convince them otherwise.

Having more people with him made it so much more reasonable for him to keep such a big and lavish residence.

The building was made of light-gray stone blocks with extensive decorations and plantlife, giving it an ancient feeling. It was also quite tall, with a two-story divide, with the ceiling being at least four to five meters up.

If there was something that the mansion didn't lack, it was bedrooms. After a quick check, Gerald found at least five of them and that was excluding guestrooms.

There was also a spacious attic and an expansive underground cellar. It was a perfect place for performing private experiments, be it magic, or alchemy.

After getting himself familiar with the place, Gerald dumped his stuff in one of the rooms and then went to stretch his legs outside.

He didn't notice it before, but the place also had a backyard with a few artificial mountains and a small pond. A few grand trees provided shade near the water and it provided an excellent place for one to relax and let the mind wander.

Flipping out his pocket watch, Gerald glanced at the time, "Hm, It's about time… I should go and get the others."

As he was slowly getting closer to the meeting place, he noticed the people were getting more densely packed on the street.

"Excuse me, coming through!" He squeezed his way past those people when he saw his companions at a corner near the main road.

"Hey, over here," Gerald waved his hand, alerting them to his presence. "What's going on here?"

"Gerald!" The girls ran to him when they noticed his presence.

Xilia shook her head, "We don't know what's happening either. The crowd was too dense so we couldn't explore the city… We decided to wait here to see what all this excitement was about."

"Oh," Gerald mouthed and directed his gaze across the sea of people. He was taller than most and just by standing on his toes he was able to have a clear view of everything.

"Move out of the way! Make space for the Phoenix Knights!" A shout reverberated across the street from the side that led to the city gates.

Immediately people squeezed themselves to the sides, making a path in the middle.

Soon a row of servants appeared in everyone's view. They were shouting and shoving people out of the way so that the horse riders behind them could pass.

It was about twenty people, some wearing iron plate armor, while some wore lavish robes with gold and silver patterns.

At the head of the procession, a young man rode on a black warhorse, clad in ice-blue full-body plate armor. He had long blond hair and a pale complexion making the contrast between him and his mount stand out even more.

Even just his armor differed greatly from the rest, be it in style or the feeling it gave off.

Holding the reins with one hand and his helmet with the other, the man gave off a feeling of unworldly origin.

"Quite handsome…" Even Gerald couldn't help himself but praise the man silently. And he wasn't the only one!

The young ladies in the crowd became unusually excited, almost as if they met their idol singer. Some of them screamed in excitement, while some fainted on the spot, while the more brazen ones tried to get close, only to get pushed back by the servants.

"It's the Phoenix Knights squad commander, Tabbris Northendark! He's already back from the training excursion?"

"By the gods, he's even more handsome than when he left!"

"He looked at me, he looked straight at me, it must be fate that brought us together!"

"Stop dreaming you wench! He obviously looked at me! Yoo-hoo, commander Tabbris! I'm still a virgin, please marry me!"

Many shouts came from the female part of the crowd. While men also had a reverence for the young commander, it was more admiration and respect for his deeds and feats of strength.

Gerald shook at the words of those young women, "Brr, just as I thought, too much fame attracts crazy people!"

"Ah, what can you do? Commander Tabbris Northendark is the most well-known warrior in the kingdom! Of course, some of his admirers would be on the extreme side." It was a nearby middle-aged man who spoke.

He appeared to also be a fan of the young star.

Turning to face the man, Gerald could only inquire further, "Really? How so?"

"You are new here, eh? To not know of his fame, you must be from a small place!" the man shook his head. But instead of turning away, a proud smile formed on his face when he realized he could showcase his knowledge.

"Squad Commander Tabbris Northendark is a son of one of the king's generals, general Razor Northendark! With only twenty-seven years of age, he already reached Silver 1-Rank in strength! His squad, Phoenix Knights is a well-known and respected group of his most trusted friends!"

The man's eyes shone as he was speaking of his idol's greatness.

"Eh? He's so strong? How is it possible for a human to reach Silver?" Gerald asked in disbelief.

'A human capable of lifting 1000kg? Even the highest record on Earth for deadlift was just over half that!' Gerald thought in his mind.

The human body was not made to exert so much force! Going over that threshold, even those genetic freaks that set the records, had to pay the price for doing so. Internal bleeding, torn muscles, and even blindness were an expected result of pushing over such extremes.

'And this guy is capable of doing twice that and he is still alive?' Gerald found it hard to believe.

"This-" The man scratched his head, unsure of how to answer.

"Don't listen to this fool, he knows nothing!"
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                A burly man with a giant bushy beard interrupted their conversation, "Only a true fan would know the secret to his strength!"

"Hmph!" The first man snorted after getting insulted.

"Oh? Could you enlighten me?" Gerald turned to the burly man with a smile.

"Of course, little brother! Actually, there is a rumor about the Northendark family going around. I have heard people say that their ancestors stumbled upon an ancient ruin and found some valuable treasures inside! Among them was a golden tablet with ancient runes inscribed on it!" The man spoke in a hushed voice as if afraid the secret would lose its value if too many people heard it.

"Apparently the latter generations managed to decipher the words on the golden page and they developed a way for people to use magic to strengthen their bodies with it! Can you imagine that? Using magic just as the beasts and monsters do, to enhance their own physical abilities!" His words carried a sense of longing and even a hint of jealousy.

"That is one of the reasons the Northendark family managed to develop so quickly in the past few centuries, going from an unknown nobody to having to answer to nobody but the king! Even the armor he is wearing came from that ancient treasure! It's the immensely expensive, genuine, Mithril armor!"

"To think there is such a thing that exists in this world!" The first man gasped with eyes wide open. Never in his life could he imagine that such a thing has happened.

Gerald didn't even have time to think about what he just heard when another commotion started.

"Look! What is that thing?!"

"Is that- It's an Orc! The Phoenix Knights managed to capture an Orc!"

On an iron wagon, pulled by two strong warhorses, a proper, live Orc, was chained up and gagged. His entire body was covered in dark fur that made his already massive body look even more imposing.

It had a short but wide nose, a big mouth from which two tusks pointed outward, and eyes that would instill fear in a person with just a single look.

He was shaking and thrashing around furiously but to no avail. The iron chains that held him in place didn't budge even one bit.

"Waaah! Momy, I'm scared!" a kid suddenly cried. Just the look of the ugly monster was too much for him.

"Sssh, It's okay! Look, the bad monster is chained, he can't hurt you. Those brave warriors are going to keep us safe," his mother comforted him.

"Oh, it's actually an Orc Shaman!"

"Orc Shaman? Why did they capture it alive? Are they going to sell it to the Magic Academy for study?"

"What do you know! Magic Academy is always looking to expand their knowledge, getting their hands on such a good specimen is a rare opportunity!"

While people were discussing the fate of the prisoner they didn't notice the growing rage and frustration in the eyes of the Orc. In the eyes of common folk, he was just like an animal, a beast that didn't possess any intelligence.

But Gerald paid special attention to the monster. It was an opportunity for him to learn more about this world. But when he observed the Orc with his Magic Eyes he frowned.

The Shaman's Mana inside his body was chaotic and swirling around. From the color, Gerald could discern the Element of Fire and Earth, but the Fire one reigned supreme. The amount of Mana inside his body was also breathtaking.

'It's even more than I have!'

The swirling Mana was flowing in a pattern as if the Orc was trying to cast a spell. However, every time it reached the surface of his skin it violently bounced back, as if it didn't have any outlet to rush out.

The Orc Shaman was getting more agitated by the second. His face muscles twitched and his fur stood up.

Trashing his head around, the wooden piece it had in its mouth was suddenly crushed and the chain holding it in place fell down.

The orc roared in delight.

"Filthy humans! All of you will burn! Ignis Pluviam!"

As the Orc roared small flames started forming around him. Each second, half-a-dozen fist-sized balls of fire were called into existence. They started swirling around the caster, rising into the sky.

Soon panic ensued.

"Aaah!"

"Run, it's escaping!"

"The orc is free! Help!"

As soon as people noticed the flames around the Orc Shaman, they scattered amid panic and screams. An Orc Shaman could singlehandedly wipe out a small town, and as such, they were justifiably feared.

Displaying his magic power in a city and on such a crowded road, the casualties were sure to be immense!

Gerald was already prepared to form a wind barrier and a stone wall to protect himself and his friends if the situation called for it. As for others… Good luck!

But then, just as the situation was about to go out of control…

"Shield of Flowing Water!"

Ka-cha!

A barrel on the metal wagon suddenly broke apart and the water inside it surged forth, forming a spherical barrier that encased the Orc Shaman and his flames.

Coming into contact with the water, the scorching fireballs sizzled while producing steam for a second or two before they extinguished into nothing.

The Shaman roared again, but this time he was unable to speak as the ball of water shrunk around him, completely submerging him within.

No matter how he thrashed around, the water would stick to his face and body like glue. Slowly the air bubbles coming from its mouth stopped and the Orc fainted.

A man dressed in thick, dark blue robes rode closer on the horseback. He was holding a short silver staff in his hand, with small blue gems on the handle and a big one at the end.

After he confirmed the Orc was not a threat anymore, he released his magic and stored the staff on his belt.

The water around the Orc Shaman immediately fell to the ground, giving him the chance to breathe once more.

However, before the Orc even had the chance to wake up completely, the servants came running and they piled on him, beating him up and gagging him once more.

The young man on the horse frowned and shouted at the servants, "What are you fools doing?! Your negligence almost led to a disaster! If this happens again you can forget about living any longer!"

The servants trembled and kneeled on the ground, "We are sorry, young master, it won't happen again! Please have mercy!"

"Hmph! Useless!" The young man snorted and turned his horse around. He couldn't be bothered with wasting his breath on mere servants.

He turned to look at Gerald for a second before continuing on his way. Seeing a young man not running away piqued his interest. However, after seeing his attire, it was possible the latter didn't even realize the danger he was in and that's why he didn't retreat.

'There are always some people, ignorant of the world around them,' the man thought before throwing the thought to the back of his mind.

"Who was that sour-face?"

"Little brother, you should watch what you say, young mage Riordian Northendark is known for his short temper…"

Not expecting that someone would answer him, Gerald turned around only to see the burly man walking out of his hiding spot behind a food stall.

"Oh, big guy, you are still here? Do you know that mage dude?" he questioned.

The burly man nodded proudly, "Of course, I know him, who doesn't? He's just twenty-five this year and he already achieved the rank of a Wizard. He is one of the rare geniuses that can cast high-rank spells!"

"Damn, really? You sure know a lot about these guys…" Gerald voiced his thoughts.

"Actually I have never seen him before, I only heard of his accomplishments," the burly man spoke in embarrassment.

"Then, how did you know it was him?"

"Simple," the man said, "I noticed the emblem of a Wizard on his robe. Based on his age, there was only one person among Phoenix Knights that matched his rank."

"Emblem? Are you referring to the silver badge on his chest? That thing represents his rank?" Gerald questioned the big guy.

"Of course," the latter nodded, "Both warriors and mages can get an emblem for their rank if they apply for it."

Gerald frowned, "Why would anyone wanna give away the rank of their strength? Isn't it a disadvantage if the enemy knows how strong or capable you are?"

In his mind, keeping your capabilities hidden was a much better strategy than announcing to the whole world how capable you are.

"Well, of course, that's true, but… Those that are of higher rank are respected and they get special privileges in certain places. Also, if the enemy can see your rank they might reconsider fighting if they are weaker than you. It's all about the pros and cons, and those that dare display their rank are usually strong, and with a powerful background…" The burly man continued to speak unceasingly.

Gerald unknowingly stumbled upon a topic that the other party was extremely passionate about. But that was okay, at least he got a better understanding of the power structure of this world.

It appeared that personal strength was on top of the pyramid, the second was background and connections, and only after that was knowledge and wisdom.

After the man stopped talking, Gerald thanked him for the insights and led the girls to their new home.
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                Soon they arrived at the new place.

Just as Gerald was before, the young ladies were shocked at the sight of their new home.

"This…" Xilia was speechless for a moment, "I can't possibly accept living in such a grand mansion! It's too much!"

She grabbed her little sister by the hand and bowed, "Gerald, you have helped us so much, but I cannot accept your invitation. We don't want to be a burden on you! I will find work in the city, so if fate allows it, let's meet again sometime. Farewell!"

Gerald almost panicked when he saw her trying to leave. He quickly grabbed her by the hand and gently pulled her back, smiling, "Hey don't be so quick to decide! We can't live in such a big mansion all by ourselves."

"Besides, I already told you I'm opening a potion-making business, we could use a few helping hands…" he quickly voiced his thoughts.

"Come, stay here for a few days, and if you want, you can work under me so you won't have to feel guilty. Then again, if it's really too much for you and you don't like it, I won't stop you from leaving," Gerald beckoned them to stay with his enchanting and rational words.

Xilia was unsure of what to say. Her pride told her to leave and take care of herself, but then again, the place was so enchanting and Gerald's offer also wasn't bad.

"Big sister," Qiona pulled at her sleeve, "I want to look at the pretty flowers." She pointed with her finger at the flowers along the gravel path to the mansion.

"Sigh!" Coming to a decision Xilia exhaled loudly, "Okay, we will stay for a few days, but then we will leave!"

Gerald smiled, "That's great! Then I officially welcome you to my humble abode!" With those words, he unlocked the front gate with swift movements and led them inside.

Letting them slowly settle themselves in, he went on a grand shopping spree across the city.

He bought a whole bunch of glassware, metal tools of all shapes and sizes, wooden containers and devices, and had them delivered to his new home.

At first, the merchants and shop owners were skeptical of a young man buying so many things at once, but since he paid full price on the spot, they did their best to do everything according to his wishes.

Lastly, Gerald brought home a cart with two boxes full of herbs and medicinal plants. The whole purchase set him back more than half of his personal savings, which was over sixty gold coins!

His heart bled when he was forced to separate from those small shiny metal circles, but it had to be done. Considering he was starting a small business from scratch, his expenses could be considered quite cheap.

Luckily he found the bandit's treasure, otherwise, he would be completely broke right now.

"It's all investment for the future! Even if I have to make some small sacrifices now, it will all be worth it!"

Gerald spent a few hours rearranging his stuff. He took one of the bedrooms and reorganized it into some sort of laboratory.

Colorful curtains, fancy carpets, soft bedding, and other such crap, were all thrown out and stuffed in a remote closet where they wouldn't be in the way.

"What is this?" The girls came to check out what Gerald was doing and Sera was curious as to what was the purpose of all these contraptions. "Is this a winepress? Are you going to be making wine?" she asked doubtfully.

'Didn't he say he was going to be making potions?' Xilia thought in her heart. But no matter how she looked, what Sera was referring to was a commonly used screw wine press.

"Yes and no," Gerald casually replied. "It is a wine press, except it's not for grapes, but for Healing Roots."

"Qiona, come, help me peel these bad boys," Gerald invited with a smile as he patted the chubby Healing Roots.

"Okay!" She quickly responded and sat at the table near Gerald. Then they both took a small knife and started peeling the hard skin.

"Would you like to give us a hand? I got a few more knives here," Gerald beckoned them.

Qiona waved her tiny hand, full of red juices from the plant, "Sister come, try it! It's fun!"

"Fun? Err, alright," Xilia took a knife and went to work. It was not fun.

The juices dripped everywhere and it made the place look like a crime scene, full of blood. But Qiona seemed to be enjoying herself, so her sister didn't complain.

Not wanting to be left out, Sera also took a few tubers and started peeling. With four pairs of hands, the work went by like a breeze. Two full crates of Healing Roots were cleaned up in less than an hour.

"Alright, we are almost finished. Now comes the easy part!" Gerald dumped the roots in the winepress and started turning the lever and the blood-red juices started flowing out at the bottom.

Then, after a full vat was filled with the liquid, Gerald took a big metal ladle and slowly poured the juices through many layers of cheesecloth to remove any small chunks.

Soon, only a pristine red liquid was left in the bucket and the rest was swiftly discarded.

"What are you going to do with all of this? It's going to go bad before you can make it into potions!" Xilia voiced her doubts.

"Go bad?" Gerald looked at her with a lifted brow, "Why would I let it go bad? This thing here is enough to make at least fifty Healing Potions! I spent almost twenty gold just for the ingredients!"

Both Xilia and Sera gasped. "Twenty gold coins!" They felt like crying.

"How are you going to make fifty potions before the stuff is going to lose its medicinal properties?" Xilia asked, flabbergasted.

Nobody, not a single person in this world could make fifty potions at once. In her mind, she imagined Gerald simply dumping it all in a big vat and trying to cook it.

'Like hell that would work! The bigger the container, the harder it was to keep the temperature equal at all places! It must not start boiling at any cost!' she screamed in her heart.

At the bottom, the temperature would be too high and the medical properties would soon be lost, but if it was just right, then depending on the amount of water that had to slowly evaporate, the liquid on top that came in contact with air would go bad in a few hours.

She really couldn't figure out what this guy was thinking.

"Tsk," Gerald clicked his tongue in displeasure, "Just shut up and watch!"

He sat down before the bucket and closed his eyes. He took a big breath and then slowly exhaled, calming his mind.

Qiona was watching by the side with eyes wide open and full of expectation. 'What is big brother doing?' She held her breath as she observed motionlessly.

Suddenly, Gerald lifted his hands above the bucket and started making a pulling motion with his fingers. They moved oh so gently, like a dancer on ice, they moved so elegantly the girls were mesmerized.

Soon, the liquid inside started moving and droplets of pristine clear water started rising from the blood-red mess.

"Ah!" A sound escaped from Xilia and she quickly covered her mouth, afraid to disrupt this elegant rhythm.

The process was slow and difficult on the mind, but Gerald preserved until the end.

After a good twenty minutes, he finally relaxed and wiped the sweat off of his forehead. "Phew! That was way harder than I imagined!" he complained, "Luckily I succeeded on the first try!"

"What? First, try?" Xilia was shocked. To keep such concentration for more than twenty minutes, and on the first try nonetheless? Now she really felt like fainting.

'Who is this monster? Is he even human?' Thoughts like this went through her head when she heard Gerald speak again.

"Okay, I'll have to rest for a few minutes and then we can bottle these Healing Potions."

Pfft!

Xilia felt like spiting blood. Since when was potion-making so fast and easy?

After a short rest, Gerald slowly dumped a whole bag of Ether Dust in the bucket and mixed it with his mind. While injecting his own Mana to guide the process, the two substances combined and the potion was complete.

"Alright, it's done! Qiona dear, wanna help me pack these potions?"

"Mmh," the little girl nodded her head enthusiastically and brought a few vials closer for them to be filled.

"Big brother Gerald, can you teach me how to do that magic?" She asked after the bucket was empty and the vials were filled to the brim.

The little Dark Elf's watery eyes shined like stars as she looked at Gerald in admiration.
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                "How is it possible to make Healing Potions so fast? I have never heard of anyone making them that way, won't the quality suffer like that?" Xilia started talking before Gerald even had the chance to answer.

"Now that I think about it, isn't the time and precision required to make those potions what gives them the high price? Although they are always in demand, won't the price drop sharply if everyone was making them like that?"

"Alright, I get it! Let me explain, will you?" Gerald spoke in an annoyed voice. "Firstly, the difficulty of making the potions is not that high, it's just that people are using the most inefficient method possible!"

'Even simple machines could do this a thousand times faster than these people… Ah, too bad…' He shook his head and continued his explanation out loud, "I already gathered some information and even if I were to make a thousand bottles of Healing Potions each week, the price would barely budge. The demand is just so high since they are used as medicine for every little thing."

"And lastly, this way of making potions is my own creation and I'm confident that it does not exist anywhere else, at least not in this kingdom!" Gerald spoke with confidence and vigor. For a moment it seemed like they were looking at an alchemy Grandmaster.

Then he turned to Qiona, "For that reason, I can't teach you my secrets, sorry."

"Oh…" Listening to Gerald's explanation and rejection left Qiona severely disappointed.

"Actually, I wanted to take her as my apprentice, but since you want to go your own way, I'm not going to force myself into your life," he said, turning to Xilia. "It's such a shame, really. Your little sister is extremely talented so you should make sure to get her a competent teacher."

"Eh," Xilia mouthed. She looked at her little sister who was looking back at her with a pleading look. "Um… Gerald…"

"You don't have to say anything, I completely understand. You just got your freedom back and it's going to take a while before you can trust people again. Don't worry, I won't force you to stay, I just wish you good luck on your journey." Gerald spoke with his head held high and righteousness was flowing out of him in waves.

He was like an old man, full of wisdom and understanding for his little children. The girls were touched by his words and especially Xilia, she almost started crying.

'He's such a good man! He selflessly helped us even though I tried to kill him and expected nothing in return! He even invited us to his home, but I tried to quickly leave... I'm such an ungrateful person!' The more she held to these thoughts, the more sentimental she became.

She was given a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and she threw it away without a second thought. 'No! I must not let my pride get in the way of my little sister! This is her chance to live a peaceful life, surrounded by good people!' Xilia clenched her fists in determination.

Falling on her knees, Xilia kowtowed by touching the ground with her forehead. "I was a fool, completely blind to your magnanimity! Please forgive me for my ignorance and lack of foresight! I am willing to serve you for a lifetime, I just beg you to take my sister in as your apprentice!"

Everyone, including Gerald, was momentarily stunned by her sudden emotional outburst.

'The heck? I did not expect a few words to have such a profound impact! Being a slave for so long must have left some deep emotional traumas! I should keep going in this direction…'

After a quick thought, Gerald gently smiled and helped Xilia stand back up by saying, "Xilia, what are you doing? We are friends, aren't we? How could I be deserving of such praise and admiration!"

"I was just speaking casually before. Of course, I will take Qiona as my apprentice if she is willing to accept me. Fear not, as her teacher I will do my best to guide her in the art of alchemy and magic and help her reach greater heights!"

He turned to the little one with and asked with a gentle smile, "So, do you accept me as your teacher, little girl?"

The latter quickly nodded while returning the smile, "Mn, I want big brother Gerald to teach me. I want to make potions like you!"

"Hehe, alright then!" Gerald gently patted her on the head. "It's already late, you should get a good rest now. Tomorrow we will start early and I don't want anyone to be slacking off!"

"Okay!" Qiona happily agreed and dragged her sister out of the room.

Since the day was drawing to a close, Gerald quickly cleaned the tools and containers in his new lab. After that, he went to get a bite to eat and then went to rest for the night.

He slept through the night with satisfaction. With just a few well-placed words he turned an enemy into a friend and then a friend into a loyal ally. And he also got a small bonus in the form of a talented young alchemist for free.

Less than a week ago he was still thinking about how to get a few good workers to work under him while keeping his secrets hidden, but then the son of a City Lord sent him the perfect gift.

Considering Xilia's personality and the feeling of gratitude she carried for him, there was no way she would betray him. That was, of course, unless something terrible happened to her little sister under his care.

However, considering the mansion in which they resided, it was unlikely for her to suffer any injustices.

After breakfast in the morning, they had a meeting where Gerald shortly explained their current standing in the grand scheme of things.

The fact that they are going to be producing one hundred Healing Potions each week for the Golden Pouch merchant guild was also established.

After a bit of debate and negotiations, they came to a mutual understanding.

Gerald would be the boss and also a teacher and alchemist, while Qiona would spend her time learning from the former and train in alchemy and magic.

Sera would take over the finances and get a few maids to help her keep the house in order. A butler was also necessary for various finicky affairs that may come in the future.

And lastly, Xilia would be in charge of a handful of guards that had to be hired in order to keep unwanted guests from sticking their noses where they weren't allowed to.

Carefully considering the amount of money required for the whole operation going, Gerald wasn't too concerned.

Ingredients for making one hundred Health Potions were worth quite a lot, over four gold coins, but by selling the finished potions they would get twenty back. And that was each week.

Even if Gerald paid a generous amount of a gold coin per week to each person, that would still be almost ten gold coins profit each week.

Just thinking about the amount of stuff he could do with that amount of money, he couldn't help but smile.

'No wonder alchemists are considered extremely wealthy. Even if they are much slower in potion productions, the amount of wealth they can casually generate is still way higher than the average person.'

And that was, of course, only consider this one source of income. His plan was to quickly expand and increase production to at least twice that amount.

There was, of course, a possibility of introducing a few new potions to the market, but he would have to be careful of such radical changes.

The product couldn't be too extraordinary and he would probably have to establish some sort of cooperation with the Golden Pouch to keep the pressure off of himself from having a monopoly.

But now was still too early to be thinking of these things, it was time to begin school for the little Dark Elf.

"Listen closely," Gerald started his lecture, "Every living being in this world has been evolving since the very beginning with a plentiful competition from other living beings! To survive, some animals developed sharp claws and teeth, others horns and thick armor."

He stopped to take a breath and continued seriously, "But plants cannot move and are therefore subjected to all kinds of abuse from the environment and from the animals that try to eat them! As such, through millions of years of evolution, they developed physical defenses such as thorns or thick bark!"

"But, the most important of them all and also what we, as alchemists, are interested in, are poisons! Each plant is different and the poisons they developed won't have the same effect on different life forms. The essence of alchemy is to learn of these poisons, learn all you can about them and use them as tools, as medicine, to make potions with amazing effects!"

"Taking the Healing Potions that I made yesterday as an example, they can speed up the human metabolism thus speeding up our recovery. To insects and small rodents, however, they are a deadly substance that will make them starve with a full stomach!"

Qiona was listening to his lecture with wide-opened eyes and she was nodding vigorously the entire time.

"Now, some people might think that a common flower like the Stinky Toadwort was only to be admired from afar, as even the animals were unwilling to eat it… However, what do these fools know? Although the plant has a revolting taste and smell, enough to induce vomiting, it is perfect for making a basic anti-poison."

"Once consumed the victim will immediately vomit out whatever they had in their stomach, saving them from the ingested poison. Of course, something like that only has the desired effect if the poison is slow-acting, and not too much time has passed from the ingestion… Nonetheless, even worthless grass can become gold in the hands of a capable alchemist!"

Gerald continued his lecture for a few hours, leaving the little Elf completely stunned by the amount of wisdom he imparted to her. Even though he didn't say a single thing about potion-making or his secret technique, the horizons of the little girl were expanding at light speed.
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                It was already afternoon and Gerald was currently in the middle of making a book about alchemy basics. Having time to think he was able to organize his thoughts much better than just speaking unprepared.

Just as he was deep in his thoughts someone knocked on the door of his lab.

"Come in," he beckoned.

The door opened and Sera came inside. "Gerald, a servant from the Auction House came, carrying a message. He is currently waiting at the door and is asking if you could meet him."

"Oh? Do you know what exactly he wants?"

Sera shook her head, "No, he said he would only speak to you…"

Gerald sighed and closed his book, "Alright, I'll go see what this is about!"

At the front gates, a person dressed in expensive clothes was standing with his head held high. He wore the insignia of the Golden Pouch Auction House on his chest.

"Mn? What message do you have for me?" coming out of the house, Gerald casually asked.

The messenger bowed, just slightly, and spoke, "Mister Gerald, I presume? Master of the Golden Pouch Auction House, Arthur Rosecloud requested to have a word with you. If you could please follow me…"

Gerald lifted his eyebrow and spoke to himself, "Ah? Arthur is back? Great, I was planning to speak to him about a few things but he was absent yesterday…" Then, turning to the servant he said, "Go on, lead the way, I have plenty to do later, let's not waste any more time!"

The servant was taken aback.

'What kind of reaction is this? To speak of the master in such a casual manner, as though they are best buddies? Unbelievable…'

However, the thoughts of the servant were quickly broken by Gerald's annoyed voice, urging him to move.

After considering his own standing as a mere servant, the man decided not to think about it any longer and simply decided to quickly complete his task. As such he, led Gerald to the Golden Pouch, through the back door, all the way to the office of his boss.

"We are here… Give me a moment please!" The servant quickly spoke a few words and knocked on the door. After a questioning voice came from inside he quickly answered, "Master, the one you asked for, Gerald is here!"

"Oh," the voice sounded out again, "Send him in!"

Going inside, Gerald was once again faced with the boss of the Auction House, Arthur Rosecloud. Although he interacted with the latter before, he had to pretend to be unfamiliar with him.

Arthur was currently sitting at his desk that was facing the door. When he saw Gerald enter he did not stand up to welcome him, but simply nodded his head and gestured with his hand, "Welcome, have a seat!"

"So, you are the apprentice of master G correct? I heard your name is Gerald…"

"Oh," Gerald scratched his head awkwardly, "Is that how master introduced himself?"

Nodding with a serious face, Arthur continued, "I heard from my sister that your master is searching for a Phoenix, is that true?"

Gerald sighed and helplessly shook his head, "I have only heard my master mention it by chance, I am not sure of this matter…" The less information he gave out, the more room for speculation was left. That way these people would be preoccupied with searching in all the wrong places, while he, as a young man with nothing special to show for himself, would most likely be ignored.

"Is this why sir requested my presence?" Gerald couldn't help but ask.

Instead of directly answering his question, Arthur spoke, "How is the place we prepared? Is it to your liking?"

"Err, sire is too generous, it is more than enough for just the four of us… Actually, I was hoping that sir Arthur could help us establish a connection with the merchant guild," Gerald spoke with a slightly timid and respectful tone.

"You see, the place you so generously gave us is quite massive so we will have to get a few servants to help maintain it. As such we have to start making some money as soon as possible, else we won't be able to afford living there…"

"I'm afraid that master would be angry if we failed to take care of ourselves… Before leaving master said that this could be considered a test for us so I was hoping if sir Arthur could lend us a helping hand?"

The speech left Arthur Rosecloud speechless. 'Damn, I didn't think of that! I only wanted to test this guy out, but if he really failed his master, wouldn't that mean that I didn't take care well of his apprentices at all?' He felt a headache coming in.

'I should have listened to my little sis and given them an average house, that would be much less work on my part too! Damn it… I hope all this work will be worth it in the end.'

Holding his head in frustration Arthur waved his hand, "Alright, alright! I'll write you a recommendation letter for the headmaster of the merchant guild. The price of the product and such small matters will be for you to negotiate."

"Of course, thank you, sir, you have already done more than enough!"

"I hope so… Arthur murmured under his breath and proceeded to take out a paper and a quill to write the letter. Having done that, he rolled it, bound it with fancy tape, and sealed it with wax. Lastly, he pressed down his insignia and then handed the sealed letter to Gerald.

"Give this to the headmaster Saff Bezir! But be careful, although the merchant guild is one of our branches, you should act respectfully. If by chance, you anger them, I won't help you solve the problem, after all, headmaster Saff comes from a powerful family and he is not a person to be trifled with!" boss Arthur warned with a stern face.

"I'll take sir's words to heart! Don't worry, I won't sully sir's great name," Gerald responded with humble and righteous words.

"Mn," Arthur nodded, satisfied that the young lad before him understood his meaning.



According to the instructions and directions he received, Gerald found the merchant guild not long after.

It was more of a massive open hall than a building. A flat roof was raised high up, at least to the height of three people, and massive wooden columns supported the beams above.

There was a place for animals to rest and get a bite to eat, where merchants could unload their goods to be inspected, and subsequently sold.

The whole place was quite massive and crates and sacks of different materials and products were stacked up to the ceiling in some places.

People were bargaining and chatting, as well as arguing over various things, it was quite lively.

The workers of the merchant guild all wore the same uniform so they were easily recognized. They wore brown leather pants and bright crimson vests, so they were easily noticed at a distance.

An emblem on their chest represented their rank, distinguishing between physical workers and supervisors who worked there.

Walking past the carriages and wagons full of goods, Gerald went to one of the supervisors and asked to meet the headmaster.

"You want to meet our headmaster Bezir?" The supervisor frowned, "Why should he waste his time with you?"

"Because I have a letter from the Golden Pouch's boss for him?" Gerald took out the letter and showed it to the man. "I also have to speak to him regarding some matter…"

"Hmm, very well… You can find the headmaster in his office over there," The man pointed with his finger at a tiny building near the edge of the market.
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                "Thank you!" Gerald quickly ran to the little house and knocked on the door.

"Who is it?" A voice came from inside and a middle-aged man opened the door. "Who are you, what do you want?"

"Sir Saff Bezir? I have a letter here for you…" Gerald handed him the sealed paper scroll.

Glancing at the young man standing before him, the headmaster snatched the scroll with a swift motion and broke the seal.

Giving the content a quick look he immediately understood what was going on, "Ah, a letter of recommendation from my friend over at the Golden Pouch!"

Looking with a piercing gaze he asked, "So I assume you are this 'Gerald' in the letter?"

Gerald nodded.

"Hm, very well, step inside," headmaster Saff invited him.

"So what's the deal, boy? Why have you come to me?" the man asked after they both sat down.

Gerald took a deep breath, "It's like this, my companions and I arrived at the capital recently and we are opening up a small potion-making facility. I was hoping we could establish some sort of partnership…"

Before he could continue, however, he was interrupted, "Small? How small are we talking about? If it's less than fifty potions per week don't even bother wasting your breath! For such a small quantity you can talk to the supervisors outside."

Saff Bezir frowned, how could a small production facility be worth his time? He was currently in a bad mood because of it.

"No, no, of course not! I wouldn't waste sir's precious time with that! We plan on producing at least one hundred Healing Potions per week and we were hoping we could sell them here, as well as order the necessary ingredients at the same time…" Gerald quickly explained further.

Taking out a small vial he placed it on the table, "I brought this potion so you could examine it and get a better feeling for our product."

"One hundred, you say?" The boss took the glass bottle and his mood lightened somewhat. That many potions were worth at least twenty-five gold, it was just barely worth his time.

He uncorked the bottle and took a sniff before taking a drop of the potion inside and tasting it.

"Oh!" His eyes enlarged in surprise and he stared at the bottle in disbelief, "It's so pure! I have never tasted such good quality Healing Potion before!" Murmuring to himself he continued, "I can feel the medicine is much stronger than usual, at least by a third!"

But quickly he got his emotions back under control and he stared at Gerald with a skeptical gaze, "Is this potion specifically made to impress me or are you able to mass-produce it? I've had a few people that tried to jack up the price by doing such stuff before, and it didn't end well for them!"

Gerald smiled and shook his head, "Of course not! I guarantee that every potion we produce will be comparable to this one! We might be just opening up, but we have some pride in our ability, you know?"

"Hmm, alright then! I'll buy them off of you for twenty-one silver coins per vial! But if it turns out that you lied, then…" He didn't continue his words, but the meaning was clear. They better not try to scam him or the consequences would be severe.

"Twenty-one?" Gerald shook his head, "This is probably the highest quality product in the capital, at least twenty-three silver!"

Now it was the time for the headmaster to furiously shakes his head, "twenty-one is already more than the usual twenty silver price! I'm giving you a bonus in consideration for my friend who recommended you! Twenty-one and a half!"

"Come on! Let's meet in the middle, twenty-two and a half! It's a fair price! I bet some rich people would love to have a better product than the masses, you could easily raise the price for at least five silver!" Gerald wasn't going to let himself be taken advantage of.

Saff Bezir's mustache danced on his face as various expressions flashed across his face. Eventually, he came to a decision. He struck the table and loudly said, "Tell you what? Bring me your potions next time, and if they are really comparable to this one… I'll buy them for 22 silver coins! That's my final offer, take it or leave it!"

A small smile flashed across Gerald's face, "Deal!" He extended his hand.

"Excellent! The documents will be ready in a few days! Just bring the goods next time and we can put it down in ink!" The headmaster shook his hand happily. It was a good deal for him.

Even though he agreed to pay a bit more, just as Gerald said, rich people liked to stand out, even if it was the most mundane thing, they preferred to have the best! Paying a few coins more wasn't something they were concerned about.



Roar!

In the underground chambers of the Magic Academy, a large humanoid beast was roaring and banging on the thick iron bars of its cage.

With each body slam, the ground lightly shook and dust fell from the ceiling, but to no avail. The cage was designed to hold even those at the  Silver 3-Rank.

The Orc Shaman inside was barely Iron 4, meaning he could exert strength in the range of 400 kg. He was strong, that much was true, but the main source of power lay in the ability to cast magic spells and not its muscles.



The door of the dungeon opened among creaking sounds. Three people dressed in long dark-blue robes entered and surrounded the cage.

"Gah! Humans! Finally, someone to kill!" The Orc Shaman roared and his Mana surged, producing flames around his body.

"Silence beast!" An old man standing in front of the cage shouted and then made a few moves with his hands, "Water Prison!"

Shaaaa!

A surge of water came from the barrels in the room and completely covered the Orc. Struggling for air, the Orc tried to shake it off, but to no avail.

"Fould beast, don't even think about escaping from here!" The old man's words carried a sort of authority and his face had an angry frown as he controlled his magic.

"What are you waiting for Vurra? Get him that muzzle you brought!" the old man shouted.

"Yes, master!" The young man by the name of Vurra quickly opened his pouch and took out a metal muzzle. Grabbing the Orc through the metal bars he fastened it on his head and closed the lock.

The Orc was now incapable of speaking any longer.

After the old man released his magic, the Orc Shaman collapsed on the ground, gasping for air. But because of the muzzle, he could barely breathe and so all his arrogance and aggression were gone. In fear, he moved to the corner of the cage and angrily observed his captors.

"Headmaster Errgan, this is the Orc Shaman I told you about! We received it from the Phoenix Knights yesterday. It cost us quite a hefty sum, but we managed to gather quite a bit of information." This time it was a middle-aged man that spoke to the old headmaster.

"Mn," the old man nodded, "Tell me all you know!"

"Yes!" The man straightened his back and spoke, "A week ago, during a training exercise in the south, the Phoenix Knights stumbled upon some remnants of a merchant caravan. At first, they thought it was bandits who did it, but then they found tracks belonging to Goblins!"

"After a bit of investigation, they found a nest in the nearby forest. The amount of those filthy beasts was massive! From what they told me, it was at least two-hundred Goblins, ten Hobgoblins, and even five Black Goblins! A chaotic battle ensued!"

The headmaster's eyes enlarged in shock, "So many? How is this possible?"

Shaking his head, the middle-aged man spoke, "I have no idea! That part is frequently traveled so it should be impossible for a nest of that size to remain undiscovered for so long… Anyway, since the Phoenix Knights are the elites, they have slain the beasts without difficulty but…"
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                "But?"

The man narrowed his eyes and frowned, "But then suddenly a rain of fire fell on them! The weaklings were only a distraction for this Shaman to finish casting his spell in peace!" He angrily kicked the cage, "If it wasn't for the Water Wizard Riordian Northendark making a move in time, it is possible there would be heavy casualties!"

"Riordian? That lad? I know him, he was a talented student here at the Academy!" The old headmaster remembered most of the promising students, and Riordian was one of them. Besides, he was also from a powerful family, who wouldn't know him?

"Well…yes! Anyway, as the battle came to an end, the leader, Tabbris Northendark personally pummeled the Orc Shaman and put him in chains. Since they captured a specimen of that caliber they decided to end their training prematurely and return to the capital…"

The man finished his story and then said, "If headmaster Errgan wants, I can send you the full report…"

"Mn, do that! Also, call Elder Balin and Bishop Quinn and tell them to meet me in my office. We have to investigate this incident further… This would be so much easier if only we could understand what these beasts are saying… Sigh!" The headmaster shook his head in regret.

The only thing they heard when the beasts spoke was a sound of growls and roars, completely unrecognizable to them.

"Yes! I'll be on my way then!"



"Oh Gerald, you are back!" Sera came to welcome him after he stepped through the door. "I managed to get a few maids and a butler, just as you wanted. Let me present them to you…"

She led him to a spacious room, where two girls and an old man were waiting. The mansion had a wardrobe for the servants so they were all in uniform already.

"This is your new master, Gerald. Make sure to serve him well!" she announced.

"Master!" The servants bowed in respect.

"Mn, good." Gerald threw them a glance and then turned to face Sera, "Is that all of them?

Sera sighed, "Unfortunately yes. I spent most of the day just to find just these three… It's not that easy to find good servants you know?"

Gerald simply waved his hand, "It's okay. We aren't in desperate need of people right now… Where is Xilia? Did she find the guards for our new home?"

"Hah, you wish!" An angry voice sounded out from behind him. Xilia came in the room all grumpy, and jumped on a couch, "These shameless bastards! I had gathered a few people and we already agreed on their pay, but after they heard where they had to work, they suddenly wanted more than double the amount! Pui!"

Gerald was left speechless and then shook his head helplessly. "Whatever… Just try again tomorrow. Make sure to gather some capable people, I don't want to sacrifice quality for quantity!"

"Eh…" Xilia took a sip from her waterskin and said, "I don't think there are many that fit the standard you want… If the pay was at least another half higher, then we could probably attract more interest."

"It's high enough already…" Gerald shook his head again and left the room.

At one gold coin per person each week, the pay was quite generous already. Besides… They were only hiring normal guards, not some powerful warriors from the Guild. Paying anything more would be excessive already.

In his room, Gerald returned to his desk and continued to write the alchemy book. After moving to the mansion he placed a bookshelf in his lab where he stored all of his writings.

"Eh, writing with a quill is slow and exhausting… Oh, how I miss computers…" Gerald exhaled, looking at the ceiling with eyes full of reminiscence. "It would be so much faster if I could have an automatic speech-to-text converter…or even just typing manually…"

As his thoughts wandered, a drop of ink dripped on the paper from the quill. It was just barely audible, but it was enough for Gerald to wake up and frown, "Ah! God damn it! There is always something that has to go wrong!"

His fingers made grabbing motions above the paper and the drop of ink was quickly sucked out of the thick book paper. Unfortunately, although he reacted quickly, a black stain was still left on the page.

Gerald held the book in his hand and helplessly blew the air out of his nose. Placing the book back down his mind wandered again.

"Only after losing something do you realize what you had… I never completely understood this proverb, until now… I freaking hate this lack of technology! Why can't there be a world with both? Magic and science, working hand in hand to push the limits of reality?"

He spread out his body in the armchair and stared mindlessly at the drop of ink floating in the air. Pointing a finger at the drop, he drew a line away from it and a thin line of ink left the drop.

Watching the line of ink fly above his head, he slowly lowered his gaze until it landed on an empty piece of paper.

Pointing at the page he spoke, "Science, original magic of the world!" The ink fell and the words he just spoke, arranged themselves on the blank page.

"Huh? I can do it like that too?" Gerald was taken aback. "Why didn't anyone tell me?! I wasted so much time writing all this shit down manually!"

He pulled the vial of ink closer and a few drops floated out. Rearranging themselves neatly in the air, they landed on the paper and made neat and pristine words.

"Well, I'll be damned! I turned into a human printer! Not bad!" A wide smile formed on Gerald's face as he quickly recalled some intricate patterns in his mind and sure enough, the ink was formed perfectly to depict what was in his mind.

"Hah! Awesome! I can already see this being useful in so many things!" He slapped the table happily. The writing was only a tiny fraction of the possibilities of his newly discovered abilities.

Since he could take a picture out of his mind and onto the paper, combined with his nearly perfect memory, he became a sort of living camera. Taking pictures with his mind and drawing them on paper.

How annoying is it, when you have a plan in mind, only to butcher it horrendously after you draw it out? Hands and eyes have to be trained to preserve the essence that is born in the mind, but if there is no middle man, it can only be considered a perfect copy!

Having found an easy way of writing, Gerald continued to fill the blank pages in the book at an astonishing speed. The ink barely had the time to dry before he already turned the page around.

Soon the evening came and after it, night.

In the morning the next day, after breakfast, Gerald had his new student listen to his teachings. Once again, his words did not touch upon the recipes or skills of alchemy, instead, his lecture contained a simplified version of physics.

There was no math, just the bare essentials of the true form of the material world.

Qiona was fascinated by the things Gerald spoke about and her curiosity seemed unending. Question after question rained down upon him and after a few hours of constant talking, he found himself unable to speak any longer.

"We'll end here for today. Reflect on what you learned and try to remember as much as you can, Qiona!" Gerald said after starting to feel his throat dry up.

Nodding, Qiona looked with her big bright eyes, "Mhm, I will not let big brother down!"

Breathing a big sigh of relief, Gerald strolled outside, among the trees in the back garden. He saw a maid from the corner of his eye, getting water from the well, but he paid her no mind.

He found a comfortable place in the shade of a tree and sat down. Reorganizing the stuff in his pocket, he touched a certain rectangular object.

"Oh, it's the Stone Armor spellbook! I almost forgot about it…" he said after looking at the item in the sunlight.

"I should check it out…" Murmuring so, he opened the first page and started reading, 'Earth, an Element of defense, stability, and eternity. Just as a rock defies the wind and rain, so too it can block arrows and blades. Making use of the hardness of the rock, one can use it to shield himself from outside attacks…'

Reading the words in the book, Gerald soon realized that most of the contents were actually just the writer trying to induce the right state of mind, so the spell could be properly cast.

For those that had limited imagination, this was indeed a good way to make it easier, but for Gerald, it was just a bunch of unnecessary words, nothing more than worthless filler.
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                Having read the book once, he closed his eyes and recalled how the bandit leader did it. Then he simply imagined himself encased in this rocky armor for a while.

The human brain is a tool for simulating the future. The more accurate the simulation, the better the results in reality.

After establishing a foundation in his mind he, of course, had to test it in reality. As such, Gerald stood up and walked to the gravel road. Taking a deep breath he stimulated the Mana inside him. Like hundreds of little tentacles, the Mana spread out and picked up hundreds of small rocks and stones.

Soon he was covered from head-to-toe in stone armor, and only his eyes were left unprotected. Just as he thought, his movements weren't impeded at all, as there was a small gap between the overlapping stones and his body.

"Hmm, not bad! It's full-body protection, much better than the metal armor you can buy in a shop! " He observed the structure of the rock with interest.

Differently from the iron plates that were held up by leather straps in low-end armor, this stone shell had no gaps, as the stones overlapped each other while still leaving room for movement.

Of course, if you had enough money to pay for a full-plate armor, the gaps would also be minimal, covered by other smaller plates with chainmail underneath. Such exquisite armor was only for the rich, as it cost up to fifty gold, depending on the ornaments and engravings it had.

A defensive spell, such as this Stone Armor, was mainly used as protection when you were in a pinch.

"Hmm, it uses almost 7 MP/min and it's weaker than my Stone Body Combat Art… But it can make use of the Mana inside Earth Crystals so it's still useful!" Gerald scratched his chin as he calculated various possibilities.

"I got it!" He suddenly got a flash of inspiration, "I can use this as a cover for my Stone Body! If people can see this Stone Armor, although it can be considered valuable, it's still in the realm of magic these people use…"

He rubbed his hand together as he thought of this, "Now I finally have use for these accessories from that Stone Face guy…"

With his right hand, he touched the shirt under which a beautiful gold necklace rested. That, combined with the two bracelets on his hand, conveniently came to be just about 70 MP.

"Ten minutes… And then it will have to recharge for more than a week! Ugh… No wonder mages are always on the lookout for more accessories…"

Mana inside people recharged slowly, but inside the jewelry, it happened even slower. As such, poor people were basically incapable of becoming mages.

"I'll seriously have to get another source of income… Just five to ten gold profit each week is way to slow now that I think about it!" Gerald squeezed his fist in determination.

Since the test with Stone Armor was done, he tried out a few Wind Blades. Even though he learned it not even a week ago, he could already be considered to have mastered it.

Mastery of spells went from beginner, intermediate, advanced, and master.

Beginners had to concentrate for a while and cast spells with long chants. If their state of mind wasn't proper, the spell could either not work or even backfire and damage the caster.

Gerald's explosion being a good example.

Intermediate mastery referred to those that could always cast the spell in a few seconds, while also having a much shorter chant, usually up to five words.

The advanced stage was reached when a caster could cast a spell no matter the time or place, be it battle or relaxing in a bath. These would usually be triggered with just one or two syllables and they would come into effect in about one second.

And lastly, for one to master a spell, they had to be able to cast it without words or mental preparation, having it be second nature to them, as simple as waving a hand.

But Gerald unknowingly went even a step further. Apart from having complete control over his magic, he was able to adapt and change it to suit his needs. Making a spell stronger or weaker on a whim, changing its shape and size for the best possible effect.

Such a thing was unheard of in this world, but currently, Gerald was completely unaware of it. Luckily it wasn't easy to notice these changes as an outside observer.

Many mages had many spells that were quite similar to each other, which could be used in a variety of applications. Stone Bolt and Stone Javelin were considered to have the same origin, while one specialized in speed and number, the other leaned more towards size and raw power.

As such, most Eart spells Gerald liked to use would not attract much attention as they were quite popular and common in the kingdom.

However, having all Elements at his disposal was something that wasn't something that should be spread around. Although quite a few already knew of his abilities, they were decent people and did not go around spouting his secrets all willy-nilly.

Still, it was better to be on the safe side. If he kept his abilities secret from now on, even if the truth came out, worst-case scenario, he could just simply deny it.

"Mn!" Stretching his body, Gerald returned back inside. Walking around he found his new butler conversing with a maid.

"Sebas Tian, correct?" he called out to the old man.

The old butler turned around and bowed, "Young master is too kind! This old servant's family name carries no importance, please call me Sebas."

The maid also bowed and quickly left, not to be in the way.

"Mn, alright then, Sebas… I have a job for you!"

"Please speak, young master. This servant will do his best!"

Gerald took out a stack of papers and gave them to the butler, "Here! Go and see if you can find some of these herbs in the city… There is no need to buy any, I just want to know if they are available."

Taking the stack of papers, Sebas glanced over them and was shocked at the sight. The pictures of plants were so life-like, that he wondered if they were maybe trapped on the page.

"Does young lord require these plants? Should I place a reservation for them?" he carefully asked.

Gerald shook his head, "No need. Actually, it would be best if you keep a low profile…"

The old butler immediately understood, "Don't worry young master, this old servant knows how to keep his mouth shut. Nobody will learn about young master's orders."

"Good!" Gerald was glad his order was understood. Just before leaving he also added, "If you see Xilia on your way out, tell her to meet me in my room."

"Yes!" The butler bowed once more and then left.

Gerald returned to his lab and opened another crate of Healing Roots and started processing them.

The process was slow, but he did not complain. Taking a few hours each week to make some potions was nothing much. He had plenty of time.

A few minutes later, Xilia came knocking on the door.

"I heard from Sebas that you wanted to speak to me?" she came in, asking.

"Yes!" Gerald nodded, "Come, sit down. I have a few things I wanted to speak to you about…"

After she took a seat, he continued, "Your process of learning magic… Can you tell me exactly how it went?"

"What do you mean?" Xilia asked doubtfully, she was confused as to what Gerald wanted to hear.

"Just tell me when you started learning, what was the process, how did it go, your experiences with it…" he explained while calmly peeling the Healing Roots.

"Err, okay then…" Although she was still confused, Xilia started with her story of learning magic, "The one that thought me magic was my uncle. At the age of twelve, he began teaching me how to sense Mana…"

"Having no prior experience, it took me almost two years to fully grasp it. At the same time, I was also learning to vividly remember and visualize the spells that my uncle showed me. I was able to cast my first Wind Blade at the age of fifteen and Wind Body at sixteen. Unfortunately, we were captured soon after and so I was unable to advance much further…"

"Hmm," Gerald frowned, "You needed two years to learn to sense Mana? Isn't that a little too long?"

"Well…" Xilia thought for a while about how she should word this, "It's not that simple… I was able to sense Mana after about a year already, but for casting a spell, it was still far from sufficient. Only after hundreds of repetitions did I get a grip on it and managed to hold my concentration for a long-enough time."

"And what did you do to learn to sense Mana in the first place?" Gerald probed further. He was currently almost half-done with peeling those chubby roots.

Xilia frowned, "Why are you asking me all this basic stuff? Aren't you much better at using magic than me?"

"Just answer the question." He was genuinely curious about the way people learned magic in this world. After all, he was self-thought and there were bound to be some noticeable differences. But, of course, he couldn't say that out loud.
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                "Sigh, fine, whatever!" Xilia rolled her eyes.

"I trained in a breathing technique that is designed to make a person more in tune with his own body. A side-effect is that you can also start detecting traces of Mana around yourself. It takes a long time to do that, though."

"Hmm…" Gerald placed the knife on the table, leaned back into his armchair, and entered deep thought. 'As I expected… There is something more going on with meditation than just calming the mind… Then again, I didn't need to meditate before being able to sense Mana…'

Seeing Gerald close his eyes in the middle of his work and not pose any more questions, Xilia just sat there quietly for a moment, before taking a knife in hand, and helped work on the plants.

'But it seems that the state of mind is incredibly important when coming into contact with magic for the first time…' A frown appeared on Gerald's face. 'I could maybe use that recipe from Blood Codex to get some more capital… It's probably a quite useful tool for young people that just started dabbling in the world of magic!'

"I have decided!" He suddenly opened his eyes, slightly startling the Dark Elf.

"What? What happened?" she inquired.

"Hmm," Rubbing his beard Gerald went silent for a while again, before finally speaking, "No, never mind… I have to first make sure I can get my hands on… Well, anyway, I'll have to wait for Sebas."

"Huh?" The Dark Elf tilted her head sideways, unable to understand what Gerald was murmuring.

"Never mind, it's nothing… You can go back now, no need to keep me company." Waving his hands he indicated Xilia to leave the room.

After she left the lab, he focused his attention back on potion production. Since the amount of product was high and he was working alone, three hours passed before the final vial was finally sealed.

The bright-red liquid inside gave a mesmerizing feeling to those that observed it.

Knock, knock!

A knock came from the door and soon the old butler entered the room.

"Young master, I have visited all the reputable shops in the city and I'm here to report!" Sebas bowed with the stack of papers in one hand and a notebook in the other.

"Good job! Now tell me, what have you found?"

"Yes!" Returning the stack of papers to Gerald, he opened the notebook and announced, "Most of the shops I've visited had Star Flower, Nightingale, Liveroot… However, I wasn't able to find White Berry seeds, but they did have the White Bery tea leaves… As for God's Joke, this servant was unable of finding any trace of it."

"Really? Did you ask the shopkeepers if they know where it could be found?" Gerald posed this question as he was unable to comprehend that even the capital would be unable to produce God's Blood. 'How did Arthur get his hands on it then?'

Displaying an ashamed face the butler answered, "This servant asked, but nobody was able to give me any good clues… The herb supposedly grows in the west, near the border with the Empire. As such it is immensely difficult to acquire…"

"Near the empire?" Gerald almost wanted to cry. The border to the Empire was at least two hundred kilometers away if you go in a straight line. If he wanted to personally go there, it would take five days at least, maybe even a week.

He didn't have that much free time on his hands, and even if by chance, some God's Blood came to the capital, it would probably be ridiculously expensive.

"Sigh, never mind… Just make me a list of places where the rest of the herbs can be bought."

"As you wish, young master!"

After handing over a piece of paper with the gathered information, the old man left the lab.

Massaging his temples, Gerald looked over the list. "I knew it was going to be hard to get my hands on some God's Blood but to think it would be this hard! Whatever there's no point in despairing right now… At least the White Berry can be found close by… As for the rest, it's easy!"

Since the potions were done, Gerald packed them in two boxes and carried them on his shoulder to the merchant's guild place.

Needless to say that the boss there was extremely satisfied with the quality of the product. As such, Gerald received the agreed-upon amount without any problems.

After filling his pockets with gold, he went to visit one of the herb shops where White Berry tea leaves could be bought.

Stepping to the counter, a middle-aged man greeted him, "Welcome to the Flask of Wild Herbs, how can I help you?"

"Ah, yes, hello. I'm searching for a particular product, it's the seeds of the White Berry bush… Do you have any?" Gerald went straight to the point.

"Another one?" The shopkeeper was taken aback, "Another person asked the same thing just recently, but why would you need those poisonous seeds? It's the leaves that contain the medicinal properties, eating seeds will just make you feel sick…"

"Does it matter? I'm just asking if you have them," Gerald stuck to the point.

The shopkeeper, however, wasn't giving up so quickly, "Ah! Are you perhaps trying to start a plantation? But these things are difficult to cultivate… Without at least ten years of age, the medicinal properties would be still too weak and the leaves wouldn't be many to harvest…"

Now Gerald was getting a bit annoyed, "Listen, man, what does it matter what I want to do with the seeds? Even if I eat them and shit my brains out or use them to plant new bushes, what does it matter to you?!"

"Whoa, man! I was just asking, no need to get so agitated," the shopkeeper quickly tried to salvage the situation. "Usually we don't keep the seeds since they are useless, but I might have some from the last year's harvest..."

"Really?" Gerald lifted his eyebrow skeptically.

"Sure! A wise merchant always keeps a small stock of everything just in case. How many do you need?" the man asked with a smile.

"Hmm," Herald thought for a while and then spoke, "That will, of course, depend on the amount and price. Make me an offer!"

"Eh? Isn't this backward?" Scratching his head in confusion the shopkeeper said, "Err, wait here, I'll have to check what I have in the back…"

Leaving those words behind he left his place and went to the storage behind a curtain. Of course, he didn't leave Gerald alone. There was also an apprentice in the shop, paying attention to how the business was conducted, and at the same time, he also served as an extra pair of eyes to watch over the shop.

Soon the middle-aged man returned with a small sack in hand.

"Here they are, about two hundred of em'." He placed the sack on the counter and opened it to show the contents.

Small bean-shaped seeds appeared before Gerald's eyes. They were somewhat shriveled up and the size of a pea.

'This is it!' Gerald's eyes shined in excitement, but he quickly returned to his neutral state.

"How much?" he nonchalantly asked.

"Well," the shopkeeper started, "There are quite a few of them and they can only be harvested in the early summer…" He started speaking like the seeds were some praised goods and not waste products. "Besides, there aren't many that sell them… One gold coin!"

Bam!

"Deal!" Gerald slapped a coin on the table and the sack disappeared into his waist pouch.

"Eh?" The shopkeeper barely finished his words when the stuff was already gone.

Preparing to leave, Gerald turned his head around and spoke, "I might require some more of these seeds in the future… Do make sure to save a few thousand of them for me, alright?" Leaving these words behind, he left.

Waking up from his stupefied state, the shopkeeper grabbed the coin with a shaky hand. "It's… It's real! I actually sold a bunch of trash for a gold coin! I'm a genius!"

But then thinking about it for a bit longer he murmured, "Wait no, having two people come asking for such an obscure item in a single day. Hmm, perhaps it's not as worthless as I have imagined. Maybe there is something more to this…"

Rubbing his chin, the man's eyes fell on the young apprentice. "Boy!" He pointed his finger at him, "Go and bring a message to our supplier, tell him that I would like him to save a few hundred kilograms of White Berry seeds from this year's harvest for me! Go, quickly!"

The apprentice was confused as to what got his master suddenly so excited, but he didn't dare to disobey. Grabbing a light coat he quickly left the shop.

"Hehe, my intuition is rarely wrong! This just might be my chance to make it big!" The shopkeeper laughed by himself, completely unaware of how right he actually was.
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                Leaving the store, Gerald went on a shopping spree across the city. In every herb store, he only bought one or two ingredients to make it much harder for anyone to figure out what was he doing.

Although the actions might seem excessive, it was better to be on the safe side. He didn't trust the owners of Golden Pouch, as such people had to be at least somewhat greedy to make it to such a position.

Actually, one of the factors as to why he came to Auralba and requested their help as a 'mighty alchemist' was to give them an incentive against reverse-engineering his potions.

Merchants would prefer to get things for cheap or free if possible, even if they had to wait, and he precisely bet on that quality to buy himself some time to grow.

But since his growth would require help from the Golden Pouch, he had to give them some small benefits.

For that reason, he decided to make a new potion that would be useful for young mages just learning magic.

It was called the Potion of Focus. The main effect was helping a person clear his mind and focus on the task on hand.

As such, it was incredibly useful for studying and learning to control Mana. Since the caster had to have an extremely good concentration when learning at the beginning, any distracting thoughts could ruin the progress.

Although Gerald never tried the potion himself, just by reading of the effect in the Blood Codex, he figured it could probably fetch a high price on the market.

As for the ingredients… The main one was the White Berry seed. The leaves were already in use, as they calmed the mind, but the potion made out of seeds was more than ten times stronger.

The only problem was that the seeds were mildly poisonous and would make a person have diarrhea for a few days.

Luckily, the book had a way to solve that problem, as well as enhance the desired properties even further, with the help of a few herbs.

After he was done shopping, it was already night. Tired, Gerald went back home and a maid served him a warm dinner. The girls had already gone to sleep, so he also wasn't up for long, and went to bed early.

After breakfast the next day, Qiona went to look for her new teacher, but this day, Gerald was busy with other stuff and did not have time to guide her in alchemy.

Not wanting to leave the girl with nothing to do, he gave her the book he wrote a few days prior and let her study by herself. That way she wouldn't grow too reliant on him.

"If you don't understand something, feel free to come and ask me," he said just before the little girl left.

"Mhm!" Nodding her head, Qiona left with a face full of smiles.

Watching her leave, Gerald stroked his lower jaw, "Now, where was I? Oh yes, Potion of Focus!"

He grabbed the sack of White Berry seeds and went to the main kitchen. Since the breakfast was just over and there way still more than five hours until lunch, the place was currently empty.

Looking through the cabinets, Gerald found a cast-iron pan and placed it over the woodstove. Throwing a few logs inside, the fire soon re-ignited and the heat traveled up through the iron plate.

Gerald took a few fistfuls of seeds and threw them on the pan to roast them.

The poison inside was sensitive to heat and roasting the seeds would completely destroy it. On the other hand, the medicinal properties would become much stronger and easier to extract. In this way, the preparation was similar to coffee.

Though, differently from coffee, this brew didn't wake you up but instead calmed you down.

While the seeds were slowly being roasted, Gerald took out a small pot and filled it with water, and placed it over the fire to heat up.

After the first batch of seeds was done baking, he took them off and threw them in a pestle and mortar, to be ground down. At the same time, he placed the rest of the seeds in the pan to roast.

After all was said and done, Gerald slowly ground the seeds into powder and then threw them in the boiling water.

Leaving it for a few minutes to release the desired medicinal essence, Gerald took the pot off the stove and let it cool down. Then, since he didn't have a sieve, he drained the brew through a cheesecloth and discarded the sediments.

The whole process took just over an hour, and with a glass full of White Berry seed juice, he returned to his room.

This was only just the first step. To finish the potion he then had to extract the juice of the Star Flower, as well as a few other herbs, and then use magic to guide the process of fusion between different substances. Lastly, adding a fist-full of Ether dust, the potion was finally complete.

Although it was already almost the time for lunch after he was done, he created enough stuff for about twenty vials-full, all at once.

"Alright!" Gerald held the clear vial with brownish-yellow liquid to the sun with a smile. Based just on the smell and color alone, it should be a success, but to be sure, he had to test it first.

Gulp!

Swallowing hard, the vial was emptied in an instant. Waiting for the effects to kick in, Gerald sat on a sofa and waited.

Soon he felt a pleasant tingling sensation in his head, and his previously tense body completely relaxed.

He almost felt like floating on clouds and his mind was quiet. All distracting thoughts and ideas disappeared, like mist in a strong wind. His mind felt clear and refreshed as if he just woke up from the best sleep of his life.

"Wait a moment!" Gerald suddenly opened his eyes wide and shouted while jumping up. The clarity that he just experienced allowed him to recognize an abnormality in his mind. "This is...weird. How did I fail to notice it earlier?"

He quickly left the room and ran to the garden behind the mansion.

"Huu…" Exhaling loudly, he gathered his thoughts and with a flick of his wrist, the ground trembled and Stone Bolts rose from the ground.

Ten, twenty, fifty, one hundred…two hundred… In no time at all, the sky above Gerald's head was completely covered with dangerous stone spikes.

"It's not enough! More!" Gerald clenched his teeth and Mana inside him surged forth, creating even more Stone Bolts. After his body was exhausted, he proceeded to drain his jewelry stones as well.

Soon more than a thousand Stone Bolts hung menacingly in the sky.

"Fall!" Whit a wave of his hand, all of the floating stones shot down at once, falling like numerous raindrops.

Pa, pa, pa…

Countless impact sounds that followed masked all other sounds from chirping birds and the bustling city on the other side.

"I knew it…" Gerald wiped the sweat off of his forehead as he observed the mass destruction on the ground.

It was not too far ago that a massive spell-casting session like this would leave him with a splitting headache or even kill him, but right now, he only felt some slight discomfort.

He easily exerted ten times more energy than ever before, and he was still able to stand without a problem.

"How is this possible? I should not be advancing this fast… I need to find Xilia, maybe she can shine some light on this mystery!"

He quickly ran back inside to find her.

"Xilia!" Gerald looked through the residence in search of the Dark Elf.

"Oh, here you are!" He found her in a room with her little sister, helping her study alchemy. "Hey, can we talk for a moment?"

Then turning to Qiona, he smiled, "I'll borrow your sister for a few minutes if you don't mind."

Lifting her head Xilia looked at him, "Hey, what's going on?"

Gerald gestured for her with his hand to come closer. He appeared to be in a hurry so she quickly followed him out of the room.

"Do you ever get headaches after using magic?" Gerald asked, wasting no time with pleasantries.

"What?" Xilia shook her head whit a questioning gaze.

"Do you…ever feel unwell after casting many magic spells without rest?" he restructured his question.

"Err…"

Gerald quickly elaborated further, "As you know, I learned magic by myself and I haven't found any explanation in the books as to why I would start to feel painful after using magic for a long time. Do you have any insights into this matter?"
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                The Dark Efl opened her eyes in surprise, "You don't know? I thought this was common knowledge."

She shook her head while saying, "You are too young, your mind is not strong enough to sustain the burden of casting magic for a long time or many spells in quick succession. It's normal!"

"Normal?" Gerald frowned. "Then how many spells do you think I should be able to cast at my age?"

"Hmm," Xilia placed a finger on her lips, thinking. "Based on your age, maybe between five and ten middle-ranked spells? I know you are quite talented so I'm guessing you are more on the high end… Maybe eleven?"

"Eleven?" Gerald gasped. "Guess again! How about three times that?"

"No way, thirty? You can do that?!" Xilia had a flabbergasted expression on her face.

Nodding his head, Gerald willingly admitted to it, "And it's not just that! A few months ago I was barely able to do fifteen low-ranked spells. That's why I need your help to figure out what's going on!"

"This…" Xilia furrowed her brows, "As far as I know, you humans mature slower in the terms of magic… My uncle told me that real Mages, the elites of your race, usually become strongest at around fifty to sixty years old. That's when they are capable of casting their strongest spells."

"Oh, yeah? Then are Elves any different?"

"Of course! My uncle told me that most Dark Elves that focus on magic, are capable of casting elite-grade spells from forty years onward. Only in their later years, around the age of one hundred and twenty, does that ability start to decline!" Xilia stated proudly.

Gerald opened his eyes wide, "They are at the peak for almost eighty years?!"

"Peak?" Xilia gave him a compassionate gaze, "It might be the peak for humanity, but not for Elves! Most talented among Dark Elves can singlehandedly cast those amazing legendary-grade spells!"

Her face was beaming with pride as she spoke of the achievements of her race as if she was the one who did it.

'There it is! That pride Elves are rumored to have…' Gerald became slightly annoyed by the aura of superiority that Xilia was currently giving off.

"So, how do you compare? Do you think you can achieve that height too?" he asked gleefully.

"Hmph!" Xilia's countenance darkened and she averted her gaze, unwilling to look him in the eyes as she mouthed a quiet "…No."

Seeing his words achieved the desired result, corners of Gerald's lips lightly curled upward in satisfaction. Teasing girls was fun, but there was a deeper meaning to it. That was, keeping his allies anchored in reality.

It was fine to be slightly proud of your own achievements, but taking great pride in someone else's… It was unwise.

"Hey, guys! Wanna join me in some combat training outside?"

A call disrupted his thoughts as Sera came towards them with a bow in hand. It immediately attracted Gerald's attention as he has never seen her use a bow before. She usually fought by throwing knives.

"Finally decided to learn a new weapon?"

"That's right! I decided on a bow since I'm already used to fighting at a distance," she replied cheerfully. Ever since the last incident, she realized how useless she was, so she decided to learn different weapons to be able to make greater contributions in fights.

"That's great and all… But I think you should learn a close-quarter combat style first. At least some sword basics so you can defend yourself in a pinch."

Stating his opinion, Gerald gave her a few examples, "Most beasts will try to close the distance as fast as possible after they discover you, and overpower you in raw physical strength. Among dense cover that a forest provides, a bow isn't such a great idea."

"Of course, as an ambush weapon, a bow is perfect, but unless you are extremely experienced, after the first or second shot, your position will be revealed. As such, why don't you learn from Xilia here? She can teach you a few tricks with a sword!"

"What? Me?" Xilia pointed at herself in bewilderment. "I have never shared my sword skills with anyone before, and I'm not a good teacher!" She quickly tried to remove herself from responsibility.

"Oh, it's going to be fine!" Gerald pushed her toward Sera who was still unable to comprehend how the situation changed so quickly. From happily learning to shoot a bow, to being forced to learn swordsmanship…

"But, what if I don't want to learn to use the sword?" she quietly asked.

"Nonsense!" Gerald waved his hand in dismissal, "It's always better to learn too much rather than too little! It's going to be fun, you'll see."

"But…" Sera.

"I refuse! I need to help my sister study, and she is waiting for me!" Xilia aggressively protested.

"Hmm, I guess you are right…" Gerald had to admit that he promised Qiona to return her sister after a few minutes.

"So, before I forget… Age is the only factor in increasing the ability to cast stronger spells? It has nothing to do with Mana capacity or training?"

"That's correct!" Xilia nodded, "But why would you ask-"

Gerald stroked his lower jaw, "Okay then! You can return now. I'll get Sebas to buy some equipment so you can start training swordsmanship tomorrow." After these words he left with quick steps, leaving the two girls behind.

"Hey!" Xilia.

"I…" Sera.

They looked at each other and sighed simultaneously.

"He is right, you know? Not knowing swordsmanship at your age is quite unusual…" Xilia commented after a while.

"Not you too!" Sera felt like crying, she thought she had an ally but was instead betrayed so quickly. She suddenly lost interest in shooting the bow and went back inside with drooping shoulders.

***

Going back to his room, Gerald's brows furrowed together. "Age… It's understandable to become stronger with age as you gather more knowledge and experience, but to think that has nothing to do with being able to cast stronger magic?"

Closing his eyes and immersing himself in his memories, he went over the experiences from the last two months.

His mind traveled back to the time when he used his first and also the most important spell. It was the one that made him capable of understanding speech and writing, or in some extreme cases, the intent behind unfamiliar words.

At that time he fainted. Although, he wasn't sure if it was because the spell was too strong, or the fact that it somehow messed up with his mind.

"I can consider that the starting point of my journey…" Gerald murmured.

The next time he experienced painful headaches after using magic, was when he fought the Hobgoblin. Having fought for his life, he had to preserve even though his head felt like it was going to explode. Most likely, he was on the edge of fainting at that time.

"Luckily I won just in time…"

Thinking deeper about it, it almost seemed like he grew stronger, and his connection with magic was enhanced after every fight.

"But this doesn't make any sense! Growing stronger after a fight is not something that happens in reality… Learning a few new moves, or discovering your own shortcomings is of course possible, but enhancing your mind? Ridiculous!"

Thinking back to the time when he consumed all those Mana Elixirs and his Mana stores expanded, his ability to cast spells was not enhanced. After making a giant flame with magic, he felt light-headed and tired before even expending his reserves completely.

But now, when he had more than double the amount of Mana, he could use it all and he would feel only slightly uncomfortable.

"I didn't even do anything that could possibly help me! I even went on a killing spree in the wild in search of blood, and then I even massacred hundreds of small spiders…"

Having thought about it deeply, Gerald was still unable to find the reason for his fast advancements. Apart from plentiful fighting and blood-spilling, there wasn't anything of significance that happened during that period.

"Oh, wait a second… Killing, massacre, death? That- That can't possibly be it, right? Is my mind growing stronger with killing?!" His eyebrows suddenly shot up, his eyes opened wide.
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                It was around noon the next day...

Gerald spent the previous day in a daze after coming to the conclusion that his magic was, in fact, growing easier to control, with simple killing.

It was the only logical explanation he currently had. Nothing else came even close.

Although, after thinking about it through the night, he realized that knowing it didn't actually help him in any way. He had about 160 MP at his disposal and even after using it all at once, he was still able to keep going.

A rough estimate gave him a limit somewhere over 200 MP. So, even if he could increase the ease with which he used magic even further, it would make no difference, as he was still quite far away from reaching the current limit.

Besides, who knew if this advancement could possibly have some negative side effects? As such, he decided not to think about it anymore and went on with his daily business.

Clang! Pang! Pow!

Sounds of metal-on-metal collisions traveled to his ears, coming from the backyard.

"Come! Strike me!"

Clang!

"…Okay, now do it from the left! No, the other left!"

Curiously, Gerald came to take a look to see what was going on. Xilia was currently giving Sera some directions in the middle of a fight.

"Strike harder! Keep those legs moving, don't stand still! No, don't just swing your sword randomly! Try to think about where you are attacking!"

Huff, huff!

Sera breathed hard and sweat dripped from her forehead. While making a groan she swung her sword with both hands, only to get deflected in the middle of her swing by Xilia.

"No, no, no! Strike faster, aim for my blind spots! Come on, try again!" With words of encouragement, Xilia reminded Gerald of a typical bad coach who only knew how to criticize.

"Having fun?" Gerald chuckled after coming closer. Both combatants immediately stopped their training.

"Huff, oh hey Gerald!" Xilia wiped her face with a piece of cloth and greeted him. "Sebas brought a few dummies this morning but we didn't know where to put them, so we stored them in the gardening shed for now."

"Right, that's fine… You can place them wherever, it doesn't matter to me," he replied. "How is the training going, did you just start recently?"

Xilia sighed and pointed at Sera, "Actually, we have been at it for more than two hours already and… It pains me to say it, but… She has no talent for swordsmanship at all!"

"Hey!" Sera loudly interjected, "You are the one that can't teach properly! You are just yelling random words, how do you expect me to follow them?"

"It's not my fault if you get so easily distracted by every little thing. In a fight, every second counts! A moment of carelessness can easily lead to death!" Xilia swiftly rebutted her claims. As a Dark Elf, how could she admit to being an incompetent teacher?

Gerald pinched his glabella and voiced his displeasure, "Stop, just stop! This is supposed to be a training session, not a shouting match! Also, why did you go for a duel right from the get-go? Shouldn't you start with the basics first?"

"She is too distracted, she can't follow my directions at all!" Xilia directed the blame to Sera.

"What?! You are the one that is jumping all over the place with no plan in mind! How is this my fault?"

Gerald felt his blood pressure rising fast and his face became red in anger.

"Okay, enough!" he shouted. "You!" He pointed at Xilia, "Stop acting arrogantly just because you got some skills. Start with the basics first and no duels for at least the first week, got it?!"

Sera laughed and pointed with her finger, "Haha, serves you right!"

"You as well!" Gerald shouted at Sera, "I will not tolerate any bickering among you two. If you have any problems, talk them out like civilized people!"

Blowing off some steam, he slowly cooled down and spoke with a softer voice, "Go get those dummies and set them down here, in the backyard. But before that, each one of you, drink one of these!"

He extended his hand and on his palm were two small vials of yellowish liquid.

"What is it?" Sera questioned doubtfully after taking a closer look.

Similarly, Xilia also turned to him with a questioning gaze.

"It's something I created to help you calm down and concentrate, it's called a Potion of Focus. You don't have to worry, it has no negative side effects and it will only last for a few hours." Herald explained as a matter of fact.

"Potion of Focus? I have never heard of it before…" Xilia said with a frown. Her uncle was a knowledgeable person, but he never mentioned anything like this. And this guy just casually made it?

"Don't bother thinking about it, it's not something that exists in this kingdom," Gerald spoke after seeing her pensive frown.

"Then…?" Unwilling to drink it or say anything bad, Sera could only swallow her words.

Seeing them hesitate, Gerald's displeasure slowly grew, "Just drink it! I already had a taste yesterday, I guarantee you won't suffer from it."

"Um, alright…"

The girls uncorked the vials and drank what was inside. The taste wasn't exactly pleasant, but it wasn't bad either.

"Okay, now go get those dummies and bring them out!"

As ordered, they went to the gardening shed and brought out a few human-shaped wooden dummies. They just fixed them in the ground, when they slowly started feeling unusual.

"…Woah, I feel…weird!" Sera stared at her hands with wide-opened eyes. She then started touching herself all over the face.

Xilia on the other hand closed her eyes and stood straight and firm, like a statue. After a minute, she slowly opened her eyes. "I… It's like the fog has lifted from my mind…" she quietly whispered. The tense feeling she felt before was completely gone and surreal tranquility washed over her.

After watching them for a while, a peculiar thought was born in Gerald's mind, 'This- Why do I feel like they are acting as if they are high?'

But the unusual behavior quickly subsided and they returned to their normal state. They were just much calmer and more composed.

Gerald observed them for while from afar and then nodded in satisfaction and left.

It seemed like the potion helped them become more in tune with their mind and so, Xilia stopped acting irrational and actually began teaching Sera the basics of swordsmanship.

On the other hand, Sera listened to every word she said and executed the moves exactly as she was told. An outside observer would think they trained together for years to work in such harmony.

Striking the dummy, moving her legs swiftly and with accuracy, Sera was quickly and observably getting better at it.

While the girls were still training, Gerald made use of the free time and went on a walk trough the city.

His target was the Auction House as he required more of God's Blood for his personal consumption.

The attendant at the front desk immediately recognized him and wasted no time as he began to fawn over the other party, "Young Sir, welcome! Our boss, Lady Emily, told us to serve you well. If Sir has any requests please don't be afraid to speak up!"

He was putting on his warmest smile and his tone was respectful and kind.

Gerald did not pay his actions any mind and simply said, "I need to speak with your boss."

"With boss?" The attendant seemed to be put in a difficult situation.

"What's wrong, am I not allowed?" Gerald frowned.

"No, no, no…" The attendant quickly shook his head and hands, "It's just that Lady Emily went to visit… Err, well, uh, she is not here!"

Gerald rolled his eyes, "Then, can I speak with Arthur?" It's not like he specifically required Emily for his problem. The owner of this place would probably be even better at helping him.

"The owner? Well…" The attendant hesitated.

"What? Is he gone too? Then forget it, I'll come some other time!"
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                "That's not it! I'll… I'll notify the owner right now!" Not daring to turn down Gerald's wishes, the attendant quickly ran to announce the latter's arrival.

He came back shortly and bowed, "Sir Gerald, master Arthur is expecting you."

The attendant led the way and brought Gerald to the guest room. He stopped at the door and respectfully gestured for the other party to enter.

"Master Arthur, hello!" Gerald greeted courteously after walking inside.

"Gerald!" The owner of the Auction House, Arthur Rosecloud, stood up from the table and shook his hand. "What brings you here? Did anything go wrong with the merchant's guild?"

"No, no, everything went fine. I guess should thank you for that," Gerald expressed his sincerity with a warm smile.

Both men made some small talk after sitting down and having a cup of tea.

"Actually, the reason I'm here is to ask for your help…" Gerald eventually brought up the reason why he came.

"Oh?" Arthur lifted his eyebrows curiously, "What is it?"

Presenting a difficult expression on his face, Gerald said, "It's like this… My master left me with a task before he left. I'm supposed to gather as many God's Blood herbs as I can in his absence, but after scouring the entire city, I was unable to locate a single plant…"

"I heard from my master that you helped him procure some of those, and I was wondering if you could give me any advice…" Gerald pleaded with a hopeful gaze.

Arthur frowned, "God's Blood? But even if you get some, it will go bad in a few weeks, a month at most… Do you know what your master needs it for?"

He was trying to probe and get some clues as to what this mysterious master was capable of.

Shaking his head firmly, Gerald spoke, "I don't know… Master has many secrets and even though I'm his apprentice, he doesn't tell me everything. As for the herbs… Master taught me a preservation technique to keep the medicinal essence in good condition for a few years, so it should be no problem gathering them in advance."

"A way to preserve herbs?" Arthur gasped in wonder, "But as far as I know, if you try to dry or bottle up those herbs like any other plant, they will lose most, if not all of its medicinal properties…"

"Hmm, as for the God's Blood… We were lucky last time as a merchant from afar had a few stalks of it by chance. Getting our hands on more of it would take quite a bit of effort, money, and time."

In his mind, Arthur was like, 'Why should I waste my time helping this brat? I already gave him a mansion, and he still wants more? Forget it!'

"Oh," Gerald made a disappointed sound. "That's unfortunate… Master told me that I could use a potion to trade for the herbs. Seems like I will have to find some other way…"

Arthur's eyes lit up after he heard of a possible potion trade, "Wait! What kind of potion are we talking about?"

"Oh, it's something my master come up with, a potion that helps with concentration. It's called Potion of Focus!" Gerald explained swiftly.

"Potion of Focus?" Arthur leaned closer with curiosity. "What does it do?"

Gerald scratched his head, "Well, according to my master, it helps a person concentrate on a task at hand, be it studying, or learning magic, it also removes distracting thoughts and allows a person to work more efficiently."

"Although I'm not quite able to make the potion, my master gave me some when I was learning with him, and the effects were quite amazing. I was able to learn much faster and with greater ease, and my master said that it can also help speed up trying to learn new spells and study magic!"

"Hmm…" Arthurs listened to his words attentively and he was amazed by the facts that Gerald was spouting. But then he suddenly remembered what the latter said, and so he frowned, "You can't make the potion?"

"That's…correct. But I'm close! In a week at most, I'll be able to produce Potions of Focus!"

Arthur tilted his head sideways and stroked his chin calmly, "Well… I guess I can ask around to see if there are any of God's Blood herbs left. How about this, you make sure to make a few Potion of Focus, and if they are as good as you can say… We can maybe establish a few connections to the far corners of the kingdom and get some of those rare herbs. What do you think?"

Gasp!

"Really?!" Gerald made an elated expression and looked at Arthur like he was looking at a saint. The sheer joy that was coming off of him made the owner of the Auction House feel immensely proud of himself.

'Heh, I promised so little, and yet he is so happy already! This fella probably feels immensely indebted to me. When his master returns he will probably be of great help in establishing friendly connections! I just need to act magnanimous and help him here and there with a few little things and I'll be set!'

At the same time as Arthur was having his moment, Gerald had similar thoughts, 'Hah! Just one little potion and this guy already took the bait! A few more of this and he will be eating from my palm soon enough! Do you think you are cunning? I'm already twenty steps ahead of you, haha…'

Changing expressions and presenting a totally fake personality and reactions was already an almost universal skill in the modern world. Being highly open-minded, Gerald did not shy from those less popular methods, such as deception and manipulation, to achieve his goals.

Especially after so many near-death experiences. He realized that all courtesy was useless before real strength and words carried almost no weight in a fight.

As such, he decided to do whatever it takes, within reason, to achieve his goals. Small lies and trickery were only the mildest of tools at his disposal.

"Thank you, master Arthur! I'll be eternally grateful and I'm sure my master will be happy as well. Then I'll not waste your time any longer and return back home to study. I'll try my best to create the Potion of Focus as soon as possible!"

Arthur chuckled, "You do that. I'll wait for your good news!" He escorted Gerald a short way out and then returned to his room in high spirits.

"Hehe, accepting this task from that mysterious man seems like it's going to be more than worth it! I just need to keep a friendly relationship with this guy, and I'll probably be able to get the recipes soon enough."

Arthur rubbed his hands together in delight. From his experience with master G, he already found out that the latter's potions were some amazing stuff. If he could get a monopoly on something new that every single mage would want, his reputation would soar and he would be widely recognized and respected.

Unfortunately for the young Auction House owner, Gerald was counting on that exact thing.

While he could easily sell the Potions of Focus by himself, and the money he would receive from all rich and influential mage families would be great, it would do him more harm than good in the long run.

He didn't have any connections, so straight up buying God's Blood would be tricky and time-consuming, while at the same time he would be exposed to the public and it wouldn't be long before some jealous people would try to get his hands on the potion recipe.

Lawfully or not.

On the other hand, now the Golden Pouch would take the brunt of the pressure and they would even protect him if anything went wrong.

They would also be the ones that did most of the heavy lifting. Advertisement for the potions, searching for God's Blood, and similar miscellaneous stuff that took a lot of time would be all on them.

In a sense, both Gerald and Arthur were making use of each other, and they both profited at the same time as well. They both felt like they came out on top in this transaction, feeling extremely proud.
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                It was a quiet, sunny day on a certain small farm near the border with the Burronian Empire.

A group of people was currently gathered around a hole in the ground.

A few days ago, the ground suddenly collapsed after a substantial rainfall and a massive underground cavern was exposed.

The farmer was shocked to see such a thing happen, but then, strange sounds kept coming from the hole periodically. Especially at night.

The sounds carried a certain tone that made it extremely unnerving if one listened to them for a long time.

Since he didn't dare explore the cave on his own, and the anxiety from the sounds grew stronger, the poor man had no choice but to alert Warrior's Guild and have them check it out.

The people gathered around the sinkhole were precisely the experienced Warriors from the Guild.

"Khand, make a way for us!" the one that looked like the leader called out.

The man in question, Khand, replied strongly, "Yes, boss!" Then, with a serious face, he lifted his hands and then pushed them down while chanting, "Shifting Earth, Moving Ground!"

Rumble!

The ground around the sinkhole shook and shifted, making a ramp that led to the underworld.

"Elly?" the leader turned to a young girl.

"I'm on it, boss!" She grabbed a shiny amulet around her neck and held it tightly in her small tender hands. "The sun as my guide, I call from the sky, a ray of light, and a drop of sunshine! Let there be Light!"

With the magic chant coming to an end, the light in the surrounding area dimmed for a second and gathered to a single point in the air.

The ball of light was about the size of a fist and shined brightly like a small sun.

"Your Light magic is still just at the beginner rank, eh Elly? Are you sure you are still a mighty Wizard?" a guy teased the young girl.

"Oh, shut up, Cot! I would like to see you cast Light spells if you know so much!" Elly replied while keeping an eye on the ball of light. A constant connection had to be established with a spell, otherwise, it would go out.

"Enough you two, knock it off!" The authoritative voice of their leader sounded out and disrupted their bickering, "Elly, lead the way! For the rest, keep your eyes open wide! We are going into the unknown, so it's not the time to mess around!"

Everyone present confirmed the order in unison, and Elly led the group, with the ball of light illuminating their path.

The sinkhole led to a humid underground room in which moss and weird big mushrooms were growing.

The leader turned to face the rest and said, "Weird… Soll, what do you make of this?"

"Hmm…" After being called, Soll took a step forward and went to check. He thoroughly investigated the moss and mushrooms, as well as the ground and walls of the cave.

"This is the common Cave Moss, there is nothing special about it… These things, however, are Demon Mushrooms, extremely poisonous, so don't carelessly touch them!" Soll warned and went on to place his hand on the cave wall.

"Although I'm not sure why are they growing here… As far as I know, they should be only growing around Forbidden Lands."

"But those aren't anything dangerous if we are careful… What I'm worried about is that we might come across a dangerous beast! Look at these walls!" He pointed with his finger. "And here! These marks are all over the ground!"

Taking a deep breath he spoke with a heavy tone, "This cave is not natural, someone excavated it not long ago. It has been a few months, a year at most! I think this is where the beasts grow their food."

Soll went on to point out even more peculiar things, "Look over here, someone munched on these Demon Mushrooms." The mushrooms he pointed at were dark red, almost half a meter tall, and extremely thick, like a tree stump.

"Some marks are fresh, while some are old! That means whatever lives here is resistant to its poison and is probably extremely strong, we should be careful!"

Soll proudly displayed his knowledge and skills, while the leader took his time and calmly evaluated his words. Eventually, he nodded with a serious look, "Good! Elly, step back. Shield carriers, to the front! Let's proceed slowly, no pushing!"

"Yes!" Everyone answered in unison and the warriors redistributed themselves. Elly stepped back to give way to a few tall, muscular men with heavy armor and thick shields. She stayed in the back and controlled her Light from afar.

The group slowly moved forward in the damp environment. The rocky tunnel was weirdly symmetrical and long grooves ran along the walls.

It looked like some animal ran its claws across the stone surface and it was apparent that it was not something weak.

Krrrt, krrrt, krrrt, krrrt...

Walking for what seemed to be an eternity, the group stumbled upon a crossroads. Tunnels spread out like a spider net in all directions, even going up or down. From some, they heard weird grinding sounds, as if someone was chewing on rocks.

"Sssh! Don't make a sound!" The leader whispered his warning and then pointed at one of the tunnels, "Follow the sounds."

Before they entered, though, he marked the wall with chalk, in case they got disorientated later.

Walking on their tip-toes, the group slowly advanced. They passed many tunnels that went in different directions, and the leader marked them all down. It would be tragic if they got lost underground because of carelessness.

The sound was getting louder as they progressed deeper into the underground, and it was also coming from different directions.

Finally, just when they thought the road was endless, they came to see an animal scraping at the stone wall in the distance.

"Aw, shit! It's the Minecrawlers!" The leader of the group, going by the name Belmar, silently cursed.

As the one in charge of Mad Weasels, such was the name of the group of young people present, he was responsible for choosing appropriate jobs for them to take on.

Before the start of this expedition, they spent a week in the wild, chasing down disciples of Blood Sun Viper with little success.

Of the few that they managed to capture, one of them managed to commit suicide, which further decreased their profits.

Tired and with low morale after a failed bounty hunt, the team requested an easy job so they could get their spirits back up and recover at the same time.

He never imagined stumbling upon such a rare creature.

Who knew that a simple mission of checking out a hole in the ground at a small farm would turn into this mess?

Belmar frowned at the sight of the Minecrawler. The beast had a similar body structure to an ant, though it was hundreds of times larger, measuring almost two meters in height.

It had four legs supporting its body and two front-facing arms that were curved at the ends like a sickle. It was using those sharp appendages to scrape into solid rock, making long grooves on the stone surface.

Its entire body was covered by a gray stone-like chitin exoskeleton armor.

Just as Belmar was debating whether they should retreat, the Minecrawler turned its thin antenna towards them. It detected foreign vibrations in the air and immediately stopped what it was doing.

Skreee!

A loud, high-pitched screech reverberated in the cavern, making the people cover their ears in pain.

"We've been discovered," the leader stated in a heavy and serious tone.

Skreee, skreee!

Soon similar sounds came from other tunnels and the sheer amount of them made the members of Mad Weasels' blood run cold.

"Get ready to fight!" After the shout, Belmar gripped his mace and lifted his shield to cover his chest.

They were surrounded. Unknowingly they came deep into the Minecrawler's nest and now the only way to survive was to fight for their lives!

Soon after giving the warning screech, the first Minecrawler charged forward.

Bang!

The sickle-like front legs collided with one of the big shields the guys in front were carrying, producing a booming sound.

The force of the impact made it so that he had to take a step back to keep his balance and his hand holding the shield felt sore.

In retaliation, the guy lifted his other hand and smashed the Minecrawler on the head with a spiked hammer.

Bam!

Despite taking a strong blow to the head, the Minecrawler seemed to be unconcerned with what just happened. Although the exoskeleton was smashed hard, only a small crack was formed at the point of impact.

"Damn, the beast is so tough!"
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                "Don't mess around, kill it quickly!" Belmar shouted.

The sounds of running Minecrawlers were getting louder by the second and their screeches were uncomfortable to the ears.

"Ha!" The guy swung his hammer again, smashing the Minecrawler's chest this time. "Give me a hand!" he shouted to his buddy as the hammer bounced off the hard exoskeleton.

"Pin it to the wall!" Cot shouted and pulled out a curved dagger.

Two big men with shields stepped forward at the same time and rammed the beast at once.

Flailing the sickle-like lags around, the Minecrawler tried to free itself, but to no avail. Although it was strong, having a strength of an Iron-4 Rank, it was no match for two humans of about the same strength.

Cot squeezed past the shields and nimbly maneuvered his dagger, stabbing it in the unprotected gaps in the chitin armor.

With two swift twists of the blade, the two dangerous front legs fell to the floor.

Skreee!

The Minecrawler screeched loudly, but it then swiftly stopped as its head got separated from the rest of its body.

"Phew," Cot wiped the cold sweat off of his forehead and laughed merrily, "Haha, that was easy, I was worried for no reason."

"It's not over yet!" Belmar looked at the multiple tunnels with squinted eyes, "They are coming!"

Everybody nervously swallowed and the grip on their weapons tightened, preparing for what was still to come.

"Let's go back, we need to get a wall behind us! We'll hold our ground here!" Belmar pointed at the place where the Minecrawler was previously digging. It was a freshly dug-out tunnel, leading to a dead end.

Turning to Elly, Belmar questioned, "How long can you sustain that light for?"

"Err… About twenty minutes longer!" she answered after a quick calculation.

Belmar nodded, "Good! Stay back and make sure to keep it going. We are relying on you!"

Humans, unlike Minecrawlers, would be completely helpless in the dark. They had to make sure their light source would stay on, otherwise, the only fate that waits for them would be a slaughter.

Screee!

The first Minecrawler came inside the tunnel they were hiding and launched itself at them. The guy that blocked it with the shield had to take a step back to keep his balance and not get pushed to the ground under its weight.

Minecrawlers were mighty beasts, but luckily they were quite lacking in the brain department. The only thing they knew how to do was rush forward and attack.

But even with the limited tactic, after a few more came in and rushed at the warriors at once, the situation quickly turned dire.

More than twenty of them bunched in the tunnel, walking over each other and trying to tear the invaders apart.

The men at the front lines tried their best to hold them back, but the sharp and pointy legs were flailing above their heads, and they had to be constantly alert as the Minecrawlers tried to squeeze through the gaps between shields.

"Khand make a wall! We can't hold them back like this!" one of the shield carriers shouted.

While the warriors in the back tried to smash any limb that came through the shield wall, Khand quickly prepared to chant a spell.

"Shifting Earth, Moving Ground!"

Rumble!

The walls of the tunnel shook and slowly moved closer together. The Minecrawlers were being squeezed and had to move to prevent being stuck.

One of them managed to slip through and fell in the middle of the hiding humans.

Shaaa!

Immediately after coming through, it flailed its sickle-like front legs and stabbed a shield carrier in the lower back, slipping past the metal plates and injuring him severely.

"Aargh!" The man screamed and momentarily released his grip on the shield.

Although the guys behind him immediately clubbed the Minecrawler to death, the damage was already done. While the man was bleeding and in pain, Minecrawlers from the other side noticed the weak spot and rushed at him even more aggressively.

Thump, bam!

Three of the beasts simultaneously smashed in his shield, overpowering the little strength he had left, and pinned him to the floor under his massive shield.

Completely unconcerned for their own lives, the Minecrawlers stormed through the newly created opening and effectively dismantled the defense perimeter.

"Beat them up! Don't let them come close!" The leader shouted a battle cry and swung his mace on the nearest beast's head.

Bam!

The blunt strike was the first of many to come, as the Minecrawlers flooded through the tunnel and tried to tear the humans apart.

A bloody battle ensued, where every single member of the Mad Weasels showed the reason for their name, as they fought aggressively and vigorously, like mad animals.

Maces and daggers, as well as swords and axes, created a chaotic environment of strikes, where the sounds reverberated through the caves like thunder.

In the small space, the short weapons of humans were at an advantage, but the Minecrawlers also struck hard, never going down without a fight.

They stabbed their sharp legs in the gaps in the armor, leaving slashes and cuts on their enemies.

The bodies of the mindless beasts started to pile up and they made it hard to move. Blood was flowing from most of the warriors and only Elly escaped with only minor injuries since she was hiding in the back.

But the Minecrawlers seemed unending, continuously pouring through the opening to the stone room, almost overpowering them on many occasions.

"Boss, we can't hold on like this!" someone shouted, but his voice was quickly drowned in the sea of weapon strikes.

"You are right!" Belmar gritted his teeth and swung his shield to knock a beast away from himself, and then followed that with a powerful strike that could break bones. However, the Minecrawler only sustained mild injuries from it.

"I'll have to use it! Guard me for a second!"

Belmar closed his eyes momentarily and breathed out a mouthful of turbid air. When he opened his eyes again, there was determination burning inside them as he chanted:

"With a fire in my heart,

"And my will as an eternal flame,

"I'll play with the Bull's Strength,

"The life and death, game!"

As the chant ended, his body started to emit a higher amount of heat and his muscles expanded slightly after getting saturated with blood.

"WAAAAH!"

Belmar roared and swung his mace towards the chest plate of a nearby Minecrawler.

Boom!

The Minecrawler's exoskeleton exploded on the impact and the beast was bashed to a pulp with a single swing. Belmar only spared it a single glance before rushing to the next giant insect and crushed its head with a single strike.

Bang!

Green fluids splattered across the floor as he continued to rampage in the small space.

"Ther it is! Boss's strength augmentation Combat Art! Bull's Strength!" Cot excitedly shouted. "Let's go, men! Join the boss and push through! This is our chance!"

WAAAAH!

The warriors shouted in unison in response. They rushed towards the exit, fighting with all their might against the beasts, not caring for their own safety at all.

They completely abandoned defense and focused on offense, with the dark blood from both humans and monsters, mixing on the floor.

Not even a minute later, Belmar was panting heavily and his face was bright red from exhaustion. His hands were trembling from over-exertion and he could barely walk.

The magic enhancement was strong but short-lasting, and it left him exhausted at the end of it.

The Minecrawlers were mostly taken care of, but the price they had to pay was high.

"Let's go, we need to leave quickly, more are coming!" he shouted while slowly moving forward, leaning on the cold wall.

The group quickly moved towards the exit, following the markings in the underground maze, and so they soon found the right way to the surface.

Skreee!

Ear-piercing sounds came out of the cave, and soon, two long, thick spiked club-like legs emerged from the darkness. A much bigger beast than those before stepped into the sunlight, searching for its prey.

"Oh shit, it's the Minecrawler Warrior!" one of the guys shouted in horror.

"And it's not alone, look!" Cot shouted.

His observation was correct, soon two more Minecrawler Warriors emerged from the cave, moving their antenna toward the sound coming from above.

They were of similar body structure that their smaller, Worker version. However, being more than twice the size and with thicker armor, they represented an unbeatable opponent to the team of humans on the surface.

What's worse, they started climbing out of the hole in the ground…

"Bury them! Don't let them get out, we can't stop them!" Belmar shouted.

Quickly chanting a spell, Khand made the surrounding soil rise and collapse on the sinkhole, burying the Minecrawler alive under tons of dirt and rock.

Not that it would do anything to them… They would just simply wait for the Minecrawler Workers to dig them out.

"We need to hurry! Elly, you are in the best shape, go alert the Guild! We will stay here and defend as long as possible. We are relying on you!"

After giving his order, Belmar sat down near a tree, with a worried expression on his face, as he uncorked a Healing Potion and drank it like it was water.

The warriors present also took a breather, bandaging the wounds and drinking potions to recover.

They all wore somber expressions, determined to defend their kingdom with their lives.
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                "The deed is done! Now I just have to patiently wait a few days…" After talking with Arthur, Gerald returned home and sat down to rest.

"I never had a good time to check out this thing…" He lifted his metal hand and placed it on the wooden desk.

Caressing it with his right palm he quietly murmured, "It still feels so unreal. If I close my eyes, I can still clearly feel my left hand, but when I open my eyes…there is only cold metal. I guess this is what they call a phantom limb?"

He turned the hand around and disconnected it from his body. The prosthetic was quite heavy and wearing it all day was exhausting!

Gerald turned his mind to the metal hand, and the fingers on it started moving, making it seem like the hand had a mind of its own.

"Heh, creepy!" Gerald laughed while watching his limb move.

"I wonder if I can…" He took out his Fire Sword and threw it on the table. With a light touch of his mind, the sword rose in the air and just floated there.

"Hmm, If I can use this in combat, I could keep enemies far away from myself while still being able to attack. And this consumes way less Mana than magic spells." He lightly moved his fingers and the sword changed directions.

"Faster!" The sword started moving at a greater speed as Gerald wanted, but then he noticed a small delay between the movements.

It felt like the sword was held by a rubber hand and it had some freedom of movement. The delay was not really that noticeable at slow speeds, but higher up, the inertia in the sword made it much more difficult to control.

"I feel like it's not going to be so easy…" Pushing the sword even faster, he concentrated on controlling it.

But when he suddenly tried to change course…

Clank!

The weapon slipped his mind's grasp and fell to the floor.

Gerald frowned. "Weak… My mind is still too weak! But I still need to test it, just in case…"

The sword rose up once again and having it float above his head, he left the room.

In the garden, the girls were resting in the warm sunlight when Gerald's shout disturbed them.

"Xilia, block my strike!"

"What?" Confused, Xilia opened her eyes, only to see a sword flying at her. In a split second, she jumped on her feet and pulled her own sword to counter.

Clang!

The Fire Sword was easily deflected from its course and stabbed itself in the ground not far away. "Hmm, as expected… Using a flying sword in a fight will not do! It can be only used as a way to scare the opponent, nothing more!"

Gerald furrowed his brows slightly before shaking his head in disappointment.

"Hey! What was that?!" Xilia shouted after she recovered her foothold.

Gerald turned around and waved his hand, "Nothing. Just go back to whatever you were doing, don't mind me!"

The Fire Sword in the ground slowly rose up and swiftly followed after him.

Looking at Sera for an explanation, Xilia was left disappointed. The girl just shrugged her shoulders and said, "Don't think too deeply about it… He does weird stuff often, you will get used to it."

***

Back in the lab, Gerald put the sword away and sat on his sofa with a grim expression.

"I lost the grip again… It wasn't even the problem of a collision this time, something actually cut off my connection with the sword!" Gerald was wrecking his brains as to what it might be but was unable to come up with anything that made sense.

He clearly felt his control being ripped from the sword the moment both weapons clashed. It was like someone slapped the sword out of his hand, completely different from before, where it just slipped out of his grasp.

"Sigh… And what can be done about it? Nothing! I got nothing to go on, so I might as well focus my energy elsewhere."

He took a few big pieces of soft leather from storage that he had Sebas buy for him.

Holding it down with his right hand and controlling a sharp knife with his mind, he swiftly cut out three triangular pieces.

Then, bending a metal wire, he made many small circles and stuck them through the leather edge.

Clamping down hard on them, he attached them to his leather armor.

"That should do it, I think…" He spread out his arms and legs, observing himself in the mirror.

What he was making was a sort of flight suit.

The space between his legs now had a leather membrane and so did the space between his hands and his body. It was surely crudely made, but it should do the job just fine.

Since his left sleeve was gone, he fastened the leather wing directly to his metal hand via leather straps.

Filling his pouches with potions and donning a dark cloak, Gerald left the premises with swift steps.

"Don't wait for me, I'll not be coming for dinner tonight!" he said to Sebas Tian, before quickly disappearing into the crowd outside.

After leaving the city gates behind, he chugged a Stamina Potion and Greater Mana Potion and activated Wind Body, dashing along the road at great speed.

Soon, he went off the gravel path and disappeared into the forest under the cover of dense foliage.

After running through the forest for good thirty minutes, Gerald finally stopped at a clearing. Letting the sun hit his face, he sat down and closed his eyes.

With every breath taken, more and more Mana was captured and it started to slowly refill his body.

"Hmm?" He frowned slightly after meditating for a while. "Am I imagining things or can I recover even faster than before?"

Unsure if it was just his imagination, he stood up and calmed his mind.

"Whatever… I'll think about it later. I should focus on the task at hand."

Gerald slightly bent his knees and with a thought, his body became almost weightless.

Boom!

A small explosion was formed under his boots and he was propelled upward like a rocket.

"Faster, I need to go faster!" Steeling his mind he burned through an amazing amount of Mana every second, but his speed also became quite impressive.

In just over thirty seconds he was already a few kilometers high. That's when he spread out his arms and legs and changed his direction to start traveling horizontally.

With only about 30 MP left, he quickly cut off his spells and so his weight immediately returned.

"Wooo-hoo! Oh, hell yeah, that's what I'm talking about! This is real freedom!" Spreading his wings like a bird, he glided through the sky, with the wind blowing in his face.

When he flew for the first time, he did so horizontally and the distance he could cover in that short time was only a few kilometers.

The distance he could fly in either direction was the same as the air resistance was the only factor that mattered in slowing him down.

As such he got the idea to climb as high as possible and then glide the rest of the way. Of course, he had to keep some Mana in reserve, otherwise, he could possibly fall to his death at the end.

Of course, the optimal path would be going up at a slight angle towards the destination, but those were just minor details.

Based on his rough calculations, he could glide for about fifteen kilometers before reaching the ground. Of course, he could get a boost with wind magic and travel faster, thus covering more distance.

After staying in the air for a few minutes, the ground was getting pretty close so he reoriented himself to slow down and slowly approached the treetops.

He cast Screw Gravity and Stone Body seconds before landing.

Bam!

Gerald crashed into the canopy of an old Oak and leaves entered his mouth. "Pfft, ptooey! I'll have to work on my landing…" he said while spitting out the plant matter.

He slowly climbed down, taking a rest on a thick branch. "Let me see now… What's the time?"

Gerald took out his pocket watch and checked the time, before storing it away and going into meditation.

Time slowly passed and when he was fully recovered, he took the watch again and checked the time.

"Indeed, just as I suspected… My Mana regeneration increased again!"

The last time he checked, he was recovering at 5 MP/h, but now that number has already gone up to 6!

"But this makes no sense! I know I can increase Mana recovery by meditating, but that effect is almost negligible… There also wasn't anything that could boost my ability so hig-"

His words were cut short, however, as his eyes opened wide and his mouth enlarged in a smile.
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                Paf!

Gerald suddenly slapped his forehead and laughed, "Haha, I'm so stupid! Of course, there was something! My mind expanded after killing hundreds of spiders! That must be it!"

"And to think I thought it would be useless now that my ability to cast spells exceeds my Mana stores! Ridiculous!"

Gerald laughed at his own foolishness.

Looking at his watch once more and observing the position of the sun, he quickly confirmed his position and decided on the next course of action.

He squatted down, and removing gravity around himself, he jumped up again. Making use of Wind magic to boost his speed, he was soon flying across the sky once more.

After gliding for a few minutes, he landed and rested, before repeating the process again.

In the evening he executed his last flight and landed near Freka. During the last few hours, he traveled nearly 100km north and arrived at the familiar town.

He planned to once again visit the Spider Cave, as he called it, and see if killing truly increases his Mana regeneration. Since he didn't plan on visiting the cave at night and he was already tired, he decided to take a rest in Freka.

He went to the big building that had a sign with 'Warrior's Guild' written on it and requested a room. To confirm his identity, he was given a small piece of Pure Ether the size of a marble to inject his Mana into.

The receptionist then requested for his ring and compared both Mana signatures before comparing it with the sample they had under his name.

As such the authenticity of the ring and his identity were confirmed and he got a cheap room for the night.

Early in the morning the next day, he went to a restaurant and ordered a warm meaty broth to get him going for the day. As such, the day started quite well and he soon left the town in high spirits.

Another 'jump' or two later, he arrived at the spider-infested part of the forest. It seemed like the ugly beasts expanded, as the webs were seen covering a much larger area than last time.

Gerald wasn't too concerned with the small critters and simply burned the webs that were in the way.

Some angry spiders tried to attack him but they amounted to little more than a nuisance as they were charred like a piece of charcoal before they even came close.

Before arriving at the cave entrance, Gerald already disposed of more than twenty of those little things, but he didn't feel much different.

Drinking a Greater Mana Potion, his confidence increased and he entered the cave with big strides.

Not wanting to waste Mana, he used his Magic Eyes to see in the dark and accurately aimed at every spider that came close to him, with his sword.

Soon he arrived at the big open space underground where the spider nest was. The place was swarming with life, and every single spot on the ceiling was occupied.

"Wow! Didn't those guys come to clean this place up? Why are there even more spiders than before?!" Gerald was surprised, but the occasion didn't allow him to think much about it, as the spiders descended on him like a flood.

"Well then… I better get started."

Woosh!

A ten-meter fiery column rose from his hand, scorching every living being around him and setting them aflame. With dozens of small spiders dying every second, Gerald, at last, started to feel something!

It was a small tingling in his chest that then spread to his head, but if he wasn't focusing on it, he would easily miss it.

Soon he was nearing exhaustion and the Broodmother got also ticked off and slowly approached, so he decided to do a tactical retreat.

Using Wind Body he ran like the wind and left the cavern and the webbed-out forest in a few short minutes.

Since he had nothing better to do, he climbed on a tree and meditated to recover.

After refilling his reserves, he drank another potion and went back into the cave, spewing fire on all sides.

He repeated the whole process a few times and every consecutive time he entered, the Broodmother was more enraged.

On his last expedition, she even rose on her long legs and shot a sticky web out of her behind. Those sticky white treads were strong as if made of steel and he couldn't tear them apart.

Luckily they burned like cotton soaked in gasoline so he had no problem getting rid of them.

That's also when he decided to leave the place as he already killed most of the small spiders, their lives easily numbering a thousand.

Of course, he tried to kill the Broodmother too, but none of his spells did anything and he didn't want to risk getting close to attempt his Destruction Palm. One slap couldn't kill it anyway.

Wind Blade was able to damage the exoskeleton, but he would need a few dozen, if not a hundred, clean hits to kill it.

As such, he left the cave and returned to Freka to rest.

In the Guild in Freka, he casually looked through the missions that were available in the surrounding area, and would you know it, there it was: The extermination of the Spider Cave.

The reward was clearly increased recently and it was now an amazing twenty-five gold coins!

It was apparent that many have already tried, but no matter how many small spiders were killed, the Broodmother would replenish them in a week. Unfortunately, in the process, many forest animals would die to feed her massive energy needs.

The Lord that was the owner of that forest was already losing his mind, and from talking to people in the Guild, Gerald found out that nobody dared to take on the task anymore, in fear of getting on a bad side with the Lord, should they fail.

Every failed attempt made the situation worse after all.

When Gerald heard the news, he gave a wry smile. It seemed like the Broodmother will go on a hunting spree sooner rather than later.

"Ah shit, I really made a mess this time… I just wanted to hunt some small spiders, not destroy the entire ecosystem!" He pinched his glabella in frustration.

There wasn't a high chance of him getting blamed for what was to come, but it felt uncomfortable to be responsible for unnecessary destruction.

"Oh, screw it! I guess I'll have to do this job by myself then!" Gerald made up his mind to clean up his own mess and so he would.

"I really didn't want to bring this thing into this world, but I don't have much choice right now, do I?" Sighing he took out a paper scroll and a small bottle of ink.

With his mind made up, he made a thought and the ink splashed on the paper, forming a pristine blueprint for a weapon.

"It is done! From now on, I will bring honorless death!"
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                Making up his mind about exterminating the Spider Cave, Gerald took the blueprint to the town blacksmith.

The guy looked in confusion at the blueprint in his hands. He could understand the form, but not the purpose of the item he was supposed to make.

Usually, he received orders to make a few tools for the farmers, maybe a horseshoe, or a sword on occasion, but never something like this.

"What's wrong? Are you unable to make it?" Gerald asked after watching the ever-changing facial expressions of the blacksmith.

The guy smiled awkwardly and scratched his head, "That's not it… It's just that I have never made anything like it before… It will probably take a few tries to get it right, so it might take a while."

"How long are we talking about? A few days, a few weeks?"

"Hmm, well, I have a few orders already, so after I finish those…" The blacksmith hesitated as he wasn't sure of it himself.

"I see…" Gerald took out a money pouch and handed it to the blacksmith.

Seeing the generous amount of money he received, the man's face lit up and he quickly bowed saying, "Sir is extremely generous! Actually, I just remembered the other orders aren't so important, so I'll get to work on Sir's tool immediately!"

Seeing this Gerald nodded in satisfaction, "I'll not be wasting any more of your time then! I'll be back in a few days to pick up my stuff, see you then!"

After the words left his mouth, he left the place.

Later, after visiting a store, Gerald left Freka with a bucket and a pot in hand. His target was once again the Spider Cave, only this time he visited the other side where bandits used to hide.

After a few long 'jumps' he arrived at his destination and entered the cavern. It was not long before he found what he was looking for. Bat excrements, otherwise called, guano.

He scraped off the top layer and went for the older stuff, near the bottom of the pile. He collected a bucketful of the dark-brown earth before leaving the cave again.

Since he required water for the next part, he went towards the closest source, which was a small stream connecting to the river further downhill.

Filling the pot with water, he made a small campfire and heated the water to a boil. Next, he placed a few layers of cheesecloth inside and dumped the guano on top.

After mixing it for a few minutes, the stuff inside became like a brown sludge, so he lifted the cheesecloth and let the liquid slowly drip through, keeping the solid material behind.

What was left was a murky dark orange liquid that was then boiled again until almost all water evaporated.

As for the reason why Gerald didn't use magic to do so, it was because he couldn't be bothered with it and it was also easier to do it this way.

He removed the last bit of water manually and what he was left with was a fistful of dark powder.

It was the potassium nitrate, also called saltpeter, although it still had quite a few impurities. But all of that would be easily solved once he got back to the capital and refined it further in his lab.

Although it was quite boring going back and forth between cities, Gerald considered it a good opportunity to train and become better in his magic utilization.

It was already afternoon when he arrived back home, and the butler came to welcome him and served him some warm, delicious food, that Gerald gladly accepted.

After the meal, he closed himself in the lab once more and dissolved put the saltpeter and then put it trough a few filters, until all that was left was an almost clear liquid.

After drying it out, he finally got the most important part of making gunpowder. The pure white powder of potassium nitrate.

Getting his hands on the next substance, sulfur, was a child's play. It was widely sold in many shops as it was often used in regulating the soil's PH.

Although people didn't exactly know why, when sulfur was added, plants usually grew healthier and stronger. As such it was in wide use by farmers.

Lastly, charcoal was the easiest of them all to get. Gerald collected some from the fireplace in the mansion and then got to work.

He knew the ingredients but not the ratio for the best gunpowder, so he made a few different mixtures and tested them out.

Soon a few small explosions sounded out in the building as he tested out his primitive firecrackers. Choosing the combination that made the best explosion, Gerald combined the rest of the ingredients according to the ratio.

Lastly, he stored his gunpowder in a watertight leather pouch and stored it in his pocket. Now, all that was left to do was wait for the blacksmith to finish making the weapon and the Broodmother would be history.

But then he suddenly remembered that he didn't order any ammunition, so he visited one of the blacksmiths in Aurabla and ordered a few dozen iron balls.

They were relatively easy to make, so he could come and collect them the next day.

With nothing more to do, Gerald went back home to rest after a long day.

Qiona was a good student and she already learned the entirety of the book that he left her, so it was about time for him to step up and fix any possible misunderstandings and answer any questions she might have.

The following day Gerald spent a few extra hours educating Qiona on the topic of magic. Surprisingly, he found out, that she was gifted with a talent for two Elements. It was the one all Elves had, Wind, and an extra, being Water.

Being naturally talented, combined with a thirst for knowledge and perseverance in her studies, she advanced almost as quickly as Gerald himself.

"You now have a basic understanding better than most young people… But only theoretical knowledge is not enough! It's time for you to try your hand at real magic, so you can experience everything I have taught you."

After his speech, Gerald took a small glass of water and tainted it with ink.

"Here, this is your test. You have to remove half of the water inside, using only your mind. But be careful, the liquid has to be crystal-clear and not contain any ink."

Qiona gasped, "What? But that's impossible! They are already completely mixed together!"

Gerald pinched her cheek and berated her, "Impossible? Is this what you think after all my guidance for the last few days? And I even though you were a smart one…"

He shook his head and pulled the glass closer and took another, empty one.

Turning his gaze to the murky water, drops of clear water rose from the inky liquid and dropped into the empty glass. A minute later, the entirety of the liquid was separated from the dry pigment of the black ink.

"Still think it's impossible?" he smiled lightly. "You need to know that your sight can be deceived, and your mind will often play tricks on you, so don't let it!"

Gerald then took the glass of water and poured it on the ink and pushed it back to Qiona with a smile, "Now go back to work you little imp! When I get back I want to see you separating the water from the ink!"
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                Gerald was once again flying above the forest on his way back to Freka.

Or maybe flying is not the right word… He was falling in style towards his quickly-approaching destination.

He had already gone and collected the 'bullets' in the morning and with a bag of gunpowder in his pocket, all that was missing was his new weapon.

The guy in Freka truly outdid himself in making his order. It was neat and strong, forged from high-quality steel, and it was even nicely polished.

"Money sure works wonders!" Gerald laughed after leaving the smithy. It was apparent that the blacksmith put a lot of work and care into making this thing.

What Gerald ordered was a miniature cannon. It was simple but effective.

The bullet, better called, the small cannonball, was an almost perfect fit for the barrel, which was quite amazing, considering there were no standards for production quality in this world.

He left the town with leisurely steps as he was in no hurry.

While walking he casually discarded a part of his metal arm and fixed the cannon where his iron forearm used to be.

Thinking of the future, he purposely designed the cannon that way so it could be used as a part of his missing limb, with the metal palm attaching to the mouth of the barrel.

This way he would always carry around an extremely deadly weapon, and nobody would ever know.

Now that he had some free time, he suddenly remembered why he went to the Spider Cave in the first place. He completely forgot to check if his Mana regeneration increased.

"Hm, let's see… After killing almost a thousand small spiders it is… 6.2 MP/h !? It only increased so little?" After double-checking he was stupefied. He wasn't expecting much in the first place, but… 0.2? That's way too little!

"Maybe my hypothesis was wrong?" Gerald scratched his head and frowned. "Is there something else I have done?" He closed his eyes and dove into his memories.

"Oh!" He soon opened his eyes wide in realization, "That bandit group! Was the bulk of my gains from them?!"

But then his brows furrowed again as he murmured under his breath, "Does that mean I have to kill people to grow stronger fast? I'm not exactly against it… But I'm not for it either. Killing someone for no reason seems barbaric."

Since thinking further about the problem would do him no good, Gerald decided to finish the job with the spider, and then later find answers to his questions.

As he arrived at the mouth of the Spider Cave, he noticed a few fresh skeletons wrapped in webs. A mass of something that looked like a husk of a bear was inside one of them.

It appeared like someone drank the insides and left only the damaged fur and bones. Ants and flies already came to feast on the remains.

"Yuck! At least take care of your food, don't leave trash lying around your home!" Gerald lectured towards the cavern, but no response was received.

Clack!

With a loud sound, the hand separated from the rest of the metal arm, and the end of the barrel was completely exposed.

Gerald took out the gunpowder pouch and emptied a small portion of it down the barrel. Then, stuffing the iron ball inside he finished it off with a piece of cotton to hold it all in place.

It was time to slay the Broodmother!



In the cave, it was pitch-black darkness as usual.

Gerald slowly advanced with his cannon extended at the front. Observing with his Magic Eyes he was able to see every living being in the range under thirty meters. His detection radius slowly expanded in recent days.

He soon noticed the Broodmother on the ceiling and around her were many small spheres, which were probably the fresh eggs.

It appeared the spider also detected his presence, quickly climbing down on the silky thread. Her many green eyes shined at him in the darkness like small stars, and her fangs rubbed against each other, producing eerie scraping sounds.

If the Broodmother was capable of changing her facial expressions, she would probably have an extremely furious appearance. After all, in her eyes, Gerald was a mass-murdered of her family.

It took her a lot of effort to move further north to escape to more peaceful lands, hoping to find a safe haven to raise her brood. How could she know that some crazy bald monkeys would keep destroying her home?

If she knew that, she would just stay in the middle of the beast-infested jungle where it was safer.

She immediately recognized Gerald after he entered the cavern hall and she was determined to kill him this time.

"Don't move! Just let me end your suffering and I'll be on my way!" Gerald shouted and aimed at the spider.

But the Broodmother wasn't going to play nice and immediately showered him with her spider webs.

Fwoosh!

A flame ignited on his body momentarily and the web was gone in a flash of light.

Skreee!

The Broodmother screeched and launched herself at him with the greatest speed, her sharp front legs stretched out, ready to strike.

Bam! Crack!

Gerald barely got out of the way of the enraged spider, her body striking the ground and breaking the rock apart.

"Oh, shit! She's serious this time!" Gerald quickly cast his Wind Body and avoided her furious strikes. Putting a few meters distance between them he turned around and aimed his mini-cannon.

"Say goodnight!" He snapped his fingers and a small flame jumped in the small opening on the side of the cannon.

Boom!

The gunpowder inside violently ignited and blasted the cannonball, with just below supersonic speed, towards the Broodmother.

The beast had no time to react, and after the initial flash of light, a hole appeared on the spider's massive body.

Splurt!

Dark-colored bodily fluids squirted out from behind the broken exoskeleton as the spider was stopped in its tracks from the force of impact.

"Damn… It's so inaccurate!" Gerald complained after seeing his shot almost miss at the short distance of a few dozen meters.

It was only a roughly made cannon after all.

The recoil from the shot was quite substantial, but nothing his Stone Body couldn't handle.

He did not waste any time admiring his work and quickly left the cave at the fastest speed. The Broodmother was wounded, but obviously not dead and he couldn't reload under those dangerous conditions.

The giant spider, despite its many long legs, was quite slow. Gerald made use of that fact and soon returned with a loaded weapon.

Boom!

Another flash of light and another explosion reverberated through the cave. Similarly, another hole was created on that thick black exoskeleton that cracked like glass.

Just as the Broodmother used its last remaining energy to jump on Gerald, the latter ran away once more, only to return with a loaded cannon a minute later.

He gave the giant spider laying on the floor one last look before…

Boom!

The third and the last shot blasted the Broodmother's chest wide open, as the internal organs turned to mush.

Clank!

Gerald connected the hand to the rest of the metal arm and covered the opening of the cannon.

He took a vial and knelled near the dead Broodmother. With a few precise moves, he extracted most of the poison out of her fangs and stored it in his pouch.

'Who knows? Maybe it would come in handy later.'

Then, with a few swift strikes of a knife, he separated the head from the body and stored it in a cloth sack.

He let the juices drain before doing that, of course.

"I wonder if this meat is any good…" He picked up a leg and examined the white meat inside. It somehow reminded him of a certain marine animal.

"It looks like crab… But, does it taste like it?"

Incapable of getting an answer by just thinking, there was only one way to find out. By cooking and eating it, of course!

Gerald left the cave and made a small campfire outside, where he roasted the segments of the spider's legs on the flames. He left the meat inside the exoskeleton, so it could cook in its own juices.

A faint aroma soon covered the area and the pleasant smell made Gerald's mouth water.

He took a piece off the fire and let it cool down for a bit, before breaking the black shell apart and gently biting the soft juicy meat.

"Mmm! Holy hell, this is so good! Wow…" He commented with a mouth full of delicious flesh.

It had to be said that the taste was out of this world. Gerald thought at first that it would maybe taste like crab, but he never had crab before so he couldn't actually compare.

"It just needs a pinch of salt and a few grains of black pepper… And some garlic would also be nice…and some onions…maybe a glass of white wine… Hmm, yes, that would be nice. I differently need to get my hands on a few spices when I get back!"

He spoke his thoughts out loud while devouring the entire leg of the spider. The deliciousness could probably be lifted up another notch with a few good spices. Then again, it didn't really matter as the food was good enough by itself.
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                After eating his fill of the spider meat, Gerald decided to purge any remaining strugglers inside the cave to prevent any future troubles.

After cleaning up, he took a few spider legs and tied them in a bundle, and fastened them to his back.

From the distance, it looked like he was carrying a few logs instead of legs. They were big and heavy, which slowed him down considerably on his return trip.

During one of his many rest stops, he once again timed his recovery to see if there was any change after killing the Broodmother.

What he discovered gave him a nice surprise. His Mana recovery increased to 6.5 MP/h, jumping up by a whole 0.3 MP/h!

"Wait, what?! It changed so much?" He opened his eyes wide in disbelief, but thinking further about it, it made sense.

Xilia already told him how older people were better at controlling magic, so it made sense if more mature animals followed the same principle.

That meant that the thousand small spiders combined were worth less than a grown-up Broodmother!

After contemplating on the discovery, Gerald realized that the growth he experienced after drinking the first few Mana Elixirs probably came because of the death of the Earth Dragon.

If that was the case, it meant that killing stronger opponents would bring many more benefits than killing some weak young animals.

"Huh, this is weird… As far as I know, other people don't have this ability to absorb the 'mental strength' of defeated enemies. I wonder if it has anything to do with me being teleported from Earth?"

Unable to come up with any good explanations, Gerald focused his energy on recovering faster and he was soon gliding through the skies once more.

The first thing he did after arriving back in the town was to get his hands on a few dried spices before heading to the Guild to finish the job.

He tried to act as unassuming as possible and from the talk with the receptionist he discovered that to get the reward one had to go and meet the Lord who set it up, personally.

The latter was apparently unsatisfied with the degree of competence the warriors displayed and decided to handle the distribution of the reward by himself. That way he could make sure the job was done properly before paying.

The Lord's residence was out of town, on a hill to the west, not too far away. If you would connect Freka, Spider cave, and the Lord's mansion with straight lines, you would almost get an equilateral triangle.

As such, Gerald had to travel the same distance once again.

"This running back and forth is really…" He rubbed his glabella in frustration before deciding to get a room at the Guild and only start on the road in the morning.

Another spider's leg disappeared that evening and Gerald almost cried from the heavenly taste of the meat.

"If just a spider tastes so good already, I wonder if other monsters will be the same? I can't wait to try them!" He came to a decision that night, and that was to have a taste of all beasts he would get his hands on going forward.



Lord Tullius Woodsen was the man that set the bounty on the infamous Broodmother. As a member of the lower-ranked nobility, he was placed in an awkward situation.

His status was higher than common folk, as such, he didn't often associate with them, but at the same time, he was also shunned by the higher nobles, excluding him from their high-standing parties and friendly competitions.

For those reasons he often found himself bored to death, as there weren't many people of the same status with whom he could have some fun.

But there was one thing that always cheered him up, and that was hunting. Nothing could beat the thrill of silently stalking his prey for hours, to then capture or kill it, for it to be added to his trophy collection, or be turned into a pet.

But even this simple hobby went awry a few months ago. A powerful beast made its nest in the middle of his hunting ground, driving most wild game away and making it increasingly difficult to hunt.

He already tried to kill the beast by himself, but when he saw the horrendous face of the Broodmother, and after his arrows simply bounced off the extremely tough exoskeleton, he decided to request for professional help.

But who would know that the warriors in the surrounding area were even more useless than him? Some miserable people even came close to losing their lives by being overconfident. And after the young spiders were killed, the blasted Broodmother would devour even more animals in the area, making the whole situation even worse.

He even increased the prize money, but nobody came even close to clearing out his problem.

"My Lord, a man is at the door requesting your presence. He said it's about Lord's spider problem," the butler calmly reported to his master, who was relaxing on a sofa.

The old Lord's eyes opened wide in anticipation and he swiftly jumped up, "Did someone finally do it? Or did they make even more of a mess than the last time?"

After a moment of happiness, the old Lord Tullius Woodsen's face scrunched up after remembering the last report. After the previous team went inside the cave, a few days later the animals, especially birds, almost disappeared from his lush forest.

"He did not say…" the butler answered with uncertainty.

Tullius Woodsen decided to take a quick look to satisfy his curiosity and also because he was bored. Even if things were bad, at least he could be angry about it…

Still better than having nothing to do.

The mansion he was living in was at the edge of a forest, surrounded by trees from all sides except the front. Silver-like gray cut stone made most of the building, with parts around windows and doors being made out of white limestone.

Green vines snaked up the walls, giving the place an ancient look, with large glass windows that only the rich could afford.

At the front door, a figure in a dark gray cloak stood, with most of the face and body hidden behind the rough cloth.

"Who might this friend over there be?" the Lord asked with a polite smile, as expected of a nobleman.

Gerald, hidden under the hood, spoke a few short words. "The Broodmother is no more. I'm here for the gold."

"Oh?" The Lord was pleasantly surprised, but he quickly became suspicious. The man before him was alone, did he single-handedly take on the nest and the beast inside?

"This friend… It's not that I don't believe you, but do you have any proof? Otherwise, we will have to go and check the cavern…"

Gerald wordlessly shook his body and a cloth bag fell off his shoulder. With a light tug, the head of the Broodmother came rolling out.

"Oh! Is this… Is that the beast's head? I have never seen it up close!" Lord Tullius Woodsen was amazed and fascinated by the scary face with giant fangs and multiple evil eyes.

He carefully picked up the head, like he was holding the most fragile treasure in the world.

"The gold…" Gerald reminded.

"Yes, of course…" The old Lord gave an order to his butler, and the latter soon came back with a money bag.

Gerald casually counted the coins to confirm the amount. With the twenty-five shining gold pieces, his investment in the cannon was more than doubled already.

"I will have to ask you to return the head, please," Gerald said and opened the cloth sack towards the Lord, gesturing him to put the spider head in.

The old Lord made an unwilling expression and gripped the head tighter, "Why? Isn't this the proof for the job? I already paid, why would I have to give it back?"

Gerald nodded under the hood and stated, "It is indeed the proof, but the pay was for the extermination, I don't remember the dead beast being a part of the deal. I plan to keep it as a trophy, so please, don't be difficult!"

"But…" The old man made a face like he was forced to give away part of his soul. Then suddenly, an idea was born in his mind.

"Wait! What if you sell this to me? I won't let you take a loss on this deal!" His eyes were wide open, without blinking, as he stared at Gerald and waited for his answer.

"Sell it?" Gerald made a gesture like he was thinking deeply about it.

"Alright, that could work… What's your offer?"

As if a weight was lifted off his chest, the old Lord's mood lifted and a genuine smile surfaced on his face. "It's a rare and unique creature and I'm also feeling generous, fifty gold coins!"

"Fifty gold coins?!" Gerald asked in disbelief. 'That's so much! I expected ten, maybe twenty, but this…'

"It's not enough?" Lord Tullius Woodsen made a complex expression and then gritted his teeth and said, "I… I can offer you… One hundred gold coins! But that's the most I can do, I'm only a small countryside Lord after all. My finances aren't that good."

He made a hopeful expression, afraid Gerald would reject him.

"Deal!" Gerald shouted immediately, afraid the old man would change his mind.

As such, the transaction was soon completed, and Gerald flew away as soon as the mansion disappeared from his view.

"I have really struck it rich this time!" The Lord even offered to buy any exotic animals from him, dead or alive, should Gerald get his hands on any.

He, of course, made no promises, but it was always good to know where he could get some easy money in the future.
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                "Master, you have finally returned!"

Butler Sebas Tian came to welcome him after Gerald came back to the capital.

"Sebas, did anything happen while I was gone? Did the girls do anything stupid?" Gerald asked after taking a seat to relax.

"Not at all, master. Everything was quiet and the ladies kept to themselves most of the time," the butler quickly reported. "But there was a messenger from the Auction House and he delivered a scroll for you."

Sebas Tian handed over a sealed paper scroll to Gerald, who broke off the wax. He quickly glanced through the content and then stored the letter in his pocket with satisfaction.

It was an invite from Arthur to discuss the matter about the Potion of Focus whenever he had time. It appeared they already had some news about God's Blood.

"I'll go see him later…"

He decided to make another set of Healing Potions first so they could be delivered to the merchants guild for this week's batch.

He went to check on Qiona first, though. Her grasp over Water magic was slowly coming along and she could almost separate individual molecules apart. It was still something unbelievable to her.

Gerald gave her a few more tips so she could advance faster. All in all, he was proud of her hard work and determination to learn.

Xilia and Sera trained hard the last few days and they both advanced their swordsmanship together. It was especially noticeable for Sera, she had a complete grip on the basics and could hold her ground against Xilia's attacks.

Meanwhile, the Elf got an opportunity to examine her own moves from another angle, since she had to verbalize what she knew to teach Sera. As such, the understanding of her own style deepened even further.

In the late morning the next day, Gerald delivered a crate full of Healing Potions to Saff, the headmaster at the merchant's guild, who happily paid for the high-quality product.

On his way to the Auction House, Gerald came across a fancy restaurant. The walls were decorated with statues and murals, and the windows had colored glass designs. A big sign was advertising the specialty for the day with big bold words.

"Gather around people! Special offer! Black Cave Bear roast! A beast of a Silver Rank, with an extremely low price for today, only five gold! Only here, at the Six Elements Restaurant!" A young man in a uniform of the restaurant was shouting at the top of his lungs, attracting the attention of the passers-by. "Don't miss this opportunity!"

"Black Cave Bear? Is it that beast from the North? Did they finally capture it?" one of the citizens wondered loudly.

A person quickly confirmed his guess, "That's right! A group of warriors subdued it a few days ago and it was still alive when they brought it to the capital! It's the freshest beast meat you can find!"

"I hear it's extremely tender and delicious, but alas... Five gold is too high a price!" another person voiced his opinion.

There was a big guy that laughed and said, "Haha, but, of course! The meat of a Silver-ranked beast is only for strong warriors like me! It's not something you common folk should think about."

The man took big steps and the people made a way for him, letting him enter the restaurant.

Gerald heard a few quiet voices curse him after he left, "Freaking meathead! Just because he is strong and can afford the best quality food he can grow even stronger by eating Silver-Ranked beast meat!"

"Yes, it's so unfair! The strong continuously grow stronger and the weak remain weak for life. Heaven is unjust!"

'Hmm?' Gerald perked up his ears and listened to the conversations around him. 'Did he just say that you can grow stronger by eating strong beast's meat?!'

Unfortunately, the conversation turned in another direction and the topic of famous strong warriors drowned out the facts about meat.

Gerald decided not to stick around in the crowd any longer and went on his way.

"I'll have to see if I can find any information on what I just heard after I'm done with this first…"

With that in mind, he entered the Golden Pouch Auction House and a servant swiftly led him to Arthur's office.

Arthur was sitting among a mountain of paperwork as per usual, but he still placed that aside when Gerald came in.

"Oh, Gerald, you are finally here!" Arthur stood up and invited him to take a seat.

After a few words of courtesy, he went straight to the point, "I wanted to talk about the topic of the Potion of Focus… One of my acquaintances that lives in Ethorora, a city near the border, has quite a few God's Blood herbs."

"I sent him a message raven to notify him so the plants could be here as early as next week. I was just wondering how the potion production is going. Did you manage to make it yet?"

When Gerald heard the news, he showed genuine happiness and smiled, "Really? That's terrific! The reason why I was absent these few days is precisely because I was working on the potion. And I finally succeeded!"

Gerald took a small, fist-sized vial and gently placed it on the smooth table's surface.

"Here it is, the Potion of Focus!"

Arthur extended his hand and tried to act nonchalantly, but he just couldn't stop his hand from trembling slightly in excitement. His eyes also betrayed his elevated emotions.

"Great, haha, that's great!" Arthur laughed while examining the vial in his hands. "It's still going to be a week or so before we get the God's Blood, so you will have to bear with it."

Gerald nodded with understanding, "It's okay. Waiting a few days to complete my master's mission won't affect it. As long as we can trade fairly…"

"Certainly!"

They had a few words of small talk before it was time to leave.

"Oh, that's right," Gerald turned around before the door and asked, "On the way here I saw people getting weirdly excited about a Silver-Ranked beast meal at the Six Elements Restaurant. I heard them say that eating meat can increase a person's strength… What's all that about?"

Arthur made a surprised expression, "Oh the Black Cave Bear? Eating strong beings can increase a person's fitness… You didn't know about it?

Gerald shook his head and said, "My master focused on enhancing his body through magic, but he never spoke much about it. I have never heard about strength enhancement through eating."

"Oh, that's understandable. Well, it's not really a secret, so I guess I can quickly explain what's this all about."

"Please do!"

Arthur sat down at the table and Gerald joined him.

"There is not much to say, really. For some reason eating monsters and beasts make warriors grow stronger much faster. Although the increase in strength is not that high."

"Eating a full body of a beast at Silver 1-Rank would give you about 10% of its strength. But then there is the problem of having to eat hundreds of kilograms of meat. Even if you are extremely rich, there's only so much a man can eat at once."

"Wait, does this 10% conversion rate apply to every animal?" Leaning closer he had a few specific questions to ask already.

"Well… More or less. It's an average, but it's usually somewhere around that amount."

"Then…" Gerald continued, "If you can find small beasts that are extremely strong, wouldn't that be a good way to grow stronger quickly?"

Arthur nodded and explained, "That's, of course, correct, but usually stronger beasts are also bigger. Besides, small powerful monsters are generally much more intelligent and cunning, making them extremely difficult to hunt."

"I have heard that in the Empire they had problems with a beast at the middle Gold ranks. Thousands of soldiers were annihilated before they finally brought it down, so you have to think twice before provoking something like that..."

Arthur gave his warning with genuine concern. He was afraid Gerald would do something foolish and lose his life before he could extract more value out of him.

"No worries, hehe… I was just curious. It's not like I'm in any condition to hunt anyway," Gerald laughed, showing his clunky metal hand, but in his mind, he had a completely different idea.

            

    
        Ch. 123 Poison Master

    
    
    
    
                "No, you can't just drink it! Master Ashbrew, what if it's a failed product, you could get sick!"

Arthur tried to persuade one of his top alchemists to reconsider his actions. After Gerald left, Arthur quickly took the Potion of Focus to the brewing chambers for the masters there to examine it.

Master alchemist, Edon Ashbrew, was one of the most intelligent and capable people that worked for him. Arthur came to him especially because he was a master with poisons. If anything went wrong while trying out this new potion, he was the person that could stabilize the situation.

And now his insurance wanted to be the test subject. Artur tried hard to persuade him otherwise, but the old master Ashbrew was a stubborn person.

"Arthur, lad, I respect you, but please… I have been dying to learn more about this amazing person you keep talking about, and now you just brought me one of his great inventions. If the potion is even just half as good as you say, it could bring forth a revolution in alchemy and magic!"

Edon Ashbrew swiftly turned down any pleas from Arthur as he stared at the vial in his hands with fervor.

"I can't let this opportunity slide, only by trying the brew out for myself can I accurately judge its effectiveness! What would happen if my assistants gave the wrong assessment because of their inexperience?"

"But master Ashbrew… They have all been working under you for more than a decade, it's impossible for them to be inexperienced!" Arthur pleaded his case, but unfortunately, it fell on deaf ears.

"Bah! That's precisely the reason! They think they know it all and are becoming sloppy in their work. It's even more of a reason why I, as an open-minded person, must try it out by myself!" The old alchemist stayed adamant on this matter and did not budge no matter what Arthur said.

Although he was employed by the latter, he was, after all, a respected alchemist with many decades of hard work to stand as proof of his ability. The employer-employee relationship was only true on paper. In reality, they were of equal status, or maybe the old alchemist was even a tad higher.

Eventually, Arthur gave in and agreed to the crazy requests of the master alchemist.

They had to be alone in the alchemist's lab and if anything went wrong, Edon Ashbrew would consider himself solely responsible.

Just in case he prepared his best anti-poison and most common medicine for any ailments that could possibly arise.

"Wish me well…" The alchemist opened the vial and drank the peculiar liquid in seconds.

At first, nothing happened and the two men stared at each other awkwardly for the entire time, none of them saying a word.

But then suddenly the old alchemist slowly opened his eyes wide and stared blankly into the distance with a weird look, as if he has just seen the most unbelievable thing.

"Master Ashbrew?" Arthur called. There was no response. "Master Edon Ashbrew, are you alright? Say something!"

The continuous silence and the creepy stare were extremely unnerving for him, and Arthur almost wanted to call for help, when the old alchemist finally moved.

With a speed unusual for his years the old man started to rummage through his stuff as if searching for something.

Dried herbs and glass containers and papers flew around haphazardly as he went on a mad rampage.

These were his research papers and notes, experiments that he was extremely proud of, getting destroyed in seconds.

"Edon!" Arthur called him by his first name and tried to protect himself from the glass shards, "What are you doing? Stop!"

"Stop?!" The old alchemist suddenly roared and grabbed Arthur by the collar. "Do you realize how much time and effort I wasted on this trash? Years, decades! And it's all bullshit!"

Arthur was horrified to see his friend act like this, "What in the gods' names happened? Speak to me!"

"Sigh…" Master Edon sighed and released Arthur from his grip and found himself a chair to sit down.

"I have opened my eyes and saw the truth, that's what happened!"

"What do you mean?" Arthur questioned as he grabbed a chair, still completely bewildered.

"It's as if…" the alchemist started, "It's as if the fog around my mind was lifted and I could see the road in front of me. The doubts and questions I had for so long, clearly answered…"

"I'm going to be sixty-five soon and a good portion of my life was spent on studying potions and poisons alike. I tried to separate them, make them better, make them unique! Make them stand out on their own!"

"But I have unfortunately just realized that all my efforts led me in the wrong direction. I was going the complete opposite way from where I have hoped to go in my youth. The beneficial potions and deadly poisons are not separate… They are one and the same!"

The old alchemist hid his face in his palms, as if too ashamed to even look in the eye of the young man sitting across the room.

"I…" Arthur didn't know what to say to comfort his friend. "Well, I'm sorry to hear that, although I'm not completely sure what you are trying to say… Did the Potion of Focus do this to you, is it dangerous?"

"Dangerous?" The mood of the old alchemist lightened up and he burst into genuine loud laughter.

"My boy, this is the best potion I have ever seen! It wouldn't even be a stretch to call it a miracle! My old mind was getting slower and muddier with time, but now I feel like I have gotten decades younger!"

"My thoughts are sharp as a razor and my mind is crystal clear!" Edon paused and a frown formed on his forehead, "Actually, this might not be a bad thing… Yes, with this newfound wisdom and clarity I can once again focus on my studies! But this time, I'll go the right way!"

Arthur swiftly stood up worriedly and said, "Wait, what about the tests? We need to document the capabilities of the potion!"

"No time! I need to work! We will talk another time!" Alchemist Ashbrew rudely pushed Arthur out of the room and with a loud bang the door closed. Then there came the sound of the lock mechanism pushing the heavy iron bolt into the wall.

Arthur took a deep breath and then slowly exhaled, "Sigh, working with these eccentric alchemists is such a pain…"

***

Gerald sat at the dinner table with plates of steaming-hot dishes.

Boiled, fried, and roasted spider legs with a delicious cheesy sauce spread around him, but he wasn't feeling it.

He spent the day getting as much information as he could, regarding the beast meat and its miraculous effects.

The findings, however, although interesting, were also quite disappointing. He found the general knowledge about the subject, but that's about it.

No significant discoveries were made so as to what caused these phenomena. The only useful thing he found out was that the heart and liver usually carried around twice the effect as the rest of the body.

But then again, that wasn't much help as those organs usually took up only a few percent of the total body mass.

"Every time… Every freaking time! Why is it that whenever I find some great new discovery there's always a huge downside or an obstacle?" Gerald complained loudly while being slouched in his fancy chair at the table.

He was mindlessly moving around the pieces of meat, unusually uninterested in food.

"Why can't I get some amazing superpowers that would make me immediately invincible like in the books or movies?"

The reality was beating down on his morality with all the complex rules and regulations that governed the universe. Just when he thought humanity pretty much figured most stuff out, he gets thrown into a world of chaotic mess full of uncertainty.

"Sigh, I guess I'll just have to take it one step at a time…again!"

He then gently took a bite of his meal and suddenly, the world didn't seem so dark anymore.

            

    
        Ch. 124 Bumpy Ride

    
    
    
    
                "Elder Balin, what do you think? Can we make use of it?"

In the underground dungeons of the Magic Academy, headmaster Errgan Glacis was currently checking in on his colleague.

The man in question smiled mysteriously and chuckled, "The results are… Well, why don't you take a look?"

He handed over a gray palm-sized oval stone with a bright-red gem in the middle, with lines and weird symbols spreading outward like a net across the stone surface.

The headmaster took the stone and examined it. "Oh!" he exclaimed. "It's a Firebolt Rune? Haven't seen one in a while!"

"Indeed! I chose to make the simplest Runestone since I didn't have much time. Hehe, why don't you try it out?" the Elder encouraged with a proud look.

"Don't mind if I do!" Headmaster turned towards a test dummy and pointed the Firebolt Rune, with the gem towards the target. "Firebolt!"

Woosh!

The lines on the stone glowed for a split second before dimming again as a small flame shot out of the blood-red gem in the middle.

A streak of flame shot across the room before hitting the metal chest plate on the dummy and shattering in a sea of sparks.

"Not bad, not bad!" The headmaster nodded in approval. "The power is somewhat lacking, but that's to be expected. Looks like we can make use of that Orc Shaman after all!"

"Eh…" The other guy made a sound expressing his uncertainty. "To tell the truth, I used up most of the blood and refined it for that single Runestone. The Orc is just too weak."

"Are you saying that it's useless to keep it then?"

"No, no… I just think that if we could advance his strength for a few ranks, the quality of his blood would go up and we could use it for the end exams in a few months. It would be cheaper than buying it from the southern battlefields anyways."

Academy headmaster Errgan Glacis considered his colleagues' words carefully before replying, "I don't exactly oppose the idea, but is it even feasible? Did you speak with Bishop Quinn already?"

The Elder gave a wry smile and sighed, "He was against it… The Ring of Water is trying to get rid of these monsters, so the idea of nurturing them is… Well, he made it clear he was against it, that's all I'm going to say."

The headmaster understood his friend's words so he didn't say much. He played with the stone on his palm before placing it on the table and saying, "I'll try to speak with him and...see what I can do… Worst comes to worst, we can just squeeze the beast dry, they shouldn't oppose this…"

The Elder laughed, "Haha, take care headmaster, don't let the Bishop's words demoralize you too much!"

Headmaster Errgan made a light smile and shook his head before leaving the underground room. His heavy steps echoed through the dungeons as he climbed the stairs to the surface to negotiate for the life of a hideous monster.



A few days went by and Gerald already had a few ideas for his future. But first, he had to wait for the God's Blood to arrive so he could increase his Mana reserves further.

He was currently relaxing in Madam Daisy's Funhouse with a pretty girl. They were currently taking a short break and the lass rested her head on his chest while drawing circles with her fingers across his body.

"Hey mister, you sure have a lot of scars... One, two, three..." She counted in a low voice while kissing each and every one.

Gerald released soft chuckles as her actions tickled him greatly.

"Oh," the girl exclaimed when her small hand rubbed across his chest, "What is this little bump?"

Gerald looked and in the middle of his chest, he really saw a small bump. "Little doll, didn't I tell you my bones broke many times?" He laughed and pulled the girl in his embrace. "Don't pay it any mind, I have a much bigger bump that needs to be taken care of."

"Tee-hee, yes mister..." The girl laughed passionately and then gently bit him on the neck to soften her moans, and hugged him tightly as a response to his movements.

Although Gerald brushed her words off as if it was nothing, he was, in fact, concerned. He already noticed the small bump a few days ago, and he was sure it wasn't there a few weeks prior.

He was certain that it wasn't a normal thing. His first thought and also the greatest fear, was the possibility of cancer.

If that turned out to be the case, he would be, pretty much, screwed. Without modern medicine and medical procedures, there was almost no hope of recovery.

Gerald didn't want to panic for no reason, so he took a few days off to relax his mind and think of a solution.

He was just planning to relax today, but the girl just had to remind him of it.

"What's wrong?" He became absorbed in his thoughts and suddenly stopped moving, which surprised her and she spoke out.

Gerald wordlessly took the girl and placed her on the bed beside himself. He stood up and started dressing up.

"What happened, did I do something wrong? Please forgive me, I'm still inexperienced..." She quickly tried to apologize, although she didn't even know if she did anything wrong.

"…It's not your fault. I... I'm just not in the mood..." Gerald took his shirt and buttoned it with his clunky metal hand.

He then left the room and closed the door behind him.

"Sigh… I was hoping he would play with me for longer…" the young girl quietly complained. She spread her naked body across the soft bed and closed her eyes to rest.



Returning to his mansion, Gerald went to check on his friends to get his mind off the bump growing in the middle of his chest.

Sera and Xilia advanced a lot in their swordsmanship and even became close friends as a result.

Speaking with them for a while, he found out that there were still problems with finding guards for the mansion. Feeling fed up with getting rejected by guys so many times, Xilia almost wanted to cry.

"Okay, just forget about the guards then. If they want to be greedy, so be it. It's not like we are in dire need of them, just let it go." Gerald said after a moment of contemplation.

"Mhm," Xilia nodded, happy to be relieved of her duty. "I'll do that..."

"How is your little sister?" he changed the topic.

"She's doing great! I have to say, your teaching seems to be really effective! She is advancing so fast, it's incredible!"

During the days Gerald was absent, Qiona spent the majority of her time training, just as Gerald wanted.

Her ability in manipulating liquids rose to a whole nother level. She was now ready to try her hand at proper potion-making just as Gerald did.

He went to visit her and was pleasantly surprised when he saw her dexterity. She was almost as fast as him, able to separate the pure water droplets from any mixture she was given. Be it ink or mud, plant juices, or blood, she did it all with the greatest of speeds.

"Good, you are ready!" Gerald nodded his head in approval and gently caressed the girl's hair. Qiona giggled happily in response.

They juiced a few Healing Roots and Qiona's job was to create a proper mixture all by herself.

After she succeeded a few minutes later, it was time to learn how to combine it with Ether dust particles.

"Okay, now observe and repeat after me." Gerald took a beaker and sprinkled a pinch of Ether dust while sending his Mana to guide the reaction.

Psssh!

During her first try, Qiona failed to assert control and the liquid started to boil after Ether dust violently bound itself to the root juice. The potion was ruined.

"It's okay, nobody is perfect," Gerald consoled her. "You just need to try again until you get the hang of it."

"Mn!" Qiona nodded and went to juice another batch of Healing Roots.

Gerald observed and guided her for about an hour more, before leaving the room and letting her do the rest by herself.

She was extremely talented and holding her hand all the time would just be detrimental in the long run.

Besides, he was training her to become his personal alchemist. She would be the one who would be making potions for them, while he would focus on more important tasks.

            

    
        Ch. 125 The Hunted Hunter

    
    
    
    
                "Hello, I would like to measure my strength."

In the Auralba's Warrior's Guild, standing at the front desk, Gerald expressed his wishes. After a short identity-verifying process, he was directed to a room in the back.

There, two assistants explained to him how the whole process worked and how he should use all the machines for measuring his strength.

For those short few minutes, he gave it his all, pushing himself to the limits without using any magic or potions.

Although he was missing a hand, surprisingly, his strength increased in the past month. Although it wasn't much and he was still at the rank of Iron-1, he was now already close to 140 kg of pure strength.

"Would you like to get an official emblem for your rank?" one of the assistants asked. Usually, young people came to measure their strength so they could get an emblem and show off.

"No thanks." Gerald was not interested in having any fancy jewelry that did not increase his magic capabilities.

Advertising his strength? That would be exactly the opposite of what he wanted.

He spent the next few hours eavesdropping on conversations in the main hall and gathering information. He engaged in casual conversation with seasoned warriors, asking about the dangerous areas he should avoid.

Of course, coming off as a newbie, many gave him advice and warnings to watch out for dangerous beasts lurking in the woods.

Gerald conveniently had a map at hand and people generously pointed out the areas to avoid.

At the end of the day, he had a crude map full of extra markings and reminders.

It was perfect. So many dangerous areas, he could never stumble upon them by himself. Luckily he now had the perfect hunting grounds marked out for him for free.

Gerald stored the map in an inside pocket of his leather jacket and happily went home, excited for the next day.

***

With the sunrise the next morning, Gerald already left the comfort of his own home.

He notified his friends about his plans about leaving for a while the night before, so there was nothing to fear about his absence.

Of course, he had to do a bit of shopping before departure, mainly some dry supplies, like jerky and some crackers. Then he also got a few small bits and pieces of various handy tools that could possibly be required in setting traps or shelter.

He also picked up a few pouches of Scent-Removing Powder to be as inconspicuous as possible.

Lastly, he visited the Auction House and bought one of their famous Golden Space Pouches to store his stuff in.

Those one hundred gold coins he received from selling the Broodmother's head were wisely spent.

The previous day, during the gathering of information he noticed a peculiarity. The area around the capital was obviously the safest, while the danger increased in one direction more than the others.

Traveling South-West was the best way to mistakenly enter the territory of a powerful monster and get yourself killed.

But that's exactly the place Gerald wanted. Going closer to the middle of the continent would bring much better herbs for potions and stronger beasts for his delicious meals.

"I'm finally ready!"

He left Auralba with light steps and high morale as his first target was not too far away, just a bit to the south, towards a territory of a herd of wild boars.

The main reason why he chose them as his target was simple. Wild boars were omnivores and only ate meat occasionally when the opportunity presented itself. They did not actively hunt and were easily spooked, even if they were strong.

For that reason, they were ideal low-risk targets that Gerald could use to sharpen his skills.

In spite of all the advantages he had, he still had to be careful. An enraged boar could easily gut a person in seconds, and they were no pushovers.

A few hours later, nearing the desired location, Gerald sprinkled the Scent-Removing Powder all over himself.

He then climbed on a tree and jumped from one branch to the next. He traveled like this through the forest, weightlessly gliding short distances.

His movements were completely silent and if anyone was specifically looking for him, they would only see a momentary shadow.

He moved like a specter across the canopies of the centuries-old trees in search of his target. He had to stop and recover his Mana often, but that was to be expected.

Close to sundown, just as he was munching on a piece of dried jerky, a sound of stomping around, entered his ears.

Gerald silently followed the sound and soon came across a herd of wild boars, leisurely eating young, juicy leaves and shoots, as well as nibbling on roots of various herbs and flowers.

'There they are!' Gerald's eyes shone in the shadows. His entire day of searching did not go to waste.

At a quick glance, he counted about fifteen of the brown-striped animals, but even more, were moving in the distance under the undergrowth.

But these small, normal-sized boars weren't what he was looking for. His target was something bigger, like the giant boar he once saw.

Thud, thud~

The ground lightly shook and the trees were pushed apart. A behemoth of a wild swine entered Gerald's vision range.

Being three meters tall and five meters long, the wild boar was a sight to behold. His long hairs were clumped together, giving it the appearance of dark, tree bark.

"What the hell is that?!" Gerald watched with wide-opened eyes. The beast was something he did not expect.

Thinking back to the time when he read the Bestiary, the animal before him was most likely an early-stage Brown Boar King. With fur a dozen centimeters thick and a hide as tough as hardened leather, it was not something that just anyone could kill.

"Its strength reaches up there in high Silver-rank, and the defense is too great for even my cannon to blast trough, that's for sure. If I accidentally anger it, unless I immediately fly away, I'm going to be in some deep shit."

Compared to the behemoth of the Boar King, the rest of the herd were like small piglets.

As the sun began to set and long dark shadows covered the forest, the Boar King leisurely laid down on its stomach and fell asleep.

The rest of the boars came closer and squeezed under their big brother. They all fell asleep peacefully in a giant ball of fur.

"Hmm, I can't do much here… I'll have to find some other target tomorrow." Gerald silently jumped higher on the tree and found himself a place to sleep near the top. He sprinkled around a bit more of the Scent-Removing Powder, before also closing his eyes and floating away to the land of dreams.

***

Grrr~!

The sound of animal growling woke him up.

It was early in the morning and the sun just barely started showing its brilliance, with light mist floating just above the ground, giving the forest a surreal feeling.

But that mystical feeling was disrupted by beasts' growls and roars. Looking down from his hiding spot, Gerald saw three Wargs circling the herd of boars.

The Brown Boar King made angry grunting sounds, with its hairs standing up, making it look even bigger and more menacing.

It was looking from one Warg to the next, turning around wildly. There was always one of them in its blind spot, just waiting for an opportunity to snatch one of the smaller pigs.

With bloody eyes and razor-sharp teeth, the Wargs were barely able to hold themselves back in the presence of so much live food.

Finally, after what seemed forever to Gerald, who was watching from afar, immediately after the Boar King turned around, a Warg launched forward to attack.

Nyooo~

A wild pig squealed in fright.

Thud!

With a hard stomp of its hooves, the Boar King swiftly turned around and glared hatefully at the attacking Warg. It blew hot air off its snout and rushed forward like a charging locomotive.

The ground trembled under its weight and young trees in its way were uprooted. The Warg immediately regretted its decision, released the pig, and tried to retreat.

But the Boar King was furious! With a dim flash of light, a patch of dirt turned to mud, trapping the Warg in the sticky ground for a second. But that was enough.

Bam!

The beasts collided and the bloodthirsty predator was sent flying. In the collision, its body was pierced by the long and sharp tusks of the Boar King, and the landing was rough, breaking bones and tearing the skin.

The Warg looked miserable, and its whimpers gave out a feeling of pain and helplessness. Soon a puddle of blood formed around the body, and a minute later, the beast was dead.

"Whoa!" Gerald looked on from his safe vantage point, cold sweat running down his back. "It was so fast! I could barely see it!"

Indeed, the Brown Boar King was immensely fast considering its body size. That was probably a good five tones of pure muscle and bone, similar to a grown-up elephant, galloping at the speed of a race car. The amount of energy it had in its frontal charge was enough to demolish those weaker city walls.

It was absolutely terrifying.

            

    
        Ch. 126 Warg's Flesh

    
    
    
    
                Luckily the boars weren't usually aggressive and liked to keep to themselves, otherwise, they would be a force to be reckoned with.

Roar!

Angry roars from the other two Wargs reverberated through the forest. But that was about it. In spite of extreme anger and bloodlust, they did not dare to come close.

The Boar King angrily snorted back while showing off its might.

The animal sounds continued for quite a while.

"Wait..." Gerald frowned and listened to the sounds, "Are they…insulting each other?"

Managing to catch a few words it did indeed seem so. The Wargs were insulting and cursing the Boar King from afar, while the behemoth of a pig taunted them back.

"They are shit-talking each other! Wow! Now that's something you don't see every day..." He didn't know whether to laugh or cry.

Animals displaying such human emotions and behavior was unusual, to say the least.

Eventually, the Wargs begrudgingly left since there wasn't anything they could do with just the two of them.

After they left, the young piglets wanted to get a taste of the Warg, but the Boar King nudged them away with his snout and led them away, to the opposite directions the Wargs left to.

"They are just leaving?" Gerald was honestly surprised. He expected them to at least take a few bites of the corpse, but surprisingly, they simply left.

"Oh well…more for me!" He jumped off the tree and ran to the Warg's body. He swiftly cut off the head, tail, and skinny paws, and then removed the skin and intestine, before stuffing the rest inside his Space Pouch, one piece at a time.

With just that one beast, the Pouch was almost full. There wasn't much point in hunting anymore as any extra meat would just go to waste.

Gerald moved about ten kilometers away before making a small campfire to prepare a fresh roast for breakfast.

He seasoned and salted the meat, before skewering it on sticks and placing it over the hot coals.

Soon, a delicious smell wafted over from the campfire, making Gerald salivate.

He took a piece and bit into it with great expectation. And indeed, the meat was absolutely amazing. The complex taste, combined with spices, brought out a unique flavor he never experienced before.

But then, just as he swallowed, he felt a weird tingling and stifling sensation in his mouth and throat. It made it hard to swallow.

"Whas a fusk iss guin un?" His words slurred as his mouth slowly went numb. "Ow, fug! Itf poifoned!"

He quickly realized what's the problem. The flesh of a Warg contained a powerful neurotoxin. 'No wonder the Boar King refused to eat it!'

If it was any other human that did this, they would probably stop breathing shortly after and die from suffocation. Luckily Gerald only had to wait for his condition to get better. The nanites quickly purged the toxins out of his system.

Having rested for half an hour, the effect of the toxic meat went away completely. "Well darn… I have so much good stuff, but I can't eat it! That's frustrating."

He was currently in a bad mood. Just as he thought he got an easy treasure, it turned out to be trash.

"I wonder if there exists any anti-poison for this? Maybe I can get some in Auralba?" Gerald thought for a bit and then remembered he saw a few stores that specialized in poisons and their respective cures.

"It might be worth a shot."

He returned to the capital at midday. It was much earlier than expected, so he didn't go home but instead went to visit various shops dealing with poisons.

Unfortunately, after an extensive search, he only found one that sold the anti-poison he needed. And even that only had a single small vial left.

Gerald frowned while holding the bottle in his hand, "Hmm, there is no way this is going to be enough!" He turned to the man behind the counter, "Shopkeeper, where can I get more of these? Who is your supplier?"

"Warg's anti-poison? We get those from alchemists at the Auction House. They are the only ones that know how to make it," the man answered truthfully.

"Auction House, huh? I thought it might be something like that. Thanks!"

With the newfound information, he went on his way to that famous place of business.

Arriving there he requested to see the owner, Arthur, but the latter was busy so he was welcomed by miss Emily instead.

"Mister Gerald, welcome! What brings you here?" she asked with a cheerful and amicable smile.

"Hello, miss Emily," Gerald returned the courteous smile, "I heard that only your alchemists can produce Warg's anti-poison and I was wondering if I could purchase some?"

Emily's eyebrows lifted slightly as she said, "Anti-poison? That's an unusual request, but I'm sure we can do something about it. Follow me!"

She led him to the back rooms past appraisal booths and storage areas, all the way to the potion production facilities.

Knock, knock!

After banging on the door, an irritated voice came from within, "Who is it?"

"Master Ashbrew, it's Emily! I brought you a customer!"

But it appeared the man inside was not in a good mood, "Go away! I'm not accepting any customers today!"

Emily gave Gerald an apologetic look and said, "I'm sorry, it wasn't usually this difficult to talk to him. He's been like this ever since he tasted your Potion of Focus..."

"Potion of Focus? Is this a side-effect?" Gerald asked, bewildered.

Miss Emily shook her head, "No. The effect was actually way too good, he is like this because the effect ran out and he can't accept that reality."

Creak~

The door slowly opened behind them and a head full of messy gray hair poked out. "Did anyone mention Potion of Focus? Do you have any more?" It was the old Edon Ashbrew asking in a much more approachable tone.

"Oh, master Ashbrew, I'm so sorry, but we don't have any..." Emily said in an apologetic tone.

"Then why are you talking about it in front of my door?! Go away! Shoo!" Master Ashbrew quickly reverted back to his grumpy self and tried to drive them away.

He already wanted to lock himself back in his room when Emily blocked the door to try and reason with him.
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                Emily swiftly jumped forward to explain.

"Wait, master Edon, don't be so quick to act! We might not have any left, but our friend here is the one that produced it in the first place!"

The old man's eyes opened wide and he swiftly turned his head to look at the young man he didn't even bother to notice before. "Him?" he asked doubtfully.

"Let me introduce you, this is Gerald, he is a young alchemist like yourself! His master is the one that came up with the potion formula, but he is the one that made the potion you tested."

Emily then turned to Gerald and introduced the old man, "This grumpy old man is one of our best alchemists, master Edon Ashbrew. He specializes in poisons, that's why I brought you to him."

"It's a pleasure to meet you, sir!" Gerald extended his hand with a smile.

The old man looked at him sideways, before reluctantly shaking his hand in return, "Hmm, likewise!"

After a few seconds of awkward silence, the alchemist broke the ice, "So, uh, do you have any more of that, uh, Potion of Focus?"

He was acting weirdly nervous for his age. Like a young girl before her crush, he didn't even dare to look Gerald straight in the eyes.

"I just so happen to have one! I just finished it this morning..." Gerald took a vial out of his pouch and showed it to the old man.

The latter swallowed hard and had a look of extreme desire on his face. He didn't even bother hiding it.

"I was hoping to get a few bottles of Warg anti-poison and apparently master Ashbrew was the right person to ask," Gerald said. "I could maybe gift you this potion as a sign of my goodwill..."

Swish!

After a single blink, the potion disappeared from Gerald's hand.

"Oh, it's the young friend Gerald!" the old man said cheerfully as he held the potion gently in his hands. "It's just some Warg's anti-poison, I have tons of it! Come, come! Let me show you my humble lab!"

The old man's character swiftly changed to an extremely warm and amicable one. He even invited Gerald to a cup of tea in his potion-brewing room.

Emilly saw she was not needed anymore so she quietly left.

Just like that Gerald received as much anti-poison as he could carry. He got two big bottles of it, enough for probably about fifty small vials.

They chatted for a while and the alchemist chugged the potion in the meantime. He became perceivably sharper and more alert.

Gerald couldn't help but pose a few questions, "Master Ashbrew, what are your thoughts about this potion? Do you have any opinions about it?"

"Opinions? Yes!" The man excitedly nodded and continued, "It's the best tonic for the mind I have ever tasted! Its usefulness can not be measured with money!"

He looked at Gerald and said seriously, "I'm an old man, and my mind is not as sharp as it once was… But when I drink this potion, it's like I travel back in time to my youth. And I noticed one more thing! After the potion's effect ends, a small part of its effect stays permanently!"

His hand with which he was holding the teacup was slightly trembling from excitement. "I have calculated the effects and if I could take the potion each day for one year straight, I should be able to return to the peak!" His last words were spoken with great vigor and conviction.

He gave Gerald a deep look full of expectation. "Maybe I could buy some from you...?"

"Really?" Gerald could hardly believe his words. "But even if that is so, I still have an agreement to supply sir Arthur with these potions… I couldn't possibly make them fast enough for such a big expenditure."

"Oh, is that so..." The alchemist seemed to lose some of his excitement at that moment.

"I'll have to speak to him about my salary then! Money isn't that important to me anymore, but getting my hands on more of that Potion of Focus is a must!" He was speaking to himself more than anything.

"I'll leave you to it then!" Gerald said his goodbyes and left.

He wasn't trying to establish any friendly relationship at the moment, as he didn't really know much about the old guy. Still, getting his hands on so much anti-poison for so cheap was great! At least he would be set for a while.

He returned to the mansion shortly after, and the butler warmly welcomed him as always. The three young ladies were nowhere to be found, probably exploring the city. But that was fine.

He was planning to take some time off to make some food.

Visiting the kitchen, Gerald ordered the maid there to leave and took the place over for himself.

Taking out a piece of raw Warg meat, he gave it a lick. Almost immediately after, he felt his tongue going numb, "It feemf thaf the tofsin is mush ftronger raw…"

The test had to be performed so he could observe the effects different preparations would produce.

Roasting the meat was not enough, he knew that much. But then again, it appeared that the neurotoxin was affected by heat somewhat as its potency decreased significantly.

Before doing anything else, though, he took a sip of the anti-poison to gauge its palatability.

Pfft!

It was bitter. Horribly bitter.

"Yuck!" He wiped his mouth after spitting out the anti-poison.

Gerald expected this result, but he was still taken aback by the potion's bitterness. "How on Earth am I going to incorporate this garbage into my food?"

He frowned deeply. "Wait, this is not Earth, so I should probably change the saying… Ah, my tongue is fine? This anti-poison is great!"

Not knowing what to do, he decided to just go with it and try a few different things.

He took one piece of meat and let it soak in the potion for an hour before washing it with salty water. Another was just left to marinate in wine and herbs for a few hours, while a few were just salted and placed outside to dry in the sun.

He took a few less desirable pieces of meat and bones and simply threw them in a copper pot with onions and salt. He was going to make a simple broth.

"Eh, cooking was never my strongest suit… Hopefully not too much will go to waste."

Taking the first piece, the one that was soaking in the anti-poison, he seasoned it, threw it on an iron pan with some butter, and let it get a nice brown crust on all sides, before taking it out.

Having a taste he commented, "The flavor is good, although I can still taste the bitterness… But it's not bad overall."

There was some tingling in his mouth, but it appeared that most of the toxins were neutralized.

In the following days, he tasted all of his creations, but the one he liked the most was the broth. Although the meat lost all flavor after simmering for more than half a day and he had to discard it, the liquid that remained had an absolutely divine taste.

"I wonder if I still get stronger from just drinking the broth?" He looked at the pot in contemplation.

"Eh, whatever…" In the end, he just shrugged his shoulders and decided not to think about it. The meat wasn't of that high a quality anyway. A little bit could be wasted.

What concerned him, however, was the growth on his chest…

            

    
        Ch. 128 Offending One's Master

    
    
    
    
                The bump on Gerald's chest was about the size of a walnut. It didn't hurt or anything, but it was visually unappealing.

This was not what concerned Gerald, however. A body full of scars and misshapen bones was nothing to be worried about. However, the unknown growth was bugging him a lot and was constantly on his mind.

He finally decided to investigate it more closely.

Standing in front of a large mirror, Gerald took this shirt off and exposed his muscular upper body. From the time he arrived at this new place, his muscles developed quite significantly, and at the same time, he also became leaner.

It was just too bad he was now full of scars, otherwise, he could be considered to be an extremely attractive young man.

Anyway, with a sharp knife in hand, he made a swift slashing motion and created a small cut on top of the bump. A sharp pain came with the action, but it was nothing major that couldn't be handled.

A few drops of blood flowed out of the wound, but Gerald ignored them and moved the skin a few millimeters apart.

All he could see was blackness covered with dark-red blood. Using the tip of the knife to touch it, he felt nothing.

No pain, no discomfort, no nothing…

He tried pushing a little harder but it didn't seem like it was something that belonged there, something biological. It was almost like a sort of stone or metal.

He tried to scratch it, but again, there was no reaction. The thing was quite hard.

"Well, it's probably not bone cancer… But what else could it be?" Gerald scratched his head in confusion.

Using his Magic Eyes he observed Mana flowing through him and noticed that it was more concentrated inside his chest, but that was about it.

He didn't think much about it though. Mana was always more concentrated in the biggest part of the body. Other people also had the same distribution, just the amount of it was lesser.

"Sigh~ Hopefully, it's not harmful, because I really don't know what to think of it."

After casting a healing spell on himself he put his shirt back on.

"I wonder if God's Blood already arrived?"

He decided to pay a visit to Arthur to check on him. He was already considered a regular guest, so the receptionist didn't make a fuss about it. He was simply guided by a servant to Arthur's office.

"Hey there, I just wanted to see if the herbs already arrived?" Gerald said after they exchanged greetings.

"Funny you should ask… They just arrived this morning with the other goods. I was just about to send someone to call you." Arthur brought and placed a wooden box on the table. "Here they are. I have already counted, twenty-five healthy and mature flowers. I think this should be enough for now."

'Twenty-five!' Gerald felt extremely excited by the amount, but only showed a slightly happy face.

"Thank you, master Arthur! My master will greatly appreciate your help. I'll tell him all about your selflessness contribution."

He took out two Potions of Focus and respectfully handed them over. "This is the extent of what I have prepared for now. But rest assured, I'll do my best to make at least one each day until I deliver the amount owed."

"Hehe, no pressure, good things are worth the wait," Arthur laughed nonchalantly. But then his expression became serious, "Actually, I would like to order more of that potion if possible. I heard you visited master Ashbrew yesterday…"

"I'll be honest, his evaluation of this potion was extremely high to put it simply. He wants to be paid in Potion of Focus now and doesn't even want to hear about money..."

"I understand your predicament master Arthur, but producing these potions is not exactly easy. I barely just learned how to make them, so I'll require a few months of time to master it, at least!"

Arthur made a pained expression like he was in a great dilemma. "Well… Would you be willing to sell the recipe to us perhaps? We won't let you take any losses, of course!"

Gerald made a shocked expression, "Sir Arthur! I don't think this is appropriate. My master was quite clear when he said that his secrets should not be revealed to just anyone!"

His face showed an offended expression as if what he just heard was the most ludicrous thing in the world.

"Forgive me, it wasn't my intent to make you break your master's orders..." Arthur quickly realized his mistake and tried to apologize.

But Gerald was having none of it. "I think I should leave. I'll send someone to bring you the agreed-upon amount of potions in the following weeks. Farewell!"

With those words, he left the room and closed the door behind him hard. Arthur was left sitting in his chair with a bizarre expression.

"Now that's just fucking great! Now he is offended… Like master, like apprentice, I guess. I should have known he would also have some sort of eccentric personality, damn it!"

Arthur felt a headache coming on. He thought their relationship was friendly enough already to maybe trade some secrets, but clearly, he was wrong.

Now he even started to debate whether he should bring an apology gift, but considering his status, he ultimately decided to just wait and see.

"Good, he is interested!" Gerald rubbed his hands together on the way home. "Now I just have to let his thoughts brew for a few weeks until he can't hold it any longer… Then I'll be able to get more benefits, hehe..."

It was his plan all along, to establish some sort of deal with the Auction House and gather great amounts of wealth with minimal work.

But for this plan to be consistent with his words, he would need a trusted ally to be a mediator between him and Arthur Rosecloud.

Master Ashbrew came to mind. The man valued his own mind above all else, and if he could get him on his side, that would be perfect.

When it would come to the point of distributing benefits from Potions of Focus, if master Ashbrew was the one who would be making them, he would probably fight for Gerald's side.

This was Gerald's plan, now he just had to make sure it would go his way.

But for now, he had plenty of stuff to do. Like making more Mana Elixirs!
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                God's Blood was one of the main ingredients he was missing. The rest was much easier to get his hands on, but this thing, well, it was a rarity.

Allocating all his attention to potion-making for the next few hours, Gerald created twelve Mana Elixirs when he finally ran out of the next main ingredient.

The Demon Mushroom!

This thing was also quite difficult to get, but luckily it was quite potent, so not much of it was required. Still, now he used it all up and had no easy way to get more.

He also couldn't just go and request it from Arthur. Not to mention he was currently supposed to be offended, but it would be suspicious to request more of what his 'master' needed.

"Whatever, I'll think about it later. There is no rush, after all. But first, I need to give some attention to these beauties!" He gazed at the bottles of bright-blue Mana Elixir with deep longing.

He ordered the maid to prepare a big tub for his bath and went to prepare while she was getting it ready.

He remembered to take the poison of the Broodmother for this exact occasion. If he had to simply overwhelm the nanites, any poison should do the trick.

After his tub of water was ready, he closed himself in the bathroom and plunged his hand in the cold water, heating it up with Fire magic.

Then, he emptied half the bottle of poison in the tub, before jumping in himself.

There was a slight tingling sensation on his skin at first that slowly increased in potency. Soon he was feeling like he was getting bitten by hundreds of ants all over his body.

He cast a healing spell on himself to counteract the damage and drank a sip of Mana Elixir. Then he simply closed his eyes and focused his attention on the changes.

Minute after minute, his capacity for Mana slowly increased. Ninety-eight, ninety-nine, one hundred!

And then it continued to increase further, hour after hour. He gathered a few cheap pieces of Ether Crystals for this exact moment and chewed on a few of them from time to time.

Like this, a day quietly passed. And then another, and another…

Apart from taking a break to eat and sleep, Gerald spent the entirety of his days in the tub. It was so unusual that the people around him started to already get worried.

But he didn't pay them any attention or explained what he was doing, so they could just blindly speculate.

"Is he alright?" Qiona was the first to pose this question out loud. She finished the tasks Gerald had given her and was ready to learn more. Too bad for her, her teacher decided to keep bathing constantly.

"You were with him the longest, is this something he usually does?" Unable to come up with an answer by herself, Xilia turned to Sera for help.

But even Sera just shrugged her shoulders and stated, "I don't know… But I don't think is something to be worried about, he often does some weird and unexplainable things."



"Uaaaah!" Gerald stretched his body in satisfaction. In short five days, he increased his Mana stores by almost 300 MP!

By using the Broodmother's poison, the absorption efficiency of Mana Elixirs increased further. Although it was not the theoretical max of 30MP per potion, it still went up by 25 MP!

Now Gerald was brimming with energy with 395 MP at his disposal!

"Hahaha! This feeling of power, it's amazing! I love it!" Gerald laughed madly for a few minutes to get the pent-up excitement out of his system.

Unfortunately, the regeneration rate stayed roughly the same, further confirming his hypothesis.

He would have to hunt and kill strong beings if he wanted to increase that part of his ability.

"I can be invincible against those of around the same strength rank for forty minutes! I can fly for more than six minutes! I can cover the sky with Stone Bolts or create a sea of fire!"

A big grin was plastered across his face as he thought of all the new possibilities that now opened before him.

There was just one thing that somewhat ruined his mood. The bump on his chest grew bigger during the last few days and it appeared it was not stopping.

But having no clue what it was, Gerald decided to ignore it for the time being. Maybe it was good, maybe it was bad. Without a definite answer as to what it was, it was impossible to speculate how to deal with it.

Gerald made a rough calculation for his flight and came up with twenty kilometers if he exhausted all his Mana to fly unassisted.

However, if he used the gliding method, he could travel for about eighty kilometers on a single takeoff. Although many variables were not taken into account, such as wind speed and direction, and the upwind or downwind draft…the rough estimate should still hold.

Now he became even less distance-constrained as he could visit the borders of Myrtana in a single day.

It was already a few days since he last visited the Auction house and Arthur was probably already nervously waiting for the Potions of Focus, so Gerald decided to send his butler to bring him a batch of ten.

Meanwhile, he extracted the essence of God's Blood and stored it in an airtight bottle so it wouldn't go bad. The rest of the plant was obviously discarded.

Gerald then paid a visit to Qiona and officially made her in charge of producing the Healing Potions. Her older sister would then be in charge of delivering them to the merchant every week since she had nothing better to do anyway.

He gave Qiona a few words of advice before once again leaving the capital and traveling south.

After disappearing under the cover of dense forest, he unfurled the extra leather pieces on his wingsuit and took flight.

He didn't fly too high, as the air got thinner the higher you went while it also became increasingly cold. And he hated cold.

Other than that, it was quite peaceful up there. Clear skies, beautiful scenery, no loud noise, no dangerous beasts...

Skreee~

Or maybe not.

An ear-piercing scream alerted Gerald to the presence of danger. A giant eagle was flying below him, completely unaware of a human in the skies.

Focusing his attention on the bird, Gerald recognized it immediately. It was an advanced form of a common Eagle, the extremely dangerous Shadow Eagle.

It was known for its swift, silent, and deadly attacks.

But it usually attacked at dusk when its prey came out in the cover of darkness. In other words, it shouldn't be active at this time of day. Unless it needed extra food or maybe it was just patrolling its territory.

It wasn't too big of an animal. The wingspan was about five meters and it weighed close to one hundred kilograms.

Gerald opened his Magic Eyes and saw Mana flowing through the eagle and working to give it a speed boost.

A grown-up Shadow Eagle was recorded to be at a rank of Iron-6, but that was only for the attack. Its hollow bones made its defense much weaker than most beasts of similar rank.

The main advantage it had was its flight and the extremely sharp talons that could slice through flesh and bone. Its grip was strong enough to crush stone, so crushing skulls wasn't considered anything special.
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                Gerald decided to follow the bird for a while and see what it was up to. It wasn't as if he was in a hurry anyway, he could afford to play around for a while.

The bird seemed to be looking for something. It circled the area a few times and then flew straight in one direction.

Gerald had to expend quite a bit of Mana to keep flying high and stay out of its detection range.

They soon arrived above an open piece of land in the middle of the forest. There was a hilly area with many small caves carved into the ground.

Directing his attention there, Gerald noticed many humanoid figures running around and fighting. As he came closer he abandoned the Shadow Eagle, who dove towards the battle, and instead hid at the edge of the forest, observing the fight.

Iron-clad humans and what appeared to be Orcs were currently engaging in a bloody melee. There didn't appear to be any special strategy in place, as both sides clashed in a chaotic mess of a fight.

Gerald saw a few Fire spells flying across the field and explode in giant columns of flames, further separating the combatants and making the terrain more difficult to traverse.

Since both sides were about equal, it was clear that the strength ranks went from Iron-5 up to probably Iron-8 or 9.

Those weaker Orcs and even Hobgoblins were mowed down like grass, not to even mention Goblins who died by stray swings and projectiles.

"Is this one of those Goblin Purges? Damn these guys are brutal!" Gerald observed from afar and quietly commented on what he saw.

He sometimes liked to talk to himself as it could maybe give him an insight into what was happening better than just passively observing.

Corpses lay strewn across the battlefield, both humans and beasts.

"I'm definitely not going to help them fight, but maybe I can gain some inspiration for magic just by looking?" He was currently still too far to see exactly what spells were the mages over there were using, so he decided to sneak closer.

Luckily there was quite a bit of broken stuff to take cover behind. Broken war carriages and supply wagons laid there in the bloody mud, together with burned straw huts and wooden palisades that the Orcs used as a base camp.

Clang, bam!

He was now close enough to clearly hear the sounds of battle. A burly man with a bushy beard was currently engaged in a duel with an Orc Warrior, both of them being covered in metal plate armor.

"Wraah!" The man swung his greatsword with both hands, but the Orc intercepted it with his crude blade, knocking it aside with one hand.

His other hand held what appeared to be a meathook on a chain, with which he tried to entangle his opponent.

"Die you bastard!" The man roared and his sturdy body rushed forward, putting all the weight behind his next strike.

Bam, crack!

As the swords once again collided, the Orc's crude weapon snapped in half and only barely missed another warrior's head as it flew off.

"Gotcha!" The burly human warrior smirked and attacked even more aggressively.

But the Orc Warrior was experienced in battle and quickly used his hook on a chain to keep his opponent at bay. He swung it around himself and tried to strike the burly man with difficult-to-defend attacks.

"Shit, this chain is so annoying!" The burly man had to duck and weave to avoid the flying hook. He was getting extremely frustrated by the attacking style of the Orc.

He already wasted almost ten minutes fighting this guy and he was still nowhere near finishing it. The Orc was more than one rank stronger than him, but luckily his equipment wasn't as good.

Then, out of nowhere, a Shadow Eagle came falling from the sky like a meteor.

Skree!

A sharp sound of air being cut apart was produced just before impact. The Orc Warrior was completely unprepared for what was happening and it was unable to guard against the unknown attacker.

The Shadow Eagle struck it with its deadly claws on the back, cutting the metal plates apart like they were made of paper.

Dark blood gushed out like a fountain as the Orc Warrior roared in pain. Its back and shoulder muscles were torn, making it almost impossible to continue fighting.

"Heyaa!"

The burly man took hold of this opportunity and struck out with his greatsword, decapitating his opponent in one clean swing.

Breathing loudly he turned around towards a certain person and shouted, "Thanks for your help, miss Lynn!"

The woman gave a slight nod of acknowledgment and then focused her attention on the battle once more. Above her, two more Shadow Eagles circled in the sky, diving down to attack according to her orders.

"A Beastmaster! Nice!" Gerald watched the entire fight from his hiding spot and noticed the woman coming to the battlefield late. The Eagle he followed before had to be one of hers.

He already saw Beastmasters once, they were those from Blood Sun Viper who used Black Wolves and Wargs to fight. The Earth Dragon he killed also belonged to one of them.

He already had a deep impression of the beasts in this world, but using them to fight increased his interest even more.

Although he had no plans of getting a familiar of his own, it was still an interesting thing to see.

The burly man then ran to help his comrades and Gerald also moved, though in the opposite direction. His targets were the mages in the back, where he could observe their magic.

About half-a-dozen mages were standing in a line, a few meters apart from each other. Each of them was dressed in an expensive long robe, with jewelry and gold adorned bodies. They were sparkling in the sunlight, making them extremely eye-catching on the battlefield.

Gerald drank a Greater Mana Potion to start recovering faster and quietly floated towards them just above the ground.

Two Water mages were casting their spells that he was particularly interested in. They had barrels of water on a wagon near them so they would have enough catalyst for spell-casting.

The grass in the open wasn't too tall, but it wasn't short either. For a grown-up man, it would reach just above the knee height, just enough to hide Gerald who was slithering around like a snake.

He had to get to at least a thirty-meter distance so he could see how the magic was being used, but luckily, everyone was preoccupied with their own things, so he wasn't discovered.

"Slow rivers grind through stone, but Blades of Ice will cut you down!"

This was one of the first chants that Gerald heard clearly. A man, who seemed to be in his late twenties, dressed in a luxurious thick dark-blue robe was the one who spoke it. Water flowed from the barrel near him and following his hand movements formed itself in a shape of a crescent moon, before freezing solid and shooting forward at almost the speed of sound.

"Eh? He is using both Water and Earth magic for that?" Gerald opened his eyes wide in surprise. He clearly saw the man use Water magic at the beginning, but then it morphed into Earth before shooting off into the distance.

"Is ice considered under Earth Element? Or am I misunderstanding something?" It was a shock, to say the least. Gerald always thought that ice was part of Water magic and had nothing to do with Earth, but apparently, that wasn't the case…

But he didn't have much time to think as a shout from a soldier made him tense up.

"There is something in the grass!"
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                'Was I discovered?' Gerald opened his eyes wide and tried to be as still as possible. Luckily the movement discovered wasn't from him but from something else in the other direction.

The mages and a few soldiers directed their attention to where the man was pointing.

Giehahah!

A creepy laugh came, followed by many dark beings rising from the ground.

"Pah! It's Goblins! These little freaks tried to ambush us!" Spitting on the ground, one of the mages became angry. He considered himself pure and noble, so dealing with these ugly things wasn't exactly his favorite thing.

"Blast them apart! Don't let any of them escape!" said another mage. This one was much older, probably in his late fifties, with hair that already started to become gray.

But there was no weakness that came with old age on his face. No, instead he was brimming with vitality and his gaze was sharp like that of an eagle.

He wore a simple brown robe that reminded Gerald of what monks wore back on earth, it's just that the old man's robe was full of gold and silver, with dark-yellow gems all over.

"Hands of Stone!" the man yelled and the ground trembled. Two giant arms rose from the ground a dozen meters in front of him and mimicked each and every movement his real hands did.

The horde of Goblins was nothing before him as he crushed them like ants with his giant stone arms.

"Leave some for us, master!" A guy, dressed in fiery-red clothes with gold-trimmed edges shouted. He lifted his jewelry-decorated hand and gathered Mana for his spell, "Fire Storm!"

Fwoosh!

A streak of flame shot from his hand and split into many fire snakes mid-air. They each targeted one of the Goblins and swiftly struck them on the chest. The beasts were knocked back and burst into flames, dying shortly after.

"Woah! High-grade spells! These guys are amazing!" Gerald admired their work from afar. He watched the Water mage from before turn around and control Ice Spikes like a circular blade saw, mowing down Goblins as if they were grass.

It appeared that this spell used a lot of Mana though, as the mage had to soon stop his imposing display of power.

"Watch out! Ice Shield!" A female Water mage shouted and cast a defensive spell. Almost instantaneously a semi-circular glistening ice barrier formed around both of them.

Boom!

Not even half a second later, a fiery explosion hit the ice, cracking it slightly.

"A Goblin Mage! Those bastards actually tried to pull a double ambush!" the mage in red clothes hollered in anger.

But it wasn't just a simple Goblin Mage. No, there were about another dozen Hobgoblins with crude bows and stolen crossbows in hand, ready to shoot a volley of arrows at them.

"Take cover!"

Fwoosh, fwoosh, fwoosh~

Each of the mages protected themselves with magic.

The old man simply hid behind the giant hands, the woman kept her Ice Shield active, and the male mage who was shooting fire simply lay on the floor to avoid the arrows.

In the second that was needed to re-knock the arrow, the experienced mages already hurled a torrent of spells at the nasty humanoids, completely overwhelming them with superior firepower.

Gerald watched as a storm of flames, ice, and stones rained on the Goblins and completely obliterated them before they even had a chance to react.

"Isn't that a bit overkill?" He smiled wryly as he watched the now completely scorched and fragmented ground. He felt weirdly excited watching all of this. Almost jittery even.

He felt something compelling him to stand up and join the fight, but he eventually suppressed that feeling and sneakily moved around.

He continued sneaking around for a while and nobody noticed him. His advantage was that he could observe what was happening within a radius of thirty meters around him, even looking through walls, with his Magic Eyes.

The human warriors slowly gained the advantage and with good teamwork managed to crush the opposition.

Goblins, Hobgoblins, and Orcs fell one after the other and their caves and huts were burned and then crushed to kill any possible hiding monsters. It was also to prevent them from easily making a new nest in this place.

Orcs higher than Iron-7 rank died by the dozen, Hobgoblins by the hundreds, and the Goblins were too many to even count.

Being in the middle of all this death and destruction, Gerald was feeling weirder by the minute. He almost wanted to tear apart his shirt and scream and fight to release the pent-up tension.

"Huff, I need to get out of here..." He was starting to sweat and breathe hard.

"There is someone over there!" A person shouted, this time it was directed at Gerald. "Don't let any of these beasts escape!"

In his daze, Gerald reacted slowly and only realized it was him they were talking about when a few mages already started their chants.

"Shit! I have been found out!" He gritted his teeth and jumped up, shouting, "Stone Body, Iron Heart!"

"Ice Lance! Die beast!" A mage cast his spell, and just as the name implied, a lance made of ice shot forward towards Gerald's back.

Bam!

The impact was strong and it made him fall forward on his face, but luckily the defensive spells were already cast, so the only damage from this deadly attack was a light bruise.

"Ow, you fucking bastard!" Gerald rubbed his back and cursed, "You are lucky I'm not a vengeful person, otherwise you'd be dead!"

The mage was stupefied when he saw that the target he attacked was actually human. But then he realized that the human was unharmed after his strongest single-target spell.

He shouted, "Wait, who are you?"

Gerald was covered with a hood, so his face could not be seen and he was not going to reveal himself just because some guy wanted him to.

"Hmph!" Gerald snorted and then jumped up.

To the shock of the people present, he didn't come back down, but instead just continued upward before changing directions and disappearing in the distance.

"Trevan! Who… Who was that guy?" the red-robed mage ran close and asked.

The guy that shot the Ice Lance, Trevan, answered with a shaky voice, "I- I don't know… Rayner, he- he...just...ignored my attack…with his body!"

"How can that be?! Your Ice Lance can pierce through iron armor easily! He had to have some expensive armor underneath his clothes!" Rayner quickly made a reasonable explanation.

Trevan opened his eyes wide in realization. "Oh, haha, that's right! I'm so stupid!" He slapped his forehead and laughed.

Just because people usually wore armor on top didn't mean that some people didn't hide it under a layer of clothes. "I can't believe I fell for his trick!" he said.

"Hey, you guys! What was that?" The female mage and the old man calmly walked over.

"Bishop Argoch, Lady Castri!" Rayner smiled warmly as a greeting. "We aren't too sure of it either. A person was hiding in the grass over there and when Trevan attacked, he flew away," he explained.

"Fly?" The old man, Bishop Argoch frowned. "Was it a fellow Mage using a high-ranked Wind spell perhaps?"

"We aren't too sure either," Trevan interjected. "But if he is using Wind magic, is it possible he's a High Elf spy?"

"That's unlikely." Shaking his head, Bishop Argoch continued, "Elves wouldn't go so far south, besides there is still the Empire between them and us. They have no reason to be here."

Rayner nodded, "I agree with Bishop Argoch, it's more likely to be a spy from the Burronian Empire than an Elf. At least they have a reason to be here, what do you think, Lady Castri?"

The woman didn't have much of an opinion and just shrugged, "Beats me… Let's just clean up here and return back to the Fort."

A few more words were said before the old man spoke again, "You boys and girls finish things up here, I'll go and speak with the commander."

"As per your orders!" the youngsters spoke in unison.
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                "UAAAAAAH!" Gerald roared at the top of his lungs and held his head. He was currently experiencing a surge of emotions such as rage, anger, fear, confusion, bloodlust, desperation…

They all mixed together, forming an unstable state of mind.

But that was not all. Above all, he was feeling full, he was feeling like his body was too small, as if his skin was too tight for him.

It was like an adult wearing clothes for children.

"What the hell is going on?!" he roared.

He was sweating profusely and with each breath taken, he felt this feeling increasing. When it first started he lost control and fell from the sky. Luckily his defensive spells were active until he decided to turn them off or the Mana was completely exhausted. That's why, apart from a few scratches, he was still mostly unharmed.

But now the surging emotions were too much even for him, and his eyes rolled back and he fell into a coma.

Many hours, maybe even days passed when he finally woke up. He was feeling a splitting headache, but other than that, he was mostly fine.

"So thirsty...and hungry..." Waking up he felt weakness spread through his body. So he opened his pouch and took out a pot with Warg broth and drank it with big gulps.

It was incredibly saturating and satisfying, bringing back the strength in his body.

"Gah!" He exhaled in satisfaction, "That's the stuff!"

Guessing that he would find himself in a situation like this, he prepared plentiful food and drinks in his Space Pouch in advance, as time didn't pass there and nothing would spoil. It was a great tool for traveling.

Resting for a few more hours cured his headache and he could focus once again.

After examining his body, he found out that the bump on his chest grew bigger and the thing inside broke through his skin.

It appeared similar to smooth black glass or some polished metal. Anyway, it was extremely hard and Gerald was incapable of damaging it.

"Wait… This looks like…like..." His mind unknowingly brought back the memory of when he first came into contact with magic. The dark stone. The Etherium Crystal. The Black Onyx!

"Did I start growing my own Ether Crystal?! But I thought humans couldn't do it!"

The possibility of his guess being the truth shocked him, to say the least. Every book he read and every conversation he had on this topic with experienced magic researchers confirmed it.

Humans were incapable of forming an Ether Crystal!

But what if it was all a misunderstanding? What if humans were just so weak in comparison to other beings that they thought they were an exception? It might sound ridiculous, but it could possibly be true.

As far as Gerald knew, he was the only human that safely rose his Mana above 100MP!

Their blood contained most of the Ether, so there was no need to form crystallized storage. The explanation didn't cover everything, but it was a start.

"Hmm, I wonder if..." Gerald closed his eyes and started to meditate. Quickly his lips turned into a smile and soon after, he formed a big grin.

"I need to test this..." He activated multiple spells at once: Stone Body, Iron Heart, Wind Body, and Screw Gravity – as he called his weightless spell.

The Mana gushed out of his body trying to sustain the spells until it completely dried up and he had to stop.

Taking out his pocket watch, he placed it on the ground and extended his hand, waiting.

"It should be enough soon," he murmured while watching the seconds tick by.

Woosh!

Sometime later, a simple Fireball flew out of his hand and exploded a good distance away. Gerald grinned, "Good, it was just as I thought. But just to make sure..." He observed the watch and waited a bit longer until…

Fwoosh!

Another simple Fireball shot out. Only two minutes have passed between the first and second Fireball. That was the rate of his Mana regeneration now.

0.5 MP/min!

"Hah! So just being close to dying lifeforms is enough to make me stronger?" Gerald grinned from ear to ear.

"30 MP/h! This little expedition increased my regeneration five times!" But then thinking about it for a while, he remembered the discomfort he felt after such an increase…

"It was probably too much Mind Energy to absorb and digest at once. I'll have to be careful in the future. Losing consciousness randomly is way too dangerous!"

After establishing some guidelines for himself, Gerald drank a Greater Mana Potion to recover faster.

"Wait… This doesn't seem right..." He tested his Mana regeneration with the potion active and soon came to a conclusion…

The potion could increase his recovery only up to a certain point. 1000 MP/h with the potion active seemed to be the max.

"Hmm, I guess that's okay… It's probably not realistic to expect such a simple potion to multiply my Mana regeneration infinitely."

He did have a plan to go hunting, but after all that happened, he decided to take it easy for a few days.

Besides, there was still much that he had to learn, and visiting the capital's great library, with tens of thousands of books, seemed like a good idea.



He returned to Auralba in a few short hours, with the increased Mana recovery speed greatly helping in extending his flight time.

It was still early afternoon when he came to the doorsteps of the library. The people in the city seemed to be weirdly excited, especially the warriors, but he didn't stick around to find out.

He simply paid the ten silver entry fee and entered the great hall.

Since he chose to read about the monsters and beasts the last time, he decided to take a look if he could find any good spells to learn today.

Unfortunately, after skimming through many dozens of books on the topic, he found out that the library didn't contain any spellbooks higher than medium-grade.

This basically meant that you couldn't become a true Mage without getting some outside help.

After asking around the people in the library, he came to know that only powerful families and nobles had high-grade information.

Of course, there was the exception of the Magic Academy in Auralba, but only excellent students could have a look at it.

And to get to that position, usually took five to ten years of hard work and study.

"Well… That's never going to happen. Not to mention I'm too old to join the academy now, wasting another five to ten years in school? No thanks! I'll find a way by myself." Needless to say, Gerald was quite unhappy after learning this information.

He spent quite a substantial chunk of his life in school and he was not exactly excited to continue on that path. Even if the curriculum was different here and maybe more interesting, he wasn't eager to find out.

Besides, absolute freedom was easier to achieve alone. That's what he strived for. Fun times and freedom.

He didn't always have this idea in his mind, but after changing planets and gaining the ability to control magic, such ambitions were slowly born.

            

    
        Ch. 133 Hunting Expedition

    
    
    
    
                "Well… How about just reading a little of everything? I'll at least have a basic knowledge of all relevant things..."

He took a book about [Herblore] and read it. He flipped through the [Poisonous insects] section, scrolled through [Rocks and minerals for creating Fire Salts], and paid special attention to [Magic conductors and enhanced armor].

"Well shit!" he silently cursed. There was a certain sentence in the book that bugged him: 'Although iron is great as a material for armor and weapons for warriors, it is unsuitable for mages as it is not a good Mana conductor. Especially gloves and clothes, they should never contain any iron whatsoever...'

He threw a glance at his metal hand. It was made fully of pure iron.

"So… That's the reason I can't cast magic with my stump? That's it?!" He almost wanted to bang his head on the table.

It wasn't something especially important, but he was always wondering why couldn't he cast spells with his left anymore. Turns out it was his freaking arm! His expensive metal arm!

"Fuck me… Now it makes sense that none of the mages wear any armor! Making it out of gold and silver would be ludicrously expensive! And heavy!" He remembered that the only metal armor he ever saw on a mage was a pair of silver chainmail gloves.

"I knew it was difficult to control my prosthetic, but I wonder if a silver hand would be any better?" Gerald rubbed his forehead. Such a massive amount of silver would be expensive! And what about his cannon? Should he make a cannon out of silver? Would it even be able to withstand the pressures inside? What if it attracted too much attention?

Many such questions flashed across his mind.

"Eh… I'll leave that for some other time. It's not a necessity."

Spending his next few days in the library, Gerald gained a whole lot. He mostly solidified his basic understanding of this world so that he could navigate everyday life better.

He also spent some time writing down his understandings and relevant discoveries in his notebooks. A small shelf in his lab was already starting to fill up with them.

During his short breaks, he picked up bits and pieces of some new rumor going around. It was about the discovery of some prehistoric beasts, mostly from the time before the Dark Ages.

Since he had nothing better to do, he decided to see what all the excitement is about.

Going to the Guild, he found the information he was looking for quite easily. Most people there knew what was happening and there was also a big announcement on the bulletin board.

It was an invitation for all capable warriors and groups to help out and clear an underground cavern system infested with Minecrawlers.

The place was near the border between the Kingdom of Myrtana and the Burronian Empire and the price for clearing it out was quite generous.

One gold coin for each Minecrawler Warrior or two Minecrawler Workers killed.

There was also a warning about Demon Mushrooms that grew in those caves. Quite a few already bumped into them and almost died from the extremely potent poison.

There was also a reward for each mushroom collected, they were, after all, quite useful in poison creation.

"Demon Mushroom!" Gerald's eyes shone with a greedy light. "I know where I'm going, hehe..."



After learning how to fly, the world shrunk significantly. Before leaving the city, Gerald made sure to send the rest of the potions to the Auction House, so there wouldn't be any problems. Two weeks already passed since the last time they interacted after all.

He was now on his way to the Black-Iron Fort. It had that name because the walls were made of stones of iron ore that were partially melted and scorched black in a conflict for an iron mine, centuries ago.

The Kingdom won in that conflict and used the stones to create the fort as a symbol of resistance against the Empire. The general conflict never ended, it was currently only on a momentary pause.

Gerald landed in a dense forest, far away from his target, and traveled on foot the rest of the way. He wrapped up the wings and stored them away in his Space Pouch.

On the way to the Fort, he met many groups of young people, most of them going to the same destination.

From groups of two and three, all the way up to twenty, many people took the opportunity seriously as such generous rewards weren't easy to come by.

Although many young ones knew they had little chance of success, it was still better to take some risks than to search for work every day.

There were hundreds of kilometers of underground tunnels and thousands of Minecrawlers so the cleaning proceeded slowly. But still, the rumors weren't as bad as the reality.

When they finally arrived at the Black-Iron Fort, a field of tents entered their sight. There were probably a few thousand people here, most of them young and middle-aged men.

Not all of them were warriors, though.

Merchants, blacksmiths, alchemists, and healers all came to sell their services. It was almost like a new town sprouted out in a week.

Going further in, Gerald saw many people with bandages, with some of them having a missing limb or some other part of their body.

He saw two men, dressed in white cloth, carrying a man on a stretcher towards a big open tent with beds. The man was clearly conscious and groaning, as blood was coming through the bandages on his chest. The metal plate that protected him was caved in, as it appeared some sort of spike was lodged in it.
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                Gerald slightly squinted his eyes when the man was carried past him.

"Is that a leg? A Minecrawler's leg?" He clearly saw flesh inside that hard piece that stuck out.

"It seems that there were many casualties already," he said, looking at the full beds in the tent. It was clear that the task wasn't that easy and the rewards were probably so high just to attract cannon fodder more than anything.

The weak and overconfident would go in first and take the brunt of the attack. Their sacrifice would then allow the strong and prudent to slowly take over the exhausted Minecrawler forces.

"Potions! Get your potions here! Healing Potions, just thirty silver! Health Potions for a measly price of a single gold coin! Scent-Removing Powder! Get yours here…" a loud merchant advertised his wares.

"What?! Yesterday it was twenty-seven silver for a Healing Potion! How can you jack up the price so much when people desperately need medicine?!" A passerby, clearly a young warrior, was outraged when he heard the price. And he was not alone.

Many people grumbled in displeasure but refrained from drawing too much attention to themselves.

"Eh? If you are too poor to buy my stuff just go away! Why make a fool out of yourself?" the merchant quickly countered with an annoyed face. He was already used to dealing with loud and rude customers.

"Poor?" The young man was almost spitting flames, "You are robbing people in broad daylight and you have the gall to call me poor? Jacking up the price like that, how can you sleep at night?"

The merchant, uninterested in a fight simply waved his hand, "If you aren't here to buy, just go! Shoo! I have other customers to attend to."

"You-!" Just as the guy tried to speak, a heavy hand landed on his shoulder.

"Out of the way, kid!"

Turning around the young man saw a person that towered over him, clad in dark steel armor with a spiked kite shield in his left hand. The eyes under the helmet were dark and gave out an aura of authority.

The young man gulped and subconsciously took a step back to move out of the way.

"Twenty Healing Potions and five Health Potions!" The steel-clad man spoke with a deep voice and threw a money pouch on the counter.

"Right away, sir!" The merchant quickly brought a box of vials and pushed them towards the man with a smile. He didn't check the money amount and neither did the man count the vials.

They simply exchanged the goods and stored the stuff away.

As for the reason that was so…

"Wow, even the Dark Knight is here! I can't believe I came so close to him!" a person spoke with excitement among the crowd.

Another one added, "Do you think the entire band of Dark Lions is also here or is it just him?"

Among the warriors, an experienced old fox chuckled roughly, "Hehe, the Dark Knight is known for his strength, but he is also extremely careful. He probably came here to scout out the situation and the rest will probably join him in a few days!"

Gerald listened to the crowd discussing the Dark Knight and quickly understood the situation.

The merchant checking the amount of money would be rude considering the reputation of his customer as if saying that a figure like that would try to steal from him.

At the same time, Dark Knight counting the vials would make him look like an untrusting penny pincher.

This was a simple transaction, built upon the reputation of both parties, which made it that more secure.

"Honor, integrity, and trust, huh?" Gerald made a slight smile, "You didn't see that often in my old world..."

But here it was the most important trait of a merchant. Not to mention that people often preferred to deal with problems in a physical way, and gaining a bad reputation was sometimes even worse than death.

You would be ostracized everywhere you went and people would avoid associating with you, much less trade.

Looking around the place, Gerald couldn't find the young man anywhere. He probably left after getting spooked by the Dark Knight.

Looking around the crude, quickly set-up market, Gerald noticed that most stuff was severely overpriced. Potions, weapons, bandages, alcohol, and clothes were up to double the price. The warriors came here to make a fortune, but it seemed like the merchants would be the ones to get the most out of it in the end.

There was plenty of food to eat, as Minecrawler's body parts were getting carried out from the underground every day, but eating the same thing all the time was not for most people.

That's why there was also a small restaurant, crudely built out of fresh wood.

A smell of roasted meat and spices lingered around the place, and many people gathered around. Although the beer and meat were significantly more expensive, many were willing to pay for good food and comfort.

Overall, the ground was muddy and slippery, with many latrines that stank like death. Gerald did his best to avoid them and continued through the camp.

Each person that wanted to venture underground had to register at the Fort, and that's also where you would get the payment after a successful hunt.

The line for registration was long, but the speed was fast. It was soon his turn.

As you would expect, the receptionist asked for his information, including physical strength. After hearing that Gerald was only at Iron-1 rank, the man spoke with a raised brow, "Are you sure you want this? Most Minecrawlers can tear through metal armor as if it were paper. If you are not strong enough to handle them, you should reconsider."

Gerald gave a simple answer, "I'll be fine."

The receptionist shrugged his shoulders, "That's your decision. Don't regret it later!" He handed Gerald a token and a scroll.

"Wear this token as it represents that you work for us now. As for the paper, if you manage to kill a Minecrawler, bring its head to the back of the Fort and you will get a mark on that document. Each mark represents a beast slain so don't lose it! At the end of the week, there will be a reward distribution event so you can cash in the document there."

Gerald nodded to indicate he understood the rules and left the room.

The rules were quite clever actually. If they would distribute gold only once a week, some people would possibly lose their life in the meantime, so the amount of gold they would have to give out would be less than the number of Minecrawlers killed.

It would also give people more incentive to hunt since they would have no money and a lot of free time on their hands.

Although people knew that, they still did it anyway.

"Cruel, but brilliant!" Gerald formed a slight smirk as he left the Fort. Now he just had to find a place for the night and he would go to work the following morning.

"Gerald? Is that you?"

"Hmm?" Gerald turned around after hearing someone call his name.

Surprisingly, he saw many familiar faces. The entire Iron Hawk gang was there, as well as the Silver Phantom group. There were also some other people, and although familiar, Gerald didn't know their names.

The one that spoke was Kerius, the leader of the Iron Hawks and also the man who traded him the Unmoving Boulder spellbook.

"Gerald! I never expected to meet you here!" Derrick, the leader of Silver Phantom came forward and lightly punched his shoulder in a friendly manner. "I thought you quit after the incident!"

"Well… I did sort of quit. I decided to turn my focus towards alchemy for now," Gerald replied.

Kerius then also came close and asked, "Then how come you are here?"

"Oh, you know…" Gerald casually waved his hand, "I heard about interesting things happening here and I wanted to see what all the excitement was about."

Then there, of course, came a question of him entering the underground, for which Gerald gave a vague answer, not confirming or denying it.
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                "How come you are all together? Did you gather all the warriors from Geldern to form a team or what?" Gerald questioned the two team leaders.

"That's right! Good observation!" Kerius confirmed it immediately. "If we are going to form larger groups, it's better to have some familiar faces, don't you think?"

Gerald nodded in agreement. It was indeed better to work with people you knew than some complete strangers from who knows where.

"Oh, that's right! Gerald, would you like to join us?" Derrick extended an invitation.

"Me? Join you?" Gerald pointed at himself, a bit surprised. "Are you sure, I don't think I'll be of much use..."

"Sure! Don't worry about it! We already decided to split the rewards based on the amount of work done. Besides, having more people would make our expedition safer and you could also be more at ease exploring, right?" Derrick almost sounded like a salesman, trying to sell him a membership to join their group.

Gerald looked around, across the familiar faces, and then back to Derrick, "Is everyone okay with it?"

Most people nodded without complaints. Those who interacted with him in the past knew that he was quite capable with combat magic. Even though he wasn't as physically strong as the rest, that didn't matter that much.

They were all from the younger generation, in their early to mid-twenties. Gerald was actually one of the youngest there, so him being weaker was understandable.

"Okay then, I'm in!" Gerald eventually agreed.

Kerius slapped him on the back and laughed with a big smile, "Great! Let's find a place to camp tonight. We should make plans and gather information today so we can be ready to begin tomorrow!"

Nobody hand any complaints, as they traveled for the last few days and were exhausted. A day of rest was exactly what they needed.

They found an empty space away from the rest and set up their tents there. And after creating a campfire, Gerald took out some of the processed Warg meat and shared it with the twenty-or-so people.

It was a great change from eating dried jerky and bland crackers every day, so nobody wanted to be left out.

He still had more than a hundred kilograms of it, so sharing a dozen or so to establish a good impression was not a problem at all.

In the evening, while the guys were discussing the plans for the next day around the campfire, Gerald sat alone and focused his thoughts elsewhere.

At first, he didn't plan on joining any team or group, but after getting invited by his former comrades, he decided to change his plans a little.

Apart from having an easier time hunting with a big group, he could hide his true abilities and rely only on widely-known spells that would not attract any attention.

And there was one more thing… Loitering around a battlefield he would absorb the Mind Energy much faster than hunting Minecrawlers, one at a time, by himself.

"I have to make sure to collect a few Demon Mushrooms for my potions! Luckily that shouldn't be a problem."

The sun slowly dipped below the mountains and the campsite around the fort quieted down. The area was peaceful through the night and only the sounds of nocturnal animals were heard.



A sound of laughter and shouts woke him up and rubbing his eyes Gerald slowly got on his feet.

Following a light breakfast with the guys, they made their way to the entrance to the underground.

The sight of the entrance was breathtaking.

Five-meter-tall wooden door blocked their path as it stood erect from the ground. Massive door latches prevented it from being opened, and metal hinges as big as a child held it all in place.

A stone tunnel led from the front door deep underground, reminding Gerald of a fantasy dungeon entrance. A crowd of people waited before it, armed to the teeth with warhammers, maces, and heavy sabers.

Nobody had a dagger, sword, or bow, and only a few big men carried powerful war crossbows with heavy metal bolts.

They needed something that could break through the strong armor of the beasts, and light cutting, stabbing, and slicing weapons were out of the question.

They all waited as more people gathered, and about twenty minutes later, when it seemed that everyone was gathered, an old man stood up from his chair on a wooden platform.

"Warriors!" He shouted to gather everyone's attention.

"Thank you all for gathering here! We are here to defend our kingdom and exterminate the dangerous beasts that live underground! Same as yesterday, when the doors open, a few of those filthy Minecrawlers might come rushing out! Do not be afraid and crush them!"

The old man then gave a sign and guards near the door removed the latches with difficulty and the doors slowly opened wide.

Skreeee!

Almost immediately a few Minecrawlers madly rushed out, however, being surrounded by hundreds of seasoned warriors, they were piled upon and crushed by the mass of greedy humans fighting for wealth.

"Okay! Those of you who kill a Minecrawler can bring its head to the fort and get a mark! I wish you well, and good luck on your hunt!" The old man who spoke was precisely Bishop Argoch.

He was the one who was in charge of things happening around the Black-Iron Fort for the duration of the Minecrawler-slaying expedition.

"Let's go! I got a map of the underground labyrinth, we can quickly find uncharted territory!" Kerius shouted in excitement and followed the mass of people underground. The rest of the group followed suit.

Every day the warriors would clear the tunnels and each night the Minecrawlers would already be back, trying to reclaim their territory.

            

    
        Ch. 136 Minecrawler Warriors

    
    
    
    
                Kerius led the way through the tunnels, a map in one hand and a lantern in the other.

They left the most densely roamed place and traveled deeper underground towards the uncharted territory.

Kerius gave a simple explanation for his actions, "If we stay with the group we probably won't get even a single Minecrawler."

The stone walls changed color the deeper they went, from light brown to a more light-gray color. A slight draft was pulling air from the surroundings, making the already-cool environment quite chilly.

The tunnels branched in all directions, but Kerius was walking forward confidently without stopping once. They traveled like this when he suddenly stopped. "The map goes up to here, the rest is still unknown."

He stored the map and took out a spiked mace, "We were lucky to have a peaceful road, but be on alert from now on! We are in the enemy's territory now!"

Following behind their leaders, the members of Iron Hawks and Silver Phantom carefully walked forward, with weapons and shields in hand. The light from lanterns hanging from their hip threw creepy shadows on the stone walls.

"There is something to our right!" Gerald said with a hushed voice, but still loud enough for everyone to hear. He could see through the stone and an outline of a few Minecrawlers was clearly visible.

"Get ready to fight!" Kerius said and ordered the two shield carriers to go first. The twins, Ermaz and Armaz, wordlessly walked forward, with their tower shields held tightly to their bodies.

Gerald secretly drank a Greater Mana Potion and quietly chanted, "Stone Armor!"

Rumble!

Stone walls around them shook and cracked, and flakes of stone floated from it, sticking to Gerald's clothes and face, making him look like a certain rocky superhero.

"Oh, is that a new spell? Nice!" Owyn, the mage from Silver Phantom gave him a thumbs-up. As a fellow mage, he could better appreciate the intricacies of such a spell.

Right then they turned the corner and three Minecrawler Workers detected movement with their antenna.

The stone-like mandibles clashed together, producing ear-piercing scraping sounds.

"Watch out!"

The front Minecrawler swiftly attacked with its climbing-ice-pick-like front legs, making dangerous stabbing motions.

Bam, bam!

The beast struck the tower shields and pierced through the layer of metal on the surface. Luckily, the wooden board underneath was thick enough to protect the guy behind it. Only a tinny point pierced through, not even enough to scratch him.

"Beat them down!" Kerius shouted and launched himself at the beast with his mace.

"Ha!" the men shouted in unison and surrounded the ant-like creatures and started beating down on them.

Gerald gladly joined them and used his metal hand to pound on them, while being completely protected in his stone shell.

He, of course, had the Stone Body active just in case.

In a few short minutes, the Minecrawlers were completely crushed, barely leaving any part of their body intact.

Although the youngsters were weaker than their opponents, they had numbers to spare. As such, five of them could focus on a single Minecrawler.

"Good job!" Kerius took out a sack and stored the heads inside, and then gave the sack to someone else to carry.

The fighting was mostly done physically by warriors as magic was considered valuable and should be saved for when they needed help.

Only about an hour went by and they already bagged three kills. The expedition was going great and Gerald was having fun.

With his Magic Eyes, he could see the danger in a thirty-meter radius and could give casual directions to avoid getting surrounded.

The guys thought they were lucky, meeting at most five Minecrawlers at once. That was about the most they could deal with without exerting too much effort or getting injured.

Similarly, Gerald didn't have to do much and simply enjoyed the free Mind Energy that came from the beasts.

Luckily they progressed slowly enough so he could completely digest it and make it his own, at most feeling somewhat uncomfortable at times.

"This is great!" Kerius crudely scribbled down the road they took, while Derrick marked the tunnels they visited, just in case.

"I bet I can sell this information for some extra money! Our progress is way faster than I expected!" Indeed, as he said, warriors traded the maps they drew to get a better understanding of their environment.

Some even bought all the pieces and combined them into a big map, selling it to everyone for profit.

"Let's take a break, I'm hungry!" Kara said after they just finished another battle. She was an Archer, but underground she had to use a powerful crossbow instead of her favorite bow. It was an arduous effort pulling the string back, even though she had a mechanism for it.

"Good idea! Let's take a breather, guys!" Kerius backed her request and nobody had any issues with that.

Owyn and Nina sat together, apparently, they became even closer from the time Gerald last met them.

Eneth, the Spellcaster from Iron Hawks, came and initiated a conversation with Gerald, discussing magic spells and better casting ways.

While giving him some small suggestions, Gerald came to know that magic knowledge was actually quite hard to come by.

Even in the Magic Academy, the first years focused on bare basics and not much more. It then depended on the individual to explore and grow, while keeping deeper knowledge locked away.

Depending on their talent and perseverance they would either become good enough to get access to more advanced information, or they would stagnate and fall behind, being mediocre for the rest of their lives.

Those that decided to join a Warrior's Guild before reaching the rank of a Wizard were usually those failures that didn't grow.

It was for that reason that Eneth was extremely grateful to Gerald for willingly selling them a Spellbook that contained so much information.

In the recent weeks and months since he got it, he almost mastered the spell of Stone Bolts and was quite capable of sustaining many spells at once.

"Keeping knowledge locked behind different ranks? I met that problem myself, and I think it's stupid! If the whole point of magic is to use it to fight against Demons, why not share it with everyone and then build a massive mage army?" Gerald grumbled.

The elites were basically shooting themselves in the foot by keeping the knowledge for themselves. Gerald already tasted the strength of an average warrior, and regretfully, it wasn't that high.

With just a few magic spells they could be taken down, so it was clear that magic was superior. Too bad the mages were much rarer and more expensive.

"I know, right? But that's how it is… The elites want to keep all the advantages for themselves." Eneth agreed with a sigh. But what could he do? He was just an average scrub that struggled to make ends meet.

The food came in a form of dried bread and meat again, so Gerald offered some of his delicious Warg broth. It was nice and warm, perfect for a cold and damp environment like this.

"Well, we got thirty-eight trophies already, that should be enough for today! We will rest for an hour and then go back," Kerius said, leaning on a rock and sipping the warm broth with pieces of bread floating within.

The sacks were full already, so there was no point in continuing the hunt.

Gerald tried the meat of the Minecrawlers, but to his disappointment, it tasted like crap. The beasts fed on Demon Mushrooms, and although their flesh was not poisonous, they tasted horrible.

"No wonder the restaurant up there is so popular!" Gerald exclaimed in realization. As a guy that could appreciate good food, he understood how depressing traveling rations could be.

Having eaten his fill, he closed his eyes and rested while meditating.

His Mana regeneration increased further, up to 32 MP/h.

'Not bad! I'm slowly getting better!' In the darkness of the tunnel, his lips curled upward slightly.

"We got company!"

A shout woke him up from his thoughts, and using his Magic Eyes, Gerald noticed at least seven beasts approaching in the darkness.

"Ah, crap! I completely missed them!" Gerald silently cursed.

There were too many for an easy fight, and three of those Minecrawlers were bigger than the rest.

"Minecrawler Warriors! Get ready to fight!" Derrick and his brother took their hammers and shields and formed a defensive line with the twins from Iron hawk.

"It's time to get serious! Owyn, Nina, make the tunnel smaller!" Derrick shouted.

"Eneth, you too, get ready to cast spells!" Kerius echoed the order.

Eneth squeezed his staff tightly and nodded seriously, "I'm on it!"

Meanwhile, Gerald calmly took off his hand and stuffed the barrel of his cannon with ammunition and gunpowder just in case. The beast's chitin armor was quite hard and the stronger beast was probably going to be a pain to kill.

'Better to be safe than sorry!'

Skreee!

Rubbing the mandibles together, the Minecrawlers produced an annoying high-pitched sound. They detected the movement of humans and immediately went on the offensive.

Five people stood at the front, blocking their advance.

The mages did as they were told and reformed the tunnel to make it smaller, but that did little to stop them. The Minecrawler Warriors just barged through the stone, ripping it apart as if it was play-dough.

"It's no use, they are too strong! Prepare to fight!" Kara lifted her heavy crossbow and took aim.

Pah!

The bolt left the crossbow with a loud pop and collided with the chest of one of the beasts at the front. After scraping it slightly, the metal bolt harmlessly bounced off.

"It's so hard!" she exclaimed in shock.

"Save your strength and only aim on the weaker ones," Gerald said, placing a hand on her shoulder to motivate her. "Just take out the small ones and we will take care of the rest."

He fixed his hand back up and cast a Stone Armor and Stone Body spells. His defense shot up significantly.

"Let's do this!"

Bam!

Minecrawler Warrior collided with a human warrior and after a second of struggle, it won.

One of the shield carriers at the front had his shield smashed apart and his arm broken, all in a single swing of the beast's front legs.

"Ah!" the man shouted and fell to the floor. The bone pierced his skin and blood started to flow out of his wound.

"Die beast!" The rest, of course, didn't appreciate the fact that one of them got injured and attacked aggressively. They banged on the beast with all their strength, with hammers and maces, but to no avail.

The Minecrawler Warrior had armor five centimeters thick and its toughness was comparable to iron.

Gerald tried to help and he kept punching the beast, but he was the weakest of them all and his fists barely did anything.

Clang!

Suddenly, when he least expected it, the Minecrawler Warrior turned its head and clamped down on his left hand with its strong mandibles.

Gerald tried to shake it off, but the beast was at Iron 7-Rank and was way stronger than him. His hand felt as if it was in a metal vise. He couldn't move it at all.

Crack!

"Shit!" His hand suddenly cracked from the pressure and broke apart and he stared dumbfoundedly at the metal stump. "Son of a…!"
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                "Don't let it bite you!" Gerald shouted and retreated from the crazy beast. It was madly thrashing around, making it extremely difficult to attack.

"Try to hold it down. I have something that might be able to kill it, but I need a few seconds to do so!" he shouted.

A few guys frowned, "It's not that easy! This beast is too strong!"

Kerius thought for a second to consider Gerald's request and then spoke, "Okay, we will all jump at the Minecrawler at once, on my mark! We will give you five seconds, after that, if there is any danger, bail!"

He was considered a leader together with Derrick so people listened to both of them. He gave a look to Derrick, and the latter nodded, indicating his agreement. "We will do as he said! Get ready!"

"We go on three! One… Two… Three, go!"

Fifteen grown-up men pushed forward and jumped at the Minecrawler at the same time, holding each leg in pairs of two.

"Good, hold it still!" Gerald shouted and rushed forward.

Bam!

"Die!" He smashed the cannon barrel between the mandibles, right at the mouth of the beast, and fired.

Boom!

The head of the strong Minecrawler Warrior exploded like a watermelon, and various juices and flesh showered the cave walls.

The mouth was one of the rare weak spots that couldn't be armored, becoming a perfect target for attack.

"Good! Excellent!" Kerius laughed and wiped the beast's blood off his face.

Ignoring the ringing in their ears, the men cheered loudly for their victory. But that didn't last long. Kara and Howkin had problems shooting down the advancing Minecrawlers, while Eneth, Owyn, and Nina turned out to be somewhat useless against the heavy-armored monsters.

"Give me some time to reload!" hollered Gerald and retreated further back. Before placing another cannonball inside, he opened his pouch and filled the barrel with gunpowder.

"I'm ready! Try to hold one of them down again!"

The warriors at the frontline already struggled hard and were happy to receive help.

"Let's go again, hold down the one on the left! One… Two..."

Haaaaa!

With a shout, they jumped the Minecrawler Warrior again, and Gerald rushed in to kill it. But this one didn't open his mandibles, making it impossible to reach its mouth.

"God damn it! Work with me, you stupid beast!" Gerald cursed as he struggled to force the cannon in its mouth.

"We can't hold it much longer! The other one is coming!" someone shouted anxiously.

Gerald started to sweat from the pressure. 'Screw it! I'll have to do it!' He placed his right hand over the mandibles and...

Boom!

'Success!' The explosion from his hand was strong enough to blow them away. Swiftly, he stuffed the cannon inside the beast's mouth and fired.

Boom!

Another head exploded and another opponent was dead. The first explosion could be considered suspicious if it was not for such a chaotic environment, with the guys trying to hold on to the beast for dear life.

They didn't have time to think at all.

"Argh!" The last Minecrawler Warrior bit one of the soldiers in the leg, almost pinching it off. The bones broke and blood started flowing from the ruptured flesh.

"Stone Spike, Stone Spike, Stone Spike,..." Gerald chanted quickly, one spell after another. Stone Spikes grew from the ground, smashing against the aggressive beast. Although they didn't hurt it at all, the impact still pushed it away, giving the poor guy some room to breathe.

His friend quickly dragged him off, giving Gerald a grateful look.

"That's the last one, don't give up now!" Derrick shouted and smashed his weapon on the hard exoskeleton. It didn't do much more than a scratch.

Gerald reloaded his cannon once again and then, with the help of the rest of the team, blasted the last struggling Minecrawler Warrior in the face.

Boom!

"Phew! We got them!"

"We should leave," Owyn said. "If a few more of these come, we won't be able to handle them."

Catching his breath, Kerius nodded, "You are right! Because we had such an easy time at first, we went too deep. We have to get out of here, now!"

Eneth helped one of the wounded stand up and said, "Hey, give me a hand to me carry these two!"

The group quickly packed their stuff and left the battlefield. They didn't even care for the loot as they didn't have any more space for it.

Gerald stayed behind and took the bits and pieces of blasted heads, in hopes of exchanging them for some points. He also took the heads of the Minecrawler Workers that were left behind and then ran after the squad.

They made sure to take the fastest way out, but they still took more than an hour of rushing to get out. By then it was already early afternoon.

They weren't the only ones that came out though.

Many groups were already resting outside, some because they got lucky on their hunt, and some of them because they got unlucky.

There was one group that was mourning their fallen teammate who got ripped apart by a single Minecrawler Warrior. They weren't strong enough to save him and had to escape to save their lives.

Many realized that day that this expedition was no joke, but for some, it was already too late.

The team Gerald was with could be considered a successful one, getting their hands on so many trophies, and their losses weren't that big either.

Although the two that got hurt won't be able to participate anymore, the wounds weren't considered anything too serious.

A few months of rest and taking it easy and they would be as good as new. Even less if they decided to spend some money on a good quality potion.

"We will hunt with you until the end of this week, afterward we will leave this place," one of the guys said to the leaders of Iron Hawks and Silver Phantom.

They were just a group of friends that decided to join in the adventure and didn't think things would get so bloody so quickly. As such, they decided to leave as soon as they got paid and take care of their two friends first.

"That's fine, I won't hold it against you if you want to leave," Kerius patted his shoulder in understanding. "You do what you think it's best for you!"

The group then left for the Fort and brought their catch to be counted. For every head brought they got a mark on the document, worth one gold coin.

Besides this reward, people also collected Ether Crystals from the beasts, worth another few dozen gold coins.

There were some merchants buying Minecrawler armor plates for a good bit of coin, planning to sell them to different armor-makers throughout the kingdom.

The armor plates were light and tough, perfect for high-quality armor. Not many people brought the entire corpse with them, though.

But since they now knew that they could get even more from a single kill, up to a few gold coins even, the number of trophies was bound to drop in the following days.

Gerald didn't care much about it, though. When his group went to rest, he made an excuse to leave and went back underground. He used the Scent-Removing Powder to mask himself and ran deeper inside.

The Minecrawlers, as beings that lived underground, were completely blind and only relied on sound and smell to move around.

By removing gravity and smell, he could travel soundlessly through the tunnels, completely avoiding any dangerous places and only taking on lone Workers.

He was now alone and could use whichever magic he wanted.

Placing a hand on the neck of a clueless Minecrawler, he gathered a bit of Mana and blasted through it with a Wind Spear. Directing all that energy between the gaps in chitin armor, the beast presented no resistance whatsoever.

"Too easy!" Gerald smirked as he rummaged through the corpse to find the Ether Crystal. The beasts were quite old and strong so their Elemental Cores were big and expensive.

Some of them could even reach the price of a few gold coins!

But he didn't take any heads, instead, he just crushed them to pieces, making them unrecognizable. He could not afford to raise any suspicions by bringing out fresh kills.

Although, on the other hand, he took all the nice and big plates he could find. Making an excuse for collecting scraps after other people left them was not something that aroused suspicion. Many weak and poor people decided to do the same.

Trailing after a strong group, the danger would be significantly lowered and they could collect bits and pieces that they didn't bother to pick up.

He also stored a few Demon Mushrooms in his Space Pouch. With each of them being bigger than his head, he would have enough for months to come.

"Oh, man! This place is a freaking gold mine! So many natural treasures to gather!"

He slowly glided through the air, appearing behind Minecrawlers like a specter, and slaughtered everything he saw.

But then, just as he was thinking about going back, he noticed a peculiarity in the tunnel. There was something that looked like a big orange stone slab, surrounded by the gray walls, which appeared as if it was carved out of the rock surrounding it.

"Oh? What is this?" Gerald almost stumbled on it, as it was protruding from the ground. It was extremely odd. The Workers usually made the tunnels quite uniform, nothing was sticking out.

He came closer to observe the stone. Some small golden symbols were etched into it, but other than that, it looked like any normal orange stone.
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                Knock, knock!

Gerald tapped on the stone lightly, but nothing happened. He took out a knife and tried to scrape off some of that gold. Again, nothing happened, but he was also unable to scratch it.

"Hmm..." He took out a mace he bought this very day in the camp and used his entire strength behind the swing.

Bam!

The metal mace received a dent on one of its spikes, but the stone was fine.

He stored the mace away and pointed at the stone with his cannon.

Boom!

Smoke covered the tunnel and the cannonball ricocheted off the stone slab, striking the wall and chipping off a piece.

But, once again, the orange stone was completely fine!

"What the hell is this thing?!" He scratched his head in bewilderment.

Unfortunately for him, he didn't have much time to think about it. The loud sounds he just made, and especially the last explosion, attracted some unwanted guests.

Rumbling of many legs striking the stone surface traveled to his ears, and soon he saw more than twenty Minecrawlers, both Workers and Warriors, running towards his direction from all sides.

"Uh-oh, time to go!" He did not waste any time in making his quick escape from the area. Angry screeches reverberated through the underground after the beasts failed to find their target.

Sneakily attacking one or two lone Minecrawlers was doable, but dealing with more than twenty at once was suicide, even for him.

"I spent enough time here for today anyway! I better get back or my friends might start to worry." He quickly backtracked his steps and returned to the surface. Visiting one of the merchants, he sold the armor plates and a few Ether Crystals for approximately ten gold.

"Damn, making money is so easy now!" He stored the money in his Space Pouch with a smile and went to check on the guys.

"Gerald! You are back! We were just starting to worry..." Kerius went to welcome him with a bright smile when he saw him coming. He had an extra bottle of beer and handed it to him.

"Come, let's celebrate our hunt today!" He dragged Gerald to the campfire where the team was gathered.

"Let's all offer a toast to Gerald, for killing those Minecrawler Warriors and saving us all!" Kerius lifted his beer bottle in the air as he spoke.

Everyone lifted their drinks and shouted "Cheers!" at the same time. The atmosphere was quite lively and people joked and chatted around the campfire.

"Say, Gerald..." Kerius spoke while everyone was having fun, "What was that thing you used to kill those beasts?"

Gerald internally sighed, he knew that many were curious about his cannon now that they knew of its existence. Since that was the case, he might as well say a few words.

"Oh, this?" He lifted his broken metal hand, "Well, it's a new weapon that is made for emergencies. It can direct the force of an explosion in a single direction, making it more powerful. It can be only used once before needing to be reloaded, though, it's honestly not that useful in a fight," he explained while also not saying anything relevant.

"I was only able to kill because you all helped hold down the Minecrawlers, so the true heroes were you all, risking your lives to give me a chance! Let me offer you all a toast!" Gerald lifted his bottle and drank in big gulps.

His words brought forth massive approval in the hearts of the people gathered, so they all cheered and drank around the fire. He then brought out a few more pieces of spicy Warg meat, which further increased morale and lifted the mood.

***

The following morning they, once again, traveled to the giant gates leading to the underground, although they were more serious this time than the last time. Remembering how they already lost two guys on the first day, they were determined to not let it happen again.

The atmosphere was solemn as the old Bishop once again came on the platform and gave a speech. The gates then opened and after a momentary brawl with the Minecrawlers, the warriors marched underground.

This time Gerald's team did not advance as fast, so he didn't have to guide them as much as they could deal with dangers that came their way. Unlike yesterday, they focused more on collecting good-quality armor plates from the Minecrawlers as they were worth more than the reward for the head itself.

They similarly had to be more careful where they attacked with their weapons not to damage the goods.

Their hunt was slower because of it, and they killed less, but the total worth of the loot was almost doubled compared to the day prior.

"Work smarter not harder, the saying really holds true in this case!"

When the sacks they brought with them were filled, it was time to return. After getting his loot counted and sold, Gerald once again made an excuse and sneaked back underground.

That piece of weird orange rock did not leave his mind since yesterday and it was bugging him too much to just ignore it.

In any case, as far as his abilities went, it was indestructible. He couldn't even scratch it. Even using Earth magic, he was unable to move it.

With his remarkable memory, he quickly found his way among the many branching tunnels and caves, arriving back at the place of interest. He ignored the Minecrawlers on his way for the most part since they were incapable of detecting him anyway.

"Okay, let's see what we have here..." He crouched down after arriving at the peculiar rock and observed in the light of a dancing fire.

The piece of stone appeared to have been a part of something bigger once upon a time, but the top was now broken and the rest was nowhere to be seen.

He took out his notebook and a few drops of ink floated in the air, dropping on the page and creating a perfect copy of what was in his sight.

"You never know when it might come in handy..." he murmured and stored the notebook away.

Then, using his Magic Eyes, he observed the golden symbols on the rocky surface. To his surprise, Mana was flowing through it in an orderly manner, following along the gold symbols exactly and not deviating at all.

"Hmm?" He followed the direction of the energy and saw many thin lines of Mana all around. They were extremely delicate, which is why he didn't notice them earlier.

He rushed along the tunnel and noticed a few more of those orange stones poking out of the wall. The structure inside the rock was uniform, straight, and repeated every once in a while. It was the same on the other side, a mirror image.

"Is this some ancient structure encased in stone?" he gasped after seeing a part that looked like a pillar. It was similar to the first piece he saw, although this one was still intact and stood straight, making the tunnel bend around it.

Soon the caverns expanded and many tunnels merged into a single massive stone hall. It was so large that Gerald couldn't see the other side.

It was also swarming with Minecrawlers. There were thousands of them, like a sea of living beings, walking across each other.

A small mountain, a behemoth, soon entered his sight. A Minecrawler, bigger than a grown elephant, was slowly stomping around, munching on Demon Mushrooms, and occasionally on a Minecrawler Worker. The tough shell offered no resistance whatsoever to the massive mandibles as it was crushed like old crackers.

The inside juices were sprayed all around on the floor and the rest of the Workers, who, weirdly enough, didn't seem to mind.

"Oh...my...god!" Gerald whispered, his eyes bulging out as he observed the monster.

He recalled the picture from the Bestiary, it was the Minecrawler King. However, the picture did not do justice to the monstrosity before him.

It was recorded that the approximate strength of this being started at Silver 8-Rank, meaning it could lift more than eight metric tones! That was probably twice its body weight.

But that was only the beginning of its strength. This one appeared to be bigger than the book described, probably approaching the limits of the Silver Rank.

"This is dangerous! If people come here and try to pick a fight with this thing, they will all die! But at the speed they are progressing, it will take at least a week for them to come here. I still have time to think about what to do about this..."

He took the notebook and made a picture of what he saw. There wasn't much light in the cave, but luckily some bioluminescent moss was growing on the ceiling, and with its glowing strands hanging down like chandeliers, it was throwing dim light on the ground below.

Straining his eyes to see in the dark, Gerald noticed a structure behind the behemoth. It was massive, probably more than a hundred meters tall and a few hundred meters wide.

"It's definitely an ancient building, probably from before the Demon Invasion. It's possible that it was buried for thousands of years until the Minecrawlers excavated it and made it their home."

He had his hypothesis, but he didn't dare go any further in to confirm it. Even if he could escape the senses of Workers and Warriors, testing out the Minecrawler King was not a good idea. No amount of magic could protect him from that thing.

He remembered the speed of the Brown Boar Kind, and if this beast was anything like it, it would be like a modern tank going at full speed! No barrier could stop it.

"Yeah... I think I'll be on my way now..." He floated away soundlessly, fully alert of any sudden movements around him.
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                Coming back to the surface, Gerald went back to his team.

While they were celebrating the profits, he sat alone, with his back leaning on a tree, deep in thought. He recalled the scene he has just seen. The way that beast calmly ate its brethren...

Compared to that Minecrawler King, he was just an ant. Even if he used everything he had, Stone Body, Iron Heart, and Stone Armor, he would be crushed, there was no doubt about it.

Maybe if he was just smacked around he could survive one or two hits, but there was no way he would try it.

"Man… And just when I thought I became strong too! How can something like that even exist?!"

Gerald found it hard to believe his eyes. A beast that big should be slow and weak compared to its smaller versions. That's how nature worked, size goes up, relative strength and speed goes down.

As the strength of a material goes up squared, the mass goes up cubed. That means that there is a point at which the mass of an object grows faster than its structural strength, and it collapses under its own weight. But it appeared it was just the opposite!

The Minecrawler King was already so big and heavy, that it should logically be approaching that limit. It's exactly for that reason that bigger animals are relatively slow. If they move too fast, their bones would break, unable to withstand the extra force from their movements.

"Magic!" Gerald hissed, "It's reinforcing its body with magic!" He remembered how the Earth Dragon mocked him for not knowing how to use the true magic. He didn't think much about it back then, but now that he thought deeper about it…

It had to be some sort of passive enhancement, otherwise, these animals couldn't grow to such enormous sizes. Especially not Minecrawlers. They didn't have lungs to breathe, instead, they absorbed oxygen through small holes in their exoskeleton, like insects.

And they should be limited in size due to that fact. Unless the pressure and oxygen concentration in the air increased, they shouldn't be bigger than a palm of a hand. Being bigger than an elephant should be impossible.

And yet, they were real. Some sort of magic that acted as life support had to be in effect. Something that was always active, throughout the entire life of a monster.

"True magic, huh?" Gerald rubbed his chin, "Is that what makes the living beings in this world evolve? If that is the case, then it would make sense why people get stronger by eating the flesh of other strong beasts..."

It was simple, really. Since wild beasts were able to reform their own body with magic and enhance their biological functions, if someone consumed their flesh, a small part of their cells would probably also change and be replaced by the enhanced version. Maybe... 

"Okay, that might not be completely correct, but I bet I'm not far from the truth." He took out a small pot of warm Warg broth and slowly drank it. The taste was heavenly and invigorating, perfect sustenance after a workout.

He then licked his lips and put the pot away. "I wonder how does that King taste like? Under all that chitin armor there can't be that much meat… It might be a perfect candidate for consumption!"

Although he did say that, he was not crazy enough to try and kill it.

Yawning, he found a comfortable position to sleep and closed his eyes.



The following two days went by quite well. They hunted for a bit and collected whatever they could get their hands on, before returning to the surface and selling the loot. Each person already gathered quite a few of those shiny gold and silver coins and some just couldn't stop smiling.

Gerald and his team gathered between ten and twenty kills each day, netting them almost one hundred gold each day.

Even being split between twenty people, it was still an amount nobody complained about receiving. It was the end of the week and today would be the reward distribution.

Around a thousand Minecrawlers were slaughtered during this time and the amount of wealth the merchants gathered made them quickly pack their stuff and leave.

Bandits were currently gathering all around the Fort, preying on lone warriors and travelers who were easy loot. For that reason, many decided to travel in big groups and stay safe.

Gerald was not quite yet ready to leave and neither were his friends. There was money to be made and nobody was going to stop them.

"Good! This is great!" Kerius laughed after they completed the last step and received the reward. "Each of us got more than twenty gold coins in total! For less than a week's worth of work, I'd say it's quite good!"

"I agree, opportunities like this don't happen that often!" Derrick was also in high spirits, and so were the rest of Silver Phantom.

The rest also loudly agreed and cheered for their first successful week. There was just one person missing… "Wait, where is Gerald? Didn't he get his money already? Where did he go?"



In the Black-Iron Forth

"Can I help you?" A guard stopped Gerald from going further in and said, "Outsiders can't be here, the place for rewards is over there." The man pointed with his finger in the opposite direction from where Gerald was going.

"I know," the latter answered calmly. "I need to speak with your superior."

The guard lifted his eyebrow, "What? Do you have a meeting with the Commander or the Bishop perhaps?"

Gerald shook his head and said, "I don't know who they are, but if they are in charge here, then I need to speak with them."

"Listen, kid..." The guard pinched his glabella, "Don't make my work harder than it needs to be, and just leave. As I said, outsiders have nothing to do here. Just go, shoo!" The guard waved his hand at him as if he was trying to get rid of an annoying cat.

Gerald rolled his eyes and was just thinking if he should create a commotion to get some attention, when…

"Hey, what's going on here?"

Hearing the voice, the guard seemed to relax and his mood improved, "Oh, young master Trevor! You came at a perfect time! I was just telling this guy that he can't enter the Fort and that he should leave, but he doesn't seem to get it."

"Oh?" The young man was dressed in a light blue robe, with gold and silver all over. Extravagant jewelry was also a part of his attire.

"Hello there, little brother, what's wrong?" He gave an amicable smile, but his voice was one you would use for small children.

It ticked Gerald off, so he gave him a side-eye. "What's with that voice? Do I look like a kid? You appear to be even younger than me!"

"Oh, really?" The guy seemed to be happy with that and laughed, "Well, thank you! It might not appear so, but I'm twenty-five this year!"

'Oh! Now I remember this prick! He's the one that tried to skewer me with a piece of ice!' Gerald suddenly recognized the face after giving it a closer look. "I need to speak with your superior!" he stated with an emotionless voice.

            

    
        Ch. 140 A Deal

    
    
    
    
                "My superior?" Trevor asked and then smirked, "Now, why would I let you do that?"

Gerald looked him straight in the eyes and said, "Because you don't want to be responsible for all the death that will come if you don't let me speak with your superior."

"Death?" Trevor's face scrunched up. "Is this a threat?"

Gerald shook his head slightly, still keeping a neutral expression, "Quite the opposite, I'm bringing a warning of the danger that is to come, and you keeping me here is not helping."

"Hmm?" The young mage lifted his eyebrow, "What danger could possibly threaten us? Look around you, there are hundreds of warriors here, no danger is big enough to warrant an unannounced meeting with the commander, or the Bishop."

"What about a top Silver Rank Minecrawler King? Do you think you can handle it?" Gerald asked with squinted eyes.

Trevor's eyes did the opposite and enlarged in large circles. His face became pale as a sheet of white paper as he questioned, "M- Minecrawler K- King?" He gulped loudly, "You are kidding, right? Is there really a Minecrawler King?"

Gerald didn't say a thing and just stared at the guy with a slight smirk.

Seeing that he was not going to get an answer, Trevor gritted his teeth and said, "Fine! I'll bring you to meet Bishop Arhoch! But I'm warning you, if you anger him or waste his time, I'll not be the one cleaning up your blood! I refuse! Last time I nearly..."

Gerald laughed at his threat and simply stated, "Lead the way!"

"Hmph!" The mage signaled the guard to move out of the way and led Gerald deeper into the Black-Iron Fort.

They climbed a few flights of stairs until they arrived at the top floor of the Fort. There, Trevor knocked on the door and entered, with Gerald following close behind.

The room was quite cozy for being in a tower made of dark stone. Animal furs and soft rugs covered the floor and walls, with bright wooden furniture and golden chandeliers.

An old man, the bishop Argoch, was sitting behind a white desk with carved ornaments of beasts and monsters.

The old man slowly lifted his gaze when the two entered. "Trevor, what is it this time? Another failure? I told you to stop messing with magic you don't yet understand!"

"No, no!" Trevor quickly denied it. "Well, I mean… Yes, but that's not why I'm here!" He quickly moved to the side, revealing Gerald who was standing behind him.

"Who's he?" Bishop Argoch questioned.

Gerald stepped forward and introduced himself, "Hello, sir, it's a pleasure to meet you! My name is Gerald and I'm bringing some important news…"

He came to the desk and took a page out of his notebook and placed it down in front of the old man.

"What is this? A picture?" Bishop Argoch frowned while looking at the paper. "Did you draw this? It looks extremely life-like, but I don't get what's so important about it!"

Gerald gave a light smile and took an empty page and placed it on the table. Then he took out a bottle of ink and a few drops floated out and created a fascinating scene.

It was the picture of this room, of the desk, and the man behind it. Bishop Argoch opened his eyes wide as he took the piece of paper and looked at it in amazement. Then he turned to look at Gerald for an explanation.

The latter smiled confidently and spoke, "I can draw anything I see, and the picture you see, it absolutely genuine! I have traveled deep underground and stumbled upon the Minecrawler's nest and drew this there."

"Wait!" The old man furrowed and took the first page again and gave it a closer look. "Are you trying to say that these hundreds of beasts are real? What about this big guy?"

"All real. The Minecrawler King is probably at the top of Silver Rank in my humble opinion. That's the reason I came here to warn you. If your soldiers disturb it, I'm afraid it will take action. If that happens, then…"

The old man's face went pale at the sheer thought of possible destruction. But then he quickly thought of something, "Impossible! How could you get all the way to the nest and back alive? You don't look that strong, what's your motive?!"

Gerald grinned as if he was looking at a fool, "Is that so hard to do? I took Scent-Removing Powder to remove my scent and quietly moved through the tunnels, avoiding any danger. It's not that hard, really."

He then went on to walk across the room, but there was absolutely no sound coming from his steps. He was actually floating a few millimeters above ground, so of course there would be no sound.

The two mages opened their eyes wide in astonishment. If they didn't have eyes, they wouldn't know a third person was in the room.

"Incredible!" the Bishop mouthed. But then, he scowled again, "Why did you bring us this information?"

"Eh?" Gerald was slightly surprised by the unfriendly tone. "Why? So you don't get annihilated by your ignorance, of course!" Gerald laughed, "It's none of my business what you do with it, though. I just came to give you a hand out of my goodwill."

"But I guess my help is not wanted. Well, see ya!" he waved his hand in goodbye and went towards the door to leave.

The old Bishop mulled over his words and then swiftly stood up, shouting after Gerald, "Wait! We first need to know where the nest is! We still need your help to find it."

Gerald grinned slightly before making a neutral face and turning around. "Why should I help you? I already told you more than enough. I do not work under you, so if you want my help you need to at least offer me some benefits!"

Trevor was speechless, 'This guy sure has some balls speaking to the Bishop like that! Is he crazy?' He hid in a corner, expecting the Bishop to explode with rage. But instead, something interesting happened…

"Hehe, hahaha!" the old man laughed loudly. "Okay, good! What do you want then? Gold? Jewelry? Magic artifacts or gear? Treasures? Perhaps women?"

He was feeling much better now that Gerald asked for stuff. Working with someone that didn't want anything was always sketchy. You never knew what ulterior motives they had. However, working with someone that wanted wealth, it was easy to control them.

"Hehe, of course not! Bishop Argoch you are a smart man, you can't be serious with offering me this trash!" Gerald made a knowing grin.

He came closer and took a seat. His eyes looked straight into Bishop's as he spoke, "What I want…is knowledge! Whatever access to elite books and magic spells, formulas, and such you have… I want it all!"

The Bishop half-closed his eyes. "Knowledge, huh? The most valuable resource of them all… Smart!"

Then he leaned closer with a frightening look, "But do you really think your contribution is worth that much? All of my knowledge? Hah! Who even are you to demand stuff like that?!"

"Me?" Gerald shrugged his shoulders and smiled, "I'm just a poor old cripple that was once a warrior…"

Bishop Argoch didn't know what to say. The guy was definitely young, probably just around twenty, and although he was missing a hand, it didn't seem to bother him that much. Unfortunately, the amount of bullshit he was spouting was too much for the old man.

"Change your request. You are definitely not getting your hands… Your hand, on our secrets!"

"Oh come on, old man! I am willing to work with you and help you take over that ancient temple or whatever that thing is! I'll even reduce my request to just one hundred books! Please split them up evenly among all topics…"

"Did you just say ancient temple?" Bishop Argoch rudely interrupted him. His eyes suddenly became much more lively and a certain strong emotion was hiding in the depths of his mind.

"Well, yes… You can clearly see it in the picture I gave you…" Gerald pointed at a barely-noticeable structure in the background. "I have seen stones full of weird symbols on my way there, and a massive building sits inside the nest."

Bishop Argoch sat back down and caressed his beard with a frown on his face. His eyes jumped from Gerald to Trevor and then across the room, seemingly without reason.

Eventually, after what seemed like an eternity, the old man spoke with a serious and heavy tone, "Fifty books! You can come and collect them after you do your part. But you must make sure not to speak a word of anything you just told us to any living being outside!"

"Why not?" Gerald questioned.

The Bishop squinted his eyes and hissed, "Just don't! We will hold a meeting tomorrow morning, Trevor will lead you to us."

"Eh, why me?"

"You can go now. And remember, nobody must know…" The old man gave him one last look of warning before kicking them out of his room.

"What a kind old man!" Gerald smiled after the doors closed behind them.

Trevor, who was walking right behind him, jerked his head back to look at the door, and then wiped the sweat off his forehead when nothing happened.

"You are crazy, man! How can you be so casual with Bishop Argoch?!" he suddenly burst out loud when they almost left the Fort. "One wrong word and he would break your bones and feed you to the dogs! He almost did it to me once!"

Gerald gave him a smile and waved his hand dismissively, "You think too much! How could such an amicable old man be so cruel? Well, anyway… I'll come back here tomorrow for the meeting then! See ya later!"

Watching Gerald leave, Trevor exhaled loudly, "Man, those guys will never believe me what I just witnessed."

            

    
        Ch. 141 Scouting Mission

    
    
    
    
                Gerald was currently in a good mood. He managed to acquire plenty of benefits for his efforts, and that was just the beginning.

"I wonder how much will I be able to take after they clear the way for me?" He giggled all creepy-like and returned to the camp. The guys decided to take a break for today, and those few that didn't belong to Iron Hawks or Silver Phantom decided to leave. They had to take care of their wounded friends and couldn't continue hunting.

Gerald did not stay there for long, though. After the rest got drunk partying, he took the time to soundlessly disappear into the surrounding forest.

Finding a good spot, he made himself comfortable and sat down. Focusing his mind, he traveled back to the time of the big battle against the Orcs.

He relived the memory a few times over and focused most of his attention on Bishop Argoch who was making those big stone hands with magic. It was an interesting concept and Gerald wanted to copy it.

He closed his eyes and focused on feeling the ground around him. Every crack in the earth, every pebble on the floor…

Rumble!

The ground shook and the rocks on the ground swirled like leaves in the wind, forming a human-sized mound in front of him. Then, the mound started to compress in some places and expand in others, slowly forming a human shape. Not long after, the stone humanoid was complete.

It stood there motionlessly waiting for orders.

Gerald rose his right arm, and so did his stone counterpart. He lifted his leg up and kicked, and the stone humanoid mimicked him perfectly.

He went on to try jumping, running, punching… It was capable of it all. It was even able to climb better than Gerald who lost his hand for a second time. Now only an iron cannon remained on his left arm.

"Okay… This is way easier than I thought it would be… Though it does use up quite a bit of Mana."

The Stone Puppet, as Gerald named it, used around 15 MP/min, making it one of the more expensive spells in his arsenal. He sat down and his stone creation did the same. This was one of the slight problems he was currently trying to fix.

Making a puppet copy you was easy, you just had to connect it to your movements and it would work with no problem. However, separating it from yourself required multitasking, something humans weren't quite able to do.

Some people think they can do it, but in reality, they only switch between tasks really quickly, giving the illusion of multitasking. Although, now that his mind was growing stronger, Gerald noticed that such actions became increasingly easier.

"Maybe if I double or triple the strength of my mind I'll be able to multitask for real..."

Focusing his attention on the Stone Puppet, he was able to make it move while he was sitting still. But that was also not ideal, as he would be unable to move while moving the Puppet independently of himself.

Then, switching between himself and the puppet, he was able to create two completely different movements, although it was extremely tiring to do so.

There was the option of him staying hidden while the puppet fought, but it was not that useful. The main problem was that the puppet was not all that strong and it also had a fatal flaw. It could only be controlled within a radius of thirty meters.

"There is that thirty meters again! Why can't I increase the distance faster? Slowly expanding with the strength of my mind is not enough!" Although slightly frustrated, he didn't waste all his attention on this fact. He didn't know if it could be changed, and even if it could, he didn't know how to do it.

Wasting energy on the unknown would do him no good, so he didn't do it.

"Hmm… Although this spell is not that useful, I have a few ideas to make it better."

The old man back then made it much stronger by making it bigger and focusing only on the hands. Although he could exert much more strength that way, the energy consumption was probably through the roof.

But the old man was rich and full of gems, so that probably didn't concern him.

And although Gerald was now also loaded with Earth Crystals, being wasteful was not in his nature. He took out a few fist-sized gems that he got from the Minecrawler Warriors and trained his magic for the rest of the day.

In the morning of the next day, arriving at the front gates of the Fort, he was led inside by Trevor. The man appeared to have not been sleeping well as he had black circles under his eyes and was not as talkative.

Coming to a big room, Gerald saw quite a few people gathered there. He was familiar with some, but most were unknown to him.

A few more people arrived a few minutes later and they all took a seat around a long table. Bishop Argoch was at the head of it and spoke loudly, "Alright, we are all here now, let's begin."

"Let's first introduce ourselves so we get to know each other. I'll start! My name is Rayner, I'm Bishop Argoch's apprentice." Rayner spoke with confidence.

"Hello everybody, I'm Trevor, an Ice Wizard, also an apprentice of Mr. Argoch! It's a pleasure to meet you all!" Trevor lethargically introduced himself.

The female Ice Wizard from the battle simply said, "Hello, my name is Renna Castri." That was all they got. Her expression was aloof and gave an aura of coldness.

"Hi, I'm Gerald, nice to meet you all!" Gerald made a sweet and amicable smile while introducing himself. His eyes squinted slightly, giving those around him a warm feeling.

The rest of the people went on to introduce themselves one by one. There were a few famous ones among them, mainly the Dark Knight from the Dark Lions together with a few of his teammates.

There were also the widely-known Mad Weasels with the leader Belmar and a few of his trusted aides. The introductions went by without a hitch, even though some participants weren't willing to say much.

"Good, now that the introductions are out of the way, let me tell you why you were all invited here," Bishop Argoch started his speech.

"Since the Mad Weasels were the first to discover the Minecrawlers, it's only right so they should participate in their extermination. As for the Dark Lions, your strength is widely known through the kingdom and it will be needed this time."

He then went on to continue, "According to our friend here," he gestured at Gerald, "A nest with a Minecrawler King was discovered!"

"A King!"

"Are you serious?! Why didn't we get this information earlier? Do you know how many could die if they tried to fight that thing?"

"This is absurd! How can there be a King among those average Minecrawlers?"

The news immediately triggered a heated discussion, with most having shocked and worried expressions.

Bishop Argoch lifted his voice and said, "Calm down! We also only got this information yesterday! I have gathered you here because you are capable. Your task is to confirm the gravity of the situation so we can make appropriate plans to deal with the monsters!"

The words calmed the group down a bit, but then their attention was redirected to Gerald.

"This kid found the Minecrawler King and is still alive? I find it hard to believe it!" Cot stated his skeptical opinion.

Gerald gave him an angry frown. Although he was probably the youngest person present, he already had a short beard and a face full of scars, and he did not look anything like a child.

"Cot! Stop bullying him," Elly berated her teammate. Then turning to Gerald she spoke with an apologetic tone, "Don't take his words to heart, he is just a little grumpy because he didn't sleep well."

"Hey!" Cot loudly protested.

Gerald secretly grinned and then made the most magnanimous expression he could possibly muster, and spoke with a righteous tone, "It's okay my lady, compared to that old man I'm truly just a child. I don't blame him for his words at all!"

Cot became red in the face and roared, "Who are you calling old?!"

The exchange of subtle insults earned a round of laughter from most warriors present and the gloomy atmosphere was immediately disrupted.

"Haha, this guy is all right!" Belmar laughed merrily, even though the one being made fun of was his friend.

After they all calmed down it was time to get serious. Gerald was asked to explain in detail what exactly he saw, with all sorts of questions raining down on him afterward.

The main concern of the warriors was what to do if the situation turned out to be real, as some of them still didn't quite believe it.

"All of you were gathered here because you are one of the best warriors we currently have, but if you decide not to participate that's fine too. We will not hold it against you," the old Bishop announced after the discussion was almost over.

"The only thing I ask of you is that you don't spread this information around as it could lead to panic and unnecessary casualties."

Nobody had anything to say against it, of course. They knew how to keep their mouth shut, especially as it was requested by one of the highest authorities in the kingdom.

"Good, those that decided to go on this scouting mission, please gather at the entrance in an hour, the time is of the essence!"

Gerald went to meet his team and made an excuse to stay away from hunting for the time being. That was because the mission was a secret and everything had to work as normal to prevent any suspicion.

In an hour it was time to depart and the mass of people were already gathered before the door, waiting to begin their daily hunt.

Gerald wore a dark cloak and used the hood to hide his face and hid in the crowd. The group he was supposed to lead stood to the side of the rest. It was much smaller than at the meeting, as almost half of the people decided not to join.

It was not that they were scared or that the reward was too small, instead, it was the fact that they were unsuited for a covert mission where the most important aspect was stealth.

"Hello guys, I hope you can all protect me while we travel…" Gerald smiled warmly while speaking.

"Hmph, I knew it was a bad idea to have a kid guide us. I'm not a fucking babysitter!"

"Cot, you are acting unfriendly again…"

'There is that annoying guy again, what does he have against me?!' Gerald was bewildered by the guy's remarks, but this time he didn't even flinch and kept the unconcerned smile.

"Oh, man! I don't know what you did to him, but he really doesn't like you!" Trevor came from out of nowhere and placed his hand around Gerald's shoulder and started getting way too familiar with him.

"Hey, I feel like I have seen you before…"

"We met yesterday, did you already forget?" Gerald said as he pushed the guy away from himself.

"No, no! I mean like way before… I don't know why I got this feeling like I have met you once before yesterday…" Trevor continued to speak, placing his hand below his chin in a thinking manner.

"Leave the new guy alone Trevor, you will scare him off as you did with the rest, haha!" Rayner came and grabbed him by the shoulders, dragging him away from Gerald.

"Let me go, Rayner! I'm just trying to make a friend!"

"Don't make a scene Trevor, our master is watching." It was a girl's voice.

"Oh, lady Castri!" Trevor immediately forgot what he was doing after the female Ice Wizard came forward.

He immediately abandoned Gerald and started to orbit around her.

Gerald finally had a second to breathe, 'So many crazy people around here, just leave me alone! What did I ever do to you?!'

"...May Innos light your way and guide you on your journey, my children! Now open the gate!"

The Bishop just finished his speech and the doors slowly opened. Gerald's group waited at the side for the rest of the warriors to go first and then they would begin on their mission.

"Hey, guys! I have a question," Gerald said. All eyes were on him.

"Who's Innos?"

            

    
        Once Upon A Time

    
    
    
    
                "Innos! Your old friend is here!"

A loud shout shook the earth and traveled across the land.

In the distance was a small chubby mountain covered in greenery with the top covered with black stone and ash, an active volcano. A giant building of beautiful red and orange rock, covered in tiny golden symbols was shining in the sunlight.

Enormous pillars stood on either side of the road, leading to giant steps into the palace.

A few young Elves, dressed in red robes with golden phoenixes on their backs, were training martial arts on the grass outside. Their shouts and body movements created a peaceful and disciplined environment.

The guards standing at the front gates of the giant building twitched as they detected a presence fast approaching.

"Someone is here!"

They all rose their heads to look towards the sky, where a small dot was quickly approaching, surrounded by a white halo. The figure oriented itself towards the place and descended like a meteor, before losing all momentum and landing on the steps of the Phoenix Temple soundlessly.

"Respected Elder!"

The guards recognized the insignia the man wore and immediately kneeled in respect.

"I'm here to meet an old friend, no need to stand on ceremony!" The man gave them a warm smile and then entered the temple by himself.

"Innos! After all these centuries you are still working here on your Divine Phoenix Treasures? Isn't it time to give up already?" the man shouted.

"Beliar?! Haha, how are you, my old friend?" Both men laughed and hugged.

"How long has it been? Four hundred years? I thought you already lost your life in the Void!"

"Bah, how little confidence do you have in me? If I died just like that after reaching the Divine, I would really be a disgrace to our great race!"

"So? Why are you back? Did you finally find what you wanted?"

"You bet!" The man pulled out a few black crystals.

"Oh! Is that what I think it is?"

"Haha, of course! These are genuine Divine-Rank Soul Eater Cores! You have no idea how hard it was to kill those damn Soul-sucking monsters!"

"And? Do you still think you will be able to extract their abilities?"

Shrugging his shoulders Beliar said, "You spent half a millennia trying to extract Phoenix's resurrection ability, why shouldn't I try to do the same?"

"That's true, but my work is soon going to pay off, I'm sure of it! Just a few more years and I'll succeed, mark my words!"

"Haha, that's precisely why I'm here! You are the only one I can turn to for help. Your expertise with Spirit manipulation is at the top of the world."

Innos thought for a while and then said, "You know what? Help me finish my research and I'll then help you with yours!"

Without even thinking about it, Beliar happily slapped his shoulder, "You got yourself a deal! I can afford to waste a few more decades in this dump!"

"Haha, good! Come, let me show you what I've got…"

The two High Elves, both already above the Divine Rank, entered the deeper parts of the temple where the research into the secrets of magic was currently taking place.

***

Rumble!

"What is that? Is the volcano waking up again? But that shouldn't be, I just recently sealed it!" Innos lifted his head and looked at the trembling walls around them.

"No, it's something else! There is something big going on in the middle of the continent, something is messing with the underlying structure of space!"

Innos frowned and turned his attention away from his research, to where Beliar was looking. His eyes saw the walls of the temple, but his mind's eye spread across the land, hundreds of kilometers to the west.

"You are right, something is trying to tear a hole in the Firmament! Don't tell me... Is some fool actually trying to break through again? Haha!" Innos made a mocking smile and turned his gaze away.

"When was the last time something so exciting happened? Should we go and take a look?"

"You can go if you wish, I'll stay here and continue working on this necklace. Within these few years of your help, I almost got it! I can't stop now!"

"As you wish! I'll be back before the nightfall, save some of this delicious wine for me!"

Beliar dropped his wine cup and rose in the air as the space around him warped, and disappeared from the room.

***

Above a hilly area in the middle of the Neloron continent, a storm was brewing in the sky. The entire space itself was bending and cracking while producing terrifying lightning. A few tall old men, with long ears and silver hair stood in the sky, calmly observing the situation.

"Oh, Beliar? Is that you? You are finally back?"

"Old dog, you are still alive! Did you also come and watch the excitement?"

Beliar flew closer and gazed across the familiar faces.

They were all High Elf Elders, beings that stood on top of the food chain in this world, Divine beings with powers strong enough to extinguish all life of an average kingdom with a single hand. They were also his early friends and classmates from centuries ago.

"I can't believe you old bastards are still alive! How have you been?" Beliar smiled. They hugged each other in a greeting and laughed, taking out strong wines and Divine Elixirs to celebrate their reunion.

"Who is stupid enough to try and break through this time?"

"Hehe, we are wondering the same thing! The Firmament is just growing stronger the more they attack it, they can't be all that smart."

Crack!

A loud and scary crack spread across the sky but was then immediately closed up by a bolt of lightning that struck it from the clouds. An angry gray face, covered in scales and with black horns coming from its forehead appeared momentarily before it disappeared.

"Haha, did you see that? I think it was the Demon King himself! What a fool!"

"Bwahaha, the look on his face! Did you see that stupid look? He is so mad-looking!"

"Stop, stop! Ow, my stomach, it hurts from laughing so much! Hahahaha…"

"Do it again! Come on, try it again! You can do it!"

"Woo-hoo! Go, Demon King, go! You can do it!"

"You can do it, you can do it!"

The High Elves started to chant in unison, laughing and mocking the being that tried to break through the protective shell of their world. It might have been their arrogance or the strong liquor, but they acted completely unlike people of their age should.

All of them were grown-up men, centuries, or even millennia old, some with white hair and hunched backs, and yet, they acted like teenagers in provoking the immensely powerful being on the other side.

"ROOOAR!"

BOOOM!

The structure of space shook and the entire planet felt the vibrations, but the spatial barrier stood strong. The hearts of those present skip a beat, but then quickly returned back to normal.

"Hahaha! Look at him! He is still trying!"

"You can't come through, you fool! You are too strong! Send us your weaker underlings!"

"Yeah, send them through! I was just lacking some good exercise!"

The High Elves laughed and mocked, Beliar included. They would see a sight like this once every few centuries when a strong foreign race or being tried to descend upon their world. They would be always stopped though, with no exceptions!

That was because the Firmament, set up by their ancestors, was a magic barrier that became stronger the more force was applied to it.

And that didn't work with physical force, no. It was the strength of a Soul. A core of any living being in the universe. The stronger the Soul, the stronger the resistance.

Weak beings could come and go as they pleased, but if they wanted to cause trouble, there were a few thousand Divine Rank High Elves guarding the place.

"Yawn, this is getting boring already…"

After a few hours of the Demon King trying to break through unsuccessfully, the High Elves got bored of it and left one by one.

"I think I'll also go back now… Hey, you there! Feel free to stop making so much noise at any time! Bye, bye now," someone shouted towards the Demon King.

Even Beliar descended from the sky and went to get a bite to eat. He was traveling through the Void for a long time and then went to help his friend with his research immediately after. He didn't have time to get some quality food in quite a while.

Rumble~

"What now?" Beliar turned around, only to see the sky split open and a ring of dark purple stone fall through.

"Huh?" Beliar mouthed. "What's that?"

Wooooommmmp!

The purple ring suddenly lit up and dark swirling energy burst out of it.

"Uh-oh! That can't be good!"
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                "Who's Innos? Is he some kind of god?" Gerald casually asked as he watched the people enter the underground.

"What?! You don't even know who our God is?! I bet he is a spy from the Empire!" Cot immediately shouted, taking an opportunity to bring trouble to Gerald.

"Huh?"

"You don't know?"

"Is he really a spy?"

Some people were surprised, while some were skeptical about the validity of Cot's accusations.

"Well… I come from a small village, so I'm a bit ignorant on this matter," Gerald spoke with an ashamed expression.

"Stop it you guys, leave him alone!" Elly placed herself between Gerald and the rest. Then, turning to him she spoke in a comforting voice, "Don't worry, I can tell you all about our great God on the way."

"Thank you, I would appreciate that!"

Since it was now time to go, Gerald, followed by Elly and the rest, entered the dark underground tunnels. They all wore lanterns so as to not waste Mana for lighting.

"So, where do I even start…" Elly placed a finger on her smooth lips, "Innos is our God of Fire and Life, as well as Knowledge and Guidance."

"His symbol is a Phoenix, who in turn represents the everlasting sun. Followers from the Church of Innos gain increased courage as well as protection from the Church. His soldiers, the Paladins of Innos, carry strong Rune Magic, capable of purging even Demons themselves!" There was a bit of exaggeration in her words, but Gerald didn't need to know that.

As Elly spoke, they went deeper underground. Gerald led them through twists and turns, sometimes doubling back or speeding forward. It almost appeared as if he was going blind, especially since he wasn't using any map or wall markings to find his way.

"So, what you are saying is… This God, Innos, he is the giver of life?"

"Yes! Every person has a flame of life inside them, and as they mature, this fire grows stronger, coming closer to Innos and that's why we can cast stronger magic as we get older. But then, as a person grows older still, the fire is slowly exhausted and it becomes smaller until it completely goes out at the end of our lives."

"Oh? That's depressing…"

"Not at all! After death, the fire is reignited, and like a Phoenix, it is reborn in the embrace of Innos in the eternal flames of the afterlife!" Elly spoke with great vigor and conviction.

"And this is…good?" Gerald questioned doubtfully.

"Yes! This way we can all be reunited with our life-giver, our God!"

'Oh, damn! Eternal flames mean something else in my old world… Now I'm even more certain that religions and gods are all full of hot air. Although they do serve their own purpose…'

Gerald chuckled and sped up once again, only to be rudely stopped by Cot, who grabbed him by the shoulder.

"Hey! Do you think we are stupid? Running around like this, are you trying to make us lose our way? I have observed you closely, you aren't even watching which way you are going!"

Gerald flicked his hand away and scoffed, "You sure are a great observer, but did you notice any Minecrawlers during this time?"

Cot wanted to refute him, but then his angry face stiffened and his eyes enlarged.

"No? Can't remember any? Guess why that is! That's right, I have avoided all Minecrawlers for the last few hours, and your stupid disruption and shouting ruined all of that!" Having the ability to see lifeforms through walls, Gerald noticed quite a few of them indeed coming closer.

He moved back, and with a quick "Stone Armor" spell, his entire figure melded with the wall.

"Yoh, guys, we are surrounded. You can thank our friend here later, but now we have to get out of here first!" Gerald shouted.

"What?!"

"Was that your plan from the beginning? Getting us killed underground while you hide?!" Cot shouted in rage.

"Shut up! We already established the fact that I'm the weakest among you all and that you have to protect me! Why would I be bringing trouble to myself? Now get ready to fight!"

Berating him harshly, Gerald rose a few layers of rock with a short "Stone Wall" chant and almost completely hid behind it.

"Whatever, it's just some small bugs…" Dark Knight spoke with a calm tone, completely unconcerned with the danger around him.

"Dark Lions, Bone-grinding formation!"

The few of his teammates that came in with him took out their weapons and reformed the walls around them with magic, creating a hole for each of them to hide in.

They were now completely protected from any attack coming from the sides or back, while their front was armored with thick metal from head-to-toe.

Each of them held a brutal-looking mace, ready to crush whoever came close. This way, the part of the tunnel where they stood turned into a real meat-grinder for any living being that came through.

Mad Weasels, on the other hand, stuck their backs together and waited for the beasts to show themselves.

Almost as if waiting for the preparations to be complete, the Minecrawlers swarmed in as soon as the warriors took their positions.

Elly mimicked Gerald and covered most of her body with a layer of stone and hid partially in a wall, before casting her Light spell.

"Oooh, that's cool… I remember one of the old video games I played having a spell like that!"

"Sorry, what? I need to concentrate…"

"Just thinking out loud…"

As Gerald and Elly exchanged a few words, the rest of the group went on to massacre the Minecrawlers. Most of the work was done by the Dark Lions as they turned the beasts into minced meat, the strong Minecrawler Warriors included.

"These guys are quite powerful!" Gerald gasped. "There is no way I can do the same without using magic!"

It didn't take long until the beasts were crushed under the weapons of the mighty Dark Lions. And he paid close attention to their moves and strikes, noticing they all had a cold and calculating personalities, with immense strength hiding in their bodies.

None of them ever showed any sign of anxiety or fear, instead, they didn't even blink when being sprayed with the blood of their fallen enemies. It was especially so for their leader, the Dark Knight. Although his face was hidden behind the helmet, his eyes didn't show any emotions at all.

Boom!

Crack!

Crushing the head of the last Minecrawler Warrior with his hammer, the Dark Knight turned to Gerald.

"It's all clear now, let's continue."

"Good~"

Gerald released his defenses and stretched his back before looking around to see if there is any danger remaining.

"Okay, the coast is clear! Follow me and stay quiet please, we are coming close!"

Walking through the dark tunnels for another hour, they arrived at the open stone hall where the ancient building stood.

"Gasp!" Elly took in a cold breath in disbelief.

The rest also bunched around the exit and looked out in amazement. Although they knew what to expect, the sight was still too much to take in at once.

The sea of Minecrawlers walking around made even the bravest warriors shiver when they realized what would happen to them should they be discovered.

"Sssh, don't make a sound!" Gerald warned in a low voice.

"Where is the King? I don't see it…"

"How should I know? Last time he was here, but he could have gone somewhere else…"

Just as they were discussing, they heard a low rumble, coming from the old building. The broken stone door shook slightly and opened to reveal the Minecrawler King.

Being twice the height of the tallest human, and having the giant body built like a tank, with armor plates strong enough to stop light artillery, the Minecrawler King was a sight to behold.

Its front legs were like sickles of death, swiftly and accurately cutting down any and all living beings that came close to it like it was nothing. The strong mandibles then crushed the tough armor plates of its fellow Minecrawlers with ease, producing sounds as if it was eating salted chips.

"Holy mother of-"

"What is that?!"

"Oh my god, it's huge!"

"Sssh! Be quiet, stupid! Do you want to get us all killed?"

Luckily they were far enough and the Minecrawlers themselves were considerably louder, so they didn't attract any attention.

As the Minecrawler King went on to feed on mushrooms and the guys calmed down, Gerald quietly asked, "So? What do you think? Did you see enough or do we need to stay here for a few more minutes?"

"Let's go back, I think we all understand the situation."

"Agreed, we need to report to the Bishop as soon as possible."

"I'm with you on this one."

"Yep!"

"Definitely…"

Quietly agreeing with each other, the Dark Lions and Mad Weasels left the place as fast as possible, with Gerald leading them.

On the way back they just went on the fastest route, so they met some roadblocks and had to fight their way through it.

It was not even noon when they already returned to the surface and went to the Fort to report their findings and create a plan.

While they were discussing, a guard came to Gerald and handed him a Golden Space Pouch.

"For me? Oh, it's the books I requested!" Gerald exclaimed excitedly after looking inside. "Can I keep the pouch as well?"

"Err, the Bishop didn't mention anything about taking it back, so…" the guard answered with uncertainty.

"Wow, thanks! That's really generous of him!"

Having received another spatial storage treasure, Gerald was more than happy with it. While the discussions were still going on, he found himself a comfortable place to lay down and started reading…

"[Basics of Ice Magic], [Mana Conductors for Treasures], [Guide on Taming Wild Beasts]… Haha, I struck gold this time!"

"Why are you so excited? It's just the basic knowledge…"

"Trevor, huh? It's easy for you to say, being born with a golden spoon in your mouth!" Gerald answered with an annoyed expression to the guy that disrupted his happy moment.

"What are you even talking about? Our spoons are made of silver, gold is too expensive and heavy to be used like that!"

Gerald rolled his eyes at him and turned his attention to the books once more.

"Mmm!" Elly came out of the room, performing some light stretches to relieve muscle fatigue.

"Hey, Elly! You came just in time!" Gerald jumped up and put his books away. "I was really intrigued by your Light magic! You are the first person that I saw using it, can you tell me more about it?"

"Eh?" Being so blunt about it, Gerald made Elly blush slightly, "I- I'm not really that good at it, I just know a few simple spells…"

"Oh, can you make illusions? Or do you ever use magic to blind your opponents or disorient them?"

"Wha-?"

"What about a laser? Can you make it? Does it burn stuff?" he fired his questions in rapid succession.

"Aaah!" Elly shouted. "I don't know what you are talking about! I can just use Light magic for illumination, look…"

Chanting her spell, a small ball of light was created and hung in the air harmlessly.

            

    
        Ch. 143 Light Magic

    
    
    
    
                The white sphere bathed the room in soft light, and Gerald was watching with great expectation and interest, however, nothing else happened.

"Eh? Is that it?"

"What do you mean? Is it not enough for you?" Elly pouted, a bit angry at Gerald. 'Maybe I was wrong to think he was different! Just like Cot, he is unsatisfied with my magic, as if he can do better! Hmph!'

"Well, that light is pretty nice, but don't you have any combat spells?" Gerald questioned, unconcerned about her changing facial expressions.

"I have a few Earth spells that are used for combat, but I don't know what-"

"No, no, no! I'm asking you if you have any Light combat spells?"

"Eh?" sound came from Elly, who made the most confused look possible.

Listening to the conversation from the side, Trevor felt a pressure building inside him and had to intervene, "What do you mean Light spells used for combat?! How can you fight using light, that's ridiculous!"

"Is it?" Gerald lifted his eyebrow watching him sideways.

"Of course!"

"Is that so?"

"YES!"

"Hmm..." Rubbing his chin, Gerald observed Trevor for a minute. "Wait, you are actually serious… Now that's interesting!"

Trevor almost blew off his top, "What the fuck is so interesting about me? Stop spouting nonsense if you have no clue how Light magic works!"

"Hehe, hahaha!" With Gerald suddenly bursting into laughter, both Elly and Trevor became increasingly confused.

"What is so funny? Do perhaps know something we don't? Can you even use Light magic?!" Trevor shouted, being at the limit of his patience.

"Of course….not!" Gerald almost said something he shouldn't. As such, he gave an innocent smile, "I'm just spouting nonsense, as you just said!"

Trevor gave him a deep look and then turned around, "Hmph, fucking weirdo! I don't want to be your friend anymore."

After the guy left, Elly turned to Gerald with complex emotions, "Do you really not know how to use Light magic?"

"Didn't I just say that?"

"You lied, I saw it! You definitely know something about it!" She didn't trust his words at all, as his actions didn't coincide with the words spoken.

"Do I really? I don't know about that…" He suddenly appeared to have lost all interest and picked up a book he dropped before and casually sat down, reading.

Elly frowned and also sat down in silence. It was not her nature to be pushy, but the words Gerald spoke at the beginning and his excitement seemed to be genuine.

She knew about Illusion magic as it was elite-rank magic, but that was only because she was from an elite family. Normal people couldn't know about it, and based upon the fact that even Trevor, a talented mage who was an apprentice of a Bishop, didn't seem to know about it, that should still be the case.

Then there were also a few words that she didn't understand and the fact that he called it 'combat magic' just didn't give her peace of mind. She looked at him with squinted eyes, 'He definitely knows something more, I just have to figure out how to make him talk!'

"Hey, um, Gerald…" she began quietly.

"Hmm?"

"I agree with that guy, Trevor… Light magic can't be used in an aggressive manner. It's great as supporting magic and can be combined with others to create healing magic, but it definitely can't be used to hurt or destroy!"

After her short speech, she sat quietly and observed Gerald's every move.

He didn't react much, he just gave her a passing glance and then smirked slightly, blew air out of his nose, and turned his attention back to the book at hand.

'He just scoffed at me? I knew it!'

Elly was now even more convinced he was hiding some big secret. She has seen that look before and it was usually before one of her elders answered a stupid question of hers. It wasn't something they did consciously, instead, it was a natural reaction to a ridiculous question or the lack of understanding of magic she put forth.

As a knowledgeable young lady, she was often left to figure stuff on her own, usually with limited information. As such, a misunderstanding of a subject was often the result of this type of learning.

"You're awfully quiet… You better not be thinking about doing anything stupid," Gerald casually commented without ever removing his eyes from the pages.

"Please teach me your secrets of Light magic!" Elly suddenly blurted out.

Gerald lifted his eyebrow and looked at her stupefied, "What? Where did that come from?"

"Please! I am constantly being made fun of because I barely know a spell or two… I'm willing to learn more, and I know you know much more about Light than me!" She spoke with conviction, but there was also a tinge of desperation felt in her voice.

"I think you should reconsider your words… How can I even teach you if I'm younger than you? Not to mention that I don't know what you are talking about, it would be awkward for all of us!"

Bam!

The girl fell to her knees and gave him a pleading look, "Please! I'm willing to be your disciple and listen to your orders!"

"Sigh~" Gerald helplessly rubbed his eyes, "You are a crazy one, you know that? Okay, let's say you become my student… What will your teammates think about it? I don't want to be the source of a conflict."

Jumping back to her feet she quickly went to explain her situation, "It's not a problem at all! I'm not a true member of the Mad Weasels, I just tagged along for the last month. Even if I decide to leave suddenly, it won't affect them at all!"

Right after her explanation ended, the office door opened and the important figures stepped out as the discussion and planning just ended.

"We'll talk about it later. Let's go and see what's the plan for the beasts first!"

Gerald, and a few others, didn't participate in the discussions since there was nothing to add. He was one of the youngest, weakest, and least experienced warriors, so he was fine with it. He was not the one doing the heavy lifting, after all.

"Simply being a guide is easy and stress-free. I'll let those meat-heads do all the work and then take some small advantages for myself!"

Going in for a final discussion, they were informed of the following plan:

The Bishop would spread the news of the Minecrawler King and organize the warriors outside in a single giant group and lead them to clear out the way.

Meanwhile, the Dark Lions and Mad Weasels would bring heavy weaponry and metal chains to bring down the beast. Dark Lions were experts in taking down stronger opponents and were prepared for such a situation. And although the beast this time was somewhat out of their reach, they should still be able to bring it down with double or triple the manpower.

The warriors led by the Bishop would be the ones distracting the hundreds of Minecrawlers, while the elites would take on the King.

"It's a decent plan… I just hope it works as it should," Gerald murmured.

"Let's go! We need to prepare the gear! If anyone has any experience hunting Wargs, you are welcome to join!" Dark Knight announced with his powerful voice.

"Huh? Why would you go and hunt Wargs now?" Gerald asked.

"Heh! The kid doesn't know! Are you sure you should play with the big boys?" Appearing out of nowhere, Cot once again had something to say, although it was not really productive.

"Shut up, Cot!" Elly berated him once again. Then, turning to Gerald once again, she spoke her thought, "If I understood correctly they want to refine the Warg's toxic body fluids to make a poison for the Minecrawler King."

Gerald thought for a while and then nodded, "That makes sense… I was wondering how they would kill it, but I guess this could work."

The few that decided to go on a hunt followed Dark Knight and his team while the rest took the day off. Gerald, in the meantime, went to the restaurant and ordered a warm meal and then went to find a sunny place to rest.

He took out a notebook and ink and started writing down his ideas for Light magic.

From the books that he received from the Bishop, a few touched on the topic of Light manipulation theory and spell formation, but in his eyes, they were severely lacking.

"If people don't even know what atoms are, then it's no wonder that their Light magic is so freaking weak! How could they possibly know about photons?" Realizing how severely lacking their knowledge was, he decided to do something about it. Also, talking with Elly gave him a few ideas for Light spells and so he immediately decided to put them to paper.

Although many of them were not all that suitable for fighting beasts, mainly Blinding Light and Illusions, since most animals relied on smell and hearing to fight, they were still extremely useful against humans, who relied mostly on sight.

"Invisibility, lasers that can burn through everything, mind-bending illusions… The possibilities are almost endless!" Having written many dozen pages during the day, Gerald found himself daydreaming about the different possibilities this branch of magic would bring.
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                The following day was when the announcement was made and the news about the Minecrawler's nest was revealed. Many didn't know what to think about it at first, but as the state of affairs was slowly revealed, many wanted to panic.

Luckily the situation was quickly brought under control as the plans for the subjugation of the nest were slowly released.

Those that volunteered to fight would receive extra monetary rewards and status after the mission was done, so not many were against it, even though the danger levels rose quite significantly.

"I don't even care if it's more dangerous! With this amount of money, I can move to a small town with my young wife and live the rest of my life without worry."

"You were right to save most of your pay. I wish I could also retire before reaching forty! I could raise a few pigs and sheep and we would be set!"

"Yeah, or maybe you will be one of the few unlucky ones to be the first to die…"

"Shut up, man! Stop spouting nonsense, you will bring us bad luck!"

"Don't listen to this prick, the only thing he has on his mind is booze. By the amount he is drinking, he'll be first to go, and it won't even be the beasts that ended him."

"Haha…"

"Hehe, right you are!"

"You guys suck!"

"…"

Gerald was close enough to catch a few conversations, but there was nothing of interest going on. The warriors were just passing time, joking and teasing each other.

It was later revealed that the plan didn't exactly go as expected. The hunt for the Warg proved to be more time-consuming than they predicted, so the expedition had to be delayed for a few days.

It was nothing of major concern though. The gate to the underground was closed in the meantime and the warriors were ordered to rest and recover so they would be in top shape when it was time to go.

It was also a time to repair weapons and armor and to resupply food and medicine.

"I guess it's about time to fix my hand, huh?" Gerald looked at the metal stump that was left of his hand. During the previous days, he didn't quite have enough time to visit a blacksmith.

There were a few that moved to the Black-Iron Fort for better work opportunities and were currently loaded with repair orders. Needless to say that the repairs were much more expensive than in the small towns, and the extra he had to pay to move up the list was also quite substantial.

"Wow, just to get my hand fixed I had to pay almost as much as my entire new arm! This price gouging is fucking insane!"

Even though he expected the price to be higher, Gerald was still shocked by the total amount he had to pay to get his hand fixed in a reasonable time.

"Let's see…" He opened the pouch and counted the coins inside. "It's still almost one hundred gold profit? That's pretty good for a week's worth of hard work! Taking that extra time to harvest those armor plates was totally worth it!"

And that was not even counting all the Earth Crystals he had in his possession. Although he still had more than twenty of those, he had no plans of selling them since it was always a good idea to have some extra Mana stores.

Finally, after taking care of everything for the expedition, he went away from the camp and found a quiet place to train. Since he established a few ideas about Light magic and thought them through, it was time to start bringing them to reality.

His priority was to figure out Invisibility, as it would be extremely useful in most situations. It was also something that shouldn't be that hard to do. Although the light was usually difficult to bend without it going through another substance, he could directly take control over the direction of photons, without a need for refraction.

He simply created a bubble around himself where most light would bend just slightly and then return to its original path after going around him.

But although it sounded easy, the reality was anything but.

After many hours of strenuously testing and trying out new ideas, the best he was able to do was make a blurry mess. Although he did become mostly invisible, the area around him clearly stood out if anyone focused on it. It was like looking through blurry glass.

Turns out that controlling light coming from every direction perfectly was much more focus-intensive than he thought.

"My mind is just not strong enough for it yet, but that's fine too. Mediocre invisibility is still better than no invisibility at all."

***

Finally, the big day came and everyone was ready to begin the great slaying conquest.

Warriors gathered in droves wearing the best armors they could afford and waited for further instructions.

As Bishop Argoch explained the plan in detail and gave the crowd the last directions, Gerald and his group gathered around a small wagon with three ballistae. They reminded him of those ancient weapons the Romans used, although these seemed smaller and more compact.

"I guess they don't need that long leverage to load it since they are much stronger…"

The majority of the weapon was made of metal, making it extremely durable and expensive. The bolts were almost a meter long and made of blackened steel, with sharp points and backward-facing hooks at the front.

"These guys are clearly not playing around!" Gerald gasped after taking a look at their gear. They also had a net made of chains that could be loaded in all three ballistae at once and fired at an enemy.

A pot of poison was also ready to be used and it sat in a corner of the wagon.

"Okay now, if there are no more questions, let's move!" the Bishop shouted and ordered the gates to be opened.

After clearing out the pests at the entrance, the mass of people was led underground, with the Bishop and Gerald at the front.

This time they went straight to the nest, unconcerned about any beasts on their way as they washed over them like a flood.

No matter how strong they were, the Minecrawler Warriors were simply crushed under the weight of hundreds of warriors.

"We are getting close now…" Gerald suddenly said.

"Good!" Bishop reacted and turned to one of his men, "Send the order and get the guys ready! Just as we planned, let's go!"

"Yes, sir!"

The soldier saluted with his right fist over his heart and immediately went back, shouting orders.

Arriving at the stone hall where the Minecrawler nest was, the warriors were amazed by its sheer size and the number of beasts inside.

"Make some noise!" a soldier shouted and started banging on his shield.

Soon, more people followed and started producing as much noise as humanly possible. Loud shouts and banging on metal echoed through the cavern, making the Minecrawlers extremely confused by the amount of sound coming from everywhere.

A few pots of oil were placed on the ground and lit up for more light before the true battle began. With loud shouts, the warriors charged the disorientated beasts and soon a blood conflict ensued. With the Winecrawlers relying on hearing to see the world, distracting them with loud sounds was the best choice.

Boom!

A few fiery explosions blasted the beasts apart as a few crazy guys threw a few bottles of Bottled Thunder.

"Woo-hoo! Hell yeah! Go get them, boys! Yeeee-haaa!"

This battle was quite relaxed for the warriors as they finally had enough space to maneuver and fight to the best of their ability without fear of getting pushed into a corner.

While most were fighting and having fun, the elites only watched with somber expressions.

Although it seemed like humans were winning at the moment, there were even more Minecrawlers coming from the depths of the nest, seemingly unending.

"Let's get ready for the King, he should be here soon!" The Dark Knight pulled the wagon closer and started preparing the ammunition, coating it with poison. His teammates also helped with preparing the ballistae for the boss fight.

"If you don't need me anymore, I'll go and find a place to hide…" said Gerald who was covered in stone from head to toe.

"Mn, sure…" the Bishop replied absentmindedly as he observed the fight.

In about half an hour the warriors will start getting exhausted and that's when the true battle will really start. That's when people will start making mistakes and the first casualties will appear.

Gerald ran away in his Stone Armor when he suddenly tripped.

Bam!

"I'm okay!" he shouted and the stony figure jumped up and ran away to hide.

Both Trevor and Cot saw it and scoffed at the same time. "What a coward…"
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                "A clown trying to be a warrior!"

Saying those few words, Cot turned his attention back to the fight in preparation for the final battle.

As the heavy steps went further away, Gerald grinned as his invisible figure slowly rose from the ground. The one running away was not him, instead, it was just the stone puppet he created.

When he pretended to fall down, he transformed his Stone Armor into a proper puppet and at the same time made himself invisible.

It was extremely difficult to do both at the same time, but luckily he only needed to do it for a few seconds to trick anyone that might be watching. In the darkness of the cave, the imperfections of his Invisibility weren't that noticeable and he could afford to use it without concern.

He quickly drank a Greater Mana Potion and then started to float weightlessly. With a gentle push from the ground, he immediately rose up and reached the ceiling not long after.

Taking out a pouch of Scent Removing Powder, he quickly smeared it over himself and then soundlessly floated across the battlefield towards the ancient building.

The Bishop thought he felt something and looked at the ceiling, but since there was nothing there, he quickly turned his gaze back towards the battle.

The Minecrawlers proved to be more difficult to handle than previously thought and before even a quarter of an hour went by, there was the first casualty. A warrior split from the group in his excitement and was then almost immediately buried underneath multiple maddened beasts.

Even though he wore metal armor, once they got a hold of him, he was torn apart in seconds and he barely had enough time to scream in horror before a fountain of blood gushed out of his broken limbs and torn muscles as he died.

His sudden death shocked those around him, but that only led to more mistakes being made, which led to further injuries.

A guy was a second too slow to move out of the way and his right hand was clamped down by the strong Minecrawler's mandibles, making him lose three fingers instantly.

Things like that erupted across the entire battlefield, and soon the ground was painted red in human blood.

Just when they thought things couldn't get any worse, the entire cavern shook as the King finally made its appearance.

With almost four meters tall and five metric tons of pure aggression, the Minecrawler King released a screech that made everyone fall to the ground in pain, including the Minecrawlers.

A deathly silence followed as the disoriented combatants picked themselves back up with difficulty.

"Son of a bitch! My ears!" Gerald silently cursed from the roof of the ancient building while covering his ears. He was observing everything from a safe distance and waited for an opportunity to sneak inside.

"It's time! Get ready!" Bishop Argoch shouted and gave the order. The ballistae were brought forward and loaded with the poisoned steel bolts, ready to be fired.

"We need to lure it closer, we have to make these shots count!"

"Rayner, use your Fire magic!"

"I'm on it!" the guy shouted back, and with a few short words, a giant flaming snake was conjured into existence.

"Go!" Rayner shouted and brought his hands down. The Fire Snake rushed across the battlefield and coiled around the legs of the Minecrawler King before its temperature surged and flames engulfed the animal.

Rumble!

The cavern shook as the giant beast crashed into a wall and rolled on the ground to extinguish the flames. The heat didn't do much except enrage it further, and as expected, it turned towards the origin of that Fire magic.

"Get those ballistae ready! Here it comes!"

As the Minecrawler King rushed across the battlefield like an enraged bull, the guys on the other side prepared spells and weapons to take it on.

"Now!" Dark Knight shouted.

Pang, pang, pang!

The ballistae were triggered at the same time and the weights holding the net shot forward, flying forth like a giant open mouth.

Skreee!

Another powerful scream came from the King, but the people didn't have time to wallow in pain. As the beast fell to the ground with the net tangled around its body, they had to quickly ready the next shot.

Pang, pang!

The sound of breaking chain links traveled to their ears, as the Minecrawler King was slowly tearing the metal net apart.

"Hold it down!"

Rumble!

Bishop Argoch immediately used his powerful Stone Hands to hold the beast in place, unfortunately with little effect. The stone fingers cracked and broke, forcing him to cast the spell again and again in quick succession.

Trevor and Renna Castri pelted the beast with Ice magic, while Cot and Khand, the mage from Mad Weasels, released stone boulders from the ceiling.

Even with all that falling on the Minecrawler King, the beast endured with its tough magic-reinforced body.

Fwoosh!

Ka-cha!

The first poison bolt arrived with great force behind it, but upon impact, it only cracked the exoskeleton and bounced off, not even piercing the entire way through.

"Again!"

Pang!

Another bolt, another bounce.

"This is going to take a while…" Gerald frowned as he commented quietly and then looked down at the entrance. "I think it's time for me to go…"

He gracefully jumped down while still being invisible and quickly ran through the massive stone archway and through the door inside.

"Let's see… I need some light…"

He copied the spell that Elly made, and with his bit of training during the previous day he was able to quickly make a similar floating light.

He simply released it a few meters above his head and let it sustain itself by draining his Mana.

The inside of the ancient building was a massive stone hall made of red and orange stone, with the same tiny golden runes all over the place.

Something that appeared to be of biological origin littered the floor, with exoskeletons of increasingly bigger sizes laying on the ground among massive stone pillars.

"Bleah! Is this where these beasts poop? Disgusting!" Gerald rose from the ground and decided to explore the place by flight. Besides the place being used as a toilet, It was clear from what he saw that the Minecrawlers molted their external armor as they grew.

Looking around the place, Gerald found many depictions of flaming birds, presumably Phoenixes, all across the stone hall.

Murals of different shapes and sizes also decorated the walls and columns, with the most impressive-looking sculptures guarding the entrance to the next room.

"What is this? A Phoenix Temple?"

As he entered deeper underground he felt the temperature slowly increasing. The stone walls also appeared warm to the touch while the air carried a slight sulfuric smell.

With the curiosity driving him forward, Gerald continued forward until he came to another room. It had three doors, one on each side. One of them, the first in the middle, was open and appeared to be leading further down. It was also the place where the heat was coming from.

The other ones were tightly closed and no matter how hard he pushed or pulled, they didn't budge at all. Even using Fire spells and Earth magic did nothing to them, as they seemed to be completely immune to any external force.

"Hmm, this is getting weirder by the minute!"
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                Flying around the room spacious, Gerald noticed writing above the doors.

"Oh? Phoenix Research Chambers?" He read the bigger words and scratched his head, "What do they mean by 'Research Chambers'? Did they dissect Phoenixes inside?"

Then, looking closer, and found some more golden words written on the door itself: "From death trough flames, to life again, the heavens will make, an eternal man!"

"The heck? Is it some sort of poem?"

Rumble!

Just as he finished saying that though, the ground shook and the doors that didn't move for millennia, slowly opened by themselves.

"Fuck! It was a key to open the door!"

Then, as you would expect from a sealed room, stale air came out and made Gerald's face turn pale.

"Ugh, I can't breathe…" He waved his hand and a gush of wind entered the room, expelling the bad air as it mixed it with the one outside.

Inside the room was quite roomy, with only a few raised stone tables and what appeared to be a sarcophagus at a first glance.

"It's empty?"

The place seemed to have been cleared out before it was abandoned so not much remained. There were a few stone shelves with fist-sized half-circular holes, seemingly designed to hold something round. They were empty, though.

"Or maybe not! What is this?" Gerald found a few spherical white balls on one of the shelves. They were about the size of an ostrich egg and perfectly round and sparkled in the light like a diamond.

Gerald tried knocking on it, but it felt like a common piece of rock when he did so. Trying to pour Mana inside, or extract it out also didn't seem to have any significant effect.

He tried to chip a piece off and hit it with the handle of his sword, but similarly to the stone that made the room, it didn't seem possible to damage it. Even throwing it on the ground and shooting it with a cannon didn't do a thing.

"Eh… I really don't know what to do with these 'eggs'…"

Unable to figure out what they were or how to use them, Gerald simply stored them in his pouch, determined to study them later. Then his attention was attracted by the sarcophagus-looking thing in the middle of the room. The stone slab on top had two palm imprints on the surface and they were similarly covered with golden lines.

It was clearly made for a purpose, so Gerald placed his hands inside. As soon as he did so, he felt some sort of magic mechanism deeper inside the stone. This feeling came straight to his mind and was extremely unusual to him.

It was the first time something like this happened, but he got used to it quickly. Poking around what he felt, he quickly noticed that the mechanism was extremely complex, so much so that he didn't even know where to start looking.

But there was one more thing. The mechanism seemed to be in a bad shape. It appeared weak and deteriorated, fragile, almost like millennia-old wood, ready to turn to dust at the slightest touch.

He tried sending some of his Mana inside, and he felt it react with the thing inside, but then he got blocked from probing any further as if he crashed into a wall.

But then, just pushing slightly harder, the wall crumbled and the mechanism broke, producing a clicking sound from inside the stone.

The slab he was holding split in half and moved to the side, lifting up another piece of stone with a few things on it.

He saw three beautiful golden necklaces with tiny blue lines running through them. They were somehow similar to the golden lines running across the stone outside.

"Wha- Just three measly pieces of jewelry?! What a scam!"

Gerald picked up the necklaces, only for two of them to crack apart from being moved, and the last one lost the gem that was inside. It simply fell out and turned to dust.

"The heck?" He looked at the broken pieces of gold in his hands with disbelief. A handful of scrap gold and a broken necklace? This is bullshit!'

But, no matter how much he cursed, the treasure stayed broken.

"Ah, whatever! At least I can trade it for a few gold coins…" Feeling heartbroken, Gerald stored the loot in his pouch.

Then, just before going away, he noticed tiny words written on the stone surface. Moving his face close to the stone, he pulled the floating light closer so he could read.

"My greatest treasure and my life's work, a Phoenix Necklace! Created as a single-use life-preserving magic treasure, it is made from a mithril-gold alloy, forged in the heart of a volcano…"

Gerald read the entire story of the creation of this artifact in the olden days and its use. He also got to know a bit about the history of this place. "So this is a volcano? That would explain why the Phoenix Temple is buried underneath layers of rock."

"But then again…" He took out the necklace that was still whole, "It's currently broken… Where the hell am I going to get the core of a Phoenix, or whatever it needs, to fix it?"

A Phoenix was a mythical beast made of fire, allegedly, and if even the king of Myrtana could only get a few drops of its blood each year, what were the chances of him getting his hands on a Phoenix Core? Optimistically? Currently around 0%.

"Yeah, well… Fuck!" He stored the necklace away and angrily left the room after confirming there was nothing left inside.

The second closed door also didn't move, but this one had the writing on it damaged beyond recognition as if someone clawed at it to remove it. Without any idea of how to open it, Gerald went to the third door from where the heat was coming from.

He sat down and meditated for a few minutes after drinking a potion to recover his Mana to the peak. Then he cast his Stone Body and went inside.

The heat slowly increased as he descended the stairs. The rock around him started to have a brighter red tint, but it wasn't because of the rock's pigment. It was the scorching heat that made his skin and throat turn dry and burned his lungs as he breathed in. Only the rudimentary protection magic kept his flesh from burning up.

Then suddenly his advancement was stopped by an icy wind that rushed across his face. A field of dark-red thorny flowers bloomed in the cavern, sucking away all the heat in their surroundings and creating a weirdly cold environment.

"Oh, my god! Ice Phoenix Magma Flowers?! No way!" Gerald exclaimed after getting a closer look.

These were considered extremely unique and rare ingredients for potions of a Divine Rank! If a 'mortal' consumed them they would first be frozen to death, before blowing up in a spectacular fiery explosion. A single one could level a small town, and there were hundreds of them here.

"What is going on?"

As he was in the middle of his thoughts, he heard a rustle from a corner of the room. Turning around he saw a mountain-like mass of flesh, warming itself on a red-hot rocky surface.

The fleshy mountain had an appearance of a fat worm, with bodily juices spilling out of it. Cracked pieces of chitin exoskeleton laid on the ground everywhere and fiery-red veins pulsated under the surface of its skin.

Gerald used his Magic Eyes and saw a surging Mana flowing through the being. Its insides looked like those of a completely different being, twitching and squirming around, getting changed, and twisted by magic.

"There should be a Queen in this nest, right? Did this worm eat the Minecrawler Queen?" Gerald scratched his head.

But then suddenly his eyes enlarged and he looked at the massive armor plates on the ground.

"Holy shit! This is the Minecrawler Queen! She is going through some sort of metamorphosis, and that's her fleshy cocoon!"

Gerald watched in horror as the clues connected in his head. The giant worm was at least twice the size of the Minecrawler King, meaning that she was probably much, much stronger than him!

"No wonder there were no eggs anywhere! She was probably in this state for months already, maybe even years! If she finishes this metamorphosis, she's going to be a huge problem!"

Gerald looked around to see if there was anything that he could use to kill it, but everything around here was reinforced with magic, and using Earth spells was impossible.

Similarly using Water was out of the question. The air here was almost too hot/cold to breathe, without any moisture in it whatsoever.

Woosh!

After gathering his wits, Gerald sent a massive Wind Spear at the worm, but it only made a small hole in the disgustingly fat fleshy cocoon.

"It's not effective at all… Let's try fire then…"

Fwoosh!

Flaming tongues licked the cocoon and the surface started to sizzle slightly, but then a thick mucus gushed through the skin and covered the worm, guarding it against the flames completely. Gerald felt his stomach turning and his face changed to a tinge of green at the disgusting sight.

"Ugh, of course, it's resistant to flames… It's living in a freaking volcano!"

Not knowing what to do, he turned his attention to Magma Flowers. According to the Blood Codex, the plant needed extreme heat to grow and stored a concentrated 'Fire Essence' inside its body, whatever that meant.

All that Gerald saw inside it was a massive amount of Mana of a Fire Element, although it was weirdly inactive.

"I don't think I want to know what would happen if I disturbed it by mistake… Fire doesn't help me in this situation anyway."

The being inside the cocoon seemed to have detected his presence and his intent to harm it and it started to be much more active.

"Well, shit! Now I got this squirming worm on my ass as well…"

He opened his pouch and looked at what he had inside. "Broodmother's poison? Nope, it's too little for a beast of this size… Swords? If I can even cut through the first layer of that shit without throwing up it would already be a miracle. Mace? No. Hmm, I don't actually have that many things I could use to kill it… God damn it!"
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                Gerald quickly ran back the way he came and out of the temple. The battle was in full swing, and luckily the Minecrawler King appeared to be losing.

However, it was not easy at all. Many human warriors were wounded or dead, and even more of them were too exhausted to fight. The Minecrawler King apparently had one of its legs crushed by a falling boulder and a steel bolt pierced its mouth.

Many scratches and wounds littered its body and the net was tangled around it. The beast was crushing the rocks around it in rage, but it was all futile.

Spells and steel bolts rained on it one after the other and it was clear that the poison already entered its body. ist movements were sluggish and inaccurate, and it was slowly losing its strength.

"Probably another half an hour and it should be all over… I need to hurry!"

Gerald quickly came out and only spared a glance at what was happening, before casting wide-area magic and taking control of as much stone as he could. He also pulled a few swords close with Telekinesis, just in case.

With a mass of rock floating behind him, he ran back inside, this time completely unconcerned about the disgusting stuff on the ground as he needed to preserve his energy.

Bringing stones to the evolving Minecrawler Queen, he quickly started to think about an appropriate spell.

"Let's try with a Puppet first!"

Almost immediately a human-shaped puppet rose from the ground and picked up a sword. It then ran forward without fear and swung its sword…only to collapse before it even reached the fleshy cocoon.

"Wha-! I lost the connection with it!" Gerald raged loudly.

"You!" He pointed his finger towards the blob of flesh in anger. "Bitch, I clearly felt you! How dare you break off my connection with my spell! Fucking piece of shit!"

He grabbed a piece of stone and swung his arm, triggering an explosion an instant before it left his hand.

Boom!

The stone shoot through the first layer without any problems.

"Hmm, ah, screw it! I'm just going to bury you under rocks and let's see what happens!"

Stones rose from the ground and formed themselves into long spikes. Next, they started to spin like a drill, and lastly, they were pushed with great force from Wind magic and flew towards the cocoon.

Splat, splat, splat!

The stones skewered the cocoon as easily as a piece of jello, and bodily fluids gushed out of the wounds. The being inside squirmed in pain as the exoskeleton didn't yet form and it was currently in its most vulnerable stare.

"Good! Again!" Gerald shouted and formed another batch of projectiles.

Glglglgl~

Bubbles came from the wounds as the blood, mixed with yellow puss-like fluid, gushed out.

"Just die already!"

Gerald did his best to destroy the nasty cocoon, but it was simply too big! He barely scratched the surface of the being inside, and although it released a lot of blood, that was mostly old veins that ruptured and released the toxic waste.

Determined to kill it, Gerald gritted his teeth and took the pouch of gunpowder, and squeezed it hard in his palm.

"I don't know if this is going to work, but you better die quickly and stop suffering for no reason!"

He pinched his nose with his right hand and stuffed the pouch in a deep wound that was relatively dry compared to others. Then he jumped back and shouted, "Now burn!"

Flames spewed from his hand towards the wound and almost immediately after…

BOOM!

Flesh and blood splattered across the cave and Gerald barely avoided it by crouching behind a makeshift stone wall. An eerie silence followed the explosion and only the dripping of blood was heard in the room.

But then… A sound of movement entered Gerald's ears.

"Shit…" He slowly looked up, only to see the most horrific sight in the world.

Five meters tall, pink and purple flesh, with blood flowing out, and a face of a monster with no eyes, and hanging muscles around the mouth that were supposed to become hard mandibles…

It was possible one of the most horrific and disgusting things Gerald ever saw. Its legs were soft and veiny, completely unsuitable to carry the weight of that monster. The pulsating veins almost made him puke!

It slowly turned towards Gerald and the air around it started to heat up as a flame ball started forming at its soft and disgusting mouth.

"Oh, hell no! Don't you fucking dare use magic against me!"

Gerald quickly jumped up and lifted his cannon towards the monster. "Die!"

Boom!

His last shot was fired since he didn't have any more gunpowder left. It hit the monster in the chest, tearing flesh and organs, making it squirm in pain, and also stopping the Fire spell.

But then, a second later, it started again!

"I said no! Stop it!"

Gerald cast a Stone Shower and sharp stones rose from the ground and then rained from the ceiling. The monster stopped its spell again…only to resume it seconds later.

"No, no, no! Repeating Fireball!" Frustrated, Gerald shouted a chant out loud and fireballs left his palm one after the other.

Boom, boom, boom…

They exploded, one after the other, forming small flashes of light as the flames consumed the flesh of the Minecrawler Queen.

But it was not enough. The monster was determined to kill him no matter the cost and it preserved in the spell formation even though it was being bombarded by flames.

Rumble!

A rumbling sound was produced as the spell of the monster was completed and it flew through the cloud of smoke towards Gerald. The giant ball of flames, almost bigger than him, hit him square on the chest and blasted him back.

Just before the impact though, a few words escaped his mount as he closed his eyes and lifted his arms for protection: "Iron Body!"

BOOOM!

Like a barrel of oil exploding, fire engulfed the entire room and even escaped through the hallway up to the other parts of the temple.

Gerald crashed into a wall behind him and fell into the scorching blaze.

A man, covered in flames, with his armor and flesh burning and melting, stumbled towards the Magma Flowers where he collapsed with his last breath, barely conscious.

The Magma Flowers almost immediately sucked away the flames and cooled him down, waking him up and clearing his mind.

"Just this once… I fucking love cold…" he whispered and then immediately entered a coughing fit where he coughed out fresh blood and smoke.

The outer layer of his armor evaporated almost instantaneously and he suffered severe burns even though he used his strongest defensive magic. Although it had saved his life, that surge of Mana was not without its consequences.

His veins and skin ruptured and he felt weakness all over his body, almost as if he just finished the most difficult workout in his life. His body was trembling in pain and he had to grit his teeth and use all his will to even move.

He wanted to rest, but the beast had other ideas. Another surge of Mana started to gather inside its body, ready to send another blast his way.

Gerald was desperate and pissed off.

"Oh, fuck off! Just die already!"

Shouting with anger, he pointed his finger at the monster's head as the remaining Mana started to gather under his skin.

Pssssh!

There was a flash of light and a part of the monster's head suddenly evaporated, creating a small steam explosion.

At the same time, Gerald's finger was blasted open, with blood dripping from the cracks in the skin and muscles, with internal trauma giving it an unnatural color.

"AH! Fuck, it hurts! It hurts so bad!"

Almost 100 MP left his body in an instant, creating the most powerful spell he ever created. The momentary blinding flash of light was the concentrated light beam targeted at the Minecrawler Queen, killing it instantly.

"Lasers are cool and all, but I don't think I like destroying my finger in the process…" Gerald gave a wry smile as pain washed over his body and his mind entered a state of confusion, rage, bloodlust, fear, and anxiety, all at once.

It felt like his mind was expanding but in an overly aggressive way. It was like trying to tear apart a piece of rubber in an attempt at making it bigger. It was excruciatingly painful.

He screamed, he cried, he laughed and roared all at once for as long as he could. And when even his voice gave out, he just continued by blankly staring into space, with a look of suffering on his face.
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                Mana was the energy, the mind was a switch, and the body was the conductor carrying the energy across. Currently, Gerald's mind was strong, at least compared to an average person, and his Mana stores were big, even giant. However, his body was weak, even frail by some standards.

When too much electricity runs through a thin wire, the wire melts, and when too much Mana runs through a weak body, the body breaks down.

Although Gerald's mind was strong enough for extremely powerful spells, his body wasn't. Unfortunately, he didn't know that, and so he had to pay the price. But anyway, even if he knew, the results would probably be about the same…



Gerald woke sometime later with a splitting headache and an aching body. He slowly dragged himself from the icy-cold ground, closer to the dead Queen. Before doing anything more though, he cast a healing spell on himself with a painful expression and drank a Healing Potion.

Then, taking out a knife, he climbed on the mass of flesh and blood and tore open the Queen's chest and cut out her heart as well as the Crystal beside it.

The Crystal was dark brown in color, with streaks of red in-between, reminding him of burning charcoal.

"Heh, evolving towards a fiery being, huh? Not on my watch!" Laughing like a madman Gerald took a bite of the heart and then stored the rest of it in his pouch together with the Magma Crystal. He dissected the carcass and stored away the pieces he deemed worthy.

The Queen was probably nearing the middle Gold Rank, but since she was disrupted during her long transformation, her defense was close to zero and her energies at a minimum, granting Gerald an opportunity to kill. Her flesh would serve him well on his road to becoming stronger.

Before dragging his damaged body out of the room, Gerald gave the Ice Phoenix Magma Flowers a long look and then sighed, "Okay, I'll just take one just in case, you never know…" Though he knew he couldn't use this, he scooped the flower up with the little soil that it grew in and immediately transferred it to his Space Pouch.

"Time doesn't run there, so it should be fine, right?" Waiting for a few moments, he finally relaxed after there was no reaction.

Tearing off the burnt pieces of armor, he took out a spare piece of clothing and put it on. The fiery spell that came from the Minecrawler Queen completely obliterated anything he had, including partially melting his iron hand.

"Just a few seconds of extreme heat and it was already able to do so much damage. Was I struck by a small sun or what?!"

He was genuinely surprised he survived that fiery explosion. The ancient Combat Arts were no joke, and they saved his life more than just a few times already. He felt so lucky to be able to understand those languages and be capable of casting the spell.

Luckily the Space Pouch also seemed to be fine, otherwise, it would be a real tragedy if it was destroyed.

Gerald dragged his aching body up the stairs and towards the exit. However, when coming up, he remembered that people would probably come to explore this place soon…

"Shit, I need to close this door somehow! I can't let them find out what happened here…" He looked nervously around the door, and this one also had some writing like the first one.

But differently than the first door, it didn't react to him reading it out loud.

"Oh! Maybe closing the door has to be done manually?" he wondered after seeing a palm imprint on the wall near the massive door.

Indeed, it was just as he guessed, the magic mechanism that controlled the door was hidden behind it. Like any other, it was old and weak, ready to crumble at any moment.

Gerald sent his Mana inside and the doors started to close. Before they were completely closed, however, the mechanism completely broke, making the door unable to move a single millimeter in any direction. But at least the opening became small, about ten centimeters or so.

"Damn! Oh well, I guess this will have to do, people can't squeeze through anyway."

He limped and staggered his way out of the Phoenix Temple and then sneaked around the edge of the cavern back to his hiding spot. The reason as to why he didn't use magic, was because his body would erupt with pain every time he did so. Just sustaining the Stone Body to escape from the heat was excruciating.



The fight seemed to be already over, and many people gathered around the remains of the Minecrawler King.

The battlefield was covered with flames burning the corpses, and people were cleaning up the bloody remains. The human casualties numbered a few dozen but wounded or maimed made up almost a hundred.

Almost half of the fighting force suffered some sort of injury, from simple scratches and bruises, all the way up to broken bones and torn limbs.

Anyway, the Minecrawler King was currently being dissected and distributed among the survivors as a part of the compensation for joining the fight.

Almost half of the massive body was given away, each person getting a few kilograms of meat. Although the taste was not exactly pleasant, the beast was almost at the Gold Rank. Nobody complained about getting this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to consume some of it.

"Gerald!" Elly was first to notice him walking towards them. "You look terrible! What happened?"

Loudly grunting while sitting down, Gerald simply brushed it off, "It's nothing major, I just had an accident with a bunch of flames…"

"Wow, you must have had a hard time! Getting burned while hiding in a corner, that's some crazy impressive skill, haha…" Of course, it was Cot who would mock him loudly in front of everyone. Although it was only he who spoke, many others had the same thoughts.

Gerald simply ignored his blabbering and closed his eyes to rest. 'What is this prick's problem? Just leave me alone!'

After a while, a delicate hand tapped him on the shoulder.

"Hm? Oh, Elly, what's up?"

"Here," she handed him a big piece of meat, saying, "This is your share of the Minecrawler King."

Gerald looked at it for a second, before pushing it back to her, "You keep it." He had already taken as much meat as he could and his pouches were full. Taking more of the inferior product would make no sense.

"Eh? But this is for you, I already got my share!" she meekly protested.

Gerald closed his eyes and quietly sighed, "How do you expect me to take you as a student if you can't even accept a small gift? Are you going to be like one of those untamed students that can't follow orders?"

"Ah?" She looked at him with confusion at first, but then her face formed a bright smile, "Does that mean you finally accepted me as your student?!"

Gerald, still having his eyes closed waved her away, saying, "Eh, what? Sure, whatever, just let me rest, for now, I need to recover…"

"Yay!" Elly became ecstatic and even jumped a little. She stored the meat in her pouch and then left with a smile.

'Finally some peace!' Gerald's face scrunched up when he moved his body on the rocky floor, trying to find a more comfortable position.

'Damn it, this healing magic is so slow! It's more of a fatigue-removing or recovery magic…' He secretly cast another Recovery on himself even though it was painful to do so. Unbeknown to him, the whole interaction between him and the girl was seen by a certain person.

"Damn it! That prick is speaking with Elly again! And she brought him the beast's flesh! What is she, his servant?!" Cot became red in the face with anger.

But then he saw something that made him gnash his teeth in rage, "What?! She is so happy receiving his meat? He didn't even deserve to get it in the first place, this coward!"

Squeezing his fist hard, he watched the two separate while his eyes filled with blood as he wanted to tear Gerald apart. "He's waving her away like some dog and she is happily prancing about?! That's it, this guy deserves to die! Nobody can treat my girl like this and get away with it!"

"Your girl?"

"Boss!" Cot jumped up. "By Innos! Don't just sneak up on me, I'm going to die from shock one day!"

Belmar placed his hand on Cot's shoulder and sighed. "Cot, I'm worried about you. Ever since Elly joined us you have been losing touch with reality. It doesn't matter if you like the girl or not, but you need to stop obsessing over her so much…"

"I know boss, I know… I have been stressing over her too much lately..." Cot answered in a humble manner.

"It's good that you know… Come, let's go celebrate our victory! We are not going to sleep sober tonight!"

"Hehe, boss you sure know what to say!"

Both men left in a good mood and went to prepare for the evening. The battlefield cleaning was almost done and it was time to return to the surface.
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                An old man rubbed his beard with a deep frown on his face. "Hmm, this is not yet over… There is something... weird going on here!"

"What makes you say that, Bishop Argoch?" Rayner asked, holding his torch up high so his master could see better.

Instead of answering, the Bishop turned to his other apprentice, "Renna, what can you tell us?"

"Hmm, let's see… The King was way stronger than its peers, which is quite unusual. There should be a gradual increase in strength according to age among monsters…"

"Good… What else?"

Renna Castri looked walked around the place and carried her lantern to the side, observing the place. After thinking about it for a while, she spoke, "This place must have been something special… For the King to reside here, it can't be a simple place, however, I can't find anything too out of place…"

"That's true, master!" Trevor interjected, "This place is completely barren, with the exception of these three doors. But this room is completely empty, while the rest can't be opened."

The group stood in the room with the three doors in the Phoenix Temple. This place was the reason for this massive expedition more than the Minecrawler King itself. If it was just the beast that was the problem, they could simply call for reinforcements from the royal palace or maybe from the Phoenix Knights…

But ancient structures often held long-forgotten treasures and knowledge from the past, making them extremely valuable for mages. And nobody would want to share such treasures.

"You are both mostly correct! But did you think where the beasts came from? Just the King is not enough to reproduce and make such an army! There also has to be a Queen!"

"Oh, that's right! We haven't seen any signs of the Queen or her eggs!" Trevor expressed his thoughts out loud.

"So where is the Queen? Is she behind one of these doors?" Renna questioned doubtfully.

The Bishop shook his head and pointed at the floor, "Not anymore, I'm afraid, look!"

The youngsters bent down and brought light closer to the floor to see better. "Is… Is that, blood?"

"Indeed it is… My guess is that her nest is behind that door and that someone fought the Queen in secret…" Bishop Argoch explained calmly.

"If you put your hand here, you can feel the heat coming from behind the door. The Minecrawler King's Crystal has a few streaks of the Fire Element mixed in between, meaning it was evolving into a fiery being." The Bishop took out the Crystal and showed it to his apprentices, taking the time to expand their knowledge.

"The Queen of this species is usually stronger than the King, meaning she was at least in the first Gold Ranks… Whoever fought it clearly suffered severe injuries, but it was not enough to kill him!"

"What kind of person can fight a Gold Rank monster without anyone noticing?!" Renna gasped at the thought.

"Well, can't we somehow go inside and take a look?" Rayner asked.

"Impossible!" The Bishop shook his head in regret, "I have tried, but my magic can't even touch these walls or doors. These runes all over the place are probably reinforcing runes, although I'm not too sure… Maybe if we get rune masters to examine it we could get some clearer answers, but it is highly unlikely."

"Is it really so difficult, master?"

"I'm afraid so… Ancient magic was somehow different from ours now, and we are stuck in these relatively low ranks… Even our strongest magic spells pale in comparison with the world-altering capabilities of the past."

"But master," Trevor protested, "Back then it was the High Elves who controlled the world, it's not fair to compare ourselves to them…"

"No, even the High Elves that are the descendants of those from before the Great War are much weaker than they used to be. The only ones that remained relatively strong are the Dwarves. But they hid away from the world in their mountains. Rumors say that they are able to forge weapons and armor from pure Mana, but those are probably just exaggerations."

"Divine weapons capable of slaying even gods apparently… Anyway, I have never seen a Dwarf or their weapons in my life, so I can't be sure…" Bishop Argoch rubbed the surface of the giant door and quietly sighed. There was nothing he could do to open them and see what secrets lay behind them.

***

"Gerald! You are back!" Kerius shouted excitedly when he saw his friend coming back. "You missed a huge battle! You can't even imagine the size of that monster, it was huge!"

The guy kept shouting and waving his hands around to illustrate the battle with the Minecrawler King and his underlings.

Hearing the commotion, the rest also came and excitedly told their part of the story, how they battled with the beasts, and how brave they were in a fight.

Gerald just smiled and laughed with them, not caring to mention he was also there.

Having made so much money in a short amount of time, the Iron Hawks and Silver Phantom were ecstatic! The amount they received in just over a week was more than a few months of normal work for them.

"Let's drink, friends! Nobody is leaving this place sober tonight!" They brought a full barrel of beer and lit up a fire, roasting up the meat they received.

Gerald also roasted some of the Queen's heart and joined in on the celebration.

The expedition was slowly coming to an end. The last battle took out about a thousand Minecrawlers at once and the wealth gathered by everybody was quite substantial. Now only a few stragglers remained hidden deep in the tunnels, so it was slowly time for warriors to leave.

"We'll stay here for another day or two to rest and then we'll return to Geldern, are you coming with us?" Kerius and Derrick asked Gerald the next day.

"No… I think I'll return to Auralba soon, my friends are probably worried already."

Having discarded his mangled metal hand, Gerald gave off a weak and unthreatening appearance. Maybe that's the reason the guys asked him to join them, or maybe it was because they considered him a friend and wanted to travel together. Either way, Gerald had other plans.

"Hey!" A soft shout entered his ears, it was Elly. "I said my goodbyes to the guys already, so we can leave whenever you want," she said with an excited smile, showing her pearly white teeth.

"Ah, already? That was fast… Did anyone have anything to say against it?" He almost forgot about accepting her as his student. It was something he just said casually back then…

"Not at all!" She smiled while holding her Light Staff near her chest, "They all wished me well and even gave me a few small gifts! They are great people."

"Oh?" Gerald squinted his eyes and then smiled back, "That's good! Leaving on friendly terms is always good!"

"So, where are we going?" Elly asked.

"Auralba."

"Auralba? Isn't that quite far away?" she gasped.

"Not at all, just two to three hundred kilom- Oh shit!" Gerald suddenly realized something…

"What's wrong?"

"Aish... It's nothing. Don't worry about it…" He waved it off casually, but inside he was screaming, 'Fuck! I forgot we can't just fly back! How did I miss this?! This is so annoying… God damn it!'

His mood soured and he almost wanted to pout like a child.

But then, taking a deep breath, he slowly calmed down and accepted reality. 'It's okay, it's not that bad, right? It's just a week of walking, no big deal, right…? Fuck me...'

"Sigh… Okay then, it's best if we depart now if you are ready…"

"Already? Oh, okay…" Elly, like him, had a Space Pouch on her hip, making it clear that she did not come from a poor family. At least he knew she would not be a burden in a monetary sense.

After saying his goodbyes, Gerald oriented himself according to a map and chose a road that led to Auralba. They had a long road ahead of them, so he didn't want to waste any more time.
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                They traveled through the forest for a few hours as the warm sun rays broke through the leaves and warmed the air around them. The spring was coming to an end and the summer would start in a month or so.

It was Gerald's favorite time of the year, not too hot and not too cold. It was absolutely perfect for long walks in nature.

"Hey Elly…" he broke the serene silence.

"What?"

"Did you make any enemies back at the Fort?"

She looked at him in confusion, "No, why would you ask that?"

"Someone is following us for a few hours already… I just wanted to be sure," Gerald said casually. He observed the nature around him through the Magic Eyes and he detected someone sneaking behind them long ago.

He thought it was bandits at the beginning, but after an hour it was still just that one figure, making him think it was something much more personal.

"If that person decides to attack, are you ready to kill him?" he asked seriously.

"Eh, what?" Elly nervously looked around, searching for that person, "I- I have never killed a human before…"

Gerald laughed lightly, "Well, do you expect me to do it? Look at me, I'm not quite that threatening, don't you think?"

Elly looked at his simple clothes and the empty sleeve apologetically, "I… I'll do it! If it gets to it, I'll do it!"

Nodding with a big grin, Gerald cleared his throat and then turned around shouting, "Hey, buddy! You can stop sneaking around now, come out and show yourself!" They waited for a while as he stared at the dense tree leaves and shrubs.

"Are you sure there's someone there?" Elly asked, straining her eyes but still unable to see anyone.

"Oh yeah… Look, here he comes!"

Indeed, just as Gerald said so, the branches moved apart and a green figure stepped out on the forest path.

"Cot?!" Elly gasped after recognizing the familiar face.

Cot removed his camouflage and stared with a bitter and resentful face at Gerald while answering the girl, "That's right, it's me!"

"Are you guys a couple or something?" Gerald asked with a raised brow. He wanted to see how far he could push the situation.

"Eh? Of course not! We barely knew each other for a month, we are just friends!" Elly quickly said.

"Just…friends?" Hearing her words Cot's face scrunched up even further and the anger in his eyes intensified, but it was clearly directed at Gerald.

"Hmm, I think this fella here has some other ideas," Gerald smirked slightly, greatly enjoying the moment.

"Ah?" Elly only now noticed the peculiar look on Cot's face. It was a mixture of anger and embarrassment, as well as a tinge of lust whenever he glanced at her. "No way…"

"Shut up, you!" Cot shouted, pointing at Gerald. "Just shut up already! It's all your fault, coming here and fooling her into becoming your bitch! How dare you!"

"What?!" Elly opened her eyes wide and looked from Cot to Gerald in confusion.

"Ahahaha!" Gerald suddenly burst into laughter and tears started flowing from his eyes. He had to wipe them off constantly so he could keep a clear vision. "Oh, man! This is the most ridiculous accusation I have ever heard! Hohoho, hahaha…"

Seeing his 'rival' take his words as a joke, Cot's face became scarlet and he pulled out his dagger. "Laugh all you want, you will be just a corpse after today anyway!" he growled through gritted teeth.

He took a combat stance and started walking toward Gerald with bloodlust in his eyes.

"Cot, wait! Don't do it! There is nothing going on between us!" Elly shouted and tried to stop him.

"Nothing?! Then why did you suddenly leave the Mad Weasels just to follow this prick?! Why are you still trying to protect him even now?!" Cot shouted at her, his spit flying all over the place.

"I…"

"Let him be Elly. He is partially right, you know…" Gerald lazily interrupted.

"He is?"

"I am?"

Both Cot and Elly were surprised by what Gerald said.

"Yes," Gerald nodded seriously. "You shouldn't stick your nose in other people's problems, and you definitely shouldn't try and argue with mad dogs. They could bite you."

"You bastard!" Cot roared. The teasing was just too much for him, and he was ready to kill!

"Elly, it's time… Are you going to do it, or do I have to?" Gerald calmly asked, completely ignoring his shouts.

"Die you bastard!" Sprinting forward like a mad dog, proving Gerald correct, Cot swung his dagger and stabbed it at Gerald's neck. The man couldn't even react, such was the speed of the strike.

"Nooo!" Screaming at the top of her lungs, Elly covered her eyes, not wanting to see the horrors that were to come.

But then, just when she thought it was all over, Gerald's hysterical laugh sounded out through the forest once again.

Opening her eyes, she saw Cot's face drained of color and his dagger stabbing Gerald's neck. Only, the depth of the stab was...unusual.

"Wh- What is this?!" Cot shouted in horror and jumped back, with confusion and fear clearly written all over his face.

Laughing like mad, Gerald slowly calmed down and rubbed his neck where the blade cut him. "That was a good strike!" He wiped away the single drop of blood that came from the millimeter-deep wound and licked it.

"Oh, man! You should have seen your face! Priceless! My patience was totally worth it, hahaha…" Remembering the stunned and greatly confused Cot's expression that came after stabbing him, Gerald couldn't help but laugh some more.

"You! You are not weak?!"

"Haha, of course not, you idiot! Why would you think I'm weak?" Gerald laughed and mocked Cot with his gaze.

"But your actions… Your character… You were acting like a coward…" Cot stammered.

"All fake, of course!" Gerald grinned and took a step forward. "Why should I advertise my true strength?"

Cot nodded as his life depended on it, cold sweat pouring down his back like a waterfall, "I- I see… Then, let's forget about all this! I'm sorry th-" He started speaking with a trembling voice, but then his eyes suddenly enlarged and he lifted his hand while screaming, "Stone Javelin! Die!"

A meter-long stone javelin shot out of the ground, flying at Gerald at break-neck speeds.

"Watch out!" Elly shouted subconsciously.

"Haha! Futile!"

Boom!

Gerald simply slapped the incoming projectile and it exploded into pieces, leaving him completely unharmed.

Then, with a laugh that, to Cot sounded as if it was coming from the devil, Gerald slowly rose into the sky as a ball of flames formed at the tip of his hand.

"By the gods! Please, wait! It was all a mistake, a misunderstanding!" Cot shouted with tears and snot running down his face as the realization struck him. He pissed himself while falling to his knees and cried, "I was wrong! I'm going to leave you two alone, and never tell anyone about you, please forgive me, my Lord! Mercy!"
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                As a young mage, Cot considered himself quite strong and he was proud of his achievements. He was part of a strong group of warriors and he was talented in many areas.

But it all changed when Elly came and joined their group. After falling in love with her at first sight, he became increasingly distracted and irrational. Not knowing how to approach her, he acted in the most childish way possible, teasing her constantly.

She never spoke more than a few words with him, clearly uninterested in him. However, in his delusions, he saw the girl as just being shy and embarrassed, incapable of admitting her love for him.

And then a young cripple came… And just as he wanted to probe his character and make a few jokes, she immediately came to defend him. It angered Cot and it left a bitter taste in his mouth every time he saw that guy from then on.

If it happened only once he could maybe

orget it, but every time he saw him, there was always Elly to protect him.

He didn't know why, but Cot came to hate Gerald with all his heart and soul. Elly, leaving with the latter, was the last straw that broke him. He had to kill Gerald and get his love back!

But that weak and cowardly cripple… That scum that tricked Elly to go with him… 'What kind of monster is he?! Why can't I kill him?! How can he fly?!' Thoughts like these flashed across his mind when he stared at the sky with teary eyes and a trembling body.

"Too late! Some mistakes, you can't fix... Now burn!"

A column of flames descended from the skies, scorching and burning the ground all around Cot, with him in the middle.

His screams made Elly flinch as she watched his burning figure run away, only to be pierced with multiple stone spikes that came from the ground, making him fall silent. Gerald then landed from the sky as his hand continued to spew fire, burning the body to charcoal.

Then, with a movement of his hand, the ground opened and swallowed the remains, before closing back up, as if nothing ever happened.

Watching Gerald come close, Elly didn't know what to think. She never killed a person before and the sight was too brutal for her young mind to accept. She was also afraid of what would happen to her now that she knew Gerald's cold and dark side.

She took a step back subconsciously and avoided his gaze.

"What's wrong? Do you think I should let him live?"

"N- No…" she answered timidly, still unwilling to look him in the eyes.

"I can see you were not used to this… Elly." He came a step away from her and gently lifted her chin, looking straight into her eyes.

"The world is messed up, Elly. Humans or beasts are all the same, they are all selfish, just in different ways. You were lucky you met a crazy person like Cot when he was surrounded by others… If you two first met in a place devoid of people, I don't think he would stay rational for long…"

"What- What are you saying?" Elly trembled.

Gerald quietly chuckled, "I'm not saying anything, pretty girl. Just know that your beauty can be both a blessing or a curse...depending on circumstances."

"That's also why I hid my strength. Deception is far greater than strength. And you, my dear, under my lead you can become a master of it!" After saying his part, Gerald released her chin and gave her a mysterious chuckle, before turning around and continuing on his way.

"Are you coming?" he asked.

"Ah! Y- Yes, I'm coming!" Elly's body jerked forward and she ran after him.

Gerald made a quick and twisted smile that she couldn't see. "Good choice," he whispered and released the Mana he gathered around his arm. The air pressure was released soundlessly into the surroundings.

If she hesitated for even a moment, she would disappear from the world just like Cot.

"What? Did you say anything?" Elly asked after catching up with him.

"Yes! We have so much time on our hands, so we might as well start the lessons now. But first… Tell me all you know about Mana and magic!"

***

The sun hung low in the sky and painted it orange-red. After a full day of walking, Gerald and Elly were tired and decided to set up a camp for the night.

Gathering up some wood, Gerald ignited it with a simple look.

Elly's eyebrows shot up in amazement. Even after half a day she still couldn't quite accept the things that happened.

First of all, she lost what she thought was her friend, when it became clear he was just a crazy stalker obsessed with her.

Then, she got a shock of a lifetime when she saw a human capable of flight, spewing flames from the sky like some sort of deity. Gerald killed without even blinking, disposing of the body with extreme speed and precision.

And lastly, she became aware of how little she actually knew. In the conversation during the last few hours, they traded knowledge about magic, and Elly could barely keep up with what Gerald was talking about.

The concepts he tried to explain to her were so foreign she couldn't quite wrap her head around them.

"What is light?" he asked.

"Light?"

"Indeed, what is light? What is this thing that allows you to see when you have a fire in the darkness, a flash of lightning, a blinding explosion, or the sun? What is light?"

"I- I don't know…"

She remembered how confused she was at first. 'What is light?' She never heard a question like this before. Light was light, that's all there was to it. Even in magic, light wasn't something you could touch. It's even more elusive than the wind.

The spells were designed so you could imagine them even if you had no clue what the thing actually was. It was just blindly following directions, without actually knowing where they led.

"Hello, ground control to Elly, stop daydreaming standing up!" Gerald called her, pulling her out of her thoughts. "It's time to eat something."

"Sorry…" She blushed and sat down. She glanced at Gerald who was cutting a piece of meat, "That's a big...heart."

"...I'm not sharing," Gerald stated and gave her a side-eye.

Elly smiled and shook her head, taking out a small piece of meat and a loaf of bread and placed it near the fire to warm up. They ate in silence. Gerald wolfed down a few kilograms of the Queen's heart before he was satisfied.

During the last incident, his appetite skyrocketed and normal food didn't appeal to him that much anymore. The almost thirty-kilogram heart on the other hand… It was incredibly good and satisfying.

There was one more thing that changed. A day after the fight, he measured his Mana regeneration rate again and the results were quite shocking. Based on his estimations, he could now replenish 75 MP/h without doing anything!

It was a crazy increase from before. Although the Queen alone wasn't completely responsible for the massive increase, it was definitely the majority of it.

Just thinking about the immense power she had in its most weak and vulnerable state, Gerald didn't even dare to think about what would happen if she finished her metamorphosis.

He took a notebook and made a depiction of the Queen in her cocoon. It was a special notebook he made especially for all the beasts and monsters he met on his travels, and it included their strengths and weaknesses, viable strategies to fight them, and, of course, their taste.

"It's not bad… Considering I have at least half a ton of meat left, I'll be set for a few months at least…"

He shifted his position and made himself comfortable, staring at the campfire in deep thought. "We need to travel faster! I also need to order a new hand, and that's going to take me a few days at least…"

"Sigh, so much to do and so little time…"

Thinking of the possibilities, he slowly fell asleep.

            

    
        Ch. 152 New Ride

    
    
    
    
                When Elly woke up in the morning, she saw Gerald sitting cross-legged on a small mound of dirt. It was shifting back and forth, making it seem as if it was alive.

"What are you doing?" She asked softly.

Gerald didn't answer her as he appeared to have disregarded the outside world completely. Seeing no reaction, Elly went to wash her face in a nearby stream and prepare some food for breakfast.

When she came back, Gerald was already standing up with a determined gaze looking forward. He stood on a thick stone slab, which was on top of the dirt mound about half a meter high.

"Gerald? What's that?" she asked, and loaded a few dried branches on the hot coals, reigniting the fire.

"I don't know…"

"You...don't know?" she asked, baffled.

"I didn't pick a name yet… In essence, it's a new Earth spell for faster traveling."

Elly gasped, "A new spell? As in, you just made it?"

Gerald nodded absentmindedly, still completely engrossed in controlling his new spell.

"Would you like me to help you name it?" she offered.

"No… It's okay." Gerald answered, still in his own world.

Suddenly the dirt mound under the stone slab moved and traveled forward like a wave on a lake. Gerald positioned himself at an angle leaning forward and traveled at great speeds without even moving. He rushed around the campsite for a few rounds, lifting up dust and pieces of rock as he went along.

"Hey, watch it!" Elly covered her food with her hands to protect it from dust.

Finishing another lap, Gerald stopped and hopped off the slab.

"Hmm, 10 MP/min and if I push it, I can go roughly30-40km/h? We should be able to reach Aurabla by tomorrow evening with this speed…"

After stretching his limbs and neck, Gerald sat down near the campfire and roasted some more of that Queen's heart.

"So…" Elly spoke timidly, "How long did it take you to make that spell?"

Gerald had his mouth full, so he lifted two fingers to indicate time.

"Two months? That fast?!" Elly gasped, "Can spells even be created in that short amount of a time?"

Cough!

Gerald almost choked on the piece of meat and had to spit it out.

"Two months!? Do I look like a snail?! What two months, I made it this morning! It took me one hour to come up with the concept and another hour to get all the kinks worked out!"

"Eeeeeeh?!" The girl felt like going crazy.

"Don't act so surprised! Your entire thinking about magic is messed up, so it's no wonder you need so long to make progress!" Gerald was honestly offended by the reaction Elly showed. He was hoping this girl would be more open-minded, but clearly, she was still stuck in the old ways.

"Finish your breakfast quickly, I want to get to Auralba by tomorrow evening."

"T- Tomorrow?" Elly stammered. She knew approximately how far the capital was, even going with a fast horse they would need more than three days. You can't have the poor animal running at top speed the entire time after all.

After eating their fill, it was time to go. Gerald stepped on the stone slab and the ground beneath him moved higher.

He offered Elly his hand to pull her up. Just as she took it, he turned serious and menacing and said, "I don't need to remind you to keep all things that you see and learn from me a secret, do I?"

"... N- No, of course not!"

"Good! I'm glad you understand." With a light tug and a smile, he pulled her up, and off they went.

"Did you decide on the name for the spell already?" she asked after a while standing behind and holding onto Gerald's shoulders.

"...No."

"How about we call it Rockslide?"

Gerald shrugged, "Sure, why not…"

They traveled for a while more and Elly started to get tired just standing in place. "Can it go any faster?"

RUMBLE!

"Aaaah!"

They suddenly accelerated to twice the speed as stones and dirt flew in all directions under the stone slab they were standing on.

"I regret everything! Please slow down!" Elly screamed with tightly closed eyes and hugged Gerald as hard as she could.

"I can go at any speed I want, but going faster consumes much more Mana," he unhurriedly explained while slowing down to a more sustainable speed.

"Phew, and how much does this take?"

"Twice the amount of your Light ball, it's not too much…" Saying so, he took a small vial and drank the potion.

"That much? Aren't we traveling for more than an hour already? You still got Crystals to drain?" she asked in disbelief.

"I don't use Crystals, not now at least…"

"Wha-!" Elly opened her eyes and mouth wide in shock and almost swallowed a bug.

Pah! Pffft!

Gerald laughed slightly and then slowed down to a stop. "You can take a break for a few minutes, I just got another idea…"

Elly breathed a sigh of relief and went to stretch her legs and rinse out her mouth.

Meanwhile, Gerald discarded the current stone slab and pulled a larger one from the ground, and reshaped it with magic a tiny bit.

Elly came back soon enough and was surprised because of what she saw. "What's this thing?"

"It's a seat, isn't that obvious?"

"I see, but why is it of such an unusual shape?"

Gerald groaned and sighed, "Just sit your ass down!"

"Okay!" she quickly placed her butt down and didn't say a thing.

The seat was designed after fancy car seats and it was extremely comfortable, even though it was made of stone. He made one for each of them and the stone slab had to be a bit bigger because of it.

"Oh, this is much better! So comfy!" Gerald smiled and off they went...again.

They stopped every few hours, enough to let Gerald recover his Mana and Elly to walk around and stretch her legs.

"One day I'll make a throne like this for myself, and use it to travel through the skies. It will be my weapon and my armor, indestructible and invincible!" Gerald mused out loud.

"You are crazy…"

"Haha, aren't we all?" Gerald laughed at the girl's comment before sitting back on the stone seat.
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                Traveling at high speeds, Gerald and Elly passed many people and animals, merchants, and warriors… They rushed along the dirt road with a rumbling sound of stones and dirt, making the people jump in fright when they went past them.

Both Gerald and Elly covered themselves with traveling cloaks to keep out the dust, but also to hide their identity. A rumor of a powerful Earth Mage started to spread among the travelers and they wildly speculated as to who it might be.

Not much of interest happened on the road. A gang of bandits tried to attack them once, but Gerald simply ignored them and plowed straight through the barricade, leaving the confused men in a cloud of dust.

Elly marveled at his calmness and ability to keep spells going while talking. She posed him many hard questions that he answered in a half-sleep-like state as he was terribly bored of the monotonous road. In just the two days they traveled together, she felt like she learned more than a full year of studying with her personal teachers.

They talked about many things, but her family or place of origin was not one of them. She didn't mention it herself and Gerald didn't care, so that's all there was to it.

They did speak a lot about magic, though. Gerald explained his theories, discoveries, and methods, which left her completely tongue-tied. As with every other profession, creating a stable foundation of knowledge was also the most important thing for a mage.

They started from the ground up. First were the core principles and the laws of the universe. Having a mindset to go from the atoms up would always be beneficial as you would get a complete grasp of what and how something was happening.

Of course, he had to simplify the explanation, otherwise, these people who never heard of physics, chemistry, quantum mechanics, and such, would never be able to grasp what he was trying to tell them without months or years of prior learning.

His idea was to just push people onto the correct path and then let them walk on it by themselves. He had no time to babysit them.

They arrived at the plains around the capital the next evening. The road took them through forests and over rivers, past small villages, towns, and cities, but they didn't have time to stop and play around.

The entirety of the twenty-something hours they rode on the Rockslide served as good training for Gerald. He almost came to the point of being able to keep it going while sleeping, almost.

"Wow! So this is the capital, it's beautiful!" Elly gasped as the giant city wall entered her sight from afar.

"Yes, it's quite nice… If you have money."

Gerald turned his gaze a few hundred meters from the entrance, where wooden shacks and broken-down houses hugged the white walls. He had been wondering where the poor people lived since there didn't seem to be any in the city. Now it seems they were hiding just out of sight, in the space between the city gates.

He could see many people in rags and dirty clothes, some of them were missing limbs or were disfigured, possibly old warriors that met with misfortune on the job.

"Oh, that's kind of sad… Should we give them some money or food?" Elly asked and compassion was clear in her eyes.

"No!" Gerald sternly answered and pulled her towards the city. "I already told you, don't stick your nose in things that don't concern you!"

"But why? I just wanted to give them a little help…"

Gerald didn't care for her sad looks and simply continued on his way.

Elly seemed unconvinced by his sparse words so he sighed and spoke, "Look, do you have enough money and food for everyone there? Can you guarantee that they will each only keep their own part after you leave? Do you plan on feeding them every day from now on? Do you?!"

"N- No… I don't think I can do that…" she answered, confused.

"Then don't do it even once! What you are going to do is one of the following: If you give stuff to only some of them, you will create jealousy and internal strife. People there are poor and starving, and the few of them that are stronger than the rest will grab this opportunity to fight for the goods."

"Second: If you give stuff to everyone equally, you will attract even more poor beggars and they will demand their share. Don't get me wrong, even if you give stuff to everyone, most won't be grateful, they will be mad at you and despise you because of your wealth and your good deeds. It would show them that you are better than them and it would make them angry."

"And lastly: Even if they don't become aggressive and fight for the food and money, they will expect you to give them stuff when they see you next time. They will swarm you to beg and demand, and will not stop until you beat them up or capitulate to their requests."

Elly looked at him with eyes wide open and a shocked expression. She never thought much about the consequences her big-hearted actions would create.

"Don't get me wrong, if there is something you can do and improve the situation with your help, then do it! But if you are just going to make things worse for everyone involved, including yourself, then just don't do anything. There is enough trouble in the world, don't go around making things worse with your ignorance."

After his speech, they arrived at the gates. Gerald paid the entrance fee for both of them and they entered without a problem.

Elly didn't say a word the entire time, holding her head low and thinking about what he said. He was right. If she gave food or money to those that couldn't defend themselves, they would just become targets for those stronger.

She would paint a target on their backs, making their life harder instead of improving it. She quietly sighed. The world was so complicated.

She quietly decided to adopt his style of thinking, being quite rational and far-sighted. During their travel here she gained a good understanding of how his mind worked, especially when it came to his train of thought.

Walking through the densely packed streets of the capital, with people shouting and conversing vigorously on every corner, and with colorful clothes and shiny products everywhere, her mood improved greatly. It was difficult to remain downcast when people around you were beaming with happiness.

They eventually arrived at Gerald's mansion.

"You live here?" Elly asked, surprised.

"Yes, but it's just temporarily, the residence belongs to an acquaintance."

As they entered, Gerald noticed a flag hanging above the front door. It was dark purple with a shining black crystal in the middle.

"Don't tell me…" Gerald got an idea of what happened almost immediately. The only thing that he wondered was, 'Whose idea was it? And how much did it cost?!'

The purple color was expensive!

"Sebas!" Gerald called when he came inside. The butler quickly arrived and welcomed his master.

Gerald pointed at the flag outside and asked with a stern voice, "Whose idea was that?"

"Reporting to the young master, the flag was requested by lady Sera. She insisted it was a requirement to display the location of the Black Onyx headquarters," the butler answered truthfully.

"What's Black Onyx?" Elly asked from the side.

"It's the name of my warrior group which you are now a part of."

"Oh!"

"Yeah, let's go!" Gerald led Elly through the mansion in search of Sera. She was the one in charge of the finances, but maybe he should rethink her position…
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                They found Sera in the spacious living room, lazing around on a sofa in front of a warm fireplace and chatting with Xilia.

"How much did it cost?!" Gerald loudly questioned coming in.

"What? What do you mean?" Both Sera and Xilia were startled by the sudden loud shout.

Gerald advanced with quick steps coming to the sofa, pulling Sera up by her ear. "How much did the freaking flag cost?!"

"Ow! It's not a flag, it's a banner! Let go, it hurts!" Sera winced in pain while standing on her tippy toes.

Gerald released his grip and frowned, "Same thing, how much?"

"Fifteen gold…" Sera answered meekly, holding her red ear.

"Fifteen!" Gerald almost wanted to explode. His face became red and his breathing accelerated as his blood pressure skyrocketed and Mana started to chaotically swirl around him. "Explain yourself!"

Everyone could feel his anger solidifying the air in the room, making it hard to breathe.

"Wait, Gerald, it was my idea too!" Xilia shouted.

His head turned at lightning speed and his eyes seemed to pierce through her.

"Eek!" Xilia felt startled by his gaze and quickly went to explain herself, "We just wanted to make this place nicer and more home-like. Since we are a part of the Black Onyx we thought we should at least have our own coat of arms…"

Gerald stared at Xilia without speaking, making her start sweating nervously. He then glanced back at Sera…

"It's true, we just wanted to surprise you with something nice…" she said.

"Hmm," Gerald exhaled through his nose and started to cool down. "I'll let it slide this once because I do like the design… But don't let it happen again! Buying stuff purely for their aesthetic value is from now on forbidden!"

With his anger mostly extinguished the girls were finally able to relax.

"Um, should I come back at another time? You seem to have some stuff to talk about…" Elly broke the silence. It was only now that the two girls noticed her.

"Who's she?" Xilia questioned and scrutinized her from top to bottom.

Fancy robes, a nice figure, and face, an expensive-looking staff… 'Definitely a wealthy person! Did Gerald find a rich lady from a noble family to marry? He does like money…'

"This is Elly, she will be joining us and will also be my student. Speaking of students… You two will also be joining the lessons. Your magic is too weak and you need to advance it if you want to be worth something!"

"Eh?"

"What? But what if we don't want to…? I got stuff to do!" Sera and Xilia protested.

Gerald looked at them coldly and said, "This is not up to a discussion! You can consider it as a tiny punishment for your recklessness if you want. We will start tomorrow at ten."

Then, remembering Elly was new here, he said, "Oh, one more thing! Get Elly here a room and show her around, you can become friends or enemies, I don't care. Just don't be too loud, I need to rest!"

With that being said, he left the room and went to find a maid to prepare a bath for him. It was quite a while since relaxed in hot water and he needed some alone time to remove the accumulated fatigue.



While Gerald was relaxing, the young ladies exchanged greeting and introduced themselves. They started off slowly, but soon their conversation picked up and the conversation shifted to Gerald.

"How did you two meet?" Sera asked curiously.

"Well…" Elly thought for a while and then told them about the Minecrawler extermination expedition.

"What! But he said he wasn't going to hunt anymore!" Sera exclaimed in frustration, but then she realized something. "Does he consider me a burden?"

"Well, you are kind of weak…" Xilia heartlessly stated. Even she was at least twice as strong as Sera, being at Iron-3 Rank.

"But he is even weaker than me!" the poor girl screamed with tears forming. "When we first met a few months ago he hasn't even entered the Iron Rank!"

Elly listened to their conversation and then asked, "Are you two also forbidden from speaking of things he does?"

Sera sighed loudly and covered herself with pillows on the sofa. Xilia also threw herself on her back and stared at the ceiling. "I don't remember him explicitly saying that, but I got the feeling it would be extremely ungrateful and unwise talking about it… He did help save my sister and I, and now he is taking care of us all…"

"Are you aware of his magic capabilities? When we came here I noticed he wasn't using any Crystals for his spells," Elly probed further.

"Hah!" Sera jumped up in anger, "He's just lucky he can use all Elements! If I had such talent I could also play around with magic as he does!"

Elly opened her eyes wide, "He can use all Elements? Is that how he is able to fly?"

Both Sera and Xilia turned to her with a piercing gaze after she said that. They made her feel uncomfortable. "What? What did I do?"

"Did… Did you just say he can freaking fly?! Fly like literally... Fly like a bird?!"

"Well… Y- Yes… Did I say too much?" Elly stammered.

"Buaaaaaaaah!" Sera burst into tears and buried her face into the pillows, "I want to fly too! It's so unfair!"

The Dark Elf and the new girl looked at each other and gave a wry smile. It was already late and maybe it was time to go to sleep.



Gerald woke up early and devoured a piece of the Queen's heart raw right after waking up to satisfy his hunger. It was a weird kind of sensation, somewhat similar to the Eternal Hunger he had once before, just this time he was craving flesh instead of blood.

Luckily a kilogram of meat was enough to satisfy that craving for a few hours.

Anyway, after dressing up, he went on a short walk through the city, visiting many metal workers and blacksmiths, and ordered small silver objects to be made. Since he had to pay for the raw material and for the work, it came to cost him a few dozen gold coins in total.

Luckily though, he had gathered quite a bit of wealth on his last expedition. After finishing his orders, he returned to the mansion to get a proper breakfast and then start with school.

Qiona was advancing nicely, her potions already reaching a quality similar to his own, and the first batch was already delivered to the merchant guild a few days prior. It was all going along nicely.
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                "Okay, gather around people!" Gerald spoke after they all ate breakfast to satisfaction. "Follow me outside!"

Sera, Qiona, Xilia, and Elly all followed Gerald to the back of the mansion under the shade of tall trees.

"Before we start, we have to establish what it is that you are going to learn. If you have any questions, don't be afraid to ask."

As soon as he said that, Elly lifted her hand and said, "When we first spoke you asked me if I knew any Light spells for attack… Could you elaborate on that?"

The girls looked at each other in confusion and then turned to Gerald. The latter just smiled and said, "Good question! Actually, I think it's better if I show you! May I?" He extended his hand towards the Light Staff Elly held in her hands.

"Em, sure…" She handed the staff over, curious as to what he is going to do with it.

"Beautiful staff," Gerald praised and caressed the ornaments on the handle. "Now observe the dummy over there!" He pointed the staff at a training dummy a few dozen meters away.

Mana in the Light Crystal of the staff surged and gathered at the tip. Everyone watched intently his every move and action.

Pfff!

There was a sudden cloud of smoke that violently erupted from the dummy, shrouding it in it and blocking their sight.

Gerald already put down the staff with a slight grin and commented, "There we go! That's how you attack with light!" He then glanced at the staff and frowned, "Although it seems that the staff can't hold many of these kinds of spells…"

The Light Crystal received a tiny crack at the tip, a consequence of expending half of the Mana stores inside in a split second.

"Wait, what? A Light attack makes a cloud of smoke?" Sera seemed unconvinced and immediately expressed her doubts.

"Hehe, not quite!" Gerald chuckled. The cloud of dust was soon blown away by soft wind and the dummy came into sight. It didn't look much different than before.

"I… I don't see anything different?" Elly turned to Gerald for an explanation.

The latter just smiled even wider and urged her to go take a look. And look she did, exclaiming in shock soon after. "Eh? The head has a fresh hole in it?! It looks like it was burned through!"

In fact, a finger-sized charred hole went through the middle of the dummy's head, making it clear that the spell was capable of killing.

"But I didn't see anything, how did you do it?" she inquired.

Gerald returned her the staff and leisurely sat on a rock. "From where I come from, we call it a laser. It's a quite simple principle, really. Just pack as much light as you can into a single point in space and time and send it out in the same direction... Kind of."

"I used only 50 MP to make light this time, and already your staff was barely able to hold it…"

"What's MP?" Qiona asked in her soft and childish voice. Her eyes were open wide and she was absorbing every word that came out of Gerald's mouth, like a sponge.

"Oh, MP… How should I explain this…" Gerald thought for a few seconds and then explained, in detail, what MP was. It was not some absolute measurement of Mana, more just an approximation of energy in spells. But the girls quickly understood what he meant as similar concepts already existed.

"But then isn't this spell quite wasteful? It uses so much Mana and does so little damage…" Xilia voiced her opinion. She could cut the head clean off with just a tenth of the energy by using her Wind Blade.

"Good, it's good that you are thinking about it…" Gerald smiled. He then took a metal plate that was a centimeter thick and fixed it on the dummy.

"Come, use your spells and cut the metal plate."

"Me?" Xilia pointed at herself nervously. "I can't cut through that! That's crazy! It's too thick!"

"Just try it!"

"Yeah Xilia, show him what you can do! Get that smirk off his face!" Sera shouted and encouraged her friend.

"Oh, okay! I'll show you!"

She readied herself mentally and chanted:

"By the power of my mind,

With the omnipresent Wind,

Lend your power now to me,

To cut in half my enemy! Wind Blade!"

Woosh!

The spell looked impressive and imposing, the wind blew and whistled, but only a shallow scratch was formed on the metal plate.

"Hmm, that doesn't look good… The bandit behind the armor is still alive," Gerald chuckled.

"Shut up, if this was a real fight I would aim for unprotected gaps!"

"Hehe, but of course… Elly, lend me your staff once more!"

"Okay!" Elly handed over her staff and Gerald cast a laser once again.

When the smoke cleared, everyone gasped in shock. The stone plate was pierced through and so was the dummy behind it. Around the hole were signs of metal being melted and the dummy was charred behind it.

"As you can see, not all spells have the same characteristics," Gerald said. "While a Wind Blade can cut through flesh and wood quite easily, against armored opponents it is quite weak! However, if you concentrate light into a single point, even if your enemy is wearing thick armor, it can burn straight through it, no problem!"

Then he added, "But, you need to keep in mind that going smaller is not always better! If you make the point too small, say the thickness of a needle, even if you can pierce a mountain, the damage done would be minimal!"

"You need to keep in mind what your goal is. If you want to kill, the thickness of a finger is about right, especially if you aim for the heart or brain."

Elly listened to his explanation and swiftly scribbled his words in a notebook. Meanwhile, Xilia and Sera looked on in amazement while Qiona just watched with sparkling eyes.

"But wait, that only applies to Elly… What about the rest of us who can't use Light? And can you really fly?!" Sera asked, unconvinced.

"Well, it doesn't matter if you can't use other Elements for now… What matters is that you expand your knowledge! Many principles don't apply to only one Element, but to most of them," Gerald patiently explained. "We will slowly go through all of your problems and shortcomings until you become worthy of the name Black Onyx, and become a force to be reckoned with!"

"As for the question if I can fly, well…" Gerald chuckled quietly and looked down. His actions were mimicked by the rest and Sera's eyes almost jumped out of her sockets when she noticed he was floating ten centimeters in the air, completely soundlessly.

"When did you… How did you… Fuck! That's so unfair!" she complained and her mood soured. She wanted to fly too, but her talent for magic was so terrible she could barely do the most basic things.

"Big brother can fly!" Qiona cheered and clapped her hands while jumping joyfully.

Crouching down Gerald pointed at his back, "Would you like to fly too? Hop on!"

"Yay!" Qiona climbed up and hugged him tightly.

Increasing the warped space around himself, Gerald removed the pull of gravity from Qiona and they both lifted up a meter in the air.

"Look at me, big sis, I can fly!" she squealed in delight.

"Hold on tight, don't fall down!" Xilia shouted, with a bit of worry in her eyes.

Eventually, they landed back and Qiona was beaming with happiness. Meanwhile, Sera looked defeated and hopelessness was clear on her face.

'I'm never going to be able to do things like that, the gods are so unfair! Why can't I use magic like him?!' she cried in her heart.

"Okay, that's enough playing around for today!" Gerald's voice woke her up from her depressing thoughts. "I have recently come up with an idea of how to make you all more Mana sensitive."

Her ears perked up and her gaze zeroed in on his face. 'How? How?!' Sera screamed in her mind.

"First you will have to empty your Mana stores and then I'll let you have some of my Mana!"

"Since none of you can control Fire, we will start with that!"

Everyone gasped. Xilia lifted her hand to attract attention and said, "Are you sure this is a good idea? Mixing Fire and Water is not advisable… My Twin Elements..."

Gerald rolled his eyes and opened his pouch. Out he poured some water that, instead of spilling on the ground, floated in the air. Then, lifting his hand, a pillar of flames was formed as the water started to circle around it, forming a barrier.

As the pillar of flames became increasingly hotter, the water turned to steam and rose to the skies.

"As you can see, there is nothing wrong with manipulating both Water and Fire at the same time… Just don't freak out and everything will be just fine!" Gerald lazily explained.
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                "Okay then, who's going to go first?"

Qiona bravely stepped forward and volunteered to be the testing dummy.

"Qiona, be careful!" Xilia urged her. She felt anxious for her little sister.

Gerald smiled and said a few words to comfort her. Nothing bad was going to happen when he was around. Then, at his command, Qiona expelled all Mana from inside her body and sat down on the soft grass. Gerald also sat down behind her and placed his palm on her back, before slowly sending Mana to her.

"Extend your palm and guide the energy through you and out. Imagine holding a flame in your hands and just push it out with your mind!" He closed his eyes and made sure to guide her accurately on every step.

With his mind being so much more powerful than the rest, he was able to take some control of the Mana inside a person near him, if they didn't resist.

Qiona circulated his Mana through her body for a few minutes, before she was able to push it out and a small flame ignited on her palm. When she did so, Gerald gave her some more of his energy to make the flame grow bigger and brighter.

The little Dark Elf girl furrowed her brows and started to sweat as great amounts of Mana traveled through her. She was currently a medium for Gerald's magic and was trying to feel all the peculiar differences of Fire magic.

"Phew, good job!" Gerald exhaled and removed his hand from Qiona's back. She was slightly pale and sweaty but was otherwise fine.

The test was a partial success. By giving her a taste of Fire Element for a long time, her body and mind remembered how it felt and with a little practice and effort, she would be able to produce it as well.

Mana around them was without Elements, and only after going through a caster's mind and body, It would change to suit their needs. This was partially why it was difficult to control multiple Elements at once. You had to concentrate and imagine something you didn't have any experience in prior.

Qiona's ability to feel Mana also rose a tiny bit as she now had more experience in dealing with it.

Next was Xilia. She nervously approached him and sat down. Just like her sister, Gerald sent Mana surging through her to make her familiar with it. However, since she was older and stronger, in both mind and body, he could be more aggressive in his approach.

Flames spewed out of both her hands and although she was scared of getting burned, she preserved until the end, getting a big boost in her understanding of Fire magic.

He did the same with Elly and Sera, although the latter had a problem with keeping her magic stable. Gerald had to stop a few times as the flames came close to going out of control more than once.

"What is going on? Are you doing this on purpose?" he questioned her. He felt something resisting magic in her body, preventing it from being executed correctly.

"No! I just… I just can't keep my magic stable for more than a few seconds, okay?!" Sera shouted with tears forming in her eyes. "Let's just stop, I'm hopeless anyway!"

Gerald caressed his beard in deep thought. It is true that Sera was quite a mess when it came to magic, but he clearly remembered her casting a spell successfully against a Silverback on their first big hunt…

"When did this problem start? When was the first time you noticed this problem? Was it from birth or…?" Gerald inquired.

"First time?" Searching through her memories, Sera stared into space for a second before her face contorted in fear and her entire body shook before she burst into tears.

"Hey, hey, what's wrong?" Xilia quickly hugged her and helped her sit down, before glaring at Gerald. "Hey, what did you do to her?!" Clearly, they became close friends during the time he was absent.

"Hmm," Gerald stroked his beard, completely unconcerned with Xilia's gaze. "Is it some internal trauma? Maybe a psychological barrier? Did she experience something terrible in her youth?" He mumbled more to himself than anything, but it was loud enough for everyone to hear him.

"What do you mean?" Xilia questioned loudly, "Are you saying that it's all just in her head?!"

"Quite possibly, actually!" Gerald said. "She might not be even aware of it, but if there was some traumatic experience that concerned magic, it's quite possible her mind would try to get rid of it… One of the ways to do so is to prevent her from experiencing the same thing that led to it… In this case, she is possibly subconsciously stopping herself from using magic."

"Really?" Xilia gasped, "Then how do we fix it?"

"I don't know," Gerald answered simply. Although he was extremely diversified in his knowledge, psychology was not something he studied before. He barely had some surface knowledge.

"You don't? Then...what should we do?" Xilia asked with concern for her friend.

Gerald simply shrugged his shoulders, this time he really didn't know. "Sera, can you tell us what happened?" he later asked. Maybe he could think of something after hearing the details, but Sera, unfortunately, started to cry even more and shook her head vigorously.

"Hmm… Some sort of defensive mechanism to stop her reliving the traumatic experience?" He scratched his cheek and sighed, "We will stop here for today girls, you are dismissed! I'll be in my lab if anyone needs me."

He wasn't that good at comforting people, especially if he didn't know what was wrong, so he decided to leave that part in a more capable woman's hands. He had plenty of stuff to do anyway, and if Sera didn't want to talk about her experiences, he certainly wasn't going to push her.

"Now, where was I?"

He sat on his comfortable seat and placed a Space Pouch on the table. He barely had any time to read a few books he received from Bishop Argoch and he was curious as to what secrets were contained within the rest.

He took them all out and placed them on the table, forming many tall stacks. There was one book in particular that attracted his attention. As he held it in his hand he couldn't help but smile.

[Basics of Body Strengthening Magic]

"Now that's what I needed! Hahaha…" After laughing for a bit to get his excitement out of his system, Gerald opened the book and read it.

His eyes zoomed across the lines of words on the pages and he flipped through the book at an amazing speed. He was well versed in speed reading but often preferred to take it slow. He finished the fifty-something pages in ten minutes and then closed his eyes to think.

"Hmm, I see… It's just like Stone Body or Wind Body… Increasing the toughness and hardness of cells, and making them work faster… And now with this…" He held the book in front of his face.

"With this, I can probably deploy 100% of my muscle fibers! It would usually be unwise to do that as it would put a massive strain on your muscles and ligaments, but hehe..."

After understanding how the magic worked, Mana inside him surged and he felt himself getting more control over his body. Blood flowed to his extremities and filled his flesh, giving him a feeling of pressure and power inside his muscle.

"Hooo… It feels so nice! Hup!" Standing in the middle of the room, he crouched down and jumped up vertically with all he had. The floorboards creaked from the pressure and he was almost able to touch the ceiling that was nearly five meters above him.

"Haha, almost two-meter vertical jump from a crouching position!" Gerald laughed at the increase in raw power. Doing a few more tests, he confirmed that his strength about doubled with this magic, although it was not the limit of what his body could achieve.

The only problem was that he felt like pushing further would bring some serious risks to his ligaments as they were not yet strong enough to withstand so much force put on them.

Releasing the strengthening magic, he almost collapsed on the floor. The pain and fatigue of over-exertion hit him all at once and he subconsciously let out a quiet groan.

"Dampening the pain while in use, huh? That's interesting... Also, ouch!"
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                Casting Recovery on himself, Gerald sat back down and took a fresh notebook to record his discoveries and calculations, while thinking of ways to make the spell even better.

"If I cast Stone Body at the same time I should be able to mitigate the damage taken from the increased power… The only question is, will I become slower because of it?"

Both Stone Body and this strengthening magic made his body slightly stiffer. Combined together, he figured, they would make him slower.

Slow but powerful and unstoppable, somewhat like a juggernaut.

'Juggernaut, huh? Doesn't sound half bad…' Gerald thought to himself.

Then there was another combination he came up with on the spot. A Berserker. Wind Body and strengthening magic, powerful and fast, with no concern for your own safety.

"That's for crazy individuals who don't care about life or death… Not my style!"

Combining three or more spells into one was proving to be quite a challenge. Of course, he could use all three spells at once individually, but that was inefficient and difficult to do. Three to four different spells at once was about the limit of his capabilities at the moment.

"I'll have to find a way to merge them all into one if I want to make use of it properly…"

But since he wasn't sure of how to advance, he decided to read the rest of the books at his disposal. Before that though, he made two spellbooks for his Combat Arts – Berserker and Juggernaut.

[Basics of Runecrafting and Scroll Formation]

"Oho?" Gerald picked up another book that attracted his attention. "Runes! So that's what those golden squiggly lines were!" Reading through the book, he found many similar runes to the ones he saw in the Phoenix Temple, although these didn't look half as imposing as those ancient ones.

Every rune had its own meaning and effect, and combining them together was an arduous task. There were some examples in the book, and Gerald guessed it was a learning tool for students, and nothing better.

At least he learned of the existence of runes, runestones, and spell scrolls.

Usually, a high-quality paper or leather was required as a base, then the runes for a spell had to be written onto it with a special technique. Blood and Ether had to be mixed together to make the ink and the stronger the being the blood came from, the better the effect and power of the spell.

"Hmm, saving spells in the form of a single-use scroll? Seems wasteful…"

While it was true that spell scrolls were single-use only, Runestones were a whole different story. A master Runecrafter could bind almost any spell on the Runestone, making it a separate entity from the caster that could be used as long as it had enough Mana left.

For example: If Gerald made a Fireball Runestone, he could give it to Sera, and even though she was incapable of using magic, she could still use the Runestone to cast spells. As long as the Mana inside the Runestone remained sufficient, she could keep shooting Fireballs.

Though to make a proper Runestone you needed some special stone, the blood of a strong beast, and the core of the same beast. Well, it didn't have to be exactly from the same being, but it at least had to be of the same species and of similar rank.

Cores, he found out, were the Ether Crystals that each animal grew inside itself as it was the core of its magic power.

"Oh, man! I have so much to learn still!" Gerald regretted that he didn't take some more of the blood of the Minecrawler Queen. He had a little bit that he took together with the meat, but nothing major. He could scrape together a vial or two, but that would be just enough for a few spell scrolls or a single Runestone.

Before trying his hand in Runecrafting though, he would have to figure out how it all worked. Just knowing what Runes mean was not enough.

After reading through the entire book, with the examples given, he was able to get a very basic understanding of it all. Too bad he didn't have any materials to try out what he learned.

Knock, knock!

Someone gently knocked on the door of his lab.

"Come in!" Gerald beckoned.

Entering the room was his butler Sebas, "Master, some people came over to deliver a few things for you!"

"Oh?" Gerald rose from his chair, "Bring it here!"

The butler nodded and a few small but intricately designed wooden boxes were soon stacked on his table. Since that was all there was, the butler then respectfully left and closed the door behind himself.

"That was fast! I know I told them to make it as soon as possible, but this is just too much! How fast are these people working?!" Although he was complaining, Gerald was very happy looking at the pretty boxes on his table. He opened them up and took out many weirdly shaped silver pieces.

These people were really masters of their craft. It took Gerald only a minute to put them all together and form his new silver arm. It looked magnificent and imposing, made with retractable steel blades hidden in the forearm and fingers.

With just a thought he could turn this treasure into a deadly weapon. But that was not all! The palm could automatically move out of the way, revealing the opening of a cannon barrel.

"Magnificent! And heavy!" His new arm was a bit bigger than the last one, and with it being made of silver it was much heavier. A quick estimate from Gerald put it just above 50kg!

He fastened it to his shoulder and tried moving it around.

"Holy shit! This is so much easier!" The weight almost didn't matter as Gerald used Telekinesis to move it. And moving such a little piece of silver around was not a problem at all, as his Mana regeneration was much greater than the energy expenditure.

His control over his new arm was excellent. Comparing iron to silver it was as if he was trying to move through honey versus water. The strain on his mind was much lesser, although there wasn't much, to begin with, and the accuracy of his movement went up another notch.

"I wonder if…" Opening his silver palm, a flame burst out of it. "Hahaha! Yes! I can finally use magic!"

Excited about the new ability, he ran out of his room and into the back garden. The high walls around the mansion completely separated him from the prying eyes of the public, allowing him to use magic however he wanted.

"I wonder if I can still cast Greater Fireball?"

He took a wide combat stance with his knees slightly bent and feet apart, with arms positioned as if holding an imaginary basketball.

Fwoosh!

A flame ignited and formed a perfect sphere. It then expanded with added Mana to double the size until Gerald pushed it back, making the flames hotter and brighter. He repeated the action three times just as he did when he first tested the spell.

"Hmm, is that it?" he asked himself. When he first made it he thought it was quite strong already, but after taking the Queen's spell to the chest, he realized it was barely worth mentioning.

He released the spell and let it obliterate a wooden training dummy. A minute later, only ash and hot coals remained.

"I bet I can make it stronger!" He quickly wore his cloak and left the mansion. Running with Wind Body he left the capital in no time at all. Then, making use of the Screw Gravity spell, he quickly rose to the skies and disappeared above the treetops.

Not long after, he landed in a forest clearing and gave a quick look around to see if anyone was there. With his Magic Eyes, he could now see Mana inside a fifty-meter radius already. It was a good ability to have.
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                "Okay, It's all clear! Let's see how much I can push myself…" Giving a light scowl, Gerald took a battle stance and prepared to cast Greater Fireball once more. This time he quickly gathered Mana three times, creating a powerful Fire spell, but that wasn't the end of it.

He pushed further, concentrating more energy in the same space. Four contractions, five, six, seven…

"Nnnnngh! Eight! Let's go... Nine!" Gerald pressed with all he had, both mind and body, and repeating it nine times, took all he had out of him.

"Huff, huff!" He was breathing hard and sweat was pouring off his face, with the heat melting his hair and burning his eyebrows.

"Go!" He released the spell.

Wooosh! KA-BOOM!

The ball of compressed flames exploded right after hitting the first obstacle in its way. The flames consumed the trees in their path and scorched the ground, turning it into a smoldering wasteland.

The insane recoil of the spell, combined with the shock wave of the explosion, made Gerald tumble backward uncontrollably for ten meters. Luckily he was using Stone Body to protect himself, otherwise, he would get more than just a few scratches.

"What power! To think 75 MP would be able to bring forth so much destruction!" He slowly got up on his feet, marveling in the awesome destruction he caused.

"But it's too much for me now, I should stop at seven compressions, that would be much more sustainable…" He rubbed his aching shoulders and chest and cast a Recovery spell on himself.

The explosion cleared the ground and made a sort-of shallow crater, ten meters in diameter. It was scary to think about what such a thing would do in a populated city.

"I like it, I like it a lot! Having such destruction on the palm of my hand…feels amazing!" Gerald shouted, his fists pointing to the sky. There was one more thing he had to test out with his new hand: The cannon.

He took a cannonball, although it was quite small, only the size of a ping-pong ball, and stuffed it inside the barrel. He then pointed his arm towards a tree and…

Boom!

Wood chips and dust exploded out in all directions as the metal ball lodged itself deep into the trunk.

"It works!" Gerald celebrated in delight.

One of the reasons why Gerald wanted to make a silver arm was to try and use Explosion magic instead of gunpowder, to power his cannon.

And it worked! The explosion chamber could be filled with gunpowder, but using magic was much more convenient. There was also one more thing… If he wanted, he could perfectly control the amount of force produced by the explosion, to increase or decrease it as the situation required.

He also ordered a few simple steel rings that went around the barrel and gave the explosion chamber some extra stability.

The rings were made to his exact specifications and had to be heated up before expanding enough to be put on. That way, when they cooled down and contracted, it became impossible to remove them.

"Good, excellent! Now I just need to make a mechanism that will feed me the ammunition and I'll become a death machine!"

On the way home he came up with a few designs, but they would all require redesigning the arm too… And that would be expensive! "Okay, maybe I can just manually load it Telekinesis?" he wondered.

Returning to the mansion, Sebas came to him with a letter in hand. "Master, a letter came from the Auction House while you were away. Also, there was an announcement that public prisoner executions will be held at the start of the new moon in a few days."

"Oh? Good work, keep me informed if something else happens."

Whistling while walking, Gerald opened the letter and glanced over the contents.

"What did you get?" Sera asked when she saw him smiling at the paper.

"It's an invitation for an auction that will be held on the 5th of the next month… Which day is today?" Gerald replied.

Sera placed her finger on her chin, "Today? Hmm, I think it's the 33rd…"

"33rd?" Gerald looked her sideways. "Erm, how many days are in a month?"

"Thirty-five, why?"

"And, uh… How many months are there in a year?"

"It's...twelve… Why are you asking me these questions?" Sera blinked rapidly while answering.

'Well, shit!' Gerald cursed in his mind and then simply smiled and waved it off, saying, "No reason! Oh, by the way, I heard there is going to be a public execution soon…"

"Yes, the news was announced today. It's going to be held in the public square in front of the entrance to the noble quarters. I would like to go and see it…"

Gerald nodded, "Sure, we can all go…"

***

"Fuck!" Gerald banged on the table in his room. "How did I miss this?! Four hundred and twenty days in a year! No wonder people seemed a bit older than their years would imply!"

Frowning deeply, he made a few quick calculations, "Ten thousand years… Then that would be almost twelve thousand Earth years… Is this a coincidence?"

He slouched in his chair and started recalling a few old pieces of information. "Didn't scientists say that our modern human history started about twelve thousand years ago? Wasn't there some natural disaster that struck Earth around that time? Am I remembering this wrong?"

"Hmm, there are some millennia-old legends of gods fighting in the skies of my planet, with fire and brimstone raining down on the mortals below. Since Mana naturally recovered here, it should do so back on Earth too, right?"

Gerald scratched his cheek, "We got written records and plentiful evidence for more than five thousand years into the past, that should be more than enough for us to notice something… But there is nothing!" He slapped the armrest in frustration.

"There is something preventing it from recovering! I'm sure of it! I wish I had modern tools so I could get a better understanding of this magic! I can even bend space to my will with just a little bit of effort, damn it!"

"If we could properly examine this Mana thing, I bet it holds the secrets of the universe itself! It has possibly some kind of ability to change the fundamental laws of the universe, or at least shorten the gap in energy required to manipulate them… I just don't fucking know, damn it!"

Gerald stood up and walked in circles around the table, frustrated by the new questions that suddenly popped into his mind.

He stopped suddenly and started floating on the spot. "To bend the space just this much, you need a mass of an entire planet! A fucking planet for god's sake! And I can do it like it's nothing! What kind of bullshit is this? Bending the most rigid thing in the universe, space itself, like it's made of pudding?!"

He almost felt like crying in madness.

"So many questions… And no answers… Ah!" The feeling of frustration was intense.

He marched out of the lab in a hurry and slammed the door behind him.

"Fuck it! I'm going out! If anyone needs me I'll be in the Daisy's Funhouse!" Gerald shouted before storming off to calm his mind and relax his body…

"Sis, what's Daisy's Funhouse?" Qiona asked innocently.

"You don't need to know! Now just focus on your studies!" Xilia answered sternly and pushed a stack of alchemy books forward.
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                Three days went by in the blink of an eye.

Gerald spent each day sending a different Element through his students so they would better understand it. Although there were some improvements, they weren't as great as he thought. The Elements they had access to for their entire lives still far overshadowed the rest, although Qiona already learned to control Earth a tiny bit.

He wondered if this way of forced training would be viable for the rest of the people, but then thinking about the amount of Mana he had to spend to get a tiny improvement, it was probably not viable if other people tried to do the same.

He had a hundred times more Mana than an average person and so his forced training was one hundred times more efficient. Even if a teacher focused all his effort on a single student for a year, the results would be less than what he was able to do in a day.

Quality beats quantity, they say… But what if you have both? Then there is no comparison.

And today was the day of public executions. A whole crowd of people gathered at the designated place in front of the entrance to the inner city.

"So many people gathered? I guess they don't have much excitement going on in their lives, huh?" Gerald wondered out loud.

"Public executions are more of a show for the people and a warning to the Kingdom's enemies than anything else after all... Often it's not even about the prisoners." Sera said quietly and tried to stretch her neck to see better.

Royal guards surrounded a wooden platform that was hastily made a few days prior. It was high enough for everyone to see, even from the edges of the crowd.

A wealthy-looking man slowly climbed up the stairs of the platform and stopped before a lectern.

He was about fifty years of age and wore expensive attire. He wore a white silky tunic over which he had a scarlet vest with fur padding and silver embroidery designs. A fancy golden belt went across his hips, holding up his beautiful jewels-and-gold-ornamented sword.

He had soft leather pants and high leather boots with high heels and silver designs. He was the embodiment of wealth, especially with his shiny, pristine white, fur hat.

The man opened up his vest and placed his hand in the inside pocket. As he did so, his amulets and necklaces as well as rings and bracelets reflected the sunlight straight in Gerald's eyes.

Gerald covered his eyes and cursed, "Motherfucker, we get it! You are rich, now fuck off!"

"K-hm!" the man on the podium loudly cleared his throat and took a scroll out of his pocket.

"I, Bartolomeo Viseblff will, In the name of King Robart III, bearer of the Scepter of Verrant, take over the duty of guiding this public execution, on the first day of the fifth month of the…" As the man continued his speech, Gerald rolled his eyes and quietly groaned.

"It's one of those events… I should have known!" He turned to the girls around him, "Wake me up when something interesting happens."

With these words, he closed his eyes and straight-up fell backward and smashed his head on the stone pavement. The stone below him slightly cracked, but he was, of course, fine. He was too lazy to even sit down properly and just decided falling backward would be easier. A bit of defensive magic and he didn't even feel the impact.

"What the hell! You can't do that!" Sera gasped and tried to pull him up.

"I can and I did," Gerald replied with closed eyes and increased gravity over himself.

"Ugh!" Sera tried her best to lift him up but to no avail. He suddenly became so heavy as if he was made of lead.

"Big brother is tired…" Quina said quietly while holding Xilia's and Elly's hands.

"Sssh, just let him be…" Xilia said and lifted her little sister on her shoulders. "Let's listen to what that uncle over there has to say."

The speech lasted for nearly half an hour as Bartolomeo Viseblff spoke about the deeds of the criminals that were to be executed today.

He also touched on the consequences of betraying the Kingdom and treason against the King. The convicts were led up the stage in chains, dressed in simple dirty rags, bare-foot and emaciated. Their eyes were sunken-in, with deep dark circles and without life.

An executioner also came up, dressed in black leather and a hood over his face, with a dangerous-looking greatsword on his back.

"It's finally happening! Gerald wake up!" Sera kicked him in the boots.

"Yawn…" Gerald stretched his body and slowly stood up, rubbing his eyes. "What's up?" He looked over to the front of the stage. "Eh, I thought our old friends will be there…?"

Sera pulled him by the sleeve and pointed, "They are, look over there!"

Making a surprised expression, Gerald was shocked, "Is that Adelard?! He's so thin! What did they do to him, he looks so old!"

Clenching her teeth Sera snarled, "That bastard deserves it! He and his worthless father are the reason my friends are dead! They were my only family after…after..." She choked on her own words as tears started to form in her eyes.

Gerald glanced around and then took a step back to distance himself from her. Xilia gave him a judging side-eye.

"What?"

"How can you just let her cry like that?" she berated him.

Shrugging his shoulders, he turned back towards the wooden platform. The King's advisor started naming the criminals and their crimes loudly so that everyone could hear them. After being named, two guards stepped close and grabbed the convict, and made him kneel down.

The executioner pulled the greatsword off his back, and with one clean swing, the head was gone.

The rest of the death row inmates shuddered at the sight and a few of them tried to break free and escape, but with chained hands and feet, they only stumbled and fell, getting beaten by the guards and then mercilessly pulled up when it was their turn.

Gerald suddenly had a lightbulb turn on in his mind and he made his way through the sea of people to get closer to the action.

"No, please! Please! I don't want to die!" a convict screamed and tried to resist. But in his agony, he was pushed towards the bloody pile of corpses and forced onto his knees. "Please… Sob, sob… I learned my lesson, I promise it won't do it again, plea-"

Splurt!

The swing from the executioner separated his head from the rest of the body and a fountain of blood gushed into the sky.

Those citizens nearest to the action took a few steps back to avoid the blood splatter, only Gerald remained, grinning from ear to ear, enjoying the abundant Mind Energy.

"Delicious…" He licked his lips. "It's not much, but every little bit counts…"

The executions eventually ended and another long speech followed. Gerald saw Adelard lose his miserable life under the blade, but the rest of his family was not there. His father probably lost his life during the interrogation or torture, Gerald didn't know for sure.

He couldn't help but feel slightly bad for the guy, but then again, they were the ones that started it by ruining people's lives, so the punishment was appropriate.

"Alright, let's go! There is nothing left to see here."

Returning to the mansion, the atmosphere was gloomy and somewhat downcast. Even the sky darkened as it appeared the spring rain was soon going to come.

"What happened to your family?" Gerald suddenly asked, directing his question towards Sera.

The latter looked at him with teary eyes, before she lowered her head and avoided his gaze.

"Are they dead? How did they die?" he questioned further. "Was it, people? Or was it some wild beasts?"

Sera swallowed hard. "Goblins," she said, barely holding back her tears. "There were so many! I- I came back from school when I saw them... eating my little brother alive…" Her lips trembled as she spoke, her face pale as if she was reliving the traumatic experience again.

"My father fought them even as he was covered in blood… My mother, they were… They dragged her away… I- I tried…" She burst into tears, sobbing loudly.

"You tried to use magic to help, but you were too scared and froze," Gerald finished her sentence.

She nodded.

"And you watched your family die without doing anything… And you ran away!" Gerald sternly said.

"I had no choice! I couldn't do anything!" Sera screamed hysterically.

"You had no choice? Is this why you can't use magic? The guilt you are feeling for the fact that you are still alive is stopping you, huh?"

"I…" Sera lowered her head even further in shame.

Gerald frowned and then shouted, "Trash!"

"Huh?"

"You heard me! If a mage can't cast a spell under pressure he is nothing more than trash!"

"...What are you-"

"Don't interrupt me!" Gerald shouted and pointed a finger at her, "Cast a Stone Spike right this instant!"

The girl trembled with tears in her eyes, "I- I can't!"

Boom!

The earth near her exploded and a fissure was formed in the ground. A few meters long crack was formed with a simple wave of Gerald's hand as a powerful Wind Blade was shot forward.

"Why are you doing this?" she cried.

"Why?" Gerald smirked, "To show you how worthless you are, of course! It's your fault your family died, with a cowardly daughter like you, I can't imagine how depressed your parents must have felt!"

"Stop it!" Sera shouted and covered her ears.

The rest of the girls were pushed aside by a gentle wind at the start of the conversation. The only thing they could see was Sera crying in a crouching position, covering her ears, and Gerald pointing at her and laughing like a madman.

They couldn't hear anything though. It was as if all sound was voided before reaching them. Only the quiet sounds of the first raindrops, striking the ground, traveled to their ears.

They were beyond confused.

"And your friends too! How can someone be so unlucky to pick you as a teammate?! It's your fault they died! You could have saved them when the Serrell's thugs attacked, but you chose to run! Hah!" Gerald scoffed as he mocked her.

"No, stop it! Don't say that!"

"Why not!? Am I wrong?! Prove me wrong! Cast your spells at me! Do it! Do it, trash!"

"Shut up! Wuuuuu…" She cried loudly, trying to make herself as small as possible.

"I bet you enjoyed watching Goblins take turns with your mother, and tear apart your brother, why else would you not save them?!"

Suddenly something snapped in the girl's mind. She quieted down in an instant and her arms fell to the floor. She stared blankly at the wet ground as the raindrops fell on her frail-looking body.

'Ah, shit! Did I completely break her?' Gerald scratched his head and then pursed his lips. 'Damn it, I might have gone too far with-'

"AAAAAAAAH!" Sera suddenly roared at the top of her lungs as extreme bloodlust and hate ignited in her eyes.

"SHUT UP! DON'T SAY THAT ABOUT MY FAMILY! I HATE YOU!" Her right and scraped the ground in a forward motion and a tremor traveled forward at an amazing speed, blasting through the surface as a stone pillar struck Gerald square in the chest.

Boom!

Gerald was blasted backward and smashed into the stone wall surrounding the mansion.

"Raaaah!" She made a motion as if trying to pull down the sky. The raindrops suddenly changed shape and froze solid. Thousands of tiny ice needles rained on the dust cloud where Gerald fell down.

It all only lasted a few seconds, and then it was over. Sera collapsed to the ground, completely exhausted.

Clap, clap, clap…

Walking out of the destruction zone, Gerald slowly clapped his hands. It sounded somewhat weird since he was clapping with a prosthetic, but he was otherwise completely fine. Only his clothes sustained some damage.

"Congratulations, you can be considered a mage now." He came closer and picked her up in his embrace. "I'm sorry for what I said before, I didn't really mean it. I just wanted to help you understand that fear and doubt will only hold you back in life."

He quietly sighed, "Different people chose different paths in life. You could go on the easier one and eventually forgive yourself… That would maybe allow you to use magic again, but it carries too much uncertainty."

He placed his hand on her chest and started using Recovery on her. She avoided his gaze and stayed quiet, letting him speak.

"There is another kind of people, those that are like me! Anger is a much stronger motivator than forgiveness and with the right guide, it can be used as fuel to do amazing things."

He caressed her cheeks and wiped away her tears, "You need to remember this anger you felt towards me today. Remember it, but find another target to guide your path! You hate Goblins, that's understandable. Now you can use this anger and aim it towards them, use your hate to grow and become stronger!"

"Only by becoming stronger than everyone else can you protect those that you love, and take revenge for those that you can't protect! The world will always try to beat you down and make you miserable, and it will keep you there if you let it! So don't!"

He placed her head on his shoulder and hugged her tightly, quietly whispering, "But that is for tomorrow… You are allowed to cry and mourn today, I'm here, I'll protect you…"

The sound barrier was released and Sera burst into tears. Her wailing and sobbing sounds resounded in the darkness and her snot and tears covered Gerald's shirt.

Elly, Xilia, and Qiona came close, unsure of what just happened, but hugged Sera in silence nonetheless.

They could feel her pain, and sometimes, a warm hug was the best medicine for a broken heart.
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                It was a few days later at the Black Onyx mansion. Gerald was standing in front of a blackboard he had just recently bought and was currently teaching his students about the chemical bonds and reactions between molecules.

A floating piece of chalk was drawing on the blackboard behind him, exactly as he wanted. After what happened a few days ago, the atmosphere became a bit more serious, with the girls taking studying magic much more seriously.

Sera became especially diligent and engaged with his teachings.

Although she was incapable of replicating the magic she did in a moment of absolute rage, she was finally able to come to terms with her past, and used that anger and hate to motivate herself and move forward.

She was now able to cast spells at will, although she still had to use spoken words as the trigger.

"Qiona the Alchemist, capable of making any compound in existence, both potion and poison," Gerald pointed at Qiona.

"Elly the Lightbearer, a healer of legendary capabilities, capable of snatching life from even death's grasp," he said, pointing at Elly.

"And lastly, Sera the, hmm… Ice Mage, capable of freezing space and time itself."

Xilia lifted her hand and said, "I have two questions."

"Ask away," Gerald answered with a smile.

"Okay, then first: What the fuck are you talking about? And second: What about me?!"

"Oh," Gerald scratched his head awkwardly, "I forgot about you…" He rubbed his chin and murmured under his breath, "Hmm, let me think….

"Ah-ha!" he exclaimed. "Xilia the Windstorm, tempest carrier, with her Wind magic, capable of controlling the weather!"

"Eh…?"

"As for what I mean with this, it is what you can become if you follow me and study hard! In time you will become more powerful than you can imagine!" Even explaining his ideas grandly, some of the girls didn't seem convinced.

"Are you sure you are not exaggerating? How can a Dark Elf like me possibly control the weather?"

Elly also chimed in, "No offense Gerald, but I don't think I am suitable to be a healer… I'm already nineteen this year and I don't think spending another decade studying the human body will do me any good…"

Gerald listened to their words and rolled his eyes. He pinched his glabella in frustration and quietly sighed.

"Can you girls stop sounding so depressed and pessimistic all the time? What is this, an elderly home or a mansion full of young people?! You need to be more aggressive if you want to achieve anything of value in your short miserable lives!"

"You need to get some ambition! Shoot for the moon, so even if you fail you will still end up on top of a mountain!

Gerald rumbled on, "If you don't think you can make it, then what's the point in staying here, just go do whatever you like and stop wasting my time! But, if you want to become somebody, and you are prepared to get down and dirty, wrestling for any possible advantage, then you are free to stay! I have no need for lazy people or cowards…"

Looking around the room, Gerald noticed nobody moved or made a sound. They all looked determined to stay and learn even if they didn't think it was possible to achieve his crazy ambitions.

"Good, since you decided to stay, I have a small gift for each of you…" He opened his Space Pouch and took out four freshly made books.

A book about alchemy and medicine for Qiona! A book about liquids and solids for Sera! A book about liquids and gasses for Xilia! And lastly, a book about light and liquid for Elly!

"Why did you give me a book about liquids? You know I can't use Water magic, right?" Elly asked with a raised brow.

"I know," Gerald answered plainly. "That's exactly why I gave it to you. For healing magic you need to master it, so get to it!"

Then he directed his attention to the rest, "The rest is up to you now, study what I have given you. I will test your theoretical and practical knowledge next week to determine the method most suitable for you… Work hard!"



Today was the day of the grand auction at the Auction House.

Many famous and wealthy people would be attending it and the treasures that would be sold there would not be something trivial.

Gerald decided to pay them a visit a few hours earlier. Specifically, he went to visit the old alchemist Ashbrew.

It was no surprise that he was almost immediately rejected by the old man, especially after he expressed his desire to exchange knowledge on the topic of poisons.

However, taking out a few vials of the Potion of Focus, the old alchemist made a complete turnaround in his personality, and welcomed him warmly. Gerald even suspected it was all a ruse just to get his potions.

The old alchemist became ecstatic after drinking the potion and he answered any and all questions that Gerald posed.

'By chance' the conversation shifted to the topic of many kinds of potion-making and Gerald casually offered to demonstrate his own ways.

It was no surprise that his magnificent liquid manipulation was something that completely captivated the old man's attention, and the latter was soon begging Gerald to teach it to him.

Gerald, as a kind and generous young man, of course, couldn't decline the request and instead did his best to guide the alchemist on the road of liquid manipulation.

With the help of the Potion of Focus, Master Ashbrew quickly understood the simple principles Gerald spoke about, however putting them into practice without weeks of training was not that easy.

He didn't have years of experience and examples from movies and video games as Gerald had. The only example was Gerald himself, and without any prior knowledge, the old man had to simulate his own way of magic inside his mind.

Luckily he was quite experienced with magic, so he figured he would be able to succeed in just a week or two.

Making potions and poisons without touching the ingredients was way more efficient and safe. He could have more precise control over the chemical reactions and combining processes. Many such new ideas were already born in his mind.

"Master Ashbrew, should we take a look at the auction? I am interested to see what kind of goods will be there to buy…" Gerald voiced his intent.

"Ah?" The alchemist almost dozed off, lost in his thoughts, and completely forgot about the time. "Oh, it's today…? Sure, let's go, follow me! I have a special room that gives a great view of the action!"

He led Gerald up the back stairs and they arrived at the first floor where fancy rooms overlooked the auction stage below. It was still a bit early, so many distinguished guests had yet to arrive. Only the people of a lower standing, such as simple merchants and low-ranked nobles, sat around fancy tables below, waiting for the party to start.
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                Gerald observed the people coming in and soon noticed a few familiar faces.

Dark Knight, together with a few of his warriors, entered the auction hall and sat around the table, waiting.

Soon after, he saw Bishop Argoch enter the hall, followed by his disciples Rayner, Trevor, and Renna. They didn't sit down, instead, they went to the stairs leading to the first floor and left his field of vision.

The old alchemist noticed his look and went on to explain, "That's the Bishop of the Church of Innos, Bishop Argoch. Those three youngsters behind him are his apprentices of more than ten years, they are amongst the most talented mages that came from a common background."

"Is that so…" Gerald quietly answered, his mind's eyes still following them through the walls until they reached a special guest room and sat down inside. He then focused his attention back on the new arrivals.

Many more people came, and most were unfamiliar to him. Luckily the old alchemist was kind enough to swiftly introduce a few more prominent figures.

"Oh, would you look at that! Even the headmaster of the Magic Academy is here!"

Pointing at the man in luxurious robes, Edon Ashbrew explained, "His name is Errgan Glacis, a respected Ice Mage that brought the academy to greater heights during his lifetime. He is responsible for nurturing many great talents of the young generation."

"Oh, and that man conversing with him, I believe he is referred to as Elder Balin. He's one of the professors in the Academy."

Gerald nodded and made sure to remember the faces in case they came in hand later. Like the Bishop and his apprentices before, these two also came to the first floor and were led to their own room by servants of the Auction House.

Suddenly he noticed a familiar figure walking through the hallway behind them. it was the owner of the place himself, Arthur Rosecloud.

It appeared he was notified of the guest's arrival and directly entered one of the special guest rooms. It was Bishop Argoch's room.

The two men seemed to be conversing for a few minutes and then the Bishop handed over a few things. Arthur left the room shortly after and went to say a few words with the headmaster of the Academy, before leaving to his private quarters.

Before doing that though, he handed something to a servant who then disappeared somewhere in the back.

As Gerald was paying attention to this happening, the hall below was filling up with more people. He figured the place could probably hold a few thousand people, with a few hundred of them being seated on higher floors.

Soon a group of people entered the hall and attracted everyone's attention.

"The Phoenix Knights are here!"

Some of the lower merchants and small Lords of the surrounding cities gasped with hushed voices. Members of the Phoenix Knights were among the best warriors in the kingdom if we disregard the Royal Guard.

Every one of them had more influence than those small city Lords.

Needless to say that they were also led up the stairs to their own private room.

"Oh, is that Tullius Woodsen?" Gerald noticed another familiar face down below. The man was sitting at a table and chatting with the people around.

"Who?" the old alchemist asked and followed Gerald's gaze.

"Oh, it's just a small Lord, I had business with him once…" Gerald casually explained.

Nodding his head absentmindedly, Edon Ashbrew didn't pay any attention to the people below and instead made himself comfortable in his fancy chair and poured himself a cup of tea that was on the table.

Gerald did the same.

As the two men sipped tea, the curtains on the stage parted, and barely audible music started playing in the background.

It gave Gerald a feeling as if he was in a theater, waiting to watch a good show.

"Ladies and gentlemen!" a man on the stage shouted. "Welcome to this month's grand auction here at the Golden Pouch Auction House! My name is Sandor Rosecloud and I'll be your auctioneer for today!"

The audience quieted down and short applause welcomed the auctioneer.

Gerald leaned forward in his seat, excited to see what treasures are going to be sold.

"We will start this auction with something new!" Auctioneer Sandor made a short pause for suspense and then gestured backstage. An assistant pushed an armor stand on wheels on the stage.

People quietly gasped as the armor on display came to light. It was grayish-brown full-body plate armor, with an unmistakably organic look. It had light-brown gems on the pauldrons and vambraces, with dangerous-looking spikes coming out of the shoulders and arms.

"We are happy to present to you: The Minecrawler Plate Armor!" the man introduced. "It was sent to us by one of the master armor-makers and it is a one-of-a-kind prototype for a new class of personal armor!"

"As I'm sure you all already heard, recently a nest of Minecrawlers was discovered and also cleared out with the help of brave warriors! This armor is made in its entirety of the armor plates of those beasts! The toughness of the plates is comparable to iron and even steel, all the while being much lighter!"

The auctioneer spoke with a loud voice, introducing the product and praising it to the high heavens. His words of course triggered a heated discussion.

"Amazing! The craftsmanship mastery required for making a product like this must be extremely high! No wonder the master chose to remain anonymous!"

"Indeed, just look at that shape! It looks so menacing but comforting at the same time!"

The common folk down below discussed the first item on the auction loudly, and even a few people higher up showed some interest.

Sandor Rosecloud almost lost the grip on the presentation and had to shout to get everyone's attention back.

"Gentlemen, gentlemen! Calm down, what you have just heard is merely the beginning! The main effect of this armor is something else entirely! How could it stand in a new category all on its own otherwise!?"

He took a deep breath and puffed out his chest, "This beauty, unlike common iron armor, is completely capable of conducting Mana! In other words, this armor is specially made for mages who, until now, lacked proper protection! It is the beginning of a new era!"

"Armor for mages?!"

As soon as his words left his mouth, the hall erupted into chaos. Everybody understood what it meant.

No longer would the mages have to hide far away from the fight in their robes or leather armor. No longer would they only be used as a last resort in battles!

With their powerful defensive and offensive spells, and now with a new type of armor, they could be a force to be reckoned with on the battlefield!

"What's the price? I'm buying it! It's mine!" a wealthy noble shouted from down below.

"Yours, my ass! I have a son that just joined the Magic Academy, I'm buying this for his next birthday!"

The first shout was immediately followed by a second, and third, and forth…

It was soon impossible to make out what anyone was saying.

Fiiiiiiiiiii~

A high-pitched whistle cut through the turmoil and focused the attention of everyone back on the stage.

Sandor calmly cleared his throat and spoke, "Ladies and gentlemen, this is an auction where money talks! Let's do this like civilized people and keep the insults and arguing at a minimum!"

As he finished his righteous speech, his face turned serious and he said, "The starting price is a hundred gold coins, and the minimum bid must be at least ten higher! Let's begin!"

"One hundred and twenty!" someone immediately shouted.

"One hundred and thirty!"

"One hundred and fifty!"

"Two hundred!"
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                "Two hundred and thirty-seven!"

"Two hundred and…"

The price of the armor skyrocketed almost immediately, with people shouting prices over each other without end. Gerald watched with amusement as the price quadrupled in no time at all before finally slowing down slightly.

The auctioneer didn't even have time to speak his part at the beginning. His presence was completely ignored.

But he didn't mind it at all! The higher the price went, the happier he became. He was getting a small cut of the final price, so of course, he would let people bid as much as they could.

Eventually, after reaching the staggering price of five hundred gold coins, the bidding slowed down to a crawl. Only three people remained, determined to get the armor.

One of them was a minor noble with deep pockets, the other was a rich merchant and the last one was an outsider, an old man who appeared to be a mage.

"Five hundred and fifty! That's my final offer!" the old mage shouted. He had a pained expression on his face, clearly, this was the limit of his wealth.

"Five hundred and sixty!" the noble immediately raised the price.

The old mage cursed under his breath and sat down in a bad mood.

Although this was only just the prototype and the first armor of its kind, the price was already too high for him. But considering how slowly good-quality armor was made, it was unlikely that the price would be much lower for the next few years.

Also, not just anyone could order a masterpiece like this. It would probably take at least a decade before the armor would become widely sold.

Missing this chance meant that the old mage would probably never get his hands on such armor in his lifetime… Not unless he joined an organization with greater influence. Too bad he despised being ordered around.

"Five hundred and eighty! I said it's mine and I'll get it no matter what!" The merchant flashed his gold jewelry around his neck and precious-stone rings, clearly taunting his last opponent.

The noble gritted his teeth and frowned. Although he was rich, this was already a big chunk of his wealth.

"Gentlemen! Your attention please!"

The auctioneer called and patted the armor, "Look at this masterpiece! Look at these gems! They are all low-grade Earth and Water Crystals, together holding enough Mana for more than two hundred low-grade spells! For an average person, it is almost impossible to ever exhaust its energy reserves!"

He appeared more excited than a kid on Christmas, talking and praising the armor with a thousand words.

"More than two hundred spells?" The noble bit his lip and his eyes darted across the room as he contemplated if he should bid again.

"Ah, screw it! Six hundred gold coins!"

The auctioneer's smile widened and he secretly rubbed his hands. "Is there anyone that is willing to bid more? If not, this beauty will go to mister…"

"Six hundred and fifty!"

The shout came from the rich merchant once again. People around him gasped loudly, while the heart of the nobleman felt like splitting apart. He really couldn't afford to spend so much.

Sandor was all smiles. 'More than six hundred! It's more than double what we expected. Nephew Arthur will probably give me a bonus when he hears this! Our profit this time will be huge, I can feel it!'

As the public slowly quieted down, Sandor cleared his throat and shouted, "Only six hundred and fifty? Is there nobody willing to pay more? Let me remind you, it is one-off-a-kind armor that requires weeks of master's time to make!"

Unfortunately, even after a minute, nobody bid more. Sandor sighed and counted, "Six hundred and fifty gold coins, going once… Going twice… Sold to this sir over there!"

A servant immediately ran to the rich merchant to collect the money and handed him a document in return.

After the auction was finished he could go and collect his stuff.

"Hehe, my son deserves only the best!" the merchant laughed and handed over a heavy money bag to the servant.

It was now time for the second item. A servant quickly removed the armor stand and brought out a table and covered it with a white tablecloth with golden edges.

A young lady then walked out, smiling and carrying a silver tray with many small, and delicate vials.

"Here it is! Our second item for today!" Sandor introduced, beaming happiness. "We received this potion by chance from a mysterious master alchemist!"

"Gentlemen, you might want to pay close attention to this! The name of this miracle drug is Stamina Potion! And just like the name suggests, the potion keeps your stamina at the peak for the entire duration!" the auctioneer Sandor shouted loudly, telling of the amazing potion's capabilities.

Meanwhile, the lady on the stage held a potion in her hands and displayed it on her gentle palms, while giving the most beautiful smile.

"Be it fighting, running, swimming, climbing…. With this Stamina Potion, you can do it at your best for the entire thirty-something minutes!"

The crowd started to discuss the interesting potion. It could be used to escape from an enemy, or to turn around a fight after your opponent was already exhausted… In big quantities it could be given to an army, making them unbeatable in a fight.

"Too bad this doesn't seem to be the case… The amount they have in reserve is probably not that high," one of the warriors lamented.

Although the effects sounded good, it didn't attract too much attention from the people. It was just an interesting gimmick, nothing more.

"Let me finish, gentlemen! This stamina envelops all exercises! That means, if you drink this potion, you will have the stamina of a raging bull...even in bed! This is why we call it divine medicine! It restores temporary youth to those past their prime and gives godly abilities to those young! Do not underestimate the value of this product! Give your old wives the best present in their lives!"

Gerald almost couldn't look anymore. He covered his face so he couldn't see the shamelessness of the auctioneer. 'This guy is too much! He is even more shameless than me! He could probably sell a common pebble for the price of a diamond!'

His ability to hype up a product was quite amazing and indeed, many men sucked in a mouthful of cold air and their blood pressure skyrocketed. A few old men already jumped up and wanted to shout with excitement, but then they gathered their composure and sat back down.

"Hmm, yes… It's an interesting effect this…how do you call it...Stamina Potion? What do you think my dear friend?" an old man calmly asked his neighbor.

"Indeed, it's not bad… I might buy a vial to give it a try if it's cheap…" the man answered.

A calm discussion slowly unfolded, everybody spoke words articulately and with class, completely unlike the brawl that almost erupted for the Minecrawler Armor.

Both Sandor's and Gerald's eyes twitched at the same time. 'Who are you guys trying to fool?! You are clearly super interested, what's with these holier-than-thou expressions?!'

Sandor snorted loudly, expressing his displeasure. 'You want it cheap eh?! I know how to light a fire under you!'

He took a deep breath and made a smile, "Gentlemen, I'm sure you would all like to see the effects with your own eyes, but you have our guarantee, it is exactly as I explained! Unfortunately, we don't have that many on sale…"

He stepped closer and divided the vials into two groups. "This is all we have and it is unlikely we will get any more any time soon! We will be doing two rounds of bidding, five vials at a time! That means only two of you will walk away with these miraculous potions in the end!"
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                The auctioneer's words made the crowd shudder.

"Only two buyers?"

"Ten potions? That's all?!"

"Nobody touch it! IT'S MINE!"

Doing his best to hide his smirk, Sandor finally announced the starting price. "All five potions will start at twenty-five gold coins, with a bid increase of five gold minimum! Let's begin!"

"Fifty!"

"Fuck! Doubling the price right at the beginning?!"

"It's that perverted old man! It's time for you to make way for the young ones, old fart! Fifty-five!"

"Sixty!"

"Seventy!"

"Eigh-"

"One hundred!"

The price skyrocketed again. Among the few thousand people, there were a few that had some 'personal difficulties' and this new Stamina Potion was exactly the thing they yearned for the most.

Of course, they would bid their life savings just to feel whole again.

"Oh man, I wish I knew how to make Viagra pills, I would become a millionaire almost instantly!" Gerald quietly lamented.

But this was good too. When he would eventually introduce the Stamina Potion to the market, people would already know of its effects and he would get many more customers from far and wide.

The second round of bidding ended soon after, with the five vials being sold for two hundred and twenty-five gold coins! Gerald could only release a loud sigh.

The second batch was also sold quickly, the price reaching two hundred and ten gold.

Even the old alchemist marveled at the insanely high prices the potions received.

"That mysterious master of yours must be a great man! Every single of his potions can create so much excitement, I am in awe!" he said to Gerald.

Feeling slightly embarrassed, Gerald decided to change the conversation to one about the auction items.

"Next item on the list: Sound-transmission Rune!" the auctioneer on the stage shouted and a young female assistant brought two palm-sized gray stones on a silver platter.

"I'm sure many of you sirs know this object, but let me introduce it just in case!" Sandor spoke loudly, "It is a magical artifact created by the genius Space Mage…"

"Hehe…"

Gerald suddenly heard a quiet chuckle beside him, and swiftly turned around, only to see the alchemist Ashbrew trying his hardest to stop his laughter.

"Is something wrong?" he asked.

The old man wiped out his tears of laughter and took a few deep breaths to calm down. "Oh, my boy, not many people know, but when I was still a youngster I knew that 'genius' they are talking about now."

"Oh?"

"Yes, and let me tell you, over the decades the story of his discoveries became crazier and crazier! Originally he wanted to create a Runestone that could create small portals for transporting goods, but he was so incompetent he failed completely! Hehe…" Edon Ashbrew started chuckling just thinking about it.

"Instead of creating one small portal, he created thousands of them!"

"Thousands?" Gerald asked doubtfully.

"Yes, thousands!" the old man shouted. "Thousands of tiny and unstable portals! They can only stay open for a few minutes at a time and if you try to send something solid through, you only get dust and sand on the other side! Hoho, haha…"

He went on to explain how that Space Mage 'genius' tried and failed hundreds of times until he eventually gave up and pretended that he created a liquid-transmission rune.

Too bad nobody wanted something that could only transfer a few liters through space, so his creation was deemed useless. That was until he realized you could send sound through. Only then did people recognize the value of his creation, even if that wasn't the first intended use of the Rune. Or second.

Anyway, the sound wasn't even that good. You had to shout loudly for the person on the other side to hear you over the sound of micro-portals collapsing in on themselves. The voice became distorted and sometimes completely impossible to understand, with just enough energy to send one message through.

But it was still better than nothing, so people bought it for a few hundred gold coins. The two Runestones were linked together and could only communicate with each other.

"It's a cool idea I guess, but I would prefer a phone in this case…" Gerald murmured. He was not that interested in a useless magic item like this one.

There was another armor that was sold in the auction. It was made of bronze and reinforced with runes, making it stronger than iron. Unfortunately, it paled in comparison with the Minecrawler Armor so the price barely reached a hundred gold.

What brought back more excitement, however, was an enchanted sword. It was made of beautiful white gold with Wind Crystals on the handle and a Water gem on the pommel.

It sparkled in the light and gave off a feeling of elegance and class. It was perfect for a delicate prince.

"White-Gold Leaf-Blade! Ladies and gentlemen, just look at this blade! It is straight and sharp, with Runes reinforcing its body and edge! It's a sword that will never dull or rust, all while carrying massive amounts of Mana in these gems! It once belonged to a true Elf from the West!" Sandor introduced the leaf-shaped blade.

Although not many humans used Wind or Water magic, just the enchantment was enough to make people fight over it.

Gold was usually quite soft, but with the reinforcement and sharpness Runes, the blade became a status symbol as well as a great weapon!

"The price starts at two hundred gold, and the minimum bid increment is twenty! Let's begin!" Sandor Rosecloud announced.

"Three hundred!" someone immediately shouted.

"Three-fifty!"

"…"

"Five hundred and seventy!"

"…"

"Eight hundred!"

The price immediately skyrocketed as expected. The price of the magnificent sword was originally worth five hundred gold coins, but the Auction House decided to lower it so more people would be willing to bid, and in turn, inflate the demand.

And it worked! The final price reached just over a thousand gold coins, making the auctioneer Sandor grin from ear to ear. After the debt was paid, the auction continued. It was finally time for the Potion of Focus.

Once again, only ten vials were to be sold, but this time they were five pairs of two.

"This is also a potion that came from the mysterious alchemy master! It is called a Potion of Focus! In our tests, we have confirmed the details of the effectiveness of the potion, which is…" Sandor went on to explain the effects and duration of the potion while inflating the already unbelievable results.

He even told the story of the alchemist Edon Ashbrew, of how the man almost went mad from the amazing effects and refused to be paid with anything but the amazing potion. Of course, he made it sound much better while leaving the identity of the man in question shrouded in mystery.
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                "I need to get this potion for my son no matter what! I hope you can all leave me the first pick on the potions!" It was the rich merchant that shouted this time.

It was quite clear that he was determined to give his young son the best chance of making it big as a mage. Becoming a proper Mage was the best way to become part of the nobility, and it would raise the status of your family at the same time.

You would get access to the higher ranks of society that way, and the merchant was counting on that exact thing to expand his influence. Spending a few thousand gold coins to achieve that was nothing. A few years of hard work and he would make even more back.

He was willing to sacrifice so much for this chance! But of course, other people had similar ideas…

"One hundred gold coins!" a well-dressed person shouted.

Sandor was stupefied, "Wait, I wasn't finished! Besides the starting price is fift-"

"One hundred and thirty! Nobody is getting these potions except me!" the merchant immediately roared. The auctioneer was completely disregarded.

"One-fifty!"

"Two hundred! Stop dreaming ladies, the goods will belong to this gentleman over here," A young noble loudly spoke, insulting the bidders and speaking of himself in a third person. It immediately enraged his opponents.

And so a bidding war ensued…

"Two-twenty!"

"Two-fifty!"

"Two…"

Those common merchants and small lords on the ground floors could only sigh as the prices immediately went way above their heads.

"Why did I even bother coming here today? I could have made at least ten gold by traveling through a few small villages and buying herbs from them…" a lowly merchant complained.

"What can you do… Look at the bright side, at least we got free drinks!" his friend across the table said.

"Five hundred! I'll be taking that!" A cold voice traveled across the hall, making people's hairs stand on end when they heard it.

The voice came from one of the most brilliant mages of the young generation: Riordian Northendark.

"It's Riordian Northendark! Damn, I guess I'll get the next batch…" the merchant silently cursed after considering the latter's influence and background supremacy.

The few people that were still bidding also quieted down. They did not want to go on the bad side of the Phoenix Knights. Besides, the potion already reached a ludicrous price, only a few could afford it.

"Phew!" Sendor wiped his forehead. Finally, the order was restored in the auction hall. He was worried a fight would break out in this heated exchange. That would not be a good thing for their reputation.

"Does anyone else want to bid? No…? Then it's sold to sir Riordian for five hundred shiny gold coins!" he announced with a smile.

The second pair of potions was sold for about the same price, and so did the rest.

Many people wanted to buy more than just two of them, but with the insanely high price, they just couldn't do it. There were more things to come, they couldn't waste all their wealth on some consumable items.

There were a few less expensive magic items sold next, such as jewelry and Ether Crystals, after which an interesting scroll came to light.

It was a Fire Rain spell scroll, made by the famous Fire Mage, Spark. It was an elite-rank spell that was made with the fresh blood of a Drake, a subspecies of a Dragon.

It was a single-use item, but its power was great enough to decimate armies. The price started at a dizzying one thousand gold!

It was now the time for the truly rich and influential people to bid. Those on the ground floor didn't have a chance against the likes of Magic Academy Elders or the leader of the Phoenix Knights. Even Bishop Argoch decided to only bid a few times.

The price quickly tripled and it still continued to rise.

The spell scroll was not something just anyone could buy. This one single spell could ruin a medium-sized city all by itself.

Although it was not that useful when fighting a single enemy, its power lay in the massive area of destruction. Many people just wanted to have it for emergencies, in case their land got invaded, be it by monsters or people.

"Three thousand five hundred!" Tabbris Northendark spoke calmly, but it was loud enough for everyone to hear him.

Frowning slightly, a well-dressed man hesitated for a while and then said, "Three thousand seven hundred and fifty!"

Many quiet gasps could be heard when he said the price, but the leader of the Phoenix Knights immediately outbid him with a price of four thousand.

That nobleman could only shake his head and sigh. Even if he wanted to get a powerful spell as his family treasure, the price was just too damn high.

The bidding did not stop there and it continued climbing, however, the final winner was still Tabbris Northendark with the price of more than five thousand gold coins!

"Being the son of the King's general sure brings many advantages…" a merchant on the ground floor sighed.

"Don't forget he is also the leader of one of the strongest warrior groups in the kingdom!" his friend added.

The auction continued and there were a few commodities sold, such as expensive wines and aged monster meat, but then there came something Gerald was all too familiar with.

It was the Minecrawler King's head, heart, core, as well as blood.

"Is that what the Bishop handed over before?" Gerald murmured to himself. He was surprised to see them selling this stuff at the Auction. If it was him, he would keep it all to himself.

"I'm sure you have all heard the news, gentlemen! These are the genuine body parts of the Minecrawler King! It was confirmed that the beast was just below the Gold Rank. Each of these items will be sold separately, so please be patient!"

Auctioneer Sandor's words ignited the excitement in the hall once again and many could barely hold themselves back.

The first on the sale was the head. Apart from using it as a decoration piece, it was not worth much. The price started at one hundred gold coins and someone immediately doubled that price. It was Lord Tullius Woodsen, the small lord that was obsessed with animal trophies.

There were a few dissatisfied grumbles and someone soon lifted the price. Tullius Woodsen didn't seem willing to let this beauty go and bid again, raising the price to three hundred.

Those average lords and merchants didn't even dream of squandering that much money on a monster head, and those nobles that could didn't seem too interested in it. They had to save money for better stuff.

After a few minutes of bid raises, the head was sold for the final price of three hundred and fifty gold to the man. Although he had a pained expression on his face, Tullius Woodsen still happily paid the price after imagining how good the trophy would look on his wall.

It was all different when the Minecrawler King's heart came to the front. It was big and heavy, and coming from a strong beast, I could raise the strength of a person by approximately 50 kilograms if eaten. Of course, many people would want to get their hands on it.

'It's only half as good as the Queen's hear that I ate… I wonder how much it will sell for?' Gerald mused.

"Five hundred gold coins!" Tabbris Northendark shouted before the price was even announced.

Many people gasped. The son of a general was just too brazen. He wasn't even giving any face to the Auction House.

"Seven hundred and fifty!" The voice came from the Dark Knight. Although it wasn't loud, it was still clear enough for everyone to hear in the silent hall.

Tabbris Northendark frowned slightly and cast a side-eye on the Dark Knight. He did not expect that someone would dare to bid against him so openly, but then again, it was the Dark Knight.

The man was known as one of the strongest warriors of the kingdom, it was only logical for him to be so bold.

Tabris simply waved his hand casually and raised the price by another hundred gold coins.

"Damn it, just because he is the son of a general he thinks he can be so arrogant?" a young nobleman hissed. "My father is the minister at the court! I'll be taking that heart, it will help me to strengthen my body greatly!"

Then he shouted, "One thousand!"

His words triggered a landslide. Those of a higher status broke through the last concerns about going against the son of a general and raised their bid.

Gerald stood near the balcony of his observing room and gave a quiet chuckle. He could feel the tension in the air. The nobles clearly didn't see eye-to-eye with each other. They only acted friendly on the surface, but when showing off or profits were involved, they would turn into aggressive wolves.

The bidding slowed down and eventually ended at almost two thousand gold coins.

Auctioneer Sandor made a light smirk. The price was supposed to start at two hundred, but the impatient and competitive nobles decided to disregard him and push the price sky-high. 'Heh, fine by me! I can swallow my pride for now… I'll get compensated greatly anyway.'
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                "As our next item, the Minecrawler King's blood! We have here five buckets of it!" the auctioneer announced.

Woooooo!

People cheered when they heard the amount of blood on sale.

"We will have a bid for each bucket separately! Two hundred and fifty gold is the starting price, let's begin!"

Ooooooh!

Many made disappointed sounds when they heard the price. Some people of the lower standing hoped they could buy a small vial, but apparently, this was not possible.

The Minecrawler King was a powerful beast and even just a vial of blood would have great effects on a mortal body if it was consumed. Unfortunately, it seemed that the Auction House wanted to sell it in bulk since they had so much. They didn't want it to go bad, after all.

"Three hundred!"

One of the first ones to bid was the Elder Balin from the Magic Academy. They needed good quality blood for writing Runes that would be at the final test for their students. They would have to make their own basic Runestones after all.

"Three hundred and thirty!"

"Three-fifty!"

"Three…"

The price slowly rose, and many rich and powerful noble families tried to outbid each other. The blood of such a powerful monster was rare, especially one that started evolving to the Fire Element.

Gerald sighed when watching the valuable liquid exchange hands. He regretted, now more than ever, not collecting more blood from the Queen when he had the chance.

"I let such a treasure go… Sigh! I was truly a swine unable to recognize the value of the pearls in front of me!"

After the five buckets of blood were sold for approximately five hundred gold coins each, it was finally time for the King's Core. A beautiful dark-brown melon-sized crystal with bright-red lines inside it.

The Magma Core – a name given to it because of its molten rock-like appearance.

The Auctioneer moved the crystal, showing that it was cracked into five pieces. "Unfortunately during the extraction, the Core cracked into five pieces… That's also one of the reasons we decided to sell the blood in five separate batches. It will be the same with the Core! Although broken, its value is unchanged! We will start the bid with the smallest piece, five hundred gold coins!"

He lifted the beautiful chunk and showed it to the audience. Many sighed at the beauty in his hands, but only a few could ever think of owning it.

The Core was of medium-grade and the fist-sized chunk alone had more than 600 MP! The starting price was quite cheap in that regard.

Each higher grade of the Ether Crystal was ten times more expensive than the last, and it was all because of how much energy small pieces could hold.

The wolves Gerald killed at the beginning had tiny Cores of poor quality and were worth only a few silver coins each. Then there was still the low-grade, being worth at least ten times more, and then the medium-grade, being worth ten times higher than that.

It was basically an exponential increase in energy density and price.

The bidding soon reached a height of a thousand gold where it stopped.

The rest of the Core pieces reached a similar price, with the bigger ones being sold for a few hundred more.

The buyers were the same people that bought the blood in the first place. They were all immensely rich and influential, from noble families, powerful merchants, and even greater organizations, such as the Magic Academy and Ring of Water.

The auction for the Minecrawler King's body chunks ended just like that. Sandor nodded with satisfaction and gestured the assistant to bring the next item.

The man brought him a golden plate with three triangular spikes that came out from around the middle part.

Straining his eyes to see, Gerald observed the item on display carefully. He felt it was something special.

The plate was full of runes and it was clear that it was an object of great value. A few important figures already stood up and leaned forward on the balcony from their private rooms.

"I believe I don't have to explain much about this thing…" Sandor calmly said. "It is a Recharge Plate for any and all magic treasures with five times the recharge rate! The beginning price is seven hundred! The minimum bid is fifty! Let's begin!"

As you would expect, a massive bidding war took place for the Recharge Plate. But that was completely normal, after all, it was the only way for mages to quickly recharge their jewelry and magic equipment.

Listening to the price raise to two thousand in a matter of minutes, Gerald quietly sighed and shook his head. Some people really had too much money.

An item like this was not for just anyone, especially since its value would only be paid off after decades of use. Rich mages had enough money to simply buy another set of equipment as a backup, they didn't need to wait for it to recharge itself.

The Recharge Plate was more of a status symbol, only the most wealthy could buy it.

Alchemist Adhbrew also seemed uninterested in the object as only rare herbs and potions could ignite a fire in his heart in his old age.

"Okay, now that that's behind us…" Sandor spoke after the item was sold, "We will be selling a special item."

He opened his Golden Space Pouch and took out a book.

"This is a copy of an ancient scroll that the Ring of Water found when clearing the ruins in the swamps to the south! I'm sure some of you still remember the things that happened a few decades ago, after the last war with the Empire."

"Anyway, the Ring of Water spent a lot of resources and manpower, but they were unable to translate that scroll. It is because of the language that was never before seen in our world! After failing to make any sense of this thing, they decided to sell a copy in hopes that someone might find a clue to this ancient knowledge!"

The auctioneer lifted the book for all to see and scrolled through it. It was nothing special, the pages were filled with lines and symbols, but nobody had any clue as to what they meant.

However, when Gerald saw the big words on the front page, he trembled. Although he was quite far and wasn't sure if he saw it right, he became visibly excited.

"I need to get that book!" He clenched his fists and stared at the stage below with determination.
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                As the bidding started, Gerald immediately realized he was not in a position to participate. He only had about one hundred gold coins at his disposal, and the book already exceeded that.

'Well… This might be the perfect opportunity to bring Potion of Focus to light,' he thought and glanced at the old alchemist beside him.

"Master Ashbrew," he stared. "I am quite interested in that book, but I, unfortunately, don't have enough change to buy it at the moment… Would you be so kind as to buy it in my place?"

Master Ashbrew looked at him in surprise, "You are interested in that book? But it's worthless if you can't read it. I don't understand why-"

"I like collecting antiques from the Dark Ages and the Great War and I feel like that book would be a nice edition…"

Gerald paused for a moment and then explained, "I was also thinking about making a deal with the Golden Pouch Auction House and creating a sort of partnership in the production of the Potion of Focus. I will need a spokesperson for something like that and I was thinking of offering you this position. I'm sure my master won't mind!"

"What?!" Master Ashbrew's eyes almost jumped out of his sockets. Anything concerning that divine brew would excite the old man more than anything in the world.

"Forget about helping you get that book, I would even offer my life just so I could have a glance of the recipe! All the wealth I have can not measure up to its value!"

Gerald spoke with a humble tone, "No, no! How could I demand money from a good person such as yourself! This is just a little thing so we can pretend we exchanged some value, I wouldn't want you to feel indebted to me, that's all."

Listening to him speak, master Ashbrew's eyes moistened and he had to discretely wipe away a few tears. "Such a good-hearted young man, you even had this old man's feeling and wellbeing in mind! I promise I won't let you down! What book, even if you have any problems in the future, just come to me, I'll help you to the best of my abilities!"

The old alchemist swore to the heavens and gods to never betray him and then went on to shout at the top of his lungs while bidding for the book.

He eventually won, but not before paying almost a thousand gold for it. Although it was just a copy, there were many that wanted to give it a try and decipher the meaning. If anyone could understand what it meant, they could probably get great benefits from it.

This was already a special occasion, and they wouldn't even think of sharing it further.

The auction still lasted for quite a while, but Gerald was in no mood to participate. He was simply too excited to see if what he got was the same as what he saw.

Then, when it all finally ended, and a servant eventually brought them the book, Gerald's hands trembled as he held it in his hands.

"Essence…" His voice quivered and his eyes widened as he whispered, "Essence Extraction Manual!"



Gerald left the auction house after talking with master Ashbrew about a few details about the Potion of Focus, and then immediately returned to his residence.

He had greatly expanded his horizons today and gained plentiful experience of the great world of magic. However, the true victory was in the form of a book he held close to his chest.

The [Essence Extraction Manual]!

It was written in a different language than his High Elven Codexes, appearing even older and more mysterious.

"Thank god I can read it!" Gerald breathed in relief. Although it was as he expected, you never know.

Giving the pages a quick look, he realized that the whole process was quite short, but that didn't mean it was simple.

The basic premise was: Every being could have its power extracted and refined for another to inherit, although it all depended on the capabilities of the one doing the refinement.

This skill was generally used by elders to help the young generation develop faster. It was not made for a person to extract power and essence from beasts stronger than himself. The higher grades of essence would naturally degrade quickly if it was extracted by a lower grade of energy.

It basically meant that weak mages could only extract the essence from even weaker beings, but that would have little to no effect on their own growth.

"Okay, I think I understand the process, but… What the hell is a higher grade of energy? I think my automatic translation is not perfect… Mana is energy, right? Can it somehow become stronger? Or does it change somehow?"

Gerald scratched his head in confusion. The author of the book clearly thought that these higher-ranking energies were common knowledge and didn't care to elaborate further. It made Gerald quite upset.

"Fuck it! I'll just have to test this thing out and I'll probably be able to figure something out."

For the Essence Extraction, it didn't matter what lifeform it was used on, only the freshness of the flesh mattered.

The processed Warg meat was therefore out of the question. And the Minecrawler Queen, although fresh since it was stored in the Space Pouch, was not something Gerald was ready to sacrifice for his experiments.

"I'll have to go on another hunt it seems…" He took out a map with all the dangerous beast areas and glanced over to see if anything attracted his attention.

"Hmm, I just need something in maybe early Silver ranks… Yeah, that seems about right."

Looking over the comments and tips people left for him, he found a few approximate rankings they left.

"Ooh, this might be something! Mountain Lions in the North-West mountains! And they have a Winged Lion, Silver-Rank 3 leading them…"

Gerald thought for a bit and there smiled, "Sure, why not… Let's go play with a few big cats!"



Gliding above the forest, Gerald traveled quickly and silently. Unless someone was specifically looking for him, it would be nearly impossible to discover his figure.

Not to mention that he was going fast, he even used his primitive Invisibility and made himself look like a blurry distortion in the sky.

He already had the mountains in his line of sight, although they were still quite far away. The distance he could see from his height was probably many dozen kilometers before the hills and mountains blocked his view.

He flew past or above many small villages and farms, as well as hidden hunting cabins in the forest. A bird's eye view was great for spying, especially since he could see every living being within a radius of approximately one hundred meters, with his Magic Eyes.

"Man, I fucking love magic! Coming to this world was the best thing that happened in my life!" Gerald shouted in the sky.

This was true freedom. He could do whatever he wanted and go wherever he wanted! No laws, no rules, no annoying regulations! He could be his own boss and have fun at the same time!

He landed on the forest floor with a loud 'thump'. He felt he gained a bit of weight in the last few weeks and he felt his body becoming stronger as well.

When he first arrived in this world, he was about eighty to eighty-five kilograms, and he was slightly chubby. Then, by walking, fighting, and running, he lost that little bit of fat and his body became leaner, dropping almost ten kilograms in the process.

But now he felt like he gained that weight back, although it seemed to be mostly muscle, which was quite surprising for not even half a year of training.

"I wonder if it has something to do with me eating that Queen's heart?" Gerald wondered and squeezed his fist, feeling his increased strength.

He was currently leisurely walking on a mountain path, enjoying the scenery, and recovering his Mana. He could be considered one of the most powerful mages in the kingdom already, at least that's what he thought.

And it didn't seem like his strength would stop growing any time soon. He just needed the proper herbs and knowledge and he could become a god among men.

"Hyaaaaaa!"

A shrill scream coming from the forest above almost scared him to death. It was so peaceful before so he relaxed completely, but then his mind was suddenly interrupted by that scream.

"What-?" Gerald swiftly turned towards the source of the shout. He heard the human-like screaming a few more times and decided to check it out.

He sprinkled the Scent-Removing Powder all over himself and became invisible, before running up the steep slope.

He even had to fly up the side of a small cliff, before landing on a rocky ledge. Then he suddenly saw the source of all that screaming. Seeing the sight, he almost didn't know whether he should laugh or cry.

It was two Mountain Lions screaming at each other and testing the waters by swiping at the other's face with their front paws.

They were clearly two males fighting for a female that was not far away. They made themselves look bigger and more threatening by walking on their tip-toes and even raising their backs, just like house cats usually did.

"They are bigger than I thought…" Gerald found the entire thing comical and sat on a rock, observing them. He even took out his notebook and quickly captured the intense moment.

"Hey guys, there is a human!" the female Mountain Lion suddenly spoke.

Both males immediately stopped their intimidation tactics and turned around. Indeed, there was suddenly a human at the edge of a cliff! They didn't even notice when he came there.

It was like an apparition, completely silent, and without a smell. If it wasn't for Gerald removing his invisibility, they probably wouldn't even realize he was there.

"Oh, hey!" Gerald waved at them. "Don't mind me, I can wait until you guys finish your stuff…"

Growl!

One of them growled quietly and took a position low to the ground like he was stalking his prey. The big brown eyes were focused on him.

"Hehe," Gerald chuckled and stood up. He twisted his silver hand and revealed the cannon barrel. "Okay then, I guess we can play right now if you want…"

The Mountain Lions didn't seem to care for his words and only showed him their sharp teeth. They slowly approached him from two sides while the female stayed behind and watched.

A cannonball floated out of Gerald's pouch and entered the barrel. He leisurely lifted his hand, aimed, and...put it back down.

"Nah, that would be too easy!" He fixed his silver hand back in place and took out a knife instead. "Come on! Let's have some fun, you big cats!" he taunted.

The female Lion snorted and said, "This human is so annoying!"

"Indeed, his actions are ticking me off!" the bigger of the males agreed and suddenly accelerated forward.
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                Gerald made a grin and welcomed the attack. The Lion tried to take him down in the first jump, but Gerald leaned forward and welcomed the attack with open arms.

The beast and man collided, both not suffering any injury. Gerald grabbed the Mountain Lion, spun around, and threw him to the side. using the momentum of the beast's assault. He was using both defensive and strengthening magic, the Juggernaut, making him extremely strong and difficult to deal with.

He then threw himself on the animal, knife in hand. He stabbed it down with all the weight of his body behind it.

They rolled on the ground, and the beast tried to bite his hand, but it had the same effect as if trying to bite into a rock. There were some white scratches left on Gerald's arm, but that was about it.

The blade struck the Mountain Lion's chest, right above the heart. But the beast was strong, and the rib cage was in the way, so it was still safe.

However, Gerald suddenly increased gravity on himself, making his body twice as heavy. Putting all his body weight on the knife's handle, it easily broke through the defense of the Lion and stabbed through the heart. Giving it a quick twist, the wound increased, and when he pulled it out, a fountain of blood gushed out.

Gerald jumped off the dying Mountain Lion and waved his hand in the air. The blood immediately froze in space and then quickly moved to a container he prepared specifically for this occasion.

The death was swift and merciful, the beast died in seconds.

"Your life was not in vain, I'll make good use of it."

The other male Mountain Lion was shocked and it hesitated for a second. It was clear to it that this human was dangerous, but it had a potential mate watching.

Roar!

Steeling its resolve, the Mountain Lion rushed forward to attack.

"Tsk," Gerald clicked his tongue, "Why do you beasts always like to rush towards your death?" He then slightly moved his finger and a Stone Wall rose from the ground right in front of the charging beast.

Bam!

"I'll play with you later, just be patient!" Saying that, Gerald grabbed the dead Mountain Lion and swung it on his back. "Ugh, it's heavy…"

He was slightly overburdened, but luckily he had anti-gravity magic. He just had to use more Mana to increase the size of the warped space around him and he could fly again. Just as the Mountain Lion recovered from a painful crash into the wall, Gerald rose into the sky and flew away.

The beasts stood there watching him leave, but there was nothing they could do.

"Hmph, cowardly human, I'll let you go this time!" the male Mountain Lion said and turned around towards the female proudly. Although it clearly lost the fight, it was still the winner in the end.



Gerald flew above the forest and soon found a clearing where he could land. He tossed the Mountain Lion's carcass to the side and stretched his back. The beast was large and he needed to find a safe place to process it. One carcass was enough for now and killing more would be wasteful, so he left those two alive.

Besides, he could go on another hunt later if he needed to do more experiments.

He utilized his powerful magic to reshape the place. The ground rose and green grass and flowers were replaced by solid stone. The floor split apart and walls of solid rock rose four meters up all around the place. A stone table was formed in the middle under the Mountain Lion and a seat grew right beside it.

After the shelter was completed, Gerald took his knife and got to work.

He decided to remove the intestines and skin. Although it was not required for the Essence Extraction, it was still recommended for those that were only just learning the skill.

After he was done, Gerald sat on his chair and cleared his mind. He followed the instruction in the book and focused his magic on the beast.

The carcass started to twitch at first, but soon it started to shake. The flesh expanded and started to slowly tear itself apart.

This all took a few minutes to happen. The concentration made Gerald frown as he already started to feel some discomfort. The skill didn't use much Mana, but it was extremely focus-intensive.

The floating flesh started to slowly disintegrate into dust, and only tiny specks, like black grains of sand, remained. Gerald observed, with great interest, how the flesh turned to dust and was then scattered by the wind.

All those tiny black grains were slowly pulled together and gathered on his palm.

When it was all over, it was all compressed together, forming a pea-sized black sphere. It was quite hard with a smooth surface, almost like a black pearl.

"Hmm," Gerald frowned. He flipped through the book to see the description of the final product again just to make sure.

"Okay, so according to this book, this is the lowest grade Essence... and about the lowest fraction of Essence Extraction…."

After he finished reading the description, Gerald sighed. The amount of Essence he extracted was about 1-2%. The sizes went approximately like this: Pea-sized, cherry-sized, walnut-sized, chicken egg-sized…

And that was for the Class-One beast. Gerald wasn't sure of the exact measurements the book used, but the human was considered Class-One, and so were the big cats such as lions and tigers.

Class-Two would be a Silverback or a horse, maybe even an elephant. It was all dependent on size.

Anyhow, the Essence Gerald extracted was considered extremely underwhelming. The book said it was basically worthless because it was not worth the effort of extraction, nor was it worth absorbing.

It was just too little.

"Huh, so, if I guess the Mountain Lion was Iron Rank-5, then this black marble can increase my strength by 5-10kg?" Gerald scratched his head after a quick calculation. "How is this not worth it? What kind of crazy strong being made this book to consider this a waste of time?!"

He spent about three hours in total to get this black bead. Even if he spent the entire day, gaining this bit of strength would still be worth it for him.

He took some time to confirm the process of absorption before testing the effects of the bead. After he was confident he understood it correctly, he made himself comfortable in his seat and swallowed the bead. The book specifically warned not to let the bead be digested, he had to break it down with his own internal energy and absorb it into his flesh.

He closed his eyes and focused all his attention inside his body on the black sphere. He had to concentrate on it hard and follow the instructions in the book to break it down.

The bead started to fall apart as it appeared to be melting. It became softer and then turned to a fluid and started to spread from his stomach outward.

Wherever it went, Gerald felt some changes happening, although he wasn't sure what exactly. A sort of warmth spread across his body to every bone and muscle, to every vein and capillary, to the tendons and skin. After an hour the feeling came to an end and Gerald also stopped controlling it.

He couldn't feel any black bead liquid left.

But according to the book, it would still take about a day for it all to spread equally across his body and stabilize. Until then he should not consume more Essence Cores or it might be too much for his body to handle.

Gerald wasn't sure if this warning applied to the lowest rank of Essence Cores as well, but it wasn't like he was in a hurry. He could just test it out slowly. He didn't think this tiny bit of Essence could hurt him anyway.

"Well, if I can manage to get a higher Essence yield from these beasts, I might be able to form a cherry-sized, or even walnut-sized bead next time! I could increase the strength gain two to five times!"

According to the book, the highest extraction yield you could get was just below a fifth of the strength that the target had when alive.

Gerald didn't even dream of reaching that height, since he didn't even have a clue how to upgrade the 'rank of his energy' as the manual required. He just wanted to improve a little bit, just enough to make his effort worth the time, according to the book.

That would be at making the Essence Core reach at least the size of a walnut. In terms of rough numbers, that would be around 8% Essence extraction.

"Practice makes perfect, they say. Let's see how much practice I will need then…" After finishing his rest, Gerald decided to go on a hunt again. He still had a few days to spare, so he decided to do his best before returning to the capital.

He did not go on a killing spree like usual, instead, he only hunted one animal at a time, usually somewhere in the middle of Iron Ranks so he didn't have to try too hard. He would kill and then return to his encampment and refine the carcass as the book said.

Each cycle took anywhere between two and five hours, so he couldn't do it that often. The concentration required for the process was immense, so he also needed to take a rest once in a while.
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                During the next three and a half days, Gerald collected fifteen Essence Cores in total. Although the amount of Essence he managed to extract at the beginning was very little, in the end, the amount increased to almost cherry-sized orbs.

He also tried to absorb more than one to test it out and he didn't feel much discomfort until he tried to consume two almost cherry-sized Essence Orbs.

It was nothing too painful, but he did start to feel some pressure coming from his body. It was quite clear that he was still extremely weak compared to whoever the author of the book was, since what he was using was considered almost nothing even for children.

"What kind of monsters were these people?! What kind of children did they have to eat these Essence Cores like candy?" Gerald shook his head in dismay.

"The time before the Great War must have been an amazing era… Sigh, now I'm stuck here, collecting scraps that they left behind."

He absorbed a few Essence Cores already, now only ten remained. He was curious as to what his strength rank would be after he ate so much of the Minecrawler Queen's flesh and the Essence Cores.

He decided to go and test it out in a Warrior's Guild, but he couldn't just go to any city. He made a short stop in Freka since they didn't know him there that much.

He just went there and requested a test.



"Two hundred and seventy-five kilograms?!" Gerald almost couldn't believe his eyes. Even after he left the Guild he still couldn't quite accept the sudden power spike.

"I knew I got stronger since I could fight beasts empty-handed, but I thought it was just from the Juggernaut Combat Art?"

He left Freka and found a secluded place. He swiftly created a stone pillar with his magic and prepared himself for the second test.

He once again used Juggernaut's magic and punched the stone pillar with all he got.

Bam!

The strike of his fist was quite powerful, but nothing too out of the ordinary. He just didn't have the speed that would complement his strength.

The stone pillar chipped and a small crack formed at the point of impact, but that was about it.

"Hmm, I either need more speed...or more mass!" Gerald suddenly got an idea.

His weight suddenly tripled under the effect of his space magic. He already reached the limit of his speed if he didn't use Wind Body, so he could only increase the force of his punch by becoming heavier.

He flexed his muscles and took a deep breath. Then he punched.

Boom!

The stone pillar was broken in two and a few big chunks flew off it.

"Huff, huff…" Gerald was breathing deeply after that punch. Not to mention that he was now quite heavy, his defensive magic wasn't that strong at the moment and he almost dislocated his wrist.

"Damn, that hurt!" He held his right hand and a few drops of blood dripped to the floor from his knuckles.

"I think I should probably use my other hand as a sledgehammer next time…Shit!"

Although he was complaining, he was overall very satisfied with the result. When his body could withstand Iron Body, that's when his every body part could become a weapon.

And when he could perfectly combine Juggernaut with Wind Body, that's when he could bring forth massive destruction with his fists alone.

He returned to Auralba towards the end of the day. He was feeling tired but satisfied.

"Where is he? He said he was going to the auction, but then he just disappeared!" he heard Elly say after he just entered the mansion.

The girls were currently eating their dinner and talking with each other.

"Hmm," Sera stuffed a piece of meat in her mouth and said, "Who knows, he never tells us anything, that bastard! I am bored out of my mind!"

"Why don't you spend more time studying magic then? He said he was going to test us out soon…" Xilia answered. "Are you still incapable of casting spells?" she teased.

Sera looked at her sideways and then a mischievous smile formed on her face. She quickly stretched her hand and stuck a finger in Xilia's glass.

The liquid instantly froze before anyone could even react.

"Hey!" Xilia jumped up in shock and grabbed the glass, "I was going to drink that!"

Sera proudly placed her hands on her hips and laughed. "Hahaha! Who said I can't use magic? I've already become great at it!"

While those two were teasing each other, Qiona tugged on Elly's dress. "Big sister, can you give me some light? These candles are not bright enough for reading."

Elly gave her a bright smile and said, "But of course!" She quickly murmured an incantation and created a ball of light on her palm. She then released it above Qiona's head where it could illuminate the book.

"Thank you!" The little Dark Elf already finished her dinner and buried her head in books again.

"Huff, huff! I seriously need more Mana! I can barely cast three spells!" Sera suddenly complained loudly. She froze Xilia's silver hair in their catfight, and in return, Xilia turned her hair into a tangled mess with her wind magic.

"Ha-ha!" Xilia shouted triumphantly. "No matter how good you become, it's all useless when going against a great Elf like me! Admit your inferiority, human!"

"Hehe…" A quiet chuckle was suddenly heard from the other side of the room. The girls suddenly turned their heads towards the source of the sound. It was already evening and the end of the table where the sound came from was in the shadows.

"Who's there?!" Xilia shouted and prepared herself for a fight.

The air at the end of the table blurred and distorted, and Gerald suddenly appeared. He had his boots on the table and was currently eating a piece of raw salted meat. He waved to them and showed a big grin. He was greatly enjoying himself at the moment.

"God damn it, Gerald! You can't just suddenly appear like that! I almost attacked you!" Xilia frowned.

"Haha, sorry, sorry…" Gerald laughed. "I just didn't want to disturb your dinner."

Gasp!

Elly opened her eyes wide in surprise, "You know how to be invisible?!"

Gerald shook his head and became a transparent blur again. "It's not quite complete Invisibility yet… This spell is way harder to perfect than I thought it would be, it's also extremely taxing on the mind."

"Now, listen up! I'll answer a few questions if you have any…" He explained to them a few things they still wanted to know before it was time to go to sleep.

He still had many things to do the next day.



"So…"

Master alchemist Edon Ashbrew sat on a chair opposite to Gerald. Gerald handed over an agreement of secrecy written on a piece of paper. It was a sort of a written oath, that stated the alchemist will not, under any circumstance, disclose the secrets learned from Gerald.

After master Ashbrew signed the document, It was time for Gerald to make good on his promise.

After learning the ingredients and the process of making the Potion of Focus, the alchemist sighed, "Ah, it's so simple… Who knew that you could produce this potion so simply… It's an amazing thing how even trash can become gold in the hands of a true master!"

Although he knew how to make it, the entire procedure had to be learned slowly to gain experience. It was the first time master Ashbrew tried roasting seeds, so he was not at all good at it.

Controlling the temperature and stirring the seeds in a pan might sound simple, but he still managed to burn them a few times. Then there was the unequal distribution of heat… Some seeds were charred, while some were still partially raw.

Making a potion that would give you diarrhea was definitely not something the Auction House wanted.

It took the entire day for master Ashbrew to produce his first proper potion. Too bad he only learned how to make one at a time. When the mass production would be initiated, the amount of seeds baked would have to be enormous.
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                Gerald quietly sighed. Having machines to automate most of this time-consuming process would be so much easier.

"It seems you got the hang of it…" Gerald stood up from the table and stretched his back, "I'm going home now, I'll see you tomorrow, good night!"

He yawned and went to the door.

Alchemist Ashbrew was also tired already and had dark circles under his eyes, however, it seemed that he would be having a sleepless night based on that excited look on his face.

"Ah, yes… Good night!" the alchemist answered absentmindedly. He was currently busy writing all his thoughts into a book while his brain was still under the effect of the potion and his mind was still sharp.

For an old man like him, this potion was a godsend. He was worried that after another decade he would be too muddle-headed to operate normally, but now he had a chance to get his mind back to the peak working condition. Of course, he would give it his all to not let this opportunity go.



Gerald returned to the mansion and absorbed another Essence Core before going to sleep. He had so many things to do and think about, it was honestly quite exhausting. Teaching four girls chemistry, physics, and magic, as well as making deals with the Auction House, and refining Essence Cores after a hunt…

He had too many things on his mind and a good quality sleep was a must.



It was a dark night under the mountains. The moonlight shined on the snow-covered mountain peaks in the north, but the village on the foot of the mountain was covered in darkness.

There was a distinctive reddish rock sticking out of the ground and pointing to the sky. Quiet footsteps sounded out in the quiet night and many small shadows quickly advanced towards the village.

Among the wooden and mud-covered houses, the shadows merged and became one, completely disappearing in the darkness.

Crack!

There was a loud sound of wood breaking and a door was thrown off its hinges, landing loudly on the floor.

"Who's there?!" A man's shout was heard and a dim light soon came from one of the rooms. A horrified shout was soon heard from another house across the street and a flame suddenly erupted as the building was soon covered in flames.

Shouts and screams soon filled the village and people were waking up one after the other.

"Alarm! Fire! Everyone wake up! There's fire!" the village guard shouted and banged on a bell to wake everyone up.

People were running out of their houses confused and disordered. Most of them just woke up and had no idea what was going on. They were still in nightgowns and were barefooted and unarmed.

The night guard threw a torch on a pot of oil and lit it up for some light and then continued to shout and bang on the bell.

Suddenly, he felt a warm breath on his neck. He swiftly turned around and his eyes bulged out as his sight landed on a towering figure that was standing before him.

It was a hairy humanoid, more than two meters tall and clad in mismatching pieces of damaged metal armor, with a horrifying face, with small red eyes and big white fangs coming out of its mouth.

The guard almost forgot how to breathe from fear. His body trembled and his teeth clattered together. He swallowed hard and took a deep breath.

The beast slowly moved.

"Orc-!"

The guard's shout was cut short as his body was cleaved in two and his guts fell on the ground, with one half of his body landing on either side.

His shout was drowned out by the horrified screams of the villagers as many small shadows emerged from the darkness with wooden clubs and daggers in their tiny hairy hands.

The place was soon overrun with Goblins and the few men that managed to take a weapon and fight were soon buried underneath the swarm of screeching monsters.

One valiant soldier swung his sword, shouting and cleaving the beasts, but there were too many. He killed two with one swing and turned around to defend himself from those attacking his back.

Then suddenly, there was a pain coming from his right thigh. There was a crude arrow sticking out of his flesh. He turned his head and in the light of the flames, he saw a Hobgoblin sneering at him from the thatched roof. The beast was mocking him with its gaze as it loaded another arrow on the bow.

There came another sharp pain from his lower back. The child-sized beasts stabbed him with a hooked dagger and pulled on his flesh.

Then there was another. It jumped on his chest and dug its claws and teeth into his neck. Another Goblin bit him behind the knee, making him lose his balance and fall down.

Then his left eye suddenly went dark and a piercing pain erupted from his head. He screamed in pain and turned his head, only to see one of the beasts lift a spiked club and bring it back down on him. Then the world went black.

He felt his arms and legs being held down and his body stabbed at least a dozen times. The soldier screamed at the top of his lungs, but then a rock was smashed into his face, breaking his teeth and filling his throat with blood.

Now only gurgling sounds came from him as he choked on his own blood. The extreme fear and panic were the only emotions he had before he died.

The same things happened all over the Bloodhorn village. The males were brutally murdered and devoured, some of them even while still alive, while the women were beaten up and dragged away into the darkness.

Stabbed, beaten, torn, cut apart, and devoured. Young and old, women and children, none of them were spared by the monsters. Their blood-curdling screams filled the forest for many hours to come, and the trails of blood on the ground told the story of their struggles.

The mountain wind fanned the flames and the blaze expanded, all of it reflecting in the cold red eyes of an Orc. The humanoid monster stood there, watching, observing. It did not join in the fight, instead, it was just standing there, silently, until the end.

As the first rays of daylight peaked over the mountains, the destruction was clear. Bloodhorn village was no more.

Blood and ash mixed with each other, forming a vomit-inducing smell of charred human flesh and feces. Bodies covered the ground and dismembered corpses were scattered all over. Even the farm animals and pets weren't spared. The horses and cows burned in the stables while the chickens and ducks were trampled during the attack.

The fields of emerald-green grains were trampled and burned, leaving a depressing black land of death.

Around noon a few travelers came out of the forest. Almost immediately they stopped and stood there as if petrified. The sight was just too horrifying to see.
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                It was early in the morning and Gerald was hard at work. He finally had some time to himself and could focus on making a few potions for himself.

He had quite a bit of the God's Blood left, and with the Demon Mushrooms he gathered during the Minecrawler-slaying expedition, he could finish making the Mana Elixirs he so deeply desired.

There was also another thing he wanted to try out. It was the Bone-Reforming Medicine. It was a special kind of potion that was used in ancient times to heal and strengthen the skeleton of warriors.

The ingredients were quite obscure, but Gerald luckily managed to find them after comparing the records and characteristics with modern-day plants.

It came as no surprise that they weren't widely known or gathered since they had many irritating poisonous properties. The worst of them all came from the Bone-Biting Grass, which made you feel like your bones were being gnawed at by ants for an entire week. It was a painful, itchy, and overall extremely unpleasant experience.

"Sigh~ It seems this effect is the main way of the potion doing its work. Fuck me, no wonder this potion is considered to be only used by masochists! These High Elves were some twisted people, that's for sure!"

After finishing the Mana Elixirs, he started working on Bone-Reforming Medicine. Needless to say that he failed a few times at first since he was a little bit negligent. He wasted a few hours because of it. But eventually...

"It's done! But I should not use it just yet…" This medicine was not made for a normal human body. In the book, it clearly stated that it should be used only after advancing the first stage of body-refinement. It specifically mentioned to only use it after attaining the 'Body of Silver', whatever that meant.

Gerald had no clue when that might happen, but his guess was that it was probably meant to be used after reaching Silver Rank. Those that reached it definitely weren't normal humans anymore.

He tossed another Essence Core in his mouth and sat down to absorb it. He felt himself slowly growing stronger day by day and even his body started showing signs of growth.

His muscles became denser and bigger and his appetite almost doubled. The flesh of the Minecrawler Queen was the best food he could get his hands on and normal meat couldn't satisfy him anymore. He wasn't sure, but he thought his sight and hearing also improved a tiny bit, although it could already be considered top-notch. Overall, he felt great!

"Ah~ This is some good stuff!" He stood up and cracked his joints. He was itching to do some running or fighting to stretch his muscles.

But just as he exited his room, the butler Sebas came to him. "Young Master, a messenger came from the Auction House… They have requested a meeting with you!"

Gerald quietly sighed, "Fine, fine… I'll go see what they want. It's probably something concerning my potions..."

After arriving at the Auction House, a servant led him to Arthur's office. There were three people who were waiting for him: Arthur, Emily, and alchemist Ashbrew. Just as Gerald thought, master Ashbrew already informed Arthur about the deal between them.

Needless to say that the Rosecloud siblings were shocked to hear the news. They did not expect to get access to the recipe so easily, although, they didn't really get it. Only master Ashbrew knew the entire process… The rest just knew the main ingredient because it had to be bought in bulk.

White Berry fruits ripened in the early summer and late fall. It was now almost the time for the first harvest, so getting the hands on tons of White Berry seeds should be no problem.

They weren't too concerned with the price of the seeds being too high since they were usually discarded. They could probably spend a few gold coins and get sacks full of them.

Then there had to be an agreement on the profit distribution so that both sides would agree.

"I want half," Gerald calmly stated.

"Half?" Arthur frowned, "Isn't that too much? We will have to shoulder all the production and material costs. Let's make it seventy-thirty."

"Heh," Gerald blew some air out of his nose and smirked, "Don't, just don't. I know how much work goes into making this Potion of Focus… The price you can charge for a single bottle can easily be ten times higher than the initial cost of resources and manpower. It's either half or nothing, I'm not here to negotiate. I'm already going to have to explain this to my master when he returns."

Arthur quietly grumbled for a while, but then finally gave in, "Alright, fine… Fifty-fifty it is!" After the short negotiation, if it could be called that, Gerald and Arthur shook hands in agreement.

"We'll send you a written agreement sometime later… Now, do you have any suggestion as to how we should…"

Gerald lifted his hand to stop him. "I really don't care as to how you are going to do this. I'll let you do however you want it… If you need any suggestions, talk to master Ashbrew over here. He's an experienced alchemist, I'm sure he can give you some ideas."

He had no desire to stick his nose into the potion production. The only thing he cared about was money, and as to how the entire operation was going to function, he didn't care. They would probably have to gather some trustworthy apprentices to help master Ashbrew make potions, but that was to be expected.

People already tasted the goods and the desire for more was already growing. There was no concern about low demand.

"I have a few things to do elsewhere so I'll leave you to it," Gerald said and then left the Auction House.

He killed a few animals and wild beasts recently and gathered their blood and their Cores. He now had the most important ingredients for making spell scrolls. And so he got to work.

The most important thing when making spell scrolls was the accuracy of writing runes. Many masters spent years practicing the craft and honing their skills in writing and drawing.

But who could compete with a human printer? Gerald didn't even have to lift his finger to make the most perfect runes possible appear on the paper. He tested it out with normal ink a few times just to get the hang of it, before trying to do the real thing.

He took a vial of beast blood and a Core belonging to the same species. He ground it down with a pestle and mortar, before mixing it together. Steam rose from this biological ink when the two substances combined. Gerald took the viscous liquid and placed it in a beautiful and expensive crystal vial.

He got a stack of the best quality paper he could get his hands on and got ready to start.

He first made a copy of a few spells like the examples in the book. It was a Stone Spike spell, one of the most basic and easy-to-cast spells. It was the first thing every mage had to learn in school, if he had the Earth Element, of course.

It was quite simple, really. He connected different structures, shaped runes together, and fused them and the energy-gathering runes on the paper. Mana was in every drop of ink, but it had to be controlled and guided to work properly.

A few runes were added to stabilize the spell, and lastly, a trigger was added.

The user could then activate it simply by breaking the trigger. It could be either done by infusing a tiny bit of Mana into it, or by simply tearing that rune apart. It was located in a corner so the spell would still activate if that happened.

'Seems simple enough…' Gerald mused.

But it was not simple at all! It might look like it because he simply followed the instructions, but creating a spell that worked on paper was much harder than simply making it on your own.

After a spell scroll was made, you had no control over the flow of Mana inside it. If there was a rune missing, damaged, incorrectly drawn… It could all make the spell collapse.

The effects could vary. From the most simple puff of smoke after the paper burned, to a violent explosion capable of tearing your hands apart. It all depended on the strength of the spell scroll in question.

That's why the spell scroll masters were respected and revered. They had years, even decades of expertise in making safe and reliable spell scrolls. But even they couldn't just create a new spell on a whim. They had to slowly, by trial and error, shape the proper form and function of the spell.

Personal discoveries and advancements were often hidden and obscured from the outside world, even going as far as to mask the spell scroll in unnecessary writing, runes, and colors, all in an attempt to make the spell scroll as difficult to copy as possible.

Only the bare basics, like the book Gerald received, could be sold in public. And even those were locked behind a certain layer of influence.
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                "Man! I miss the internet so freaking much!" Gerald groaned. "I could just sort through a few thousand pages in a day and get spells for every occasion if it was possible to use magic on Earth."

The crazy things people did in search of knowledge and entertainment could be found in the darkest corners of the internet. Gerald was convinced that there would be millions, if not billions of conversations and new ideas on this topic every year.

With the amount of brainpower just a small fraction of humanity had, they would be enough to figure out in a year what these people on this new planet needed millennia to do. And with the help of modern supercomputers and advanced molecular scanners, the advancements in technology would erupt like a supervolcano!

"It would have been so awesome! But now I'm here all alone...sigh!"

Gerald took the Earth Spike spell scroll and went to test it outside.

He sent a pulse of Mana and overloaded brittle the trigger rune. The entire paper in his hand was suddenly activated and it disintegrated in a flash of light and flames.

Gerald then felt as if the hand that held the spell scroll gained control over the position of the spell, so he pointed at the ground not far away.

With a slight rumble, a spike rose from the ground as he expected. Nothing unusual happened. The feeling of control also disappeared.

"Hmm, yeah, well, at least I confirmed that it works…" He scratched his beard and mumbled, "I can probably just modify it a little to get a better understanding of how these Runes work."

For the next few hours, he proceeded to change and modify the shape of the spell. He made many different modifications to test them out. One of them made the Earth Spike split and grow small thorns along its body like a blackberry bush.

Another made it slimmer and longer, for more piercing power. Then there was the opposite, a chubby spike, made more for pushing and lifting stuff than skewering.

'I do like this thorn design… Hmm...' Gerald mused. He gathered his Mana and made a pushing motion with his hands.

Rumble!

Stone spikes grew out of the ground with finger-length thorns all over them. It looked dangerous, but Gerald was not quite satisfied with it yet. "Maybe if I make it look more organic…"

He waved his hands in the air and the spikes and thorns started moving like snakes, they elongated and bent in an arc, slithering across each other and creating a proper thorn field.

"Thorns! It's a good spell, I like it!" He took out a notebook and recorded his insights in detail. He also described how to make the spell.

After subsequently wiping out all evidence of magic, he returned to his lab and continued brainstorming for ideas about spell scrolls.



Potion of Focus really worked wonders for learning. In the past week, the girls advanced by leaps and bounds, especially Sera. She went from barely being able to use magic, to a talented Spellcaster with near mastery over her Ice spells.

She trained with Xilia every day, and they went through many Earth and Water Cores constantly. Although they had to rest often, Sera was determined to push herself and become strong. Even though she was forced to relive and face her worst nightmare because of Gerald, she didn't resent him at all. It was just the opposite.

She felt grateful for pushing her to the edge and dealing with the trauma that she couldn't face by herself. Now, granted, he didn't help her recover from it, but she had her other friends for that. And then he even helped her learn Ice magic. It was really cool!

She playfully fought with Xilia during the last few days and her control over magic increased exponentially. Having unlimited access to the Potion of Focus helped a ton, of course.

Now came the time when Gerald tested their advancements and knowledge of magic. They had a short written test to see how well they understood his teachings.

It went surprisingly well. It was a real eye-opener for Gerald who was expecting mediocre results. But then thinking about it, he realized that they didn't have many distractions as he and his peers had back on Earth, so they could focus on their studies wholeheartedly.

Although their understandings varied slightly from each other, their base of knowledge was solid. They could continue building higher.

"Alright, I have here a few things for you…" Gerald took a few vials and gave them to Elly and Sera. It was the Mana Elixir he just made recently. "Drink only one potion each day and do not speak of it to anyone! If you do, you will only bring trouble to yourself," he warned.

He decided to make them stronger so their usefulness would increase. In any case, having more Mana was always good, and having the option to fight without external energy sources was always preferred.

The Dark Elves didn't need it since they could already grow their Ether Cores naturally.

"What is this?" Sera asked doubtfully. She held the vial in her hand and observed the peculiar potion she couldn't recognize.

"It's a Mana Elixir, it's going to permanently increase the Mana inside your body," Gerald simply explained.

"What?!" All of them shouted at the same time. "Are you saying that you can make something the entire continent tried, and failed to make, for a millennium?"

Gerald chuckled, "How else do you think I can use so much Magic without external Mana sources?"

Gasp!

The girls sucked in a cold breath.

"Holy shit!"

"Are you serious?!"

The ones that gave the strongest reactions were, of course, Xilia and Sera. Although they knew Gerald's Mana usage was wildly different than the rest of the people, they were still shocked when he admitted it.

"So… How much Mana do you have?" Sera questioned with a burning gaze. Her mind was working overtime, giving her all sorts of crazy thoughts.

"Hmm," Gerald thought for a second, "It should be close to five hundred after I finish another round of this potion…"

"Five-!" Sera almost started to choke on air. The world around her started spinning and she felt weak in her knees.

"-hundred?!" Xilia finished her sentence. She caught her friend from falling and looked at Gerald with a flabbergasted expression. "You monster!"

She then bit her lip and looked at the floor, "Do you have any more of that potion? And, can I have some?" she shamelessly asked.

Shaking his head Gerald replied, "Sorry, the ingredients are quite hard to get and I didn't make many. But no worries, after those two consume these Mana Elixirs they will probably be around your level. You got around 50 MP, right?"

"It's…more like 60 MP I think…" Xilia answered truthfully.

Gerald nodded his head. It was about what he expected. The atmosphere became somewhat stale so he had to break the awkward silence.

"Anyway, I got a few more books for you here. I put a lot of effort into making them, so make sure to study hard! I'll probably be leaving for a few days soon, so if you have any questions, now is the time to speak up!"
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                Of course, there were questions, although not all of them concerned magic. Those that were, however, were really interesting.

He was asked to help them explain the difference between the Elements since he mentioned a few times that they weren't exactly what they seemed.

"Well… Fine, I'll share my thoughts, although I'm not sure if my conjectures are 100% correct," Gerald said.

"Let's take normal sunlight for example. You all should understand by now that what we can see is not all there is, and that the different colors are just how our perception differentiates between different light frequencies…"

Gerald quickly went over the light spectrum to refresh their memory. It was one of the most simple things he taught them since it was easy to explain and show.

You only needed daylight and a glass prism to refract light and you could show different colors. The girls quickly grasped the concept of light frequency.

It was the same with magic.

According to his recent discoveries, especially after witnessing Ice magic, he realized that Mana was somehow similar to light. Just like different frequencies of light can have vastly different effects on the physical world, so do different 'frequencies' of Mana affect the world in their own way.

And depending on the perception of an individual, they can detect, and see, the world differently.

Though it seemed that the people here became desensitized to Mana around them since they didn't use it that much.

When Mana was slowly recovering, the people of this world became accustomed to the amount of it during the long millennia.

However, Gerald, who was from a Mana-absent world was super sensitive to it and could detect even the tiniest amount without a problem. At least that was what he thought. He couldn't be sure.

Anyway, the 'Elements' these people referred to were actually a fundamental misunderstanding of the world.

There was no Fire, Earth, Wind… Elements. Different 'frequencies' affected different energy states of matter. He figured these names had to come from the color of monster Cores or something similar.

There was solid-Earth, liquid-Water, gas-Wind, and plasma-Fire. Gerald learned that out when he figured out how Ice magic worked. It went from a liquid to a solid and similarly, Water magic had to switch to Earth magic.

It was quite simple, really.

Healing or Recovery magic affected living tissue, that's why Earth and Water Mana were required. As for why Light had anything to do with it… Gerald felt like he was missing a piece of the puzzle. Almost like Light was just a byproduct of something else, something greater.

Though he couldn't figure exactly out what was that missing piece.

"You should be able to understand it now, although I'm not sure if this knowledge will help you much… Anyway, at least you should focus on gaining better control over Mana. I expect you to grasp at least another Element by the next month, if you try hard I'm sure you can do it!"

Gerald ended his lecture with this and went back to his lab. Before that though, he ordered a maid to prepare a warm bath for him.

While he waited, he looked over the spell scrolls he made recently. Although many of his modifications worked as intended, he wasn't satisfied with the results. Similar to his Elemental magic, he felt like a part was still missing.

How could the ancient High Elves do all those things in legends? The way he advanced now would eventually reach a power ceiling, that much he was sure about.

"True magic, huh?" Gerald scratched his cheek and sighed. "What does it mean?"

Wild animals had their natural instinct to guide them in their life, but humans had to learn all on their own. A simple mistake in understanding could be amplified across generations unless someone smart noticed the mistake and fixed it.

Just like diseases were considered to be curses or punishment from the Heavens before the bacteria were discovered, so too can a simple misconception about magic lead you to a completely wrong path.

"This world is definitely going the wrong way, at least partially… Maybe the rulers on this continent know more, but they definitely won't disclose the secrets of their power."

And why would they? Those at the top preferred the world to stay like that, and it was completely logical. Why would anyone want to give up power just for a possibility of advancement? They wouldn't be the ones benefiting from it anyway.

"Master, the bath is ready," the maid said after knocking on his door.

"Thank you," Gerald replied and stood up. He picked up the Mana Elixirs on his table and went to the bathroom. There, as he did before, he poured the rest of the Broodmother's poison into the tub and jumped in, naked.

"Hmm, the Nanites seem to be breaking down faster than expected… Five years at most and they will become completely useless." Gerald felt the tingling sensation on his skin from the poison and it was more intense than the last time, even though he used less poison than before.

The miracles of nanotechnology could only work for so long. They were only recently invented after all.

He uncorked the potion and took a sip, letting the potion spread through his body and change his cells. His Mana capacity slowly rose in the following hours while he relaxed his mind and body, only taking a break to heat up the water occasionally.

***

Having spent almost two whole days bathing in mild poison, Gerald started feeling lightheaded even though the Nanites were detoxifying him constantly.

Luckily, he consumed the rest of the Mana Elixirs so he could get out and rest. His Mana capacity rose significantly to over 500 MP!

He wasn't sure of the exact amount since it was getting more difficult to differentiate between tiny changes in his body. The only thing he knew was that he needed around six hours to completely recover.

"This is slowly getting insane… If I continue going like this, will my Mana eventually become inexhaustible?"

He was confused as to why the Elixir could increase his Mana seemingly without limit. The potion was supposed to lose its effectiveness the more it was consumed, but clearly, this was not the case, at least not for him.

"Ay, so many uncertainties, so many questions…" He took a towel and dried off before looking at himself in the mirror. Standing there naked, he was in a daze. His body changed massively since the last time he had a good look.

He did see himself naked before, but looking at his entire body in the mirror at once, he couldn't help but be stupefied. His arms and chest clearly grew, with the muscles in his shoulders becoming wider and more defined. His stomach flattened further and his six-pack popped out more than ever before.

"Huh… Now that's interesting…"

Even his leg muscles increased in size, clearly separating themselves like he was some sort of a bodybuilder. It would be no exaggeration to say that his body grew as if he was truly doing a year-long bodybuilding fitness regime.

"How long since I started consuming Essence Cores? A week? Maybe two?" Gerald lightly whistled in surprise. The effects were greater than he ever expected.

"Not even the craziest steroids can give you these results, that's for sure."

He suddenly got an idea. Since his body was becoming stronger at an increasingly faster rate, maybe he could soon use Iron Body without any side effects. He had to test it out.
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                Gerald swiftly put on a pair of pants and ran out of the room.

After barging into the girls' room without knocking he shouted, "Xilia, Sera, I need your help with something!"

If we ignore the fact that he frightened them when he violently opened the door, the girls almost dropped their jaws to the floor when they saw him.

"Gerald…! Wha- Why are you naked?!" Xilia reacted first and used her hand to cover Qiona's eyes.

"Hmm?" Gerald looked down because of her scream and then frowned, "Is there something wrong with your eyes? I clearly have pants on."

"Gerald! Why are you here? And even if you are not completely naked, you are clearly not far from it!" Sera scolded him. She turned her burning red face away and averted her gaze from his tight leather pants which didn't leave much room for imagination.

Gerald rolled his eyes and waved his hand dismissively. "Whatever, we can deal with this later. I need your help now, so take your swords and follow me outside." He left the room and headed to the back garden.

"I didn't know he had such an amazing body on top of powerful magic…" Elly murmured quietly after he left.

"He did not, at least not when I last saw it…" Sera answered.

"What do you mean?"

Sera sighed, "Ah, I feel like he changed a lot after losing his hand, and although I thought I knew him well at first, now I feel like he is already out of my reach. And to think he didn't know almost anything about magic a few months ago… Sigh!"

"What? He didn't know anything? Are you serious?!" Both Xilia and Elly were surprised and wanted to know more.

"Let's go see what he wants first. We can talk about that stuff later," Sera said and headed out after grabbing her sword.

Xilia and Elly dropped their books and followed her outside. Gerald was already waiting for them, standing on the grass barefooted.

"Finally, I thought I will have to come and get you," he smiled.

"What is the meaning of this, Gerald?"

Instead of answering, he simply made a fist and showed them a provoking smile. "Come, strike me!"

"What?"

"Don't 'what' me! Take your sword and strike me!" he shouted.

The girly exchanged confused glances and then Xilia stepped forwards with her hand on the sword grip.

"Are you sure? Where should I hit you? And what if you get hurt?" she asked with a brow raised in a disapproving manner.

"Anywhere is fine, don't worry about me."

Xilia nodded and swallowed hard. She unsheathed her sword and swung it at his bare chest. However, just before striking him, she subconsciously slowed down, resulting in little more than a light tap with the blade.

Gerald grunted in displeasure when he felt her strike. "I said strike me, not tickle me! What is this, are you a warrior or a small child? Strike me with all you got, don't hold back!"

"Oh, o-okay!" Realizing her mistakes, Xilia gritted her teeth and chanted the Wind Body spell. Her hands became a blur as she struck out with the sword with all she had.

Clang!

A sound of metal striking metal sounded out when her blade collided with Gerald's shoulder and a little piece of the sharp edge on her sword even chipped off.

"Eh?!"

Xilia looked at her sword dumbfoundedly and then at his shoulder. It felt like striking an iron plate, but his skin didn't have even a slight scratch. Only the color of his skin became slightly paler from the strike, before quickly returning back to normal.

"What kind of sorcery is this?!" Xilia exclaimed.

"Body-reinforcement magic… Pretty cool, huh?" Gerald replied as he rubbed his shoulder. "I felt that a little."

"A little?!"

"Woooooah…"

Sera stared at his body with intense longing burning in her eyes. She desired his magic more than anything.

"Okay, now I want you to attack me all at once! You can use weapons or magic, it doesn't matter. Show me how much you improved!" Gerald gestured to them with his hand. He was itching to see how far he can push this Iron Body.

Following his instructions, the girls all picked up their weapons and gear and prepared to attack.

"Wind Blade!"

"Ice Spike!"

"Stone Spear!"

All three of them cast their spells at once and then ran forward to attack immediately after.

Woosh! Clang! Bam!

They banged on his body and sliced across his skin, but Gerald remained unmoving, even laughing and taunting at their futile attempts.

"Is this all you can do?! I can barely feel it!" Swords bounced off his skin and spells shattered upon impact, all while being incapable of leaving a single scratch.

Eventually, after exhausting their stamina, Gerald lifted his hands, "Alright, that's enough, thank you! You can go and take a rest now."

"Huff, huff… What kind of monster are you?!"

Exhausted and irritated, Xilia was unwilling to admit her weakness. With all her sword skills and magical abilities, she was still incapable of hurting him.

She clearly remembered the first time they fought in that dark room at the Warrior's Guild. She was quite capable of wounding him back then, and there was still a scar from her spell on his chest proving that fact… However now it seemed like he became an unmoving mountain laughing at her pathetic attempts of trying to hurt him.

"Don't think too much about it… I'll teach you all I know eventually, but now it's not the time. Even if you knew how I did it, you wouldn't be able to replicate it because your body is still too weak."

He returned to his room and laid down on the bed. He might seem fine on the outside, but his body was hurting on the inside. Another half an hour later, his skin was all black and blue, full of bruises, and his muscles felt swollen and sore.

It was not because of the weapon strikes, instead, it was a consequence of overusing the Iron Body spell. Although his body became stronger, it was still not enough to support this massive amount of Mana flowing through it for a long time and it started to damage and destroy his cells.

"Hehe… This pain is nothing!" Gerald laughed. Although in reality the pain already immobilized him and every movement resulted in excruciating suffering, he was still too happy not to smile.

Iron Body was a good spell, but that was only the first half. There was still the Diamond Heart that protected his internal organs from harm.

Gerald already tried to use it once to test it out. It only lasted for a second but he already felt like his heart was going to explode and his entire body collapsed in that instant, making him puke blood.

He felt dread just thinking about it so he promised himself that he will never use it unless he reaches at least the middle Silver Ranks.

Iron Heart, on the other hand, was similar to Iron Body in terms of making his organs have metal-like durability. He wasn't sure why these Combat Arts seemed to be mixed, but the ancient people had to have a reason.

Anyway, he cast Recovery on himself and swallowed another Essence Core since he had nothing better to do while resting. He already almost used up all of his reserves of Essence Cores, so he decided to get a few more after getting better.
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                While Gerald was recovering from his reckless test, the servants of the Golden Pouch Auction House were having a hard time.

Their master, Arthur Rosecloud, ordered them to search through the city and the surrounding farms to find White Berry Seeds for sale.

The job seemed simple enough, and they even considered it a break from labor. However, little did they know that there was not a single seed to be found anywhere outside the city.

Even when they visited the farms where they grew White Berry Bushes, they were unable to buy any at all.

That's because a certain person already paid for all of their future yearly products a while ago and they were still being delivered to him.

A few days passed and the servants still didn't achieve any advancements in their tasks. They became increasingly nervous and searched for the person responsible for buying all White Berry Seed in the surrounding land.

Finally, after bribing many people and wasting a lot of time, they finally got a clue: The Flask of Wild Herbs shop!

Inside The Flask of Wild Herbs shop, the shopkeeper, Alois Mundo was under a lot of stress during the last few weeks.

He spent all of his life savings and even took a giant loan, just so he could buy all possible White Berry Seeds. The first round of harvest was at hand, and every day he would receive sacks full of seeds.

Unfortunately, unlike what he thought would happen, nobody came to ask for those seeds after that day.

The man's nerves were already at their limit due to stress and uncertainty. He barely even slept anymore and his body was becoming thinner because he forgot to eat multiple times. His small shop was filling up with sacks of seeds and with each one added, his heartbeat became faster.

"I can't take it anymore! A few more days and I'm going to go insane!" Alois Mundo shouted and pulled his hair in frustration. "Why did I have to do something so stupid?! Aaaaaaah!"

Just as he was about to go insane from stress, a few men entered his humble shop, making him sober up immediately. They all had distinctive attire belonging to the Auction House and looked at the sacks littering the place, before turning directly at him.

"Alois Mundo, correct? We are from the Auction House on the order from master Arthur Rosecloud! We were told you had bought all White Berry Seeds… We would like to buy them from you!"

"Ah?" Alois Mundo looked at them with bulging eyes, before his mouth opened into a wide smile.

Then he collapsed on the floor.

"Eh? Sir, Alois Mundo?" The servants looked at him and then at each other. "Did we scare him to death? He looks like a corpse already..."

Alois Mundo lost his consciousness due to all the accumulated fatigue during the last few days. Hearing that someone wanted to buy his goods, his body finally couldn't hold on any longer and he collapsed from happiness.

"What should we do? Should we just leave him there?" one of the servants asked doubtfully.

"I think we should bring him back just in case. We can't let people think we killed a commoner just for a few sacks of seed! It would not look good for our master, and we might even get punished if some weird rumors start spreading!"

"Hmm, I agree, let's get a stretcher!"

The men quickly lifted the man on a makeshift stretcher and hurried back to the Auction House with the poor shopkeeper.



While the poor guy was recovering at the Auction house, Gerald already recovered and went out to play.

His plan was to hunt a few more beasts and absorb their Essence as much as possible.

His skill with the Essence Extraction increased significantly, allowing him to keep a greater part of the target's strength.

While he calmly hunted a few beasts in the high Iron Ranks, he noticed a big elk calmly munching on leaves and grass.

It attracted his attention for a few reasons: First, it was quite big, more than three meters in height while also having a powerful Mana signature. Its outward appearance was quite tame, even cute looking by some standards. It had nice short brown fur with a dark mane around its neck.

"Yum, that looks like it would be a good snack!"

Just then, he noticed a big brown bear, slowly walking towards the elk, almost as if it didn't see it. The elk stopped eating grass and lifted its head, calmly watching the bear approach it.

The tall grass moved out of the way as the bear advanced, until it was almost standing before the elk.

When the big fluffy guy suddenly noticed its presence, the bear jumped back, almost as if it was frightened. It then showed its sharp teeth and lifted its head to roar at the elk. It even stood up on its hind legs, showing off its muscly body.

However, the elk simply stood there, staring at him, almost as if it couldn't be bothered to care about the bear.

The bear contemplated his next move for a few seconds and then suddenly tried to bite the elk in the leg.

Wham! Bam!

The elk suddenly moved at almost the speed of sound and kicked the bear in the shoulder with its front hoof.

The impact created a small explosion, and the bear's shoulder was split open, revealing white bone underneath.

The bear whimpered loudly and immediately tried to run away with blood trailing behind, but before it even did a few steps, the elk jumped forward and appeared before the bear in the blink of an eye. It lifted its head high up and brought it down at such a speed that the antlers on its head appeared as if massive swords cutting through flesh.

The bear was instantly split in half, diagonally, from shoulder down, and it barely had a breath left to cry in pain before dying.

Thud!

A century-old tree suddenly collapsed beside the elk, as its strike also split the tree in half by mistake.

Gerald's eyes bulged out in shock as he was hiding on top of a similar-sized tree not far away. He felt the vibrations of the fallen tree, but he didn't feel anything when the tree was split in half.

It was almost as if the elk encountered no resistance from the wood whatsoever.

"What the fuck!" he whispered while squatting on the tree branch high up. The elk returned to its calm demeanor, looking completely harmless.

The only difference was that now instead of eating grass, it started to feast on the bear's flesh. It calmly chewed on the muscle, and its teeth cracked the bones, allowing it to eat the bone marrow. It chewed on the tough bones as if they were hard candy.

A bit of sweat formed on Gerald's forehead and he wiped it off while giving out a big sigh of relief. "What kind of monsters live in this world? I almost wanted to fight with that freakish elk…"

He was still quite new to this world and he didn't know every single animal there was. It was clear that even the innocent-looking herbivores could have immense power hidden inside them and wouldn't hesitate to strike with deadly force if provoked.

"I need to be more careful next time or I won't even know how I died!"

Contemplating his life's decisions, Gerald threw another Essence Core in his mouth. 'The author was right, these little things are not worth much…'

He could already consume three Essence Cores every day without any problems and he could feel his strength growing, albeit slowly.

"I wonder how strong have I become? Maybe I can even extract some Essence from the Queen's meat?"

He took a big chunk of meat out of his Space Pouch and placed it on the branch he was sitting on. Leaning against the tree trunk he activated the Essence Extraction skill and focused his mind.

The meat started to disintegrate as expected, and a few small, sand-sized silver particles were slowly revealed. They slowly gathered at one place and then condensed into a single silver sphere the size of a mustard seed.

Gerald licked his lips at the sight of a silver Essence Core, but just as he wanted to grab it, the Core started turning darker, until it became black and landed in his hand.

Making a deep frown, Gerald stared at the tiny speck in his hand. "Wha- But I sealed it! Why did the Essence suddenly dissipate?"

He held the sphere between his fingers and then placed it on his tongue. It barely contained any energy for him to absorb.

"I guess this means my Mana quality is too low, huh?" He sighed, "That's frustrating…"

He didn't know what the author meant when mentioning 'Mana quality' at first, but he now clearly understood something: He couldn't handle the Essence of stronger beasts.

He could eat them if he wanted, but he couldn't manually extract Essence from them. It was quite a shame.

"Whatever! Since I can't extract stronger Essence, I guess I'll have to substitute quality with quantity!"

He jumped off the tree and started flying above the forest, leaving the scary elk behind. He needed to find weaker targets he could devour without fear.

            

    
        Ch. 175 On The Trail

    
    
    
    
                "What have you found?"

In a dusky room, a big figure stood by the window with his hands behind his back, looking at the city outside. The person to whom the question was directed took a look at the reports in his hand and sighed deeply.

"Crobus… Guildmaster, it's-" Javiar closed his eyes in sorrow and took a deep breath to steady his mind.

"Fifteen villages were attacked in total while four coastal towns in the east were ravaged in a single night… Five villages have ceased to exist and a town became a ghost town." Javiar spoke in a solemn voice and his fingers squeezed the papers hard as he read the reports.

After a moment of silence, Crobus spoke, "How many?"

His voice was filled with pain and sorrow and he couldn't even prevent himself from trembling.

"Ah~ Based on the recent reports... there are ten thousand dead, and the number is increasing every day. At least five thousand women under the age of forty are missing, and the amount of wounded victims is immeasurable."

Javiar lifted his gaze and wiped away tears that clouded his eyes. "Those unholy beasts deserve a life that is worse than death!"

The Guildmaster trembled and his hands formed giant fists, barely keeping his emotions in check. "So many… In a single night…" he quietly whispered. "Have the gods forsaken us? Do they have no mercy?!"

He then suddenly turned around, with hatred and fury written all over his face.

"Well? Did the scouts come back already?! What did they find?"

Javiar sighed again and shook his head, "They weren't able to find anything, and not for the lack of trying… It is as if the devilish beasts disappeared from the face of the world. I know it sounds crazy, but there was no way we would miss such an enormous increase in Goblin population, not with all the cleaning we are doing…"

He continued, "Back to the scouts… They did not have trouble finding and following the footsteps of these monsters, but once they entered the forest, they were simply helpless. It was as if an ocean of these beasts washed over the land, thousands upon thousands of tracks, layered one on top of the other, it was simply impossible to follow a single one!"

"They already abandoned the conventional tracking methods and have decided to simply deploy a manual search across the land… But that will take time, the area of land is simply too vast and we don't have the manpower needed for something like this!"

The area the scouting parties had to search through was more than half a million hectares! It was simply impossible for a few hundred people to comb through in less than a year. And that was unacceptable.

If they wanted to have a chance in saving a few lives, they had to find the victims before the end of the week, a task seemingly impossible to complete.

"Cancel all miscellaneous jobs we are currently offering and get all our warriors to focus on searching! And if they find any Goblins, kill them! We will be paying double!" Crobus ordered with a deep voice and a dark frown on his face.

"Yes, sir!" Javiar saluted and left the room to put the order in place immediately. Time was of the essence.

***

In the following days, the search parties from Geldern increased tenfold, but that was still nowhere enough for the Guildmaster. And he was not alone in these thoughts.

The rest of the cities in the north-eastern part of the kingdom suffered similar incidents, and many more towns were destroyed before anyone even knew what happened.

The dead already exceeded fifty thousand and there were many more wounded and maimed. The small infirmaries were suddenly overloaded and the demand for potions and medicine skyrocketed.

The news, although it traveled slowly, soon reached every corner of the kingdom and the King had his hands full with dealing with the headache-inducing situation.

"Your Excellency, the report just came in, it's from Lord Omar from Freka! The villages and farms north of it were also attacked, and they suffered massive casualties, at least one thousand dead! They are requesting help in dealing with the corpses and the wounded!"

"Your Majesty, a sudden disease outburst began in Ironhog Village! The rotting corpses attracted many wild animals and they can't deal with them fast enough. They are begging for a few Fire Mages to help them dispose of the problem!"

"Your Majesty, the Guildmaster from Geldern organized a massive search party of more than a thousand people, but they still couldn't find any clues in the last three days. They require more manpower and are requesting for powerful Earth Mages to help them search the massive underground caverns!"

"Your Majesty…!"

"Your Excellency…!"

"My King…!"

The royal advisors and ministers of the royal court shouted over each other unceasingly. The king was pinching the bridge of his nose with closed eyes and a deep frown on his face.

"Alright, enough!" he shouted.

A deathly silence washed over the throne room in an instant.

"When I said I'll listen to you all, I didn't mean it like this! I understand all your problems, but there is something much more serious going on! We have received an accusation of kidnapping the princess from the Empire! The messenger came a week ago carrying the letter with the Emperor's seal in which he threatened with war if we don't immediately return his daughter!"

The King angrily snorted, "That old bastard thinks he can do whatever he wants just because he is slightly stronger! Not to mention that I had no idea his daughter was even missing, even if we truly kidnapped her, threatening with war would be a terrible idea!"

"That's right!"

"You tell him, your Majesty!"

"Who would even want his ugly daughter?!"

"Fuck the Emperor!"

"Yeah!"

The room once again erupted in loud shouts as the blood boiled in all people present, making them look like some sort of savage animals.

"I'm just wondering if this is truly just a coincidence or if these two things are somehow connected. I wouldn't be surprised if those dogs from Blood Sun Viper Sect had something to do with it! They originate from the Empire after all!" The King spoke through gritted teeth and the aura around him turned menacing.

"Those bastards!"

"Apparently we didn't kill enough of them, the cowards."

"Right, always committing suicide at the first possible moment, don't they value their life at all?!"

As the royal court ministers conversed, the King lifted his hand to silence them.

"I want you to help our people as much as you can, but you should also investigate the Blood Sun Viper Sect at the same time. I want to know exactly what they are up to!"

He paused for a moment and then said, "Also, send a message to my generals! We need to be ready for a possible war!"

***

Although the news already spread across the Kingdom of Myrtana, Gerald was completely oblivious to the things that were happening.

He was having fun hunting and slowly growing stronger.

Although the animals he stole the Essence from weren't that strong, all of them being in the Iron Ranks, it was still quite helpful to his growth.

He unknowingly traveled further south towards the unfamiliar lands. As he sat down on a thick tree branch to recover, he suddenly lifted his brows in surprise.

"Huh? Is this…?" He took out his pocket watch and then measured his Mana regeneration rate. "It went up again?"

He scratched his head and frowned. It wasn't like this an hour ago. It was weird because it didn't increase just a little, it went up by more than 30%!

"There is something wrong…" Gerald opened his Magic Eyes and observed the nature around him.

"I see," he mumbled, "As expected, the Mana around here is denser than usual!"

After recovering completely, he rose to the skies and observed the ground from a higher vantage point. The Mana was indeed denser in that place, but that was not all.

It appeared that the density increased quite rapidly in one direction and the denser Mana formed a line while gradually growing stronger that way.

Anything that concerned magic and Mana would attract Gerald's attention, so, of course, he followed the line while flying close to the ground.

After flying at least a dozen kilometers, the change in environment was already quite noticeable to the naked eye.

The plants grew tall and lush, much more than those outside the unnaturally dense Mana. Even trees were at least twice as tall and the amount of life that lived in that narrow belt was at least tripled compared to the outside.

Weirdly enough, the beasts avoided conflict as much as possible, almost as if they were afraid they would have to leave after losing a fight.

The Mana concentration in the air already reached ten times the density, and Gerald could now stay afloat for hours!
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                "This place is amazing! Mana is flowing to me on its own!" Gerald exclaimed. But this was not even the densest place yet! There was still some way to go!

He floated above a hill and circled around it, confirming his speculation. Five lines intersected inside this hill, creating an immensely dense Mana environment.

It was at that exact point, where Mana was at its densest, that Gerald noticed a small crack in the ground that led to the underground. Small was a relative term, of course. The crack was a few meters wide and it allowed the sunlight to shine through to a pristine underground lake below.

After soundlessly floating inside, Gerald could feel his Mana recover at an astonishing rate, it was even faster than drinking a Greater Mana Potion!

"Holy shit! This place is phenomenal! I should bring the girls here to train magic next time!" Just as he was thinking about what he should do with the place, he noticed a person sitting on a rock at the edge of the lake.

Blurring his body, he moved into the shadows of the underground cave and flew closer. It was a girl. From what he could see, she was around his age and had lightly tanned skin with, long brown hair with strands of blonde mixed in between.

She was also naked.

Observing her from afar, Gerald couldn't see her face clearly, but what he could see already hinted at a beautiful complexion. The only regretful thing was that her upper part of the body was unfortunately now well endowed, and Gerald could only shake his head in regret.

He landed on the rocks and observed her from the side, Magic Eyes active. The girl was sitting in a lotus position on a white fur rug, with her eyes closed and hands resting on her knees.

Gerald lifted one eyebrow in confusion as he observed Mana do some strange things inside her body. It was all happening extremely slow, so, after observing for at least an hour he could finally understand what she was doing.

Mana inside her gathered from her entire body and flowed to her chest, where it was then compressed for a little bit, before expanding and returning back to where it came from. Then it was gathered again and compressed again, each cycle lasting at least ten minutes.

Gradually the Mana density increased until it stopped at about the size of a fist. It was all gathered to the right side of her heart, in the exact middle of her chest. Then, taking a deep breath and showing some signs of struggle, the girl's face contorted with a deep frown and the Mana sphere was compressed further into a single point, before it...disappeared.

'Huh? Where'd it go?' Gerald thought inwardly, confused to no end.

"Phew!" The girl breathed a loud sigh of relief and opened her eyes, before wiping the sweat off her face. She took a waterskin and drank a few gulps before putting it back down and standing up.

'Seriously, what a shame! A beautiful face, but the body has…no substance…' Gerald mused regretfully.

Splash!

The girl jumped into the lake and swam to the middle, under the rays of the sun. She then floated there, her Mana replenishing at an astonishing rate. She was at the point of the highest concentration, after all.

Sometime later, after recovering completely, she swam back and a water wave lifted her back up on her rock. After wiping off, she sat back down in a meditative position and closed her eyes once more.

Gerald observed her for a long time, watching the Mana inside her expand and contract multiple times, until an hour later when it was once again squeezed so tight it disappeared. The girl then jumped back in the water to recover and came back out to repeat the process again.

"Hmm," Gerald released a frustrated noise as he was unable to figure out what she was doing even after observing her for so long. That was a mistake.

"Who's there!?" The girl suddenly opened her eyes and shouted, the Mana inside her going out of control, making her grimace in pain.

After taking a breath to stabilize her mind, she jumped up and scanned the cavern with squinted eyes. Then suddenly, her hand moved and she murmured something, shooting a water torrent at the place where Gerald was hiding.

'Oh, she found me!' Gerald waved his hand and a Stone Wall rose in front of him, protecting him from the sudden attack. When he looked at the girl again, she already scrambled to put on her clothes. It was a simple blue dress, with white patterns, making it look like a sunny sky with clouds.

"Who are you?! How did you get in here?! How did you get past the guards?!" she shouted at him.

Gerald simply shook his head and said, "What are you shouting for? What guards? I just followed the increased Mana until I found this lake…"

The girl frowned at his words, "What bullshit is this? Spying on me like some perverted pig! I should have you executed for this transgression!"

"Pervert? Who's the one sitting on a rock naked, in the middle of nowhere?! Besides, you are not even my type! You are too...flat!" Gerald angrily shouted back.

Gasp!

The girl's face turned a shade of red and her lips parted, showing her clenched teeth. With a frown on her face, she roared, "You bastard!" Her lips moved as she quietly chanted and her eyes spewed out flames of hate. 'Flat? I'll show you who's flat! I'll flatten you into a pancake!'

The water around the rock rose and lifted in the air, before forming long and sharp frozen icicles.

"Ice magic?! Not again!" Gerald groaned, "I fucking hate ice, how dare you use it against me!" He stuck his palms forward and before the Ice mage could even finish her spell, he already blasted flames dozens of meters long, toward her.

"Ah!" Seeing the flames mercilessly rush near, the girl had no choice but to abandon her spell and jump into the lake.

"Hah! What are you going to do now? Your flames can't touch me here!" she taunted him from the safety of the lake.

"Oh, I guess you are right… Hehe," Gerald replied and gave a light chuckle. Then his lips formed a smile and he said, "Like a fish in a barrel, huh?"

Although she couldn't quite see his blurred face, the words alone made the girl shudder. She felt like she was being watched by a dangerous predator.

Ka-cha, ka-cha, ka-cha…

Stones started cracking and they formed hundreds of Stone Spikes floating in the air. The girl's face went pale at the sight.

"Damn it! I refuse to believe you can control them all at once!" She formed a water barrier around herself and then froze it in a spherical shield.

Meanwhile, Gerald just waved his fingers and the Stone Spikes shot forward one by one and collided with her Ice Shield.

Bam, bam, bam, ka-cha!

The ice shield started cracking in multiple places, and the girl inside tried desperately to fix it. Luckily for her, Mana was not an issue in the lake and she had as much water as she needed as well. However, after a few minutes of this game, her mind started to get tired.

Indeed it was only a game for Gerald. If he wanted, he could annihilate her in seconds, but he was too curious about her unusual actions to do so.

What surprised him, however, was that she seemed capable of withstanding the strain of a hundred spells before showing any sort of exhaustion. She appeared to be human, so he couldn't quite understand how such a young lady could be so tenacious.

When he saw that she was almost at her limit, he pretended he was exhausted too and stopped attacking. The girl was skeptical at first, but when she saw Gerald sit down and pant as if he was exhausted, she released her shield and swam to the shore.

"You!" She shouted at him, "How dare you barge in the Spirit Pond and attack me! Do you even know who I am?!" She pulled a sword out of her pouch at her hip and conjured another Ice Lance in her other hand.

Gerald shook his head, pretending to be at the end of his rope, huffing. "Who are you?! How can you use magic for so long?!"

"Hah! I'm Aster Northendark, daughter of the King's general, Razor Northendark! This Spirit Pond is our family's property!" she proudly announced while not letting him out of her sight.

"I don't know how you got past the guards, and although it seems you have some sort of magical artifact that makes you semi-transparent, it's useless before me! Now that you have exhausted your magic I'll have you arrested and questioned!" Aster said with a smirk.

"Oh, and of course, we can't forget that you spied on me naked! You bastard! I'll have you whipped until you are half-dead!"
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                "What!" Gerald pretended to be frightened, "Please, I didn't know this belonged to the Northendark family! I just came here following those Mana lines, I swear!"

"You were following the Ley Lines? How?! Can you see them too?!" Aster questioned him sternly, she even pointed her sword at where his throat should be.

"Eh… Sort of? I can more like...feel them…" he stammered. 'Ley Lines? I feel like I heard this before…' Gerald racked his brain trying to remember.

"That's even more of a reason for me to arrest you! I know you are hiding something, but we will find out soon enough! Now get up!"

Gerald's expression stiffened for a moment and then he started laughing.

"What's so funny?! Do you think I won't cut you just because you are in a weakened state?!" Aster shouted at him in fury. 'This guy is really pissing me off!'

Suddenly Gerald stood up and grabbed her sword with his bare hand. Try as she might, she couldn't move it.

"Do you even know who I am, little girl?" he asked in a low, menacing whisper, his eyes staring right at her, making her feel uncomfortable.

She unknowingly took a step back. This guy was honestly frighteningly strong and her head hurt from overusing magic already. She didn't want to engage in another fight or she might suffer permanent damage.

She shook her head vigorously and answered, "No, I don't. Who are you?!"

Gerald laughed again and released her sword, "Hehe, well, since you don't know...why the hell should I tell you?! Haha!"

He started rising in the air slowly and said, "You seem like an interesting girl, maybe if you grow a little I'll consider talking with you again… Until then…" He waved his hand and flew towards the opening in the ceiling of the cave.

Aster Northendark became red in the face and shouted, "Get back you bastard! I wasn't finished with you! You are lower than a cockroach! Coward! Fight me!"

Gerald's silhouette suddenly stopped in the air and turned around, Mana suddenly surging like a torrent. A fireball was then formed in the air and was then compressed, before expanding again. Each cycle lasted only a second, and after five seconds a fireball came flying towards Aster.

BOOOOOM!

"Augh!"

Although the fireball flew past her and hit a wall, just the shockwave was enough to throw her to the ground, while hundreds of small cuts started bleeding across her body due to small stones and shrapnel hitting her.

"Just because I decided to let you live, doesn't mean you can insult me!" he coldly said. "Remember it well, Aster Northendark! Next time you won't get a warning!" Leaving these menacing words behind, Gerald completely disappeared from her view. She fainted not long after.

***

Righ after Gerald left, many hasty footsteps reverberated through the cavern and at least twenty soldiers came running in.

"There was an explosion, quickly!"

An older man, dressed in luxurious attire, was the first to arrive at the young lady.

"Lady Aster? Lady Aster! What happened?! Please Lady Aster, wake up!" He shook her by the shoulders and shouted in panic.

One of the soldiers came to see what was wrong and when he saw the young daughter of their general bleeding over her entire body, with her life or death unknown, he roared, "Who dared to do something like this to the Young Miss?! Search the cave! Don't let even a mouse escape!"

***

After leaving the underground lake behind and flying away from the hill, Gerald finally noticed a hidden dirt path that led to a tunnel underground.

"Oh, is that the entrance? But there's nobody there…" He could see a small campfire and a few wooden benches around the entrance, so it was clear someone was there just recently. But that didn't concern him anymore. He left for quite a while already and it was time to return to civilization!

On his hunting expedition, he went way further south than he thought and even somewhat to the east, so when he flew back to Auralba, he instead ended up near Geldern.

"Damn, I actually flew one hundred kilometers the wrong way?! I must be getting tired…" Although he ended up at the wrong place, it was not all that bad. He could check up on the place and chat with his acquaintances here to see what's new.

The guards at the gates seemed much gloomier than usual, even worse than when they heard of the Serrell family. When Gerald entered they only gave him a few short glances and allowed him in. They already knew him, after all.

The entire city seemed like it was in mourning, and although there were way more people than he remembered, there were no happy sounds to be heard. With the exception of children, of course. They had no idea what was going on.

After looking around in confusion for a while, he decided to get himself a drink at an Inn. The place was quite full, but he could still see a few seats free. Just as he was about to sit down, he noticed a few familiar faces.

It was the Silver Phantom.

"Why the gloomy faces?" he asked after stepping close. Just like the rest of the citizens, they too had distraught faces and seemed to be trying to drown their sorrow in alcohol.

"Gerald!" Derrick jumped up when he noticed Gerald, but then his countenance dimmed and he sat back down with a sigh.

He took a sip from his mug and then said in a hoarse voice, "Owyn is dead."

"What?!" Gerald blinked rapidly a few times, unsure if he heard correctly.

"Owyn is dead and Nina is missing! It's all my fault!" he shouted with tears running down his face and hit his head until his scalp started to bleed.

Gerald immediately overpowered him to stop him from hurting himself and tried to calm him down, "Slow down, what exactly happened?!"

"It was the Goblins…" his brother Doven quietly said, but then he also choked on his words. Eventually, Gerald managed to get an understanding of what happened from the bits and pieces they told him.

It turns out that the two young mages decided to get married after the final fight with the Minecrawlers. They gathered enough gold to buy a sizable farm and live the rest of their life comfortably, so they decided to retire young and raise a family.

Although that would weaken the Silver Phantom, Derrick encouraged his friends to do it since it was currently a relatively safe period with little action from wild beasts. He even wished them luck, but who knew it would turn out to be a disaster.

Not even a week after they moved to the farm outside the city walls, the Goblin horde swept through the land, killing and destroying anything in their path. The Silver Phantom only heard the news a few days after it happened, today, and were absolutely devastated after learning of their friends' fate.

"A Goblin horde? I had no idea!" Gerald was stupefied after hearing the news.

That was also the reason why more people stayed in the city, they were scared. Travelers refused to camp in the wild, and many victims of the attack were seeking refuge in Geldern. Since it mostly happened in the north, Gerald hadn't come across any broken-down villages or towns because he was hunting on the opposite side of the kingdom.

He didn't really know what to say after hearing the tragic news. Losing two good friends just like that must have been extremely painful for the members of the Silver Phantom. And indeed it was a bit too much for one of them.

Gelen the archer decided to leave the group after getting the news of the attack and decided to spend more time with his parents. They were also victims of the attack, but they luckily survived with minor injuries. The guy blamed himself for not being there and helping them in their time of need, so he decided to abandon his adventuring warrior gig.

"I can't really blame him… If I wasn't the leader I would probably do the same," Derrick said after explaining the situation. Now only three members remained. It was only him, his brother Doven and Kara.
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                "Got any plans for the future? I can't imagine all the stress you are feeling right now after all of this happened at once…" Gerard said.

Derrick simply gave a sad smile and shook his head, "We don't really need the money at the moment, so I think we'll take a break, think things through… We will see how things develop and go from there."

They said a few more things and chatted for a while and then split up. Although it was tragic, there was not much that could be done to improve the situation. The Goblins seemed to have sunk into the ground, and there were no traces of them left. Nobody got attacked since the last incident, heck, nobody even saw one of these creatures.

For some simple people that was a good sign, but for those that knew how the world worked, they became increasingly worried. An enemy doesn't simply disappear after an attack. Most likely they retreated to someplace, preparing for an even bigger scale invasion.

In a few months to half a year, there would be at least another thirty to fifty thousand new Goblins, just based on the number of women that went missing. It made a person sick to their stomach and many willingly ignored these facts.

Although not many noticed it, bigger cities already started to quietly stockpile food and firewood although it was just the beginning of summer. Soldiers were also slowly mobilized and used as an extra workforce, reinforcing walls and making easy-to-deploy traps around the settlements.

Gerald even spent a few days flying above the forests in an attempt at finding some clues. However, like so many before him, he didn't have much luck. Forget about finding a horde of Goblins, it seemed like even the normal animal population declined a little bit.

"I did all I could… It's been more than a week already, if there were any clues at the beginning, now they are most certainly gone." He returned to Auralba shortly after.

Deciding to check up on the Auction House and see how the potion production is going, Gerald was quite surprised to hear what has transpired in the last few days.

The Shopkeeper, Alois Mundo, of The Flask of Wild Herbs somehow managed to sell all his White Berry seeds to Arthur for five gold a kilogram! Even though they helped him recover after fainting, the man was merciless and somehow gathered his inhuman strength to argue and negotiate for days about the final price.

Exhausted, Arthur finally agreed to the price and now they had a yearly supply of seeds for their potion needs. Gerald couldn't help but laugh. This guy was really getting worked from all sides, and the culprit behind it all was him!

Jokes aside, the Potion of Focus production already started, but they decided to stockpile at least a thousand before announcing the news to the world.

Although master Ashbrew had many apprentices helping him prepare the ingredients, the final step, creating the potion with the help of magic, was still entirely up to him. Although the work was quite exhausting, he still did it with a smile on his face as the full potion vials piled around him.

"Good, it seems like everything is going on smoothly, I won't be bothering you then," Gerald said and waved them goodbye. Even though many people died and even more were wallowing in despair, he was in a great mood today. His physical strength and magical abilities were increasing exponentially and he could barely keep himself from smiling all the time.

With the newly given confidence in himself, he even decided to visit the great Warrior's Guild in Auralba and have his stats measured again.

The assistant that was helping him today was a different one from the last time so he did not make too much of a fuss. Still, after testing him for an hour, even that experienced assistant couldn't help but look at Gerald with reverence and jealousy.

The final results: Weighing in at 95kg, 193cm tall, and with physical strength reaching 1083kg, Gerald exceeded the requirements for the Iron Rank and stepped into Silver Rank-1!

His weight increased and he even grew a little bit since he was last measured, but what surprised him the most was his raw strength. 'I knew I was strong but damn! I guess it makes sense… I get around 20-30kg for each Essence Core absorbed and I was stuffing myself for weeks with them… Multiple a day even!'

Although his muscles could produce an immense amount of force, that didn't mean he was completely satisfied with it yet. His ligaments and bones suffered whenever he used his full strength, and that was before even making use of strengthening magic. His body didn't yet have time to adapt to his new strength and his speed was also lacking.

The force of a punch was usually two to three times the multiplier of a person's strength, but he could barely increase it by 50%. Not to mention that he would break his own bones if he even tried to push it further.

"I need a weapon to take the impact. And since I'm quite slow, I will need something long, like a spear or a halberd…" His thinking was, that if he had something with long leverage, with his strength he could swing it easily, and the tip of the weapon would be moving extremely fast in slashing motions.

"Maybe I should get a sword also… Something hefty and strong to suit my strength!"

After thinking about a design for a while, he went and ordered two custom-made weapons, one spear, and one sword. He specifically requested them to be made thicker than normal so they would be more durable.

"Weapons are just force multipliers and they don't need to be pretty! Give me your best quality metal and make it strong!" was what Gerald told the weaponsmith.

A good quality weapon took time to make, so Gerald decided to finally drink the Bone-Reforming Medicine while waiting for it to be done. He had nothing better to do anyway.

He went home and sat down on his bed, taking the vial out of his pouch. He stared at it intently and sighed, "A week of torture, huh? Haah..." He steeled his mind and drank the entire thing at once.

It did not taste good.

"And now we wait…" Indeed, the potion was one to start off slowly. For the first half-hour, Gerald didn't feel much different at all. But then, at the one-hour mark, he started feeling itchy all over his body, and it was an itch on the bones – he couldn't scratch it!

"Mn, that's...so annoying!" Gerald complained as he moved in weird positions, trying to scratch that unreachable itch.

After a few hours of this mild torture, he already wanted to bang his head on the wall to relieve the discomfort. The feeling was intensifying continuously until it crossed a certain threshold and instead of an itching sensation, there was the pain.

Lots and lots of pain!

"Ugh!" Gerald gritted his teeth and became red in the face from increased heart rate. Soon he felt like his body was on fire, with every movement resulting in excruciating pain, while he felt like his every joint and bone were inflamed. It was one hundred times worse than the worse flu he ever had, so much so that he couldn't hold on any longer and he fainted.

He woke up sometime later, in hellish pain, drenched in a cold sweat.

"Gah! How long has it been?" Looking through the window he realized it was still the same day. "Fuuuuu-!" He tried to curse, but his movement resulted in immense pain all over his body. His face became pale and he was sweating bullets, but he could do nothing but endure.

It was a long night.

At some point, he fell asleep in spite of the pain as he was just too exhausted. When he woke up the next day, he was feeling weak and thirsty, as well as painful.

He gathered his strength to take a pot of bone broth and drank it in big gulps, slowly regaining some strength. He always had some food and drink in reserve so he would be never caught off guard. Even if he was somehow stuck in a desert, he would still be able to survive a few weeks with his supplies.

"Just...six...days...left…" Gerald squeezed out the words with difficulty. "I think...I'll...skip...this...time!"

He stood up...and then jumped on the ground, headfirst. He didn't use magic to protect himself this time, so the concussion was enough to knock him out. And the blood that gushed out of his wound soon made it look like a crime scene.

            

    
        Ch. 179 The Guardians, Part 1

    
    
    
    
                A maid that came sometime later to clean, almost had a heart attack upon the sight of her master laying in a pool of his own blood, his life or death unknown. And, of course, she panicked as much as she could and then ran for help.

"Gerald!" Sera shouted after seeing him, with the rest right behind her. They were rendered speechless at the sight of a deathly pale Gerald.

"Oh my gosh! What happened to him?!" Xilia shouted and ran forward to help. The wound already stopped bleeding, but for all they knew, he could already be dead. He was cold to the touch too.

"I-I don't know! I-I found him like this when I came inside…" the maid stuttered in fear.

They quickly placed him on the bed while forcing him to drink some Healing Potions and prayed he would recover.

"Is he going to be okay?" Qiona asked with concern.

"Of course! This bastard can't die like this! He didn't teach me his magic yet!" Sera sternly said while barely holding back her tears. Their concern, although heart-touching, was unnecessary. He lost just about a tenth of his blood and was not in mortal danger. Though, there was something much worse that could have happened to him.

The Bone-Reforming Medicine was not for mortals – that's what he was. If his nanites didn't destroy most of the medicine, it would have been a miracle if his bones didn't completely disintegrate, making him suffocate under the weight of his own body.

Even if he somehow survived, he would have life-long painful bone deformities similar to cancers. What he didn't know was that the strength ranks that the people were using now were, in fact, incorrect.

In ancient times, before the person reached the now rank of Silver, they were all considered to have a Mortal Body. Then, after a person advanced over the now Silver Rank, they were considered to have Iron Body, and the Gold Rank would be Silver Body…

Basically, they shifted the entire ranking system by one entire rank downward, maybe even more. That's because the strength ranks of the past didn't work off of actual strength but from the quality of the body of the living being.

When Gerald tried to extract the Essence from the Minecrawler Queen, a Gold Rank beast, the essence came out silver in color. She was a Silver Body beast! And beasts in Iron Rank and below had black-colored Essence, the worst quality there is. And Silver Ranks had dark-gray-colored Essence due to their Iron Body.

It was complicated, and that's where the mistake originated from.

And Gerald, due to this misinformation, consumed the potion when he barely reached the first stages of Iron Body, while it was made for beings of Silver Body and above!

Luckily the ingredients he used weren't the best as the world didn't yet recover to its peak, and the nanites worked overtime to detoxify him as fast as possible, destroying many of themselves in the process. In total his body had to withstand somewhere around 5-10% of the potion's true destructive power.

Because it was weaker and short-lasting, Gerald started to recover quickly. He woke up the next day while the pain already greatly subsided. Now came waves of comfort that washed over his body, rebuilding his bones layer after layer, making them thicker and denser, while also making them more elastic.

Under great stress, they would first bend and deform a little, instead of shattering or breaking like normal. It was basically like a really tough rubber.

Another five days later, he was already like new, feeling even better than ever before!

"They weren't kidding… This hurt like hell! I'm not sure I want to go through that ever again…" Gerald said after checking out his body. Although he said so, he was still quite happy with the results. Little did he know he almost died due to his limited knowledge.

People say ignorance is bliss, and they are probably right…



Boom! Bang! Crack!

Sounds of heavy impacts and stones breaking sounded out in the forest.

Gerald was currently in midst of a training session while at the same time testing out his new body. Although the effects of the Bone-Reforming Medicine were diminished, they were still enough to make his bones strong enough so that he couldn't break them even if he tried.

Bam, bam, bam! Rumble!

Gerald threw many punches at once while having his body reinforced and buffed by all kinds of magic. Wind Body, Juggernaut, and increased gravity made him like a bulldozer, capable of crushing stone pillars with his bare hands.

"Wicked! I'm starting to feel all that suffering was worth it after all!" he mused and looked at his fist.

He still remembered the day he arrived on this planet, in that unknown forest, all alone… He fought with a wolf and almost got his hand bitten off. "Heh, I still lost it in the end…"

Those old enemies were long dead, but if he could fight them once again with his current body...they would be crushed under his fists!

Gerald flicked his hand and a handful of water was condensed out of the air, forming a pristine mirror.

"I look kind of rough." Gerald rubbed his cheeks covered with a thick beard. Together with a big body and rough skin, it made him look much older than he actually was.

"Hmm…" He took out a knife and dragged it over the surface of his skin. The blade produced a shrill scraping sound as it went over his magic-reinforced skin. The hairs weren't spared though. In only a minute flat he shaved it all off, revealing his old scars that didn't look that noticeable anymore.

He wiped off his sweat and reverted his training grounds back to their original appearance. He then wore his black cloak and his figure blurred and merged into the forest, disappearing from the place.



In a lavish room, decorated with gold and expensive ivory, silver, and white marble, four men were sitting around a massive table that had a map of the Kingdom of Myrtana laid out under a layer of glass. Many small, exquisitely made figurines sat on top of it, representing different strategic structures and people.

Each of them was dressed in expensive combat attire in accordance with their status.

There were five seats around the table, but only four of them were filled. The men sat on their seats in silence, sipping on the wine from golden cups. They were waiting for the last member to come.

Knock, knock!

A servant made himself known and knocked on the door before opening them, leading another richly dressed man inside. After the man entered, the servant left and closed the door behind him without saying a word.

The man immediately kneeled on one knee and made a military salute, "General Razor Northendark at your service, Your Majesty! Forgive me for being late, someone attempted to take my daughter's life!"

"It's fine…" King Roland III waved his hand indicating he was not bothered. "Family is important, you should always protect it!"

He gestured with his hand, "Come, sit! We have many things to discuss."

"Yes, Your Majesty!"

After he sat down, the King spoke again, "Since you said there was an attempt on your daughter's life, why don't you tell us more about it?"

Razor Northendark nodded, "It was like this… I sent my little Aster to cultivate alone... Well, that place only had two dozen guards guarding it, but..." He then spoke of what happened based on what his daughter told him. Though he purposefully skipped the part about the Spirit Lake and about her being naked.

"After 'playing' with her for a while, he attacked! My poor girl suffered wounds all over her body, but luckily they weren't life-threatening. The guards heard the commotion and immediately came to protect her, so the worst didn't happen…"

The King was quiet and seemingly deep in thought. He turned his gaze to another of the four generals. "Crag Carre, what's the situation on your part?"

The man called Crag nodded and sat straight, taking a few seconds to organize his thoughts. "Well… After the successful expedition to the Minecrawler nest near the border, we started excavating the buried temple, but it is going to take at least a few months to uncover it all," he said.

"Something that happened just recently, however, was a discovery near the iron mine at the Black-Iron Fort. My men managed to uncover a deposit of Mithril ore and partial remains of a few small Dragons…"
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                The atmosphere in the room became noticeably tenser.

"Dragons?! And it's right at the mine? Is that why the Empire tried to take over? Do they know something we don't?!" another of the generals, Ewan Holt, leaned forward aggressively.

Crag shrugged his shoulders and said, "I don't know, but the remains are too old to be of any use, they crumbled apart when we tried to move them. We did find a few spies sneaking around though…"

After he was finished with his report, the next one came Ulrich Aust, the general of the north.

"I'm sure you have all heard of the Goblin horde that swept through… Unfortunately, even till now, we didn't find any substantial clues… We focused our efforts to stabilize the region during the last week and have recruited more soldiers to do so."

"I see… Still, no leads, huh?" The King nodded slowly and then turned to the last man. "Ewart, what about you? Anything unusual in the east?"

Ewart Hold took a sip of his wine and then placed the cup down. "I'm afraid there isn't much to say," he sighed and squeezed his fist hatefully. "Those filthy beasts ruined many of our coastal towns and our fishermen were slaughtered! If we can't rebuild quickly, many people will starve in a few months!"

"It's not that we lack the manpower, but the people are scared for the safety of their families… It is difficult to convince them to leave and go back to work."

After giving a short explanation and letting their grievances be heard, the generals quieted down and respectfully waited for the King to speak. Placing his elbows on the table, the King crossed his fingers in contemplation.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath before eventually speaking, "This Kingdom knows you as my generals, but you carry a much heavier weight…"

"Guardian of the North, Ulrich Aust!" He pointed at the guy. "Your lands were overrun by monsters and your people, slaughtered!"

"Guardian of the West, Crag Carre!" He pointed at another, "You discovered the wild beasts threatening your lands, and enemy spies sneaking around uninvited!"

"Guardian of the South, Razor Northendark!" He turned to look at the man, "The attempt at your daughter's life could be considered to be extremely well-timed by the enemy! Should it succeed, you would be mentally impacted and we could possibly lose a strong Guardian…"

"And lastly, Guardian of the East, Ewart Holt! The place that feeds a third of our Kingdom is under your protection…"

The king stood up and slammed his palms on the table, "I will not lie, gentlemen… These are some weird times we are in, and we might even need to release the secrets to the wider world to strengthen our people!"

"Your Majesty!" Ewart gasped. "There is a reason we have guarded these secrets for so long! We cannot let it be known or Myrtana will be devoured from within!"

The King already expected this reaction, but he said nothing. He simply sat down and looked at the rest, waiting for their opinion.

"I agree with Ewart," said Ulrich. "We can't afford to get even 10% of our people to cultivate. The resources we consume are at least three times higher than average people and we are already on the brink of famine. If we do not stabilize the situation soon, I'm afraid the Empire won't even have to attack us before we crumble on our own."

While those two disagreed with the King, Razor Northendark shook his head, "I think we should release it, but not now. If it becomes known at this time, people are bound to panic."

Crag nodded and added, "We already noticed the increase in violent beast activity and the Empire seems to be restless as well! If people find out what monsters live on this continent just out of their sight…"

The King took a deep breath and closed his eyes, leaning back in his seat. "I understand your concerns, but it is not what you think… I have achieved the Nascent Soul this winter…"

"Oh! Congratulations, Your Majesty!" general Crag immediately said.

"Thank you, but that's not the point. A few months ago I have felt a great disturbance in the east. It was a sunny morning when my entire body shuddered all of a sudden. I have felt this dreadful ancient presence and my Soul was almost crushed under its pressure when I tried to probe it."

The Guardians opened their eyes wide, almost incapable of comprehending that someone could make the King feel dread. He was the strongest person in the Kingdom after all!

"It only lasted a few seconds, and I even doubted it was real. Nobody except me felt it, and it didn't repeat since. However, from then on I started having nightmares occasionally in which the Souls of our people were devoured by a horrifying monster!"

The King stood up and pointed at the map on the table, "I first felt this weird presence over here, at the edges of Myrtana… At that time it was quite weak, I didn't pay much attention to it. But then it started to slowly move west, around here, where it slowly started growing stronger!" He pointed at another place on the map.

"But it has been a while now that I already started detecting it in the capital, although intermittently. At times it simply disappears and a few hours later I detect it on the complete opposite side of the Kingdom!"

The King exhaled deeply and sat back down, "What I'm trying to say is that this thing, whatever it is, is growing stronger, or recovering, fast! And even when I feel its presence in the capital, I can't pinpoint it because it seems to be also able to interfere with my Spirit Sense."

"That's why I want to release the knowledge of cultivation to the people. I'm not afraid of the Empire and we can deal with the famine should it come to this… But this thing, we don't even know what it is, and it is getting stronger, we can't stay passive in face of an unknown enemy!"

The room turned silent after the king finished his speech. The Guardians were slowly trying to process what they just heard.

"Your Majesty, if I may…" Ewart Holt spoke after some time.

"Speak!" the King answered.

"Yes," the man nodded. "It's like this… I have also detected something a few months ago. It was quite close to my residence, so I felt a powerful disturbance that lasted a few short seconds. I sent my people to investigate, but they weren't able to find anything so I left the matter at that."

"Could it have something to do with the Goblin horde we experienced lately? They seem to be able to disappear into thin air!" Razor Northendark wondered out loud.

Sighing loudly, the King said, "It matters not. Until we get more information we can only try to keep the situation under control. Instead of speculating about monsters, we should instead prepare for a possible invasion from the Empire…"



It was time! His weapons were finally ready and Gerald went to the blacksmith to collect them. Both his sword and spear were much thicker than normal and appeared brutal, more like meat cleavers, than elegant blades.

"I like it! Good job!" he praised the blacksmith.

"An imposing weapon like this should have a suitable name!" He held the metal handle of the spear in his hand as he was thinking of a good name.

"I need something cool, something imposing like… Hmm, like... like Toothpick! Yes, yes… It's a good name! Just imagine losing your life to a Toothpick, ahaha!"

Laughing at his own jokes, Gerald borrowed a chisel and put the name on the handle. Satisfied he then stored the Toothpick into his Space Pouch and went home.

And as to why he didn't name his sword, he decided to name this dangerous-looking one-edged blade after the first thing he killed with it. It seemed only natural to do so.
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                It has been almost two weeks since Gerald got his new weapons.

He visited the library soon after to see if he could find any books about spear-fighting, or techniques that would make his attacks better. After getting a good base of knowledge, he went to the Warrior's Guild and got himself a seasoned warrior to be his mentor for a while.

Although two weeks might not seem long, he was capable of long hours of arduous training with a good teacher, so he got the hang of it quickly. What he studied were the finesse and elegant techniques, alongside brutal and direct combat. But in a real fight, only strength and speed mattered.

Even if your enemy was a slippery eel, if you could land just one good strike, it would all be over in an instant. Tricks and fancy moves were only good for the show, nothing more.

That was also his preferred approach. Unless a situation required finesse and tactics, going straight forward was the easiest and fastest way of solving a problem.

And while he honed his skills and was getting used to his increased body strength, Qiona was busy making a new potion on his command. He gave her the recipe for the Stamina Potion and she was more than happy to waste a few days learning to make it. He promised her knowledge and his personal secret potion formulas if she was a good student.

And, of course, if she couldn't be considered 'good', then everyone else could only be considered trash.

She studied from dawn to dusk, and her brilliant mind absorbed everything like a sponge. She was also a hard worker in the area of potion production, and Gerald was more than happy with her progress.

During this time, he took a few days off and went to find a few more herbs for the Mana Elixirs. However, to his surprise, the potion didn't seem to be having the same effect on his teammates. Sera and Xilia drank the potion and they both gained approximately 29MP from it. But that was only from the first one…

The second potion they drank only netted them 25MP, and after Gerald gave them another one, the increase was barely above twenty!

Although the increase was still quite big and they almost reached 80MP each, it was quite clear that the potion was losing its effectiveness.

Thinking about it, Gerald noticed the discrepancies, they gained more than him at first, but later their gains declined rapidly while his didn't.

"Maybe there is something in the potion that saturates the body and prevents more of the potion from having the effect?" Gerald wondered. "I still have some nanites to detoxify what my organs can't, so this probably has some minor effects…"

Not much could be done even if that was the case, so he threw that thought to the back of his mind. He considered getting them another one or two Mana Elixirs just to push them over the 100MP mark, but any more would be just wasting the potion's potential.

While all of this was going on, he didn't forget to absorb multiple Essence Cores each day, resulting in him gaining around 300kg of strength each week. Combined with the Minecrawler Queen flesh he was constantly consuming, his abilities grew almost exponentially, at least in the short run.

"Another week or so and I'll reach Silver Rank 2, that's just insane!" He could still remember the time when he was amazed that someone reached just Silver Rank 1, but now he was about to personally double that in no time! There were no words that could describe how great he felt.

The Auction House also finally announced that they would start selling the, already famous, Potion of Focus.

Needless to say that the news spread like wildfire and every mage, and every organization worth something, tried their best to reserve some for them. Since the demand was so high, the price skyrocketed and each potion was to be sold at ten gold a piece to keep the masses under control.

The profit on the invested capital was more than 1000%, gaining them at least five times the return, after splitting it with Gerald.

A black market for the potion became active before even the first vial left the Auction House.

A few servants and apprentices suffered severely after they were caught trying to smuggle out a bottle of two, and were fired from their job, with their reputations ruined for eternity. No potion-production facility or shop would hire them after learning of their untrustworthy nature.

While it might seem on the surface that only good things were happening, yet another tragedy took place in the Kingdom. There was another Goblin attack, this one taking place in the south, with even stronger and more brutal attackers.

Because the people were more prepared this time there were fewer casualties, however, the damage done was even greater. That's because instead of a horde of Goblins, this time there were mainly Hobgoblins, with a great amount of Orcs as reinforcements and even an Ogre was seen roaming around a small city at dusk.

The four-meter-tall gruesome monster looked like an agile ball of fat from afar. The beast was well over Silver Rank 4, with a massive layer of fat on its body granting it great protection from conventional weapons. No sane man dared to come close to fight it, as the beast single-handedly pulled a tree out of the ground to use it as a club.

Once again before dawn, the beasts retreated, and nobody could find any clues as to where they went. It was as if they disappeared into thin air.

The news increased the level of anxiety in the population and many flooded into the cities and walled-off towns, increasing the stress on the already over-populated places.

Luckily for Gerald and the girls, they didn't feel much of this change, but they did have a few crazy people try and break into the Black Onyx Mansion.

Due to this incident, they decided to try and hire a few guards for the same price as at the beginning, just that this time people scrambled to be employed by him instead of demanding more money.

"There we go, you see? In times of uncertainty, a stable job can give you peace of mind, and many only then recognize the true value of honest work," Gerald said, taking the opportunity to educate the girls.

In these hard times, when food prices are slowly rising and when finding a place to sleep was getting increasingly difficult, having a warm place to stay through the night was often the most valuable commodity among them all. Having ten guards for the mansion was not a problem at all. Space and money were no longer a concern for Gerald at all.

There was also the question of food. While the average people had to work hard for every little piece of bread, he could simply leave the capital for a few hours and come back with some game.

'Although it seems quiet now, the world is already preparing for war,' he quietly thought. 'The city guards already doubled in number and I even saw royal soldiers march through the city, establishing order… This is not going to be pretty…'

It was only a question of time before those on the bottom started feeling the pressure. After the first person broke the peace and resorted to violence, the fragile equilibrium would crumble, and murders and stealing would start.

The population of Auralba already numbered over a million and more people were entering the city walls every day. It was simply unsustainable.

"I need to keep getting stronger, faster!" Gerald alone couldn't affect the events that were still to come, not even with his superhuman magic powers. He needed to grow faster!

***

He was not the only one worrying, of course.

The King had a much better understanding of how bad the situation was, and was more than aware of the damage the last monster horde attack did.

Food production now declined in the south too. Average people were too afraid to leave the confines of safe city walls for fear of stumbling upon those beasts. With the human activity diminishing in the wild, more wild animals moved closer to the settlements, resulting in even more animal attacks which in turn made villagers and townspeople shrink back even more.

It was a vicious cycle. The only ones pushing back were the warriors of the Warrior's Guild who had their hands full with requests for guards and hunters.

"Sigh, what a mess… What a fucking mess!" The King was in no mood to spend his time with his wife the last week and was instead locked in the war room with his commanders and generals, coming up with strategies and scenarios for the upcoming war.

The Emperor of the Burronian Empire refused to communicate, and all pleas for peace were ignored, as no reply came from him.

The spies of Myrtana sent back news of the Imperial armies slowly gathering, and the iron and food production there increased by at least 30%. They were clearly preparing for an invasion with no mercy.

"It is only a question of time… A month, maybe two, that's all we have…" a person spoke with a solemn voice.

"They probably heard of our hardships and are just waiting for us to exhaust ourselves with these filthy beasts before they attack us!" another slapped the table in anger.

"These damn Goblins!" A commander spoke through gritted teeth, "If only we knew where they went so we could crush them once and for all!"

The King quietly sighed and turned his gaze towards a certain direction, far from the confines of the capital walls. 'It still grows...'

***

Gerald, holding a wild animal in his metal hand, suddenly turned his head looking around the forest in confusion.

"Weird, I clearly felt someone looking at me…" It all began a few days ago. He suddenly felt as if someone was observing him, making his brain tingle. But every time he turned around, there would be nothing. It was the first time he felt anything like it, so he wasn't sure what it was at first. But now he was sure.

Every time he killed he would feel a presence, almost as if someone was standing just a few meters away from him, quietly watching, observing...

"That's creepy…"

He packed his stuff and returned back home shortly after.
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                It has been a few more days, and the Auction House started selling Potions of Focus as promised.

In essence, they were a high-end shop that had the actual auction only once a month, but this didn't stop them from becoming the most widely-known auction house in the Kingdom.

Their signature product, the Golden Space Pouch, was only there to attract customers with its unique effects.

The bulk of the sales was in less extravagant products, such as potions and magic equipment, but now that the Potion of Focus took to the stage, everyone else was considered secondary goods compared to it.

Gerald had a chest of gold delivered to the mansion, protected by ten guards and five of their most trusted servants. The chest was quite small but contained almost three thousand gold coins!

It was quite heavy too, for a chest small enough a man would be able to carry it under one hand. It was almost one hundred kilograms exactly.

"Guess I can retire now, this money is enough to keep a family going for a lifetime..." Gerald murmured as he dragged his hand through the gold coins in his room.

"Are you truly going to retire, master?" Sebas Tian stood with his head slightly bowed a few steps from Gerald. He was called by him a few minutes ago and was standing there since then.

"Haha, of course not! Now that I have gathered enough capital, I can finally truly start! I called you here because I need you to do a few things for me," Gerald said cheerfully, his eyes barely hiding his true thoughts.

What he wanted to do, was dive into the world of Runes. But to study and experiment with those things required money and resources. Although he collected blood from many dozen wild beasts as well as their cores, they were mostly of the Earth Element.

A few aquatic animals also fell under his hand, but they were too few for his liking.

"Although I don't like Ice magic that much, I have to say, those Ice Barriers look kind of nice… I would like to create some defensive spell scrolls, and maybe a few hundred Greater Fireball spell scrolls as well just in case?"

While the butler went on to scour through the city for the required resources, Gerald was busy coming up with ideas and blueprints for said ideas. He could afford to be wasteful with Earth Elemental spells, so that's what he started with.

He already had plenty of Thorns spell scrolls, and they were quite good at establishing a perimeter or a defensive line, so making a few more was not much of a difference.

With the ability to put his mind to paper, he could truly produce spell scrolls like a printer. As long as he had a working scroll in his mind, he could make it! Runemasters would probably cry when seeing their tedious and noble work be treated like making common book pages.

Of course, many knew how to write with Telekinesis, but not everyone could be as precise as he. The ability to visualize in your mind was extremely important when using complex magic.

Gerald mixed a whole bucket of blood with the Ether Crystals and slapped a stack of papers on the table. After getting ready and steadying his mind, the papers and the ink started moving on their own, with complex Runes and designs forming in seconds instead of hours!

And the entire process looked like an automated factory process, each step exactly the same, with only a pair of eyes watching it all like a hawk.

Knock, knock!

"Gerald?"Xilia poked her head through the door. Her voice sounded meek and embarrassed, her eyes looking down, but all that was gone as soon as she lifted her gaze.

Seeing the paper and blood flying around Gerald, her eyes enlarged with wonder and curiosity and she completely forgot why she came, "What are you doing?"

Gerald calmly breathed out and closed his eyes, the spell scrolls circling around him for a few more seconds to dry, before landing in a neat stack on the table.

He then took a deep breath and blinked a few times before simply answering, "Spell scrolls."

"Spell scrolls?" Xilia came close and looked at all those papers on the table.

"That's right," Gerald gently nodded. "You know what they are, don't you?"

Xilia took a piece of paper, looked at it, and frowned, "Of course I do, but…"

"But what?"

"Are you sure they work? I never heard of anyone making spell scrolls like this… Don't they require a lot of delicate work and time?" she questioned.

Gerald made a slightly smug smile, "Why don't you try it out and tell me?"

"Okay!" Xilia immediately agreed and prepared to active the spell scroll.

"Stop!" Gerald shouted and snatched the paper from her hand. "Not in the house! Are you trying to ruin my room?!"

Xilia blushed in embarrassment and lowered her head. "Sorry, I was too excited."

"Why are you here anyway?" Gerald asked and returned the Thorns spell scroll to her.

"Oh! I completely forgot!" Xilia slapped her forehead, "I wanted to ask you if you have any more of those Mana Elixirs? Now that Sera and Elly consumed theirs, they always beat me in a battle of endurance, it's not fair…"

"Oh, that…" Gerald laughed, "I was planning on giving it to you already, here you go." He handed her four vials of Mana Elixirs. "Two for you and two for Qiona, that should bring you on the same level."

Xilia gasped and her eyes sparkled, "Thank you, thank you so much! Muah!" She gave him a quick peck on the cheek and then ran away giggling like a small child.

Gerald stood there frozen for a second before giving a knowing smile and shook his head, sighing, "Bad idea dude, it never ends well…"

He sat back down, cleared his mind, and continued making spell scrolls.

Towards the evening Sebas Tian came back with some of the resources Gerald ordered him to find, so he could already start dabbling in other Elemental spells.

He wanted to focus on defense first, so Ice Shield spells were the first he started with.

Luckily Ice magic didn't have any chilling effect on the caster, at least if you didn't touch them, so the work went by quite smoothly.

Another few days went by like this, and Gerald spent most of the time figuring out how Rune combinations worked. He already made a few hundred Thorns spell scrolls and about the same number of Ice Shield spell scrolls.

He also invested some time and resources into making Fire spell scrolls, mainly simple Fireball scrolls and a few Greater Fireball scrolls, by using the little blood he had from the Minecrawler Queen.

He wanted to make a Fireball Runestone, but the material was not something just anyone could buy, so he could only sigh and try something else.

Still, he made ten of those spell scrolls, although weaker than his actual spell, doing only three compressions for a total of about 30MP.

"Eh, it's good enough I guess… Too bad my materials aren't able to hold more…" Indeed that was the case. The normal paper also had a limit on how much energy it could hold before combusting and turning to ash.

Those powerful spell scrolls, like the Fire Rain one, were made of animal hide or processed leather of a powerful beast.

During this time Gerald didn't train much, but he was still consuming Essence Cores daily. His strength slowly grew and he already crossed the threshold for Silver Rank 2!

'One rank-up every other week? That's fucking crazy!' Gerald mused.

The girls also progressed well, even without his constant teaching as they followed his advice, visiting the capital library and expanding their horizons.

Quona was overwhelmed by happiness from all the books, and from what he heard, she almost cried when it was time to go home, even though she was already practically a grown-up.
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                "Sound barrier! I need to make a few of those!" Gerald suddenly remembered.

It was a quite useful spell, but it was quite a hassle to make it into a spell scroll, although the principle was simple.

The sound was just the vibration of molecules moving through a medium like air. To prevent sound from escaping you just had to freeze a layer of air around yourself and that's pretty much it.

Although holding gasses in place was not easy, the energy required to do that was minuscule. It just required a bit of imagination.

While he racked his brain on how to make it work, he decided to make the spell scrolls more user-friendly.

Currently, they were just a mess of runes, completely unrecognizable if you didn't know what they meant.

So, for the sake of convenience, he drew a symbol for each spell on the other side of the scroll. He used white paint on the slightly brown paper, making it stand out and be easily recognizable.

He also made his own book with the blueprints for the spell scrolls he created, in case he wanted to teach it to the girls later. Although he had a lot of work, he enjoyed it a lot. A whole bunch of new discoveries were made in just the last week and his knowledge of magic deepened substantially at the same time.

Sebas brought him more resources today, and Gerald now had chests full of all sorts of monster body parts and herbs for potions. It was great.

"Mn~" Gerald performed a few stretches for his neck and arms that were feeling tight and uncomfortable from sitting in the same position for hours while doing the repetitive task. "I need to take a break…" It was only just late morning, the warm sun was shining bright and it was a perfect day to go for a walk.

"Hey, I was thinking about it and we never went to explore the city together, who's up for it?" Gerald asked the ladies who were lazing around in the back garden.

"We finally get to do something? Count me in!" Sera immediately jumped up.

Elly lifted her hand and quietly said, "I never saw much of the city… I'll go too!"

"Wah!" Qiona looked at him in excitement, "Can we get some candy too?"

Gerald squinted his eyes, gave her a warm smile, and patted her head, "Sure! Today we get to have fun! You can get any candy you like, you deserve it!"

Needless to say that Xilia was also excited to finally get the opportunity to properly explore the city with her sister. They were all smiles as they chatted and left the front gates. But then, just as they went past the guards, a man wearing the Auction House servant attire came running.

"Young master Gerald!" he called after seeing his target.

"Hm?" Gerald turned to the man, still with a smile on his face.

"Young master Gerald, master Arthur is requesting your presence! He said it's important," the man said.

Gerald's expression fell and his mood soured, "Bruh… Are you fucking serious?! How do you people find the exact worst moment to disrupt my peace? This was my only day off in the last I don't know how many months! Are you psychic or what?!"

The servant lowered his head after getting berated and apologized, "I'm terribly sorry, master Gerald, but the master insisted that it is really important. He even appeared more troubled than usual!"

"Ugh!" Gerald groaned and rolled his eyes. He looked at the people behind him, "I feel like ignoring him, what do you girls think?"

"It's okay, I don't mind! As long as you buy me candy, big brother!" Qiona immediately smiled.

"As long as it doesn't take too long..."

"Yeah, I agree with Sera."

Elly also shook her head, "I don't mind, I always wanted to meet more people."

Gerald rubbed his chin and nodded, "Alright then. Let's see what he messed up this time…"

"Young master?" The servant looked at him sideways. 'Why does it feel like this guy looks down on master Arthur?'

Just like that, the plans changed. Although, it shouldn't take too long to do business at the Auction House, and Gerald also wanted to buy another one or two Golden Space Pouches. He was already running out of space, so it was not all that bad.

As they arrived at the Auction House, the atmosphere appeared to be a bit heavy. That's because Arthur was sitting not far from the reception desk and was making the workers feel nervous, while he himself gave off a sense of...restlessness.

"Gerald!" He jumped up as soon as he saw him enter and ran to him, "You are finally here!"

"Yeah… What's up?" Gerald lazily replied.

"Let's go to my office," Arthur replied. "Do you want the long version or the short one?"

"Be short."

"Well…" Arthur spoke after he closed the door behind them, "The King wants to speak with you."

Gerald blinked a few times, and so did the girls behind him. They looked at each other with wide eyes.

"That's too short," Gerald calmly said after processing what he just heard.

Arthur took a deep breath and sighed, "It's like this: After we started selling the Potions of Focus, the King naturally found out about it and wanted to buy a big batch. I was invited to the royal court and had a talk with the King…"

"One thing led to another and the conversation somehow shifted to the topic of your master and the Stamina Potions… It appears that the King tasted the Stamina Potion and also wanted to buy a few thousand of those…"

"And you blabbered all about it, didn't you?" Gerald interrupted him with an unkind gaze.

Arthur made an apologetic expression and defended himself, "I had no choice! Lying to the King is a capital offense, I could lose my head for it!"

"Seriously?" Gerald frowned, "This was supposed to be my day off, you know?"

Arthur smiled wryly, "I'm sorry, but it's the King's order. I'll make it up to you, I promise! But please just come meet him with me, it won't take long!"

Weighing the pros and cons, Gerald really didn't want to meet the King. There was nothing good that could come from it in his opinion and he would probably be forced to give up his potion recipe.

Also, he wasn't sure of the true power structure in the nobility circle so he wanted to avoid meeting anyone important for at least a few more months while his strength grew.

But on the other hand, he felt like the trouble would come to find him even if he avoided it. A King was someone you couldn't refuse, and if he wanted to have relative peace in Auralba, he would have to go.

"Fine…" Gerald eventually capitulated to Arthur's nagging. "But they are coming with me," he pointed at the girls that came with him.

"Oh, um… I guess that's okay…" Arthur stammered. His job was to get Gerald to meet with his Majesty, nothing else. In the worst case, his friends would just have to wait outside.

They went back downstairs where a group of warriors was crowding around the entrance. A few of them gathered around the front desk, seemingly there to buy something.

"Oh, how can I help you, young sir?" the receptionist asked.

"I'm here to buy a few Potions of Focus for my sister over here…" the young man answered. A young girl stood by his side, dressed in a flowery dress and adorned with sparkling jewelry. She had a pretty face, and a nice figure, though her chest was somewhat lacking.

The receptionist quickly reacted and pointed them in the right direction where they could get what they wanted.

"Oh, Tabbris Northendark! What a coincidence! Welcome to my humble Auction House," Arthur stepped forward and loudly greeted the leader of Phoenix Knights. "What brings you here at this time?"

As Arthur spoke a few words with Tabbris Northendark, Gerald casually scanned the room with his gaze, and his eyes landed on the young lady beside him. The girl also looked at him and their eyes meet for a moment, but then she turned away, uninterested.

"Huh…" Gerald lifted his eyebrows in surprise, "What a coincidence indeed!"

Aster Northendark heard his casual comment, and she suddenly turned to look at him again, this time with an expression of disbelief. Her eyes opened wide and she pointed at him with her finger, shouting, "It's you!"

"What's happening, Aster?" Tabbris asked his sister after hearing her shout.

"Brother it's him! He's the one I told you about, the one that attacked me!" she said through gritted teeth, pointing at Gerald with visible anger.

Tabbris looked at Gerald, from top to bottom, and frowned, "Are you sure it was him?"

"Yes! I remember his Mana signature! I don't notice it at first, but now I'm 100% sure!"
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                Many pairs of eyes turned to look at Gerald who was the source of the conflict. He stood there with an expressionless face, feeling another headache coming his way.

He sighed and massaged his eyes, "Why does it all have to happen today? Is the world taking a piss or what?"

"Hey, you!" Tabbris shouted at Gerald, "Were you the one that attacked my sister? It's best if you admit it willingly and apologize!"

Gerald lifted his eyebrow and slapped the guy's finger away from his face. "Apologize? For your information, she was the one that attacked me first! I was basically just defending myself," he rebuked the accusation without actually denying it.

"So you really were the one!" Tabbris said in a stern voice.

"I told you he was! Aren't you listening?!" Aster said to her brother in disbelief.

"I had to hear it from him," the latter replied simply.

Sera tugged Gerald by the corner of his sleeve to get his attention, "What are they talking about? What did you do?"

"Eh," Gerald shrugged his shoulders, "We had a little scuffle, nothing worth mentioning…"

"You spied on me when I was naked!" Aster hissed through gritted teeth, it was just loud enough so that Gerald and the people closest to him could hear it. Needless to say that the girls were surprised, but not shocked. They have experienced too many unusual things coming from Gerald.

Arthur, on the other hand, started sweating profusely. "Y- You spied on her…naked?! She's the daughter of general Razor Northendark!" he nervously whispered to Gerald.

His breathing quickened and he started feeling a great deal of stress. As far as he knew, Gerald was entrusted in his care by his master, and angering one of the four King's generals was basically a death wish!

How could he explain this if anything happened to Gerald before his master returned? 'I need to somehow get this matter under control! I can't let anything happen to him!' he panicked.

"That's right, you dishonored my sister! For that you deserve punishment!" Tabbris Northendark said and a few of his comrades from the Phoenix Knights stood at his sides, blocking the exit. It was quite clear that they were ready to fight at the moment's notice.

Arthur swallowed hard, gathered his courage, and stepped forward, "Young master Tabbris, please let me speak with your father about-"

Lifting his hand, the man stopped him in his tracks, saying, "My father doesn't need to get involved in this, I here am enough!"

Gerald, bored of the constant bickering spoke loudly, "So… What sort of punishment are we talking about? What do you suggest?"

"Kill him! Skin him alive!" Aster immediately shouted.

"Hey! Don't get too full of yourself!" As Sera and Xilia shouted back at Aster, the latter became even more enraged after seeing the goods those two carried in comparison to herself.

Tabbris placed his hand on his sister's shoulder and calmly said, "I don't think we need to go that far… I suppose losing a hand will be enough!"

Those that knew Gerald looked at him in disbelief, almost as if unsure if they heard him right. Then they looked at Gerald whose eye was twitching and who now carried a weird smile on his face.

"So, you want me to lose a hand, is that right?" he asked in an icy voice and with a cold smile.

Tabbris nodded.

"Heh," Gerald chuckled thinly and removed his cloak. His bare upper body was revealed for everyone to see and his clear muscle lines and scars created a sort of mesmerizing art on his body.

Clank!

He twisted off his silver arm and threw it at their feet with a mocking smile, "There you go! Anything else?"

Tabbris looked at the hand on the floor in surprise and then frowned, "I guess you think my request was a joke? You think this is funny?"

"Why, yes! I think it's hilarious actually!" Gerald roared in laughter.

"Seems like you don't value our honor that much…"

"Nope," Gerald replied and shrugged his shoulders. If they came here with ridiculous requests, then, of course, he wouldn't be nice and would instead make fun of them.

Swish!

Tabbris pulled out his sword and pointed it at Gerald, all in one swift motion. "In that case, I challenge you to a duel!" he said sternly.

"No thanks," Gerald replied. "I'll also be taking back my hand since you don't want it." He took a step closer to grab his hand, only to be stopped when the tip of a sword poked his neck.

"It is not a request!" Tabbris spoke with a serious tone. His friends from the Phoenix Knights also took a step closer, circling Gerald from all sides.

"Oh, no… This is bad," Arthur quietly groaned. Unlike Gerald who didn't think much of the situation, he knew exactly what this challenge implied.

"Why is it bad? Why are they ganging up on Gerald all of a sudden?" Xilia questioned in confusion.

Arthur sighed and said, "You might not know it, but those of higher social standing value their reputation and honor highly."

"Regardless if Gerald really did anything to lady Aster Northendark, her honor and reputation have been tarnished, and making a mockery of Tabbris' demand was an even stronger blow. If this isn't mended quickly it could develop into something much more serious than a simple duel. At least the capital forbids killing, so even if Gerald loses he won't suffer too severely."

"It's that serious?" Sera gasped in disbelief. A simple dispute could turn sour so quickly?

Arthur leaner closed and whispered, "I'm sure you know Elves are known for their arrogance and pridefulness, but the nobles can be just as bad, if not worse. No offense," he added, turning to Xilia.

The latter simply shook her head, "None taken, I completely understand what you mean."

"Duels for honor are actually quite common among the nobles. Declining a duel is often seen as an extra insult and many of those end with someone dead. There is no lack of assassinations after an unresolved dispute."

Arthur turned to Gerald and said in a pleading voice, "Gerald, I know you might not be worried for your safety since you have a powerful master behind you, but what about your friends here? What about me? I don't know about the rest, but we seriously can't make the King wait much longer, and getting on a bad side with general Razor would also be a bad idea…"

Ka-cha!

Gerald pulled his silver hand up with Telekinesis and snapped it back in place. He then calmly moved the tip of the sword away from his throat and snorted, "Psh, whatever… I just hope you will stop bothering me after this!"

Tabbris Northendark grinned confidently and placed the hand over his chest, "I swear on my family's name that, if you beat me, I'll forget we ever had any conflict with each other. I'm a man of my word!"

"Good! Then if you beat me, I'll willingly accept your punishment. But if you mention taking one of my limbs again, I swear to god, I'll kill you even at the cost of my own life!" Gerald stated in response.

"Ah… I see, fair enough," Tabbris answered, gaining a better understanding as to why Gerald reacted so aggressively. Or at least that's what he thought.

They left the Auction House with a ceremony of around thirty people. Some were Northendark servants, a few guards, and some Phoenix Knights members. There was also Arthur and the girls, with Gerald and Tabbris at the front.

They went to the Warrior's Guild since they had a place where warriors could train and fight. As they entered the combat arena, Tabbris' servants quickly ran to him and helped him put on his famous Mithril armor.

He truly appeared otherworldly in that sky-blue ornamented attire of his.
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                "Aren't you going to put on your armor?" Tabbris asked when he saw Gerald just stand there in his leather clothes.

"My body is my armor," Gerald struck his chest with a weird grin, "And Toothpick is my weapon!"

Just as Tabbris wanted to complain about Gerald mocking him again, the latter took a brutal-looking spear from his Space Pouch with the word 'Toothpick' engraved onto it.

"Are you trying to mess with my mind in hope that I might make mistakes? Don't bother, it's not going to work!" Tabbris shouted with a smug smile.

Gerald shrugged his shoulders and decided to stop fooling around since his opponent saw through his tricks. "Well then, any rules I should be aware of? If you have anything to say, say it now, because I won't be stopping until you beg me to!"

"Confident!" Tabbris commented and unsheathed his sword, "The rules are simple: We will fight until one of us gives up or is unable to continue! Killing is forbidden by the King, so we don't have to take it too far. Other than that, anything goes!"

Tabbris confidently stood opposite to Gerald with the tip of his sword drawing lines in the air as he was warming up his shoulders.

"Anything goes, huh?" Gerald burst into a laugh, "I hope you won't regret your words later!"

His opponent didn't take his words to heart and also laughed. Then they requested Arthur Rosecloud to give the signal to start the fight.

"Okay! Are you ready?" the man paused for a moment, and both warriors nodded, "Then go!"

Gerald immediately took two vials and chugged them down, throwing the bottles away immediately after. Meanwhile, Tabbris mumbled something and Mana spread across his body, giving him some sort of buff.

"Hah!" Gerald was the first to attack, holding the spear in the middle for better balance, and swung it with one hand with his super-human strength.

Tabbris smiled confidently and lifted his sword to deflect the strike, but then his expression suddenly changed as he realized he couldn't. He crouched down at an amazing speed and the tip of the spear grazed the top of his helmet, producing sparks.

"Holy shit!" He rolled on the ground away from Gerald and jumped on his feet soon after. "This had to have been a fluke, right?"

He didn't have much time to think, however, as Gerald already almost caught up with him, swinging the spear like a madman. Each strike made a whistling sound as the blade cut through the air, barely missing the opponent. Tabbris jumped around, ducked, and weaved, barely avoiding those dangerous strikes like a slippery eel.

Bang!

The Toothpick struck the ground by mistake and the stone underneath cracked where Tabbris' foot used to be just a moment ago.

"Let me hit you! Just once is enough!" Gerald roared and laughed madly. He was using two spells at once, Juggernaut and Wind Body, and he was like an unstoppable, crazy rhinoceros, trying to impale his opponent.

Tabbris didn't respond to his words and simply continued to dodge and deflect strikes to the best of his abilities. He might appear to be barely holding on, but his eyes were calm and his gaze cold.

After a few minutes of dancing around, a small smile formed on his lips and he suddenly thrust his sword forward just as Gerald's swing missed. The strike was fast and precise, aiming for Gerald's shoulder of his right hand.

Clang!

"Hm?!" Tabbris reacted in surprise. He just felt as if he struck metal armor, but he was sure that Gerald had nothing under that thin layer of leather.

'Whatever, he might have some hidden armor plates in his clothes…' Tabbris mused and instantly retreated, preparing for another opportunity to strike.

Gerald was honestly surprised that the guy managed to strike him, but he was not worried. Attacks of that magnitude couldn't hurt him anyway.

Clang!

Another strike landed, this one aimed at the side of Gerald's knee. The sword bounced off harmlessly once again.

Clang, clang!

Tabbris struck him again and again, sparks and loud sounds filling the arena.

"What kind of… Stop moving so much!" Gerald was getting frustrated. With all of his speed and strength combined, he still couldn't hit his opponent.

"Hehe, how do you like my Falcon Dance Combat Art? It's great, isn't it?" Tabbris laughed and sped up his attacks. His blade danced in the air and the sharp edge collided with Gerald every so often, while he avoided every attempt Gerald made at striking back.

"Agility-based Combat Art?" Gerald used his Magic Eyes and saw Mana moving through his opponent, but he couldn't copy it in the middle of a fight. Even if he had time to patiently observe it, it seemed quite complicated, almost as if there were more spells combined into one.

"Ah fuck, it's increasing his speed as well!" Only now did he notice that the guy was as fast as him, if not even faster. He couldn't even touch him!

"Give up already! You can't beat me!" Tabbris laughed.

"Fuck off!" Gerald swung the spear horizontally to get some space from the annoying mosquito trying to hurt him.

'I just need one strike! If I can disrupt him for just a second, he's done!' Gerald's mind filled up with ideas, some quite tame, others as crazy as it gets. He quickly decided on a plan of action and went on the offensive once again. He rushed forward, striking and swinging as fast and aggressive as he could.

Suddenly, with a thought, a Stone Spike shot out of the ground to where Tabbris was about to move.

The guy noticed at the last second and twisted his body in an uncomfortable position and jumped sideways to avoid it. But then, another Stone spike shot from the ground, aiming for his waist. Then another rose and blocked his escape path, forcing him into an awkward position closer to Gerald.

"Shit!" Tabbris Northendark cursed under his breath. He jumped straight up, high above Gerald, and performed a somersault.

"Gotcha!" Gerald suddenly released the spear and slapped forward with an open palm.

Boom! Boom!

Two simultaneous explosions were created from his hands, propelling him back towards Tabbris. He twisted his body from the force of the explosion and arrived in front of his opponent just as the latter touched the ground.

Bang!

It was a direct hit. Gerald put all of his strength behind his punch, even going as far as to punch with his metal hand to push himself to the limits. The ground where his foot touched the pavement just before the delivery of his strike cracked from the immense transfer of force.

Tabbris was sent flying through the air and rolled on the ground after a rough landing. He stayed unmoving thereafter. Many people held their breath at the sudden display of power and a reversal of events. Nobody expected something like this to happen to the most famous warrior of the young generation.

"Brother!" Aster shouted and tried to jump into the arena, but was stopped by one of the members of the Phoenix Knights.

"Don't panic! Look, your brother is just fine," he said and pointed at Tabbris who was already getting back on his feet.

Gerald was not happy to see that, but he also didn't expect the fight to end just like that. He already guessed he would have to reveal some of his trump cards this time.

"Haha, that was a good hit!" his opponent laughed after standing up. He did not look too shaken at all, instead, he looked more relaxed than before.

"Not many people know, but this armor is a real treasure! It can absorb a big part of the energy of an impact, protecting me from most harm!"

Tabbris patted his chest plate, "Look, I'm completely fine, barely a scratch! If that was the most you can do, I suggest you give up! You are not breaking through my armor in this lifetime!"
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                "Just a scratch?" Gerald narrowed his eyes. With a flick of his finger, a stone slab at his feet cracked and a Stone Bolt shot out from it at top speed and collided with Tabbris' armor.

Bang!

"Woah!" The guy was spooked by the speed and the sudden impact, but then he dusted himself off and laughed, "Indeed, just a tiny scratch! Ready to give up?"

"So it's tough, but not hard, huh?" Gerald mumbled. An idea popped into his mind and his confidence increased. He grinned, "Give up? Never! I have barely just started!"

He took a piece of Fire Crystal and suddenly started spewing flames from his hand like a flamethrower.

"Watch out brother! He can use Earth as well as Fire!" Aster shouted from the edge of the arena, but her concern was unnecessary. Tabbris Northendark was well versed in speed-chanting and he simply spoke a few quick shouts to form a shield of water around himself.

The arena had every element in store, and there was a well at the edge of it, used for drinking and fighting. Tabbris simply pulled some water towards himself in preparation for a fight and now quickly used it to make a shield.

Pssssssh!

The flames surrounded the water sphere and the flame tongues licked the surface, producing loud sounds as the water turned to steam. But with the constant supply of fresh cold water, the shield was replenished without a problem.

"It's useless! The way you are using Mana is extremely inefficient, you will run out way before me!" Tabbris taunted from his safe bubble.

"I guess you are right," Gerald replied and ended his display. He placed his hand into his pouch and pulled out a piece of paper. A Greater Fireball spell scroll!

"A spell scroll? Weird flex, but okay! Come at me!" Tabbris taunted Gerald, but still, he doubled the thickness of his barrier just in case.

Gerald just gave a mysterious smile and sent a surge of Mana into the scroll. The paper burst into flames and turned into a ball of fire. It surged and compressed itself three times in the span of two seconds and shoot forward with just a thought.

Woosh! Boom!

A fiery explosion broke the anticipation from the onlookers. There were already more than a hundred people from the Guild training here when the two came to fight, and they moved to the side to watch the show. Now, after multiple loud sounds and explosions, more and more people gathered around the arena, excited to see the results.

The Greater Fireball exploded upon the contact with the water barrier and almost tore it apart!

"So powerful!" one of the onlookers shouted and many had the same thoughts.

Tabbris inside had to lift his hands to guard himself and take a step back from the explosion. As the smoke cleared, the barrier reformed once again and returned to its peak condition. Only then did the shaken confidence return to the young Northendark warrior.

"Good! That's probably the most powerful spell I have experienced so far! Too bad it's still not enough! Maybe if you had two or three more…" Just as he wanted to continue bragging, he saw Gerald open his pouch again and take two spell scrolls out.

He shut his mouth and watched with a serious expression on his face as Gerald continued increasing the number of scrolls.

From two to three, then five, ten, twenty… Eventually, around a hundred spell scrolls floated around Gerald, ready to burst into action at any moment.

"What do you think? Is it going to be enough?" Gerald calmly asked, barely holding back his grin.

Tabbris Northendark started to sweat at the sight of all that firepower. "Hey, hey, hey! You can't be seriously thinking of using all that?! We agreed on no killing!"

"Hahaha, don't worry I'm not going to use all that, I'm not that wasteful!" Gerald laughed out loud. "I just wanted to show you that beating you is nothing special, I could even kill you ten times over!"

Though most of those weren't Greater Fireball spell scrolls, as he didn't have that many. But the effect remained the same.

And although unwilling, Tabbris had to admit that he underestimated his opponent. He always relied on his armor and superior magic to win every fight, so he didn't think he needed even more of an advantage.

But today he clearly realized that having more trump cards was always better. 'I'll have to use it after all… It's my only hope! Unless...'

"So you won't use any more of those Fire spells?" he asked cautiously.

"Nope!" Gerald already stored back most of the scrolls.

"Good! Then prepare to lose!"

Just as Gerald stored the last scroll, Tabbris jumped forward and rushed at him with his fastest speed. From his hip pouch, he suddenly took out a shiny blue sword with silver and golden runes along the blade. It was mesmerizing.

Swish!

He swung his sword and struck Gerald on the right forearm as the latter tried to block the strike. Gerald of course immediately retaliated, striking his chest plate with his silver palm and triggering an explosion.

Boom!

Tabbris rolled on the ground like a rag doll for a few meters, until he eventually stopped.

Looking at the place where he was struck, Gerald noticed a few centimeters long cut. Drops of crimson blood came flowing out.

"You can cut me?" he gasped in disbelief and looked at his opponent.

Tabbris, having regained his confidence, jumped up and started showing off, "Did you think just my armor was a treasure? This sword also came from the same origin, it's just that I rarely had the need to use it!"

"Ever heard of the saying: Death by a thousand cuts? That's what you'll get. By the way, you are quite lucky I'm not strong enough yet or you would have lost a hand in that strike!" Just as he finished his sentence he covered his mouth, realizing he said something he shouldn't have.

Gerald's expression darkened and his eye twitched in anger. "I think we have chatted enough."

He took his Golden Space Pouch and turned it upside down. Earth Crystals started falling out endlessly.

"What is he doing? He can't be thinking about using all that Mana, right?" one of the Phoenix Knights gasped after seeing the pile of hundreds of stones.

"Prepare for death!" Gerald shouted, and on his command, the ground trembled.

Rumble!

Hundreds of stone slabs all over the arena suddenly cracked and turned into countless Stone Bolts that rose to the sky. Tabbris got an ominous feeling so he quickly retreated and formed an Ice barrier around himself this time.

Aster, who experienced the same thing, shouted, "Don't worry brother, he can't control too many at once! Just hold on for a few minutes and he will exhaust himself!"

But she was wrong!

"Disappear!"

With a wave of his hands, hundreds of Stone Bolts descended at once, completely annihilating the Ice Barrier in a second. But it was not over. As people gasped at the destructive power, and Aster shrieked in fear, the Stone Bolts rained upon Tabbris like hail.

Hundred of sharp stones struck him every second from all sides, preventing him from moving and forcing him to simply endure. He could do nothing else.

"You are so proud of your armor, right? That's why I'll break it for you!" Gerald roared madly. "I'll grind it to dust!"

Tabbris lifted his gaze and glanced at his armor. Every strike, every stone that hit him, they all left behind a mark. It was just a tiny, insignificant scratch.

But there were hundreds of them every second. With each passing moment, more of them were left on the surface of the armor, and the once shiny and the mirror-like surface was quickly turning rough. It was as if he was standing in front of a sandblaster.

Gerald slowed down his assault for a moment and loudly said, "This saying... I'll show you the true meaning of it!"

He grinned.

"This is what death by a thousand cuts truly looks like!"
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                The Mana surge suddenly doubled and the ground started to shake as if an earthquake was underway.

Pieces of stone and rock rose from the ground and cracked apart into fist-sized chunks. A hurricane of stone was formed on the arena, and the howling of wind gave it an ever more menacing feeling.

"I surrender!" Tabbris suddenly shouted from the inside of the storm.

"What? I can't hear you!" Gerald shouted back, increasing his assault. Cracks and explosions of stone, as they hit the armor, produced an even greater rumbling sound.

"I give up! I surrender! Please, I'm sorry! You win!" Tabbris shouted at the top of his lungs. Sand and dust already entered the gaps in his armor and tiny cuts appeared on his skin.

Gerald controlled the storm for a few more seconds before releasing his control. The rocks fell from the sky and the sand and dust covered the place. The arena was ruined and it looked like the aftermath of a heavy bombardment.

"Haaah! Thank you…for going easy on me...and my sister," Tabbris said with difficulty after catching his breath. He was completely exhausted and dirty. He looked nothing like the charming young man he was before.

"You are welcome," Gerald answered calmly and offered him a hand. "You did well."

Tabbris Northendark took his hand and pulled himself up, "Thanks."

Woooooooooo!

The crowd went wild! They have never before seen a display like that before, it was ruthless and beautiful at the same time!

"Such a beautiful displa-"

"Ahem!" A man suddenly loudly cleared his throat, attracting the attention of everyone. It was the Guildmaster of Auralba.

"What the fuck do you punks think you are doing?! Why does this place look like a tornado just went through?! Who's responsible for this?!"

Gerald scratched his cheek and smiled wryly, "I might have gone a bit too far, hehe…"

"I'll take care of it," Tabbris said and went to the Guildmaster. He apologized profusely and explained the entire situation.

"A duel?! You turned the entire place to rubble, for a duel?!" the man exploded.

Tabbris Northendark quickly pushed a money pouch into his hands and assured the man it would not happen again.

"Well… I'll let it slide this one time," the Guildmaster said with a calmer voice as he glanced at the gold inside the pouch. "But you are still banned from coming back for a month! Now get the fuck out!"

Tabbris gave another apologetic smile once more and quickly gathered his people and left. He didn't even look back at Gerald, almost as if they never even met.

"Can we go to see the King now, please?" Arthur begged with tears in his eyes. He promised the King he would come back quickly, but now it was already hours later. He was desperate. A surge of air suddenly swirled around Gerald, removing every speck of dust from his clothes.

"Sure, let's go see the top dog of this place!" he said as a mysterious light shone in his eyes.

Arthur sighed in despair. 'Why is this young man increasing in his arrogance? Why do I have to be his guardian? The potential rewards are not worth it, damn it!'

As he led them towards the royal palace, the youngsters behind him chatted excitedly.

"Gerald! I didn't know you were this strong! He couldn't do anything to you!" Xilia excitedly punched the air. Her sister, Qiona, nodded like a maniac while her eyes sparkled as she looked at him

"Brother Gerald is so cool! I want to learn to fight like that too!"

While those two shouted and laughed, Elly simply smiled not saying anything. Meanwhile, Sera's face changed continuously from happy to sad. She was happy because her teammate was so strong, and sad because she was so far behind.

"I don't know if showing off was maybe too much. The news of you defeating the leader of Phoenix Knights will spread like wildfire through the Kingdom. In a few weeks everyone will know what happened even if the Northendark family doesn't do anything," Arthur said with concern.

Gerald simply shrugged his shoulders and replied, "I already came to terms with it before the fight started. I actually held back considerably because I wanted to push myself to see how far I can go without using magic… I have to say that if we were on an equal playing field, I would have lost, there's no doubt about it!"

"Really?!" Everyone turned to look at him at once, "How is this possible? He couldn't even hurt you one bit! Granted, you couldn't hit him as well, but still…"

Gerald shook his head, "He was way more skillful than me, and his movements were something I almost couldn't keep up with…The difference was that I had more strategies at my disposal while he was used to doing the same thing for many years and became too accustomed to it," he explained.

"In a real fight, instead of threatening to destroy his armor, I could have used my superior strength to capture him and simply slowly cut off his head. I could have also closed in on him, breaking his water barrier and made him eat flames. Or I could take him a few thousand meters into the air and let gravity do the work. I know his armor can absorb much of the impact, but I reckon it would have been enough for at least a concussion."

Arthur rolled his eyes and sarcastically commented, "What, you can even fly now? Heh..."

Gerald jolted for an instant, realizing he spoke too much. Luckily Arthur didn't take his words seriously, and the girls didn't react since they already knew.

He decided it was best to ignore the remark and then spoke, "There are many things I could have done… I could drown him for example. Although he can control water, if I interfered with his magic, he couldn't do a thing. Then there is the option of simply piling a bunch of stones on top of him and trapping him inside. Although I know he is capable of manipulating Earth magic, so…"

As Gerald went over all the options he had, his friends felt their breathing become increasingly difficult, including Arthur. They already thought his actions were too reckless, but now they realized he truly chose one of the less crazy options.

'Oh god! Please don't do anything crazy when we meet the King! Gods, please, protect my sanity, I beg of you…' Arthur prayed silently in his heart.

"How did you manage to stay rational? I thought you went mad after he mentioned your...hand," Elly asked. She couldn't quite believe he came up with so many options on the spot in the middle of the fight.

"Oh, I don't actually care about my hand," Gerald answered calmly.

"What?!"

He elaborated, "I have come to terms with my loss long ago, and it doesn't bother me at all if people talk about it. I just needed an excuse to act crazy, that's all."

"Pfft!" Sera suddenly burst out laughing, "Haha, that totally sounds like something you would do!"

"Eh," Gerald scratched his head and smiled, "Honestly, this Tabbris seems like a good guy, just his sister is a little annoying. Besides, it's not like we have some irreconcilable conflict, and most people deserve a second chance."

"Let's just hope this is the end of it. We should hurry to meet the King now, we are almost there," Arthur said as they closed in on the royal estate.

The palace was on top of a hill, overlooking the entire city. It was surrounded by high walls and a spiked bronze fence, with a guard tower every one hundred meters or so.

From far away it looked more of a military fortress than a palace, but that was only on the outside.

Once they crossed the front gates, the lavish and beautiful garden opened up in their sight. Beautiful flowers and elegant trees decorated the place, with trimmed hedges and tall stone statues of animals and people, giving the place a grand feeling.

A water fountain sparkled in the sunlight on each side of the main stone-paved road.

"Woah! I thought our mansion was grand, but this…" Xilia gasped. The palace was made of pristine white marble, with tall stone pillars and statues enriching its appearance.

Flags with the royal coat of arms flapped in the wind majestically and guards stood straight, guarding the premises.

"Of course, the Royal family is the richest after all! They are the ones with the highest power in the Kingdom, so it's only right for them to have the most extravagant place."
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                As they came to the palace, the King's herald led them to the throne room and announced their arrival.

While the group marveled at the grandness and splendor of the hall, Gerald used his Magic Eyes to look around. He felt discomfort from the moment they entered the palace, and it was not without a reason.

The walls were reinforced with all kinds of runes invisible to the naked eye, and dangerous-looking soldiers stood guard on the edges. They wore a mixture of red hard leather and black metal armor, giving them a feeling of ruthlessness and aggression.

They were known as the Shadow Guard and were the King's guard, tasked with protecting him and his family from any harm, even at the cost of their own lives.

But all of that was not what made him feel suffocated, no, the reason he felt so was that some of these soldiers had no Mana signature! Mana flowed through them freely as if they weren't there, as if they were just an illusion.

The King was currently busy talking with a few of his people, but when he saw Arthur and the rest come in, he waved those people to the side to welcome his new guests.

"Ah, Arthur, you are back! And you must be Gerald, correct? Welcome, welcome!" The King came close to greet them.

Arthur quickly composed himself and made a serious expression. "Your Majesty!" he bowed while greeting. Gerald also leaned forward a bit while saying hello. He did not like the way he felt in the presence of the King though.

The man was also devoid of any Mana fluctuations, at least that's how Gerald saw it. But that was impossible! How could the most powerful man in the Kingdom appear so weak? A more likely explanation was that he could somehow cloak his Mana signature, and that's what made it terrifying!

Most of the powerful beasts that Gerald came across weren't able to do that. That's what made him feel so safe, he always knew when they were preparing to attack. But these people, the King, and some of his guards could attack him suddenly and without any warning. They were dangerous!

While Gerald examined the people around him, King Robart III also scrutinized him. It was just that he was already at the Nascent Soul Realm, and he could 'see' much more.

"Hmm, interesting…" the King murmured. 'This fella is quite interesting… He has so much Mana for being just a normal human… And his Soul is really weird, I wonder why,' he mused.

"Let's get straight to the point, shall we?" the King said, "I asked mister Arthur over there to bring you here because I'm interested in the Stamina Potions your master can make…"

"Wait!" Gerald lifted his hand and quickly said, "I heard that lying is to Your Majesty is forbidden, but how does that work? How do you decide who is lying and who is not?"

The King lifted his eyebrow in surprise for a second and then burst into laughter, "Haha, that's the first time someone asked me something bold like this!"

The King was not the only one who was in a good mood. Even the Shadow Guards who always wore a serious expression couldn't help but smile a little. The only one not having fun was Arthur who started sweating bullets.

"Alright, since you are interested I might as well tell you, it's not some secret anyway," the King said. "I can detect if people around me are telling the truth, so why don't you tell me about yourself and I'll tell you if you are sincere or not. Just start with your name."

Gerald squinted his eyes slightly. He only said those things randomly to see how these people would react to test their character, but now he was almost being interrogated.

"My name is Gerald," he started.

"That's a lie!" The King immediately smiled, but then looked at Arthur in doubt. The latter started sweating even more.

Gerald calmly nodded after getting exposed immediately, "True, that was not the name given to me by my parents, but my parents are not with me in this world. I didn't have any family members or relatives, I was all alone… That's why I changed my name, to start anew."

After hearing Gerald's short story, the people around him sympathized with him. Even the King became somber. "I see, my condolences. It must be difficult losing your family…"

"I try not to think about it," Gerald answered. 'So he can't detect warped truth, huh?'

"Why did Your Majesty call for me?"

The King straightened his back and spoke, "I'll get straight to the point then… I wish to buy the recipe for the Stamina Potion! I know it belongs to your master and I know he is currently gone, but we can't afford to wait for him to return..."

Gerald was not too surprised to hear it, but he had to express his thoughts, "Er, why the rush all of a sudden? Couldn't you wait another few months at least? Is there something happening?"

Although the King tried to keep a poker face, it was quite clear that he was internally having a debate with himself. He wasn't sure if he should reveal the truth since it will come to light soon enough anyway.

Bam!

Suddenly the door to the throne room opened loudly and a giant man came inside while fuming in anger. His eyes scanned the room momentarily before landing on a certain person.

"You bastard! How dare you harm my daughter, I'll kill you!" The man's leg strength exploded and he almost flew forward, landing a powerful punch on Gerald's face before the guy even knew what was happening.

Boom!

Gerald flew across the room and smashed into the Rune-reinforced wall with full force. Luckily he was on high alert the entire time and managed to cast the Iron Body on himself, but that punch still broke his skin and he started bleeding from his mouth.

He coughed out some blood and saliva while trying to recover from the dizziness he experienced from the impact.

"Razor! What are you doing?!" the King shouted after seeing one of his generals suddenly attack his guest.

"Father wait, stop!" Tabbris came running into the throne room after his father, but alas, he was too slow to stop him.

After losing the duel he and his sister went to meet their father, who was surprised to see him covered in cuts and bruises.

Aster quickly started talking about Gerald and how it was him who attacked her. Tabbris didn't even have time to explain when Razor already flew into a rage after hearing the culprit was in the palace. He lost his rationality and barged into the throne room unannounced and attacked without thinking.

Clack!

Gerald's silver hand produced a sound of a mechanism clicking open and this palm moved out of the way, revealing the opening of a barrel. His sight was still blurry, but he didn't need to see to know who attacked him.

"I don't care anymore, someone is dying today!" Mana inside him suddenly erupted like a volcano and surged towards his cannon. He lifted his hand and Razor could clearly see the iron ball inside it. He suddenly felt threatened!

"Stop!" the King shouted, and instantly everyone in the throne room fell to the floor holding their head in pain, including his guards and consultants. Gerald also held his head in pain and immediately lost control over his own Mana. He collapsed to the ground.

The pressure the King exerted only lasted a few seconds, and even the man responsible for it had to take a few deep breaths and sit down to compose himself. He used a crude Soul attack, but because he barely just entered the Nascent Soul stage, he couldn't control it well and it likewise exhausted him quickly.

By now everyone already regained their footing and could stand back up, but nobody thought about fighting anymore. It was all so sudden that many didn't get what was happening, including the girls who stood by the door stupefied.

"Razor!" the King shouted sternly, "Explain yourself!"

Feeling his King's anger, Razor shuddered, but the anger in his eyes did not subside, "Your Highness, forgive me for rudely interrupting, but this man is the one that attacked my daughter and almost made her cultivation go haywire! I beg Your Highness to let me settle this!"
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                The King opened his eyes wide in surprise and looked at Gerald, "Is this true?"

Instead of answering directly, Gerald instead looked at Razor, "You sure know how to twist reality, old man! It seems you spent all your time refining your bullshitting skills, because your punch was like that of a little girl!"

Gerald's words enraged Razor further, but the King was actually impressed! 'Amazing, Razor punched him in a rage but he can still stand and insult him? This guy has some guts! It would be a shame to lose him… But I still need to get to the bottom of this!'

"Alright, enough! Now it's not the time for bickering! Tell me what happened!"

"As Your Majesty requests," Gerald answered, but that little respect and fear he had for the king were gone. 'He is just a pushover with some power, nothing more.'

He told the story of how he followed the Lay Lines to the Spirit Pond and how he found Aster training there. He also explained in detail how the fight happened. To anyone with a brain listening it was quite clear that the story was quite different from how Razor told it.

"He's telling the truth," the King simply stated at the end and turned to Razor, "It seems it was your daughter who's at fault, that was anything but lady-like."

Razor frowned, "Even if it's my daughter's fault, he is still the one that profaned her purity!" He gave Gerald an angry side-eye. The latter took a deep breath through his nose, ready to start throwing curses back.

Luckily Tabbris jumped in just in time, "Father! Why didn't you listen to me before? I already challenged Gerald to a duel and I lost! Please stop embarrassing me!"

At the King's request, he explained what happened an hour before so that everyone present could understand. With the King's ability to discern lies, confirming the truth was not an issue. Gerald was, therefore, found not guilty, and the matter ended like that.

Only Razor remained in a bad mood, but it was not because of the King's decree. He was mad because of the looks that the King's advisors and counselors, as well as guards and a few servants, gave him.

His son already challenged the culprit to an honorable duel, and he lost. His attack on the victor could be seen as him not accepting the results and being petty and closed-minded. He cursed his daughter in his mind for not speaking clearly and it ended up resulting in this mess.

Seeing a grown-up man pout with crossed arms was quite a sight, but nobody paid him much attention anymore. The King still didn't finish what he started, there was still the question of the Stamina Potion.

"So…" The King started, looking hopefully at Gerald.

"The answer is… No," he replied and casually wiped the blood from his lips with the corner of his sleeve.

"If Your Highness doesn't even trust me enough to tell me why you need it so badly, why should I trust you? What if you try to use it against me, my friends, or my master? I don't know how things work here, but I don't feel like it's worth taking the risk. At least I still hold some value when keeping my mouth shut, don't I?" He glanced at Razor for a split second, but that was enough for many to understand his meaning.

Razor's mood soured even more and he sank into despair. 'That's just great! Now I'm going to be the sinner in the King's eyes, it's not fair! It's not my fault, okay? I was deceived!'

The King of course understood what he meant and also glanced at Razor momentarily. But the man was one of his generals as well as the Guardian of the South, he couldn't exactly punish him.

After a moment of contemplation, the King finally made a decision, "Oh well, it's going to be known soon enough anyway, what's the harm in speaking of it a bit earlier?"

He turned to Gerald and Arthur and said, "Listen, we are currently preparing for war, although we aren't sure with who just yet…"

"You aren't sure?" Gerald looked at his sideways doubtfully.

"What I mean is… We don't know who we will be fighting first," the King answered. "The Empire is threatening with war, but the beast attacks seem to have become more common, so we might have to deal with those filthy things first!"

"Anyway, there will certainly be a lot of blood spilled in the following months and the Stamina Potion could be a game-changer in battle!"

"So that's the case, huh? I figured it would be something like this..." Gerald muttered under his breath. "Still, my answer remains no!"

To say that the King was not surprised would be a lie, but he still carried himself with grace. General Razor on the other hand…

"You little punk! You are speaking with the King! Show some respect!"

Gerald ignored him, while the King simply shook his head and sighed. "I suppose you would be willing to trade it for something of equal value then? As the King of Myrtana, I have the authority to fulfill your wishes. Be it gold, silver, weapons, land, noble titles… Even women."

Although tempted, Gerald resisted the impulse to curse at the King, and instead respectfully answered, "Your Majesty must be jesting, how could I request for such things!"

A glint shone in Gerald's eyes as he said, "If Your Highness truly wants to trade, it would be enough to give me just one tiny little item." He lifted his gaze and looked the King straight in the eye, "I head that the Royal family might be in possession of a special kind of ring…"

As soon as the words left his mouth, the hall erupted in a loud disapproving whisper.

"How dare you demand a Ring from His Majesty! We should punish this insolent creature," a minister of the court said loudly. Many nodded and sided with the man.

Meanwhile, the King simply smiled and didn't comment. "I guess my offer was a bit lacking after all… Oh well, it's just a ring."

Before his advisors could stop him, the King took off one of his rings and touched it to another momentarily, before flicking it to Gerald. The latter caught it and immediately his mind sank into it, entering a vast empty space for a moment.

"Your Highness is too kind, I can only accept this shamelessly," Gerald displayed a genuine smile and bowed slightly. Then, he took out a piece of paper and a drop of ink, immediately writing the recipe and the detailed process of making the Stamina Potion.

He folded and released the paper, and let his Telekinesis bring it to the King.

The entire exchange happened so suddenly that many failed to process what actually happened. The King just gave away one of his precious ancient rings?!

"Well, if Your Highness has nothing else to say, I think it's time for us to leave," Gerald said and slowly retreated towards the door where the rest of his team was. "If you require extra help with the potion, you know where to find me."

"Mhm," the King nodded and ordered one of the servants to escort them out.

"Your Majesty!" Razor was dumbstruck, "That was one of the most precious treasures of the Kingdom! How could you give it away so casually?"

The King casually unfolded the paper and spoke as he read the recipe, "It's fine, don't worry about it! It's just that one ring, I have more anyway. To get our soldiers higher chances of survival I would sacrifice even more than that."

"Besides, now that we have this rec-" The King suddenly stopped speaking as his eyes stared at the ingredients on the piece of paper.

"My King?! What's wrong?" Razor swiftly ran closer. Only then did he notice the peculiar expression on the King's face. He had a sort of sad expression with a smile on top. It was weird.

"What-" Before Razor even had the chance to finish his question, the King handed him the note. "Seriously?!" Soon his face too turned strange and he covered his face in shame.

"Who knew that we were feeding our animals the best medicine and herbs all these years? No wonder they tasted soo good and refreshing! Haha…" The King suddenly laughed at the thought of feeding pigs mountains of gold worth of herbs every year.

Razor handed the recipe back and said quietly, "I'll immediately send a raven back and get people to stop wasting these resources! We should be able to gather enough for an army in a month or so… Probably."

While he was busy thinking of things he had to write in his order, the King stood up. "Let's go somewhere private," he quietly said.

They arrived in the war room not long after and King Robart quickly explained Gerald's background while mentioning his mysterious master in the process. Razor's jaw dropped in shock. "He's the one that introduced all these potions?!" Then he suddenly remembered something and facepalmed, "I offended a bigshot, didn't I?"

"I don't know if he's a bigshot or not," the King answered. "What I can tell you for sure is that he does not have any cultivation at all, although his Soul is unusually strong…"

"He doesn't?" Razor lifted his eyebrow in surprise. "Then how did my punch barely hurt him?! Shouldn't he be dead if that's the case?"

The King shrugged, "Beats me… I know he had a few spells active on himself at that time, so they probably protected him. Anyway, apparently, his master can fly and is quite powerful and ill-tempered… I would suggest you don't do anything stupid that could hurt us in the long run."

Razor sighed and slumped on his chair, "Should I send him something like a gift then? A peace offering?"

"I'm not going to advise you against it," the King smiled.
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                Gerald and the gang were escorted out of the royal palace and returned to the part of the city for common people. Meanwhile, Arthur nearly suffered a heart attack from all the stress and had to return to get some rest. He said his goodbyes and quickly retreated.

"Is it true? That part where the King said the Empire is going to war?" Elly suddenly asked. She seemed quite concerned. She was not the only one, though. Looking around, Gerald noticed similar expressions on all of them, and he was the only one remaining calm.

"Eh, don't worry about it!" He waved his hand dismissively, "We have plenty of time to prepare should anything actually happen."

Elly appeared to have wanted to say something more, but she eventually refrained from doing so and simply nodded slowly.

"But don't think too much about it, today is the day to have fun! Now let's go, we wasted half a day already!"

Since they wasted a few hours and it was already past noon, they decided to get something to eat first. They found a random Inn and ordered some roasted meat and a mug of sweet beer.

They chatted for a bit and laughed, although the mood was somewhat gloomier than usual in the Inn. Gerald also noticed the price of food and drink has increased, although just slightly.

As they left the Inn, the streets were a bit more crowded than usual for the middle of the day, indicating that the migration of people was already in full swing as they were in search of safety.

Auralba was a rich city since it was the capital, but still, people with shabby clothing and relatively poorer outer appearance became increasingly common. It did not take long for Gerald to notice pickpockets moving in the shadows, their trained eyes searching for potential easy victims.

With Magic Eyes he observed what others couldn't and saw many crimes happen, but he didn't show it on his face. He merely avoided it all and led his group away from potential danger.

Many thieves slipped through the crowd unnoticed, running away with the loot, but there were some that were caught by the increased guards' presence, getting beaten mercilessly and being dragged away in the dark alleys, away from public eyes.

The city remained clean, pure, and peaceful...on the surface.

"Oh! Look, a candy store!" Qiona suddenly announced her observations.

It might be considered a candy store in this world, but in Gerald's eyes, it was quite lacking. It was more of a simple bakery with sweet products than anything else.

There was dried fruit for sale and a few different honey-based candies, as well as some simple cakes and desserts.

"Chose whatever you like, it's on me!" Gerald said. While the girls were busy deciding, he also took a look through the displayed goods.

He ultimately decided on a piece of sweet lemon cake with honey and cream. It was quite refreshing and stimulated his taste buds. Although he didn't have a sweet tooth he could still appreciate the pleasant mix of sweet and sour pastry.

"Oh, oh, I want one of those! And a slice of that! And this one too, I want to try it!"

One might think that the most excited one was Qiona, but it was actually Elly! She ordered nearly every single thing they had in the shop to try out. It was almost as if she was starved for months.

Then, thinking deeper about it, Gerald realized that they didn't actually have anything sweet to eat back at home.

'Guess not everyone is like me, huh?' Gerald mused, 'But that's fine too, I'll let them enjoy themselves…'

An hour or so later, after they started to feel sick from all the sugar, Gerald decided it was best for them to leave. He didn't want to have a whole bunch of foodies puking all over the place. It would have been embarrassing.

"Okay, let's go! I have something else fun in mind, I'm sure you'll like it!" What he was talking about was visiting a tailor! It was about time for them to get a piece of uniform or something similar, to make them easily recognizable as members of the Black Onyx.

Though they weren't exactly active as members of the Guild, it was still something they took pride in.

They each had their measurements taken for a traveling cloak and Gerald handed over a piece of paper with the design he wanted to be on the back. It was basically the same as they had back at home, on the Black Onyx banner.

"Didn't you say we aren't allowed to buy anything cosmetic?" Sera questioned doubtfully. The rest also looked at him with squinted eyes.

"It's not just simple cosmetic! This is your uniform, showing you are a part of Black Onyx! Take this opportunity and tell that gentleman over there if you want anything extra on your cloak," Gerald urged.

If they wanted some special color or extra pockets on the inside, now was the time to say so. Gerald ordered a completely black leather cloak, with the edges of the crystal on his back being made of silver and purple.

The girls took his advice and contemplated their options, before deciding on a final design.

After getting measured and saying their wishes, the group left in high spirits. In about a week or so they could come back to pick up their stuff. Excitement was high among them.

They continued to stroll through the city, exploring and observing the different shops and fancy houses, all while enjoying the scenery and having fun.

Later, they returned home just as it was time for dinner and the girls went to take a hot bath to freshen up, while Gerald returned to his room.

He took off his leather gloves and tossed them on the desk and collapsed into his chair. He spent the entire day using his Magic Eyes to be on guard against any possible danger. It was exhausting. After catching his breath with closed eyes for a few minutes, he focused his gaze on his right hand, on his middle finger to be exact.

There, a simple-looking golden ring stared back at him, with thousands of tiny cyan lines running across the surface. The King's treasure. The Spatial Storage Ring!

Gerald's lips curled up slightly, into a smile, as he caressed the ring. The volume inside it was at least one hundred times bigger than one of his Golden Space Pouches, and it was way more convenient too.

The pouches could only contain items small enough to go through the opening. That's why it was impossible to store an entire beast inside and it had to be cut into smaller chunks first.

But the Ring didn't have the same problem. As long as the wielder brought it close enough, the items would just disappear into the separate storage space.

Gerald emptied all his pouches and transferred his stuff into the Ring. He then flipped his hand over and the Toothpick appeared on his palm. Then it disappeared again. And reappeared once more.

"Neat!" Gerald did this a few more times and then grinned, this ability was extremely useful! He could even materialize clothes on himself, he didn't even have to bother putting them on.

"Oh man, this is fucking awesome, it's almost like I'm in a videogame!"



The next morning Gerald left early. As soon as the city gates opened he was already running at full speed towards his next target, the hunting grounds! It was time for blood!
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                Gerald was running low on Essence Cores and had to replenish his reserves. However, he already noticed a small problem with his way of increasing his strength.

The Essence Cores increased his power output, but not his durability. It was like putting the engine of the strongest race car into some cheap pile of trash. No matter how powerful the engine was, if everything else wasn't upgraded, would it even matter?

What if the clutch wasn't strong enough for the job? It would break or even explode into pieces. What if the transmission wasn't able to hold the extra torque? It would bend/break. What if the car tires weren't good enough for the higher speed and you lost grip on the road? There could be a disastrous accident!

Or imagine putting a powerful fighter jet engine on a small plane for two people? Not a good idea...

It was the same with the Essence Cores.

They gave you a massive power boost, but the building materials that came from meat were destroyed in the process.

Without the materials to upgrade the cells of his body, Gerald was becoming a ticking time bomb! He already couldn't use all his strength without Iron Body active at the same time. If he tried to do so, he would break his bones, tear his muscles, and cripple himself in no time at all!

He realized that, so he decided to hunt a few powerful beings and eat them as they were. He would extract Essence from weaklings only.

Still, that didn't mean he was desperate to change things. The weather was nice and warm and the forest was going through a growth spurt at the beginning of summer. It was all bright green and new plants were stretching their bright leaves towards the sun, it was too nice to just rush along.

Gerald took it slow and landed on the forest floor, walking along a dirt path and absorbing the smells and sound of the wild. It was calm and peaceful.

Geiahaha!

A high-pitched laugh suddenly disrupted this tranquil forest and it made Gerald frown. He exhaled deeply through his nose and his shoulders lowered.

"I can never have a moment to myself, huh?" He turned towards the source of the sound, but it was too far for him to see what was going on. The screams and laughter were becoming more numerous and excited, all while being extremely uncomfortable to listen to.

A metallic spear materialized in Gerald's hand and he marched forward with an irritated expression on his face.

A few small, hairy humanoids were bunching around a fresh carcass of a wild animal and tearing pieces of its bloody flesh with greedy and gluttonous looks.

Goblins, a whole bunch of them. More of their own were running from afar, being attracted by the smell of food. There were even some Hobgoblins among them and they formed a clear hierarchy in feeding turn.

As soon as they came close, the Goblins feasting on the animal moved aside, although unwillingly, and let the bigger Hobgoblins have a taste. As they feasted on the nutritious organs and drank the blood, the sound of dry branches breaking broke the peace.

The sound was coming closer, slowly and steadily, advancing through the bushes and the undergrowth of the forest. Eventually, a two-meter-tall figure dressed in black stepped into the light, with a massive metal spear in his right hand.

Gieahaha!

Amid mad laughter, a nearby Goblin immediately attacked enthusiastically with a heavy branch in its small child-like palm. Though, the claws on its hands and feet, as well as the dense fur and horrific-looking face clearly showed it was not a human.

Splat!

Without paying the beast any attention whatsoever, Gerald struck out with his silver hand and swiped at the Goblin. His metal fingers acted like claws and tore its throat apart like it was made of jello. Blood gushed out of the wound like a fountain and the beast collapsed amid gurgling sounds.

Gerald's eyes didn't even tremble for a second to look at his dying enemy, instead, they stared into the distance, like the eyes of a hawk, fixed on his prey.

He was unconcerned for the hundreds of little monsters that soon encircled him cautiously, full of rage and hunger, ready to pounce at him at any moment. And almost as if feeling his provoking gaze, an Orc Elite came out of the woods and stared back at Gerald with its small red eyes.

The monster was two and a half meters tall, clad in full plate and chainmail armor, with a sword in its hand that looked more like a meat cleaver than a weapon of war. The armor shook as it slowly walked forward, Goblins and Hobgoblins moving out of its way while it did so.

The Orc stopped around five meters away from Gerald and made a snorting sound after which it grinned, showing its white fangs, "A prey… A strong one!"

Gerald's stone-cold expression changed slightly as he frowned, "Prey? You sure are brave, beast!"

His eyes displayed a tinge of madness as he pointed at the orc Elite and shouted in a commanding tone, "Where is your base, beast?! Tell me and I promise to end your suffering!"

The Orc was stunned for a second, but then it burst into mad laughter, "Gahaha! A brave prey, this one! But Tak-Rai does not answer to inferior beings!" It then lifted that massive-looking meat cleaver and pointed it at Gerald.

"Kill!"

Giahahahaha!

Immediately after the order was given, all Goblins and Hobgoblins rushed forward at once with weapons in hand. They had all sorts of sharp objects: Stones, sticks, rusty or broken swords, knives, farming sickles, as well as metal picks, axes, and rakes…

Gerald took a deep breath and his top clothing disappeared, revealing his bare upper body. Mana surged through him and empowered every single cell of his being as he readied his hand, turning it into a deadly weapon as well as a shield.

Clang!

The first weapon struck his skin, this one coming from the back. It was aimed at his lower spine, but luckily it had no effect and he remained unharmed.

Gerald spun around and swung the Toothpick horizontally, but because the Goblin was quite small compared to himself, instead of completely decapitating him, the Toothpick only took away the top half of the little monster's head. It fell on the ground spasming like mad, but Gerald paid it no attention – he had no time to waste.

The wave of hairy monsters attacked him all at once among high-pitched screams and shrieks.

He waved his hand and activated the Thorns spell. The ground cracked and vine-like stone snakes slithered out, full of sharp thorns and spikes. The assault was instantly halted in its tracks as the Goblins in the front were brutally impaled on the rocks.
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                Gerald spun and jumped around, spear in hand, and acted like a bladed tornado, cutting and destroying everything in his path. Cut limbs and fresh blood flew into the sky as he spun around like an ice skate dancer.

Every once in a while he glanced at the Orc Elite who was becoming increasingly enraged after watching his warriors be cut apart like some cheap vegetables.

Gerald grinned mockingly and suddenly threw a Fireball at the armored beast.

"Wurah!" Tak-Rai growled and cut the Fireball in half with his weapon making it explode before hitting him.

"I'll tear you apart!" the Orc suddenly snarled and launched himself forward. The thorns on the ground didn't stop him for even a second as he bulldozed through them like a mad bull.

Clang!

The weapons collided and sparks flew, Gerald had to focus his attention entirely on the Orc Elite. 'It's too strong! What the hell!'

The beast had massive muscles under the armor and it was also bigger than him, forcing Gerald to grip the spear with both hands for a change. The Toothpick and meat cleaver collided aggressively, each leaving a shallow dent in the other.

Being unable to overpower his opponent and having many little pests run under his feet trying to hurt him, Gerald doubled his weight for better stability and pushed back with even more grit.

As he blocked another strike from Tak-Rai and deflected his weapon sideways, giving him a split-second opportunity to counterattack.

However, instead of striking with his spear, Gerald spun around and doubled his weight again, kicking the Orc in the stomach.

Tak-Rai tumbled back, and meanwhile, Gerald formed a Fireball as fast as he could. "Burn you freak!"

Boom!

"Awr!" The Orc growled as the fiery explosion hit him, he got pushed back, but he then quickly put out the flames and remained mostly unharmed.

"Lesser being actually dares to hurt me?! I'll tear you to pieces!" the Orc roared and didn't even bother to pick up his weapon, and instead attacked with bare fists.

It was just that each punch carried immense force with it and the ground moved in sync with the strikes. Each punch would trigger a pillar of stone to shoot out of the ground toward Gerald, and he could barely defend himself.

He created wall after wall to block the pillars, and each strike cracked and subsequently broke through them, forcing him to move backward and create new ones in their place.

The attacks came from the front, but also from the sides. He was assaulted by the Orc Elite in the front, and the little pests tried to stab him from the back. Irritated, he jumped up and threw out three Fireballs at once to kill a few Goblins. But then the Orc suddenly grinned and punched the air up at him.

Rumble!

A pillar shot up at an amazing speed and hit Gerald at the back of his head, causing him to momentarily lose consciousness and fall to the ground. The impact gave him a mild concussion and disoriented his senses, giving Tak-Rai ample opportunity to attack.

"Haha, you are mine!" he madly roared and jumped on top of Gerald, pummeling him with all he had.

Luckily Juggernaut was constantly active, otherwise, his head would have already turned to mush. He tried to defend himself from the barrage of attacks, but the Orc was just too strong!

In a desperate attempt to free himself, Gerald created explosions all over his body to gain a few seconds of breathing room.

Ka-boom!

Tak-Rai was thrown off by the blast, but was quickly back on his feet and rushing forward to attack once more. In that second or two of freedom, Gerald covered himself with the Stone Armor and scrambled to stand up.

Blood dripped out of his mouth, his lip was split, and his nose was broken. He had bleeding under the skin as well, and a few parts of his face started to swell already. Bruises and cuts were across his chest and arms as well, but he paid them no mind. He had to kill the Orc!

Two giant figures rushed towards each other, one covered in metal, the other covered in rock.

Bang!

The two collided, and the impact reverberated through the forest, followed by an aggressive brawl and wrestling on the floor.

Suddenly, Gerald pulled his spear close to himself with a thought, and made it disappear into the ring. He jumped forward with all he had and hugged the Orc Elite, before nullifying gravity and jumping up with the help of an explosion.

Tak-Rai was shocked and confused, to say the least, so he only reacted a second later, but by then they were already dozens of meters in the air.

"Let me down, you bastard! Wah!" He pounded and clawed at Gerald's back, tearing off stone plates and scratching his skin. But Gerald simply gritted his teeth and flew even higher.

This was his chance!
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                The Orc tried to use magic, however, Gerald already figured out how to interfere with it.

When trying to kill the Minecrawler Queen he got his Stone Pupped nullified by the giant monster. That's when he realized that magic could be interfered with and made useless.

As long as your mind was stronger than your opponent's you could disrupt his control over Mana. Depending on the distance and strength difference, the effects would, of course, vary.

Anyway, although the Orc was physically stronger, he was mentally weaker and could only flail around helplessly. Soon they were kilometers in the air, and that's when Gerald gave the Orc a strong punch, separating him from himself.

Then they started a free fall.

"Thirty seconds… That's how long you have to live!" Gerald made a bloody grin as he spoke to the Orc falling not too far away from himself. He took out the Toothpick and held it in a reverse grip, looking at the ground below in anticipation.

"You-!" The Orc roared, "You think this measly fall can kill me?! Get over here and I'll tear you to pieces!" He tried to glide closer to Gerald and grab him, but the latter just moved further away and ignored him.

"It's about time!" Gerald's right hand that was holding the spear arched back and a massive amount of Mana gathered around it.

Boom!

The spear exploded out of his hand and shot down towards the ground like a missile.

Bang!

It struck itself into the ground, handle first, with the sharp point looking towards the sky.

Gerald waved his hand and a low air pressure zone was created under the Orc all the way to the ground.

"Noooo! You bastard!" Tak-Rai realized that he lost control and could only fall on the predetermined route. But he couldn't do anything to change it, because the human was right beside it, controlling it all!

About one hundred meters above the ground Gerald became weightless again and started to slow his descent. The Orc, on the other hand, crashed to the earth at full speed.

A cloud of dust rose into the sky.

Gerald landed gracefully, as gracefully as you can when having torn clothes and a bloody face. He extended his hand and a sword materialized in his palm as he slowly walked forward.

"Cough, cough… Fucking...bastard...human! You...have...no...honor…" The Orc Elite laid on the ground looking up, with many of his bones broken, and was coughing out blood. The Toothpick was coming out of his chest, through the metal plates as well as his body.

"Honor? Hehe! What is that? Can it be eaten?" Gerald mocked amid laughter. "My world has forgotten what honor in the war was from the time the first guns were invented! Besides, you have no right to speak about honor, beast!"

"Ghaaah…" the Orc replied in rage, blood filling his lungs.

"It's time to end this…" Gerald lifted his sword towards the sun, "By the blood of my enemy, and the souls of the slain... I shall call you… Orc Slayer!"

Splurt!

The head flew and blood gushed out like a fountain. The Orc Elite, Tak-Rai, was dead, and the sword, Orc Slayer, was born! Gerald then moaned in pain, lifted a rock from the ground, and sat on it. He was exhausted, and his Mana reserves low 

Giehehe!

The remaining Goblins finally dared to show their ugly faces again and cautiously circled Gerald once more.

He glanced at them from the corner of his eye, "Annoying pests! You think I'm so easy to bully?!" Gerald looked at the dark, stinky beasts and grinned maliciously. With just a thought, a stone wall rose all around, trapping him and the Goblins inside.

"Just because I'm tired doesn't mean I'll just let you step all over me!" He took out ten Thorns spell scrolls and activated them at the same time. The entire place filled with thorns in seconds, excluding the space around him, and screams of fear and suffering reverberated through the forest for a while after.

Then it all returned to silence.

Gerald drank a few potions and cast Recovery on himself and then took a short moment to relax in the middle of the thorny field.

When he got back up, he went to the Orc Elite and cut off a piece of his flesh, and took a bite.

"Bleagh!" He immediately spat it all out, "That's the most disgusting thing I have ever tasted!" He kicked the corpse and cursed, "Fucking useless! No wonder everybody hates you! Can't even eat this crap!"

He didn't even think about tasting the Goblins. They already stank like death, so their flesh was probably like a rotten piece of shit! Still, he could use Essence Extraction on them, so it was not all bad… Though he didn't have time to process a hundred corpses at the moment, so he just stored them in his ring. It had plenty of space after all.

During the cleanup he found a lucky Goblin that somehow managed to avoid every single thorn and remained relatively unscathed, he just couldn't move much. Being surrounded from all sides by thorns and all...

"Heh, your luck just ran out little guy," Gerald grinned and prepared to kill it. But then an idea popped into his mind. What if he let it escape and then follow it? He pretended to be clumsy and instead of cutting the Goblin, he broke the thorns around it, giving it some space to run.

The Goblin was of course wholly terrified from all that had happened and didn't even think about fighting. It quickly ran away and squeezed through and crack in the wall, disappearing in the dense forest. What it didn't know, however, was that it was all planned by the dangerous human, and it was secretly being followed back to the nest!

The Goblin ran for a good while until it came to a small crack in the ground. There were many such cracks and holes in the forest, it was nothing unusual.

However, this crack was much deeper than the rest and expanded into a tunnel after a while. It was enough for a grown man, or an Orc, to just barely fit through.

"So that's where you are hiding!" Gerald quickly appeared before the Goblin and killed it with a punch. He stowed away the corpse and then flew up, way above the forest canopy, to see any landmarks so he could remember the place.

He was not in a mood to continue fighting, and right now he just wanted to return home to rest and recover. So, after marking the place on a map, he slowly glided home.
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                During his flight back though, Gerald experienced another episode of headaches and had to make an emergency landing. His mind was filled with sounds and pictures of death, seemingly from a single battle, from the viewpoint of the ones dying.

The pictures were a mess, overlapping and interfering with each other, mixing with various feelings and emotions, primarily the dark ones like anger, rage, and fear.

It lasted for quite a while and Gerald's pain increased so great that he held his head in pain and rolled on the ground, barely holding it together.

Then, the thing he saw was his own face! He was looking at himself from below, from the ground up. He saw his own mouth move and speak, but he didn't understand the words.

Then a sword rose to the sky, reflecting the sunlight and… Nothing. The visions were no more.

Gerald shook his head, still muddleheaded and confused, his emotions, heart rate, and breathing all out of whack. He was sweating profusely and wiped his forehead as he tried to make sense of what just happened.

"Was that… Did I just…" he mumbled incoherently, but then firmly shook his head, "No... It couldn't be, I must have been imagining things. I need to get back and take a rest… I must…"

He soon rose back to the skies, the warm wind blowing through his hair and clearing his mind.



Gerald returned to the Black Onyx mansion sometime later. The butler Sebas Tian quickly came to welcome him and tell him the news: They had a guest!

It was Tabbris Northendark, and he came to visit a few hours prior. The butler explained that the man was already told Gerald was absent, but he insisted on waiting for his return.

So, after discussing the situation with the ladies, Tabbris was allowed to stay and was treated as a distinguished guest. He was quite popular and well-known after all.

But Gerald didn't bother to care and went to take a rest, not even announcing his swift return. Only after the butler mentioned it casually a few hours later did the rest of the inhabitants learn of it.

Tabbris insisted to have a meeting with him, so Xilia led him to Gerald's room, but he didn't answer. It happened a few times before when Gerald was too engrossed in his research or experiments and completely zoned out, so she simply opened the door instead of waiting outside.

To their surprise, they found Gerald sleeping on the bed peacefully, however his bare back and upper torso were covered with fresh wounds.

"This looks like claw marks!" Xilia gasped.

Tabbris took a closer look and confirmed her suspicion, they were indeed claw marks!

'What could possibly wound him like this? Even a normal sword can't pierce his skin!'

Their chatter woke Gerald up and he rubbed his eyes in a bad mood. He propped himself up and looked at them. "What do you want?" he asked, clearly irritated they disturbed his rest.

Xilia tried to explain, but Tabbris stopped her and bowed slightly, "Sorry to disturb your rest, Gerald, it wasn't on purpose! But since you are awake I can say what I came here for…"

He brought forward a small chest and opened it. "My father wished to apologize and has sent me to give you a few gifts… We didn't know what would be to your liking so I brought you these few things here for you to choose."

Gerald took a glance inside the chest, and although there was some nice stuff, it didn't move him too much.

"Magic equipment? Precious stones? Gold?" Gerald spoke out loud and then turned to look at Tabbris, "Listen, no offense, but I have no need for any of these… If you wanna apologize just say so, there is no need to send me these trinkets."

Though the things were nice, they were worth maybe a couple of hundred gold coins each. He didn't need money anymore and the things didn't really suit him.

"Not to your liking?" Tabbris frowned a tiny bit, "But father insists we have to gift you something… How about this, you tell me what would you like and I'll see what I can do?"

"Really? Anything I want?" Gerald asked doubtfully. Why did they have to bother him so much? It's almost as if he was forced to accept their gift.

'It's not some sort of weird trap, is it?'

"Well, it's not anything but… I'll do my best to fulfill your wish!" Tabbris promised, his face looking determined and serious.

Gerald lifted his eyebrow and then walked around the room in a circle, thinking of what to ask for. He had no need for more wealth, but what about knowledge?

"I would like to know what your sister was doing at that lake, and how to replicate it!" he eventually requested.

However… Tabbris immediately shook his head and said, "I'm sorry, but that's a closely guarded secret, and without His Majesty's permission we can't share it… I'll have to ask you to choose something else."

"A powerful secret, huh?" Gerald rubbed his chin, "Now I really want to know… But okay, since you can't say it… What about your, Falcon Dance Combat Art, was it? I would like to learn that!"

Tabbris blinked in disbelief, he was absolutely shocked! "That's it?" He then shook his head and chuckled, "Of course, it's not a problem at all!" He took the booklet and handed it over to Gerald.

"I always carry this thing with me, it was the first Combat Art I learned after I started cult- Ahem! After I began my training when I was young." He almost let a word slip out of his mouth, but luckily he stopped himself in time.

Gerald didn't notice anything unusual, nor did he care. He only had eyes for the Falcon Dance instruction book and nothing else! "Oh!" He suddenly remembered something and flicked his finger.

Bang!

"Aaaah!" Xilia jumped up in fright as a bloody corpse suddenly materialized in front of her and fell heavily to the floor.

"This is… An Orc?!" Tabbris opened his eyes wide in shock. He then looked at Gerald and his seemingly fresh wounds and immediately connected the dots in his mind.

"Yup! I reckoned you would be interested in knowing since your family seems to have close ties to the King and all..." Gerald explained. "I found this fella and about a hundred of the little pests in a forest, thought someone should know…"

"A hundred?" Tabbris repeated his words in a whisper. He was currently crouching above the Orc and examining the wound on his chest. The metal plate was the thickness of a finger but it was still pierced through. The entire armor was bent and deformed, bones broken, and skin cracked. And he was seemingly flattened from a heavy impact!

It was almost as if a mountain was dropped on him!
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                "Here," Gerald handed over a copy of the map and then made a few quick pictures of the place. "It's around here, and there should be a crack in the ground like this… I'll be going there in a few days after I recover, but if you want to do something before that, be my guest!"

Tabbris took the paper with a serious expression and looked over it. The pictures were so clear and life-like that he couldn't help but take a deep breath in surprise.

"I see…" He bowed towards Gerald and said, "You have done our Kingdom a great service finding these clues… I'll be going now, I have to notify my father as soon as possible!" He then left the mansion at the fastest speed, seemingly in a hurry to spread the news.

Gerald simply shrugged his shoulders and let him do whatever he wanted. He had other things to do right now, namely recover...and read!

He sat comfortably on the bed and opened the Falcon Dance Combat Art and read the first sentence. A smile crept up his face…



"Father! Father!" Tabbris ran through the hallway in the Royal Palace where the guest rooms were.

The Guardians had their own place to stay when in the capital, but on special occasions and in times of war, they could stay in the Royal Palace.

And now it was one of those special occasions.

"What is it?" He found his father in an office, seemingly going over Kingdom maps and refreshing his memory on war strategies. He appeared busy.

"Was there something wrong with the gifts? Also, did you confirm if he can really fly, or confirm his true identity?" Razor Northendark questioned.

"Ah! I completely forgot about that!" Tabbris slapped his forehead. "But it doesn't matter anymore, I have discovered something much more important!"

He hurriedly took out the papers Gerald gave him and spread them out on the table.

"What is this?" Razor asked doubtfully. He sent his son to create a friendly relationship with Gerald, but also to figure out who that guy really was. He did some research and the information he received made it appear as if the guy simply appeared out of thin air about half a year ago. It was suspicious!

"So, I went to deliver these gifts…" Tabbris told of the entire conversation he had with Gerald and how he got the maps.

Razor's face darkened as he listened, "An Orc you say…" He looked through the window and commented, "It's too late to do anything today, but I'll go and speak with the King and see what can be done!"

Tabbris nodded in agreement, "I'll bring the Phoenix Knights to take a look tomorrow. Based on the map it should take us about a day to ride there, so we won't know if the lead is any good for a while…"

His father approved of his idea and even gave him a document. "Take this and go get a Royal raven. Send us a message as soon as you discover something!"

***

Gerald just finished reading the Falcon Dance manual.

"What is agility?" Gerald wondered out loud. "In simple terms… It's the ability to change the direction of movement while still being in control of your own body… The faster the change, the greater the agility!"

He stroked his chin with a smile and stared into space, "Who knew you could use Mana in this way. I would need at least a few months of trial and error to stumble upon it by chance! Having a guide sure is useful, hehe!"

He stood up and stretched his body. Then he took a combat stance and did a few kicks in the air while guiding Mana according to the manual. He spun around and jumped, kicked off the wall, and did a summersault, landing gracefully back on the floor.

Spinning around he punched the air aggressively and continued kicking, dodging, and punching, almost as if there was an actual enemy fighting him. His movements were like the wind, fast and silent, and his punches and kicks flowed smoothly like water, going with the flow.

"Not bad, not bad! No wonder I couldn't touch him back then! Compared to now, I was just like a beginner martial artist, simply raw power but no technique! I can definitely make use of this…" Gerald exclaimed after thoroughly testing his new capabilities.

To say that he was satisfied would be an understatement. Many would probably gladly accept the gifts from the Northendarks, but Gerald would instead risk offending them by wishing for something else.

The Falcon Dance Combat Art might not be worth all that much, but it was quite difficult to find. The publicly open library only contained theoretical knowledge and low-level spells, and even those weren't all that useful. Getting his hands on more closely guarded secrets was a must if he wanted to grow as fast as possible!

While learning the Falcon Dance, Gerald gained a few insights, and a whole new world opened before him. He even got a few ideas on how to combine both spells into one, Juggernaut and Falcon Dance.

To make sure it all worked as it should and there were no problems it would take at least a few days, maybe even more. But it would all be worth it in the end!

"Although…." Gerald sighed, "The Mana consumption is getting extreme already! If I actually manage to combine it, it will consume around 100 MP/min… I could only use it for a few minutes!"

Gerald took in a cold breath, "Yikes! That's not good! I need to either increase my recovery rate or get even more Mana…" He checked his storage space inside the ring, only to then shake his head in disappointment.

"I'm so poor! Not a single God's Blood is left… And they are so damn difficult to find!"

It was not like the plant was rare, far from it, it's just that it was quite difficult to distinguish among hundreds of other plants unless it was blooming. Though then again, the flower was the one that contained the most desirable properties.

The entire herb was quite small, making it easily missed among the dense grass.

"Eh~…" Gerald sighed, "I'll just focus on Greater Mana Potions first I guess… I'll just give the recipe to Qiona, that should make her happy." He decided to take the freeloaders in his mansion on a herb-gathering adventure! It was time to experience the wilderness once again!
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                The following day, Gerald took Elly, Xilia, and Sera with him to gather herbs for potions.

Meanwhile, Qiona remained home, studying the new recipes she received, and trying to create Greater Mana Potion with the few herbs Gerald had left her.

The group left the capital in the morning, walking past many people that were going to and from Auralba.

"You all know how to use Earth magic, correct?" Gerald wanted to teach them a new spell, and the girls were working hard for the past month, trying to learn as much as possible.

They all nodded.

"Good! We'll use this time to learn a movement spell called Rockslide!" Since they had plenty of free time until they got to a good spot where Magic Roots grew, why not learn a few things on the way?

Gerald demonstrated the spell by lifting a small mound of dirt and standing on a stone slab that rested on top of it. He moved it around with his thoughts while encouraging his students to mimic him.

"Let's go, just as we trained! Use your imagination to take control of the dirt under your feet and mold it to your will!"

Elly was the first to show some results. Although she didn't know how to use Earth magic before meeting Gerald, she worked hard to improve, but she had also already experienced Rockslide before.

Anyway, a few hours later they reached their destination and nobody could successfully cast the Rockslide. But that was to be expected, after all not everybody was a talented genius.

They then picked the roots and flowers for the rest of the day, and they lived happily ever after.

The end.



No, but seriously, they gathered sacks full of Mana Roots and Morning Dew, all while playing and joking around.

At the end of the day, there was even the first successful Rockslide! It was Xilia of all people, and she used this opportunity to show off, driving around, lifting dust, and laughing arrogantly.

That was, of course, until a boulder sticking out of the ground blocked her path and she crashed into it, resulting in a most spectacular faceplant!

"Bwahaha, serves you right!" Sera burst out laughing and pointed at her unfortunate teammate. "Look at me, I'm so good...ops! Never mind!" she taunted, mimicking Xilia's proud display.

Splat!

A fistful of mud hit her face, even entering her mouth and nose!

Now it was Xilia's turn to laugh, "Oh, hehe, I didn't know you like eating mud that much, hohoho!"

Watching their comical display, even Elly couldn't help but giggle, though she covered her mouth not to be noticed.

Anyway, their day went by without any major accidents and by the time it became dark, they peacefully camped in the wild.

It was a quiet and peaceful night... for them at least!



"Aaaaaaah! Noooooo!"

Loud woman's screams came from a dense part of the forest.

The terrain was completely destroyed, with charred tree stumps and cracked ground, and with blood puddles making the ground slippery and nauseating.

An Orc patrol ambushed a group of young warriors, and from the aftermath, it was clear that the humans lost.

One of the members of the group, a young girl, was currently struggling to get herself free from the grasp of an Orc Warrior Elite. But it was futile. The beast seemed to enjoy her helpless screams and struggles, giving her just enough leeway to keep her hope alive.

Then, with a loud ripping sound, the woman's attire was torn off her body and discarded like an old rag, revealing her white skin that created a great contrast with the dark-red blood flowing across it.

Her teammates were forced to watch as the giant Elite Orc Warrior forced himself onto her, with a stature gruesomely incompatible with the small body of the young warrior.

The other Orcs cheered for their leader loudly, with animalistic sounds that made people tremble in fear.

"Stop! Please… Please just let her go!" Desperate cries of a warrior came from somewhere among the captured humans, but it was quickly silenced among a rain of fists and roaring laughter.

The rest of the men watched quietly with somber faces devoid of hope. Some regretted not ending their own lives when they still had the chance, while others already lost their minds and were now only husks of their former selves.

The screaming and struggling of the girl eventually came to an end as the Orc leader took a momentary break after satisfying his lust.

His large body moved and he arrived in front of the prisoners, grabbing one of them at random and lifting him up with one hand like it was nothing.

Wham!

Sharp fangs sank into the flesh of the male warrior, and with a quick tug, his head, still carrying a horrified expression, was torn away from the rest of the body. Blood gushed from the fresh corpse and the Elite Orc Warrior drank it in big gulps as if drinking delicious wine.

His teammates shuddered at the sight, and a few of those that still had some sanity left emptied their bowels in fear. They all knew what was to come.

Women would be raped repeatedly, to the edge of death, and then brought back to the Orc village or a cave, where they would be kept alive for the next few months before giving birth to even more of these monsters.

It would be hell and torture the entire time, and in the end, they would be eaten from the inside by their own offspring.

Men had it relatively easy in that regard. They would be just raped by the young Orcs that had a lower social status and then tortured for days until death. Some would be given the honor of being eaten alive, but not before being used as a training dummy for the young monsters.

In any case, every single one of the captured humans would beg for death before the end of the first day. It was just so horrifying.

Crackling sounds came from the Orc leader as he satisfied his hunger on the flesh of the young warrior. Bones broke and muscles tore under the strong yaw and teeth of the hairy monster.

After finishing the meal, the gaze of the Elite Orc fell on another female, hiding among the group. There was a glint in the eyes of the Orc leader and he gestured for her to be brought forth.

He was lusting for another round.

"No… No, please! Just kill me! NOOOO!" The girl tried her best to escape, but her strength was nowhere near enough.

Soon her bloodcurdling screams reverberated through the wilderness, and her cries of horror could be heard for kilometers around.

Sights like these were all too common these past weeks. Brave young men and women, trying to protect their Kingdom, trying to gain recognition and prestige, went out into the wild, only to cry for a quick death after failing in their mission.

Many scout parties went missing and not a single person returned to tell the tale.

The strong became stronger, while the weak were sacrificed by both sides in this bloody battle between worlds.

Current deaths: Too many, but more to come.
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                In the dark night, The Orc Elite suddenly lifted his head, lookig into the distance. The Scouts stationed all around also looked in the same direction, their ears turning there as well.

"Horses. Someone is coming!" one of the Orc Scouts suddenly announced.

The captured warriors noticed the change and struggled to look in the same direction too, though they were unable to see or hear anything.

"Gag them up! We should avoid another fight if at all possible," the Orc Elite said after hearing the sound of horse hooves coming closer. Now the humans could already hear it too and they became excited.

'Horses! We are safe! This must be a powerful group of warriors!' Just as the man opened his mouth to shout, a stinky rag was forced inside and a rope was tied around his head, forcing him to almost choke on it. He could barely breathe, let alone shout for help.

Every warrior present had the same fate, they were tied up and gagged before they even knew what was happening.

The sound of horse riders was coming closer and closer, it sounded as if they were just tens of meters away! But then, under the watchful eyes of the Orcs, they slowly became quieter, disappearing into the distance.

'No! This can't be! Come back, please!' A man struggled desperately, but he was tightly tied and laying on the ground. He couldn't do a thing!

'I must do something, I can't let it end like this!' He struggled to move his hands even though the rough rope cut into his skin, and forcefully managed to touch one of his pouches on his belt. With the tips of his fingers, he gripped the neck of a bottle and pulled it out. It was the Bottled Thunder! It was one he pre-mixed as the fight started but didn't have the opportunity to use.

He steeled his mind and gripped the bottle, trying to smash it on the ground. He was prepared to die from the moment they were captured by Orcs. And if his sacrifice could take a few of them down, he was more than happy to do it.

'Oh, no!' The dirt under him was soft, and the dead leaves and fresh grass covered the forest floor, there was nothing hard to bang the bottle against!

"Mhmm!" The man became desperate as the sounds of horses became quieter by the second.

An Orc Scout saw him struggling on the floor and sneered, "Heh! Shut up!" He kicked the man in the stomach, forcing him to drop the bottle.

"Haha, what's this? A potion?" The beast picked up the bottle and opened it, taking a sniff. "Bleagh! What is this stench! You filthy humans, always carrying around poisons! Cowardly trash, haha!"

The Orc Scout then tossed the bottle with all his strength, and would you know, it hit a tree!

Yes, in the middle of a forest it hit a tree, what about it?

Boom!

A powerful explosion sounded out in the night, alerting every living being in a few-kilometer radius.

"What have you done?!" The Orc Elite suddenly roared and clawed at the Orc Scout.

The humanoid beast tried to defend itself, "Ah! It wasn't me! It was this human, he tricked me!"

"Roar!" The Elite roared in rage, but his worst fears came true! They were discovered!

"Over there! The explosion came from over there!" Shouts and lights suddenly started coming closer, and the sounds of horse hooves striking the ground sounded even louder than before. They were approaching quickly!

Suddenly a bright light shone through the darkness, illuminating the group of Orcs and wounded humans.

"It's Orcs! Ready your spells and prepare for battle!" The shout came from the man in the front. He was clad in blue armor, though it was not shiny as the rest of his entourage, but instead full of scratches and hit marks, a mark of his previous battles.

The twenty horse riders of the Phoenix Knights surrounded the Orcs and unloaded their spells without a second thought. Although they didn't specifically target the captured humans, they didn't hesitate to attack should they be used as a shield.

"Damn humans, curse you!" The Orc Elite roared and took his sword, swinging it aggressively in the moonlight.

The warriors, of course, didn't understand a single word, they just considered it as growls of a monster.

Tabbris Northendark, clad in his Mithril armor, led his warriors with determination and vigor. As their first action, they all attacked with magic from afar, breaking the ranks of Orcs that tried to gather into a defensive formation. There were twenty Phoenix Knights against ten Orcs, but they didn't hold the surprise advantage for long.

The Orc gang was made from a mix of Warriors and Scouts, combining strength and speed in equal portions, with the Orc Warrior Elite as their leader.

Tabbris frowned at the sight of the bloodthirsty monster. Based on size alone, he was in the middle of Silver Ranks! He couldn't fight it head-on.

"Take care of the rest, I'll deal with the big guy!" Tabbris shouted and turned his horse towards his opponent. He immediately took his enchanted Mithril sword and put on the helmet. He was not messing around this time.

"Hmph!" The Orc Elite snorted loudly and spat on the floor, "It's just a bunch of small children, I was worried for nothing!" He grinned, showing his sharp white fangs, "Good! I was just wondering where to get more food! Gahahaha!"

The Orc Elite lifted his meat cleaver and suddenly sprinted forward, his metal armor loudly rattling on his body. A bloodthirsty expression formed on his face as he jumped up, bringing the meat cleaver high above his head, putting his entire body weight behind the strike.

"Damn it!" Tabbris immediately noticed what the Orc tried to do, and jumped off his horse just in time. A split-second later, the meat cleaver came crashing down and decapitated the horse while also taking a part of the right shoulder with it.

"My steed!"

Tabbris shuddered at the sight and laded on the ground with a roll. His brave stead was killed in an instant!

'What power! I can't fight that!' The thought went through his head, but there was no time to rest. The Elite already turned around, aiming for him.

Bang!

The meat cleaver split the ground where Tabbris stood just a moment before, sending dirt and stones flying in all directions.
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                In that instant, Tabbris stabbed forward with his sword, right in the gap at the side of the Orc's chest plate.

Having done a successful strike, he almost wanted to celebrate, but then the sword stopped going further in, only creating a shallow stab wound.

Although it was a few centimeters deep, compared to the giant body of the Orc, it was quite insignificant. Tabbris almost wanted to cry, "Damn it, why do my opponents have to be so difficult to deal with these days?!"

Roar!

Time for whining was cut short as the Orc Elite became enraged and swung his weapon forward, infuriated. He attacked aggressively like a mad dog, and Tabbris could do nothing but take evasive maneuvers to keep some distance and stay alive.

He already figured he couldn't deal with the Orc and could only waste his time, hoping his teammates would finish quickly and give him a hand.

Unfortunately, they didn't have it easy either. The Orcs were at least twice as strong and were much more aggressive in the fight, all while being unafraid of death.

They would even take a hit if it meant they could deal significant damage to the opponent in return. For that reason, the human side had to be extremely careful not to give them any opportunities.

Tabbris felt like crying. He could clearly see that help was not coming and so he had no choice but to run and jump around like a clown, avoiding the Orc, and wasting his time.

He was getting tired already, but he, fortunately, had a few Stamina Potions that he got from the King's alchemists. They were still in early production so they weren't the best quality, but he was more than happy to have them.

Tabbris drank the potion while dodging and doing acrobatics and almost choked on it!

"Quit jumping around! Gaaah!" The Orc Elite was losing his patience with his opponent already. Simply chasing a target was no fun and he was sick of it.

Suddenly he stopped and looked across the battlefield to the next closest human warrior.

The man was called Ravian and was Tabbris' right-hand man. He was currently entangled in a fight with an Orc Scout and was completely oblivious of the bloodthirsty yes looking at him.

"Don't you dare, beast! You are fighting with me!" Tabbris shouted and taunted the Orc by showing him his ass, "You want this? I'm still young and my meat is nice and juicy, come, take a bite if you can!"

But the Elite just spared him a glance and then grinned evilly. He turned around and rushed towards Ravian with the sharp blade ready to strike!

"Stop!" Tabbris shouted, but he was ignored. The Orc was quickly approaching his brother in arms, giving him little time to act.

"Damn it!" He quickly opened his Golden Pouch and took out a knife. It was made of white gold and full of runes, giving off a regal and powerful aura. The blade shone in the moonlight as Tabbris brought it to his lips and whispered an incantation.

"...Die!"

Wooooo!

The wind around him surged and covered the blade, becoming faster and stronger as the blade cut through the night after it was thrown.

The Orc Elite detected the deadly presence and rolled to the side, the blade just barely grazing his back and cutting through his metal armor like a hot knife through butter.

"Haha, useless human!" the Orc laughed and turned back towards his target with his eyes mocking him.

Only, there was something wrong. The knife missed him, that was true… But it struck the distracted Orc Scout squarely in the chest. The Wind magic raged like a hurricane, ravaging his body and spraying blood into the night!

RO0O0oooar...

Soon, instead of an armored chest, only a gory and bloody hole remained.

Ravian looked at the knife and immediately understood. He picked it up and gave a thumbs-up to Tabbris who was waving at him from afar.

The Orc Elite knew he had been had. The actual target was his subordinate, and now two of these annoying weaklings would team up on him.

"Hmph! Small tricks, as if this changes anything!" He tightened his grip on the blade and rushed forward as he had planned. Taking out weaker targets first was a logical action in battle.

But, just because Ravian was not fighting anymore it didn't mean he was an easy target!

Ka-cha!

Bamf!

Suddenly ice formed beneath the Orc's feet, making him fall unceremoniously.

"Riordian! You are finally here!" Tabbris shouted and ran to meet his cousin. The mage was standing on a wagon pulled by two horses, with opened barrels of water beside him.

"I'm not as fast as you guys, you should at least make a path for me," the guy answered nonchalantly and gathered a sphere of water for his next spell.

As a mage that mainly fought using Water and Ice spells, he needed to have the catalyst with him at all times. But they needed to bring supplies with them anyway so he traveled on the cart near his barrels of water.

The three warriors looked at the Orc at once and formed a triangle formation. Riordian and Tabbris started forming Ice Lances around themselves meanwhile Ravian prepared to attack with his longsword.

The Orc's eyes darted from one person to another, all while unable to have all three of them in his sights at once.

The Phoenix Knights were used to fighting monsters way stronger than themselves and their teamwork was impeccable.

Ravian went first, attacking with his longsword while hiding his body behind a shield. Then, when the Orc Elite tried to retaliate he would get pelted from the back by sharp Ice Lances.

If he tried to turn around and protect himself he would get stabbed in the leg or back by Ravian's sword or burned by Bottled Thunder. The Phoenix Knights loved using explosives and fire, after all. It kind of came with the name.

The battle was nothing spectacular, far from it. The three were just slowly working the Orc, filling his body with shallow wounds and enraging him further. It was all part of the plan.

Sometime later, when the Orc Warrior Elite finally lost his mind from all the damage, a tiny bolt from a crossbow hit his neck.

Having reached his peak frenzy, the Orc simply abandoned the defense and rushed at Riordian who seemed the easiest target. Unfortunately for him, he barely did a few steps when the world started spinning and he stumbled forward like a drunkard after a long night in the bar.

"This is some good stuff, don't you think? The toxins of the Warg," Riordian said to the Orc, smiling thinly and mocking him with his gaze.
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                Bumf!

The Orc was finally unable to go on and collapsed on the ground. He was so close, just five more meters, and he could tear that mage apart!

'Cursed cowardly humans! Raaaaaah!' The Orc raged in his mind, but only a quiet whimper was heard coming from his mouth.

It was over!

After executing the Orc, Riordian and Ravian ran to help the rest of their teammates while Tabbris looked at the knife in his hand with regret.

"Sigh, there goes my trump card… I can't rely on it for the next two weeks…" He had a pained expression on his face. His dagger was a sure-kill magic treasure for any enemy under the Gold Rank, and even then it was still quite useful.

"Aish… Wasting my Hurricane Blade on an Orc Scout, haah…" Tabbris sighed and complained loudly and then stowed the dagger away. He still had more enemies to kill and his teammates were relying on him, he couldn't stay down forever.

With their leader dead, the rest of the Orcs lost morale as well as teamwork. They fought like animals, clawing, biting, and growling, but it was all in vain. The Phoenix Knights were well organized and slowly tired out their opponents, covering them in shallow wounds and strategically draining them of strength.

They also poisoned their weapons and with each strike an Orc received, he became slower and less responsive. In the end, they all collapsed at the feet of humans and could only patiently wait for death to come.



The fight ended with every single Orc dead.

There were no casualties among the Phoenix Knights, although one of them broke his hand when trying to block an Orc Warrior's strike head-on instead of deflecting or avoiding it. Other than that, they were all fine.

The group of warriors that got attacked, however, well, that was another story altogether.

"Please kill me…" A young girl in torn clothes sat helplessly on the ground, her eyes blank and without life. She kept whispering these words over and over again.

"Hey, come on now, you are safe," a member of the Phoenix Knights tried to cheer her up, but to no avail.

Suddenly there was a glint in her eyes and she swiftly grabbed the knife the guy had on his belt and tried to cut her own neck!

"Hey! No, stop it!" He caught her hand just in time and held her tightly so she wouldn't hurt herself.

"Let me go I want to die! Let me die!" the woman screamed hysterically and thrashed around, trying to free herself.

Splash!

A bucket of ice-cold water was suddenly splashed on her, soaking her from head to toe.

"The Orcs are dead, you are safe now." The man with the bucket was Riordian Notrhendark, the talented Ice mage.

His eyes carried no warmth but were instead cold like the icy water he just used. Although his action might seem a bit extreme, it at least achieved the desired effect. The girl calmed down, somewhat.

"We'll take care of you from now on, and when we get back to Auralba the Priest of the Church of Innos can help purge your body and purify your soul."

Riordian then turned to one of the female Knights, "Take care of her, will you?"

The girl's name was Igrit and she stood to attention after being called.

"Of course!" she answered and then turned to the poor girl on the ground, "Come, let's get you cleaned and warmed up. It's going to be okay now, you are safe." Igrit covered her trembling body with a blanket and hugged her, helping her stand up.

The act of kindness was finally too much for the girl's mind and she broke down crying. She wailed loudly while the female Knight tried to console her.

"What's the situation?" Tabbris came and asked Riordian.

"Severe," the latter answered and spoke of what he learned.

"A group of fifteen, they just set up camp when they were attacked. Five were killed immediately and two died of torture after. There was one extra survivor when we arrived but unfortunately, we were too late and he didn't make it."

"Those two girls…" he gestured with his head. "Well, you have seen the result. They might physically recover, but their mind is another thing altogether. The last girl was lucky and didn't suffer too much, but seeing her friends suffer such gruesome fate might scar her for life…"

His gaze was still cold and seemingly indifferent, but his friends all knew that that's just how he dealt with strong emotions.

Tabbris slowly nodded and stayed silent for a while. He looked at the blood-covered corpses around the camp and eventually sighed, "Any suggestions?"

"Return to capital," Riordian answered shortly. "We need to take these people to safety first, and I believe you also noticed that just the twenty of us won't be enough if we discover the actual nest…"

Nodding once again, Tabris calmly spoke, "Get the camp ready, we'll spend the night here. Tomorrow we are turning back, may Innos help us!"

They quickly set up the camp and went to rest for the few remaining hours of the night.
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                It was a cloudless night and the moon was nearly full, shining brightly on the ground below.

A gentle wind blew across the forest, agitating the flames of a campfire, making it throw ever-changing shadows on the one sleepless face.

Gerald sat in front of the campfire, his eyes staring emptily forward while his mind was lost in thought.

Then, with a stronger gust of wind and rustling of the leaves, he woke up from his dream-like state and rubbed the ring on his finger. An Orc's corpse appeared soundlessly before him.

"Let's begin…" he whispered.

He closed his eyes and started refining the body, extracting every little drop of Essence he could.

About an hour later the entirety of the body disintegrated into dust and was scattered in the wind. Gerald looked at the seven black walnut-sized Essence Orbs in his hand and sighed, "Only seven… That's only around 200kg, from an Orc Elite nevertheless! Sigh, this is such a waste! More than 95% of the Essence was lost because my Mana Rank is too low!"

He felt physical pain in his heart just thinking about it. But there was nothing that could be done! Eating the Orc was out of the question for its taste was truly revolting, and extracting the Essence was the only thing he could do.

Now only the metal armor remained on the ground, and even that was sort of useless. It was bent, cracked, and with a gaping hole through the breastplate and backplate. A pile of scrap iron!

Gerald picked up a fist-sized piece and focused his mind on it. But as iron wasn't exactly magic-friendly, he could do much with it. Telekinesis could move it, but reforming it just with his mind was out of the question. He might as well try doing it with his hands.

"Unless…" Gerald suddenly got an idea. He threw the piece into the campfire to warm it up and loaded a few more branches on top of it. A few minutes later the iron chunk was glowing dark red, but the campfire wasn't hot enough to heat it up more than that.

So he took control of it with Telekinesis and brought it out, using his own Fire magic to envelop the piece in scorching-hot flames.

He compressed the fire until it was shining bright yellow and held the piece of the iron inside. While he started sweating from the heat, the piece became brighter and brighter, until it was almost about to melt.

That's when Gerald focused his mind to its peak and used Telekinesis to squeeze the piece of armor into the desired shape. A sphere!

Actually, he made two from the material available, two perfectly round spheres approximately the size of a golf ball. He then slowly released the flames and let the metal cool down gradually.

The metal ball then landed softly on his palm and Gerald brought it closer to observe it from all sides.

"Hmm… It seems viable…" He opened the cannon barrel and placed the ball in. It fit perfectly. "Okay, that's one problem solved… Now, I wonder if I can…"

He focused his mind on the cannonball inside the barrel and it suddenly disappeared. He lifted his eyebrows slightly and with a thought, the ball reappeared inside it once again.

Gerald grinned confidently and stored the cannonball once again. He then moved further away from the camp and took out a pile of scrap metal, drank a Greater Mana potion, and started reforging the iron into a more appropriate shape. He spent most of the night before a scorching blaze, working his butt off while the girls slept peacefully in the darkness.



Boom! Boom! Boom!

Sera woke up to the sound of explosions. The sunrise was a few hours ago already, but the forest was still somewhat shadowy and dim.

Soon Elly and Xilia woke up too and they rubbed their eyes sleepily.

"What's happening?" Xilia asked while yawning, still half asleep.

"Um," Elly placed a finger on her lips, "It seems like Gerald is training with...something? Is it new magic or a weapon?"

The other two shrugged their shoulders and they went to take a closer look. Indeed Gerald was training with a weapon. With his cannon to be precise!

He just figured out an amazing trick! Because of the Ring he got from the King, he could summon the items that were inside it with just a thought, and they could appear anywhere he wanted in a certain radius around him.

And guess what? He could summon the cannonball inside the cannon! And because it was entirely made out of silver, he could use Explosion magic inside the cannon also!

Gerald was grinning from ear to ear while firing the cannon like a machinegun. The recoil was so great that he had to keep a steady footing to keep the balance.

With each explosion, there would be a pillar of flames shooting out of the canon's mouth for an instant, and the trunk of an old tree not far away would explode into pieces.

"Power, unlimited power! Wahahaha!" Gerald laughed madly like a certain character from an old movie, as he fired his weapon ceaselessly. Though he used a different kind of power.

"Hey!" Someone tapped on his shoulder from behind, resulting in Gerald stopping firing his weapon and turning around.

"What?" he asked while looking at Xilia who was covering her ears. The girl's mouth moved but he couldn't hear a thing.

"Oh wait, one sec…" He released the Sound Barrier at both sides of his head so he could hear her. "What'd you say?"

Xilia took a deep breath through her nose and shouted, "I said 'What are you doing?!'"

Gerald's face scrunched up, "You don't need to shout, I can hear you just fine."

"Can you? It didn't seem like it before."

Having his eye twitch slightly, Gerald snorted lightly, "Alright miss Know-It-All, how is your Rockslide spell coming along?"

"Like this! Ta-dah!"

She summoned her ride and showed it off, making Gerald wipe a fake tear from his face with a smile.

"Beautiful! Sniff, they grow up so fast," he said in an overly expressive voice.

Rumble! Bam!

"Haha!" Xilia lost her concentration because of Gerald's exaggerated acting and fell on her face. And of course, Sera burst out laughing like a maniac immediately after.

Meanwhile, Elly looked at those two with concern before gazing at Gerald. He returned the look with pitiful eyes full of disappointment and shook his head, sighing.
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                Beliar stood there with eyes wide open, staring at the dark-purple ring.

The massive, hundred-meter tall stone ring suddenly stood up straight as swirls of energy gathered inside it. It was powering up!

Whoooomp!

With a low hum, the ring shook and a transparent, spherical barrier of the same color expanded outward from its center. Beliar who was close to it was pushed aside as the barrier expanded rapidly to a diameter of twenty-five kilometers.

Shortly after stabilizing, the ring shook once more and the space inside it warped, greedily devouring the energy around it.

"You bastard! Stealing our Mana to power yourself, how dare you?!" Beliar bellowed. Not only did this thing rudely push him away, but it was now also using Mana of their world to power itself.

He blasted forward towards the barrier and punched.

Booom!

The resulting explosion from the collision was great as the chaotic energies of both sides swirled and dispersed, however, the barrier remained unaffected.

"Hmph! It's strong…" He took out a black greatsword with spikes protruding out from its sharp edges. As he poured his energy into the weapon, the sword started to shine a dark light. Whenever the darkness touched, the light was devoured.

"Ha! Take this! Claw of Darkness!" Beliar swung his greatsword, producing dangerous lightning from the immense energy in his swing. The sky turned dark as his power was released, and the wind howled while moving out of the way.

Rumble!

The sword struck the barrier and shook it slightly, making the whole barrier ring like a bell and produce thunder-like sounds.

Suddenly, the purple ring shone with a blinding light, and a wavy membrane formed within. It was moving and waving, like ripples on a lake. Then suddenly, soundlessly, like an assassin in the night, a hand came out of the purple membrane, then a face, followed by the entire head.

Akin of ash-gray, with a peculiar human-like face, and black horns curling backward, a being stepped out. Two and a half meters tall, with wings like those of a bat on his back, and a tail of a lizard, the Demon stood straight.

It looked around the new environment inside the barrier with its amber eyes and then proceeded to jump up and fly around the place as it examined it calmly. It suddenly noticed Beliar looking at it from the outside and made a mocking expression.

Enraged, Beliar started an even more intense barrage of attacks but they turned out to be futile. More than a thousand attacks rained on the purple barrier, but all of that only resulted in a slight tremble.

"Cursed Demon! Get out here and fight me!" the High Elf roared.

However, the Demon simply laughed at him and turned around, floating freely above the newly-formed portal. Soon another being came through, another Demon, this one even bigger and stronger looking than the last. Then there was another, this one looking like a female, who appeared excited and bloodthirsty.

They were not all there was, of course, far from it. A sea of monsters spilled out of the portal, visibly excited and growling at the same time.

There were countless Goblins, millions of Hobgoblins and Orcs, Orc Warriors clad in full plate armor, and an immense number of Shamans, creating a fiery environment as soon as they left the ring portal.

Soon Beliar saw Ogres walk out, their grotesque form making the High Elf feel sick. Even Giants, ten-meter-tall monstrosities walked out of the portal, but compared to its purple greatness, they appeared small and weak.

"What kind of bull-!" Beliar opened his eyes wide as the invaders continued jumping out of the portal, quickly filling the barrier.

As the monsters filled the footprint inside, the portal ring hummed and started sucking even more Mana towards it, expanding the barrier further.

Beliar was now already more than thirty kilometers from the portal and was getting pushed away even more.

"Sons of bitches! Stop hiding in your shell and fight me!"

He suddenly realized how the Demon King must have felt, but instead of calming down, it enraged him further. Seeing the barrier continuing to expand without end, he took one last good look at it, before warping the space around him and disappearing from the place.

"Innos!" Beliar reappeared at the Phoenix Temple and immediately flew inside.

"What's going on?" Innos inquired.

Beliar opened his mouth to speak, but then he suddenly stopped and flipped his hand over. A white sphere materialized on top of his palm, sparkling like a diamond in the light. He moved the sphere closer to his head and a drop of white light flew from him to the sphere.

"Here, see for yourself!" Beliar tossed the sphere to Innos, who then grabbed it and closed his eyes, sending his senses inside. In no time at all, the daily events appeared in his mind from the perspective of Beliar. They shared memories.

"We are getting invaded?!" Innos opened his eyes in disbelief.

Beliar nodded with a dark expression and said, "It appears so, and I can't break that fucking barrier! I need someone that knows a bit more about defensive formations, do you know anyone?"

He was in a bad mood, Innos, on the other hand, appeared to be much calmer, "Sure, I know a guy…"

"Good!" Beliar nodded, "I'll keep an eye on the barrier! Get him to break it open, I'm itching to fight!"

leaving these words behind he once again disappeared from the place. Innos could only shake his head and sigh, "Still so aggressive, you didn't change a bit during those long centuries of solitude…"

He left his research facilities with hands behind his back, seemingly in thought. A fire circle formed before him and warped the space inside it.

"Let's go visit an old friend…" he murmured and stepped into the fire. He disappeared a moment later and so did the flames. The room darkened and returned to tranquility.



"A month. That's how much time I'll need to break it," a silver-haired old High Elf Elder stated calmly after examining the expanding barrier.

"A month?!" Beliar shouted wide-eyed. "Aren't you one of the best formation masters on the continent?"

The old High Elf Elder chuckled quietly, not minding his outbursts at all. "Well, in truth I only need a day, but this barrier is ever-changing. I need a month because that's when it will stop expanding and I'll finally be able to get to work," he calmly explained.

"A month…" Beliar weakly said, sounding completely defeated. He kicked the barrier in anger, but the thing didn't even budge.

Innos who was standing there shrugged his shoulders and said, "Since nothing can be done about it, I'll return to my studies. I'll see you in a month!"

Beliar sighed and flew to the barrier, sitting down on top of it. "That's fine… One month, I can afford to wait that much…"

"Shouldn't we just get a few more Elders and brute force this barrier apart?" the old man asked.

"No!" Beliar sternly shook his head. "I can deal with these weaklings on my own, I don't need their help! I just need you to open the barrier, nothing more!"

"Are you sure you don't need more help?"

"I'll be fine!" Beliar snapped back.

"Very well…" the old man also sat down on the barrier and took out an old book, slowly reading it.

Beliar casually glanced over and lifted his brow, "Elemental Codex? Why are you reading that book for children? And is that Wyvren leather?!"

Answering with a gentle voice, the man said, "It is indeed precious beyond compare… It reminds me of my youth, when I was still wild and full of energy, like you…"

"Whatever…" Beliar scoffed and turned away, "I'll just wait this month and then break these stupid Demons to smithereens! They are so weak, I don't get why they even bother attacking us…"



However, as the month passed by, and the barrier continued to expand without any signs of stopping, Beliar felt annoyed and cursed the old man for his miscalculations.

"Shouldn't we just get some reinforcements?"

"No! I said I'll deal with them on my own! And stop reading that stupid book, you read it a thousand times already!" He was Beliar, a traveler of the Void, a Soul Eater slayer! These beasts didn't deserve to be the shit beneath his boots, much less an enemy he would bother to acknowledge.

"…" The old High Elf remained silent, not replying to the invitation for an argument. 

As another month passed by, the barrier still expanded, separating billions of monsters from the outside world, and even Beliar himself started to feel worried.

However…

"It's fine, stop looking at me like that! Even if they continue gathering, it's just a few billion of them! I can take care of them in less than a day! Easy peasy!" Truth was, he didn't feel all that confident anymore, but his pride didn't let him admit to it.

"…"

After the third month of expansion, as Demons of Divine Rank started coming through the portal, the entirety of the Elven force finally took notice, and so they gathered and attacked the barrier at once.

But...

As the purple walls of light collapsed, so did the peace on the continent, it was too late to prevent a disaster, and a bloody war ensued, lasting long years, and ravaging the planet.

And Beliar became the sinner, the sinner of their race, and the traitor of the world.

            

    
        Ch. 200 Revelations

    
    
    
    
                "The beasts have returned! The forces of darkness are stretching their wings, slithering, clawing their way closer with each passing day!"

'…'

"Beliar's minions are gathering in the shadows, waiting to pounce on the sinners of Flame! Their blood shall run like rivers, and white bones will form mountains of despair for as far as the eye can see!"

'…'

"But there is a way to salvation! Rid yourself of sin, extinguish your Flame, and join Beliar, for He forgives those that change their ways! You will be reborn in His image and have a place under His shadow, or else your Soul itself will be devoured upon your death, by the false god of Eternal Flames!"

As the group closed in on the capital, these voices entered their ears. In front of the city gates, an old man, dirty and dressed in rags, was kneeling and shouting to the sky, and to those that stopped, willing to listen.

There was a clear line that people were unwilling to walk around that man. Either because he was shouting so loudly in his madness, or since nobody could guess when it was the last time he bathed.

In either case, people avoided him like the plague, which he might as well be carrying.

Gerald turned and pointed at the guy with his chin, "Who's this lunatic? Anyone knows what he's talking about?"

They all shook their head, but then Xilia remembered something, "Um… I remember some old stories about the god named Beliar…"

They went past the guy and entered Auralba in the late morning. The task of gathering herbs for Greater Mana Potions was completed and the girls also became quite proficient in utilizing Rockslide after long hours of training.

Gerald faced the Dark Elf with much interest, "Oh? Tell us about it!"

"Well…" she started, making an expression that indicated she was thinking hard, "I can't remember all the details, but it went something like this: At the beginning of the Great War, Beliar, one of the High Elves, betrayed his people and allowed the Demons to safely cross to our world through a portal. Then, while everyone did their best to fight for survival, he ran away like a coward and abandoned his kin."

Gerald kept nodding as she spoke, his imagination doing its thing. But then she didn't speak anymore and he turned around in surprise, "Wait, that's it?"

He expected some grand story, but clearly…

"What? I told you I don't remember much…" Xilia protested. She appeared quite amusing though, pouting and frowning at the same time.

"Huh…" Gerald shrugged his shoulders, "Well, it doesn't matter… It's not like gods actually exist anyway."

Gasp!

Sera gasped with wide-opened eyes. "What do you mean they don't exist? Are you doubting Innos?! He's real!" She even punched his shoulder to assert her thoughts.

"Hehe, sorry… Of course, I was just joking!" Gerald rolled his eyes and decided to give up on the topic. 'Whatever, seems like it's a touchy subject…'



In the Royal Palace.

In a private room, a few important figures were gathered around the table. Along with the King, there was also Razor, one of his generals, and the owner of the Golden Pouch Auction House, Arthur Rosecloud.

He was once again called by the King and was currently having a hard time breathing due to nervousness. Being called to speak with His Majesty was quite nerve-racking for the young man.

"We have called you, sir Arthur, because there are a few things we still have to ask…" The person in charge of gathering intelligence for the King spoke first.

He was one of the Royal advisors that had an extensive underground information network that could sniff out pretty much anything of value that was happening inside the Kingdom's borders.

"Mister Arthur. We have spent some time confirming your story about the man named Gerald," the man said and placed a few reports on the table.

It was all the information they managed to gather about Gerald in the past few days, and although it wasn't much, the guy was confident it was all accurate.

"We have managed to track his origin to the Bloodhorn village, however as you probably know, the village was wiped out a few weeks ago, and so that's where our lead ended."

"What we want to know, mister Arthur, is if you know anything else that could help us?" Razor spoke after the King's advisor finished his piece.

They all turned to the Auction House owner and stared intently at his face, expecting him to say something.

Arthur's heart beat fast from the stares of these powerful people, but he composed himself and firmly shook his head, "Unfortunately, gentlemen, I got nothing to add. I first met Gerald a couple of months ago, but he didn't speak of his origin, so I found it rude to ask."

"But what about his mysterious 'master'? Could you tell us anything about him maybe?"

Arthur firmly shook his head again and turned to the King saying, "I already said all I know, Your Majesty, anything more would be just baseless speculation…"

The room descended into silence. The influential figures looked at each other, and then the King suddenly asked an important question.

"Can Gerald fly?" he questioned.

"Excuse me?" Arthur blinked rapidly in surprise.

The King leaner closer and crossed his fingers, staring straight into his eyes. "Are you aware if Gerald can... fly?"

"No, I… I don't think-"

"He can!"

Razor struck the table with his fist and repeated, "He can fly! My little girl fought with that man, and not only can he fly, she said he can also turn almost invisible!"

"Whaaaaa-" Arthur opened his eyes wide and his lower jaw nearly fell off from how surprised he was.

"Ahem!" The advisor cleared his throat and said, "Actually, we have searched for that so-called 'master' you spoke of, however, there was only one person with the abilities you described, on the entire continent, as far as we could tell..."

"And that person is…"

Arthur gasped for breath with an expression of a fish outside water, "No way?!"

"Yes," the man solemnly nodded, "It's your little friend, Gerald!"

            

    
        Ch. 201 Broken Soul

    
    
    
    
                It was dark and cold.

'Where am I?' A man woke up with a splitting headache, feeling like his head was inside a bell, getting repeatedly pounded with a hammer.

Ding~ Ding~ Ding~

Suddenly the man opened his eyes. He was not dreaming, there really was a sound of a bell being rung beside his ear! But then he felt a tug on his legs and the sound hastened and became louder.

Dong! Dong! Dong!

'My…helmet? What is…' He suddenly remembered what happened.

He was sleeping peacefully when he was rudely awoken by the sounds of hellish screams in the village. His wife beside him also woke up and hugged him in terror.

They didn't know what was happening, or better yet, they didn't want to know what was happening. There was one thing that every human not living in a guarded city dreaded the most: Monster attack!

"Warren, I'm scared," the woman whispered while trembling in fear.

He gripped her hands and pulled her close, "It's okay, I'll protect you no matter-"

Crash!

It happened then. The sound of wood being broken traveled to their ears from not far away, and tremors traveled through the house like an earthquake.

Then suddenly, there was a frightened cry. It came from the neighboring room where their little daughter slept.

"Gomora!"



His wife's hysterical scream still echoed in his ear, clear as day.

But sharp pain suddenly woke him out of his nightmare as his back hit something hard and sharp. He felt his body being tossed like a rag doll and he landed heavily on the cold stone floor.

He winced in pain and gritted his teeth, but no sound came from his mouth. His lifeless eyes stared into the abys above him, the stone prison he was thrown into, dark as the night.

"Gomora…" He whispered as the painful memories resurfaced once again before his eyes, and tears flowed down his cheeks.

He tried to protect her! He took his helmet and grabbed the old sword beside the bed and rushed to his daughter's room, but…

There was a flash of light and he suddenly found himself on the floor, his mouth filling with a warm liquid, giving off a metallic taste.

Blood soon dripped to the floor from his bleeding lips.

Shadows were dancing on the wall, made by the flames of houses set ablaze and burning not far away.

A grotesque beast stood over the bed of his precious offspring, growling menacingly amid monstrous laughter. The sharp white fangs stood out brightly in the dark.

'No…'

This was his first and only thought at that time.

'I'm so weak!'

Warren smashed his fist on the stone floor remembering that sight. He tried to fight, but couldn't. He tried to scream, but couldn't! He wanted to curse! He wanted to bite the monster until either of them died, but couldn't!

A heavy weight landed on his back and blood started filling his lungs, making him choke, making him watch in silence while his little girl was violated in front of him!

But she was small, she was weak…

When the beasts were done with her it was already too late, she was gone. His little girl was dead…

Rage welled inside Warren. He gathered all his strength with gritted teeth and pushed off the floor with bloodlust in his eyes! Only… A sudden pain struck his leg, a blade pierced his thigh, and a heavy hand pushed him down again.

Maddening laughter came from all sides, the monsters in the dark enjoying his hopeless struggles like the demonic beasts they were.

'My wife…'

The last thing he remembered was the screams of his wife in the other room. It might have gone on for just a little bit, or an eternity… Warren didn't know. After a sudden strike to his neck, the world turned dark, and he closed his eyes.

He buried his face in his hands in the stone cell, or at least, he tried to. Cold metal was hugging his head, an old helmet, passed down from his father's father.

It barely offered any protection, being rusted over the generations, while giving protection to many men over the years.

He took off the helmet and wiped off the blood coming from his nose and mouth. It was cold. He was shivering. He hugged himself and blindly moved towards a wall, feeling some straw underneath his feet.

His eyes gradually became accustomed to the dark, and that's when he noticed tiny mushrooms growing from the crack in the walls. They were half the size of a thumb and glowing with a dim green fluorescent light.

Bioluminescence! It was the only source of light in this place.

Suddenly he felt movement, there was someone in the cell beside him. Another human… He could see his silhouette and hear his breath. Warren stayed on guard and moved further away, determined to remain awake. He even put his helmet back on.

But… His head felt heavy, and his eyelids too. His body was aching, and there was nothing to do. First went the hand, and an eye right behind… He was soon sleeping soundly, with nothing in mind.



Sounds of screaming woke Warren up sometime later, and he could see his cellmate being dragged out of the hole by a massive humanoid monster.

He didn't know the man, nor was he interested in knowing him. He simply scrambled further away from the door and tried to make himself as small as possible while trembling in fear.

The Orc lifted the torch up high and looked straight at him, shouting a few words that Warren couldn't understand, before slamming the door and leaving.

The screams echoed through the underground cavern, but they were becoming quieter and more distorted as time went on.

A deathly silence returned to the cell. Warren carefully approached the door, if it could even be called that.

The thing was made of a few crudely shaped planks hammered together and tied to the cave wall with a chain. It didn't even have a lock!

Thump! Thump! Thump!

Placing the hand on his chest, Warren felt the intense beating of his heart and swallowed with difficulty. He quietly pushed the door, and although it was heavy, it moved quite easily.

Cold sweat started to pour down his back as his heart beat faster and faster, from both excitement and nervousness. He looked out of his dark cell, the only light coming from those tiny mushrooms.

It was quiet. Eerily quiet.

The loud sound of his beating heart was the only thing keeping him company in the darkness.

'I need to be brave, I need to be brave…' This thought kept repeating itself in his head as he took his first cautious steps in the bone-chilling cave.

'My wife, what happened to my wife?' Tears welled up in his eyes as he stumbled forward.

There was suddenly a ray of light coming from the front and his steps accelerated. 'Light! I need to reach the light! I need to escape from here!'

However, as he turned the corner he came face-to-face with an angry mug of an Orc feasting on fresh meat.

"Ah..." The sound left his mouth as Warren's eyes enlarged into saucers.

And then…

            

    
        Ch. 202 Need More Gold

    
    
    
    
                Arthur walked slowly on the stone-paved road, his shoulders lowered and eyes staring emptily into the distance.

His hand was clenching a round metal coin, or a token, to be precise. It was the one that master G gave to him, 'Or should I call him Gerald?' He smiled wryly. 'I was such a fool. To think I got tricked by someone who's even younger than me...'

Remembering the words of revelation he heard in the King's chambers, he still couldn't quite accept it. He planned to use the token to ask for the recipe for the Stamina Potion, but the King had already taken that opportunity away so there was no point in doing so.

Arthur of course didn't mind, he could just request something else, but…

He looked at the token in his hand. 'Does this thing even hold any value?' He shook his head aggressively, trying to get rid of the depressive thoughts.

"No, no. It's definitely still a good thing! At least I now know that Gerald can fly, that alone has to be worth something, right?" He kept mumbling to himself on his way back to the Auction House.

"Should I ask for the Flight spell? And if not, what can I ask for? He said anything as long as he can do it, right? Should I reveal that I know his secret? What if he gets mad and leaves, what do I do then? Argh! This is so frustrating!" Arthur felt a headache forming in his noggin and decided to stop stressing so much over something he had no control over.

"Whatever, I'll just do it and we'll see what happens!"



After returning to the capital, Gerald visited Qiona to see how the potions were coming along. Surprisingly she could already make Mana Potions, and it seemed that Greater Mana potions weren't far behind.

Needless to say that Gerald was ecstatic. He gave her the Golden Pouches that he filled to the brim with herbs and roots. They worked in a way so time wouldn't pass inside, perfect for storing fresh ingredients. However, that's something only rich people could afford to do.

Not just anyone could afford to spend a hundred gold coins for just a cubic meter of storage space, especially not for storing plants. They took a lot of space and were not economically worth it. It was way better to transport heavy metal or delicate clothes inside it.

In any case, life was going smoothly for them. In a few days, they could go and pick up their new attire and officially become proud members of the Black Onyx.

After finishing what he had in mind, Gerald returned to his room and jumped on the bed. As he stared at the ceiling, he remembered there was one more thing he wanted to do. Create more Greater Fireball spell scrolls!

"I wonder if Sebas found more Fire Crystals? Hmm, I might need to order more…"

He jumped back up and went to find the old butler. As expected, Sebas was a reliable individual and already bought more resources for his master. The only problem was that he exhausted all the gold that Gerald gave him.

So, after handing over the last remaining coins, Gerald decided it was time to go back to the Auction House and collect some more goods.

"Ah~ I'm so glad I gave those guys the recipe, it's so much better to have gold rolling in every week without having to lift a finger!"

He wondered if he should allow the apprentices to also make the potions. At the moment only master Ashbrew knew the entire process and being only one person, the production was quite limited. The effects of the potion were already widely spread and many traveled great distances just so they could buy a single dose.

There were thousands of mages just in Auralba who required the Potions of Focus and as such the demand greatly exceeded the supply.

Many brilliant merchants quickly bought the potions and then traveled for days to the far reaches of the Kingdom to sell them for twice or even three times the price.

For that reason, the Auction house created a rule so that each person could only buy ten vials each month. Still, there were lines of people each day waiting for the shop to open, and it became quite crowded.

"Yep, I really think we need to increase the production at least fivefold…" Rich people could afford to have one or more potions each day, so why not? Having more money was always good. And so, Gerald entered the Auction House.

The servants immediately recognized him and welcomed him warmly. Their boss was notified of his arrival, but instead of waiting, Gerald went to meet the man by himself.

"Hey, hey, hey, what's poppin', yo?"

Gerald burst through the door with a wide smile while spouting some nonsense, scaring the living shit out of the already nervous Arthur.

"E-Excuse me?"

"It's nothing, I'm just in a good mood today, haha!" Gerald grinned widely while waving his hand dismissively, "Anyway, I came here to collect this week's share and I was thinking we could maybe speed up the production of potions a bit, and bla, bla, bla…"

As the torrent of words spilled out, Arthur had a difficult time concentrating. He swallowed with difficulty and gathered the courage to speak.

"C-Can I ask you something?"

"Sure what's up?"

"Can you fly?"

Gerald's smile vanished for a moment and then reappeared even brighter than before. His eyes narrowed into a slit as he gazed at Arthur.

"Oh-ho? Now, why would you ask something like that, hmm?"

"Well… You see, the King-"

"Ah yes, of course," Gerald immediately understood, "I figured it would be something like that… So what's the point of asking if you already know the answer?"

The King's general, that big Razor guy, his daughter knew he could fly, so it was no surprise they figured it out. But it didn't bother Gerald one bit! If it all happened a few months earlier it might have been somewhat annoying, but now he didn't even care.

"Well… About your master…" Arthur began, wanting to hear the truth from the man himself.

"He doesn't exist, obviously!"

"Ah..."

            

    
        Ch. 203 Despair of A Soul

    
    
    
    
                Bam!

The Orc roared and punched him in the chest without a second thought. Warren folded in half as all air left his lungs, and he collapsed in excruciating pain.

He suddenly felt himself be picked up like a rag doll and dragged back to where he came from. Soon he was tossed back into his cell just like the night before. The Orc then kicked him once more for a good measure and roared and growled for a while before slamming the door and leaving.

Warren couldn't decipher the monster's growls and roars, but he understood one thing: He was not leaving the cave alive.



The sense of time was lost to him in the dark. The only thing he knew was that screams traveled to his cell every once in a while. They could have been human screams or from some dying animal, he didn't know anymore.

His cellmate was brought back some time ago. From what he could find out, the man was badly wounded and in pain. He was releasing painful moans occasionally, however, they were getting increasingly quieter and weak.

Warren himself was not in a good state either. The punch and a kick from the Orc guard broke a few of his ribs, and every breath taken was full of pain and discomfort. There was also no food or drink to be had. He could only get occasional drops of water falling from the ceiling, however, that was far from enough.

The blood loss and internal wounds from blunt trauma also didn't help his situation, and Warren felt his strength slowly decline.

The following day, or at least that's what he figured it was, based on the screams that happened at regular intervals, Warren and his nameless cellmate were dragged out of the cell by an Orc.

"No…please…no more," the man suddenly cried as the Orc entered the cell and gestured for him to stand up.

Warren could now see the man for the first time under the light of the torch. The man's face was pale and disfigured, almost as if some wild animal clawed at him, and his clothes were soaked in blood.

One of his hands dangled limply by his side and a piece of bone was sticking out of it just above the elbow. Through the thorn cloth, Warren could see numerous wounds across the man's body, and although shallow, they were enough to kill any normal man.

And indeed, the man appeared to be on his last legs.

"Please…sob…just…kill…me…" He didn't even have the strength to speak properly, much less to stand and walk.

The Orc grunted in displeasure and grabbed the man by his belt and lifted him up like some sort of a suitcase.

"No…please…sob…"

The Orc grumbled something while pointing at Warren and then aggressively pointed towards the door with the torch.

Although he didn't understand at first, after the Orc repeated his speech and hand motions more aggressively, Warren understood and quickly ran out of the cell. He was then shoved along a narrow stone corridor past many similar-looking stone rooms.

He could hear quiet sobbing in some and hushed speech in others, the atmosphere giving him the chills and making his heart race in fear.

"Be brave and be strong… Be brave and be strong," he endlessly whispered to himself, all while trembling in fear and fighting the urge to vomit from stress.

Soon the hallway expanded into a cavern hall of sorts and a few rays of sunshine shone through the cracks in the ceiling. The freedom appeared so close, yet it was also absolutely unreachable, being around twenty meters high.

It was then, that he saw it.

An arena. A place of eternal carnage. A circle made of meter-tall stalagmites was all that indicated the fighting space. The rest of the natural stone formation was evidently cleared out to form this ring. The ring of blood.

There was currently a Hobgoblin inside, or maybe it was a young Orc? Anyway, the monster was currently 'battling' a human.

It was actually more of a one-sided pummeling, and with each fist that landed, blood sprayed out. The Orcs, Hobgoblins, and Goblins roared and cheered on the outside, while the human prisoners shuddered in fear.

It was only a question of time when their turn would come.

Warren's cellmate was tossed forward and a stinky beast came to inspect him. Even after lifting him up to stand, he still collapsed powerlessly like an empty sack.

The Orc, clearly displeased, roared, before grabbing the man and viciously chomping down on his neck. His esophagus was torn out, together with the artery running through the neck. Needless to say that the blood gushed out like a fountain, accompanied by loud cheers from the hairy monsters.

They were having fun!

The beasts were having fun torturing them!

"Be brave and be strong, be brave and be strong…" Warren repeated these words with closed eyes and covered ears. He was just a normal man, not a warrior. The screams of horror were too much to him and he was already on the edge of a mental collapse.

Then suddenly… A strong hand landed on his shoulder.

Warren's body froze at that moment.

It was his turn.

            

    
        Ch. 204 Last Stand

    
    
    
    
                Warren shuddered as he stared into the eyes of the most terrifying-looking monster in his life. The Orc that took his little girl…and his wife! Or maybe it was some other of the beasts, not that it mattered though, they all looked the same to him.

But that smile, that cruel and mocking smile the beast was displaying… He could never forget it!

The man was holding a sword in his hands. A crude weapon that has seen many battles, but it now only served as a toy for these monsters.

Though his hands were shaking in fear, he held on to the blade for dear life. "Be brave, be brave…"

"This is my chance… My little Gomora… My dear wife… I'll join you soon…" His eyes turned red amidst absolute despair, and his reasoning vanished, replaced with but a single thought.

'Kill! I must kill them! Kill these monsters!'

"Wraaaagh! Dieeeeee!"

He charged forward with the sword while giving off an animalistic scream. The place turned quiet, and then…

Paff!

Warren found himself spinning and falling to the floor, his eyes catching a glimpse of that damn mocking grin.

The young Orc slapped him effortlessly and the audience erupted in maddening laughter. This was what they wanted! The struggle! The resentment! The courage! The rage!

The hope!

They wanted their opponents to give it their all! So that their eventual demise would be oh so much sweeter!



The memory of the fight was somewhat blurry for Warren. He remembered himself trying to stand up, only to get beaten back down.

It happened many times. When he thought he couldn't go on anymore, when he thought it was over for him… The Orc would stop. It would give him some space, some time to recover and try to stand up again, give him a ray of hope… So the beatdown would be more interesting!

Beating someone that has already given up on life? Boring!

But beating someone that is struggling to survive? Very engaging and fun! That was their philosophy.

"…"

Warren fainted somewhere after the fifth time, he figured, as his memories ended there.

He was in a cold, dark cell once again. His body was aching, his skin burning as if on fire, his joints inflamed and stiff from all those bruises…

He somehow still kept his old helmet, although it basically offered no protection. The Orcs might have found it amusing for a human to keep on struggling so dearly so they let him keep it.

Thud!

Something heavy landed in the cell beside him. Warren opened his eyes with difficulty just to see an Orc leaving with a torch.

Before the newcomer was completely consumed by shadows, Warren took a look at him.

He covered his mouth to prevent himself from screaming and shuddered. Half of the man's face was gone as if someone cleaved it off with a sword, and his right hand was missing too. It was not difficult to imagine what happened.

With a trembling hand, he reached forward and placed his fingers where the nose should be and felt…nothing.

He placed his hand on the man's chest and neck and also felt…nothing.

The man was dead. The Orcs didn't even bother to check before throwing him away. Usually the dead would get devoured by the spectators, but not this time.

Warren swallowed his dry saliva with difficulty. It has been days since he ate something, or had a drink…

A crazy thought was slowly growing in his mind.

At first, he tried to ignore it, push it away. But his mouth was dry, and his lips cracked. First signs of dehydration were already showing themselves. Migraines, difficulty focusing, nausea, increasing weakness…

His dried lips parted and a hoarse whisper left his mouth, "I need to survive…"

He kneeled beside the corpse and kowtowed to the ground. "Forgive me, brother, may your soul rest in peace in the eternal flames of Innos."

His mouth reached the pool of blood on the floor and... he drank.

'I will survive! I have to!'



Survive. Take revenge. That's what still kept him going.

Those empty, dead eyes, now burned with immense hate.

Orcs, the beings of darkness, invaders from another world, plaguing humanity for millennia.

Where did they come from? What was their goal? Why are they here? Why us? Why me?!

Thoughts like these were born in his mind, but…there was no answer.

He was but a simple farmer. Life was good, hard but good. He had a modest house, a good wife, a beautiful daughter…

All gone. In a single night. Lost it all.

His happiness left him, but something else had to take its place.

Anger. Boundless anger and hate.

A desire for revenge. But first…he had to survive!

He drank the blood of his fellow man. Death of one, for the life of another.

That's how life works, usually.

Not with Orcs though. They kill for fun. They find amusement in torture. Demonic beings made for war. Infinitely adaptive to any environment.

But so were humans, and so was Warren.

He was called to the ring a few more times since then. He got beaten, and he bled, but he was still alive!

Broken, but not done! The iron helm still sat on top of his head, almost as if sending a message from up high. A message of perseverance!

Down, but not defeated. His spirit grew with each passing day as he drank the blood of his people and feasted on their flesh.

But then…

RUMBLE!

There was thunder.

Thunder inside the cave… or maybe it wasn't.

Warren could hear frightened screams from his cell, amplified by the emptiness of the cavern and distorted by the loud echoes. He noticed something weird, something unusual.

The Orcs, the Hobgoblins, the little shits, they were nervous, they were on guard.

Suddenly there was a roar, a loud and powerful roar coming from somewhere. They moved. The beasts rushed forward in a sudden bloodthirsty frenzy, completely ignoring the prisoners in their cages.

RUMBLE!

There was that thunder again, it was coming closer. Then there were screams…

Warren opened his eyes wide in the dark and perked his ears up even though his body was in agony. He heard screams he never thought would be possible.

The beasts cried. They begged for mercy. He could hear sadness and pain in their voice. He stood up and opened the door, peering into the darkness. His eyes adapted to the dim light long ago and he could see…nothing.

No Orc or any other monsters to be seen anywhere.

He grabbed a broken sword in the arena, his heart beating strong and hard, like a war drum.

This was his chance to do something, to take fate by the reigns, to be a man! To do war!

It was time to fight.

            

    
        Ch. 205 Broken Shield

    
    
    
    
                'What's with this guy today, seriously. He seems so nervous…' Gerald quietly mused to himself.

"What about this token…?" Arthur took out the silver token Gerald gave him long ago.

"Ah? Oh, that's what you are worried about? It still works, of course. You can ask for one thing, and if it is within my power, I'll do it."

Arthur became visually more relaxed immediately. He breathed out in relief, "Then if I were to request for you to teach me how to fly…"

"Forget it!" Gerald didn't even let him finish before shooting him down. "Don't get me wrong, I can try to teach you, no problem. However, it would be useless since you lack the requirements for that kind of magic. You'd better ask for something else."

"Is that so…" It was quite clear Arthur was disappointed to hear he was not suited for flight magic, but he figured as much.

Not everybody was suitable for magic, and he certainly wasn't one of those geniuses. Why else would he be working as a boss in an auction house? It was way more stressful and less fun than casting spells.

"Anyway, don't mind all that!" Gerald beamed a smile once more and hugged Arthur over the shoulders. "Listen, I plan on doing some…stuff, and I need a lot of gold, and I mean A LOT! So, how about you find a few of your trustworthy workers and teach them the recipe?"

"I… Actually, I was meaning to ask you about that. I got requests from many influential figures for massive orders and so…"

"Perfect!" Gerald exclaimed, "I'll leave it to you then! You can bring the next batch of gold whenever, my doors are always open to you!"

"S-Sure!" Arthur squeezed a forced smile. Gerald gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder, but it felt like being struck with a hammer.

As the man left in high spirits with his chest of gold under his armpit, Arthur collapsed in his chair, sighed out in relief, and massaged his shoulder.

"Seriously… What's happening with this world?"



While Arthur was contemplating his life, Gerald returned home with the gold. He casually handed over the chest to his butler, only to have the old man almost collapse from the weight.

"Whoops!" It slipped his mind that gold was quite heavy since he could now carry a few hundred kilograms of weight as if it was nothing.

Anyhow, now that he got some more funds he could get some more materials for spell scrolls. He felt the need to make a giant arsenal of weapons in preparation for the war that was to come.

He wanted to make at least a few hundred Greater Fireball spell scrolls, however, Fire Crystals were quite expensive and also quite rare, and just as much difficult to buy.

Since the job of gathering supplies was left to his trusted butler, Gerald decided to take a stroll through the capital.

Although he lived here for months already, the city was just too big to get to know it all in a short time. There were still some roads and alleys he didn't visit, and shops he had never seen before.

There was a weapon shop that especially attracted his attention. Among the many fancy-looking buildings, this one stood out like a sore thumb.

It was a rough stone building with a rustic look, made of both metal and dark stone. In Auralba, a city of white gold, it was truly an anomaly.

Above the front door hung a metal shield, though it was split down through the middle, and only the bottom half was still holding it together. It was hanging from two black chains that were making it gently sway in the wind.

After coming inside, a strong iron smell immediately hit Gerald's nose. And as someone that likes to work with metal, it was quite soothing for him.

"Hello! We got some good pieces if you are looking to buy." A friendly voice greeted him. It was a woman, nothing special about her.

Average height, average looks, slightly plump, and probably already over thirty. She was standing at the counter, seemingly in charge of the place.

"Oh, hey there! I guess I'm here to buy yes…"

"Excellent," the woman clapped her hands cheerfully, "So, what will it be? Want to protect yourself, or deal some damage?"

"I already have weapons so…" Gerald looked over the displayed armor sets on the walls and weapons on the weapon's rack.

There were all kinds of tools for killing for one to admire.

Long swords, spears, and pikes, heavy axes, and hammers, elegant bows, and knives, even iron hooks on chains, as well as sickles. They truly had it all!

The complete sets of armor came in various styles and materials. They had rough iron and polished steel, hammered copper and bronze, and even hard-leather metal-reinforced attire such as brigandine.

Truly fascinating!

"Do you have any shields by any chance?" That was the one thing that was missing in the entire shop. They had no shields anywhere! How weird!

"Shields?" The woman looked at him sideways and he got the feeling she wanted to say something but stopped herself.

"You don't have it? Who makes all these other things anyway, must be a really skilled craftsman!"

"It's… That's my husband's handiwork. He's working in his smithy at the back…"

"Well… Then can I go talk to him?"

The woman thought for a bit and then nodded, and signaled him he should follow her.

"Good luck!" she said after pointing him in the right direction and returned to the shop.

'What for,' Gerald wondered.

Behind the shop was a small shack with an open forge and a middle-aged man was working away, pounding on metal with his hammer.

"Hello!" Gerald loudly greeted to be heard among the noise. "I was wondering if I could buy…a shield."

He paused at the end of the sentence, because he noticed the upper part of the shack, under the ceiling, was completely packed with shields!

Small shields, big shields, round, square, oval, and even diamond-shaped shields decorated the place.

"A shield?" The man stopped banging on his anvil and looked at Gerald from top to bottom. "Go away, you are not strong enough to be worthy of my shield! Your body is too frail and thin! Scrawny toothpick!"

'The fuck?' Gerald was stunned, 'What do you mean?! I'm bigger than you, and you are already built like a bear!'

He refrained from knocking out the guy and simply taking one of his shields, and instead tried to be 'polite'.

"What the fuck do you mean, old man?! What does being worthy have to do with buying your shield? Isn't silver good enough?!"

"Hah!" The man tossed the hammer away. "You know nothing! Tell me, boy, have you ever seen a real Orc?"
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                "Seen one, cut off his head too!" is what Gerald wanted to shout, but instead he made a puzzled expression. What did that have to do with anything?

"I once used to sell my shields to guys like you! I can still remember those days…" The man stared into the distance, appearing to be reminiscing about the past.

"There was a group of youngsters once, freshly baptized into warriors… They bought my armor and weapons, displaying them proudly under the scorching sun. They were magnificent!"

'Dude, I just want to buy a shield, I don't care about your life story!'

But the man was oblivious to Gerald's annoyed expression and continued rambling on. He spoke something about a great mission, about protecting a village or some such… There were words about those well-known pests, Goblins, and a sudden surprise Orc attack.

"I see..." Gerald absentmindedly acknowledged his story.

"And then!" the smith shouted, "The beast struck them with its huge sword and cleaved a guy clean in half! In half, I say! The poor bastard was too scared to even protect himself and died a dog's death. The rest had the same fate and soon became cold corpses on the ground! Cold, bloody corpses I tell you!"

The smith grabbed Gerald by the shoulders and shook him hard, "Do you realize it now? Orcs are no joke! They are intelligent like us, but they pretend to be stupid and weak and use bait to lure unsuspecting and inexperienced warriors to their death!"

"Er, what?"

"They lurk in the shadows, behind the horde of their minions! And they always attack just when you think the fight is over and victory guaranteed! They are cunning… and vicious!"

"What does this have to do with a shield?!"

"I'm getting there," the man grumbled and gave him an angry side-eye, "You youngsters are so impatient these days, no wonder so many lose their lives! ...Now, where was I? Oh, yes! One of the young warriors managed to survive after all! He used my shield and blocked the Orc's strike, losing only a hand from the impact. Brave guy. He then quickly ran away to get help. And that's why I don't sell shields!"

"Because they are useless and can't withstand an Orc's attack?" Gerald cautiously asked.

"What? No! Were you even listening to the story?!" The guy almost exploded, "My shield worked perfectly, you can even still see it, it's the one hanging above the front door!"

The man continued speaking while poking Gerald's chest with his finger, like some sort of an aggressive secretary.

"I'm not selling my shields to wimps that are too scared to even lift them up and would rather die than lose a hand! Only those that can stand their ground against an Orc are deserving of my masterpieces!"

"Then…" Gerald scratched his cheek, "What would one have to do to buy your shield?"

Placing his hands on his hips the man smirked, "A body part of an Orc or a weapon would be nice to see. And I wouldn't charge anything to that person, a brave soul like that could have one of my works for free!"

Gerald threw his head back and sighed deeply, "Finally some useful information, old man." A fresh Orc corpse materialized itself between them, and Gerald forced his hand into the mouth, yanking out a few teeth. "Here, take this!" He handed over the fangs of the beast, stowed away the corpse, and went to browse through the shields.

"I killed the Orc a few days ago. If you like it so much, I guess you can keep it…"

He ultimately decided on a hefty simple-looking round shield. "I'll take this one!"

The blacksmith stared at the teeth in his hand with an open mouth and trembling eyes, completely stunned.

Seeing no reaction, Gerald decided to just leave, "Thanks, and take care!"

He said his goodbyes to the woman in the shop too, who looked at him in surprise and quietly left.

He then stored the shield in his Ring and finally breathed a sigh of relief. "Phew! That was weird and random! Why are there so many weird people in this world? ...Well, I guess I'm one of them. Hehe!"

After giving the Broken Shield one last look, he decided to return home.

There were plenty of things he still wanted to do. Making more spell scrolls was one of them, and training his Telekinetic Forging skill was also a must.

But all those things could wait a day or two, not because he had better things to do, but instead, he was currently lacking the materials.

So, to waste some time, he decided to finally harvest what he could from all those Goblin corpses and empty his ring from the filth.

The weird thing was, as he used the Essence Extraction skill more often, he got this feeling like the skill was not complete. If it was truly made for enhancing the young ones, it didn't make sense!

Giving them strength without the actual ability to use it safely seemed like a terrible idea.

"Unless there is a way to develop the other half…" Gerald mumbled as the magic around them was busy disintegrating the bloody corpses and extracting their strength. "If I could extract their toughness, resilience, or defense… That could work."

Unfortunately, he had no clue how to do such a thing, or if it was even possible.

"Ah~" He breathed out loudly after racking his brain for a while. Time flew by fast when he was busy and his stomach started rumbling in protest, demanding food like always.

He took a piece of meat from the ring and a bowl of fatty broth. He created a small flame to heat the food up and ate it on the spot.

"I wonder if Sebas will find any Light Crystals this time? It'd be nice if I could make some Laser spell scrolls… Yeah, that would be cool. I could make a laser show… Some loud music and flashing lights, I kind of miss it now that I think about it."

Gerald quietly sighed and moved to the window.

It was already late and the last sun rays were disappearing behind the horizon.

"It has been months since I came here, and I weirdly don't miss my computer that much. Never thought it would be possible for me to go without it for more than a day…"

He rested his elbows on the window's ledge while his legs floated behind him in the air. There was a light summer breeze outside and it carried a nice smell of nature even though they were in a city.

The moon rose from the south and Gerald gazed upon it seemingly in a daze, until suddenly, "Wait, wasn't the moon in the north?"

He quickly flew into the sky and turned around, resulting in his eyes nearly popping out in shock.

"There are two moons!?"
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                "Two moons!" Gerald walked around his room, visibly upset. "How long have I been here?! Am I blind? How could I miss two freaking moons?! I literally saw each of them every day and night and it just... didn't click?" He rambled on and on...

"Am I getting sick? Is my brain still working correctly?" He stood in front of a mirror staring at his face while making various weird facial expressions.

"I missed something so obvious, but how?! This never happened to me before!" Suddenly a Potion of Focus materialized in his hand and he uncorked it and drank it all in one swift motion.

Slowly he calmed down and his mind returned to rest. There was silence... for a moment.

"No, it's probably because I was too busy with magic to notice a small inconsistency like that… Still, I'd better be extra attentive in the future."

Knock, knock!

"Young Master, are you still awake?" It was the butler calling. He returned with the loot! Unfortunately, he didn't bring any Light Crystals, but there were plenty of Fire ones to make up the difference.

Gerald patted the man's shoulder and said something along the lines of 'Good job' and gave him a thumbs up.

This time he ordered some better paper in hopes of making stronger spell scrolls. Though what he got wasn't really paper, but scrolls of refined leather of powerful beasts.

He finally had enough materials to increase his stash of Greater Fireball scrolls and so the next day, early in the morning, he got to work.

Bloody magical ink was drawn on the paper as the runes formed a magical circuit, imbuing the skin of the dead with great new powers. After a few exhausting hours of making the same thing over and over, Gerald decided to experiment a little.

Fire magic was one of his favorites in terms of looks and sheer destructive power, and one spell, in particular, was anchored in his mind from the very beginning.

It was the Fire Rain spell, the creation of the famous Mage, Spark!

He could imagine a dark night with streaks of flames descending from the heavens, setting the land ablaze.

"Hohoho…" Gerald couldn't help but chuckle while drawing runes for the spell. Although he never experienced magic like that before, his understanding of runes was already quite good. Now he just had to draw a few ideas and test them out to see if they worked.

He just had to leave the city and find a good bit of space to try it out, unless he wanted to have thousands of people try to kill him for setting the capital ablaze.

He soon landed in an open meadow among flowers and tall grass. There was no fear of a fire spreading since it was all green and growing.

"Let's try this one now…" Gerald took the first scroll, unfurled it, and triggered the activation rune.

"Uh-oh!"

BOOM!

The scroll violently ignited and exploded immediately after, blasting Gerald's hand into pieces like nothing.

Luckily he held it in his left, so only his silver fingers suffered damage, though he still felt pain all over his body, especially his ears, due to the powerful shockwave.

"Owowow… That hurt…" He quickly cast Recovery on himself before preparing to test the next scroll.

"Since that one didn't work, I guess this one might…?" He held the next one with Telekinesis, far away from himself.

"Or not…" He lifted his hands to protect his face just in time when…

BOOM!

"Oh, I think I know what's happening!"

Gerald quickly took the third scroll out of his Ring and activated it, only this time he paid especially close attention to Mana.

BOOM!

As predicted, the last one exploded upon activation as well, failing to display the desired result.

"So that's what's happening, huh? Seems like the magic circuit gets overloaded… Too many actions at once it seems… and too much energy."

He was wondering why people created unnecessary delays in the activation of a spell scroll, but now it appeared this was the reason.

"Though those weaker spells don't need to be delayed since they are too weak to trigger these phenomena, but then again, people are simply following a predetermined path…" Gerald sighed and shook his head.

Since magic was quite dangerous if not handled properly, the safety precautions taken were slowing down the advancements.

Only madmen would push magic to its limit, and that would result in a catastrophic failure more often than not. The damage and casualties would then serve as a reminder to be extra conservative and not deviate from the norm.

"Aiya, that's a pain in the ass… I guess maybe if I can use more ink I could… Tsk!" Gerald clicked his tongue, expressing his unhappiness. "No, the foundation on which I'm building is too weak, I can already see it… The spell will probably have to be powering up for a few seconds at least, instead of it being instant!"

He thought about it for a while and came to a realization, "The stronger they become, the more useless they are because of this weakness. If you know a mage is preparing his magic, be it manual casting or spell scrolls, can't you just run away, or kill him outright? So annoying!"

He kicked a small stone on the road while walking back to the capital. His head was lowered and his gaze angry enough to make newborns cry.

As he walked, he grumbled under his breath, his big figure appearing as an unstable volcano ready to explode at any moment. The travelers quickly hurried past or decided to take a rest and let him get in front, creating a certain void around him on the otherwise busy road.

"Unless… What if it's not a bug, but a feature?!" Gerald's face suddenly brightened. He quickly took one last spell scroll out and quickly wrote a few more runes.

"I can add delayed activation, but instead in the middle of the spell, I can add it at the beginning… Hmm, yes, yes!"

He hunched his back and rubbed his hands together like some sort of shady merchant as the ideas started forming inside his head.

"Explosion is an art! Humans became the most powerful and destructive beings on the planet precisely because they made good use of explosions!"

Guns, bombs, engines, rockets… They all worked by making use of a controlled explosion. Massive ships and planes that could travel across the world, all contributed massively to the expansion of the human race on Earth. But like any new technology, they all started small and weak, before eventually transforming the world around them.

"So we shall start small, and see where the road takes us…"

Gerald crumpled the scroll into a ball, only leaving a corner exposed. He then tore that piece off, and the spell was activated.

However, due to the runes added, there was a few seconds of delay, allowing him to toss the ball far away.

Boom!

And as you would expect…

"Aaaah! Run, he's one of those crazy mages!"

"Mommy!"

The sudden explosion scared many, and they quickly picked up their stuff and ran away from Gerald in fear. Nobody wanted to stay close to one of those delusional mages that constantly pushed themselves to the limit.

What if something went wrong and they exploded? Wouldn't the onlookers be showered with blood and guts? It was better to keep a safe distance.

People talked, shouted, screamed, and pointed with their fingers, but why should Gerald care for their opinions? He just created a hand grenade! And it was so easy!

Okay, easy and expensive. The materials alone set him back more than just a few gold coins. Processing the hide of magic beasts so they keep their magical properties wasn't easy or quick, and no sane person would try to make armor out of it for this reason. They were way too valuable for that. Might as well use silver.

"Hahaha! Who cares about Fire Rain! Carpet bombing it's where it's at!"

Amidst roaring laughter, Gerald suddenly rose to the skies, completely unconcerned about the witnesses, and flew back to the capital. No more hiding, no more staying low. War was coming, and he would stand straight, with his head held high!

It was time for this world to learn the true meaning of warfare!
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                [Dear diary…]

[I'm writing this in the morning because I was too tired yesterday after a long day.

With the group, I joined last week we fought the Belligerent Gnawlers for the entirety of yesterday.

Their nest stank like death, and there were at least a hundred of them!

I can still smell the stench on my clothes. I almost got bitten, too!

Luckily I had spent some money to buy the Stoneskin Potion. However, one of the guys wasn't that lucky…

He refused to take the potion, saying that it makes him itchy and it's a hindrance to his movements.

Welp, guess what? He got bitten below the knee!

His teammates wanted to immediately burn his wound, but he refused again, saying he will be fine.

Today he woke up early because his leg started turning sore and black.

He is currently crying in pain. His leg is probably going to have to be cut off…

He didn't listen, and now his short carer of a warrior is coming to an end. But what can you do, such is life.

There is always that one dumbass, thinking himself smarter than the rest.

They are now calling me to help them carry him back to the city…

Great, as if I'm not tired enough already…]



[OH! MY! GOD!]

[I can't believe what I have just seen!

On the road back to the city we met a weird person.

He was super tall and dressed in black leather, and had his face hidden behind a hood.

I just wish I could see his face, damn it!

But he was acting so weirdly, mumbling something in a creepy tone, and then he suddenly threw something. It looked like a piece of paper.

But it exploded!

I can still feel my heart beating loudly from the fright it gave me!

It was so loud and powerful! Even the Bottled Thunder wouldn't scare me that much!

When he started laughing like mad, I for sure thought it was one of those crazy mages that went nuts.

We tried to stand far away from him, but then…

Then he suddenly jumped up, and he...he flew!

He flew like a bird!

Oh my god!

I still can't believe it!

Was he even human?! Can humans fly?!

In the ten years, I have worked as a warrior, I have never before seen or heard of anyone flying!

I wanted to run after him and see where he went, but we had to carry that fool!

I'm so mad!

I wanted to just toss him to the curb and leave him there, but then his friends would probably turn against me…

I needed the money so I could only endure.]



[It's me again!]

[I found him!

Well, not exactly, but I got a clue!

After getting paid when we returned to Auralba, I started asking around…

You wouldn't believe it, but a few people saw him too!

He was in this city! I'm so excited!

I never felt this way before, so I'm not sure how I should act.

It's a mix of excitement, happiness, and a bit of fear.

It's so weird, but I got this feeling like I want to just smile all the time.

Maybe because it was my childhood dream to be able to fly?

I don't know, but I want to meet that man.

But if I do, what then? Should I beg him to teach me?

I don't even know him, and he certainly doesn't know me…

I'm feeling so nervous, ah! My hands are shaking while I'm writing this.

I think I'll take some time to rest and continue with my search later.

My mind just can't take it anymore!]



It has been a few days since the Phoenix Knights clashed with the Orcs in the night. They have returned back safely and brought back the victims. They were then left to the Guild to be taken care of.

Tabbris Northendark went to report to his father and also the King. They were quite close, so he was granted an audience without a problem.

The issue of lacking manpower was addressed then and there.

It was quite clear that only twenty people were not enough if they wanted to take on a nest. The King decided to order the Warrior's Guild to issue a special mission of extermination led by the Phoenix Knights.

With their widespread fame and generous rewards, it shouldn't be a problem getting a few dozen strong men to join the fight.

It was not often that the opportunity to fight alongside the best was presented to the masses.

Also, a battle against Orcs was often reserved only for those truly capable, but with the current lack of manpower, everyone was welcome.

Of course, for those that were weak, participating in this mission would bring only downsides and no upsides.

They would be responsible for their own supplies and safety, so they would most likely be the first to suffer if anything went wrong.

Still, there were those brave enough to grab this opportunity to learn from the best despite the high danger. Only by taking some risks could they advance faster than their peers.

The rumors of war already spread across the Kingdom and the beast attacks were starting to happen even in broad daylight. The Warrior's Guild was short on warriors since there was so much to do.

Still, it was not all bad. With extra work came extra loot, and many jumped at the opportunity to make some extra cash, especially since they could demand higher pay due to increased danger.

The Guild released the news, and soon half the city knew about the mission.

The place was in the middle of the Black Forest, some two hundred kilometers to the northwest. It was around two to three days travel on foot if they hurried.

The first attack in the north-western part of the Kingdom happened just about a week ago where another village was razed to the ground, so it was extremely important to check the place out before any more villages get destroyed.

Time was of the essence.
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                A special guest visited the Black Onyx Mansion at noon the following day.

It was Tabbris again! The guy came to visit with his right-hand man Ravian with the intent of inviting Gerald to join their expedition.

"..."

"Fighting orcs?" After telling him why they were there, Gerald appeared somewhat uninterested. "I don't know man, Orcs are a pain in the ass to fight… They take too long to kill."

"No worries," Ravian said, "We can use Warg poison to kill them quickly. We just need to agitate and tire them out a little bit first."

"Oh? It does sound plausible… Tell me more."

Tabbris spoke, "It's simple, really! You just have to tire them out for a bit and do some shallow wounds. After some time, when they lose about a third of their blood, you can hit them with a poisoned dart and they should go down in no time!"

"Wait, wait… A third of their blood? How long do they usually need to be running around for that to happen?"

Tabbris and Ravian looked at each other, unsure what to answer.

"About half an hour, maybe? Sometimes a bit less…I think."

"Half an hour?! What's the point of this strategy then?! I was thinking about five minutes or something like that…"

Gerald looked at those two with wide-opened eyes, and they did just the same.

"Five minutes?!" Ravian expression appeared quite interesting. He felt like they were being insulted and mocked right now.

"How long did it take you to kill that Orc then?!"

Getting the question so aggressively thrown at him, Gerald didn't feel like explaining much. "It was all kind of blurry, but it was probably no more than ten minutes…"

"Ten-" Ravian failed to swallow his saliva properly and almost started choking.

"Then how long does it take you to kill weaker beasts?" Tabbris asked. 'It should be a few minutes each, right? Even if he can kill an Orc so quickly, fighting multiple opponents is much more difficult after all…'

"Eh, Probably thirty seconds for a dozen Goblins? I don't know man, I usually don't pay much attention to that. By the time the first one stops choking on his own blood it's usually already over."

"Aha," mouthed Tabbris while leaving his lower jaw just hanging in there. He didn't know what to say anymore.

'This guy is a freaking walking natural disaster! But I guess that's to be expected since he can control so many spells at once… Even father can barely do something like that, and he's already…'

Tabbris shook his head to get rid of his thoughts and straightened his back to appear calmer. "Anyway, about the expedition…"

"Gerald!"

A higher-pitched shout disrupted the talk between men, and a person entered the room soon after.

"What is it Sera?" Gerald asked. From what he could see, she appeared annoyed for some reason.

She took a deep breath before telling of her woes, "Some people have been seen constantly snooping around the Mansion, and the guards are pestering me about what to do about it. They are annoying me to no end!"

"Oh, that? Unless they try to climb over the wall, just ignore them," Gerald answered calmly. A thing like this didn't require his attention.

"So, can we count on you…?" Tabbris asked once more since he was disrupted before.

"Hmm…" Taking a moment to think, Gerald made a pondering expression, shifting his gaze from Tabbris to Sera and back.

"Actually, I just got an idea! Okay, we'll come with you!" he eventually announced.

"We?" asked Tabbris, puzzled.

"We?" asked Sera, feeling like she made a mistake by coming here.

"That's right! Spread the news to the rest, we are going Orc hunting!"

"Erm…" Sera fidgeted her fingers and stared at the floor, "I know I said I love hunting and all… But can we please not seek death by fighting Orcs? Please?"

Gerald looked at her in shock. Not because it was the first time she expressed her resistance against hunting, but because she gave him a puppy-eyed look.

If he didn't know any better he would truly think she was a helpless little girl that was afraid of the world. He almost wanted to pinch her soft rosy cheeks.

"Oooh, who's a good little girl," he booped her nose as you would with a cute little doggy. He even hugged her and patted her head while quietly whispering comforting words in her ear.

"It's okay baby, you don't have to be afraid, master will be there with you so no big bad Orcs will hurt you…"

"Fuck off, I'm not a dog!" Sera's face turned crimson from embarrassment and she quickly pushed him away.

"You are not?!" Gerald made a baffled expression, appearing truly shocked by her words. "But your eyes..."

Ravian and Tabbris felt uncomfortable watching the two goof around until they couldn't take it anymore.

"Ahem!" Forcefully clearing his throat, Tabbris managed to bring the attention back to himself.

"So, how are we going to do this? The plan is to leave at dawn in two days, and there will be about fifty of us total..."

"…" Gerald returned to his serious state and posed an important question, "How long do you think the travel will last?"

"About two days if we hurry," answered Ravian without even having to think. "Most people are on foot, so that will slow us down a bit."

Gerald sat down on his chair to think things through before eventually giving his response. "It's settled then! The girls will leave with you, and I'll join you a bit later. I still got some things to do in the meantime."

"Really? Should we just wait for you instead, or do you have a horse…?" Tabbris asked him. The entire thing was somewhat excessive to him, but the King wanted to learn more about Gerald, so they were tasked with bringing him along.

"Dude…" Gerald looked at him sideways, "You do know I can fly, right? I'll be there in a few hours."

"Oh…"

"Ah-ha…"

"I'm sure your sister told you, right? Or did you forget?" Gerald said while paying close attention to the guy's facial expressions.

"No, no, I was just thinking it probably uses a lot of Mana… I would never forget something like this," Tabbris quickly said while exaggerating his hand gestures.

'He totally forgot! Wow, this guy is way too easy to read!' Even Sera was able to figure out that much.
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                The debate eventually came to an end.

Tabbris and his right-hand man left the information on where and when the gathering for the expedition would take place before leaving the premises.

The mission will also serve as a sort of test for the girls, where they could let loose and demonstrate how they advanced in their studies.

Gerald went and explained that to the rest. Though he received mixed responses, that didn't change a thing since his word was the one that counted in the end.

"I'll let you be on your own for a few days, but just in case something happens, I'll leave you a few spells scrolls…" That's what he said before handing each of them a bunch of scrolls.

They received Thorns, Fireballs, and Ice Shields for their protection. Even if something truly bad happened, they should at least be able to escape safely.

Besides, it's not like they were completely helpless. Both Xilia and Sera were great at offensive magic, while Elly focused mostly on support and defense.

"Is Qiona coming with us too?" Elly asked after they got all the details figured out.

"Of course!" Gerald answered enthusiastically. "She also needs some real-life experience! It's going to be a good exercise for her because she needs to see the world, otherwise, she might end up a narrow-minded person."

Before returning to his things, Gerald gifted each of them a Golden Space Pouch to carry their items in. After receiving the Ring, he had no need for those things anymore, so he might as well give it to someone who could make better use of it.

His hand was already repaired and he even ordered another one just in case something unpredictable happened to the current one.

Since they were going on a bloody expedition, possibly even attacking an Orc's stronghold, Gerald had plenty to do in the next few days.

The spells scrolls he already had should be enough to fight a small army, so those weren't a concern.

He collected plenty of rusty and broken weapons from the Goblins, as well as some armor and metal scraps. It was time to melt it down and make something more useful, like maybe cannonballs?

The Orc Elite's armor already netted him about fifty golfball-sized projectiles, but he decided to make a few hundred more just in case.

"Welp… Back to work, I guess!"

Gerald tossed the metal scraps out on the ground in the back garden and started working on them between his palms with his Magic Forge.

He spent an entire day like this, sweating like a dog, although dogs can't sweat, but only managed to make another fifty or so cannonballs.

"Eh, it's not the amount I wanted but… I guess it's enough for now." He wiped the sweat off his brow and drank some water to quench his thirst. Concentrating for so long was quite exhausting even though his Mana reserves remained full-ish for the entire day.

The time was mostly peaceful, however, the guards came nagging him from time to time. Apparently, some strange dude was trying to look inside the walls of the Mansion, and he even started asking a bunch of questions.

In hindsight, it was probably nothing, but of course, the guards just had to confirm with their boss, and as such, they kept pestering Gerald to the point he even considered breaking a bone or two just so that guy would leave.

Luckily he left towards the evening, clearly unsuccessful in whatever he tried to do, and didn't come back even the next day.

It has been a stressful few days, and for a young healthy male full of energy, the best way to calm down, apart from the internet, was among a group of young ladies.

Of course, the first choice was Madam Daisy's Funhouse. The girls there were professionals and knew how to take care of their clients, and Gerald was somewhat of a regular.

Though it wasn't easy to forget a tall, battle-hardened man walking around with a hand made entirely out of silver. It attracted more than just looks.

As for why he didn't have any romantic relationships with one of the four that lived with him? Let's just say that he had some bad experiences with his previous partners. The modern world wasn't exactly male-friendly anymore.

In either case, Gerald felt his attention was better spent elsewhere, and having playful but at the same distant interactions with the girls was proving to be the best choice of action.

Even then, some sparks of jealousy were still visible every now and then, despite his best efforts to keep a balance.

A romantic relationship with one of them would just result in an unnecessary mess, a sight all too commonly seen back on Earth.

It would be unlike him to repeat his mistakes.

For all those reasons Gerald decided to simply satisfy his lust with the help of experts. It was more enjoyable that way anyway.



The day finally came!

Elly, Sera, Xilia, and Qiona woke up early, ate a hearty breakfast, and left the Mansion at the crack of dawn.

Meanwhile, Gerald was still snoring like a bear in his soft bed, and even if the world was ending, he would probably ask for another five minutes.

In either case, the show had to go on!

The warriors gathered at the Guild under the Phoenix Knights' banner. Some came alone, a few in pairs, and even more came in a group.

It was somewhat of a comical gathering, a mix of all sorts of armors and professions, from iron-clad frontline battle-hardened warriors, all the way to young girls in bright clothes, even an Elven child was among them.

The Black Onyx group attracted quite the attention. Regrettably, their cloaks weren't quite ready yet and they had to make do with what they had.

However, should anyone try to test themselves against this seemingly weak group, they would be in for a rude awakening!

Each of these frail-looking girls was a master magician capable of slaying armies of enemies singlehandedly!

Well, not really…

They were decent amateurs at best, but you should let the young ones dream. They were the future generation after all!
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                "Oh hey, you came!" Tabbris came riding on his horse to say hello. "Gerald truly didn't come with you?" he asked, looking around just in case.

"Are you kidding? Haha! He is probably still sleeping! I could hear him snoring and talking in his sleep even after leaving the Mansion," Sera answered in a half-joking and half-serious tone.

Tabbris sighed, quite visibly disappointed, but he didn't dwell on it for long. They had stuff to do.

"Oh well, I'm sure he'll catch up with us later…"

He then turned his attention to the rest and began his speech. "As I'm sure you are all well aware," Tabbris started, "We have all gathered here for a single purpose! We have received clues of a possible Orc nest, and it is our duty to seek it out and destroy it, should the information prove accurate!"

His booming voice attracted everyone's gazes, and they turned to listen to what he had to say.

"We are now a group of warriors unfamiliar with each other! However, during the next two days, we will familiarize ourselves with each other and become a powerful unit! Stick close to each other and trust in our combined strength, for only together can we truly reign victorious over the monsters!"

"Yeah!"

"Wooo!"

His words of encouragement invoked loud cheers of agreement and approval, greatly lifting morale and igniting their fighting spirits.

"Alright, let's go!"

The fifty-something warriors started their march. Although some of them had mounts, the great majority were on foot. That was a weakness of such a group. They could only travel as fast as the slowest among them.

Since Tabbris wanted to establish a friendly relationship with Gerald, he offered his teammates to ride on their provisions' wagon. They accepted, of course, who wouldn't. There was a long road ahead.

***

[I spent some time asking around the capital, and a few people also noticed the flying man.]

[They pointed me in the direction he went, and after a few hours, I think I have confirmed the place.

It's a mansion, because, of course, it is…

Only a rich man or a noble would have access to flight magic.

I tried to see inside, but the walls are quite high and I'm on the short side…

It's tough to be me.

I tried to eat more when I was younger, but then I started growing in the wrong direction.

Not worth it!

Anyway, I tried asking the guards who live in there, and if they have seen a man fly over, but they seemed confused.

I'm not sure if they are just good actors or if they are truly clueless, but I failed to get any useful information out of them.

After an entire day of questioning, I decided to take a rest. I only learned of their coat of arms on the banner, some sort of a black crystal…

I wanted to continue observing for a week at least, but then I learned of the special mission the Guild was advertising.

The reward was quite good, and I need money, so…

It was also an opportunity to work with Phoenix Knights, they are also my role models!

I signed up, of course. Can't miss an opportunity like this.

On the day of the mission, I woke up early.

Filled my backpack with all sorts of tools, medicines, and ointments I did.

You can never be too careful in the wild, especially since we are hunting Orcs.

There are some people already gathered, and more are coming all the time.

There is the boss.

Leader of the Phoenix Knights, Tabbris Northendark!

He is one of the most promising young warriors in the Kingdom, just like his father used to be when I was still a young lad.

Oh, it seems he knows a group of young girls, two of them are Dark Elves even…

Lucky him.

I always wanted to get close to a Dark Elf, they are so beautiful!

Too bad, I have no such luck with ladies...

After that, the guy gave a speech and we got ready to depart.

He offered the girls a ride, of course.

Damn must be nice to be so good-looking and rich!

We have been on the road for a while now.

It's what you would expect of a group of warriors in high spirits.

We sang, we laughed, and some of them even decided to take out some musical instruments and play!

We are so loud that we probably scared all the wild animals around us, so hunting will be hard.

Also, I'm pretty sure I saw some people looking at us from the woods.

Might have been bandits.

But they were probably too scared to attack us, haha!

Since we are a group of warriors.

At most, they would get some weapons and armor.

At worst they would be dead.

Not a good investment for risking their lives.

That's why I'm worry-free, and so are the rest. Simple life.

I'm not usually one to make friends, but I guess speaking with a few people can't hurt.

Apparently, some of them are worried because of the weird stuff that is happening.

Especially those followers of Beliar, they came out of nowhere.

And they are so creepy, I get goosebumps every time I look in their eyes.

It's almost as if they are possessed.

The rest don't agree with me.

They say I'm overthinking things.

While they do look weird, they are just poor lunatics in the end.

That's what they say.

Nobody really cares to hear what they preach.

But I do.

I hear everything.

I'll record it too, just like I'm doing this.

I heard them speak of a powerful beast.

Of one that can devour the world.

I don't know if it's just a metaphor or if there really exists something like it.

We met a few of these crazies on the road.

They were spouting nonsense like always.

Something about how they received divine powers from their god.

We ignored them.

Still, one of them came close and tried to touch one of the warrior ladies while rambling about sin.

Not a good idea.

Apparently, her partner was one of the big guys.

The Beliar's disciple got kicked across the road and landed heavily on the other side.

I was sure he broke a few ribs at least, but surprisingly, he appeared fine.

I'm not sure if I'm paranoid, but I think I saw tiny black lines spreading from those mad-looking eyes.

It happened so quickly that I'm not sure if it was real.

When I blinked it was gone.

Nobody seemed to notice, and we continued on our way.

We walked for most of the day, but that wasn't a problem for us hardened warriors.

We then set camp near a small stream and ate our provisions.

There was no time to hunt, and we were in a hurry.

Another day and a half and we should arrive at our target.

At least that's what one guy said.

I don't care to confirm, too tired.

Goodnight.]
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                "Hey~ It's time to wake up my dear."

"Five more minutes… Zzzzz."

"You said I should wake you before noon, well it's time," whispered a pretty young girl into the man's ear.

"Yawn, what day is it?" Gerald slowly got up and stretched his limbs when a sudden headache hit him.

"Uff, my head is killing me! Seems like nanites are breaking down way faster than expected… I really shouldn't have drank that much..." he mumbled while holding his head, and slowly got off the bed.

"Wait, did you say it's noon already?!"

"…Yes."

"Fuck! I'm going to be late!" Gerald simply touched his clothes on the floor and they disappeared into thin air, before reappearing on him.

Instant Dress Technique!

"Oh~" The girl seductively gasped at the sight.

"No time to explain, I got to fly! Take care baby," Gerald said and sent her a kiss with a gesture of his hand. Then he ran to the window…

The girl smiled like a pretty flower and waved him goodbye, only she didn't expect him to simply jump out of the window.

"What the-? Oh my gosh!" She ran after him and looked outside, only to see his figure rising higher and higher.

"Oh my… Nobody is going to believe me…"



Gerald flew in the sky when another wave of pain hit him and he wobbly landed on a roof. "Ugh, maybe I should take a little rest. I'm sure they will be fine without me for a few hours…"

He cast Recovery and drank a Healing Potion to try and get rid of the hangover. It seemed to be slowly working.

"Hey, now I remember! The cloaks should be done by now, right? I should take them with me!"

It has been a while indeed, and the Black Onyx cloaks were waiting for them at the tailor, so Gerald went to pick them up.

They looked even better than he expected! Shiny and soft leather, the beautiful emblem on the back, delicately sewn edges... It was truly a work of art! He swapped his old cloak with the new one and looked at himself in the mirror.

"A masterpiece to be sure, I love it!" Gerald praised.

"Young master is too kind," the old tailor replied, while unable to hide a happy smile.

After leaving that place, Gerald hopped on a roof and put on a wingsuit. Then, a Greater Mana Potion materialized in his hand as he looked at it.

"Sigh~ At least there is one good thing that came from this… While the nanites break down, the potion effects keep getting longer."

The duration was slowly increasing over the months, and it was now already double from what it was at the beginning. However, twenty minutes was still a bit off from the thirty-or-so minutes the potion should realistically last.

Luckily Gerald had his personal production and didn't have to worry about it, but it would be truly tragic if he had to buy more potions just because his body neutralized them faster.

In any case, as he glided through the sky, his hangover was slowly diminishing, with the cold wind helping greatly in clearing his mind.

"I wonder if they found anything already? Maybe they are already engaged in life-threatening combat?" Gerald wondered out loud, but then shook his head, "Nah, they have Tabbris and his gang, I'm sure it will be fine!"



And it was fine! Well, at least for the moment.

The group arrived at the location before noon and set camp not far away. After eating a hearty meal and taking a short rest, they went to work.

They gathered around the dark hole and then went in one by one in a single file… Not! That would be an extremely stupid thing to do.

Instead, five Earth mages gathered around it a good distance away and started chanting, each at his own pace. There was a clear hierarchy between them, and you could figure out many things with just a single glance.

Rich guys had expensive-looking gear, such as wands, staves, or jewelry, while the rest held simple amulets made of Earth Crystals, or even better yet, the raw Earth Crystal itself.

As chunks of earth were pulled from the ground, the hole slowly expanded and sunlight shone into the darkness. The job was all but quiet and discrete, and soon beasts started swarming out.

Just as they expected, dozens of stinky Goblins rushed out in panic and aggressively attacked anything that moved.

Thwack!

A bolt pierced the forehead of one of them and the beast collapsed on the floor like an empty sack.

"Keep casting, don't let them disturb you! Time is of the essence!" Ravian shouted and loaded another bolt on his crossbow.

Meanwhile, mages and archers started picking off the little pests before they could do any damage. Of course, Goblins were merely fodder, and nobody expected them to be any more than a nuisance.

The real fight would start when they would descend into the caverns below.

One of the mages there was standing out a little bit among the athletic warriors. He was on the short side and even slightly fat, however, his control over Mana was quite good.

He created a fat snake out of the water and sent it rushing at one of the Goblins. The snake exploded on impact and sent the Goblin tumbling to the ground while making a whole bunch of mud on the forest floor.

"Hee-hee, you are mine now!" The chubby mage licked his lips in excitement and pointed with his staff while chanting a spell. Meanwhile, his right hand moved constantly, and his ring-adorned fingers traveled in a circular motion.

The mud under the Goblin moved as if it was alive, and thick tentacles rose from it, grabbing the beast.

The mage trembled in excitement as his fingers moved all over the place, and even his tongue was constantly dancing on his lips.

The muddy tentacles tried to force themselves down the Goblin's throat and nose, in an attempt to slowly choke it to death.

"Hehehe, yes, yes! Suck on it! Suck on it good! Choke on my big, fat-"

Slice!

Igrit from the Phoenix Knight decapitated the struggling Goblin in one swing and gave the fatty a disgusted look.
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                "Stop playing around, now's not the time!" Igrit shouted at the fat mage.

"Hehe, sorry, sorry!" the latter responded, but it was clear that he was not sorry at all!

Igrit rolled her eyes that were clearly saying 'Damn pervert,' and returned to the fight.

As the rocks and dirt were extracted from the entrance, the tunnel leading underground started expanding. It was now time for the melee combatants to do their part and attack.

Each of the warriors had a lantern on their hip as they descended into the darkness with weapons drawn.

There wasn't much resistance at first, as only confused Goblins came out, and got turned into bloody corpses before long.

However, although the danger of ambushes was low, the smell that assaulted their noses was way worse than anyone could imagine.

It was like directly falling into a cesspit full of rotting corpses, and many among the seasoned warriors could barely hold themselves back from vomiting.

One of the younger ones wasn't that strong and collapsed from stench-induced nausea. He had to be carried out, and even then he needed more than half an hour to recover.

Sera, Xilia, Elly, and Qiona remained on the surface just like most of the mages and archers and stayed on guard against any possible surface ambush. They were in enemy territory after all.

It wasn't long before Qiona got bored of standing around and decided to explore a little bit. She walked around with no fear and observed the various plants and flowers that grew in the vicinity.

Unlike the relaxed atmosphere on the surface, the underground was all wet and dark. It didn't help that the tunnel soon branched out while the space to maneuver remained limited.

It appeared as if the natural cracks in the ground were artificially widened into long hallways by the beasts and served as a labyrinth for those that didn't know the way.

"Let's split up! One team goes with me, and the rest follow Ravian!" Tabbris decided after some deliberation.

The numbers didn't mean much in the narrow spaces anyway, so they might as well go separate ways.

It wasn't long before the first ambush happened.

A whole bunch of Goblins were hidden in the cracks along the wall, however, they were quickly discovered and disposed of before they could pose a threat.

"What is this?"

As they advanced forward, one man in the group brought his lantern close to the ground to see what the slippery stuff on the ground was.

"It's blood!"

Some other guy looked at him sideways and said, "Well yeah, we just killed Goblins, didn't we?" in a somewhat confused voice.

"No…" The first guy shook his head and pointed forward, "It's coming from there!"

They arrived at a wider cavern by now, and the light reflected from the wet walls, giving the place a creepy vibe.

"By the gods!"

"Lord have mercy…"

Bleagh!

A person in the front suddenly lost control of his stomach and vomited all he ate just an hour before.

The group suddenly became silent as they gazed into the darkness with somber expressions. As for why they reacted so…

Bones and blood, mixed with excrement, were covering the ground for as far as the eyes could see, and what looked like fresh corpses chained to the walls could be seen all around.

Worst yet, they were all women! Many dozens of them and hundreds of small disgusting Goblins were feasting on their flesh like little glutenous demons.

The men gritted their teeth and gripped their weapons in silence, for their anger and rage were becoming so great they feared going mad if they let it consume them.

There was a sudden glint in the darkness. Someone was still alive!

A young girl, probably not even in her twenties moved her eyes towards the light with difficulty.

"There's someone alive!" Tabbris quickly ran towards the girl and brought the light close. However, when he saw her, he winced in pain and averted his gaze to get his emotions under control.

Her stomach was opened, and tiny monsters were gnawing their way out slowly. Her guts were pushed onto the cold floor and blood was trickling from her wounds.

Tabbris kneeled close, for he saw her lips moving ever so slowly.

"Kill…me…"

That's what she kept repeating in a barely audible voice as her body was already at the edge of death. Even if the best healer in the Kingdom was here right this moment, she would still die before the hour was over.

Tabbris slowly nodded and gently caressed her pale cheeks with a pained expression and then placed his palms on her head.

"Freeze…"

As the words left his mouth, a terrible cold spread outward, and a few seconds later, the girl was frozen solid, her lips forming a barely noticeable smile.

"Boss?" One of the Knights called out as calmly as he could, but everyone present could feel his voice shaking beneath that facade.

"Kill them… Kill them all!" Tabbris roared and stomped on one of these tiny monsters, smashing it into a bloody pulp.

He took out his sword and turned around to face the warriors, "Kill them all, burn this place to the ground! Don't let a single one of these fucking devils escape!"

What happened next could only be described as absolute slaughter. Anger was flowing in rivers, the same as the blood. However, even so, it could not quench the thirst for death born in the hearts of men.

The Goblins were sliced, crushed, even torn to pieces by the hands of the warriors as they shouted in rage, descending into a bloodthirsty frenzy in the darkness of the Goblin nest.

But while all of that was happening…

"It is time my dear," a shrill voice was heard from the darkness, followed by a bloodchilling laugh. "Hehehe…"

"Kill those humans!"
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                Ravian and his group went their own way and soon came to see many smaller underground chambers blocked by primitively-made wooden doors.

"There's someone in here! Quick, help me open this!"

The warriors quickly went from one door to another and helped free the prisoners.

However, the people inside, instead of being happy, were terrified and refused to move. They scrambled into a corner and trembled in fear.

"Where are the Orcs? What happened to them?!" one of the men there screamed and tried to free himself from the grasp of one of the Phoenix Knights.

"Orcs? We didn't see any, now quick, we need to get you out of here!"

The prisoners were emaciated and weak, full of bruises and festering wounds. They were in need of immediate medical attention.

"No, no! It's a trap! Let me go, I want to live!" The man struggled and kicked until he was finally released.

"I'm not trying to escape! I'll be good! Just let me be!" he shouted like mad and crouched on the floor, covering his head and wailing like a child.

He appeared terrified beyond belief.

Of course, the warriors heard his words and became vigilant. It was indeed too calm and too quiet.

"Be careful! Stay alert, the beasts are probably hiding somewhere!"

They gathered in a circle, their backs facing each other.

Holding their lanterns in front, they slowly advanced forward, opening the prison cells as they went along.

However, many of those were empty, except for the dried blood that remained. Those few survivors they found seemed to be on the edge of insanity from the torture. They acted like caged animals, either attacking like a mad beast or cowering in a corner.

"Let them be, we can take care of them later," Ravian said as his eyes darted across all the empty cells they left behind.

"Where are the corpses?"

"Maybe they ate them?" one person responded in a weird tone. He was half-joking and half-serious.

Ravian shook his head and sighed, "I don't know, could be, but there aren't even any bones left…"

It was at that moment that they heard quiet screams and shouts coming from the tunnels. They realized they were distinctly human as loud curses and distorted words reached their ears.

"Tabbris! Something must have happened!" Ravian gripped his sword tightly and was almost ready to rush back when they heard footsteps behind them.

"They are coming!"

"Get into position!"

"Shields to the front!"

"Spears forward!"

The warriors formed a turtle formation, with massive tower shields at the front forming a moon shape and with long spears poking through the gaps.

The few mages and an archer who went underground with them stood behind them and got ready to shoot.

A person took a few bottles from his belt and tossed them randomly towards the source of the sound.

Luckily the tunnel here was quite wide so their battle strategy could be utilized. But overall, their formation was still quite tight.

The rattling of metal armor echoed in the cave and uneasiness gripped the warriors' hearts. The shouts and sounds of battle coming from the tunnel behind them also didn't help with the morale.

"Hold it!" Ravian shouted and lit a torch, lifting it high up.

Giehahaha!

A creepy laugh suddenly assaulted their ears, and a second later a wave of monsters poured from the darkness.

"Shit! I knew it was too quiet!"

"Fucking monsters! Kill them all!"

Wooooooo!

The warriors shouted and banged their weapons to raise morale, and in the meantime, Ravian looked at the attacking Goblins and Hobgoblins with squinted eyes.

As they rushed across the slippery floor, the beasts remained steady, but weirdly, Ravian's lips formed a smirk.

"Burn in hell!" He tossed the torch, and it landed among the beasts. However, a moment later the ground was set ablaze, a consequence of a 'calculated' bottle throw a few minutes prior.

How do you fight against hairy and disorganized opponents? Like this!

"Fire!" he shouted, and the mages and the archer immediately released their projectiles.

Heads exploded into spectacular flowers of blood, and arrows accurately pierced the chests of the closest enemies. As the first line fell, the monsters behind simply jumped over their fallen comrades and smashed into the massive shields.

They fought like mad animals, not even caring for their own life, and more than just a few lost their lives to the long and sharp blades of the spears.

"Get them!"

"Charge!"

The warriors pushed the shield wall forward and hacked with their weapons, putting their entire bodyweight behind it.

Ravian made his way to the front with a round shield in one hand and a longsword in the other.

Aggressive vanguards from both sides clashed and entered into a contest of strength. Each side pushed forward in an attempt to destabilize the enemy and advance.

After a momentary stalemate, the human warriors overpowered their enemy and pushed while brandishing their weapons.

Screams of pain echoed through the cavern, mostly coming from the humanoid monsters' side.

However, some managed to squeeze past the front line, or simply walk across their brethren, to attack from above and below.

The Goblins rushed forward like a flood, and with the limited mobility in the underground, the human warriors soon started bleeding as well.

Ravian, as the leader, fought at the front, and even though he was quite strong, his blade soon became heavy, and his breathing unregular.

"Thank Innos we received these potions!" he exclaimed as the Stamina Potion he drank started taking effect.

Unfortunately, even though his strength returned, and so did the few Phoenix Knights who were with him, the rest of the warriors didn't have such nice things.

The fight didn't last even twenty minutes when five men already lost their lives.

But this was just the start.
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                On the surface, the situation was relatively calm. People were sitting around and relaxing while still paying attention to their surroundings. Needless to say that the girls felt bored.

"Where are the Orcs? I want to fight!" Sera loudly complained while drawing circles on the ground with a stick. "I kind of wish I went down with the rest…"

"I'm not so sure that's a good idea," Elly said. "Orcs are really dangerous… My uncle always said it's best to just run away from them."

Clearly, boredom dulled Sera's fears because she jumped up and bragged, "Hah! Maybe if you are weak! I would just freeze them in place and then, pow!" She stabbed in the air against her imaginary opponent with a stick.

"Seems like you never fought against an actual Orc!" A womanly voice traveled to their ears, and Sera turned around to see a member of the Phoenix Knights approaching them with a warm smile.

"Who're you?" Xilia asked.

"Name's Igrit," she answered and then spoke to Sera, "You should listen to your friend, fighting an Orc is no joke! There aren't many men who could fight an Orc one-on-one, and I'm pretty sure no sane woman in the Kingdom would want to be anywhere near them, especially not on a battlefield."

"I know all that," Sera said and summoned Ice Spears, "But I'm pretty good with magic! I could just kill it from afar!"

Igrit chuckled at her overconfidence, "Hehe, you are pretty talented it seems, but do you think an Orc will just stand there and let you kill it? They can also use magic, and they are pretty good at it! Though, they usually fight with their fists for some reason."

Wooosh!

"Aargh!"

An arrow suddenly struck a resting warrior in the chest and pinned him to the tree behind him. At that moment, rustling sounds came all around them and more arrows soon shot out from the dense woods.

"We are under attack! Get down!"

Amid the chaos that ensued, it was unclear who shouted first, but it quickly spread among the warriors, and soon they were shouting over each other.

Luckily the mages created raised walls beforehand, and now they found refuge from the rain of arrows behind those.

"Shit! Where did that come from?! What are the lookouts doing?!" Igrit hissed through gritted teeth and looked at one of the big trees where one of the lookouts used to be.

She could still see his figure hidden among the leaves, only his body was in a weird position.

"Damn it," she cursed. The guy up there was clearly no longer alive.

"This was an ambush! They knew we were coming! Fuck, we need to warn Tabbris, he's walking into a trap!" Igrit shouted towards Riordian who was busy forming Ice Barriers around them.

"It's impossible at the moment," the man answered emotionlessly and continued chanting. Although the arrows didn't do much damage to his barriers, there were too many for him to keep them up for long. Beads of sweat already started forming on his forehead.

The few mages that were with them already exhausted most of their Mana, and the archers couldn't shoot out either due to the barrier.

They were trapped!

"At least we are safe for now… If we wait until they exhaust all their arrows, maybe we can turn this around..." Igrit sighed.

Meanwhile, Riordian's eyes enlarged and he quickly ducked behind a wall.

Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom…

Multiple Fireballs collided with the Ice Barrier and exploded into a spectacular sea of flames, quickly cracking and melting it in the process.

"We are screwed! They have at least ten Shamans, it's over!" one guy shouted in despair and gripped a knife with the intent of ending his own life.

Slap!

Igrit slapped him with full force and then grabbed him by the collar before shouting in his face. "Snap out of it! Are you a man or a fish?! At least fight bravely until the end and take an enemy down with you!"

The guy rubbed his red cheek in confusion. He was frowning hard, seemingly in deep thought. In the end, he couldn't figure it out and asked, "Why did you call me a fish? What does that even mean?!"

"Shut up!" Igrit slapped him once more, "Don't talk back to me, soldier! Just because I don't know any good insults doesn't mean you can just…"

She stopped talking because her nerves were at their limit. She was becoming more terrified with each burst of flames that echoed above their heads.

The guy gave her a weird look and slowly moved away, afraid of becoming her punching bag.

While the event was unexpected, it helped bring morale up somewhat, and at least nobody had any thoughts of running away or ending their own life anymore.

Unfortunately, Riordian was already deathly pale and was keeping his magic going with pure will. He gritted his teeth and kept sending Mana to the barrier even though his head felt like exploding.

Through the ice, they could see their enemies approaching cautiously, a group of small hairy monsters leading the attack.

Behind them, the Goblin Shamans and Orc Shamans continuously cast their magic with clear enjoyment.

"Fuck…" was all Riordian could say after seeing an Orc Elite coming out of the woods.

The beast spoke something and stomped on the ground. Almost immediately after, a pillar of stone shot out of the ground and collided with the Ice Barrier.

It broke through in an instant.

At that exact moment, the staff slipped from Riordian's grasp, and his eyes rolled back as he fell to the ground, unconscious. The Ice Barrier collapsed moments later.

"Get ready to f-!" Before Igrit could finish her heroic shout, another Ice Barrier formed around the group.

"Huh?!"
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                Xilia was holding her little sister in one hand, and a stack of scrolls in the other. Her gaze was firmly locked to the beasts up front.

"I think we should be safe for a while," she said.

Igrit looked at her in disbelief.

"Was that you? You used a scroll?!"

"Yeah, why?"

Igrit looked at the stack of spell scrolls in Xilia's hand and then looked back at her, "You seem familiar… Do you come from a rich family?"

"No… Why would you ask such a thing?"

"Well… The scrolls… They are expensive!"

Understanding what she meant, Xilia smiled proudly, "Hehe, they are cool, right? Gerald gave them to us!"

"Us?"

Before Igrit could ask what exactly she meant, Sera and Elly also took out their scrolls, ready to fight.

"Dear God!" Igrit gasped in shock. That amount of spell scrolls were probably worth hundreds of gold coins if they were anything like the first one.

This type of combat was extremely wasteful!

"I remember you now! You were with that crazy guy that fought against our leader!" Igrit suddenly exclaimed.

Elly continued smiling warmly, despite the situation, while Sera made an embarrassed expression after getting recognized.

Only Xilia admitted to the fact, and even pushed her chest out proudly, "That's right! We are from the same group, the Black Onyx! And he is our…eh…leader?"

"Oh?!" Igrit opened her eyes wide in surprise, and her lips made an 'O' shape. "Black Onyx, you say? Never heard of you."

"You-!"

"Ladies!" a weak shout disrupted their chatter. "Stop talking already, now it's not the time!"

It was Riordian who spoke, he somehow woke up.

The blue-robbed young mage was currently slouched beside a wall, clearly in severe pain. And yet, he remained vigilant and 100% concentrated on the enemies outside.

"We need to find a way to fight back… We can't just sit here forever! The other group probably got ambushed underground and is expecting our help! We need to hurry!"

Crack!

The Ice Barrier started cracking from the attacks, clearly signifying it was going to break at any moment.

Xilia already took another scroll and prepared to use it.

"Wait!" Riordian grabbed her hand, "Let the barrier fall."

"Are you crazy?!" Igrit shouted, "They are going to kill us!"

Riordian shook his head and gestured to the rest of the warriors to step closer. He quickly explained his plan, and although skeptical, they agreed it was probably the only way they could fight back.

"Okay, get ready! When the barrier collapses you will have three seconds to attack. Don't miss the opportunity!"

Many swallowed their saliva nervously, while the mages closed their eyes to steady their minds.

Crack!

"Get ready!"

The archers nocked their arrows and nervously waited. The barrier was on the edge of collapse.

A few warriors lifted their shields and stepped forward.

The Orcs and Goblins outside were already severely irritated and in a bad mood since their prey kept hiding behind a barrier. Not detecting any danger, they came close and started pounding on the ice.

Each strike created a crack, and suddenly…the barrier collapsed!

"Do it now! Shoot them!"

At the same time, almost ten people shot out at once, both archers and mages, and about the same number of monsters fell to the ground soon after.

"Aah!"

"Close it!" Riordian shouted, and immediately Xilia activated the Ice Barrier once again.

The beasts outside were just about to joyfully rush in after the barrier broke when suddenly arrows and sharp stones shout out. And immediately afterward, the barrier reappeared.

Needless to say that they became enraged and attacked even harder. Bloodthirst could be clearly seen on their faces as they pounded on the ice once more.

The monsters outnumbered the humans about ten to one at the beginning, but the situation didn't improve much after the attack. Instead, it even worsened!

After the first barrier collapsed, the second one had to be smaller to avoid locking some of those filthy beasts in… And the next one will have to be even smaller than that.

They were in a dangerous situation.

"Medic! We got a wounded one here!"

In that short of a time window, one arrow found its way from the outside and struck a guy under the armpit. The wound was not life-threatening, but it basically disabled his right hand.

While they were taking care of him, the ice started to crack dangerously once more.

"Again, get ready!" Riordian shouted. "Two seconds this time! Do not hesitate to create a barrier no matter what!"

The barrier broke once more, the archers released their arrows and the mages shot their spells. Sera and Elly also helped and did the best they could in such a short timeframe.

Xilia in the meantime broke the seal and activated the spell scroll once more.

However this time, the enemy was ready, and three Goblins and a Hobgoblin managed to jump in before the barrier was completed.

"Kill them!"

The few warriors that remained on the surface quickly reacted and gave it their all to finish them off as fast as possible. The barrier was cracking once more.

"We can't keep going like this! I can't use magic so rapidly!" one of the mages shouted while panting. He was still quite young, and the tempo of battle was too high for him.

"Take a one-minute rest, everyone!" Riordian shouted after a moment of contemplation. "You," he pointed at Xilia, "Make another barrier before the first one breaks!"

And so, another layer was created so the mages could take a moment to rest their mind. However, the Orcs on the outside didn't quite agree, and they joined in the effort and attacked the barrier with their monstrous strength.

Boom! Boom! Crack!

The first layer was gone.

Boom! Boom! Crack!

The second layer collapsed as well.

"Fire!"

A hail of spells blasted the monsters back, and even Riordian joined in the effort with his Ice Lances even though he was already beyond his limit.

Both Elly and sera used five spell scrolls at once, and Xilia even used her Wind Blades before creating another barrier.

Boom! Boom!

"This is insane! We can't keep going like this!" Xilia shouted after the barrier was completed. It had to be shrunk even further and a few Goblins still managed to squeeze in.

"What are we supposed to do?!" Igrit turned to Riordian for advice.

"Oh…"

Riordian was laying down face-first on the dirt. He was unconscious! Again!

"Shit!" She turned to look at the remaining mages, and except for Gerald's four teammates, they all showed signs of Mana overuse. The situation was dire!

Boom! Boom! Crack!

"Ah!"
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                Crack!

The final barrier collapsed, and many screamed in terror.

The beasts rushed forward like a flood.

Boom!

"Aaah!"

A warrior screamed at the top of his lungs as a ball of flames made its way through the gaps in their defense and exploded on his chest.

He was tossed back like a rag doll and landed heavily on the ground. It was unclear if he was dead or just unconscious, but he was not moving anymore. Blood also started pooling around him.

"Damn it! I refuse to die like this!"

Faced with a desperate situation, warriors gripped their weapons and prepared themselves for the last struggle of their lives. They were ready to die with their enemies!

Before they could do that, however…

"Get back!"

After the shout, the ground trembled, and a field of thorns formed a perimeter between the humans and monsters.

Xilia was desperately breaking the seals on the Thorns' spell scrolls and casting them around their group nonstop. The sudden appearance of those sharp fast-growing rocks pushed the monsters back and gave them a moment of respite.

"Quickly! Help me with the barriers!" she shouted and busied herself with casting layers upon layers of ice around themselves.

Sera quickly helped her with the scrolls and in no time at all, they created a thick ice dome with dangerous-looking stone spikes sticking out of it.

"I'm out! I don't have any more Ice Barriers!" announced Xilia and sat down in exhaustion.

Igrit looked at the monstrosity the girls just created and sucked in a cold breath. At first, she considered using this type of magic as a waste, but now she was glad they had on their team someone crazy enough to burn so much money.

At least they should be safe for a while.

The beasts on the other side became wary after getting impaled by ice, stone, and arrows multiple times, but that didn't stop the assault. Quite the opposite!

Both Orc and Goblin Shamans restarted their fiery bombardment, quickly chipping away at the last defensive barrier the humans made.

Although both Sera and Elly had more scrolls at their disposal, there was nowhere to go anymore! The barrier shrunk to a diameter of three meters and the people inside were quite cramped already.

"Where is Gerald?! Why is he still not here?!"

Sera gave a wry smile, "You know him… It's probably best if we don't rely on him to save us this time. We'll get through this together!"

"Fuck!"

***

Indeed, where was Gerald? It was already quite a while since he left the capital, and by all accounts, he should be already at his destination. It's just that…

"I had a dream that someday…

I would just fly, fly away!

And I always knew I couldn't stay…

So I had a dream that I would just, fly awaaaaay…."

He was singing while gliding, with not a care in the world! Free like a bird, he was going up and down, doing loops and enjoying the freedom the magic granted him.

"I love this world!" he shouted at the top of his lungs. He was truly in a good mood.

"It should be here somewhere, let me see…" He shielded his face from the sun and looked down where the cave entrance should be.

"What the… Is that them? Why does it look like they are only ten people there? And are those Orcs? Did the entire expedition get annihilated?!"

Gerald's expression suddenly hardened and he stopped fooling around. A shield appeared in his left hand, and a spear in his right.

"Iron Body!" he shouted.

Mana surged through his body, and his entire being started giving off a feeling of invincibility.

"Death to the monsters!" he roared in the sky and suddenly started plummeting down like a rock.

His target?

The leader!

***

ROAR!

Boom! Boom! Crack!

The final barrier was completely broken through, and pieces of stone and ice lay strewn across the battlefield. The human warriors were panting hard, with the few mages remaining already unconscious.

There were only four members of the Phoenix Knights that remained on the surface, but now only two were left standing.

Igrit and another guy were panting heavily and their hands were shaking from fear and exhaustion while blood dripped from various wounds all over their body.

They had nowhere to go and were at the mercy of the beasts. But how could they accept that?!

They fought like mad for their freedom, but no matter how many weaklings they killed, the Orcs kept a tight lock on their position, without a single gap in the encirclement.

The girls already exhausted their spell scrolls as well as most of their Mana and were now little more than fodder.

Although they had weapons, and were decent with the sword, when surrounded by opponents with superior strength there was little they could do.

Xilia was guarding Qiona behind her, and Elly created a thorn field around them. Still, that didn't stop those lustful and bloodthirsty monsters from trying to get to them. It was just more of a fun challenge.

"If I don't survive," Igrit said while panting, "Tell my family that I love them. Also, tell my enemies that I hate them… As for the rest, tell them that I don't care-"

Bang!

Suddenly a full metal spear fell from the sky and penetrated an Orc in a brutal way. It pierced through the top of his chest, near his shoulder, and came out on the other side near his waist, pinning him on the ground.

Awwooooo!

The Orc roared in pain, but his screams were soon squashed. Literally!

Boom!

A cloud of dust rose into the air while stones and blood sprayed outward, showering both beasts and humans alike. Both sides cautiously took a step back and the battle came to a momentary halt.

"Ow, ow, ow! My knees! That hurt like a bitch!"

As the cloud of dust started to clear they also heard some curses about blood being everywhere, as well as sand and dust getting in places it shouldn't.

"Damn it, I thought this landing would be cool, but then the physics had to come and ruin it. The movies lied to me!" Gerald complained loudly and wiped the fresh Orc's blood off his face, before gripping the spear that was pierced through the beast below his feet.

"Oh wait, this was not the leader?" Gerald looked at the squashed beast closer and realized it was just a normal Orc Scout, the weakest of his rank.

"Damn, I guess I must have misjudged..."

Giving a quick look at the area around, he saw many beast corpses, but strangely, only a few human ones.

"Oh, hey! You are still alive!" Gerald waved at his team members, when he noticed them, with a smile. "That's good! I was almost worried for a moment there!"
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                Gerald directed his gaze to the female Phoenix Knight who he saw once before.

"Hey you, err… woman, where are the others?"

Igrit, who he was pointing at, woke up from her stupor and stumbled over her words.

"T-Tabbris and his team… I mean… He took most of the warriors underground… It… It was a trap! They knew we were coming!"

"Oh?" Gerald's eyes narrowed to a slit and he turned to the strongest of the Orcs present, "You, beast! What's this all about? You knew we were coming here? Where is the rest of your forces hiding?!"

The Orc Elite was surprised that a human could speak its language, but that didn't change a thing. It roared back, "A lower form filthy rat wants to speak with me?! Roar! Crush this arrogant human's spirit and devour his flesh! Tear him apart!"

The tranquil battlefield turned chaotic at once. The Goblins, Hobgoblins, and Orcs alike now had only one target to concentrate their firepower on.

"Come and get it, you freaks!"

Gerald similarly took an aggressive stance, but before attacking, he took out five Ice Barrier scrolls and activated them at once, before casting them on the wounded and exhausted warriors.

"Stay there and don't come out if you wish to stay alive!" he shouted. "I'll show you how one should deal with these filthy beasts!"

As dozens of those small things jumped at him at once, Gerald swung his spear, creating a powerful gust of wind with the help of magic.

The Goblins and Hobgoblins were pushed back while the Orcs simply watched on the sidelines. They might appear calm on the surface, but their eyes told a different story.

Should Gerald leave himself open for an attack, they would not hesitate to dismember him in seconds! They needed but a moment to tear a lone human apart.

In either case, Gerald didn't plan on giving them this chance. After creating some space, he immediately started spewing flames around himself, and any creature stupid enough to approach would be immediately engulfed in the scorching inferno.

It served as a great deterrent to sneak attacks, but it couldn't be used for long as the Mana consumption was high and quite unsustainable.

Then, to preserve some energy, he decided to use his superior physical capabilities to fight. He took a stance, with the shield in front and a spear at the side.

He was a great fan of ancient Spartan warriors, and now he almost looked like one of them. An opening was created in the flames and the beasts rushed through it straight at him like a flood.

He would punch forward with the shield to disorientate his opponent and then stab them with the Toothpick over and over.

The dirt beneath his feet sank, and the stones cracked with each transfer of force as he became an unstoppable mountain, slowly moving forward, and turning the beasts into fertilizer.

However, with each kill, a certain feeling was growing in his mind, and his calculated and precise strikes became increasingly more aggressive and wild, to the point that he would abandon all defense and just attack!

It was as if he was one of them, one of the beasts, and the Fire magic he created soon died down as his rationality left his mind.

Emotions of rage and anger welled up within him, and an insane bloodlust was born and he soon roared like the Orcs he was fighting against.

Each breath taken was rough and loud, full of aggression, anger, and rage! He fought like an animal, swinging his weapon wildly, as if trying to show off, wasting plentiful energy with unnecessary swings.

However, instead of getting tired and slow, Gerald appeared to be getting faster, as the only magic left was the one strengthening his body in various ways.

His blood boiled and his skin turned red, his muscles enlarged and filled with blood. Soon his eyes too turned crimson, and the final magic was complete.

The Elemental Avatar!

A combination of strength, defense, agility, and speed, it was a spell that Gerald came up with some time ago when trying to combine Juggernaut with Falcon Dance. And it was a success!

And while Gerald was on a rampage massacring the small ones, the Orcs couldn't just stand and watch anymore. They attacked at once!

Ten Orcs collapsed upon him at the same time, but those numbers meant little when the opponent was ten times stronger while also being indestructible.

Weapons collided with Gerald's skin, and even though sparks flew and Orcs roared, only shallow marks remained in the end.

It was all useless! Gerald roared and decapitated another enemy, his blood-shot eyes already searching for the next target.

Suddenly a powerful stone pillar struck his back and made him lose his balance. As he fell forward he abandoned his weapon and shield and did a quick roll on the ground.

He turned around with a fierce gaze and his teeth showing, searching for the target. And he soon found it!

The Elite! The leader of this group! It was looking at him in a provoking manner, almost as if challenging him to a duel. Should he accept, they would engage in a battle one-on-one, and the rest would simply have to watch.

That's how the hierarchy among the beasts worked. The strong would have special rules, and among them, only physical prowess mattered.

But Gerald was in no mood for honorable duels, nor was he rational enough to understand it. Stones and dust rose as his bent legs extended, and he jumped forward like a missile.

His bare hands opened wide, and his fingers bent, resembling claws. A loud roar escaped his throat just before he collided with the Orc Warrior Elite.

Gerald struck the beast's sword with his silver hand and slapped the weapon away effortlessly as the Orc Elite fell backward from the sudden impact.

His throat was then suddenly gripped by the monstrously powerful hands of the human and was torn to shreds to the horror of the other people watching.

Almost five tones, that's what Gerald's current strength was, and the unguarded flesh of the Orc has pulled apart as easily as freshly baked bread.

Such a battle was something totally unexpected, and although many layers of ice obstructed their vision, it was still possible to see. But in their minds, the victor was not a human. It was another monster in the shape of a human! One much stronger and vicious than even the Orcs themselves!

A fountain of warm blood sprayed on Gerald, but he didn't seem to mind. He simply panted loudly as the crimson liquid dripped from his fingers on the ground.

Then suddenly… he collapsed!

On his knees, and holding his head he howled in pain, and his eyes, still full of rage, were directed towards the sky.
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                Deep underground, in the eternal darkness, a bloody battle came to an end.

Tabbris and the warriors under his lead managed to persevere against the onslaught of mankind's eternal enemy. The Orcs.

This included their younger and less developed forms, the Goblins and Hobgoblins.

As they were extinguishing the life of the last few remaining stragglers, the men's faces were all but happy. Their expressions were somber and full of anger and grief. Today they witnessed the pinnacle of the harshness and cruelty of the world. They lost friends, brothers, some of them even lovers…

It was tragic. More than half of the entire force was severely wounded, currently dying, or outright dead.

"Take some rest! We don't know what else is waiting for us…" Tabbris Northendark said in a somber voice and sat down on a rock. He rested his head on his knees and released a long and exhausted sigh.

Seven dead, or soon to be, another five severely wounded, and only less than ten were still relatively okay. It was a disaster! He felt like he let down those that followed and trusted him as if he had failed them as a leader. He just wanted to wake up from this nightmare and do a do-over.

Only the problem was… he was not asleep.

***

[It's time for rest.]

[The expedition went horribly wrong.

At first, we thought it was going to be easy!

The beasts on the surface could barely be considered a nuisance against fifty armored warriors.

Unfortunately, we split up after going underground.

I'm not sure if this is what led to the current disaster, but it certainly didn't help.

After walking through the labyrinth of tunnels for a while, we found…

… Something too horrible for words.

Long story short, we were ambushed… sort of.

We fought…

We killed…

Some of us were killed in return…

It was a mess.

So much blood and gore everywhere, I think I'll have nightmares for months to come.

Luckily I survived with only minor wounds.

Nothing I can't handle.

Eventually, we won, but not after losing many of our people.

They sacrificed their lives so we could live.

Well…

One of them tried to escape.

He got mauled by a monster that tried to attack us from behind.

I guess cowards and deserters are useful sometimes too.

Can't blame him.

When the battle started it appeared like the beasts were endless.

Luckily they weren't.

Just a few hundred of them.

Fuck.

I still don't know how we managed to win when they outnumbered us ten to one.

Our mages did their best, and our leader, Tabbris, also made use of some special spells.

I think he used a spell scroll.

It was extremely powerful!

He used it after the Goblins were taken care of and Orcs came to fight.

There was a sudden gust of wind and the monsters were torn to shreds in seconds!

It was great, but…

…It only killed twenty or so.

Most of the battle is somewhat blurry in my mind.

I remember swinging my sword like mad.

Even when my muscles were burning from exhaustion I was still swinging.

I collapsed at some point.

They probably thought I was dead and left me alone.

Lucky me!

... That was sarcasm.

If this is lucky, then I would rather die than be unlucky.

Anyway, when I came to, it was already over.

Now our leader ordered us to rest, so that's what I'm doing.

I can hear quiet sobs from a few of our members.

I think a girl here lost her fiancé.

Oh, wait, no, he's still alive…

It's just… he is gutless… Because they are on the ground beside him.

He seems to be losing a lot of blood, there is no helping him.

His friends seem to be trying to calm him down, saying it's going to be okay…

It's…

I…

I think I too shall take a rest.]

***

Pain! There was so much pain! His mind was filled with pictures, sounds, and emotions… As well as lots and lots of pain!

There was a forest. He felt himself run barefoot on the soft ground. He agilely moved from a bush to a tree, always hiding from someone.

Like a thief in the night, he quietly climbed a tall tree, and suddenly jumped forward, gripping the neck of a human there. He could feel the blood pulsing under his grasp and the fear and struggle of his victim. It made him feel good!

Then the vision changed.

He was in a dark cave, he couldn't see well but he could smell the scent of fresh blood and rotting flesh. Weirdly, it was not revolting, instead, it felt familiar, normal, even calming.

It felt like home.

Then he heard a whisper in his ear.

"Kill...them… Kill...those...humanssss…."

The words came out slowly, they were stretched out, almost as if spoken in a slow motion. He suddenly felt compelled to rush out and to fight, to kill!

The vision changed again.

It felt similar to how people describe their near-death experiences to be. Where the entire life flashes before your eyes. Memories of events changed in rapid succession before his eyes faster and faster, combined with various strong emotions, they created a nauseating feeling.

It was as if he was spinning uncontrollably while falling into an abyss. The flashes of memories he saw felt so familiar as if they were his own. But they couldn't be! It made no sense!

Sometimes he was tall, sometimes he was short. Sometimes he was the one dying, other times he was the one killing. It was messy and confusing.

An almost perfect memory can sometimes be just as much a curse as it can be a blessing, and Gerald was currently experiencing the former.

Lifetimes of memories, grievances, and emotions poured into his head, leaving him with nothing to do but scream in pain. His personality mixed with hundreds of others into a confusing mess of emotions and memories.

While all of that was happening in his mind, however, the outside world was quite chaotic too. Fire, Wind, Earth, and Space were all affected by his unfocused mind.
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                Rumble!

The ground trembled and stones cracked, rose up, and swirled around Gerald. Scorching flames were born from nothingness and expanded outward like hungry snakes, and with the help of heavy wind, they carried the heat outward.

The remaining Orcs didn't dare to come close at first. However, when they realized Gerald was not aware of their presence and was seemingly weak and unguarded, they rushed forward and tried to attack regardless.

Alas, after a few steps, a sudden pressure descended on their shoulders and made it difficult to advance. Each step was heavy, and their feet sank into the muddy soil. Their skin sagged under the immense gravity, and their bones creaked with every movement.

Their aggressive attack was instantly slowed down to a crawl, but that was not all!

Circling stones and flames were expanding and contracting, almost like a heartbeat, and the strongest among the Orcs were also the first to taste the pain.

Red-hot stone shards lacerated their flesh and cauterized the wound at the same time. No blood was lost, but the pain was unimaginable. Unable to retreat and unable to advance, the Orcs were stuck waiting for their slow death.

With each wave, massive amounts of Mana were consumed, but weirdly enough, Gerald showed no signs of exhaustion.

With each wave of Mana that left his body, even more, took its place immediately after.

His skin became red and started to crack, and steam started escaping from his pores. He was starting to boil from the inside!

"Kill...the...humans…?"

Hoarse words left his mouth ever so slowly, almost as if speaking amounted to unimaginable pain.

Woosh!

There was suddenly a ring of fire that spread out with a flash, and every living being ten meters around Gerald was turned to ashes.

Then everything returned to tranquility.

"Kill...the...humans…?" Gerald mumbled on his knees, his head hanging down on his chest without strength.

His body suddenly shook, and with trembling hands, he slowly stood up. His expression was pain mixed with confusion, but his crimson eyes and bloody skin made him look like a devil.

He stared blankly at the Orcs around him and glanced at the humans in the Ice Barrier from time to time.

"Kill the…?" His words turned silent.

A sword appeared in his hand. The Orc Slayer.

Both human warriors and the Orcs observed him from a distance warily. Nobody knew what exactly happened, but it was clear that Gerald was not all there.

"Kill...the...Orcs!" he suddenly roared, and his fingers gripped the handle with immense strength.

Boom!

There was a sudden explosion, and an Orc's head was blasted apart like a watermelon. The silver hand was opened, and thin smoke was coming out of the cannon's barrel.

Gerald took a heavy step forward and moved his hand.

Boom! Boom!

An Orc suddenly lost an arm, and then another shot landed on his chest, tearing a hole through him.

Gerald took another slow but steady step forward, and his eyes were burning with madness and bloodlust.

"C'mere!" he grinned as blood trickled down his face. But the few remaining Orcs didn't want to listen to him, and neither did they wish to remain fighting.

The majority of their force was annihilated already and the human in front of them was scarier than any beast. They quickly decided on a tactical retreat and escaped underground.

The humans that went in before them should already mostly be taken care of. If they could meet up with the rest, victory would come easy.

They rapidly retreated into the darkness, shouting and screaming and pushing each other to go faster. It was the first time that the Orcs expressed fear. Genuine, deep-rooted fear!

Gerald advanced forward slowly and descended underground after them. His movements were slow but steady, almost as if he was moving on instinct. Blood was slowly dripping from his cracked skin, but he didn't seem to notice.

He simply advanced slowly and quietly, step by step, into the darkness.



While Gerald descended into the darkness in a daze, Tabbris and his group decided to go back to the surface.

They sustained too many losses and were already exhausted, both physically and mentally. Any further battles would simply result in even worse outcomes, so they decided to regroup.

Ravian's group didn't do that much better. Their advancement was stopped by an impenetrable wall of flesh and a lack of manpower. The beasts entrenched themselves at a strategic location, just behind a narrow hallway with a sharp bend.

It was impossible to attack them with arrows or spells, and there was only space for one or two to move at a time. But on the other side, Hobgoblins and Goblin Shamans waited patiently to turn any advancing human into a live torch filled with arrows.

"It's useless!" Ravian said. "Let's go back before an accident happens and regroup with Tabbris... if he is still alive."

But then suddenly, they heard sounds of a large group running. They left the narrow hallway and went towards the sound.

"Tabbris? Is that you? There is a blockade at the…" Ravian shouted, but then the words got stuck in his throat. A large group of Orcs just entered the cavern and was running at full speed toward them.

In the shadows of the lanterns, they appeared extremely menacing and dangerous.

"Shit! Another ambush! Get into position! Ready your swords and prepare-!" He was once more left speechless.

The Orcs just ran past their shields and swords, even though their eyes told of the desire to fight. They simply ran along the narrow hallway while shouting unrecognizable words.

There was a bit of a commotion, but soon they disappeared behind the rocks.

"God damn it!" Ravian threw down his shield in anger. "What the fuck was that?! Is this how they receive the reinforcements? What bullshit!"

"Uh…" The warriors also didn't know what to think about it. It was a weird sight, to say the least.

Usually, the Orcs would always fight to the death so simply getting ignored was a truly bizarre experience. Not to mention, they appeared scared!
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                "Let's go back… We can't fight them there anyway, and our mages are exhausted already," Ravian said.

But, once more, heavy steps were heard reverberating underground.

"What is it now?" a man in the group said with a fed-up expression. They all lifted their swords and shields once more.

Step! Step!

They could all hear their nervous breath as the steps came louder and closer. Suddenly a shadowy figure appeared in their line of sight.

Tall and muscular body, torn clothes, bloody eyes, and face… Dragging a heavy sword behind him and walking forward slowly with an unkind gaze… It appeared truly frightening!

"S-Stop!" the man shouted with a shaky voice, "Who are you?! Introduce yourself!"

However, there came no answer. Only those bloodthirsty eyes stared past them into the distance, while rough and deep rhythmic breathing could be heard.

He now already stood before them, breathing in their face. They were blocking his path. Ravian swallowed hard, 'What dense Mana! Is he even human?!'

Due to the changed appearance, bad lighting, and exhaustion, he couldn't even recognize the man standing in front of them. But as the leader, he couldn't show his fear, so he gathered his courage and spoke, "Hello, friend, what is-"

"Out of my way, punk!" Gerald growled at him. "I'm here to kill!"

The fighters tensed up and gripped their weapons even tighter, but then they suddenly fell dizzy and felt a strong force pull them.

Gravity changed directions in an instant and they all fell sideways on the wall while struggling to move. An opening was created in their midst and Gerald slowly stepped forward, continuing on his path.

The warriors struggled to react, but their bodies felt heavy like lead and they couldn't move a muscle.

Luckily for them, this didn't last long and as soon as Gerald went further away, the magic was nullified. They fell down with nausea, and some of them even puked from dizziness. Experience gravity reversal for the first time, especially unprepared, could be… disorienting, to say the least.

Gerald stood before a narrow hallway and stared at the solid rock. But then, his eyes slowly moved to the side, and his sight pierced through the stone to the many dangerous beasts lurking on the other side.

"Psst! What is he doing?"

"I think he's here for the Orcs… Doesn't look like he's an enemy anyway."

"Stop talking you two, just look!"

The warriors whispered to each other while Gerald all of a sudden started to move.

As he struck the wall with the help of Earth magic, the stone split and cracked apart. He then made a pulling motion and a big chunk was tossed back.

"What is he doing?! That's where the Orcs are! We need to stop him!" one of the warriors panicked and tried to run after Gerald who was mercilessly pounding on the cavern wall.

Big slabs of rock were falling off as Gerald broke the stone apart, both with magic and pure physical strength.

"Wait!" Ravian pulled him back. "I just realized I know this guy, he's on our side. He's a friend of the boss."

"But…" The warrior nervously looked at the solid rock wall becoming thinner with each passing moment.

"Just leave it! Let's just see what he's doing first, we can still escape if it becomes dangerous," Ravian said and patted the man on the shoulder to calm him down.

Meanwhile, Gerald was grunting through his teeth with each strike. Finally, after about ten meters of rock were removed, he stopped.

His gaze piercing through the stone, he could see the living beings on the other side, waiting, ready to strike.

As he took a few steps back, he stumbled and almost fell. His face showed pain for a moment, but then quickly returned to a mad and bloodthirsty expression.

As blood was dripping from his cracked skin, he took a stack of scrolls out of the ring and threw them in the air. They floated there with the help of Telekinesis until they suddenly sprang to life.

Dozens of Greater Fireballs came from those scrolls, immediately turning the underground cavern as bright as day. The balls of flame then expanded and contracted over, and over again. They were like small beating hearts of superheated plasma.

"Woah! What is he…? He's not going to do what I think he is, right?!"

Not replying to the fighter beside him, Ravian simply pushed him back and shouted, "Get back! Run!"

And not even a second later…

BA-BA-BA-BA-BAM!

The group barely managed to hide behind some rocks when a barrage of ear-piercing explosions hit the now thin cave wall, and bright yellow flames rushed past them.

The Orcs and Goblins on the other side were nervously focusing on the corridor, ready to attack at the first sign of the enemy, when suddenly the rocky surface to their side exploded in scorching flames.

The blast shockwave tore the beasts apart, and the giant rocks and stones crushed the rest under their weight. The magical flames meanwhile burst through the cracks, scorching any living being that blocked its path.

As the smoke cleared, the area of destruction came into view. The barricades and the enemy forces were devastated, and only a few stragglers remained.

Gerald slowly advanced forward, with three Greater Fireballs circling above his palm.

As soon as his bloodshot eyes detected movement, he flicked his finger, and soon another explosion illuminated his murderous face.
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                A few Orcs that managed to stay alive through sheer luck quickly crawled away among the debris.

Boom!

There was another explosion, this one coming from Gerald's silver cannon.

A few attempted to act dead in the hope they would be overlooked, but it quickly became clear that their enemy had no intention of leaving their corpses whole.

Whenever Gerald would see traces of life, an ear-piercing blast would follow, and the beasts, at that time, truly wished they were dead. Bleeding and with broken limbs, the few Orcs ran away, deeper underground, screaming in panic and fear.

Gerald was not concerned.

Even though his mind was currently a mess, a part of him still remained rational as he slowly followed after them. No matter where they ran, he followed every single one of them through his Magic Eyes, slowly extinguishing the life of the monsters, one by one.



Among the sounds of faraway explosions, a frail man, barefoot and covered in rags, slowly crept forward in almost complete darkness.

The broken sword was sitting tightly in his palm as he moved with caution, each of his movements extremely slow, and his eyes wide open to gather as much light as possible.

Then suddenly, there was movement! Warren froze for a moment and then quickly hid in a crack in the wall, holding his breath.

An Orc soon came limping by while releasing quiet whimpers and growls like a wounded animal. Many small wounds all over its body were also bleeding, a result of the shrapnel from the explosion. Although both explosion magic and Fireballs exploded, there was a clear difference between them.

Similar to the gasoline explosion, the Fireball created a lot of fire while also being on the slow side among the explosives. Meanwhile explosion magic was similar to dynamite, or perhaps C4. Simply a flash of light, and a 'Boom'.

In any case, the Orc was lucky to survive, and although terrified, Warren strengthened his resolve… and pounced!

Stab!

Roar!

The broken sword caught the Orc unprepared and lacerated his lower back. The beast roared and turned around with such speed that Warren couldn't even react.

The small eyes full of hate pierced through the darkness, making Warren's blood turn cold. His heart was beating madly, and cold sweat washed over him.

The wound was quite shallow, but that was to be expected. He was just an average guy, and after days of beatings and malnourishment, his strength declined further.

And then there was the Orc. Even if they didn't defend, a sword in the hands of a weak man could barely pose a threat. Still, the laceration that went about a centimeter deep and was quite painful.

The Orc slapped Warren's hand and knocked the sword out of his grasp. He then pounced on the poor human and swiped at him with his claws.

Warren was tossed like a doll by the force of impact and collided heavily with a wall. His vision went black for a moment, and when he regained consciousness a few seconds later, he could feel his chest as if it was on fire, and warm blood was flowing from it.

"Ugh…" He tried to stand up, however, his hands felt like noodles, weak and unresponsive. The pain overwhelmed him, and he could only lay on his side waiting for it all to end.

The Orc came closer, he could smell the stench and hear the beast's breath on him. The white fangs moved closer and glinted momentarily in the light of a lantern as Warren closed his eyes, waiting for his death.

Bang!

A sudden loud explosion woke him up, however, and he could hear the Orc howl in pain. The beast collapsed beside him a moment later with a 'thud'.

Opening his eyes, he could still barely see anything. Only now a dark figure was slowly coming closer from where the Orc came from.

The Orc turned to face the figure with difficulty while growling, whining, and crying. It was quite clear the beast was afraid of... whatever that thing was. The figure then lifted its hand holding a sword and…

Slice!

Blood sprayed all around as the Orc's head rolled across the cold stone floor. Warren watched it all with wide-open eyes, it all happened right beside him!

But then suddenly, the sword disappeared, and in its place was a small bottle.

The dark figure opened the bottle slowly… and poured the liquid all over Warren.

"???"

Warren freaked out. Some of the liquid sprayed in his eyes, and some even entered his nose and mouth! He immediately started coughing to get it out. However, almost like magic (because it was), the pain from his chest started to diminish, and his bleeding slowed down significantly.

He touched his chest in disbelief. The open wound was still there, however everywhere the liquid touched, his body started to recover. It was incredibly fast!

"Health Potion?!" Recovering from his stupor, he glanced at his benefactor. However, what he saw was anything but good.

Cough, cough!

The man that has so mercilessly slain the Orc was now coughing blood! He even went so far as to collapse on his knee.

"Shit… That's as far as it goes it seems…"

Resisting clearly painful wounds, the man turned his palm towards the ceiling.

Crack!

"What…?" Warren turned his gaze upward to where the cracking sounds were coming from. The ceiling was breaking apart, and the rays of sunshine were finally allowed to illuminate the gloomy darkness.

Then the rocks started falling down.

"Aah!" Warren instinctually shouted, and covered his head. However, instead of getting buried underneath the falling rubble, it all landed just out of reach, leaving him and the mysterious fighter completely unharmed.

Well, they weren't unharmed, but you get the point. No extra wounds.

Just when he thought it was over, Warren heard the sounds of running. Soon a few people came into view and because of the light, he was finally able to see properly once more!

"Gerald, wait!" one of them shouted, and that's when Warren finally had a good look at his savior.

He was a man, quite a tall one, covered from head to toe in blood. If it was his or the blood of his enemies, that was unclear. However his exposed skin showed clear signs of damage, and steam was rising from his trembling body.

But neither he nor any of the new warriors spoke a word before the man they all watched, suddenly jumped and flew away.

"He flew…" Warren gasped quietly and then his eyes moistened up. The warriors noticed him and ran towards him, calling and shouting, but he didn't hear them anymore. He had just realized what had happened.

"I… I'm free…" Tears formed in his eyes as he fell forward, dead.
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                Okay, not really, Warren was just unconscious. However, the blood loss and the damage the poor guy sustained during his time here left him truly at the edge of death.

If he didn't receive immediate help he would surely die before long.



Gerald flew out of the hole in the ground and shakily landed on the soft soil. His body trembled and blood sprayed out of his mouth as he coughed as if his life depended on it.

Exhausted and severely wounded he fell to his knees, the strength-empowering magic quickly leaving his body. The strain was too great, and his muscle trembled in pain with each tiny movement. The hand with which he was still holding himself up also gave out and he fell face-first on the naked soil ground.

With difficulty, he took a potion and drank it, before taking a few scrolls out of the Ring.

The silver hand was currently useless since he currently couldn't muster any magic, so he used his teeth to bite off a corner of the scroll and trigger the spell inside it.

With his last bit of strength, he directed the spells on the area around himself and fell unconscious seconds later.



Around the entrance, the first group of warriors was slowly recovering. Slow as in, barely any improvements even after a long time.

The dead human fighters were gathered at one place and given proper respect, while the beasts were tossed on the pile of wood to be burned.

The five women were busy helping the wounded, and although they were also bleeding, the warriors at the front line sustained much more damage.

Elly was especially determined to help. During the time they were learning from Gerald, he did teach them about healing magic, however, they didn't go into details, and everything they learned was theoretical. She didn't have any experience being a healer… until now.

She did her best to help the warriors recover, but for all her effort, the most she could do was slow down the bleeding and relieve about 20% of the pain.

Still, even this was quite demanding on the young lady and she soon had to take a breather lest she faints as well.

To their surprise, they soon heard sounds coming from the opening in the ground, and the warriors shuddered at the thought of another battle.

They stood up and took weapons even though they were exhausted and wounded, for the dread of Orcs returning and fear of death was a great motivator.

Soon the first being stepped into the light…

Seeing them, the warriors sighed in relief and their beating hearts gradually calmed down. It was the returning group of warriors that came back.

But, just like the group on the surface, they lost many good fighters and even more were wounded. A few malnourished prisoners also followed them out, and they had to close their eyes when stepping into the sunlight.

They were pale and weak, barely hanging on to their life and sanity. The camp remained quiet and somber, except for occasional painful moans and quiet sobs.

The Phoenix Knights gathered to exchange information and decide on a strategy on how to go from here.

"Thank Innos, you are still alive!" Tabbris exclaimed and wiped the sweat off his brow when he saw the four girls from Black Onyx with Irgit.

"I was seriously worried. The beasts set up ambushes all over the place. I'm afraid there is something sinister going on here…"

"It was not just the ambushes, they acted with strategy and foresight!" Ravian said and poured himself a cup of wine to calm his nerves.

"Exactly!" Igrit exclaimed, "I almost felt like fighting other humans! They never acted like this before, Tabbris, I'm concerned. If that guy, um... If Gerald didn't come, we would probably be dead by now."

Tabbris nodded in acknowledgment and said, "True, but we'll deal with that later. Where is he now?"

The group looked at each other.

"He's not with you?!" Xilia gasped, "But he went underground after you!"

"No, no, that's not what he meant," Ravian quickly explained. "We did meet him, but he already left after massacring the Orcs a while ago. Although now that I think about it…he didn't look so good at that time."

"Are you telling me he didn't return?!" Tabbris questioned, but seeing Igrit shake her head, he almost panicked.

"Quickly!" he gestured, "Get a few people to follow me, we need to find him!" He then turned to his right-hand man.

"Get Riordian some help and gather the warriors to establish a perimeter. We'll have to spend the night here, and I don't want to be a target of another ambush!"

"Will do!" Ravian responded and swiftly rotated on his heels and went to search for the men that could still fight. As he left, Tabbris also wasted no time and went to search for Gerald.

"Wait!" Sera shouted. "We'll go with you!"

The rest also stood by her side, determined to help.

"Okay," Tabbris agreed without a second thought. "Then let's go!"

            

    
        Ch. 224 Suicide Soldiers

    
    
    
    
                "The day of reckoning is upon us! There is still time to renounce the old gods and turn to Beliar the Merciful!" a dirty old man shouted at the people passing by.

"His love knows no bounds, he can purge your sins and give you power! For we were created in his image…"

"Shut up already, old man!"

A citizen, sick of listening to their constant rambling, kicked the guy to the ground. "Every day is the same, Beliar this, Beliar that… Are you looking for a beating?!"

The old man slowly stood back up and simply dusted himself off, completely ignoring his attacker.

He turned his unfocused gaze towards the sky with opened arms and continued shouting, "Forgive me, my Lord, for their hearts are cold, and their sins too heavy! But your loyal servant is ready…"

"Will you shut it already?!" The guy made an angry fist and approached the old man.

Dong!

The city bell struck, and the sound traveled through the city, signaling midday.

"Ah~" The old man kneeled on the floor with a joyous sigh and clasped his hands, "The time has finally come for your servant to prove his piety, my Lord!" His eyes were closed as he prayed, but then he suddenly opened them, and they were black!

"For the sinners will be purged from this world so that the new order…"

BOOM!

"What's happening?!"

"An explosion?"

The angry man turned away from the crazy mumbling old man, towards the sound of the explosion.

The buildings blocked his view so he couldn't see, but he could hear screams coming from there. A column of black smoke was also soon visible above the city, and the guards quickly hurried along the road towards the incident.

BOOM!

Another explosion disrupted the peace, this one somewhere farther away and in the opposite direction.

"What is- Ugh!" The question was suddenly cut off as fresh blood sprayed on the stone road.

The man looked down and saw a bloody hand coming out of his chest. His still-beating heart was pulsing in the hand's grasp.

He turned his head around with difficulty and his eyes opened wide in shock and he died.

As his body went limp, the old man, the Beliar's apostate pulled out his hand and squashed the heart.

"His soul was full of sin, and his heart was corrupted, for he prayed to the god of flames!"

The old man's eyes were like a dark abyss, and black lines were slowly spreading across his face and body.

As the dark tattoo-like lines reached his hands, cracking sounds could be heard, and bones grew from the tips of his fingers, turning to black claws covered in blood.

He threw back his head and howled like an animal as his body continued to crack and grow.

"Your loyal servant… is ready, take my body, MY LORD!"



"We're under attack!"

"Fire! The brewery is burning! We need help!"

"My son! Has anyone seen my son?!"

The capital was in chaos.

In a matter of minutes, hundreds of Beliar's worshipers transformed into some sort of disgusting creatures and started attacking indiscriminately.

Their hands grew claws, their backs curved forward, and their legs became elongated and thin. The jaw and nose morphed into a sort of snout and their hair fell off.

With those long legs, they became extremely mobile and fast, jumping from person to person while attacking mercilessly. No matter if it was a woman or man, young or old, they jumped and bit the neck, tearing the flesh and cracking the bones.

A river of blood was left in their wake, and before the guards could even react, hundreds already lost their lives.

Panic quickly ensued, and that was more dangerous than the monsters themselves.

People shouted and ran in panic like headless chickens, climbing over each other to escape the massacre.

However, in their fear, they ran over those weaker and old, stomping them to death.

The Royal soldiers quickly arrived and meanwhile the guards were already trying to establish order.

Despite their monstrous appearance, quick movements, and high lethality, the Beliar's worshipers were surprisingly fragile.

Their bones broke from just a half-assed strike, and they collapsed with just a few wounds. It quickly became clear that they were more of simple throwaway suicide soldiers than an actual combat force.

And that was not all.

Before the hour was over, the monsters all collapsed on their own while emitting a lot of steam and a powerful burnt stench. They were scorching to the touch, and it was quite clear that whatever magic they used to transform was also quickly killing them.

Meanwhile, somewhere underground…

"Here it is, Headmaster! We captured this… whatever this thing is… It broke into the Academy and tried to harm our students. Luckily the fifth-years were the first to stumble upon it and quickly took care of it!"

The one talking was a guard with a distinct blue attire of the Magic Academy. They were currently in an underground dungeon standing before a big ice cube where a Beliar's worshiper was trapped.

"Hmm," Headmaster Errgan stroked his beard calmly as he took casual steps around the ice cube.

He carefully observed the peculiar modifications on the human, as well as the interesting tattoos all over its body.

"Why is it trapped in ice? Any particular reason?" he turned to his apprentice Vurra who was standing there in silence.

"Yes!" Vurra immediately responded, "This abomination seems to be drawing a lot of Mana for some reason, and with the frail human body it cannot sustain itself. It is dying."

"Is that so?" Headmaster Errgan waved his hand, and the ice around the head of the worshiper melted.

GrOwL!

The thing inside was still alive, although it appeared somewhat listless.

The cold made it sluggish and weak, but still, it tried to bite the Headmaster nonetheless. Too bad it couldn't move.

"Interesting…" The Headmaster murmured as he watched the ice slowly melt around the beast and evaporate.

He turned to the guard, "Go and call Elder Balin here. I think he's going to enjoy this…"

The guard quickly saluted and ran out of the dungeon.

Errgan Glacis looked at the exposed back of the Beliar's worshiper and quietly chuckled, "Hehe, Runes for gathering Mana, huh? That's going to be interesting…"

He stroked his beard slowly with half-closed eyes as a thin smile started to form on his lips.
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                While searching for Gerald in the forest, the girls made use of what they learned, and with the help of Rockslide, they covered a lot of ground quickly.

Qiona stayed behind at the camp in the safety of the Phoenix Knights so they could focus 100% on the task at hand.

A few extra warriors also joined the search party since they were also curious about what exactly was going on.

Among them was also an average-looking man. He was a little bit on the shorter side, with average looks, and an average build, but also he didn't interact with others much.

He was quite forgettable, in a sense, nothing special about him. He simply was.

The only unusual thing about him was that he almost always carried around a book. The only exceptions were while fighting and eating. He would store it away at that time.

Soon they heard a shout calling for all to gather.

The warriors in the search party converged on the spot where the call came from and stared at the thing in front of them with opened mouths. Before them stood a massive stone structure, though it looked like it was once a living thing.

The best description for it would be the thorn forest from Sleeping Beauty. The only difference was that the thorny vines here were made out of stone instead of cursed wood.

Xilia came to the thorns and carefully checked the sharp points. "Yup, that's Gerald's work alright!"

"Woah, that's amazing! But why would he make it so big? And why here?" Tabbris asked with his head turned upward.

The thorns formed a giant dome-like structure and it was impossible to see through it. It was just too dense.

"Didn't you say he already left the caves?" Sera said as she shielded her eyes from the evening sun shining directly at them. "Did something happen?"

"Oh, no! He must be injured!" Elly exclaimed. "After he took care of those monsters, he didn't look good… What if he's injured? We need to help him!"

Agreeing with her, the rest quickly established a plan and started carefully dismantling the thorns.

The stones were extremely sharp and had to be carefully broken off and tossed away to avoid any unnecessary injuries.

As they slowly advanced deeper, Tabbris quietly whistled at the sheer magnitude of the thing. If such a thing was created in midst of battle, it would surely create chaos unlike any other.

In midst of battle, in a fight where each second was important, a magic spell like this would be one of the most useful tools for disrupting the enemy. He simply couldn't stop thinking of all the uses it could bring.

Losing a fight? Bam! Thorn wall! Instant safety.

Winning a fight and the enemy is escaping? Bam! Thorn wall!

Now, where are they going to go? Jump on the thorns? Good luck with that!

"There he is!"

The shout brought him back to reality.  Indeed, they found Gerald laying on the ground in the middle of layers and layers of thorns. Only a small area around him was void of them while he remained motionless with his face on the floor.

Breaking past the last few spikes, they could finally come closer. It was not a good sight.

There was blood all over the place, the ground, his clothes, and especially his body and face. He was covered in it from head to toe, and his skin was red, almost like he was burning.

"Ouch! He's really burning!" exclaimed Xilia who was the first one to crouch down beside him.

She tried to move him, but when she touched his shoulder, she almost burnt herself. The blood and the ground around Gerald were already completely dried up even though it had barely been a few hours since the fight ended.

It was already getting late, and night would come in a few hours, they had to be back at camp at that time.

"That's Mana Overload!" Tabbris cried out and quickly kneeled beside him. "We need to cool him down, quickly! Every minute he stays like this it's going to affect his magic capabilities!"

He quickly took a waterskin from his belt and poured it all on Gerald. Then, he placed his hands on it and released his Ice magic to freeze the water.

Gerald remained like this, in a half-frozen state for a little bit, but then the ice started to melt and the water soon evaporated.

"I don't have any water left, and I'm afraid I'll hurt him if I try to freeze him directly…" Tabbris said with a wry smile and turned to Gerald's teammates for help.

"Let me try," Sera pushed him aside and mixed both Wind and Ice magic to create Arctic Wind. It was quite a simple spell she and Xilia came up with after training together for weeks.

They used Gerald's advice and tried experimenting with magic as much as possible instead of relying on rigid already-established magic spells.

She held it for a while and moved it across Gerald's body slowly. It appeared to be working quite well, his temperature dropped and his skin became a shade brighter.

Unfortunately, the magic was quite taxing on the mind and Sera had to stop a few minutes later due to exhaustion.

Gerald started heating up again.

"Move aside, I'll do it!" Xilia said and pushed Sera away.

She also used Arctic Wind and continuously used it for twice as long as her friend, but eventually, she had to give up as well.

"What if I try to heal him?" Elly asked meekly. "I know my healing magic is not that good, but I could-"

"No!" Tabbris immediately denied it. "His body must not come in contact with any directed Mana until he naturally recovers. If you try to heal him with magic it will just make the situation worse."

"Oh…" Elly sounded disappointed. She had only one way to help, and even this one would do more damage than good.

"Then what do we do? We don't have any more mages here…."

"Let's get him back to camp quickly! We can slowly cool him down with water there," Tabbris suggested.

Of course, nobody had any complaints, and they agreed on a course of action. The warriors quickly made a primitive stretcher and carried Gerald back to base.
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                [I found him, I found him!]

[I found the guy that can fly, I'm sure of it!

What an unexpected coincidence!

He also participated in the hunting expedition, although I didn't see him at the beginning.

But now that I think about it, he can probably travel very fast.

Damn, he's so lucky!

Okay, actually, maybe not…

When I first saw him here was in an underground chamber.

He apparently went on a rampage underground for some reason.

A few of the warriors there already knew him from before it seems.

I didn't quite catch his name, but it doesn't matter.

What surprised me, however, was that he appeared to be extremely weak at the time.

He was covered with blood, and by all means, I thought he was going to die there and then!

That's when I saw him fly out and disappear, and I wasn't sure where he went.

At that time we didn't have much time to think, however.

We found a badly wounded man laying on the ground unconscious.

He apparently sustained quite a few broken bones and internal trauma.

When we brought him to light, his body was completely covered in bruises.

He was a lucky man to be alive, that's for sure.

There were many prisoners like him that didn't make it.

I know humans can be pretty cruel too sometimes, but this is just too much.

At least there is just a small group of lunatics that find pleasure in torture, but these beasts are all like that.

They are so sick and twisted!

It just makes you want to kill them all!

But it's useless!

These monsters, no matter how many we kill, just keep coming back!

It's so demoralizing!

I got myself too worked up writing it seems...

Anyway…

Back to that mysterious guy, he actually went missing for some reason.

Tabbris Northendark organized a search party so, of course, I joined.

I learned a few things as well.

Apparently, his name is Gerald and he comes from a group called Black Onyx.

It's the first time I heard of it, so I don't know much about it, but it seems like the group of girls is also a part of it.

Lucky guy, having two Dark Elves, although it is currently unclear if he's going to survive this to enjoy their company.

We searched for a while and found him in the middle of what I can only describe as a thorn fortress.

I'm still unclear how he managed to create that monstrosity, but I couldn't help but be in awe.

When we finally got to him, he was in a bad shape.

Forget the wounds, that wasn't the problem, any Health Potion can solve that.

No, the issiue was way diferent…

He overused his magic it seems and fell into a Mana Coma.

It happens when a mage goes way over his limit and instead of a simple unconsciousness that lasts from a few minutes to an hour, he was still out cold hours later.

His brain might have sustained permanent damage, and even Mana inside him started destroying his body.

Our leader tried to cool him down, but he is close to Mana Overload too, and so are his friends.

It's a tricky situation…

They have to heal him quickly, and although the damage is already done, they can't use any magic or the situation would be even worse.

I would love to join the Black Onyx with this man as the leader, but I'm afraid his days are numbered.

Sometimes there come rumors of desperate mages overusing their Mana and pushing themselves way over their limit, and they usually lose their mind afterward.

I truly hope something like this doesn't happen to this guy.

Now only the gods can save him…]

***

"Kill…"

"…Eat…hungry…."

"…Destroy all!"

"Gieahaha! Kill! KILL!"

"Follow the master… Hihihihi…"

"Eat… Grow… Kill… Repeat!"

"Become…the master…"

"Follow the sign!"

"Follow the snake…"

"Follow…the…fang…"

"Fang…"

"Fang!"

"FANG!"



Gerald suddenly awoke from a terrible nightmare, drenched in sweat.

In it, he was mong mountains of corpses, both human and monster, and they spoke! They laughed and cried, screamed and shouted in pain, and most of all, they looked at him.

Their greedy eyes were opened wide, the white in their eyes forming a perfect circle, as they stared. He could hear their voices, feel their emotions, and taste their death.

Their words full of confusion, anger, and malice still echoed in his ear. He shook his head to wake himself up, but he quickly realized it was not a good idea since he had a damn painful headache.

Doing his best to resist his body's attempt to drag him to the land of dreams, he slowly opened his eyes and blinked a few times to get his vision clear.

He was lying in some sort of wooden wagon and beside him were a few more injured people, wrapped in bandages.

They appeared to be sleeping.

"Hey you, you are finally awake!"

Gerald turned his head with difficulty and looked at the person that called out.

Because he was also wrapped in bandages, his movement was slow, and the burning sensation all over his body similarly didn't help.

"Who're you?" Gerald asked with a raspy voice, his throat was dry and his mouth thirsty.

The man responded with a genuine smile and handed him a waterskin.

"My name is Blum, Blum Ogma."
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                "Blum Ogma…" Gerald quietly repeated the name and drank a few gulps of water.

He then returned the waterskin and tried to stand up, only to lose balance and fall to his knees. Every movement was painful, but he persevered and used the sides of the wagon to get a grip.

That's when he noticed a horrifying change, and his eyes opened wide. His left hand was not moving!

The silver prosthetic was simply hanging there without life, weighing him down. He focused his mind on the hand and willed it to move, however... nothing happened.

His heart suddenly started beating faster and faster and his breathing became similarly quick and shallow. He couldn't feel Mana anymore!

Panic started to set in, and he ignored his injured body, stumbling out of the wagon with trembling limbs.

"Get up, get up!" he mumbled while shaking his metal hand, however, it remained dead and unresponsive. The anxiety was increasing exponentially, and soon it started transforming into anger.

Blum noticed his unusual behavior and tried to help. "Hey, what's wrong?" He placed his hand on Gerald's shoulder briefly.

"Get away from me!" Gerald roared and struck him on the chest with an open palm. The man's eyes bulged out and he flew back, rolling on the ground for a few meters afterward. Meanwhile, the shout attracted a lot of attention, and a few people came running.

Gerald's eyes darted frantically from one place to another, until his gaze landed on a sword beside the wagon. It was the Orc Slayer.

He detached his silver hand, which was now just a useless piece of metal, threw it aside, and picked up the sword instead. Within a few seconds, and with a few powerful jumps, he then disappeared into the forest.

Soon the warriors came running and arrived at where Blum was laying on the floor, helping him stand up.

"What happened?!" Tabbris shouted after the man recovered from shock.

"I-I don't know!" the man answered and shook his head. He touched the metal plate on his chest where a palm was left imprinted. "Such power… Luckily I had enough padding beneath it." He breathed out a nervous breath and wiped the sweat that started gathering on his brow.

"Where is Gerald?" Sera also came and after seeing he was missing, she couldn't help but ask.

Blum pointed towards the forest without saying a word.

"He's the one that shouted?"

"Yes… He appeared to be having a nightmare before waking up," Blum said and took a book out of his pouch.

"I wrote down a few things here..." He quickly flipped through pages of words until he arrived at the most recent page.

"Here, it was extremely confusing, so I wrote it down. He said something about being hungry and killing, then he laughed… it was creepy. He also mumbled something about monsters and snakes and then he repeated the word 'fang' many times in the end."

Blum then closed the book, "He woke up soon after that and he appeared extremely confused at first… I tried to help him, but he attacked me and then ran away suddenly. That's all I know."

"That sounds like nonsense Gerald usually says in his sleep, you shouldn't overthink it too hard," Xilia chimed in to express her opinion.

"True," Sera agreed. "Last time he came home, he started to shout about monsters and such in his sleep, it's nothing new."

"Hmm…" Ravian that came with Tabbris expressed his doubts, saying, "Even if that's so, why did he attack him and then run away? His body clearly suffered severe damage, he should be resting! Something is wrong, what if he went mad because of Mana overuse?"

"Could be," Tabbris said while deep in thought. He stroked his chin in a thinking manner while his unfocused eyes stared at the ground. "However, mentioning monsters, snakes, and then a fang… Isn't that the exact description of the Brown Fang from the Blood Sun Viper Sect?!"

"The Beastmaster? Why would it be her?"

"Oh my god! Are they colluding with the monsters?!"

"We're screwed!"

As some started to panic, Tabbris took a deep breath and shouted. "Silence!" He looked across all the faces present, "Even if it is that crazy woman, even she wouldn't do something stupid like that! It's the Goblins and Orcs we are talking about! No man can reason with them, much less a woman…"

"Oh yeah, I might have overreacted…"

"True, a woman negotiating with Orcs… Heh…"

"I don't even want to think about it."

Bleagh!

A guy suddenly threw up out of nowhere.

"I did think about it," he admitted weakly and with a pale face.

Tabbris helplessly covered his face with his hand and sighed. Keeping a group of disorganized warriors was such a pain!

But then, a reflection in the grass attracted his attention. He went to check it out and found a hand just lying there. It was heavy and made almost entirely out of silver.

"Wait a minute…" Tabbris's eyebrows shoot up as he suddenly realized something.

Wide-eyed he suddenly shouted, "Did he lose his magic?!"

***

Gerald ran through the forest as fast as his body allowed him to. He rushed through the bushes and low-hanging branches that were hitting his body.

He just ran until he had to stop due to pain and exhaustion. His body was covered in bandages, but he suddenly started feeling he couldn't breathe, and so he tore them all off in a panic.

His breathing was rapid and shallow, and his body was trembling from shock. His skin looked like it was torn into a thousand pieces and then put back together. Lines of wounds lined his entire body, and scabs already started forming in certain places. Only now, due to his overexertion, many reopened, and fresh blood started to seep from these wounds.

Sitting down beside a tree, he buried his head between his knees and hugged his legs. The sword lay beside him.

"I can't…. I can't use it… It's gone…" Barely audible words escaped his quivering lips as he repeated them over and over.

Every time he tried to feel or cast magic, either nothing would happen, or he would get a headache that made him wish he was dead.

Losing his magical powers was one of the most dreadful things he ever experienced. Even death didn't scare him as much as the fact that his magic was gone.

After all the struggles he experienced to reach his height, the freedom of flight, the overwhelming firepower, the fun tricks that magic allowed him to do…

It was all gone! In an instant! Stranded in a world of magic while being unable to use it... It was worse than his most terrifying nightmare!
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                "Hehe… loser…."

"Weak… human!"

"Gieahaha!"

Gerald awoke from his momentary rest, jumped up, and gripped the sword.

"Who is it?!" He frantically looked around. There was nobody there. He turned around a few times to confirm his surroundings. "Am I imagining things?"

He struck the sword in the ground and massaged his eyes, feeling tired.

"Heiyaaaaa!"

A Goblin appeared in front of his face, all bloodied and with a lacerated body, it tried to bite him in the face.

"Die!" Gerald roared and swung his sword. He struck air.

"Hehe…"

He turned around and saw a Hobgoblin aiming an arrow at him. It released the string.

"Ugh!" Gerald swung his sword again at the arrow, but when he looked back, the Hobgoblin was nowhere to be seen. No trace of the arrow also.

But the beasts just kept coming, from all sides, endlessly. Every time he struck them, they would disappear. His mind was in turmoil, disorganized and foggy. It took him some time to realize they weren't real.

"Hahaha!" He burst out into roaring laughter, and tears of sadness rolled down his cheeks. "It finally happened! I'm going insane! Hahaha!"

He collapsed to his knees from exhaustion, and the sword slipped from his grasp.

"Haha… It's over… I lost my magic, my body is breaking down, and now I'm even having hallucinations!"

"That's great, that's exactly what I needed, motherfucking Schizophrenia! Haha…" He actually broke down crying.

"I-I can't do this anymore…" All the pent-up emotions burst out at once, and he lost himself in sorrow.

From the very beginning, he was alone. Nobody in this place could understand how he felt, and the thing that kept him going, and kept his sanity in check, was the ability to use magic.

Suddenly being transported into an extremely dangerous and primitive world without any knowledge or people to rely on would most often than not end badly.

He was extremely lucky to have the talent for magic and quite a broad knowledge base which helped him navigate the unknowns. However, That wasn't enough. Even the times when he acted silly or a bit crazy, it was all his way of subconsciously coping with his new reality.

Nevertheless, the changes were way too extreme even for him, and having risked his life so many times in such a short amount of time was bound to have consequences. The fact that he could use an otherworldly thing such as magic was the pillar on which his entire psyche stood.

Now that it broke down, his mind went with it.

All the trauma, fears, concerns… All the things he missed from his previous life such as a comfortable bed, a hot shower whenever he wanted, a relaxing evening watching movies… Even just a cup of hot coffee, it was all gone, damn it!

Now, granted, he adapted to all these changes on the surface, but that's because he had no choice! Who in their right mind would trade the luxuries of the 21st century for the lifestyle of a medieval-ish person?

The quality of every single thing, with perhaps the exception of meat, was worse. They didn't even have proper toilets!

Even when he lost his hand he didn't worry much. But that's all because magic allowed him to transcend flesh, and use his prosthetic like a normal limb, it was even better in some cases!

All the powers he got relied on magic. Even his superhuman strength, without the reinforcements from the Iron Body, he would tear all his muscles and tendons in a matter of minutes, should he try to use it at full power.

He spent a few hours lamenting and cursing the world until he couldn't go on any longer.

He then simply turned silent and lifeless, almost giving in to despair, with only the constant visual and auditory hallucinations keeping him company.

The beasts rushed at him and attacked, but what could they do? They weren't even real! Gerald was already sick of them, but just like they couldn't harm him, he couldn't get rid of them either.

Then again, it has been a while since he has done nothing. Just sitting there, with all the time in the world, presented him with an opportunity to think things through.

He would have to get someone to open the Ring for him. Without magic, all of his things were stuck inside, he couldn't even get the potions he prepared specially for an occasion like this. He even got proper Health Potions instead of those cheap Healing Potions. They should be able to fix him up quickly…

Gerald clicked his tongue in dissatisfaction and sighed, "Maybe this is the punishment from God… I let the greed and arrogance consume me, it was about time I learn some humility."

He placed his hand on his chest and turned his gaze towards the sky, silently praying, "God, I never believed in you because the whole notion of your existence is stupid… But! If you are there, I promise to be good from now on. I'll help the poor and those in need and share your mighty name… Actually, what is your name, do you even have it?" As his prayer started to wander, he quickly caught himself and continued praying seriously.

With a pious gaze, he spoke, "I shall be humble from this day forward, I will accept my place in this world and follow the plan you have set for me. I'll get myself a wife, raise a family, and… and…"

As the quiet sky did not answer his prayers, he fell down and kowtowed to it amid shouting and crying, "Please! Just please let me use magic again! I beg you, I'll be good, I promise! Give me another chance! I'll pray to you, I can even give you my firstborn like in the Bible!"



"Lost his magic?" Ravian scratched his head in confusion. "So what? That happens often after you overuse it, right? He should be back to normal in a few weeks…"

"But what if he doesn't know that?" Tabbris said with concern. "We don't know if any more monsters are roaming around…"

"He is that strong without magic?!" a guy shouted in disbelief. "I don't think you need to be concerned for him in that case."

"What do you mean, Blum?"

Blum made a weird expression with a half-smile and pointed at his chest plate. A few people chuckled quietly.

"Oh, right, that…"

"He's right," Tabbris said. "Gerald's going to be just fine by himself. He is mentally strong, this much is probably nothing to him! Come, let's take care of our problems first!"
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                Another few days quickly went by, and the warriors were preparing for another descent into the underworld.

The dead were buried not far from the camp, each in their own grave. It took a lot of time and manpower to do so, but that also allowed the warriors to recover and get ready for another fight.

Only about twenty-five combat-capable fighters remained, and more than half of them were from the Phoenix Knights.

"Alright, is everything ready?" Tabbris asked his right-hand man, Ravian.

The man didn't answer immediately but instead made a hesitating expression. Their combat capabilities fell sharply, and most of their mages were still suffering from the Mana overuse backlash.

Especially Riordian Northendark, he pushed himself the most and was now incapable of using magic for the time being, just like Gerald.

"Eh… I wouldn't say everything, but it's the best we could do on such a tight schedule."

Tabbris nodded with a solemn expression. It was time. But before he could give the signal…

"Hey, wait! Who's that?"

A man was coming from the woods, bare-chested, tall, and with his entire body full of scabs. He looked kind of wild and scary from afar.

"Is that... Gerald?!" Xilia gasped. "Wow, he looks like shit!"

"Hey, that's not nice, don't say that," Elly lightly scolded her. "But I guess he indeed looked better when covered in blood…"

"Brother!" Qiona shouted and ran towards him. She wanted to jump at him to hug him, but she was afraid of hurting him, so she refrained from doing so.

"Hey there little one," Gerald did his best to give out a smile and ruffled her hair.

"Gerald! You have finally returned, haha! See, I said he would be fine," Tabbris laughed and came to meet him. He handed him a simple shirt and a cup of water.

"Thanks," Gerald accepted and emptied the cup in a single move. "Do you have any extra food? I seem to have some problems with my ring…" he asked, a little embarrassed.

"Oh yeah," Tabbris laughed heartily and slapped his shoulder. "You lost your magic, right? Don't worry, we will take care of you until you recover. Now come, we got plenty of food left…"

But Gerald didn't move. He stayed rooted in place with eyes wide open. "You… Did you just say that my magic will recover…?"

"Yes, of course!" the guy smiled like it was the most common knowledge in the world. "Don't worry, things like these happen all the time! It's just that it will take some time before you return to your peak, so don't push yourself in the meantime."

"Some time? H-how long is that?" Gerald gulped.

"A few days, maybe a few weeks, it depends…" Tabbris sighed. "But even if you recover, you really shouldn't push yourself that much, because it has the potential to lead to severe damage, even death in some extreme cases."

"Aha…" was all Gerald could say. He was currently having some difficulty keeping his emotions in check.

"Anyway… We were just about to head underground once more, so forgive me if I can't accompany you for longer. You just rest and recover, we will take care of the rest."

"S-sure…" Gerald responded, and went to get something to eat.

Meanwhile, the group of warriors gathered their things and marched into the darkness once more.



"Haha, fuck you God, not today bitch!" Gerald laughed like mad towards the sky and even flipped it off.

"You thought this tiny bump in my life was enough to ruin me?! Losing my magic? Hah! You thought I'd learn something from this?! Hahaha! I'm the one to decide my fate, and you can suck my d-"

"Gerald? Are you alright?"

The girls came to join him for a meal, but then they got to see a most unusual thing.

"Um, brother Gerald, I found your hand…" Qiona meekly said and dragged it to him.

"Thank you," he said and gladly accepted it while completely ignoring the previous question. How would he even go about explaining what he was doing? Some things were best left alone.

"Feel free to take a bite, I won't stop you," Gerald said and gestured towards the food on the stone table. He already started stuffing his mouth with whatever came under his hand.

"Oh, I just remembered something," he said. "I picked up our cloaks, but they are now stuck in my Ring. I used too much magic and won't be able to do it for a while, sorry."

"No kidding," Sera scoffed to express her thoughts. "You just fell from the sky and then started slaughtering like it was nothing. Do you even know how you looked? Especially at the end when you went underground! You looked more like a monster than the Orcs themselves!"

"Oh, really? I wasn't aware... Thank you!" Gerald grinned.

"It was not a compliment!"

Elly gently smiled and placed a hand on Sera's shoulder, "Let it go, he's fine now…"

"Fine?!" Sera exclaimed. "Look at him! Does he look like he's fine?!"

"I'm fine," Gerald mumbled with a mouth full of food.

"See?"

Sera eventually gave up arguing with the two and released a deep breath and sat down.

Xilia, who was sitting beside Gerald with her sister, also chimed in, "I'm just glad it's over. I'd like to go home soon, I can't even take a bath here and this place is filthy."

"It's a battlefield, what did you expect?" Gerald laughed while shaking his head and continued eating. "Anyway, did anything of interest happen while I was gone?" He asked.

"Not really, no. During the few days you were gone, Tabbris and his group were preparing to search through the caverns once more."

Gerald frowned slightly, "They didn't kill any monsters since I fell unconscious by any chance?"

"No, they left as soon as you flew out. That's what I heard anyway. It has been quiet since then."

"Hmm…" Gerald slowly put down a knife he was eating with and rubbed his chin, "So they still didn't kill those monsters deep underground?"

"What monsters?" Elly asked.

Gerald shrugged, "I don't know, they were too far for me to see properly, and my memory is a bit blurry…"

"Anyway..." He wiped his mouth and stood up saying, "I'll go check it out just in case… I'm quite curious too. Where's my Toothpick?"

"What?! No! You need to rest and recover, not go fight another battle!"

"I'll be fine!" Against the better judgment of his teammates, Gerald picked up his spear and went underground.

However, soon he came back.

"Can I get a lantern or something? I forgot I can't see without magic."

Elly nodded, while Sera and Xilia facepalmed.
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                Tabbris and his warriors slowly moved through the underground tunnels.

With one side already fully explored, all that was left was the road where Gerald broke the ceiling and flew out.

The expedition this time was quite tranquil as they met no living beings on the road. But the quiet stone halls didn't give them any respite, quite the opposite. The air was heavy and cold, accompanied by a certain feeling of dread that every man there felt.

"Be alert, we don't know if any more beasts are hiding in the shadows," Tabbris quietly warned.

The tunnel gradually expanded, and they started hearing quiet sounds of running water. It was an underground river. The ceiling was quite high, and it was cracked in some places, letting the light of day shine through.

The group came across more stone prison cells, however, they were empty. Only patches of blood remained dried on the floor. Many warriors audibly gulped, with the strain on their psyche gradually increasing.

"What is that?" one guy pointed to the front. The tunnel expanded even further, already turning into a grand hall with naturally formed stone pillars supporting the ceiling.

"Is this… an arena?!"

The group became warry and gripped their weapons tightly. The arena, and its surroundings, were covered with blood and bones, as well as torn human clothes and broken weapons. It was quite easy to imagine what happened.

"Bastards! These animals know no self-restraint!"

"Leave the curses for later, we need to see if there are any remaining survivors first. Let's go!"

"Yes, sir!"

They walked along the underground riverbank with their leader, Tabbris Northendark, at the front.

He focused all of his attention on the darkness in front of him and listened for any suspicious sounds that might come his way. However, due to the roaring water beside them, it was quite difficult to do so.

Suddenly, a sharp pain ran through his head, and screams of horror rang out behind him.

A dreadful feeling gripped his heart, and he turned around as fast as lightning. What he saw made his eyes bulge out in terror.

Where his men once were, now two dozen grotesque Orcs stood, covered in blood and grinning at him. At their feet was what was left of his friends and teammates, torn and chopped apart like rotten vegetables.

A powerful smell assaulted his nose, making him feel sick. As his body spasmed uncontrollably, blood filled the capillaries in his eyes, making them look like the crimson orbs of a mad animal.

An inhuman scream escaped his throat as he launched himself forward with sword in hand, determined to slaughter every single Orc, even at the cost of his own life.



'Get him!'

'Chop him to piecessssss!'

'Devour the human, hehehe…'

'Break his Soul, break his Soul!'

"Shut up…"

'Stupid humaaaaaan, hee-hee!'

'Claw his eyesssss…'

'Twist his neck!'

'Break his ssssspine!'

'Break, break, break…'

"Shut the FUCK UP!" Gerald roared and swung his spear towards the annoying pests that were dancing around him and attacking his face.

Woosh!

The Toothpick went straight through them, as they weren't real. That's because they weren't. It was all in his head.

He was listening to these pricks for a few days already, and he was nearing his limit. The Goblins and Hobgoblins acted like little naughty children, while the Orcs tried to strategically attack him from all sides.

It was giving him a damn headache!

"I swear to god, if I ever get my hands on you…" Gerald hissed through gritted teeth.

'Hehe, stupid human!'

'We are already dead!'

'Heeheehee…'

'You can't hurt us anymore….stupid!'

"Grrrr," he growled, but continued walking forward in a bad mood. The voices in his head continued taunting him without end, but he couldn't do a thing about it.

He was now deep underground, far deeper than last time. He had already gone past the place with the arena.

Suddenly the sounds of battle traveled to his ears. They were accompanied by human screams and shouts and gave him a sense of urgency.

"Tsk, what now?! They fell into a trap again?" Gerald hurried along the underground river until the corridor expanded into a cavern.

"I'm here!" he shouted. "What's happen-" The words remained stuck in his throat, and his eyes suddenly bulged out in shock.

With his gaze glued to the battle, he could say only one thing.

"What the fuck!"



What Gerald saw could only be described as madness.

Phoenix Knights, fighting each other like mad dogs, with the rest of the warriors joining in the slaughter. It was perfectly clear that something went wrong. The intensity with which they fought was as if their lives depended upon it.

"Wha- What!" Gerald was almost rendered speechless. He had to gather his composure for a moment. "What the fuck are you doing?! Have you all gone insane?!" he shouted. He was just about to rush forward when an unbelievable pain assaulted his mind.

He collapsed to the ground in agony. The only comparable pain like this was felt when the King used some sort of a mental attack, and even then it was less intense.

Luckily it didn't last long, and he quickly got back on his feet. Only by then, the battle between the warriors changed. Some were now fighting against Orcs and a few of them were lying dead on the ground in puddles of blood.

He rubbed his eyes in disbelief, but when he looked back, he could only see the ground covered with human corpses, and Orcs victoriously celebrating among them.

'Hehe, yes! Die stupid humans, die!'

'Useless struggle, you cannot beat us!'

'He-he…'

'Ha-ha…'

"Great, just what I needed right now…"

The monsters living in Gerald's mind rent-free once again took the opportunity to make themselves heard as if the situation wasn't hectic enough already. What's even worse, was that another monster appeared in his periphery.

It was small and ugly, about the size of a child. An oversized head was sitting on top of a scrawny body, with sickly yellow skin and two pairs of transparent wings on the back.

It was rubbing its hands and grinning with an oversized mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. It flew soundlessly, like the apparition it was, coming closer and closer, clearly intent on joining in on the fun.

Gerald felt another wave of pain hit him when the beast looked at him.

"Eww, what the fuck is this?!" His face scrunched up. "So ugly! Get away from me you freaky ghost!"

Pow!

He punched it with all he had, expecting it to disappear into thin air like all the rest, but surprisingly, the punch landed on solid flesh!

Greeee!

The thing screamed in pain.

"Huh?" Gerald has freaked out a tad. However, he didn't have time to be confused, as the shouts and screams from the Orcs' celebration soon became loud wails of pain coming from humans.

He looked back once more, and saw the group of warriors he was familiar with alive and… That was about it, actually. They were anything but well.

Most of them suffered severe wounds and were at the edge of death. Even if they somehow survived, many would have life-long deformities. Alongside all of this, they also appeared extremely confused and anxious, seemingly in deep emotional trauma.

Gerald watched it all with slack yaw, unable to comprehend what just happened.

"Hold on," a thought suddenly crossed his mind. "Could it be…?" He turned around to where the monster should be.

Only, there now lay a young girl, in her early twenties at a first glance. She appeared to be scared and in pain. She was also completely naked in all her glory.

Gerald looked at her in sheer disbelief as she walked towards him with unsteady steps, using the wall as support.

"Than- *Cough*!" she choked on her words. "Thank you for saving me, I was trapped in here for so long…"

As she approached him, Gerald started to feel uncomfortable. He got this feeling of wanting to protect the girl, but that clashed with his unreasonably analytical mind.

"God damn it… I don't like this…" He forced himself to make a move. With a quick spin of his body, he made the strongest round kick he could muster in this sluggish state.

"Ugh!" It hit the girl squarely on the chest and sent her flying. She hit the wall with the back of her head and released a painful grunt.

But then her body started to warp. Her human shape shrank and blurred, soon returning to the form of the child-sized monster. The thing shook its head and growled at Gerald. It was quite clearly pissed off.

"Fucking illusions," Gerald cursed and spat on the floor in disgust. "I knew some weird shit was going on here… So you are the prick responsible for this mess, eh?!"

"Wreeee!" the beast screeched and jumped towards his face. Sharp black claws extended from those tiny fingers in hope of shredding his pretty face.

At the same time, another wave of pain hit Gerald's mind, almost paralyzing him again.

"Get the fuck...!" he shouted and threw a wild haymaker. "Out of my HEAD!"

Bam!

The monster suffered another punch in the face, and soon it was bouncing off the wall for the third time.

Gerald wasted no time and immediately rushed to restrain it. With only one working hand it was not easy. He placed his right knee on the monster's back and punched it every time it would try to struggle free.

Aware of its physical inferiority, the tiny monster tried to use one of its mind illusions. However, being prepared for such an attack, Gerald persevered through the pain, and keep beating the monster no matter what it showed him.

Surprisingly this little thing was quite resilient. Even after a few minutes of taking Gerald's punches it still had the energy to struggle.

Granted, he wasn't using magic to reinforce his body, so his strength had to be limited, but any normal person would still succumb after just one or two of his strikes. And this thing took hundreds of them! It certainly piqued his interest. After it finally gave up resisting, Gerald grabbed it and went to see what was happening with Tabbris' group.

The men were currently in a dreadful state. Depression, regret, guilt, shame… Emotions such as these were high among them as they wrapped their wounds and took care of the dead.

It was especially so for Tabbris. He buried his face in his palms and grieved silently. He killed his own people! Instead of protecting them, and guiding them to victory, he was the one that took their lives.

It was the worst feeling in the world.

"Hey," Gerald called. He was standing before him.

Tabbris looked up with his red eyes full of tears before wiping them off. "Gerald… Why are you here? What is…"

The words remained stuck in his throat as his eyes landed on the thing in Gerald's hand. His face contorted in anger and the Hurrican Blade appeared in his hand out of nowhere.

"Pixie?!" he growled and Mana started flowing through him, empowering his body.

"Woah, wait! What are you doing?!" Gerald stepped a few steps back to distance himself from the enraged man.

"That's the monster!" Tabbris shouted. "That's the monster who did this! Move away Gerald, that thing's dangerous! We need to kill it!"

"Or maybe..." His eyes reflected a dangerous sheen, "You are just an illusion too?!"
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                Gerald's face scrunched up, giving him the 'Are you serious?' look. "What kind of nonsense are you spouting? If you attack me, I'll seriously break your face, even if you are my friend!" he warned.

Tabbris hesitated, but before he could make a decision, pained cries and screams were heard. Both men quickly focused on the source of the sound.

From a dark corner, a few Orcs emerged and were currently attacking the wounded at the other side of the cavern.

"Damn it!" Tabbris howled and immediately rushed to their aid, completely forgetting about the Pixie and Gerald.

"Are those even real?" Gerald asked doubtfully and looked at his captured Pixie.

"Aaaargh!" a retreating man screamed when a stone spell pierced his leg. He tumbled to the floor with the beast right behind him.

"Yup, they are real," Gerald realized and quickly ran to help. But... he only had one hand, and that one was already preoccupied, so he jumped and performed a fly-kick on the Orc's chest.

"T-thanks!" the man said and quickly limped away.

"You are welcome! Hey, wait!" Gerald called him. "You got rope by any chance?"

The man looked at him for a second, and then took a coil of rope from his pouch. He tossed it with a confused "Here!" and continued with his escape.

After tossing the Pixie to the ground, Gerald gave it a few more punches for a good measure and then bound it tightly to a thick stalagmite.

Finally having a free hand, he took the Toothpick he had tied to his back and entered the fight.

A group of Orcs engaged in battle with the few human warriors that were still struggling, with Tabbris as the vanguard. He was the strongest and best geared among them, yet still, he struggled against the beings with superior strength.

"Damn animals! Die!" Clad in Mythril armor and wielding a Mythril longsword, Tabbris fought like mad. He was striking, deflecting, and stabbing multiple times every second, and his breathing and heartbeat were quickly becoming irregular under pressure.

"Having a rough time?" Gerald teased while he stabbed the Orc Tabbris was fighting in the back.

"Damn it, Gerald! Shouldn't you be resting? You look terrible!" the latter answered back, but extremely glad to get some help.

"I got bored, so I decided to see how you are doing. I guess it's good that I came, haha!"

Gerald casually continued the conversation whilst avoiding spells and weapon strikes from the enraged enemies. He couldn't use just brute strength to win because his magic was still inactive, so he was forced to fight more gracefully.

Clang, pang, stab!

Tabbris was engaged in wild swordplay with his opponent from the front, while Gerald was sneakily and accurately thrusting his long and thick weapon from the back, resulting in painful moans and grunts from the Orc. [Lmao, wtf did I write here ;D]

With the help of a few extra warriors, they made short work of the few Orcs remaining. Fifteen minutes later it was already almost over.

The beast lay strewn on the floor, dead. The last one of them was an Orc Warrior Elite who was already at his limit and was surrounded by a dozen human fighters.

"Die!" Gerald shouted and tossed the Toothpick at full power.

Bang!

The Orc was pinned to the wall by the force and breathed its last.

"Yeowch! Damn it, I think I tore my peck!" Gerald screamed and his face contorted in pain. "I lost myself momentarily and used too much strength… Ow!"

Pat!

"Here," Tabbris patted him on the back and handed him a potion. "Hopefully it's finally over. Phew!" He sighed, sat on the ground, and took off his helmet. "I can't do this anymore! This is my worst loss of life to date, I'm even questioning my leadership skills…"

He turned to Gerald, expecting to hear some comforting words, but the latter just stared into nothing while furrowing his brows.

"Gerald?" He called. There was no response. "Gerald?!" He called again, this time much louder.

"Come with me," Gerald finally reacted, though his expression spoke of his heavy mood. He didn't even bother looking back and simply walked to where the last batch of Orcs came from.

Tabbris scrambled to his feet and quickly followed. He had never seen Gerald so serious before and was worried about what might have caused it.

They soon arrived at another open space, only this one showed signs of recent expansion, and they could even see some primitive digging tools.

"Oh, no!" Tabbris cried after taking a look at a nearby wall. "What is this?!"

Gerald also came by and lifted his head to look. They were standing at the foot of a twenty-meter wall from which a giant crystal-like mass was being excavated. Tabbris took his lantern and lifted it as high as he could.

"Is that an Ogre?"

"Seems like it."

Inside the crystal-like seethrough substance, an Ogre was seemingly asleep. Gerald came close and gently rubbed the surface of the crystal.

"Hmm, Is this some sort of a stasis crystal? Or is it perhaps like the chrysalis insects make to evolve?" There were many such crystals. Some were small, others were large. Gerald took a walk along the wall and observed the beings inside them.

"Hmm, Goblins, Hobgoblins, Orcs… There are quite a few of them. Shamans, Elite Warriors, an ugly uh… lizard-thingy? Damn, this place is like a museum!"

After a while, he found a few dozen broken crystals, and it was quite clear that whatever used to be inside was long gone. In fact, many of these crystals were broken, or still mostly encased in stone and hidden from sight. Someone was excavating them recently!

Gerald picked up a few bits and pieces of stone and observed them closely. He frowned, "This was freshly broken, a few days ago at most I would say."

"What is this place?" Tabbris gasped. "Why are these monsters here?! And so many of them!"

"Hmm," Gerald rubbed his chin and speculated, "If I remember correctly, no matter how many of these monsters are killed, they always come back, right?"

"Yes, so?"

"I was just thinking…" Gerald said. "What if, and I emphasize if… What if the entire region is filled with pockets like these, where these monsters are in stasis inside these crystals? It would explain how they can always come back no matter how many we slay."

"That's horrible!" Tabbris exclaimed in horror and looked at all the monsters trapped inside. "Are you telling me all of these can wake up?!"

"I'm just speculating, man. Try to break one," Gerald urged.
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                "Well... alright then." Tabbris agreed. He took a tool off the floor, it was a mix between a pickaxe and a sledgehammer and quite crudely made, and started swinging.

Bam! Clang!

He went to work on a smaller crystal containing a Goblin. Pieces of crystal slowly chipped off until it finally broke apart, revealing the being inside.

Tabbris carefully removed the pieces and stayed on alert against the Goblin. However, nothing happened.

He gulped audibly and came closer, pulling the little monster out. "It's dead," he announced soon after. "It has no pulse. I'm not surprised though, who knows how long they were frozen inside."

Gerald scratched the back of his head, "I guess I was wrong then… Wait! I think I saw it twitching!"

"What?!" Tabbris jumped up, distanced himself, and took out his sword. He glared at the Goblin with a penetrating gaze.

"I might have seen it wrong…" Gerald spoke calmly. He was doing his best to hold back his laughter.

"You- Now it's not the time to be joking around, Gerald!"

Gerald shrugged. The atmosphere was depressing enough, so it was the perfect time to crack some jokes in his opinion. He went to see what else he could find while Tabbris stayed behind in case something happened.

"Hey, hey, hey! Gerald! Something weird is happening with Mana here!" Tabbris suddenly hollered.

"Okay! I'll let you deal with it!" Gerald shouted back.

"I'm serious! Oh my god! It's really starting to move!"

"Yeah, yeah…" Gerald replied again but didn't react. 'Dude, at least come up with something original if you are trying to trick me!'

He continued exploring until a certain shout made his blood freeze.

"Uuaaagh… Eyaaaaaaa!"

"It's alive!" Tabbris shouted, and Gerald had just enough time to turn around and see the Goblin pounce at the young man. It didn't do much though, as it was immediately sliced in half.

Tabbris then looked at Gerald with wide eyes, and the latter could see his expression of disbelief.

"Well, I'll be damned! It actually came back to life. Who knew!" Gerald muttered, similarly having a difficult time believing his eyes.

"Gerald, this is bad! If all these monsters are freed it could lead to a disaster! It's best if we go back and let the Royal Army deal with this," Tabbris cautioned.

Gerald nodded in agreement and called, "Sure, but first come here. Look! What kind of an animal do you think this is?"

They both observed a giant crystal cage, still partially encased in stone. It was part of the wall and went quite high up there.

"This… It looks like…" Tabbris frowned and walked back and forth with a lantern to get a better idea of what he was seeing inside. Whatever it was, it was big and hairy. A bear? A Boar? Maybe a Bigfoot?

"Holy shit! This looks like a foot, don't you think?!"

"Er… It's a big foot then?" Gerald asked, unsure of the validity of Tabbris' guess.

"It's a Giant! Look, those are his toes!" Tabbris pointed at log-like dirty fur-covered 'toes' encased in the crystal.

"No way… really?" Gerald leaned closer and knocked on the crystal. "Hmm, are Giants strong? I kind of want to try and fight it…"

Hearing him say that, Tabbris immediately tackled him and started dragging him away from the crystal. "Are you crazy?! Don't touch it! That's a Giant! A single one can demolish a medium-sized city! You better pray it never wakes up!"

"Okay, okay, I get it! I was just joking, let me go!" Gerald's struggles eventually allowed him to free himself.

"Let's get back," Tabbris suggested.

"Sure…"

The two returned to the previous place of battle, and Gerald went to untie his prisoner. The Pixie had already given up struggling and was simply glaring at him.

"So, how exactly did you manage to capture a Pixie?" Tabbris questioned. "Those monsters are extremely cunning in setting up traps and ambush with their illusions. You can't even use magic at the moment, right?"

"Sigh, don't even ask…" Gerald brushed it off with a wave of his hand, not wanting to speak of his troubles. "What's this thing anyway, I have never seen anything like it."

"Really? I guess I should tell you a few things then…" he said and began telling of the monster's features.

"The Pixie is a relatively rare monster, but that's because they specialize in ambush attacks. Although they are small, their body is surprisingly resilient, and they carry an immense strength for a monster of their caliber," Tabbris said. "Then again, they usually live in a dense forest where their skills truly shine. I have no clue what it was doing so deep underground…"

"Interesting…" Gerald answered absentmindedly while busy kicking the monster corpses around. He turned all on their backs, sometimes even moving the fur from the neck, seemingly searching for something.

His hand examined half a dozen Orc necks already when his finger finally bumped into something. It was hard to the touch and quite firmly stuck.

Gerald put some strength into it and pulled. It was a metallic artifact the size of a thumb, and when it came out, a big chunk of the Orc's spine came with it.

"Nasty…" Gerald commented with a scrunched-up face. "It tore out a piece of the spinal cord? Seems like removing it was not an option while being alive…"

After examining the metal piece closely, Gerald noticed small hook-like protrusions coming off the nail-like piece. It was quite clear that it was designed to remain in the neck until death.

Gerald's brows furrowed slightly, and so he stood up to question Tabbris. "Hey, Tabbris, how do you usually keep the slaves from disobeying?"

"Slaves? What kind of question is that?"

"Just answer please…"

"Um," Tabbris scratched his head in confusion. "With a whip? Man, I don't know, we don't keep any slaves."

"Ever heard of a magical item that can force you into complete submission? Like this one maybe?" He opened his palm and revealed the piece he found.

Tabbris immediately took it and examined it while being fascinated with the design. "This can force someone into a slave? Are you sure?" he asked doubtfully. "It has some interesting Runes and Manaflow, but you can't feel it, right? How do you know?"

"A little birdie told me," Gerald answered mysteriously. 'If you consider fragments of the memories of an ugly bastard Orc Warrior Elite as a little birdie! Fuck, why do I have to have them all in my head?!' Gerald silently cursed in his mind.

"So, what do you think?"

Tabbris made a pondering expression and then shook his head, handing the item back. "I have never seen or heard of such an item, but my father might know something." He looked around the cavern and urged, "We should seriously leave this place. If we get attacked right now we'll all die without a doubt!"

Gerald agreed with him completely. He was also sick of the gloomy place, so they gathered the rest of the team and left the underground.
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                More than fifty warriors started on this expedition, but now only twenty remained. And even among them less than a handful were in a good condition. Most had sustained various degrees of damage and were incapable of fighting.

They saved a few people from the cold stone prisons, but the losses were far too great for this meager victory.

Gerald saw Blum Ogna coming their way, so he went to speak with him.

"Hey there," he said. "Sorry for attacking you, I was a bit confused at the time…"

"Oh, it's not a problem at all!" Blum smiled. "Actually I wanted to thank you for helping us, we were in a desperate situation there. But I guess we could consider it even then, he-he," he laughed.

"Good man!" Gerald returned the smile and patted the man's shoulder.

Even amid the depressing atmosphere, they could find a ray of sunshine.

"Sir?"

"Hmm?" Gerald turned around to see who was talking. It was a thin-looking man who he saved from the clutches of an Orc a few days prior.

"Please accept my sincerest thanks! If it wasn't for Sir I would have not been alive today!" The man kowtowed with his head on the floor before Gerald.

"Who is this guy?" Gerald whispered to Blum Ogma.

"His name is Warren. Both his wife and daughter were violated in front of his eyes while his village burned. This man survived almost two weeks being tortured and beaten underground, and when you found him he was hours away from death." Blum whispered back, quickly summarizing the poor guy's past.

"Damn!" Gerald exclaimed. This guy was one tough nut to crack! After two weeks of being tortured, he still had the balls to attack the Orc even moments away from death. 'Impressive!' he thought.

"Get up," Gerald gestured and helped Warren stand back on his feet. "I understand you went through a traumatic event. My condolences!"

Warren's face darkened as the painful memories resurfaced in his mind, "I lost my family, my friends, my home… All because of these damned monsters!" Tears formed in his eyes as he spoke through his teeth.

"Sigh," Gerald placed a hand on his shoulder. "I can feel your anger, your sorrow… Staying alive will probably feel far worse than being dead for a while, but you need to stay strong! Use this anger and hate as motivation to become strong, so you can protect those who can't protect themselves… Or you can use it to get revenge. Annihilate the Orcs and rid this world of their presence!"

With tears in his eyes, Warren looked at Gerald and spoke, "But how? I was just a simple farmer, my hands have never tasted battle, and my sword is frail…"

"Hmm," Gerald rubbed his chin while peculiarly looking at Warren without responding.

Thud!

Warren fell on his knees and kowtowed to Gerald once more. "Sir… No, Lord! Please accept me under your wing!" he pleaded hopefully. However, seeing no response from Gerald he became nervous, and his heart began beating faster.

"Lord is a great man, battling selflessly against the monsters and beasts." He glanced at the Pixie Gerald was carrying with him, "I'm willing to work under such a person, even if it is just as a lowly servant."

After saying his piece, Warren turned silent with his forehead still touching the floor. Meanwhile, Gerald was unsure what to think about it all. Getting another helper would be good, however, Warren was just a simple man. It would be difficult to reshape him into something completely different in a short amount of time.

"Do you hate Goblins, Hobgoblins, Orcs, and other such monsters?" Gerald suddenly posed the question.

Warren lifted his head with confidence and spoke truthfully, "I do! I hate them from the bottom of my heart!"

Gerald nodded. "Then, should you gain the strength to do something about them, what would you do?"

"As the Lord said, I would do my best to slay them all and rid the world of their presence!" Warren answered.

Gerald smiled mysteriously, "That's all well and good, but gaining such power for you would be extremely difficult… How old are you?"

"I'm thirty-one."

"Thirty-one," Gerald took a moment to consider before saying, "Warren, let me be clear, as you are now, you aren't worth much to me. So, if I want to turn you into a powerful warrior I'll have to spend many resources and it will be probably painful. Now the important question is… Are you ready to suffer?"

"Suffer?" Warren gasped. It was almost like a heavy stone rolled off his back and he smiled, "Suffering is all I have come to know. It's either suffering alone until my death or suffering under the Lord in hope of becoming stronger. Naturally, I choose the latter!"

He spoke with sincerity and even took off his old helmet to show his commitment. He stabbed the broken sword he carried with him into the ground and placed the helmet on it. "I offer my Lord all, body and soul, please accept my selfish request!"

Warren kowtowed for the third time, determined to remain so until he receives an answer.

"Very well…" Gerald said after a moment. "You now work for me, Gerald of the Black Onyx! You will listen to my orders, and carry them out without question. If I tell you to go left you shall never go right, understood?"

"Yes!"

"Good, now raise!" He gave Warren a hand and helped him up, "Welcome to the group!"

Warren became somewhat emotional. He gained another chance at life because of his new Master, and he would do his best to grab this chance!

This was his path for revenge, only by sacrificing himself could he ever hope of standing strong against the monsters that have plagued humanity for millennia.

"Ahem! Excuse me," Blum Ogma interrupted by clearing his throat. He bowed slightly and said, "Please accept me into your group as well!"

"Huh?" Gerald looked at him in surprise, "You too? Where did this come from?"

"Yes!" Blum exclaimed but then scratched his head in embarrassment, "Actually, I have been your fan for a while now…" He then went on to explain how he saw him fly, and how he fell in love with his magic.

"So you are saying…"

"Please accept me as your disciple!" Blum Ogma bowed again. He remained unmoving, awaiting a response.

"Not gonna happen," Gerald immediately rejected him. Blum's expression saddened, but before he could ask for an explanation, Gerald continued, "But I can accept you as my student."

Joy washed over Blum at once and he was just about to express his gratitude when Gerald once again added something.

"However, you should know what this means. If you plan on learning flight magic, you should know it is incredibly difficult, and you will most likely fail! And above all, the value of such magic is nothing to joke about, so…"

"I'll do whatever it takes, Master!" Blum Ogma immediately stated. He bowed respectfully once more and said, "Whatever Master Gerald demands of me, I'll do it without question!"
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                "Hmm…" Gerald placed his hand under his chin as he considered the guy's request.

'It appears he is serious… Well, I can teach him, and whether he can make it, it's entirely up to him. However, he can't be my student for free, so…'

"What are your talents?" he asked in the end. "I can see you carrying that book around…"

"Yes, Master!" Blum answered enthusiastically. "I'm good at reading and writing, and I know a lot about what is happening in the Kingdom, as well as the relationships between powerful families!"

"I'm not interested in politics, but do keep an eye on any important events just in case," Gerald said indifferently. "How about numbers? Are you good at math?"

Blum nodded continuously and even started boasting, "Of course, Master! I have studied numbers since I was little, and over the years I have become well-versed in addition, subtraction, multiplication…"

"Good, good…" Gerald nodded, "I might have use for you, you can help me keep the finances in check. But I'll probably have to teach you a few things about calculus first… Make sure to study hard!"

"Yes, Master! Leave it to me, I'll do my very best, I'm a quick learner!" Blum was excited to learn, however, that's simply because he wasn't aware of the horrors that were waiting for him.

How many almost gave up on life because of calculus? Spending long sleepless nights trying to learn the complex formulas only to become even more confused in the end? It happened all the time back on Earth.

However, if Gerald wanted to have a good helper, teaching him about economics, physics, and complex math was a must! Besides, to truly understand magic, a good grasp of the natural laws was mandatory, and what better way to do so other than math?

"Alright, enough of that," Gerald said. "Get your things packed up and get ready. We are returning back to Auralba soon!"

"Yes, my Lord!"

"Yes, Master!"

Warren and Blum left to pick up a few miscellaneous things and give a hand to the wounded. Most of them had to be transported on the wagon since they were immobile.

In the meantime, Gerald still couldn't quite believe what just happened. Did he get two more helpers just like that? It was nothing like what he had in mind when creating Black Onyx, but he was not going to say no to a pair of free workers.

"Hmm? Warren's helmet…" He picked up the old and rusty helmet the man left on the ground. A few small words were inscribed on it. "[Helm of Iron]? Well, duh. But it doesn't look like it would offer much protection anymore…"

He rubbed the surface to remove some dirt, and a few pieces chipped off, revealing another barely-legible word.

"[Helm of Iron Will]?" Gerald read with a puzzled expression and lifted an eyebrow. "Don't tell me, this thing is a magical object? But it's made out of iron!" He wasn't sure what to think, so he exerted some strength to test the helmet's durability. What if it was enchanted? That would be cool.

Crack!

However, he was bound to be left disappointed. The helmet was too old and completely rusted through and through. It crumbled in his hand, and the pieces fell apart like old crackers. Even if it used to hold any enchantments, they were long gone.

"Um…" Gerald was stupefied and quickly looked around to see if anyone noticed. After he confirmed that he was alone, he quickly turned around and left.

"Whatever, nothing to see here… Back to Auralba we go, yes, yes…" he mumbled and went to pack his things.

He gathered the few items he had, the silver hand, his sword, as well as his spear, and then went to see Tabbris who was currently talking with the few of his remaining teammates. It was safe to say the Phoenix Knights were no more.

They lost more than half of their people, and those were all promising youths who they fought with, side-by-side, for almost a decade.

"Hey," Gerald greeted and attracted attention to himself from whatever was they were all looking at.

"Gerald!" Tabbris stood up and pulled him closer. "You came at the right time, look what we found!" He showed him a fistful of finger-length nail-like objects that had thin hooks all over them and a small gem on the thicker part. It was just like the one he found underground in the Orc's neck.

"After you discovered that one I decided to check the rest of the beasts… And guess what? We found all of these in the corpses of Orcs!

"Hmm," Gerald furrowed his brows while examining the artifacts. He couldn't feel any Mana at the moment, but he was certain he could learn a lot if he could.

"So they truly were being controlled, huh? What did you learn?" he asked.

Riordian the Water mage was the one to answer, "It's nothing much, that's why we need to return to the capital as fast as possible! This is way bigger than us, and if we stay any longer I'm afraid we'll all perish." He spoke in a somber voice, and the rest nodded in agreement.

"Then when do we leave?"

"One hour!" Tabbris decided, and then added, "We'll have to be slower because of all of the wounded, but we still need to hurry! Let's go!"

The Phoenix Knights split up and hurried along to get things done.

Gerald went to check on the girls and also introduce the new team members. It turned out that they already knew each other, but that was to be expected. He was absent for a few days and was last to learn what was happening after all.

Their road was void of any dangers, maybe because the beasts and bandits were cleared out beforehand, or because the smell of war permeated the air.

In any case, their return lasted much longer, and so they returned to the capital around noon on the third day. They immediately went to deliver the news to the Guild, as well as get healers and medics to help with the wounded.

Gerald mostly recovered, but that was only because Tabbris had some spare Health Potions. They were many times more effective than those cheap Healing Potions. Still, his skin remained full of scars, and it was unlikely they would ever completely disappear.

The Phoenix Knights then left to deliver the news to the Royal Palace, where Tabbris went to speak with his father as well as the King himself. The news was too important not to be delivered personally.
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                "A Giant, huh?" In a private room Tabbris, his father Razor, and The King were having a discussion, and Tabbris just finished telling them of the findings deep underground.

"That's no joke… I'll send a thousand of my soldiers to secure the location and destroy the monsters before they awaken!" King Robart III said with a firm gaze.

Then he shifted his body and made himself comfortable in his fancy armchair. "So, about that person, Gerald, did you discover any useful information about him?" he asked.

"Reporting to Your Majesty, I have indeed learned a few things, however…" Tabbris respectfully articulated his response and told the King everything that happened in the recent days, including the extreme lengths Gerald went to kill monsters.

"Unfortunately he suffered Mana Overload. He became a bit mentally unstable after that, but he soon returned to normal," Tabris spoke of the small incident that happened.

As his report came to an end, The King mulled over the information, and eventually came to a decision.

"Invite everyone to the palace to be rewarded for their efforts and sacrifice. And while we are at it, I'll examine his Soul. Who knows, if we help him recover faster we could get on his good side," The king expressed his thoughts.

"Call them in, this unprecedented occasion must not go unsettled!"

"Yes, Your majesty!"

Tabbris left to announce to the group that the King was giving extra rewards for their efforts, while secretly using it to observe Gerald more closely with hopes of establishing a mutually beneficial connection.

Many rejoiced when they heard the news, especially the badly wounded. The damage they sustained needed a lot of money and time to heal, what with all the medicines and strong potions they had to buy.

Time was not an issue since they were still young, however, if they stayed out of work for a few months because of unresolved injuries, their savings would dwindle and they would go from a proud warrior to a crippled beggar.

Nobody desired such a fate, so they accepted the gifts with open arms and big smiles even though they just lost many close friends to get it.

The King's rewards would surely be enough to live comfortably for a good while so they all answered the call. Even Gerald loved gold, so of course, he would go, that wasn't even up for debate!



The rewards were awarded at a small ceremony in the Royal Palace. The King himself was not present, and instead one of his men presented the warriors with various items and valuable trinkets.

There wasn't any actual money, however, the gold medals, high-quality potions, and nice armor, as well as new weapons more than made up for it. The rewards were extremely generous, and while they were each congratulated individually for their service, the King wasn't far away, patiently observing it all.

"Hmm, so there he is…" The King quietly murmured. "Didn't you say his Soul was damaged?" He turned to Tabbris who was behind him.

"Yes, Your Majesty!" Tabbris saluted and answered, "The Mana Overload was quite severe and he nearly died too. If we didn't find him in time, I'm convinced he wouldn't have made it. Honestly, I was a bit surprised when the coma lasted for only a day. If any normal mage tried to replicate what he did, I'm sure they would burn up after doing less than half of what he did!"

"So your guess, that his Soul should be on its last legs ready to dissipate at any time, you consider it accurate?"

"Well… Maybe not that extreme, but generally yes. I told him he could recover his magic, although that is extremely unlikely in his situation. Your Majesty can see Souls, so you should be able to give the most accurate evaluation," Tabbris said and slightly bowed.

King Roland III considered his words and then glanced back at Gerald. "You say so, but… Why the fuck is his Soul so huge then?! It more than doubled since the last time I saw him, and it's nearly as big as mine!"

"What?!" Tabbris was flabbergasted. "Impossible! Your Majesty is at Nascent Soul Realm while Gerald isn't even Cultivating! He doesn't even know a thing about it!"

He appeared stunned when a thought crossed his mind, "I remember he saw my sister Cultivating, however, he was clearly unfamiliar with it at that time, that much I know, he asked me about it even. And besides, it's only been a few short months, how could his Soul possibly be the size of Your Majesty's?!"

"I don't know, it just is!" The King answered sternly and furrowed his brows. "However his Soul is filthy! It appears like an amalgamation of hundreds or more Souls, something quite impossible to exist. The last time we met, his Soul was much clearer, so this must be a recent development!"

The King took a deep breath and spoke with a somber voice, "I suspect he's training a Demonic Cultivation Technique!"

Gasp!

Tabbris took a deep breath and his eyes widened. "A Demonic Technique! Should… Should we confront him about it or…"

"No! Pretend you know nothing! We need to keep an eye on him until we figure out what's his goal and on whose side he's on. If we do something rash, he could react unpredictably and do serious damage! Nobody else can know this," The King warned. "We'll just observe from the distance for now…"

Tabbris nodded unceasingly as the news was just too shocking! A possible Demonic Cultivator! This was big news, but he couldn't share it with anyone. So frustrating!

***

Meanwhile, Gerald was clueless about what was happening behind the scenes. He just wanted to quickly take his reward and go, but the ceremony was being dragged on indefinitely. The monsters living inside his head were still attacking him and making a ruckus, making it extremely hard to concentrate.

Although they quieted down a tiny bit in recent days, they were still going strong enough to drive a person crazy. However, instead of driving Gerald to insanity, they were only making him mad.

"I swear I'll exterminate your entire species once I get my magic back!" he hissed through gritted teeth and did his best not to show his frustrations on his face.

Finally, after about an hour, the main guy guiding the ceremony received a secret signal and ended it all shortly thereafter.

"Finally!" Gerald carried the stuff they gave him in a big sack on his back and hurried back to the Mansion to sleep. He was exhausted and didn't have a good night's rest in days! He collapsed on the bed and fell asleep before even the sun went down. He even forgot to eat, he was that tired.
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                In the following days, Gerald took it slow. The Black Onyx Mansion hired another maid and a servant to help with the growing number of people living there.

Blum and Warren spent a few days just familiarizing themselves with the place and the latter was quickly recovering with the help of good food and potions. They joined the girls in daily exercise and trained with them to improve their mobility and strength.

A part of the training also consisted of a meditation-type exercise where they would stare at pictures of all sorts of fantastical magic spells and then try to imagine themselves doing it.

It was the best Gerald could do to stimulate their mind since they didn't have any magical movies or video games.

He similarly spent most of his time meditating, however, he was doing it for a completely different reason. The little demons in his mind were pissing him off and he couldn't do a damn thing about it. The best he could do was try to empty his mind and ignore them while keeping his anger under control.

And it was helping, although just a tiny bit.

The beasts became quieter and less aggressive, and he wasn't sure, but he could swear there were more of them at the beginning. Maybe the meditation was affecting them too?

Eeeyaaaa!

Bam, bam, bam!

Gerald took a deep breath, and slowly opened his eyes. In a corner of his room was an iron cage with the Pixie monster contained inside. It was currently screeching loudly and banging on the metal bars of the cage.

"Shut up, or do you want another beating?!" Gerald shouted. The creature inside looked at him hatefully and hissed, showing its sharp white teeth, however it stopped nonetheless.

"I'll get to you eventually, don't worry. Just wait until my magic recovers, we'll have lots of fun then," he grinned and then closed his eyes once more.

He brought the Pixie back to study it. It was the first creature that used Light magic as its main form of attack, and it was a powerful illusionist on top of it. Somehow it was able to even affect his mind as well, and Gerald was dying to be able to study it. Unfortunately without the ability to detect Mana, it was impossible to discover anything at the moment.

He did make sure to drain some blood each day, however, and store it away for later use. He was otherwise taking good care of the Pixie, feeding it good meat and Ether Crystals to keep it strong.

Blood from a Light magic creature was exceedingly rare and almost impossible to get. At least Gerald couldn't find anyone willing to sell some.

This world considered Light an almost useless Element on its own. It couldn't be used in the battle directly, and even those that knew how to make illusions still needed something else to damage their opponents. Its main use was for lighting, and even that was reserved only for nobility.

Because of its low usefulness, it was considered a fancy gimmick, nothing less, nothing more. It was similar to Space magic. Since nobody knew how to make good use of it, it was not on the same height as the other four Elements.

Wind, Water, Earth, and Fire could be used in a variety of ways and had simple but powerful spells.

Gerald became convinced that these categorizations only impeded the progress of magic, and was trying to combine them all into one. Just like Elemental Avatar, the Combat Art combining all four Elements brought out a much greater power than each of the Elements individually.

For that reason studying Light was a must! Too bad he could only sigh and endure until he recovered, pushing his frustrations aside.



A few more days went by, and the army, a thousand foot-soldiers, marched through the city gates towards the recent place of slaughter. The citizens learned of the tragedy, and although they didn't know all the details, they still wished luck to their brave men marching to battle.

Gerald was busy. Meditating in the morning, and teaching Blum in the afternoon.

The man started off full of enthusiasm and desire to learn, however after only two days he realized how little he knew, and the numbers started to hunt him in his nightmares. When letters replaced the numbers he could still keep up, however, then complex formulas and graphs started to show up and he realized just how horrifying monsters they were.

His mature brain struggled with the foreign concept calculus had introduced into his life, and he had to gather his all not to cry.

As minutes turned to hours, and hours into days, he started to wonder if maybe he made a mistake in his haste. However, it was too late for regret and he could only continue moving forward lest he becomes useless to his new Master and be discarded.

Warren also suffered, although the nature of his pain was quite the opposite. His torture was a physical one. Every day the girls would train him in the morning, and Gerald would tutor him in the evening.

They focused on speed and endurance when it was still dim and cold outside, running many laps around the Mansion, and later Gerald would teach him different fighting styles of hand-to-hand combat.

Having only one hand was not a disadvantage at all. With superior experience and physical strength, he was tossing Warren left and right for hours. Only when the night came did they stop, and Warren dragged his aching and bruised body back inside, where he received a warm dinner with a glass of Health Potion to wash it all down.

The combination of good quality meat and potions helped to quickly improve his physique, so much so that the most powerful steroids from Earth paled in comparison.

And that was quality muscle, all-natural and made to endure even the harshest abuse thrown at it. And yet, even with all of this, the man was still quite scrawny, a clear proof of how weak and malnourished he was before.

It has been exactly a week since they came home. Gerald was slowly recovering with the help of meditation and rest, and could already start feeling the particular tingling sensation when Mana flowed through his body. He couldn't quite detect or manipulate it completely though.

The voices in his mind also quieted down, and one by one they vanished. It was a good thing they did too because he wasn't sure he could concentrate enough to cast magic with them chattering all the time.



A raven flew into the city on that day, and it was carrying an urgent message for The King. A message of war.
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                The Royal army marched with haste, and they arrived at the desired place in the forest swiftly, however, they were still too late. The ground where mighty trees once stood was now a plantless hole in the soil. More than fifty meters deep and almost a kilometer across, the crater-like formation spoke of great power transforming the earth.

The commanders sent scouts to examine the hole as well as the forest and villages surrounding it, and what they discovered was beyond terrifying.

Bright sun rays reflected from thousands of pieces of a colorless crystal spread everywhere on the ground, making it look like it was covered in countless shimmering stars.

Four commanders led the group of soldiers, each with two-hundred-and-fifty under their command. Each of them had their own distinct roles and weapons, as well as a place on the field.

There were scouts, who specialized in speed and stealth, with the ability to gather information or carry out assassinations unmatched by any other.

Another battalion was armed with swords and shields and covered in heavy armor, they were perfect for the vanguard. Behind them were men with long spears in hand. They stood a step behind the former, making their formation look like a porcupine or a spiky turtle—a massive headache for anyone that would try to fight them.

Further back still, was a group of more than two hundred strong. Those soldiers were armed with bows and arrows of all kinds. Long thin needle-like arrowheads for punching through armor, broad flat ones with hooks for tearing through flesh, poisonous arrows for hunting beings much stronger than themselves…

They had it all.

With immense upper-body strength, the bows they carried could provide assistance from hundreds of meters away, and with terrifying precision.

The only ones missing were the cavalry, however, in the forecast of an underground battle, even archers were already considered too much and as such, the riders were abandoned.

However now, this elite army stood on the periphery of the crater, helplessly looking around without knowing what to do. Where was the supposed sleeping enemy? Where were the dangerous beasts and cavern systems?

There was literally nothing here! Only a giant hole in the ground, clearly excavated not long ago. Or maybe the ground simply collapsed into the caverns below? Nobody knew for sure.

"Captain!" a soldier shouted. He was one of the scouts that left not even an hour prior. He stopped before the four leaders and gasped greedily for air a few times before addressing his superior, "Captain, we found something, something big!"

"What is it, soldier?" the latter responded.

"I think it's better if you see this…"

The Scout Commander tried to convince his subordinate to simply spill the beans, however, the man was stubborn. He could only sigh in the end and follow where the soldier led him. The other three commanders also came with, curious as to what they have discovered.

They crossed the forest on foot for a while and soon came to a clearing. It was a small-sized village, about ten houses... or what was left of them. Dried blood and ash covered most of the ground, and half-burnt walls of simple houses were all that were left standing.

Fields of various vegetables and wheat were either burnt or trampled by hundreds if not thousands of small footprints.

"My god! It's horrible!" the Archer Commander exclaimed. "What kind of monsters would do such a thing?!"

It was a rhetorical question, of course, no need to answer.

Urging them to follow, the scout explained, "The attack must have happened recently, a day or two ago at most. The ash is still warm and lone embers can still be found underneath."

The burnt-down village was void of corpses, but there were signs of struggle. However, this was not something the four concerned themselves with. The place where the scout directed them was an open field with soft black soil.

It must have been recently converted from a forest into farmland and some evidence of domesticated plants growing on it were still visible. However, it was now all trampled and destroyed.

"Here," the scout pointed.

The commanders failed to grasp what the man was pointing at. The ground was uneven and full of depressions in the soil, but other than that, not much was left to see.

"Wait a second…" The Vanguard Commander took a few steps back and murmured a few words with his hands pointing under his feet. As he did so, a pillar of stone rose from the ground and lifted him a few meters higher, giving him a better vantage point. His eyes enlarged and he covered his gaping mouth in reflex.

"What is it?" The other three looked back to where their colleague was looking, but couldn't see anything that would make him so stunned and horrified.

They similarly created stone pillars a few meters tall to get a better vantage point. As soon as they did so, loud gasps escaped their mouths.

"Is that…?" one of them pointed at the ground but could not continue. The rest felt their throats and mouth turn dry and they swallowed with difficulty.

The scout was standing in an indentation in the ground, and from his vantage point, it was nothing special. However, from a few meters up, it was quite clear what it was.

A footprint.

A massive footprint, similar to those of a human with only slightly different proportions and a few hundred times larger. Nothing special. All four of them could lay inside comfortably and there would still be room to spare.

"This must have been the Giant we were told about! It's on the loose!" the Spearmen Commander realized in horror. The tracks crossing the field were disappearing into the distant forest. Trees in their path were uprooted and any other plant life trampled into mush.

"Send the raven! The Giant is walking in the direction of the capital! It might steer clear of the city, but we can't risk it! Quickly!" The Scout Commander barked his orders. His subordinate quickly saluted and ran to get the messenger bird.

The commanders quickly discussed among themselves what was to be done. They clearly failed in preventing the disaster, and now the best thing they could do was to try and minimize the damage.

            

    
        Ch. 238 Group Meeting

    
    
    
    
                Whatever was encased in those crystals was long gone, and based on the clues, the monsters spread out in all directions. Combined with the recent attacks and kidnappings, at least a few tens of thousands of these monsters were now freely roaming in the Kingdom.

And now even the Giant was helping them destroy the land. As they came back to the crater where the caverns used to be, they noticed a small puddle forming at the bottom. The underground river was apparently blocked off, and in a few days, a lake would be formed.

Any evidence of what happened would then be thus impossible to find.

While the commanders were thinking of ideas with gloomy expressions, the scouts started coming back one by one. They explored the area and came with vital pieces of information to report.

The nearby farms were all decimated and mostly burned to the ground. No survivors, corpses, or monsters were to be found anywhere, it was like they disappeared into thin air.

Some landlords and wealthy ranchers managed to survive the attack, and their guards had a few sleepless nights defending the land from beastly invaders.

They told of the hordes of Goblins that came running from all sides, of demonic wolf-looking beasts with Orc riders on top, of small dark figures shooting flames… It was chaotic.

Those that couldn't fight retreated to bigger cities in the middle of the night, and it was unclear if any of them survived. As the news was begining to spread, the fortified settlements would soon be overrun with refugees. And the Kingdom was not prepared for such a panic.

"We're leaving!" The commanders decided at once. "We'll follow the Giant and see if we can thin out the monster hordes. Hopefully, we can slow them down enough for the capital to prepare…" One of them gazed at the sky and silently said a prayer in his heart. 'Be safe, my love...'



The urgent message reached The King.

"I'll get my soldiers ready," said Razor Northendark shortly after glancing over the contents of the letter.

Auralba was preparing for war for a while now, and yet, everything was still happening too fast. The Empire didn't even knock on their door yet when the number of monsters suddenly exploded all over the Kingdom.

In the following two days, they received news from all corners of the realm of brazen monster attacks. The beasts didn't even bother to be sneaky anymore. They attacked in broad daylight and lay waste to small remote villages and towns.

The wave of people that flooded the nearest fortified cities as a result of this made the situation even worse. Crime skyrocketed, violence increased, and the guards had a difficult time keeping order while fighting against monster attacks.

Then, the most terrifying news reached King's ears.

All manner of beasts, from the weakest Goblins to the strongest Ogres and Giants, all abandoned their bloody conquest and turned their sights towards the center of Myrtana. The capital.

"How long until we are surrounded?" The King asked. He was getting a headache from all the bad news.

"Three days if the beasts don't stop mind-way, and at most a week if we are lucky," answered one of his informants. He was an old man in his eighties, thin and with a hunched back. He served the Royal family since his youth and was one of the most trusted men of The King.

"I see…" The King fell into silence. It was enough time to organize the defenses, but not enough to get reinforcements.

"How long until my generals reach the capital?" The King asked.

"Ten days if everything goes well," the old man answered and said, "They battled against the monsters and need some time to reorganize and prepare. I'm afraid only the Northendark family will be able to help us in time."

"So be it," The King sighed. "May Innos help us!"



Sitting on his bed with closed eyes, Gerald meditated like any other day. However, this day was special as it was the first time he felt like himself in a while.

Over the days his magic slowly recovered bit by bit just as Tabbris said it would. The joy it brought him was immeasurable, and that was not even the end of it. The monsters in his mind grew weaker as time went on, and each day a few of them would shrink, become more transparent, and eventually die, permanently!

Peace was once again restored in his mind, bringing him comfort beyond measure.

His breathing was calm and controlled, and a gentle smile sat on his lips as he meditated. He took a deep breath and opened his eyes slowly. He looked at the watch.

"Two hours…" he grinned. With each monster leaving his mind, the speed of Mana regeneration increased. Individually they didn't change much, a few seconds or a minute at most, however, when this happened hundreds of times, he could feel his mind expand and his head clear.

He could see Mana flowing all around him like gentle, bright, colored light when using Magic Eyes. It was everywhere, and it was all fatally attracted to his body. Each breath filled him with energy, and the air started having a peculiar smell he never experienced before. A certain freshness lingered, like cool fresh mountain air, with a tinge of nature and peace.

The peculiarity made him curious, and with great effort, he held Mana at bay, away from his face. The freshness and calming smell were gone.

"Holy shit!" Gerald gasped and relaxed his mind, getting a whiff of the aroma once more. "I can smell Mana!"

The discovery was amazing, sure… But other than being a nifty bonus to his life, it wasn't all that useful. At least now he could determine the concentration of Mana in the air with a simple sniff.

After having established the changes that took place in his body, Gerald stood up and went out to train. He refrained from consuming any Essence Orbs while being injured so his strength remained at just over five metric tones.

His body was also already at the limit of what could be considered safe for his flesh, so he decided to abandon his search for quick power boosts that would leave him fragile in the long term. Maybe if the Essence Extraction method was more well-rounded he could continue, however simply becoming a glass cannon was not to his liking.

His teammates needed training, and he also desired to stretch his limbs, so he went to the back garden where they established a fighting ring. It was a simple place. The ground was covered with gray stone, and six tall pillars held a simple canvas canopy over it, keeping the sun at bay.

Warren trained his sword swings on a dummy while the three girls were having a mock battle a few steps away. The strikes rained down at a fast pace and the assault was fierce, however, at the same time they took great care in making their spells and sword strikes only painful and not in any way life-threatening.

"Alright, gather around everyone!" Gerald called. The exchange of blows quieted down at once, and Qiona and Blum also came out to the garden behind him for the meeting. He had a few things to say.
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                Warren, Sera, Xilia, and Elly slowly came closer while being completely covered in sweat. Except for Elly, she somehow managed to maintain her elegant figure with only slightly red cheeks and a marginally faster breath.

"What is it," they inquired. They didn't interact much in the recent days as Gerald was busy teaching one of the new guys while the other trained with them. For them to all be gathered here must have meant something.

"I have gathered you all here…" Gerald started his speech in a somber tone. His gaze went over every member present, and his cold eyes made everyone shiver. "It is with a heavy heart that I bring this news… However, what must be done, must be done!"

The group somewhat nervously gulped in anticipation.

He moved his hand, and from the Ring, a massive black thing came out. With a simple gesture, it then split apart and…

"Our new cloaks are all finally ready! Hooray!" Gerald exclaimed with a smile and tried to look excited. The cloaks hung in the air as the group looked at them flabbergasted and then back at him, awaiting an explanation.

"Tch, what a cold audience, and to think I put in so much effort..." Gerald grumbled and returned to his neutral expression before handing out the cloaks to each member. "Whatever, here you go! The last two were finished yesterday so I decided to wait for all of you to receive them at once."

He expected to see some type of reaction, and indeed he was not left waiting for long. Warren's eyes filled with fluid as he held the cloak close to his chest and bowed. "Thank you, master! I will cherish this and protect it with my life!"

"No, it's not that important…" Gerald tried to say but then he realized it didn't matter and just left it at that.

It just so happened that he heard some quiet giggling behind him and he turned around just fast enough to see Blum smiling like a lunatic who just received acknowledgment from his biggest idol. It was creepy.

'At least he seems to like it,' Gerald thought to himself. 'Whatever.'

"So, what do you think?" he asked the girls.

"It's nice," Elly said. She was not the one to speak too much, at least that was most of the time.

Xilia and Qiona nodded to themselves and then to Gerald, "We like it too!"

"Does that mean it's official now?" Sera asked, visibly excited. She donned the cloak and spun around, admiring the quality.

"I guess so…"

"So can we now go on a proper adventure? Are we going as a team? I have some ideas where we could…" A torrent of words spilled out of her mouth, with all the questions and demands making Gerald cringe.

"WE are not going anywhere," he firmly said. "Not any time soon at least."

"Why not?!" Sera protested while being visibly upset. "We never get to do anything normal! Even this last expedition… I just wanted to go on a normal hunt, but in the end, it almost ended up with our death!"

Gerald refrained from arguing and simply pulled her to the open. He then created a pillar under both of them and it carried them about five meters into the air.

"Tell me," he said. "What do you see?" He gestured over the Mansion walls towards the surrounding capital.

"Um," Sera was confused. "Houses?" she guessed.

"Look again."

"People?" she tried another time.

"Soldiers!" Gerald exclaimed and forcefully turned her head and pointed. "See? Look at all those soldiers and city guards, is this normal?"

"Maybe, I don't know?" She really didn't. Why would she? They spent most of the time behind the walls of the mansion.

"It's not! How didn't you notice this, even I can see the change from inside my lab!" Gerald rolled his eyes In helplessness.

"Gerald, what are you trying to say?" Xilia chimed in.

Gerald lowered the stone pillar back into the ground and started explaining his conjecture. "It's like this… Remember that army that left the city recently? Now, why would the soldiers suddenly increase inside the capital if everything was fine? Why would city guards suddenly start moving gear to the outside walls if not preparing for something big? Do you think they are doing it simply for fun? After all that happened recently?!"

The group slowly realized what he was getting at and they opened their eyes wide in surprise.

"Is… Is there going to be a war?" Blum asked cautiously and gulped audibly right after.

"Maybe," Gerald answered nonchalantly and shrugged. "What I know for certain though, is that nobody will be leaving the city!" He made a short pause for effect. "Except for me, of course. I'll be leaving for a while."

"Whaaaaat?" Sera suddenly became angry. "Why do you get to do whatever you want, and we have to be cooped in here all the time?!"

Gerald spared her a glance and then simply said, "Because I'm the boss. Also because I can fly. You too can go wherever you want if you can fly, I won't mind."

"But I can't fly!" she protested in response.

Gerald snapped his fingers and grinned while making finger guns at her. "Precisely!"

"Screw you!"

In return, Gerald simply chuckled. It seemed she was learning some of his expressions, although milder. It was quite funny.

"Alright, I guess I don't have to give extra directions on how to act while I'm gone, right? Just do what you have been doing til now, I'll be back in a few days."

Gerald then turned to the two guys, "Warren!" He made a serious expression, "Eat well, and train hard!"

"Yes, Master!" the man immediately responded.

"Blum!" He looked at the guy who seemed a bit tense.

'Please no more math, please no more math…' Blum silently repeated a prayer in his mind.

"You can take a look at the books in my room. They contain many insights into magic, so make sure to study them well, I'll test you when I get back." Gerald said.

Blum Ogma breathed out a sigh of relief and nodded excitedly, "Will do! Thank you, I won't disappoint you, Boss!"

"Oh yeah, by the way..." Gerald suddenly said as he remembered one important thing. "Be careful with the Pixie in my room, don't let it manipulate you, it's pretty strong. It might try to kill you, but I have the keys to the cage so it shouldn't be able to escape. However, do make sure to stay away from it just in case."
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                Tabbris and his father Razor visited the Magic Academy and requested an audience with the headmaster.

The question of the mysterious objects found in the Orcs' necks was still not completely solved. Although they suspected they were used for somehow controlling the beasts, nobody was 100% sure.

And so, after being unable to figure out how they worked, they decided to visit one of the best places for Rune study. The Magic Academy!

"Fascinating!" Elder Balin uttered in awe as he held the artifact in his hands. "So many intricate Runes! And look at this, I have never seen one like that before! Amazing!"

He was using a magnifying glass to closely examine the intricate designs on the Slana. Why did they decide to call it Slana? Because it was a Slavery Nail-looking thing and it was easier to say!

Anyway, as he examined Slana from all sides, the door opened and a few more people came in.

"Bishop Argoch!" Razor greeted and went to shake the man's hand. "Welcome, here is the thing we wrote you about."

"Ah! Yes, excellent! Hello!" Bishop Argoch gripped his hand in return and shook it. Behind him were his apprentices who were curiously looking around the room.

"Bishop, you are finally here!" Elder Balin paused his research and went to greet the newcomer. They were both Runemasters that liked to tinker with new Runes.

The last time they had the option to study some old symbols was at the door in the Phoenix Temple. Although they didn't manage to open them it was still a great opportunity to learn.

And by chance, Bishop Argoch was in the capital so the news of a new unknown artifact reached his ears. Of course, he had to come and take a look.

"Let me see this thingy, you have aroused my interest with the letter!" Bishop Argoch took one Slana and examined it.

"Ohoho! This is nice! You said it goes in the neck? Ingenious!" He manipulated a tiny bit of Mana and sent it in. Slana reacted and the Runes shined briefly before returning to their dormant state.

Elder Balin saw him do that and comforted him, "Don't worry, that's normal. I have tried many things already, but I can't seem to get it to work." He thought for a moment and then said, "Maybe we need a live target to test it on? We should perform some experiments…"

"Great minds think alike!" Bishop Argoch exclaimed, and it seemed he became twenty years younger in seconds. His demeanor completely changed into one of an excited young man. "Let's capture some Orcs and other beasts and test this thing! Maybe we can make use of it!"

"Yes, let's do it!" Elder Balin became similarly excited.

Suddenly the door opened again, and an angry shout was heard. "Not a chance!"

They all turned around to see who was the lunatic screaming in the Academy.

"Oh, it's Bishop Quinn! Welcome," Razor stepped forward to greet the man.

"Ah, yes, hello…" Bishop Quinn said while sparing him only a glance. Immediately after, Razor and his hand were disregarded as he pointed his finger at the other Bishop.

"What is the meaning of this?! I heard of the origin of that cursed object, and you are trying to use it?! The Circle of Water will never allow such diabolical artifacts to remain in our Kingdom!"

He stretched his hand trying to snatch the Slana from Argoch's hand.

Slap!

Bishop Argoch slapped his hand away and hollered, "Keep your filthy fingers away from my stuff! You are lucky I respect you since you are also a Bishop of the Church of Innos, but that doesn't mean you can walk all over us just because you belong to the Ring of Water!"

"The Ring's purpose is to keep the Kingdom clean of the Demonic influence, and your actions are polluting our sacred land!" Bishop Quinn retorted with his sharp tongue. "Trying to use the beasts as your weapons and their tools to strengthen yourself, have you no shame?!"

"Bah! If our enemies use it, why shouldn't we? Your stupid Ring's rules are just delaying the development of our Kingdom! If I didn't know any better I would think you are working for the Empire!"

"How dare you!"

The two Bishops nearly entered into a fistfight. Each of them held opposing beliefs to the other, and they never saw eye to eye since decades ago. Every opportunity to bicker was to be exploited in full.

"How about we go somewhere more open?" Tabbris suggested to the other three youngsters that came with Bishop Argoch.

"Good idea," Rayner, Trevor, and Rena nodded and followed him to the Academy courtyard outside.

"Let the old men bicker, while they go out and have fun, huh?" Razor sighed and grabbed a chair to sit down. Despite being a General and a Guardian of the Kingdom, his job sure seemed like a simple babysitter at times. He had to make sure these two didn't kill each other and then report to His Majesty after learning something concrete.

Meanwhile, the four young people chatted under the clear sky. They knew each other since their social standing was quite high and they could almost be considered friends.

"Nice weather we are having, don't you think?" Trevor initiated the conversation. From all the things he could randomly say it just had to be this one.

The other three looked at him and then at the sky. It was the middle of the day, but it was already becoming dark despite being early summer. Dark clouds were rolling in from the west and threatened to completely block out the sun any time now.

A storm was coming.

"Erm… Sure, it's nice…" Tabbris answered. He didn't know what else to say. Was this guy for 'cereal'?

"What is that?" Rean suddenly spotted something flying through the sky and pointed at it. "Is that a bird?"

Rayner used a hand to shade his eyes and squinted, "It looks like a man!"

"It's…" Tabbris also looked, but then his eyes opened wide. "It's Gerald! He already recovered?! That's impossible!"

The other three immediately focused their attention on him. "Did you just say, Gerald?! You know him too?"

Trevor was of course the one that asked. After all, he spent the most time with Gerald at the Black Iron Fort and could be considered his acquaintance.

"Also, he can fly?!"

"It's a long story," Tabbris replied and sighed, watching the figure in the sky quickly become smaller on the horizon. "Let's go got a drink and we can talk about it then," he invited.

"Oh, thank you!" Trevor accepted before the other two could express their opinion and dragged them after Tabbris. It seemed they had a lot to talk about.
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                "Damn, I almost forgot how great it feels to fly!" Gerald exclaimed as his body cut through the air like a bird.

He was wearing his wingsuit and gliding at fast speed through the sky. It was a recent addition to his tool collection and was extremely well-made. Nothing like his first shoddy prototype.

Made of soft and at the same time tough black leather, the quality was much greater than what he made in the beginning. Since he now had money, why shouldn't he spend it on the good stuff? He had it made at the same place where he ordered his cloak, and the money was well worth it.

He was going at about 200km/h towards the west and still felt he was going too slow. His eyes were reinforced with Mana, so the wind didn't bother him, but that wasn't the reason for this speed.

The main issue was that greater speeds required much more Mana expenditure and he couldn't afford it. Even with his insane Mana regeneration he could at most stay in the air for about two hours if he used gravity-inverting magic sparingly while consuming Mana Potions.

His plan this time was to gather more God's Blood for his Mana Elixirs. The two new guys will have to be nurtured in this regard if he wanted them to be of use in heavy combat. The girls, although quite talented with magic, couldn't compete with men in terms of strength, endurance, or ability to take a beating. Not unless he planned to spend many more resources on them.

The main road he was following quickly veered to the side, and expansive forests covered his view. There were a few villages and fields here and there, but mostly the ground was covered with lush, well-maintained, green forests.

It was a nice change from the stone jungle that was the capital. It was also quiet, and he liked that.

Actually, it was too quiet. He didn't notice it until now, but usually, birds would chirp and fly in the sky with him, but there weren't any to be seen at the moment.

True, a storm was quickly approaching, however, the air was still warm and humid, and it was perfect for birds to snatch a few insects out of the air.

"Weird…" Gerald murmured, but didn't dwell on the thought for too long. Mostly because the first raindrops started to fall, and he wasn't going to fly through a storm. He landed on the ground at a random spot where the greenery was less dense and quickly made a stone hut for himself. It was raised from the ground so it would remain nice and dry.

He placed a fur rug on the floor, it once belonged to a bear or a wild boar, but he couldn't quite remember anymore. It was nice and soft though.

Rumble!

The first flash of lightning illuminated the forest, and soon after it, a loud thunder shook the ground. Drops of rain started to fall, and soon a downpour blocked out any other sounds.

Rumble!

As lightning and thunder intertwined playfully in the sky, Gerald sat in his new house and gazed into the misty forest, listening to the rhythmic sounds of rain, completely relaxed. He then even took out a piece of delicious roasted meat and savored every bite, chewing it slowly with closed eyes.

It was so relaxing!

Thunder was such a scary sound for some, but listening to the roar of the heavens was a rare treat for him. It reminded him of a time when he was young and would watch the summer storms, from the safety of a balcony, with his father.

Cold wind and violent rain clashed with the warmth and love of his parent's hug. The flashes of light and booming sounds became rare treats for the excitement of the heart.

It was nice.

Gerald unknowingly sank into old memories of the time when he was still young and clueless about the world, at the time when he knew no evil…

Splash, splash!

A sudden sound disrupted his peace. He wasn't sure if it was just his imagination at first, but it sounded like running in the rain.

And indeed, not long after, a hooded figure came running by in the mud. Just as it ran by his house, it suddenly turned its head and abruptly stopped. Without a second thought, it jumped inside and hid behind the wall, with only its head poking through the door, seemingly looking for something outside.

Crunch!

The hooded figure jumped in fright as Gerald's teeth bit down on the cartilage on the bone. He was calmly chewing on it and observing the newcomer in silence.

"Who are you?! Where did you come from?!" the hooded figure shouted a question as it noticed him and took out a short sword and a dagger, clearly with aggressive intent.

"Mhm," Gerald slowly swallowed and then lifted a finger. "First of all, this is my hut, so I should instead be asking you! Who the fuck are you?!"

The cloaked figure put away the dagger and then arrogantly removed the hood in one exaggerated motion.

"Hmph, my name is Ilyana Falle, and I'm one of the seven…"

"Hold on, wait!" Gerald stopped her and created a ball of light in his palm. "I can't see shit in this darkness." But as soon as the Light illuminated the room, he almost exclaimed in a pleasant surprise.

"You are an Elf! A proper Elf!" His eyes sparkled in the light. It was beautiful. "Wow!"

"Hmph, but of course!" the Elf Ilyana turned her nose towards the sky arrogantly. "As a lowly human, you should be honored to be in my prese-"

"Can I touch your ears?"

"E-excuse me?!"

"Well, you are completely different from what I imagined, and Dark Elves' ears are so much shorter than yours… I'm just really curious." Gerald said, acting like a little kid in front of his idol.

However, the Elf seemed offended at his remarks. "Dark Elf?! How dare you compare me to those filthy animals!"

"Hey, they are my friends, don't insult them!" Gerald frowned. What the heck was wrong with this girl?

"Psssh," Ilyana snorted disdainfully. "I can do whatever I want. If I say they are animals, then they are animals! Even pigs rolling in the mud are better than those traitorous mix-bloods!"

Gerald's expression stiffened and his eyes showed a dangerous glint as he spoke with a deep frown and a somber voice, "Take that back. I know you Elves are said to be arrogant and proud, but this is too much!"

The Elf looked at him in disbelief, but then she threw her head back and laughed hysterically. "Haha, an ugly human weakling wants me to apologize?! Hilarious!"

Gerald's frown deepened. "You think I'm ugly?"

"Repulsive!" she affirmed. "You are probably the most revolting and disgusting-looking being I have ever seen! Even Orcs look like divine beings compared to you! Such an ugly bastard!"
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                With a deep breath, Gerald calmed his raging mind and his face returned to neutral expressionless.

"Alright, I have heard enough," he casually said and like lightning, his hand gripped the Elf by the collar.

"What-?"

With a twist of his hand, he pulled her closer and flipped her around, and then gave her a powerful kick in the ass. She was blasted out of the house and flew into the dark storm, landing face-first in the mud and skidding along the ground like a soft turd.

"My house, my rules! And foul-mouthed assholes like you are not welcome!" Gerald declared with a mocking grin. This arrogant Elf actually thought she could spit in his face and he would just take it. What a joke!

"You-!" She hissed while glaring at him. "A human insect dares to attack-!"

Before she could finish her words, however, Gerald jumped at her, gripped the back of her head, and pushed it back down so her whole face sank into the ground.

"Who's the animal rolling in the mud now, huh?! Ready to apologize yet?" However, his expression stiffened as he felt the Elf on the ground push off the ground with immense strength. His entire bodyweight did nothing to stop it.

"Why you little-!" the Elf growled, and a blade glistened in her hand.

"Oh shit!" Gerald exclaimed. "10X Gravity!"

Boom!

Mana surged around him, and they both sank into the ground, with the Elf losing balance and falling face-first into the mud for the third time.

"Ugh!" she groaned and struck the ground with her free hand. Slowly she stood up like some undying monster and glared with killing intent.

"Holy shit, how strong are you?!" Gerald exclaimed in shock.

"Despicable human! Enough of your tricks, die!"

Pow!

Ilyana Falle struck him in the jaw with her fist, and Gerald was immediately flung backward in an arc. The increased gravity was nullified in that instant.

Gerald groaned as he landed, and shock was clear in his eyes. This girl was strong! Extremely so!

He slowly got back up and spat out some blood. "Damn, nearly lost a tooth!" Luckily he reacted in time and protected himself with magic.

"Haaaah!" But the time for respite was already over. The mad Elf rushed at him and jumped, with both hands holding the blade and aiming at his chest.

"Guh!" Gerald gripped her hands and stopped her attack, however soon his arms began to tremble as she was slowly beginning to overpower him.

"Elemental Avatar!" he roared, and Mana surged, empowering his entire body. He started pushing back.

Realizing she was losing her advantage, the Elf quickly ducked down and swiped at Gerald's leg with her own. He fell and she jumped on top of him. They started rolling on the ground and grappling for the blade in the mud.

Then suddenly, the ground shook, and a roar resounded through the forest. Even the raindrops froze for a split second in the air, before falling back down.

"What was that?" Gerald queried as they both froze at that moment.

"Sssh!" The Elf covered his mouth while sitting on top of him and trembled slightly. Fear was evident in her eyes and her eyes darted from one place to another, seemingly in search of something.

Seeing her panicking like that, Gerald got a brilliant idea. "Stop squirming so much on my crotch, either do it properly or get off!"

Bam!

Immediately after the teasing words left his mouth, a fist came flying at his face. Luckily he moved his head out of the way, otherwise, he would probably end up with a broken nose despite the Elemental Avatar's protection.

"You bastard!" Ilyana hissed through gritted teeth and tried to stab him again.

Gerald, however, gripped her hand, pulled her closer to himself, and then rolled over with her in his grasp and landed on top. With the maximum exertion from his physical body as well as magical enhancement, he was just about strong enough to overpower her.

He held her hands tightly, not letting her make any sudden moves.

"Release me!" she growled. "How dare a mere human do this to me! Who are you?!" She tried to free herself, however, she was stuck.

Gerald grinned at the opportunity and solemnly said, "I, am death incarnate! Hahaha!"

Roar!

A sudden roar came from the mist, and the ground shook even harder. It was now trembling in constant intervals. It was as if something colossus was slowly walking not far from them.

"Ssssh! Are you crazy?! Be quiet," the Elf girl whispered with a pale face. "You will get us both killed! Release me right now!"

"Not until you say sorry for what you said," Gerald retorted. What did he care if some monster came? He could just fly away, no big deal. Although, if she remained stubborn he would soon run out of Mana and would have to escape either way.

That would be embarrassing.

"In your dreams!"

"Fine then, guess we'll just have to wait and see what monster roams this woods. I'm curious what it is, I might just call for it… Hey you, big guy!" Gerald shouted towards the source of the sound.

"Wait, no! Stop, I'm sorry! I'm sorry I insulted your friends, just don't call it over, please! I'm too young to die!" the Falle Elf girl quickly voiced with a pale face and she was quite visibly terrified.

"Good, good!" Gerald nodded. "Then what do you think about me? How do I look?"

"You?" The Elf blinked rapidly a few times. "You are as ugly as eve- Euh… I mean…" As Gerald gave her a displeased look and took a deep breath to shout, she realized her mistake.

"Wait! Uh, what I meant to say is… Others might think that all those scars make you look ugly, but I think it just makes you look more mature and manly! A brave warrior who's not afraid of a fight, and it's extremely attractive! The facial disfigurement isn't even that noticeable, I mean…"

"Alright, shut up! You are terrible at bootlicking!" Gerald groaned. "Consider yourself lucky you have a pretty face or else I wouldn't hesitate to turn you into fertilizer!" He scoffed and released the Elf. But even before she could fully calm down, a scroll escaped his hand and flashed brightly.
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                Boom!

A sound of an explosion took away her hearing for a moment, and Ilyana immediately became deathly pale. Panic rolled over her.

'Why?! Why would he do this?! It definitely heard it, we are doomed!' She turned towards Gerald hatefully, determined to drag him down with her when the beast came.

However, what surprised her was that the human was giving her a mocking smile. He was clearly gloating at her fear.

"Sound Barrier, stupid!" he grinned. Indeed, no sound came to them from the outside. "But your expression was great, want to see?" He showed her a piece of paper he had just taken out of somewhere and on it was a realistic fearful expression of her image.

"You-!" The Elf realized she had been tricked, but she was too angry to come up with anything to say. She could only grit her teeth and squeeze her fists in frustration.

Gerald returned to the stone house and threw out another Sound Barrier before sitting down and taking out a Mana Potion. His reserves were nearly empty so he had to quickly fill them up again.

The Elf used some Water magic and cleaned herself before cautiously entering the house again. Seeing no reaction from Gerald, she also sat on the floor and glared at the distant shadows moving in the rain.

The earth was still trembling rhythmically and showed no signs of stopping. In fact, it was getting only stronger as time went on. However, with the Sound Barriers in place, no movement could be heard, making the situation even more nerve-racking for Ilyana.

"What are you looking for out there?" Gerald asked with still closed eyes.

"The Giant, obviously," she answered without turning around.

"The Giant?" Gerald was surprised. 'Is that the same Giant we are talking about, I wonder?'

"Who are you anyway, and what are you doing in these parts? I don't think there are many Elves in Myrtana. Even Dark Elves are rare here…"

"Tsk, comparing me to Dark Elves," Ilyana murmured under her breath in irritation. However remembering her situation, she refrained from saying anything that could be perceived as aggressive. She sighed, deciding to go along with the human. It was not like what she was doing was an important secret anyway.

"As I said before, my name is Ilyana Felle. I am one of the seven Elf mercenaries tasked with keeping an eye on your stupi- Ahem, your great Kingdom. I must say though, I'm quite disappointed."

"How so?" Gerald queried. He was getting a little bit interested in this Elf's story. He might as well take this opportunity to learn a few things.

"Well, for starters, releasing the monsters from their Eternal Sleep, especially the Giant, was the worst possible action I have ever seen your race do! And then thinking you can control it?! What kind of a fool would come up with such a plan?" she said with obvious disdain towards human lack of awareness.

If he wasn't already expecting to hear some crazy shit, Gerald would probably jump up at the news. "Wait, are you telling me that humans are releasing these monsters?!"

"Well, duh! What do you think, they free themselves? Okay, sometimes that happens, but it's rare. I have seen mostly those lunatics from the Blood Sun Viper sect dig around and search for Orcs and the like… I guess they do have a way to control them... to a certain extent."

"Are you serious?! Blood sun Viper sect again? And you knew that the whole time?!" Gerald exclaimed. Didn't he hear somewhere that the sect originated from the Empire?

"Oh, fuck! Now it makes sense!" he came to a realization.

"What does?"

"The Empire! They are using the Blood Sun Viper sect to sow discord here! They are trying to weaken us from within!"

Ilyana opened her eyes wide, "Oh… Ooooooh! I get it now! They aren't stupid, they are actually pretty smart! They are pretending to be spreading their teachings and are instead trying to ruin the Kingdom from within. And I figured it out, I'm such a genius!"

Gerald rolled his eyes.' You are a fucking idiot, that's what you are! I literally just said that! And besides, since when was the Blood Sun Viper spreading their teachings?! They were clearly here to make trouble since the very beginning!' This Elf was clearly incompetent and it wouldn't surprise him if she was sent on this mission just to get her somewhere where she couldn't do much damage to her community with her 'superior intellect'.

Rumble!

The Sound Barrier ran out and the sound of heavy stomping traveled to their ears. In the distance, among the raindrops and fog, they could see a tall figure stroll among the trees. It must have been at least twenty meters tall, if not more.

"My god, it's huge!" Gerald exclaimed in a whisper, but the sound of his voice was quickly suppressed by the rain.

Then without further ado, he took another piece of meat from the Ring and heated it up on the flames above his hand. Yum! Watching a giant monster roaming the land while eating good food felt great!

"Are you serious?" Ilyana frowned at his actions. "How can you eat at a time like this?! And you even- Wait…" Cogs in her brain slowly started turning as she stared at the flame. 'Fire? And then the Sound Barrier was... Wind? And he used Light as well?! And that weird feeling that made me feel so heavy was… Actually, what was that?!'

"You… How many Elements can you use, if you don't mind me asking?" she eventually asked, unable to keep her curiosity in check any longer.

"All of them," Gerald answered her nonchalantly. It was not a secret anymore and neither did he care to hide it any longer. It was a pain in the ass, honestly.

The Elf audibly gulped, and he could see her becoming nervous. "Do you… Are you a part of the Royal Family perhaps? Or do you belong to one of the four Guar- I mean the four generals?"

"None of the above."

Ilyana frowned slightly, but then continued to ask timidly, "Then, do you perhaps practice…? Are you…?"

"Am I what? Just spit it out already, why are you so nervous? You are suddenly acting like some little school girl," Gerald scolded her as he ate. "How old are you anyway?"

"I'm forty-seven," the 'girl' answered.

Gerald nearly choked on his food. He looked her up and down once more. Tall and graceful figure, good athletic body proportions with a sizeable chest. Her skin was smooth and without blemishes, and he could still remember the softness under his hand when he held her.

Her hair was silver in color and draped over her shoulders, though being wet diminished its beauty somewhat.

'How is this woman nearly half a century old?! She looks like a young twenty-something!' Gerald secretly complained in his heart. In contrast, he was aging at the speed of light. All that damage he sustained didn't help one bit! Those that didn't know him would even think he was middle-aged already! Injustice!

"Damn, lucky Elves!" He was suddenly in no mood to speak any longer.

            

    
        Ch. 244 Life Aura

    
    
    
    
                The rain eventually stopped, and the Giant was long gone while the Elf also left without even saying goodbye. Gerald was back on the road.

"What do I care where the Giant is going? At the speed it's walking, it's probably going to take a day or two until he reaches the capital at least… Should be long enough for me to get back!" Gerald murmured as he flew.

He wasn't exactly in a bad mood, but it was not good either. Gathering God's Blood was a pain in the ass! The herb was so similar to other common weeds that it was crazy! If not for the blood-red flower it had when in full bloom it would be nearly impossible to find.

And he was not looking forward to searching for it. It's probably going to take a full day just to find a dozen or so.

Stupid Giant, it just had to awaken now! I was hoping to get a week of free time at least, damn it!" Gerald complained to himself but then exhaled helplessly and gave into his fate.

"It is what it is…" No point in getting frustrated over something he couldn't control.

As such, he searched for a good place to land and eventually decided on a nice sunny meadow. The emerald grass was tall and soft, the flowers were blooming, and the insects were jumping all over the place. In short, it was terrible! So much grass and greenery everywhere that he didn't know where to start.

"… Fuck!"

The time for God's Blood blooming was over and it was now the seed-growing season. It was still useful for making potions, although a greater quantity of herbs was needed to achieve the same result.

Gerald bent down and moved patches of grass out of the way, searching for those tiny precious dark-emerald leaves amidst the sea of green.

It took him almost an hour to find his first desired plant, and even that happened by sheer luck, it was completely random! He thought that maybe the stars aligned in his favor, but nope. He continued searching for hours until the sun already started going down, and only had two herbs to show for it.

As he traveled a good distance already, he saw a village in the distance and decided to spend the night there. The only problem was that as he came closer, he realized that the village was abandoned. Walls were broken down, and houses were partially turned to charcoal by flames.

The ground remained damp from the storm, but he still managed to find some warm ash in dry places. Clearly, whatever happened here was a recent development. And as a righteous person of the modern age, he of course knew what had to be done, and so he quickly got to work. However, after half an hour of running around the village, he finally gave up and sat down beside a broken-down well.

"Well, crap. Not a single piece of loot is to be found anywhere! What the hell happened here, this place was picked clean!"

He opened his Magic Eyes and scanned the village a few times extra just to be sure. There were three things left in the village: Burnt wood, small pieces of scrap metal, and dirt. Lots and lots of dirt.

Gerald was poking around the ashes with his foot and picked up a mangled nail. "Man, I'm so unlucky today! Only this tiny piece of metal has any value here…"

He sighed, "It's not like I need money… But… Oh well, I guess it could come in handy later," he grumbled and tossed the nail into his Ring. He might as well pick up every little piece of metal and then grind the village into dust. At least then nature could take over and grow something useful on top. Maybe his good deeds would be rewarded... somehow.

It took him until night to gather all the scrap metal. It was low-grade iron, copper pots, and bronze tools, nothing special. However, the amount came to be surprisingly high, at least a few hundred kilograms of the stuff. He was honestly surprised.

With the help of Magic Eyes, he managed to find metals quickly among the rubble. And since it was already time for a bit of shut-eye, he circled the village to check for any enemies.

However, when he used his Magic Eyes on the plants all around, he shockingly discovered something new. Alongside Mana that was everywhere, it seemed that he could now see something else. Every bush and tree, every flower and strand of grass were surrounded by some sort of field.

He could describe it best by comparing it to the magnetic field lines, moving up from the object, going away, and then turning around in a tight loop and reentering from below.

"A field… I can see some sort of a field now? Damn, did my Magic Eyes get upgraded recently? Why didn't I notice it before?!" he exclaimed.

"Hold on…" He suddenly took God's Blood from the ring and looked at it. Just like every other plant, this one too had a mysterious field around it. Though the circulation was getting slower and weaker by the minute.

"Oh my god! I can see the Life Aura of living things! What! That's crazy!" That's what his first thought was at least. Each plant had a different Aura, though those of the same species had very little difference. Gerald's eyes enlarged, and his chest started producing worryingly fast heartbeats.

"I see it, I see it! Ahahaha!" he laughed, nearly losing his head in the process. He stared into the darkness where thousands of Auras clashed and his eyes fixed on a few particular spots.

"There is one! And another over here! And there! They are everywhere, woo-hoo!" He ran like mad into the night and patches of dirt flew up by themselves, revealing healthy and mature God's Blood plants!

"No sleep for me today, I guess! Haha, but who cares! This is amazing!"



After spending most of the night running around and collecting herbs, Gerald sat down below a lonely tree, satisfied. He gathered around one hundred God's Blood herbs as well as many dozens of other useful plants.

But he wasn't an ungrateful bastard simply plundering the land. He took half of the mature seeds and spread them across the meadow for future generations. Good things like these had to be preserved and not harvested to extinction!

As for the remaining seeds, he was planning to plant them in the back garden of the Mansion. Perhaps he could grow his own stock.

And as the sun started to rise and the warm rays tickled his skin, he began to yawn. He was quite tired, so taking a short nap was a must. Before doing that though, he created a small stone fortress around himself. It had stone walls and a roof and was surrounded by thousands of thorns created by his magic.

That way, at least he wouldn't be attacked in his sleep. Probably...
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                After Gerald left his home the day before, Blum decided it was time to do good on his word and went to the lab to pick up a book or two. He loved reading and learning about every possible thing, except math, so of course, he would be tempted to see what secrets lay inside.

When he entered the room, however…

"Help me, I'm stuck!" A familiar voice traveled to his ear. He turned around and saw Xilia in a small iron cage inside the lab. She was also naked.

Blum blushed and quickly covered his eyes and turned around. "What- What are you doing in there?"

"Never mind that, help me get out! I'll explain it later," she begged while trying to pry open the cage door.

"I- I don't have a key…" Blum stammered. He came closer, while still covering his eyes. Yet, he just couldn't help but peek through his fingers.

"Try to break the lock, I think I saw a hammer there somewhere," Xilia said and pointed to a cabinet where Gerald was keeping his tools.

"Alright!" Blum Ogma quickly went there, opened it, found a medium-sized sledgehammer, and then ran back to the cage. He was trying his hardest not to stare at the naked girl inside. She didn't even attempt to cover herself! "Stand back, I'll begin!"

As Xilia moved away slightly, he swung the sledgehammer and struck the lock.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

The cage was sturdy, and the lock was also of good quality. So, although it was starting to deform, it was still keeping strong. It was, in fact, stuck together even more than at the beginning.

"Harder, do it harder!" the girl inside encouraged him, producing soft moans as he pounded the cage.

Blum's breaths became faster, and his heart was beating wildly. He almost couldn't control himself. "I'm almost... there!"

"Hey, what are you doing?!" Xilia suddenly shouted.

Blum turned around instinctively and said proudly, "Don't worry, I'll get you out of here soon!"

However, then he suddenly froze. Why was Xilia standing at the door? And how was she fully clothed all of a sudden? And why are there two of them now?!

"That's not me you idiot! Get back!" Xilia shouted and ran towards him.

"Ack!" However, before he could react, a powerful headache assaulted Blum's head and he suddenly felt dizzy and without strength. The naked girl inside the cage suddenly transformed before his eyes and jumped at him with her claws.

"Aaaah!" Blum shouted and fell backward in fright, but not before getting his sleeve torn to shreds. Luckily Xilia caught him and dragged him away from the cage despite the pain in her head. She closed the door behind them and breathed loudly as she used the wall to support herself.

"W- What was that?!" Blum trembled as cold sweat poured down his back. He just got a fright in his life.

Xilia calmed her breathing and said, "That's the Pixie Gerald spoke about! Look, I don't know what you saw, but it was not real! This thing can create powerful illusions, so you need to be careful."

"You... didn't see it?" Blum gulped, too ashamed to look her in the eyes.

"I saw my little sister, as for you, I guess you saw me since you said so? It doesn't matter, I was also shocked when I first saw it in there. I thought Gerald went mad, hehe…" Xilia laughed at the memory when she almost tried to kill him for the second time. Luckily a few good punches made the Pixie revert back to its original revolting form. No way she would try to save that thing!

Blum nodded like a bobblehead. Just the thought of that small sickly-looking body and rows of razor-sharp teeth made him shudder. He only looked at it for an instant and was already scarred for life.

It was just so ugly! The contrast was too much!

"Anyway, if you try to get anything from Gerald's room you need to keep this in mind. No matter what it shows you, you must stay strong! Luckily I heard you this time, but believe me, if I came just a minute later you would be a goner!" Xilia warned.

"Aha," Blum agreed absentmindedly and said, "I think I need some fresh air." He then ran through the back door and collapsed on the grass outside, breathing heavily and suddenly violently purged his stomach.

"What a horrible monster…"



Gerald woke up around noon as the air became too hot for a comfortable sleep. He stretched his body and yawned in a slow, relaxed manner.

The gains from yesterday exceeded even his wildest expectations, and he couldn't wait to drown himself in bottles of Mana Elixir. It was just too bad he didn't have the proper tools with him, or else he would refine the potion on the spot and then spend the next few weeks absorbing it.

But, as the universe didn't allow for such things, he had no choice but to return home. If nothing else, he was concerned about the Giant.

The beast was most likely marching towards the capital based on its path. It would be the most logical place to attack after all, especially if the Blood Sun Viper sect truly had a way to control it.

Slana probably wasn't much use against a being of that size, however, if they could just nudge it in the right direction, that would be more than enough.

With those thoughts in mind, while being also slightly worried for his team, Gerald decided to abandon his herb hunt and leave it for some later date. He flew straight up and then oriented himself in an approximate direction of the great city.

He followed his instinct until he came across a clear path. It was of course the one the Giant made, and the ground was well walked over by at least thousands of smaller beasts.

The muddy ground perfectly captured the footprints of all sorts of shapes and sizes, and Gerald decided to follow them if nothing else just for fun.

It actually wasn't long before he came across some stragglers. Lone Goblins, here and there, were slowly advancing over the soft soil and sticky mud as they struggled to keep up.

Gerald was quite amused. He flew closer to the ground, relying on his gravity manipulation to stay afloat, and gloated. His hands made finger guns and he pointed them downward.

"Boom! Headshot!" he shouted. A Goblin collapsed almost immediately afterward with a small hole going straight through its cranium. Gerald laughed stupidly in a swaggering kind of manner and directed his gaze towards another Goblin who just noticed him.

It appeared to be tired as well as stunned by the sudden apparition of a flying human. It was that way for only a moment though, as in the next second it already collapsed, dead.

"Hey, this is kind of fun! And I can practice my aim too! Ah, but I don't quite have enough Mana for that… yet!"
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                Shooting lasers was great and all, however even when making them much weaker, they still consumed 10-20MP per shot. Combined with flight, Gerald's Mana stores were dropping quickly. Even drinking potions didn't help completely mitigate this as the cap of 1.000MP/h regeneration still remained.

He then decided to use some fire instead. Nine Fireballs formed in a circle around him and gradually brightened. With a flick of his finger then they, one by one, fell from the sky and found their target.

A chain of explosions disrupted the peaceful day as the flames engulfed the screaming beasts on the ground.

Gerald then kept flying forward while shooting down superheated balls of plasma, leaving a trail of fire and destruction in his wake. The ground and plants around were wet and muddy so there was no risk of the fire spreading and going out of control.

However, the fun times soon came to an abrupt stop. Gerald suddenly noticed dead monsters lying on the ground and excessive blood mixed with mud and gore.

It was not an isolated incident either. Many Goblin and Hobgoblin corpses littered the floor as he went, and he could swear some torn pieces of clothing in their grasp were weirdly familiar.

Soon he figured out why. A few Royal soldiers were torn apart on the ground with a dozen dead beasts laying on the ground around them. It was not difficult to imagine what happened.

Gerald frowned and flew forward, shooting a Fireball here and there, picking off any Goblin he could find.

The corpses of humans became more and more common while the rank of monsters gradually went up as well. A few dismembered Wargs were also mixed in among the dead as well as a lone Orc every few hundred meters or so.

Discarded broken weapons and armor were also prevalent and were freely scattered across the ground. Gerald made sure to collect most pieces he could find if they were close enough. He still had places to be, after all, he couldn't waste too much time.

Myrtana's dead soldiers became more and more common so that Gerald already counted at least a few hundred. However, all of a sudden, they stopped.

The tracks split up and one of them was clearly human while the other wasn't. Gerald could imagine approximately what went on.

Seeing that there weren't any signs of struggle where they split, he could guess that the soldiers were following behind and killing off the slower and weaker members of the monster horde.

The Giant was nowhere near the battle or else there would be clear evidence of mass destruction and possibly many disfigured corpses.

However, the evidence clearly pointed to a clash of two equally strong forces and the dead of both sides clearly spoke of the conflict.

"So they finally decided to give up, huh?" Gerald muttered and picked up another sword. Looking at the thousands of footprints in the mud he shuddered at the thought of what kind of army of monsters was still out there.

After gathering as much loot as he could and recharging his Mana, he decided to speed up and see what was going on up at the front.

And it didn't take long.

A dark mass of flesh and fur was slowly moving at the horizon and a figure so tall that the massive centuries-old trees only came to its chest.

"Yikes! That guy's huge! How do you kill that thing?" Subconsciously he flew even higher, gliding at approximately half a kilometer from the ground. He felt plenty safe up there. No way the beast could jump that high, right?

As he flew closer he could already smell the stench. These thousands of monsters haven't had a shower in thousands of years and now the rain moistened the shit stuck to their fur. It was revolting.

But all of that was still nothing compared to the Giant. Saying it stank was an understatement. Gerald had to purposefully use Wind magic just so he could breathe.

The Giant was massive, and its muscles bulged under the sparse fur. It looked somewhat like a human if the proportions were squashed down and made chunkier. It was not athletic-looking at all! And the worst was its face. It was as if someone pummeled it right before it froze itself in that crystal, which might have actually happened.

"Hey, big guy!" Gerald shouted. "I know you can understand me!" His voice was amplified by Wind magic to be a hundred times louder.

The Giant slowly turned around and then lifted its head and looked at the tiny speck shouting from the sky.

"Turn around and go back from where you came from! If you go and attack the Empire I can promise I'll let you live!" Just to show that he was serious, Gerald created two biggest Fireballs to date and held each of them in one of his hands.

The Giant stared at him for a little while, almost as if contemplating his words. Then it turned around and continued on its way.

"Hey, don't just ignore me!" Insulted by the Giant's dismissal, Gerald hurled the two Fireballs directly at the back of its head.

Boom! Boom!

Two massive fiery explosions lit up the sky, and the Giant nearly lost balance for a moment. It had to take a quick step forward to steady itself. And as the smoke cleared the damage was revealed. It was minimal.

The hairs on the Giant's neck were singed off and the skin was slightly red, however, no major damage could be seen. The Giant then slowly turned around once more, and this time its eyes carried not indifference, but anger!

"Going to listen now? Stupid beast," Gerald smirked. He saw the way the Giant looked at him, but he wasn't concerned. But just to be sure, he went up another hundred meters or so.

The Giant then slowly went to one knee on the ground and struck its hands onto the soil.

"What is it doing? It's kneeling?" Gerald lifted one eyebrow in surprise. From all the things it could do, this was not something he expected. It wasn't even looking at him anymore.
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                "Oh, boy..." Gerald was no fool. He quickly realized what the damn beast was doing, especially after a massive stone was excavated.

A giant rock, the size of a car, was lifted out of the ground and at lightning speed hurled towards the sky.

"Oh shit!" It was so far away, yet the speed at which it was approaching was terrifying! Realizing he couldn't simply glide out of the way, Gerald utilized 10X Gravity and pulled himself sideways out of the way of the upward meteor.

Yes, a meteor! The rock started glowing due to the friction with the dense atmosphere! And it just narrowly missed him, barely five meters or so. However, just as he thought he was safe…

Rumble!

A shockwave behind the supersonic meteor hit him like a mountain of trucks carrying bricks. His entire body was smashed into the invisible pressure wave and obliterated any clothes he was wearing. His silver hand was torn from his body and all of his remaining his limbs twisted at unnatural angles, producing many snapping sounds.

He couldn't hear or see any of it as he went momentarily deaf and blind as the capillaries in his orifices burst and filled it with blood. His lungs and internal organs didn't fare much better and he was sent spiraling down while spraying blood across the sky.

It was a miracle he could even stay conscious with the massive concussion he just suffered.

At the moment he felt nothing. His body was in too much shock to process any pain, and the adrenaline also shot through the roof, making his heart roar like a car engine.

'I'm dead,' Was Gerald's first thought. He shouldn't have taunted the monster, but how could he know it was so insanely powerful?! Just the wind it generated by throwing a rock was enough to obliterate any normal human being and turn it into a bloody mist.

Even his reinforced body nearly crumbled apart, and although he barely survived the first strike, he could not guard against a second one.

He was blind, deaf, and disorientated, all while falling from the sky and coughing blood. Chances of survival? If he did nothing then... zero!

But he refused to simply give up, even if it was much easier. Just let go, go to sleep... It was simple, just give up…

"No!" Gerald roared in a hoarse voice.

He strained to open his bloody eyes and activated Magic Eyes. Then again, he could use them with closed eyes just the same, but oh well…

The world of Mana was revealed to him. He could see thousands of powerful Auras on the ground, waiting for him to fall so they could tear him apart.

'Screw that! 10X Gravity!'

The sudden change in direction of his fall as well as the massive strain 10G put on his body made him spit another mouthful of blood.

He quickly lowered that since he couldn't sustain such strain on his body at the moment, but still he covered hundreds of meters in just a few seconds, and he was still going further away.

Falling sideways was the fastest way to travel, however, it burned through a lot of energy. After a minute or so, after the distance between himself and the monsters was great enough, he gradually slowed down and landed on the ground.

However, he couldn't move. His body felt like it was on fire and his muscles and ligaments were torn. The best he could do was twitch in pain. Luckily this time he kept his magic abilities so he wasn't completely hopeless.

With a thought, he created a stone bed for himself such that it completely molded itself to his body shape. He then took a Health Potion out of his Ring and with the help of Telekinesis drank the contents.

And it wasn't just one, but almost five full vials. Combined with the Recovery he cast on himself, his body should be back in one piece soon enough, he just had to wait.

He had no clue where he was nor did he care. He just wanted to rest for a while. He closed his eyes and tried to ignore the pain in his body that was slowly driving him mad.



He didn't know how long he laid there. A few curious animals came to see what was going on and sniffed him and tried to lick his face. Gerald let them do whatever they wanted as long as they didn't try to bite or move him. What did he care if a curious dear tried to lick the salty blood off his body?

However, when a hungry bear came and tried to nibble on his leg, the only thing it received was an angry punch made of stone to the face. The bear then whimpered and ran away as fast as it could.

Keeping Magic Eyes working all the time was exhausting but luckily he was mentally strong enough to keep it up hours at a time, even if it was uncomfortable to do so.

Anyway, towards the evening, that's what Gerald figured it was because the air became colder, he created a seat made of stone and utilized Rockslide to move.

He was still blind and deaf, but he felt the pain decrease and he could move slightly, although it was still bloody painful to do so.

Traveling on top of a rolling mound of dirt and stone was much more conspicuous than silently gliding in the sky and it was much slower, but it used less Mana and was significantly less straining on his body. He just had to lay there and let his mind do all the work.

He draped the cloak over himself to guard against the cold and traveled during the night while producing rumbling sounds through the forest. No wild animal dared to come close.

In the morning he reached the capital at last. He was half expecting to see many monsters surrounding the city and attacking, however, the place was quite peaceful.

As peaceful as it could be, with all the soldiers on the guard towers and manning the walls. Many powerful ballistae were currently being assembled on strategic vantage points, giving the white city quite a menacing look. The contrast between black metal and white stone was quite great indeed.

Another thing Gerald noticed was dozens of soldiers coming to light from the forests not far away.

They were the same soldiers that left Auralba not long ago and then fought against the horde of monsters. It appeared they finally returned, however they did not look good.

Many were supporting each other, all bandaged up and with multiple scratches and bruises all over their body.

"Open the gates! They are back!" A lookout shouted from his watchtower.

The gates of the capital were until now closed even though the sun rose quite a while ago. The city was taking no chances.

As the tired soldiers entered the city, Gerald seamlessly blended into the crowd and pretended to walk by making himself weightless. His sight was slowly returning although the world still appeared blurry, and even his hearing was already partially repaired. These potions truly worked miracles.

            

    
        Ch. 248 A Tough Job

    
    
    
    
                Gerald Came back home in secret. Barely anyone noticed his figure as he moved along the road under the cloak. After he entered the front gates, the butler came to greet him.

"Young Master, you are back. Let me help you with… Oh!" Butler Sebas Tian exclaimed after seeing the state of him. "Young Master, what happened?!"

"I don't wanna talk about it!" Gerald replied forcefully and went inside. He wasn't going to explain how he nearly died after taunting a powerful monster. That would be embarrassing!

"Get a maid to prepare a bath for me and get the other guys to gather in my room in one hour," he ordered.

Sebas bowed, "As you wish, Young Master!"



The warm water felt good on his aching body. It helped speed up the blood circulation and relieved some pressure on his swelled skin.

After drying himself, Gerald draped his body in a simple robe, as the tight clothes were too much for his sensitive flesh. He then floated towards his room where the gang was gathered, waiting for him.

"Whoah, what happened? Did you fall from the sky?" Sera exclaimed at the sight of him.

"Ha-ha, very funny," Gerald responded sarcastically and opened the door with his mind. He currently felt like a helpless ghost and he was certainly acting like one, floating just above the ground.

The rest were somewhat hesitant to follow him as the experience with the Pixie left them quite traumatized as they tried to enter the lab a few times in the last few days.

And indeed, just as every time prior, the Pixie was transformed into something different for each of them, either something they feared or something they tried dearly to protect. They had to try hard not to react.

"Help me," the creature inside the cage said pitifully as it looked at Gerald with its big watery eyes. However, Gerald spared it only a glance and went to open a drawer.

"Bloody hell, why the fuck did I leave it here," he quietly cursed under his breath as a spare hand flew out of the drawer and fixed itself on his body.

The Pixie started screeching and banging on the bars of the cage seeing it was ignored. It bared its sharp teeth and wailed at an extremely annoying and loud frequency.

"Shut up!" Gerald barked.

Weeeeaaaa!

The beast responded with an ever louder shriek.

However, the defiant scream soon turned to one full of pain and fear as the Pixie shrunk back and hid in a corner of the cage curled into a ball.

"I said: Shut up!" Gerald silently said through gritted teeth and lowered his finger. The Pixie looked at him hatefully and licked a small circular burn would on its arm.

"What was that? I didn't see anything!" Xilia exclaimed.

The rest were similarly surprised. Both by the way of attack and by how easily Gerald dealt with the monster.

"It was a laser… An infrared laser," Gerald answered nonchalantly. "Your eyes can't see it."

Blum opened his eyes wide and quickly took out his book, scribbling something in it. In just a few days, the things he had learned in this Mansion were worth more than all the years spent outside.

"Fascinating!" he gasped. An invisible attack that could burn an enemy at a distance. Such magic could be invaluable! He yearned to learn it.

"I can maybe teach it to you later…"

"Really?!"

"Sure," Gerald replied. "But first, did you read the books I told you about?" He asked him seriously.

"Only a few," Blum answered in embarrassment. "The Pixie is a damn good deterrent, I couldn't even get close!" In reality, he just wanted to stay as far away as possible from the little illusion demon. If Xilia came just five seconds later he would probably be dead.

"Alright then." Gerald took a few books off the bookshelf and handed them over. "Here, study these first. After you are done come to me and I'll give you the rest." He had something for everyone.

Warren got a new sword and basic armor and a few Stamina Potions as well as a Potion of Focus for his training.

Qiona received the recipe for Mana Elixirs as well as a whole bunch of ingredients for the said potions. When she was done, everyone would receive a few vials of the stuff, especially the two new guys that just joined.

If they wanted to learn Combat Arts, the 3-5MP their bodies normally contained was almost worthless, and so they had to augment it through external sources.

The other three girls were handed a note with detailed instructions for a few things he needed.

"Are you serious?!" Xilia's face scrunched up after she read the first few lines. As for why she had such a reaction, well, he basically sent them to gather shit. Aged manure from nearby farms to be exact, however, the difference was not that large.

"You can get a few workers, of course," Gerald suggested. "But you have one day to do this before the monsters come. Maybe less…"

"Are you insane?" Sera exclaimed after seeing what he wanted them to do. "I'm not going out there to gather manure when war is at the door! Forget about it!"

She was absolutely against doing such a dirty job.

"Look," Gerald said expressionlessly, "As I said, you can hire some workers, but I want this done before the next sunrise. I don't care how you do it, just do. And now please leave, I need to rest." He appeared quite tired as he floated to his bed and laid down.

"Oh, and by the way," he spoke as they were leaving, "Try not to die."

"Ugh!" Sera stomped on the floor in anger after the door closed behind them. Warren and Blum wisely sneaked away as soon as they were out and disappeared somewhere in the Mansion.

"He always leaves us suddenly and then comes back looking like he fell under a millstone! And then his crazy requests and ideas, I can't stand it!" She erupted as they went a ways away.

"Sigh," Xilia exhaled and placed her palm on her chin. "Whatever, he must be doing it for a reason… Let's just go with it and see what happens."

"We still need to gather workers and a big warehouse where we can store all of this," Elly chimed in. "Why don't we each do one thing, it should go much smoother."

"Good idea! We can draw straws for the resource gathering, I got a few of them here!" Sera quickly took a few pieces of dried grass from her pocket, which she had for some reason, and made one of them shorter than the rest.

"Alright, who's going first?"

Elly and Xilia went and took one each, leaving the last one for Sera. Then they compared them to see who got the 'good' job.

A depressed "Noooooo!" soon reverberated through the Mansion, and Sera felt like crying.

"Can we try again," she begged. "Please!"

However, the other two girls pretended to be busy and quickly went to do their part of the job.
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                Surprisingly, even after another day went by, there was still no sign of the massive monster army. For some reason, the Giant decided to turn and went around the capital by about fifty kilometers to the north.

The King was at first happy to have avoided a potential disaster, however after the scouts came back, his expression darkened considerably.

The horde stopped north of Auralba and waited there as many more of those little monsters gathered. Hundreds of thousands of Goblins swarmed the land, devouring any living being in sight and leaving the land in shambles.

The scouts did their best to figure out how many monsters would attack, and a conservative estimation came to about half a million Goblins. Another tenth of that would be Hobgoblins and another tenth of that was the number of Orcs. They numbered in the thousands!

Even the massive Ogres and Orc Shamans joined the horde, and more of them were coming every hour. In short, it was a massive headache!

"So, basically…" The King held his head in frustration. "We can expect an army of about a million strong in a few days knocking at our door?! That's horrible!"

His war advisors and other intellectuals in the throne room didn't know what to say. Even if they called forth every reserve soldier in the capital and even add the King's personal guard in the mix, they would still be outnumbered about ten to one!

"We'll have to employ that strategy it seems," The King sighed and gestured to one of his men, "Get in contact with the Guild, we don't have much time!"

"Yes, Your Majesty!"



Gerald slept well. He was out for nearly twenty hours as his body slowly repaired itself. It was not a perfect recovery yet, but at least he could move his limbs now, even though it still hurt.

As for the others…

The dirty job that fell on Sera required more than just simple manpower and a strong stomach. The gates of Auralba were sealed as the city expected an attack at any moment.

As such, the bribery of gold and Stamina Potions was required to get them opened for a brief moment. Gold itself was not enough and only after the guards got their hands on vials of that special medicine did they agree to comply. But the price for keeping a few dozen men quiet was not cheap.

Luckily Gerald made it known that money was not a problem and the few hundred shiny gold coins were nothing in comparison to the thousands that were delivered to the Mansion every week.

As for why Gerald needed such an amount of old manure? It was for certain nitrates, also known as saltpeter, of course! The bottom-most layer of compost and dirt would contain the highest concentration, so he would have them collect that.

The Giant was responsible for a great deal of his anger and dissatisfaction at the moment. Generic Fire magic didn't do much, and Gerald guessed that other spells would have similarly depressing results.

But he would be damned if he didn't do his best to bring the beast down! He didn't believe that the Giant would be fine after having a few hundred kilograms of black powder explode in its face!

That's right, he was going to make a bomb, and a big one at that! He still had to come up with the method of delivery, but that could wait for later. First, he had to successfully make it.

For now, he had his hands full with other stuff though, metaphorically speaking.

Gerald was staring at the Pixie inside the cage and observing it with his Magic eyes. The Aura it exuded was dense and vigorous, hundreds of times stronger than any herb, or even human for that matter.

Such a tiny body and yet it contained such power. He was impressed. However, now was not the time to admire a monster, no, he was doing it for another reason.

"Okay, I know you can understand me," Gerald spoke while staring into the Pixie's eyes.

"Depending on your cooperation I might even treat you better. For now, I want you to use your Illusions! Keep it up for as long as you can and show me different things so I can observe it."

The Pixie stared at him with an angry gaze and didn't respond. It seemed quite happy to defy him in any way it could.

Gerald pinched the bridge of his nose and then sighed. He figured it would hold a grudge against him. In any case, after a bit of convincing, which involved fists and fire, the Pixie busied itself by making various Illusions. Unwillingly, of course.

Gerald observed it intently the entire time. He didn't care about the ever-changing creature before his eyes, he just wanted to know how it did it.

Minutes dragged on and soon they turned into hours. The entire day went by as Gerald was coming to grips with this interesting branch of magic.

He wasn't sure how the creature could attack his mind and make him hear stuff, but he now at least understood how to make life-like Illusions and manipulate Light much better. He could almost create perfect Invisibility now if he really concentrated.

Of course, that was if he was stationary or just moving slowly. Anything faster, like running, and he would be immediately discovered.

"Not bad, not bad!" he nodded, satisfied with his magic capabilities. "You did good for today, get some rest." He fed the Pixie and let it take a breather. It was extremely exhausted after a full day of magic exercise.



The following day he received the news that his request was completed, and the goods were safely stored away. A storage facility was rented near the northern wall, basically, just a big open warehouse that now had a few wagons of manure stored inside.

"Good, excellent!" Gerald rubbed his hands together. "Get a few people to refine it according to these instructions." He handed over a piece of paper with a detailed explanation of the specific steps required to extract what he wanted.

"Big brother Gerald," a girly voice called. Stretching his neck to see who it is, he noticed it was Qiona.

"What is it, my dear?"

"I managed to create the potion you wanted!" Qiona handed over a vial and smiled proudly.

"Already?" Gerald took the potion and examined it. "Verry good, the quality of this Mana Elixir seems to be excellent! Good work!" he praised.

Qiona blushed a bit and hid behind her hands as she giggled happily. "Now that I have figured out how to make them, I'll be able to make many more!"

"Excellent!" Gerald exclaimed. "Just focus on making these for now, we will need them for the war. The rest are not as important at the moment."

The little Dark Elf girl nodded happily and left his room to produce more potions. She enjoyed her work and was learning tons of new stuff every day. It was the best environment she could have wished for.

And Gerald got himself a good and reliable worker, it was a win-win, really.

            

    
        Ch. 250 It's Time

    
    
    
    
                A word of news came from the Guild that day. It carried with it the King's authority, as the warriors of the realm were summoned to help defend the capital.

The armies of the four generals required to protect the city were still many days away if all went well, and possibly even weeks off if they encountered trouble. Additional manpower was as such severely needed, and where best to find reliable mercenaries than at the Guild?

The pay rate for each monster slain was still the same as normal, however, the fighting environment would be much different. The monsters were gathered all in one place, with both weak Goblins and dangerously powerful Ogres fighting side-by-side.

And the warriors would be hidden behind the tall walls of the city and shooting enemies down from a distance. It was quite an opportunity to make some dough. At least for those that were capable.

Anyway, Gerald didn't exactly care about it all as he had other things to take care of. For example, he was currently soaking in a mildly poisonous bath with vials of Mana Elixir by the side. He was calmly sipping on it as if on cool beer. He hummed a random tune while having closed eyes to pass the time. His Mana capacity was gradually increasing minuted-by-minute, and towards the end of the day, he crossed the 700MP threshold.

"Good, I should reach a thousand in a few days… Hopefully before the battle starts," Gerald smiled contently after feeling his new energy stores.

Dong, dong, dong!

A sudden sound of bells disrupted his peace and he couldn't help but sigh helplessly.

"Eh… Of course, it just had to be now, fuck my life!"

The bell chimes sounded out at sundown when the gates were about to close, however it was still bright outside. No, this time they meant something different. It was time!

Woosh!

Someone suddenly and violently opened the door and entered the bathroom.

"Gerald! The bells! It's happening!" Sera rushed in shouting in excitement as well as s tinge of worry.

"I don't care, I'm busy. Call me if something happens, but until then don't disturb me." He replied flatly and sank into the water up to his mouth.

Xilia also came behind Sera and said, "We are going out to help defend, wanna come with?"

"Why?" Gerald asked, puzzled. "We have enough money, we don't need any more for the time being." The Guild offered rewards, sure, but it wasn't much in comparison to the gold coming from the Auction House.

"We are going to practice our spells and get some good exercise, isn't that right, Elly?" Sera loudly announced and turned to the other girl for confirmation.

"Right," the latter answered. She gripped her staff with determination, "We'll help defend the city, it's our duty!" A sense of responsibility exuded from her as she declared. Also, it was probably good for them to get some exercise instead of being cooped inside the entire time.

"As you wish," Gerald replied, "I won't stop you. Just make sure to come back in one piece." He then sank back into the water and closed his eyes. His ears filled with warm liquid, muffling the sounds around him.

Sera frowned in annoyance, "You said that already. We are not kids, we can take care of ourselves! Let's go!"

She then proceeded to drag the other two out of the room while murmuring to herself. "Who does he think he is? We are not helpless little girls! Not anymore…"

"I don't mind…" Elly said, "It shows that he cares for us."

"Or that he needs us for more dirty work," Sera replied grimly. "You are too pure and narrow-minded for this world Elly."

They spoke as they went towards their rooms to prepare. "I honestly don't care either way," Xilia said, "As long as my sister is safe and having fun I'll do whatever it takes to keep it that way."



The city was bustling with activity.

Multiple groups of soldiers were running along the streets, either carrying weapons, ammunition, or giant clay pots of some sort of black liquid. The horses pulling the wagons appeared tired and barely able to hold on from being overworked recently. However, the work had to be done and they had no choice but to hold on for a while longer.

Loud shouts and men barking orders could be heard from the city's north side. The rattling of armor and weapons awoke a sense of danger, excitement, and fear. The common folk were ordered to stay indoors, or at least stay out of the way. As thousands of soldiers marched towards the wall, many warriors joined them.

There were all sorts of clothing and gear mixed among the formal attire the soldiers wore. Colorful robes, hardened leather armor, thick gambeson covered in chainmail, brigandine with shiny metal studs poking through the upper layer of fabric…

It all truly gave a sense of awe and wonder to the people watching, filling them with hope and a sense of safety. So many young men were marching in unison to defend Auralba's walls, surely they would win!

Those were their feelings, and even the girls had similar thoughts.

"Woah, I never knew so many warriors were hiding in plain sight!" Sera exclaimed. At most, she had seen a few hundred warriors gathered in one place, not an endless sea of them.

"It's to be expected," Xilia said as matter of fact. "Usually only less than 10% are working at any one time, but now it seems that at least two-thirds were mobilized."

Sera gripped her bow with one hand and the handle of her sword on her hip with the other. She fidgeted in nervous excitement at the thought of a glorious battle. Finally, the countless weeks of arduous training would be of use, and she could test her metal against real opponents. She was hyped to see how her power progressed.

They brought plenty of arrows with them as they expected to simply shoot at the monsters from a distance. Ether Crystals they brought with them were also plenty and they were all nicely stored in Space Pouches they each had.

"Let's hurry up, the bells have long ago signaled the start of the attack," Sera urged and tried her best to make her way through the crowd.

In fact, the bells announced the attack before it even happened. After the monsters crossed an imaginary line approximately one kilometer from the city walls, the lookouts sounded the alarm. It gave the defenders a few precious minutes to organize and get to positions.

The battle didn't quite start yet though, as the monsters stopped about a few hundred meters away and waited. They waited for the signal to let loose.

The girls came to a watchtower and, after showing the Guild ring, were led inside and up the wall. The rings were acquired by them long ago when they first joined the Guild.

They got designated a few meters for them to defend, alongside city soldiers and some other warriors. There were mostly just archers and mages, however, there were also a few big knight-like sword carriers. They were there in case any of the beasts managed to climb over the wall and try to wreak havoc.

It made the rest feel safer, even if it was just a temporary illusion.

            

    
        Ch. 251 Time for War

    
    
    
    
                "Alright, let's do this!" Sera shouted in excitement and pulled back her bow with an arrow already nocked on the string.

"Whoah there lady," a soldier put a hand on her bow. "Wait for the signal first, it's not the time yet. You will get plenty of opportunities to shoot later."

Sera lowered her weapon, puzzled. "What do you mean? The monsters are right there, I can shoot them from this distance, no problem!"

The soldier shook his head in disapproval. "How many arrows do you have? Why risk shooting and missing at this distance when you can just wait until the monsters are closer and distracted?"

"Haha," Sera laughed triumphantly and pulled five full quivers out of her Space Pouch. "I thought about it, and I brought more than two hundred arrows! What can you say about this, huh?!" She looked at him expecting him to turn away in embarrassment.

And he did, just not for the right reasons.

"Oh, wow… Lucky you. I only got fifty here, that's all they gave us…" The guy rubbed his nose and pretended not to care. He was a little jealous on the inside though.

"But even if you had a thousand arrows, could you even shoot that many? And if you could, then what? Let's say each arrow takes one life, which it probably won't…" the soldier continued.

"What are you getting at?"

"Oh nothing, it's just that there are over half a million Goblins… if my information is up to date."

"Half a million?!" the girls exclaimed at the same time, with Elly being the quietest among them.

The soldier guy grinned at their surprise, but then quickly pretended it was no big deal and simply shrugged. "That's just the Goblins. The bigger monsters won't go down just by a single arrow, and there are hundreds of thousands of them…"

"Wait, you said before the Goblins would be distracted, why is that? What did you mean?" Xilia suddenly asked after being unable to come up with a satisfying answer by herself.

The soldier looked at her in surprise, and then seeing the other two look at him with questioning gazes as well, he realized they truly didn't know. He took a step torward the edge of the wall and pointed down at the machicolations.

"See for yourself."

And they did. Through the holes, they could clearly see the wooden houses and dirty, sickly, old people. Cripples and dying elderly were huddled together around small fires even though it was summer. Their skinny bodies were cold even though the sun shone at full power.

It was the slums just outside Auralba.

"By Innos, those people…"

Realization suddenly hit them, and especially Elly, her eyes opened wide. "We need to save them! The monsters, they…"

"And then what?" The soldier looked her in the eyes.

"We can bring them inside and help them, and then…"

The guy shook his head and gestured with his hand. "Look around, the city was long since been full. People have been sleeping on the streets for days now. They are starving already, and those are the people that can still work."

Elly looked at him in disbelief, and even Sera and Xilia frowned at the thought. "We are just going to ignore them? We're just going to watch them die? That's so cruel!" Tears started forming in her eyes.

Silence prevailed on that piece of the wall, and even the warriors adjacent to them turned somber.

The soldier made a long sigh and took off his helmet. His hair was greasy and unkempt, he had rough stubble on his chin, and dark circles rested below his eyes.

"You think I like this? Look at me! I haven't slept in two days because some people can't keep their fingers to themselves! Yesterday I witnessed a girl being violated and we had to execute the man in broad daylight!" The soldiers squeezed the words through gritted teeth, and his fingers balled into a fist.

"Day before that an old man died, stabbed through the heart for a handful of meat! I knew that man for my entire life, he had a food stall, best damn duck in the Kingdom!" Barely keeping himself together the soldier shook while reliving the memory.

His eyes burned with such righteous fury, and his eyes glowed with hate and helplessness, it seemed almost as if he tried to crush the world for being unfair.

"Every day, every fucking day someone dies, is robbed, or beaten just for the heck of it. And you know why? Because there are too many people. Too many motherfucking people, and never enough guards! We can barely keep the peace from unraveling into total chaos and anarchy."

He was tired! So tired of clueless people with grand ideals who knew nothing of the world. How could everyone be saved? It was impossible!

"Those people outside, as tragic as it is, are waiting to die! They knew monsters were coming, and guess what? They stayed! They have nowhere to go and nobody to help them. At least they will delay the monsters for a moment and allow us to better protect those that can still be saved…"

The soldier's voice became quieter until only a murmur remained, "Just wait for the fucking signal…" Then he put his helmet back on and turned quiet. He placed the bow on the ground and sat beside it with his back to the wall and head resting on his knees.

About ten minutes later, the monsters moved. Soon after the screams of people were heard, immediately drowned out by the screeches of the monsters.

Elly curled into a ball as she wept. Such tragedy was not something she was used to, and the other two also closed their eyes with grim expressions. They each had their own thoughts… Especially Sera, she just realized that war was not as fun as she had imagined. Actually, it wasn't fun at all!

Booooo!

A powerful sound of a horn resounded along the wall, and the soldier lifted his head and stood up.

"Time for war..."

            

    
        Ch. 252 Earthen Blood

    
    
    
    
                The soldiers and warriors on the wall moved into action and picked up their weapons. They didn't start shooting quite yet though. Instead, they moved the big clay pots, that they had delivered earlier, closer to the machicolations and waited.

The girls steadied their resolve, though Elly was still severely shaken and still had tears still rolling down her face, and went to take a look.

The black goo inside the pots was sticky and smelly and stained everything it touched. It was like rotten animal fat mixed with decayed plant oils and sewage. Absolutely revolting to smell, or even look at.

"What is this, it looks disgusting!" Sera frowned.

"It's called Earthen Blood," a warrior beside them said. "It's an extremely flammable liquid that sticks to absolutely everything!"

"Earthen Blood? Does that mean it comes from the ground like that?"

"Yup! It originates from the deserts across the sea to the south, but it was then further enhanced by our alchemists to burn even hotter." The warrior spoke with confidence as if he knew everything about the stuff.

He was quite good-looking and appeared to be in his early thirties. A badge adorned his chest, showing he was Iron Rank-7, quite an achievement for an average human. He proudly displayed it as he moved, however, the girls didn't seem to show much interest over simple surface curiosity.

The monsters below already gathered into a wave that washed over the slums. Screams of people long since stopped as the beasts feasted on their flesh.

"Okay, let's go." The soldier moved and pushed the clay pot closer to the edge. The warrior helped him.

They tilted it so that the Earthen Blood flowed through the machicolations and onto the monsters below. The Goblins screeched as the black liquid covered their fur and tried to get away. However, the monsters behind kept pushing forward, not giving them a chance to retreat.

The same thing was happening every ten meters or so, and soon the first few meters of soil under the walls were covered in this black goo.

The empty clay pots were then tossed over the wall and cracked a few skulls as they landed.

"Step back!" A soldier shouted and took a lit torch, waiting for the order. A few minutes later, a horn was heard, first a short one, followed by a long and deep signal.

Many torches were simultaneously tossed down, and immediately after, a powerful 'Woosh!' was heard as the flames rose to the sky.

The animalistic screams of pain resounded in their ears and Elly covered them and closed her eyes to cut herself off from the sounds of suffering. It didn't matter if they were merely monsters, they were living beings too!

"Why fire?" Sera asked after losing another chance to shoot her bow. "And why did we wait for them to kill all those people? Were they simply used as bait and fodder?"

The male warrior beside them shrugged. "If you want to shoot, be my guest. However, recognize that your actions will make little difference."

"This is simply the appetizer before the real fight begins. It's simple, cruel, and absolutely safe. Both sides will first send forth the expendables, they will send Goblins, and we will consume our supplies of Earthen Blood and arrows," he explained in a calm and rational manner.

"Then, when the corpses pile meters high, and when our resources diminish and we become tired, they will send the real fighters. Those monsters will tear you limb from limb if given the chance, so save your arrows for them!"

He stopped talking and went to get another pot of Earthen Blood and dragged it towards the edge. Still, he remained far enough so the flames wouldn't be able to reach it and double-checked if the lid was tightly sealed. A single stray spark could lead to a disaster if he was careless.

The girls realized how mistaken they were about this war. The strategy being used was good, however, the fire would eventually extinguish, and the corpses would form a nice ramp over the wall. That's when the real battle would start.

They were just delaying the inevitable.

The monsters weren't stupid and didn't simply mindlessly rushed into the fire to die. Though some did stand too close and burned anyway as those behind them pushed them forward.

No, the Goblins soon started digging into the soil and started tossing stones and dirt into the fire. It did nothing to stop the flames, but it did make the ground slightly more angular.

That was the plan, though. Making a way up into the capital. The stone walls were smooth, but not completely. The little monsters, with their claws, could easily climb a vertical rocky surface if given the opportunity. Too bad they didn't get one. Humans learned not to let that happen a long, long time ago.

The battle, if you could even call it that, dragged into the night. The attack started on the northern side, however soon the area spread and now almost half the city was surrounded by a sea of monsters.

"It seems like there are even more Goblins than expected," one of the soldiers commented tiredly. They already emptied more than ten Earthen Blood clay pots where he stood, and the raging fires were gradually calming down, letting the darkness of the night blanket them.

At least a hundred thousand Goblins perished in the assault already, but it seemed like the horde became even more numerous. Corpses piled up beside the walls and soon they would be able to invade unimpeded.

First shots were fired about an hour ago, mowing down Goblins left and right. Thousands of human fighters on the walls shot volley after volley of arrows at them until their hands became sore.

The monsters killed with fire didn't count towards the final reward, which was obvious since the Earthen Blood was provided by the city. However, those that helped deploy it would receive a small bonus at the end.

But now, it was time for the warriors to show what they were made of. The gear and weapons they had were procured by themselves so they had to make every shot count, unlike the soldiers who were just doing their job for a fixed payment no matter how good they were.

High up on the guard towers were a few observers who oversaw the fight and recorded the kills of warriors to the best of their abilities. The records would then be handed to the Guild and then to the Royal Treasury for the appropriate rewards.

There were bound to be some mistakes, but what could you do, nobody was perfect, and this was war.

The three girls were doing their best to shoot down the advancing horde, however, the most useful spells, those of the Earth variety, were unable to be used on top of the wall. The stone itself was somehow protected from magic manipulation.

At least that's what they felt. Some stronger mage might be able to ignore the restriction and use the wall as a store of ammo. But luckily they had plenty of water barrels up there, so using Water or Ice magic wasn't a problem. Fire and Wind were also at their disposal, however, that wasn't as effective at long-range.
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                A torrent of spells and arrows rained on the Goblins below.

Some mages chanted while holding a staff, others murmured incantations with closed eyes and hands pointed at the sky, and a few older men simply pointed their hands and fired their spells like it was nothing while breathing calmly.

There was even a guy who was using Earth magic of all things. He had a pile of rubble at his feet and was using that to make sharp projectiles. After he ran out, he simply opened a Space Pouch and shook out another pile of dirt and stone.

"Ooh, that's pretty smart!" Elly said and made a mental note to remember the strategy.

A few sword carriers got bored after hours of inaction and jumped down on the piles of corpses that now almost reached the top of the wall, and started slaying Goblins left and right.

They didn't overexert themselves but fought just enough to get the blood flowing and expel the drowsiness that came as the sun went down. They were the only ones still full of energy, the rest were already getting tired and had aching hands from shooting bows that much.

As the night deepened and the only visible moon hid behind clouds, the attacks slowed to a trickle. Even though those beasts had better night vision than the humans they were fighting against, they still had problems seeing. The only thing they could see was the bright and shiny walls of Auralba that were already turning black due to all the fire and blood.

A night shift of soldiers came and took over so the fighters could take a few hours of rest and prepare for another round in the morning.

Feeling the tiredness that washed over them, the girls also decided to return home and take a long rest there. If anything unpredictable happened they would surely get notified.



"So, how was yesterday?" Gerald asked the following day as they were having breakfast together.

The responses were less than enthusiastic. It went along the lines of: "Meh…" and "It was fine." A typical womanly response, basically.

Looking at their depressed faces, Gerald didn't know what to say, but luckily he didn't have to think about it. That's because the butler came in with some news. "Forgive me for disrupting your meal, Young Master, but a matter requires your urgent attention," Sebas said as he bowed.

"What is it?"

"One of the workers you just recently hired came with a message. The beasts were cunning and around a thousand Orcs stormed the wall this morning at sunrise when the defenders were changing shifts. They actually managed to break through!"

"What?!" The tree girls exclaimed at once. "That's impossible, the defense is not that weak!"

Gerald refrained from commenting and let the butler finish what he had to say.

"That's what happened, but don't worry, the beasts were already taken care of. Reinforcements were quick to respond and in just a few minutes the Orcs were pushed back. However…"

"However?"

"However, the beasts were too strong and it took some time to push them back out. The fierce fight resulted in a few buildings catching fire and the flames quickly spread to near the northern wall. The warehouse you just recently rented was one of them…"

"My gunpowder!" Gerald exclaimed as he shot up. He was already preparing to fly there at the fastest speed.

"Young Master, please let me finish! The Water mages already got the fire under control, so it should be fine now. I'm just here to deliver the message since the workers had to evacuate." As butler Sebas Tian finished his report, Gerald breathed out and sat down in relief.

"Still, to think something like this would happen, just my dogshit luck," he said grimly. "It might have been its plan all along! That Giant turd might be strong, but I'll be damned if I don't do my best to kill it!"

Seeing his sudden transformation from worry to anger, the girls guessed something was amiss.

"What exactly happened? Did you have some prior contact with that horde?"

"The Giant, actually," Gerald answered and sighed. "A damn strong monster, that's for sure. Come to think of it… Why isn't it attacking the city?" He suddenly felt something fishy was going on.

The Giant just had to throw a few stones and the wall would be demolished, right? The little ones would then have a much easier time rushing in. Why didn't it do so? It clearly had intelligence.

"Actually, the Giant isn't anywhere near the city. We didn't even see it yet. Only Goblins, Hobgoblins, and Orcs were seen for now," Sera informed him. "Even Ogres and Orc Shamans are still hiding somewhere, they might be up to something…"

Gerald nodded, but at the same time, he didn't really care. At the moment his main concern was getting the gunpowder produced quickly enough, and any delays were unacceptable.

He quickly ate what was on his plate and went to gather his stuff before flying off into the distance. Before doing that though, he called for his teammates and made a few orders for them to follow.

They each got a few Mana Elixirs and after they consumed them and increased their Mana capacity, would they join him in the north. They would help defend the warehouse as a team and kill any monster that showed itself, with extreme prejudice.

Only Qiona would remain at home, guarded by many guards and protected by their trusted butler. The man was old and experienced and could well imagine what would happen if anything happened to the young lady.
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                After landing on the roof of his warehouse, Gerald's heart calmed down. The fire didn't actually do much damage. Just the paint on the walls was chipped off and became black from the fire. A few buildings around were in a much worse state, but that wasn't his problem.

Many corpses of dead soldiers, as well as Orcs, littered the street as the cleaning department didn't yet have enough time to clear them away. Blood and soot also covered most of the cobblestone road, making it slippery and nauseating to look at.

It was war. The dead would be returned to their families and then most likely burned. Space was limited in the capital, and only the top nobles could afford to bury their deceased in a grave or tomb.

The attack was still going on, and at least five times more warriors than yesterday stood on top of the wall, shooting their arrows and spells. It was chaos out there. At a glance, Gerald could even see some important-looking mages chanting spells in a group.

He recognized them immediately. They were students from the Magic Academy, those that were to graduate this year. He didn't know it, but the requirements changed somewhat.

Those that would help defend the city could directly advance without standard tests and arduous questioning by their professors. Many would jump at the chance to show their abilities and skip the arduous work if they could. Having proof of graduation was good, but having experiences in the field of battle was even better.

If they got noticed, they could get invited or recruited by rich nobles or powerful institutions and their life would be smooth sailing from there.

Naturally, it was the best choice.

Gerald's skin tingled as he neared the wall. The breath of death permeated the air. It smelled of blood and fire, burned flesh and sulfur, and thick smoke obstructed the vision. However, even with all that, Gerald's mind was focused on something else.

The voices, they came back! And he loved them for it!

They were annoying, that's for sure, however, the consequences were worth it. Each voice equaled a slight increase to his Mana Regeneration. And here was a sea of creatures just waiting to be slaughtered.

Gerald smiled. It was a cold, wicked smile.

Was he going crazy? Perhaps. He didn't think so though. His thoughts were only logical for the abilities he had. Death was natural, he would just siphon some of the energy for himself. Just a tiny bit. Just a little speck. He wouldn't be greedy, at most he would try to take 95%.

That's because those that died a day ago were already beyond his reach. A shame really.

He rose to the sky and floated above the carnage. His image merged with the sky, and even those old mages couldn't detect even a speck of his power.

The Pixie was good. It knew how to hide its presence in plain sight. It wasn't just the illusions it was good at, no, there was something more. It could attack his mind with its power and control its own Mana so that you wouldn't notice it even if it was right beside you.

A crazy beast! And now that beast was his, and he could learn from it. He could be a silent assassin, a specter in the night!

But that was no fun. Gerald preferred to look his opponent in the eyes as he took his life. It felt more honorable that way… 'As honorable as killing somebody could be, heh!' Gerald mused.

Maybe he really was going crazy. 'What was that saying again?'

"Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely?" No, that was wrong. Power by itself cannot corrupt, however, it can reveal what lies underneath. The monsters locked inside…

'Yessss… we can give you... power…'

'So much... power…'

'You just need to... help usssss…'

There they go again, the voices, tempting him and trying to take over his mind.

"Heh," Gerald smirked in disdain. "Your tricks are useless. Spirits of the dead… Maybe a few months ago you could still harm me, but now you are just food!"

He closed his eyes and his breathing steadied. He sat in the air and his body subconsciously went into a lotus position. He meditated mid-flight.

The voices started screaming in pain and soon they became quiet and shrunk into nothingness. He had so much time to study them, it would be weird if he didn't figure out some tricks of his own.

As his mind became stronger, he could feel their presence inside him. He would attack them with his thoughts and tear them apart, devouring them piece by piece until there was nothing left.

He didn't know why he could do what he did, or what was he even doing… He just knew that he could! And his mind would grow, and his magic would become easier to control. So, why not?

He opened his eyes sometime later, feeling refreshed. His mind expanded once more and was feeling even clearer than before.

More voices entered his ear as he was absorbing the spirits of the dead without end. However, he didn't have time to enjoy the feeling for now. He had to find the Giant first! The beast was too dangerous to be left unsupervised.

He flew high above the horde, the Goblins and Hobgoblins rushing forth like a wave. Even as he looked toward the horizon, he couldn't see the end of them. The scouts were wrong, terribly wrong. What million monsters? There were at least ten times that! The capital was long surrounded from all sides and soldiers were desperately fighting them back. The mountains of corpses burned through the night, and even as daylight came they kept growing.

From the outside, no more white walls were to be seen anywhere. It was quite clearly a disaster. The defenses were still holding back the tide, however arrows and Ether Crystals were starting to run low. And barely a day has gone by! If things were to continue this way...

Suddenly, Gerald noticed a tall figure resting among the trees. It was sitting on the ground so it was difficult to notice unless you were right on top of it. The Giant!

Gerald gritted his teeth and slowly flew closer in his camouflaged state, his heart beating nervously.

The Giant was eating. It appeared completely absentminded as it chewed on some small animals. But then Gerald realized what they were. Boars!

The Giant had dozens of fist-sized boars around itself and a pelt of a giant boar was tied around its waist.

'Is that the… Was that...? What was it called again?' Gerald scratched his head, 'Brown Boar King?'

Giant's legs had a few bloody gashes on them, but nothing lethal, clearly. The Gold-Ranked behemoth of a beast fought with the Giant, and lost! Badly! Gerald shuddered at the thought.

However as he opened his eyes, he noticed that Giant's Life Aura was surprisingly weak. It couldn't have been from the Boar King, surely.

And in fact, as the Giant moved, he noticed a scar on its chest. It was an old wound, quite possibly from before… From the Great War! It actually managed to survive ten thousand years and wake into a new age.

But it was still weak, and Gerald would kill it! 'Ancient or not, I'll crush you under my foot!' Gerald thought as he stared at the Giant and mulled over his plan. Almost as if it heard his thoughts, the Giant lifted its head and looked at him.

Gerald froze. He was in the sky, invisible! A kilometer in the air! And it was looking. Straight. At. Him!

He felt immense danger at that moment, and before he could even blink he was already traveling at full speed away from the beast. It was too dangerous!

He felt his heart palpitate in fear and he clenched his fists. He never felt so afraid before in his life, and he hated the feeling! The feeling of helplessness…

'Bastard! Just you wait!' He cursed internally and flew back to the capital. The Giant was luckily still far away and it didn't seem like it was in a hurry to move. That was good because he needed time!

            

    
        Ch. 255 Hot Blood

    
    
    
    
                The siege of the city didn't diminish at all. In fact, more mages came to lend a hand, as now groups of Hobgoblins and Goblin Shamans were shooting at the defenders from afar.

Arrows and Fireballs were being exchanged in spectacular bursts of magic and matter, and sounds of explosions and screams filled the air.

The human combatants held an edge at first, but as the hordes of interlopers pushed at their shields as an unending tide, cracks started to form.

And where better to concentrate an attack than where they once succeeded before. And they were doing it. The defenders on the wall were exhausted from constant fighting and killing and it seemed like they would break down at any moment.

"God damn it!" Gerald cursed as he looked down at the horde. "What is so good there that you have to attack right where my warehouse is?!" It was unacceptable! How dare they test his patience!

He released the invisibility as a spear appeared in his left hand and a sword in his right. Holding the Toothpick and Orc Slayer, and having the Black Onyx cloak draped over himself, he fell from the sky.

"Elemental Avatar!"

Boom!

A sudden impact crushed many under his feet, as dirt and ash and stones rose from the ground, obstructing his magnificent form. Scorching flames of the battlefield licked his body, igniting his shirt in a ball of flames.

"Hmph!" Gerald snorted and stabbed the sword into the ground. A sudden gust of explosive wind tore the clothes off his body, revealing the black gem in his chest. Those that could see Mana would see him glowing at the moment.

A glow of power only seen in the beasts approaching the Gold Rank.

The Goblins around him warily approached as they felt the waves of Mana surging around him. Each breath filled him with energy, and his muscles hardened and bulged under the weight of the enchantments. With Magic Eyes active, his orbs appeared to be glowing in the color of blood, and his Life Aura grew as magic filled his bones.

Nobody could see the changes though, as only the closest monsters could feel themselves shudder in fear as an ancient instinct kicked in, warning them of a predator.

"None of you are going to survive this!" Gerald growled in a low voice and gripped the blade.

Stab!

With a quick jerk, the Toothpick penetrated the skull of a Hobgoblin to his left, and as he pulled the spear back, the monster fell to the ground, dead.

Blood splashed.

Heyaaaaaa!

Demonic screeches erupted all around after a moment of silence. The waves of living flesh collapsed on him all at once. From afar it seemed like a meteor struck the lake and was then covered by the returning tide.

Blood sprayed into the sky. Limbs flew and were diced and sliced among the flurry of blades. A wild, iron tornado, created a meat grinder where Gerald stood. He was an example of a benevolent saint, helping liberate the monsters of their vile form, releasing their souls from fleshy imprisonment.

They thanked him with songs and gifts, jumping toward him with smiles, and wide-open arms. He smiled gently and laughed, dancing among them and gently stroking their fur.

Each movement of his arms drew mist into the air, and glorious crimson rainbows formed all around him. It was beautiful!



It was horrible!

The soldiers and warriors watched in horror as monsters were almost disintegrated in a storm of blood. Even though they were deadly and cruel monsters, the sight of their death was so much worse!

Heavy blades from a single human whistled as they cut the air, and only quiet splats were heard as they dissected and disemboweled the invaders. Blood filled the air and turned into crimson mist. Rings of fire were blasted outward with each step he made, and where his sword slashed, a line of Thorns formed.

Stone thorns, growing straight from the ground, razor-sharp, and deadly! Many of the interlopers were impaled before they even knew what was going on, and their entrails spilled on the ground at the slightest tug.

The onlookers stood in a daze. The monsters they so desperately fought just seconds before were now dropping like flies. The sudden void of danger left them stunned and helpless as they could only watch, as someone else slaughtered their opponents without sparing them a single thought.

"Does anyone know him?" One of the warriors wondered aloud, not expecting to get an answer.

And indeed, apart from a few unrecognizable groans and whispers, most fighters simply shook their head.

Even the observer, who was counting the kills from the Guild's warriors and knew basically everyone, was unfamiliar with the man. Not like he could see his face at such a distance and under the cloak he was wearing, but still. The mark in the shape of a crystal on his back was entirely unfamiliar. It was the first time he saw it. Or was it?

The man scratched his stubble and strained his brain thinking, but he just couldn't remember.

"Oh, no! He's at it again!"

The man suddenly recognized the voice and turned his head. It was a group of three young ladies, one of which was a Dark Elf, and two men. However the cloaks they wore attracted much more attention than the people themselves.

"It's them! That's where I saw it!"

He was not the only one who noticed the newcomers. The defenders all gathered around them like curious children and showered them with questions.

"Are you with that crazy guy?"

"What's your group's name?"

"Where did you come from?"

"I want to join you!"

"Aren't you going to help him?"

"Tell him to stop, I need some money too!"

"Is he single, does he have a girlfriend? I can still be his mistress if he already has one!"



"Err..."

Needless to say, the girls didn't answer a single question. Not because they didn't want to, but because they couldn't. They were bunched together with the warriors shouting over each other all around them.

"By Innos, look!" someone shouted. "The Orcs are charging at him!"

And indeed, as dozens of pairs of eyes turned, they saw a group of about ten Orcs rushing at Gerald. The Goblins stood aside as their superiors rushed with weapons drawn and saliva dripping from the large fang-filled mouths.

"He's going to die!" someone else shouted, this one sounding like a woman. "Help him!"

Many of the guys had the same idea and pulled back their bows and took aim at the Orcs. However, they knew such actions were futile. The beasts were too far away and too heavily armored. Anything they did now would be too slow to help the lone man fighting down there.

They said a silent prayer for the man in their minds and waited with bated breaths for the result.



"Huff," Gerald breathed out loudly and turned towards his assailants with squinted eyes. He flipped the Toothpick around, changed his grip, and threw it!

The spear blasted forward towards the Orc Elite that was leading the charge, penetrated the armor on his chest, and lifted him in the air momentarily, before crashing back down. The defenders on the wall barely had the time to gasp, when his hand opened, revealing a cannon barrel inside.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Loud explosions rang out as his hand was spitting fire and metal like some sort of enraged juvenile dragon.

Armor plates caved in, limbs were torn off in an explosion of bloody mist, and skulls were cracked like an overripe watermelon. Each cannonball was like being hit with a small meteorite, and despite Orcs being vastly superior to humans in physical toughness, they broke apart just as easily.

Gerald roared a war cry and rushed forward like a mad dog.

The Orc Slayer found a gap in the Orc's armor and stabbed through his chest as Gerald proceeded to perform a somersault and shoot him in the back of the head. Brain matter exploded and blood mixed with fat rained down on the earth.

The few remaining Orcs warily stepped back as Gerald glared at them. He extended his hands, and the Toothpick and Orc Slayer landed back in his grasp with a metallic thump.

He turned around without giving them a second thought and left.

Both humans and the Orcs were confused, and the latter roared and attacked after a moment of uncertainty.

That's when the earth cracked.



Gerald was exhausted. So much slashing and cutting, so much blood and gore. It was a bit too much even for him.

The battle was wild and ferocious, and although he was becoming much stronger all around, with almost 900MP his body now contained, the strain of using all that magic in such a short amount of time was painful nonetheless.

His body was on fire, and his heart was beating at least twice the upper limit for a human. He sweated buckets already and his mouth was dry. It was time to stop and cool down, no more fighting for at least a few hours.

As for the Orcs behind him, well, they were already dead.

The ground cracked at his command, and thorns like snakes rushed out, stabbing and tearing them to pieces. Then, with one final roar, he sent out an order, and a wall of Thorns was formed around the breach. The battlefield he painted with blood, was now safe.

He slowly walked back to the wall, appearing slow and exhausted, as he did so.

"By Innos, Gerald, are you alright?" Elly asked as his group came to welcome him.

"Ouch, you are so hot!" Sera exclaimed after touching his hand in an attempt to help him get back on the wall. His skin was red and it felt like it was on fire.

"Thanks, I appreciate the compliment, but now it's not the time," Gerald half-joked and took a waterskin out of his Ring. He drank in big gulps and then took another and poured it over his head. Steam rose from his hair.

Those fellows around tried to talk to him, however, Gerald didn't feel like answering questions from dozens of loud and pushy men and women. He took over a few barrels of water, made himself an icy cocoon, and threw out a Sound Barrier scroll.

'Finally some peace and quiet,' he mused and closed his eyes in meditation. The voices were back with full force, pounding on the walls of his mind. He had to get them under control quickly, or they would become rowdy hooligans.

As he calmly breathed in and out the icy air he slowly relaxed and entered a sleep-like state.
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                Gerald finally opened his eyes towards the afternoon. His body was nicely chilled by the ice and the soreness in his body lessened. He had spent a few hours in meditation today already, but he didn't feel any discomfort from long sitting sessions.

Quite the opposite, his mind and body felt strangely liberated and calm, though he still stood up and stretched out of habit.

The Black Onyx members were left to their own devices when he went to rest, so they struck up a conversation with the other defenders and helped wherever they could.

Due to Gerald setting up a barrier of Thorns around their part of the wall, the attackers slowed their advance significantly.

In the beginning, Goblins cut and stabbed themselves on the sharp rocks before they managed to break them, or they piled corpses on top of it so they could climb over. Still, even with most danger gone, the obstacle was significant enough that less than half the defenders were required to keep them in check.

As such, many men left to help nearby where the attack was still going strong.

Warren and Blum held swords in their hands and were battling with Goblins just below the wall, while the girls were shooting at them from a distance.

Elly even learned a bit of healing magic and could use it to relieve fatigue from muscles in a short time. The warriors fighting at their side were quite glad to have her. At least they didn't need to waste potions.

Gerald looked at Warren, the poor guy he picked up from a cave… He was quite aggressive in his swings even though he trained in much more refined sword arts. His face wore a permanent angry frown as was to be expected since his family and friends were violated and killed right before his eyes.

His scrawny body was recovering well and some muscle definition was showing through the thin clothing he was wearing. He was quickly putting on weight, but that was the desired result since Gerald fed him with the best meat he could get his hands on.

He could afford to share, it was too much for just one person anyway.

He observed him for a while longer. Warren's movements were quick and full of aggression, but it seemed he had a good sense of danger too, as every attack aimed at him was either dodged or parried by his sword.

"Hmm, he somehow reminds me of a Berserker," Gerald murmured and became lost in his thoughts. "Maybe I should teach him Berserk Combat Arts? I think that would suit his style…"

"What's a Berserker?"

"Oh, it's a warrior class from legends where I come from. They were crazy warriors that fought in a fit of bloodlust rage, immune to pain or fatigue…" Gerald suddenly realized he spoke without thinking and quickly turned around to see who was he even talking to.

"Tabbris? What are you doing here, you bastard!" He mocked in a friendly tone, "Enjoying the scenery?"

"I came to see what madman is making a ruckus," Tabbris laughed back as they greeted each other. "But seriously, what are you doing here, I thought you didn't need money?"

"I don't," Gerald answered swiftly and pointed at the charred building near the wall with his thumb, "Those freaks tried to burn down my stuff so I came here to protect it."

"Haha, and here I thought you did it out of the goodness of your heart," Tabbris teased.

Gerald laughed and slapped his shoulder, "Fuck off! I'm not some saint. But why are you here, really?"

Tabbris shrugged. "The capital is surrounded and someone had to check out the situation. We got the news that someone was fighting against the horde alone so I decided to come and take a look."

He casually mentioned the other three sides which were engaged in exhausting combat for an entire day already. Many young and promising nobles were spread out on the walls to provide assistance and gather merit. It was always better to fight alongside commoners to get a better understanding of the situation as well as gain their respect.

And Tabbris ending up here was pure coincidence.

"So, that's it?" Gerald questioned, seemingly unconvinced by the desperate-sounding situation elsewhere. "People are having that much trouble fighting against these weaklings?"

Tabbris just shook his head and smiled grimly, "Weaklings for you maybe, you freak of nature. How many spells can you throw out now?"

"Not nearly enough," Gerald answered vaguely and then swiftly changed the topic, "Where is the army? These few soldiers here can't be it, right? Don't tell me Myrtana only has this handful of fighters?"

"Well, that's because this isn't even a quarter of what we have, it's just…" Tabbris' voice trailed off as he was seemingly contemplating something.

"Just what?" Gerald prodded.

"Oh, what the heck, I'll tell you. It's not like it's some great secret… Listen, my father, Razor Northendark, and three others are the generals that control the armies. Most of our army is currently here, in the capital, but the other three are having... difficulties," he said.

"We just received the news. They aren't sure if it's just bad luck, but many are suspecting sabotage," Tabbris spoke in a hushed voice.

"Sabotage?"

He nodded, "Yes, a lot of things keep going wrong. Horses escaping and wreaking havoc, fires erupting in the night, buildings collapsing for no apparent reason… Even a dam broke and flooded a barracks and ruined the equipment."

"You are kidding me!" Gerald exclaimed in disbelief. "And you got no perpetrators or clues?"

"None!" Tabbris confirmed, a bit frustrated. "And the worst thing is that it's happening basically everywhere at once. They increased their guard now, but it's going to be at least a week before any help will arrive, so…"

"Your hands are tied?" Gerald finished his sentence.

Tabbris made a helpless shrug. "Basically, yeah. My father will of course defend the city to the best of his abilities, and we still have a few tricks left, but it's not looking good. Hopefully you, and the rest of the warriors will be able to help us hold on until the reinforcements arrive."

Gerald didn't answer, and instead looked at the defenders still fighting with the beasts. Some were excited and full of energy, some looked grim and tense, and others appeared tired and already fed up with it.

That was normal. Not everybody was the same, and many couldn't stay under so much stress for long and remain unaffected. At least not without proper rest.

"I heard the Blood Sun Viper sect was behind the monster horde thing…" Gerald casually said. "Apparently they are the ones excavating the monsters."

Tabbi's eyes bulged out and he almost shouted out a question. "Where have you heard that, who told you?!"

"In the forest, I met a certain… Elf."

"Ah." Tabbris instantly calmed down and his shoulders lowered as he murmured under his breath, "Of course, it would be those stupid Elves… Spreading around sensitive information just cause they can."

"You met them?" Gerald was surprised, but not by much. Of course, the son of the Kingdom's general would have some contact with them.

"They requested an audience with The King," he got a confirmation. "And they wanted him to provide accommodation for them, those arrogant pricks!"

"... And? Did he agree?"

Tabbris scoffed disdainfully, "Of course not! But one of the ministers quickly offered to lick their boots and invited them to his home. I don't understand why His Majesty still keeps that man by his side, he's clearly working against the interest of the crown."

"Oh, yeah," Gerald suddenly said, "I have been wanting to ask this for a long time… Does this King have any kids? I don't think I ever heard anyone mention any."

"It's… Complicated," Tabbris sighed. "The Queen, his first wife, is infertile, sadly. He took another mistress many years after and had two children with her, but most are unwilling to acknowledge them… They are also quite young still, so…"

"Does this not create some tension in the court? Is the Kingdom truly peaceful or are there some things happening underground?" Gerald was genuinely curious. He was here like what? Half a year? He didn't have time to get to know all the factions yet.

Tabbris laughed bitterly and shook his head, "Now it's all peaceful, of course. But as soon as this war is over and the threat of the Empire's invasion is over they will spring up like mushrooms after rain. In some sense, this attack is a blessing in disguise for His Majesty."

"Truly…"

They both remained silent for a bit, lost in their thoughts. Just staring blankly over the battlefield and out into the distance.

"Anyway…" Gerald eventually said, "I can't promise you anything else, but you can be sure that no monster will take a single step over this wall while I'm here. I spent too much time and effort to get to where I am and it would be too much of a pain to relocate somewhere else."

Hearing his promise, Tabbris made a genuine smile, "I knew I could count on you! Just stay here, you will see some pretty amazing stuff if things don't get better soon, look forward to it!"

Gerald shook his head and shooed him away with a grin, "Go! Go do your stuff, don't let your old man catch you slacking off now!" The men laughed and then said their goodbyes. Tabbris went on with his inspection along the wall and spoke a few words with the defenders every once in a while.

Meanwhile, Gerald returned to his meditation and slowly increased his mind powers. He couldn't be bothered with the politics. Too complicated and too headache-inducing, even more than the Giant itself.

It would be best if the King cleared out his political opponents while all of this chaos was going on, but he didn't really care. Gerald just hoped he would be left out of their schemes after the war ended.

A day went by quickly as he meditated. His mind expanded at an astonishing rate as he absorbed the spirits of the dead, hundreds of them, in quick succession. It reached up to a point where even his Magic Eyes advanced another step.

The area of effect didn't increase and he could still only see Mana about one hundred meters away, however, the clarity with which he saw the world increased greatly. In truth, he didn't even need eyes to see anymore. As his consciousness expanded, he could watch the world from a bird's eye view. Nothing could hide from his sight!

Well, that was if he focused on one place, of course. His brain couldn't pay attention to thousands of square meters at once.

He calculated his Mana recovery and came up with roughly 400MP/h! Four times increase in just a few days. And to think some people had a problem recovering 10MP in a single day.

Hilarious!

Gerald was now worth hundreds of common men, not in physical strength, but in magical ability. And yet…

He sighed and opened his eyes. It was getting boring just sitting there and meditating for hours, even if it was beneficial to his growth. His teammates were fighting and killing a few Goblins here and there while being completely protected. He didn't have to worry about their safety and so he decided to fly around for a bit and see what was happening elsewhere.

The warehouses and various buildings near the wall were taken over by the army and turned into weapon-storage facilities. Armed guards stood at each corner and gave unkind gazes to anyone that came too close.

Gerald hopped along the rooftops to get a better idea of the situation. Hearing people chat he quickly understood what was going on.

Monsters broke through the south gate at midday and slaughtered around a hundred civilians. The soldiers were overwhelmed, but luckily the elite Royal Guard quickly came to lend a hand and patch the breach. The mountains of corpses have long ago reached the top of the walls, and now the defenders had to fight with the monsters face-to-face, and the wounded on the human side also started to pile up.

Earthen Blood completely ran out hours ago, and arrows were also in short supply. Fletchers were doing their best to make more, but even with extra help, the production was still too slow. As such, swords and spears became a mandatory second choice and the battles quickly turned into a bloody melee.

Gerald wasn't completely heartless, and so he helped by tossing out a volley of Fireballs and Stone Shower wherever he saw human defenders getting overwhelmed. He was moving quickly, so the fighters on the ground rarely caught his figure, at most some saw the back of his cloak as he disappeared behind the wooden roofs.

There was another reason for his expedition. Although Goblins rarely carried weapons, Hobgoblins were much more likely to wear simple armor made of leather and metal.

He took those pieces of iron and bronze as well as their dropped weapons and stored them in his Ring. He needed a lot of metal for his plan, and since it was the middle of a war, it was currently impossible to buy, at least at reasonable prices. And so, he became a scavenger.

            

    
        Ch. 257 Fire Mages

    
    
    
    
                Another day went by like that, and Gerald fought here and there, lending a hand where he could. He wasn't a benevolent saint to be helping everyone around him, however, lending a hand to push back the increasingly common breaches in the defense was still something he could do.

He was currently sitting by the fire in the early morning hours with his team and eating a meal while telling them of the situation.

"… and that's basically what's going on right now. Last I heard a few thousand soldiers lost their lives already."

Faint sounds of explosions were going on in the background, and shouts of men and beasts mixed among the sounds of battle.

"That's impossible! How could the Empire use the monsters to attack? That's so cruel, how could they ever do something like that!" Elly cried with red eyes.

"Those bastards from the Empire! I knew the Red Sun Viper sect was up to no good! I just wish I could meet the Emperor face-to-face and beat his ass!" Sera shouted in anger and attacked the air before her as if it was her mortal enemy.

The others also voiced their agreement in angry voices.

Gerald silently nodded in approval when his ear twitched and he quickly flew up. Another breach happened not far away and monsters spilled into the city like a flood.

He quickly put his hands together and then fire ignited at his palms. Greater Fireballs, one after the other, shot out in quick succession, blasting them to smithereens.

Reinforcements quickly arrived and pushed the remaining Goblins back until a new equilibrium was established.

Gerald nodded in satisfaction and then returned back down to comfort Elly as if nothing happened. "Don't worry, we'll get these monsters, and then we'll beat the Empire to show them not to mess with us. We just need to hold on for a bit longer!"

Sniff~

"Yes," Elly answered and quietly cried on Gerald's shoulder. She was a proper good-natured soul, just trying to help everyone, so a war like this was really hard on her, Gerald could understand that much. He didn't push her more than necessary.



In a dark, gloomy place, somewhere deep, deep underground… Wait, actually no.

In a well-lit hall in a palace on top of a hill… The throne room.

"Grandmaster Spark!"

The King enthusiastically greeted the guests that just entered the hall. It was a group of men, both young and old, about twenty at a glance, dressed in expensive-looking, thick red robes, with strips of black leather and ornamented with gold and jewels.

At the front was a silver-haired old man leaning on his staff as a support. However, that was anything but a normal walking staff.

It was a straight and hard wooden shaft with a beautiful red gem on top, and lines of gold running along the grain. The wood around the gem seemed as if it was naturally grown, almost as if they were the roots of a tree that grew around it.

The old man straightened his back and looked The King straight in the eyes.

"Your Majesty!" The man slightly bowed, and The King returned the gesture in kind.

"Thank you for coming on such quick notice, Grandmaster!" The King's spokesperson spoke and waved to the servants. They quickly came carrying tables and chairs, and in a few short minutes, a feast was presented to them.

"Please, sit! Have some wine, it's the best part of the last year's harvest, sweet and rich with flavor," the spokesperson gestured.

The men didn't decline and sat down, taking bites of delicious beast meat and drinking cups of good wine.

"The King would like to apologize we couldn't escort you into the capital, however as you can see we are quite in a predicament. He hopes you didn't have too much trouble."

Grandmaster Spark smiled and waved his hand, "It's no worry, Your Majesty. We knew what we were getting into before accepting."

Spark and his entourage came from outside the capital and carved a bloody path through the sea of monsters to reach it. They were here on an important mission that would decide the fate of the Kingdom.

"The Monastery now stands unprotected, so I'm afraid we won't be able to stay here for long," one of the red-robed men said in a booming voice, to nobody in particular.

The spokesperson wanted to say a few words, but The King gestured for him to leave it be. He instead said, "Of course, dear Masters, it is understandable your time is limited. So how about it, how quickly can you set up your spell?"

Now it was Grandmaster Spark's turn to speak. He stood up and symbolically patted the dust off his robes. "A day should suffice, Your Majesty, however, the Mana here is thin, and I'm afraid the spell could fail… It might require many more resources for it to go smoothly."

"I see." King Robart III understood what the man meant. They wanted a bigger reward, or he had to release the seal. Both options were uncomfortable for him.

'Whatever, I can just slow down my cultivation for a few years… It's not going to affect me too much.'

After a moment of contemplation, he came to a decision. "Very well, please enjoy your meal while I get things ready." He turned to one of the special men by his side and extended his hand. "My scepter!"

The man quickly bowed and disappeared, returning with a long and narrow metal case soon after. He opened it and presented it to The King with extended arms and a bow.

"The famous Scepter of Verrant!" One of the Mages gulped audibly at the look of the scepter.

It was a two-meter-tall staff made entirely of gold and with lines of sky-blue mithril running along the shaft. The top of the scepter was split into six parts like branches of a mighty tree, with six colored gems inside each branch.

Each of the Elemental crystals was the size of a chicken egg and masterfully cut to refract light like a diamond. It shined rainbow colors on the ground below.

"The only six Elemental gems of high grade in the Kingdom in one Magical Artifact! A dream weapon for any Mage, the ruler's scepter! I can't believe I had the chance to personally see it!"

The Master Mage speaking was shaking in excitement like a young fangirl even though he was already over fifty years old.

His colleagues rolled their eyes at him, but they had to admit, the sight was truly breathtaking. It was well worth it to trudge through hordes of filthy monsters.

The King walked forward to the steps leading to the throne and pressed the scepter into a small indentation on the floor.
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                The Mages paused their eating and held their breath as The King closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Moments later they started to feel an invisible pressure emanate from his position, spreading through the hall and out through the hill underneath.

Invisible runes on the Scepter glowed with gentle white light and then spread to the floor underneath. It lasted for a few seconds and then dimmed, prompting The King to focus his mind once more.

This time came a surge from Mana from his body, went through the Scepter of Verrant, and traveled into the floor deep underground.

Everyone held their breath, and especially the Grandmaster Spark watched on with great anticipation for the things to come. He experienced the same phenomena almost half a century ago, but never so up close.

He was thrilled!

The palace experienced a slight tremor moments later, and a few servants looked worryingly at the ceiling. However nothing happened, nothing physical that is.

A surge of Mana gushed from below the throne room, hundreds, thousands of times greater than the normal concentration, and it still kept increasing rapidly. Exclamations of awe and excitement echoed in the grand hall as the Mages felt their body fill with Mana and their gems replenished at an amazing rate.

Their expended Magical Artifacts filled up like filling a bucket in a river instead of a dripping faucet. In an environment like this, no matter how retarded you were and what garbage talent you had, a normal person would struggle running out of Mana even if they wanted to.

The Mages, having a few dozen Ether Crystals each were instantly turned into magic machineguns, with the only limitation preventing them from truly making use of the situation to the fullest, being their feeble minds.

The King gripped his Scepter as he sat back on the throne and sighed and made a wry smile. "I truly hope it was worth it… It's going to take me years to collect this Mana again…"



Gerald was right in the middle of punching a Hobgoblin to death when his nose twitched. There was a nice smell coming from somewhere. Among the pungent stench of the battlefield, it was extremely distinct.

"Do you smell that?" he elbowed a warrior beside him.

"Smell what?" The guy pulled down his face covering and took a good whiff. His face then scrunched up and he quickly covered his nose again. "I do, I smell shit and rotting corpses, what else?"

He thought Gerald was just fooling around and proceeded to ignore him, stabbing an overly aggressive Goblin in the eye.

"Hmm." Gerald distinctly felt a fresh scent mixed in, so he tore off the head of the monster and tossed it aside. He then followed his nose and sniffed in the direction from where the smell was coming from. It pointed him towards the center of the capital and his eyes landed on the Royal Palace.

"Oh? Oooh!" He just remembered what he was smelling. It was Mana! Very pure and dense Mana!

He opened his Magic Eyes and looked around. The air was filled with Mana, much denser than it had been days ago, and it appeared the increase was still happening. The walls started to glow with some runes hidden beneath the surface and the entire city gave off a feeling of awakening.

"Oh! No way!" As he looked down, he could see huge lines of Mana running a few dozen meters below the surface, where all of them combined into even thicker lines going towards the hill in the middle.

"Lay Lines run just below the city?! And it seems like…" His gaze landed on the Royal Palace. "... They all meet there. A focal point of magic, no wonder…"

Some grand spell had to have been in place to keep it all contained and hidden, and it seemed that the capital was here for a reason. All Mana in the surrounding area was gathering here, making it a perfect place to live and defend from. He used to wonder why the Spirit Lake wasn't turned into a fortress, but it seemed that idea has taken root here long ago.

Maybe the Spirit Lake was discovered just recently and they didn't yet have time to build it? Who knows.

He left the frontline as he followed the Lay Lines and wasn't watching where he was going when he almost bumped into a couple.

"It's you again!" a woman exclaimed in an annoyed tone.

"Hum?" Gerald looked and the one that disrupted his thoughts.

"That's him, that's the shameless guy I've told you about!"

The one complaining was an Elf, Ilyana Falle to be precise, the arrogant and prideful Elf woman he met in a forest not too long ago. Beside her was another Elf, this one was a male who wore a similar condescending expression. He was even slightly taller than Gerald so he could look down upon him with arrogance.

"Ah, the human warrior, yes? He doesn't look like much…" the male Elf said disdainfully after giving Gerald a quick glance-over.

"Huh? And who're you supposed to be? Her boyfriend?" Gerald retorted and floated a few centimeters off the ground to look him straight in the eyes.

The Elf had perfect facial features and spotless skin, long silver hair, and a handsome appearance. However, his body looked scrawny. Gerald's muscle mass was at least twice his, and he appeared much more balanced.

The two stared at each other intently while ignoring Ilyana's whining. Apparently, Elves were arrogant towards each other too.

"A joke? So you think you can stand on the same level as me, huh?" the Elf scoffed and his eyes narrowed with dangerous intent.

At that moment Gerald felt a sharp pain in his brain. It was like some asshole was poking his finger through his skull, directly at his gray matter. He squinted one of his eyes in pain and his face contorted as he glanced in the direction of where the pain was most intense. It was the smirking Elf.

"Knock it off!" Gerald shoved the guy with both palms with such force that it almost made him fall. Immediately the pain subsided.

The Elf male looked at his chest and then at him, in disbelief.

"Huh? You- Why are you not reeling in pain? Are you…?" He squinted his eyes, a piercing gaze that made Gerald feel like he could see through him completely. "No, you are not… Just a normal human, huh? How unusual…"

"Such a strong Soul," he then murmured, too quiet for Gerald to hear him.

"What's there to be surprised about? An annoying pair like you, I heard you are hanging around some nobles. Planning to become their lapdog, huh?"

"Pfft, hahaha!" The Elf almost died laughing and he held his stomach for a few minutes as he roared. It was the funniest shit he heard in a while, the most ridiculous assumption anyone could come up with.

"You-" He wiped the tears from his eyes, barely catching his breath. "You think that trash is worthy of our assistance?" He burst into a short laugh again.

After calming down, the Elf male spoke with a serious face and a tinge of contempt, "He should be honored to be in our presence and do his best to please us. The only person in this backwater Kingdom worth of my aid is your King, but he already wasted his chance!"

"That trash, barely reaching the Nascent Soul with so many resources on his disposal," he added, grumbling to himself. "Truly an incompetent King!"

Ilyana glanced at him with a lowered head and spoke, "Aren't you about the same? You should be even older than him, right?"

"What do you know!" The male immediately became enraged and shouted back. "Hmph! If I wasn't banished young I could have single-handedly ruled over this place!" His mood soured and he looked for someone to vent on. His gaze landed on Gerald, and the latter noticed.

"Alright, I think it's time for me to go," Gerald said and quickly took a few steps back. "I wouldn't want to disrupt your date, enjoy the city!"

"Wait!"

Gerald was already far away when the Elf shouted after him. However, Gerald just turned around and yelled, "Remember to eat more, you look malnourished! Just a bit more and you'll look like a corpse!" He then waved at him before disappearing into an alley.

The Elf stood there, shaking in anger. A simple human dared to ignore his words and then mock him on top of that?

Bam!

He punched a wall in anger, breaking a few stones in the process. "Damn, I fucking hate this place!"
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                "A bunch of lunatics!"

Gerald ran away from the Elves. He didn't plan on interacting with arrogant narcissists as they were the worst kind of people to be around.

And he for sure wasn't going to let the Elf use him as a dumping ground for his dissatisfaction. It was best to just distance himself and let them bicker among themselves. They didn't look like they saw eye-to-eye anyway. Most likely they worked as a team because of circumstances more than anything, at least for the time being.

Either way, he didn't care.

He kind of regretted not confirming where all the Mana was coming from, but it wasn't difficult to guess. And it was still increasing, so the battle at the front lines should become a bit easier. At least mages wouldn't have to conserve their energy and could fight to the limit every single time.

As Gerald returned to the wall, a surprise was waiting for him. A group of warriors were chatting near the campfire and having a meal sponsored by the city.

It was just some simple flatbread, roasted meat of common farm animals, and some cheap beer. Enough to keep you going through the day, but nothing more.

However, the faces were somewhat familiar, and it only took him a moment to remember to who they belonged.

"What are you guys doing here?" he exclaimed and slapped one of the guys on the back.

That one quickly turned around. "Who…? Gerald? Is that you?!" Kerius exclaimed in disbelief. "Damn man, you have changed!" Then he looked up slightly after examining him completely, "Have you… grown taller?"

"Could be," Gerald shrugged, "I'm still young after all." In truth, his friend from the Iron Hawks did appear a bit smaller than he remembered him, but who cares? The difference was small.

"What are you doing here, anyway? I thought you worked in Geldern?" he asked.

The members of the Iron Hawks were all here, with the addition of Doven and his brother Derrick coming from the Silver Phantom. It appeared their group truly fell apart after the death of two of their members.

"Well…" Kerius started, "Long story short, our Guildmaster noticed that all monsters were moving towards the capital, so he sent us and a few others to help. We were here almost a week ago already, we just didn't know you were here also. We only heard some rumors about Black Onyx yesterday."

"Oh, so that's how it was! No wonder… What about…?" Gerald turned to the two brothers.

"If you are wondering about our party, yeah, it's gone. Just the two of us were left in the end, so we decided to join the Iron Hawks," Doven answered.

"We are called Iron Phantom Hawks now, by the way," Kerius mentioned. "But yeah, we combined our forces. Although, usually our elders wouldn't approve, since we aren't related. But times change you know…"

"Sure."

The youngsters continued chatting about various topics, mostly about the monster attacks, but also about interesting rumors and recent events.

As they were laughing around the campfire, the city wall slowly and quietly charged up. As Mana concentrations rose, another spell was cast from the Palace, and the wall started to glow.

Bright red and golden runes appeared on the surface, and following an ear-piercing thunder, a barrier suddenly rose into the air, creating ten meters tall wall on top of the stone one.

The sudden change gave many quite a fright, and the resting warriors quickly jumped on their feet, ready to fight. Exclamations of shock and surprise soon drowned out the relaxed conversations, and those sleeping were also abruptly woken up.

"What is that?!" someone exclaimed, the shout existing between fear and worry. The defenders quickly jumped back and observed for a moment to assess the situation.

The barrier was red-ish in color and semitransparent and moved like waves of the sea. Every few seconds or so, a thick wave traveled from the bottom and diminished in thickness as it traveled upward. Eventually, at around ten meters or so, it finally ran out of power and ended, leaving the sky exposed.

Just like humans, the monsters at the front were frightened by the sudden change but were quickly pushed forward by those in the back. As they touched the barrier, their fur suddenly burst into flames and their flesh melted and their screams of pain filled the air.

The smell of burning flesh was soon swept by the wind and carried across the city.

"Woah!"

"They are burning…"

"Woo-hoo! Yeah, get those fuckers!"

Many warriors and soldiers erupted with cheers and laughter. The monsters were burned to charcoal when coming in contact with the barrier and only roasted corpses managed to force their way through.

Gerald wasn't so optimistic though. The barrier was good, but it wasn't perfect, and the monsters could still come through even though they were dead. It was not a good sign in his opinion.

As such, he jumped on the wall, reinforced his hand with magic, and touched the barrier. There was immediately a sizzling sound as his skin heated up, but it wasn't anything much. A slight burn mark, that was all.

"Hmm, it's even weaker than I thought…"

He pushed even more Mana to his skin, reaching the limit of what his cells could take. He touched the flame barrier again. Nothing happened.

He grinned. The barrier provided some resistance, however with a strong push, his hand went through. The hairs on his forearm instantly turned to smoke, however, his skin remained undamaged.

A goblin tried to attack his hand, but Gerald gripped him at lightning speed and yanked him through the barrier. The beast burst into flames as it passed through with surprisingly little resistance.

The Goblin screeched and flailed around, trying to free itself, but Gerald held it firmly in his grasp and the silver fingers dug in its flesh.

While ignoring the Goblin's screams of pain, he pushed on the barrier once more, this time slower than before.

His hand went through normally at first, but as time went on, the heat increased, and the barrier around his hand was becoming increasingly solid, so much so that he had a feeling his hand was locked in a steel vice.

He almost couldn't pull it back out as his skin started to sting, but luckily with a powerful thought, the Mana around his arm was disrupted momentarily and he was able to retreat safely. He looked at his hand with his brows furrowed, and then glanced at the screeching Goblin in his grasp. He tossed it at the barrier.

The monster flew through the wall of plasma, and it almost appeared as if it was going to completely penetrate it when it got stuck. Half of it was on one side, and half on the other.

Its screams intensified as seconds passed, and after around five seconds, the Goblins' waist exploded into a bloody mist of steam and smoke, with charred bones glowing like cinders along the wound.

Two pieces of the corpse fell, one inside, the other outside.

"Hmm…" Gerald simply looked at it without much emotion as he mused over his experiments.

According to his tests, the barrier should have a fiery nature as a deterrent, but it was not all that strong. It only worked as a passive obstacle, possibly to conserve energy. However, after something disturbed it, or tried to get through, the area around it would be quickly enhanced to destroy any and all invaders. It was a good strategy, but with a major weakness.

Anyone that was stronger than the lowest level garbage, would have no problems breaking through the barrier with only minor burns, if any.

Monsters that knew how to use magic to enhance their bodies could simply walk through if they wanted, and weaker beasts just had to be quick.

"This is going to be a problem…" Gerald mused and returned back to the group.

"What was that? Did you discover anything?" Xilia asked when he came back. They all saw what he was doing perfectly fine, and Kerius couldn't help but whistle at the sight of a Goblin exploding. And when he remembered Gerald simply stuck his hand in, his stomach churned at the thought.

'He changed, he has changed alright! Where did that weak newbie go?' he thought while shaking his head.

During the time he barely advanced in his life, it seemed like Gerald has become a completely different person. And that wasn't just talking about physical appearances, as his body was covered with scars from top to bottom.

It was the feeling he was giving off. From a simple young warrior that barely knew how to fight, to a seasoned fighter that bathed in blood. It was almost as if he has aged a decade in just a few short months. It was utterly bizarre.

"It seems that this wall is hiding some secrets," Gerald mused as he pointed at the barrier behind him with his thumb. "This barrier is utter garbage, but it should be enough to hold back a few Goblins…."

"Then again," he said, "If it's the same around the entire capital, it's bound to be using some insane amount of Mana. Definitely not worth it in my opinion."

"I think It's pretty neat!" Xilia said and stretched her body. "I was feeling exhausted from all the constant fighting, it's nice to have a break for once."

Nobody argued against that. They then sat around the fire and roasted some meat when Eneth approached somewhat timidly.

"Excuse me, mister Gerald?"

"What's up?"

"I have a few questions about magic," the young man said, "If you don't mind…"

"Sure, go ahead," Gerald gestured to him to sit beside him. "Tell me what the problem is."

Eneth nodded and demonstrated his Stone Bolt spell. It was actually quite good, even though he couldn't control more than ten stone pieces at once.

But as the guy was holding his staff and controlling the stones, his face showed severe discomfort and sweat started gathering on his brow. Moving the spell in the sky for a while, he released it and started breathing heavily soon after. He looked at Gerald with an exhausted expression.

"That was pretty good, what's the problem then?" he asked.

"It's too draining… I need to rest a few minutes after every spell otherwise I get a painful headache," Eneth answered and gently massaged his temples.

Gerald contemplated for a while. He knew exactly what the problem was. Eneth's mind was way too weak, but solving that problem wasn't so easy. It took him a long time to improve himself with meditation, but…

'Oh my god, of course! I completely forgot about the benefits of meditation!' Gerald almost wanted to slap his forehead. He even forgot to teach his students proper meditation. His work would be so much easier if they could see Mana just like him.

"Aya…" He quietly sighed and then gestured to everyone, "Alright, gather around people, you will want to hear this…"



It was an interesting sight. Besides the most brutal battlefield, a bunch of grown-up men and women were sitting on the ground with closed eyes and meditating according to Gerald's instructions.

"Take a deep breath, empty your mind, and then release… Let your feelings flow free… Feel the heartbeat of the world, feel its gentle nature... Listen to the screams of the dead and dying, listen to their wails of pain, to the clashes of metal and breaking of bones…"

"Wait, no! Forget that last part." Gerald meditated at the same time as the rest and almost forgot his meditation was a bit different. Having the ability to absorb the spirits of the dead was quite a boon for him, but not so much for the rest.

"My body feels itchy," Sera complained all of a sudden.

Gerald replied without opening his eyes, "I told you it's likely to happen, just persevere…"

They meditated for a while in silence when another voice broke the peace.

"I don't feel so good, mister Gerald," Eneth said. "My head is spinning."

"Just persevere, you are almost there!" Gerald encouraged him. In truth, he had no idea if this would work. But hey, it was worth a try.

Silence returned once again... if you ignore the sounds of war going all around.

"I don't feel anything…" Armaz said in a flat voice.

"Me neither," Ermaz, his twin brother added.

"Just keep going, just a little bit more…" Gerald said and continued with his meditation. He was doing this on a whim, but it might just bring some interesting results...
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                The group of warriors was meditating quietly, each of them expressing various levels of discomfort. However, they persevered.

"Oooh~!" A sudden moan of pleasure sounded out, and Gerald couldn't help but open one eye. It was Xilia, the Dark Elf.

'Of course,' he mused, 'I figured it would be her.'

She was currently intensely watching her hands and body with wide eyes, before turning her sight elsewhere. "It's beautiful," she whispered.

"Sssh!" Gerald gestured for her to be quiet and dragged her away from the rest. "Let's not disrupt them."

She couldn't wait to speak to him and as soon as they were far enough, she erupted, "You could see this all this time?! Why didn't you teach us earlier?!"

"I forgot." His answer was short and completely shameless. He shrugged, "My memory is only almost perfect, even I forget a few things here and there. I had too much on my mind anyway."

She shook her head and turned around, murmuring, "Unbelievable! Who knew such a world was right under our noses the entire time…" She observed the ever-changing colors when Gerald entered her sight again.

"Hey, why do you seem like you have almost no Mana at all?" She asked with a raised brow. "Even the air around you has more…"

Gerald's eyes enlarged and then squinted tight in happiness. He laughed. "Oh, so it works? Perfect!" He was secretly developing a way to hide his aura and the Mana radiation in his body. And it seemed it was working quite well. Or at least he could fool a novice.

"How much Mana would you say I have from what you see?" he asked Xilia.

She didn't answer immediately, and instead looked at the members from Iron Phantom Hawks and compared them. "Hmm, I would say… It looks like you have about 6MP!" she confidently said.

"Good! How about now?" He suddenly released the restraints, and his body basically exploded with light.

"Ah! So bright!" Xilia instinctively covered her eyes, but the light wasn't real so her eyes didn't actually hurt.

"It's too much, I can't see! How can you live like this?" She wasn't used to the intense colors coming from Mana and her sight was impaired because of it.

"You can turn it off, you know…"

"Oh…"

Xilia turned her primitive Magic Eyes off and immediately became somewhat dispirited. "The world suddenly looks so dull…"



Xilia was the first to succeed, and it only took her about two hours of intense meditation to do so. Sera was the second at almost four hours, and Eneth was the third to do it at just over five hours.

That's about when they stopped. Sitting for nearly six hours wasn't exactly easy for warriors who were used to constant movement.

Blum was quite close, but his butt became itchy and he couldn't sit still any longer. Even Elly failed despite her attempts. As such, only three out of twelve people managed to do it and step onto a higher stage.

'That's probably the difference in natural talent for magic,' Gerald mused.

"That was intense!" Eneth breathed out and found a wall as a support. "I thought I was going to go crazy for a moment there…" But despite the discomfort, he perserved and was then rewarded appropriately. He could now see the energy in his body and each spell became so much clearer and easier to use.

Almost immediately he realized a few of his mistakes, and instead of using all his strength for every spell, he could now see that just a part was enough. As such, he could almost immediately use double the spells before having to rest.

"It's so good! I can actually see what I'm doing now, instead of struggling like a blind person!" he shouted in elation.

His excitement was contagious, and even Gerald laughed with him. "Haha, this is nothing! Just wait until you can cast spells without even thinking! When it becomes like second nature to you, that's when magic becomes truly fun!"

"You can do that?!" Eneth was amazed.

Gerald nodded, "Sure, just make sure to meditate every day and you should feel big changes taking place in your body."

"So that's what you have been doing! No wonder you consider magic to be your toy!" Sera huffed. She struggled for so long, training and learning, when there was a shortcut!? She was quite annoyed.

"Uh… I still can't feel anything," Ermaz said while scratching his head awkwardly.

"Gerald, why are you even teaching us this? We aren't all mages, you know," Kerius said after giving up on meditation. He did feel some changes taking place in his body, but the itchiness was just too much for him to keep going.

He wasn't a masochist, and five hours of mild torture was more than enough for him.

"Even if you say so, you would still get better control over Mana. For example, your Combat Art would become easier to use. And if you are consistent in your training, you will be able to recover your Mana faster," Gerald said.

"Really?! Well, I guess that's useful…"

He didn't seem convinced, so Gerald turned to Eneth and beckoned, "Hey, make your Stone Bolts again, but just make one or two and hold them tight."

"Huh, what for?" the latter asked, confused.

Still, he did as he was asked. Two Stone Bolts grew out of the ground and lifted into the air. They were about the length of an arm and just as thick. They had a dangerously sharp point on each side.

"Good!" Gerald nodded and then grinned, "Hold them tight!"

His consciousness expanded, and he took hold of Eneth's spell as if it was nothing. Under the weight of Gerlad's mind, the grip of the young mage couldn't hold on for even a fraction of a second.

"Ah!" Eneth exclaimed and stumbled back from shock.

Everyone had a peculiar expression as Gerald started grinning all of a sudden. The two Stone Bolts floated towards him and circled around his body.

"As you can see," he said, "You can take over the spell of your opponent if you are strong enough."

"What?!"

"Oh yeah, and you know those mindless monsters you keep fighting against? They can do it too! Didn't expect that, right? Haha..." Gerald laughed. He still remembered how the Minecrawler Queen made his stone puppet collapse when he tried to fight her. It was quite a shocking revelation for him at that time.

He took a casual stance and distanced the Stone Bolts from himself somewhat and gestured towards the magician, "Alright now, try to take it from me!"

The three girls, Blum, and Eneth looked at each other. They were clueless as to what to do.
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                "Just try to grab hold of the stone with your mind," Gerald said. "Oh, and you probably need your Magic Eyes to do that, so Elly and Blum, you probably won't be able to do it…"

The three already knew what Magic Eyes were since they experienced it, and for the rest, it wasn't important. Still, it didn't hurt to try.

"Oh, okay…" Sera was the first to take a shot at it. She extended an invisible tentacle-like Mana arm and tried to grab the piece of stone floating in the air. However, as she came closer, she felt it was getting harder and harder to keep it stable. It was as if her mind was actively trying to sabotage her, making her control crumble.

She became red in the face and as the 'tentacle' approached the stone, and at half a meter away it just couldn't continue. Any movement forward would make it disintegrate, almost as if an invisible barrier was preventing it from advancing.

Gerald encouraged her to continue verbally, but he knew in his heart she couldn't succeed. He already figured it out a while ago, but the Aura he could see would also prevent others from using magic directly on a foreign living body.

That was, of course, if they were both at full health and about the same strength. A powerful being could simply ignore the weakling's attempts at stopping them, just as Gerald ignored Eneth's feeble grasp.

Then there was the consciousness dilemma. If someone was sleeping or unconscious, their passive protection would be way weaker. One of the rare examples was when Gerald was in a coma and Tabbris could easily use his Ice magic on him. When the mind was asleep, the body was unguarded.

If a person knew what he was doing, he could expand or contract this Aura to various effects. He could retract it and let others heal him or perhaps extend his aura like they were doing now in an attempt at stopping the other caster from completing the spell.

"Huff, this… is impossible!" Sera huffed in exhaustion after a while. Streams of sweat ran down her temples.

"You are forcing yourself too much, focus with your mind, not your body," Gerald said. He noticed her control was still lacking. She still placed too much of her focus on her body instead of it being a 100% mental effort.

"Okay, next!"

Xilia stepped forward and tried it out. She appeared way calmer and composed on the surface, and barely any changes showed on her face. It was as if she was simply looking at the stone, nothing else.

However, on the inside, she was cursing loudly. The stone before her was like an unmoving mountain, and she couldn't budge it no matter how hard she tried. The funny thing was that the stone wasn't still in reality. It was gently swaying in the wind, almost as if it was weightless.

She almost felt like the stone was taunting her, it was extremely annoying.

Elly didn't do much better. Her face immediately became red and veins almost popped out of her forehead as she exerted herself, to no effect.

Eneth didn't even try to take the Stone Bolt back as he already had the painful experience, while Blum was quick to surrender after realizing he was no match for Gerald's might. Out of respect for his boss, and also because he didn't want to waste his energy for no reason, he decided to simply try it out for a few seconds to get the feeling of it, and then stop.

"Alright, good, now you have all experienced what a stronger opponent can do, or how hopeless you are against him," Gerald said, totally not boosting his own ego. "Now let's try again, but this time I'll adjust my strength to mirror yours. Sera, would you like to go first?" he invited.

"… Sure, I guess."

As she exerted her mind this time it resulted in some actual changes. The stone shook and slowly, with great effort on her part, Gerald's grip loosened and she took control.

"I did it!" She shouted triumphantly and took the floating stone closer. Her face told of her exhaustion, but still, she wore a bright smile nonetheless.

Gerald clapped his hands, "Excellent! It seems that 0.1% of my strength was just about right… Okay, who's next?"

"... Wait, what?!"

"Me, me, me! Pick me!" Xilia jumped up and down and waved her hand.

They went through the exercise again with each mage participating once. After they all successfully grasped the technique, Gerald urged them to train among themselves and so they did.

It was almost like a football game, they just had to snatch a stone instead of a ball from each other. And instead of using their limbs, they used their minds. It was great fun.

***

The rest of the warriors that weren't participating went back to the wall and helped defend. Although Goblins couldn't cross the barrier alive, that didn't mean the rest of the monsters would be the same.

Hobgoblins could force their way through, although not without severe burns, while the Orcs and Wargs they were riding could swiftly get across, sustaining only minor injuries to their skin.

Some warriors that were fighting on the other side before the barrier formed were almost all dead. When their path of retreat was cut off, they were at the mercy of the beasts.

Some had friends who created rings of ice or stone through which they could jump back inside, but most weren't so lucky. In panic they rushed back, resulting in being burned alive, or torn apart by monsters when they turned their back on them.

An outraged mob was formed after many of their friends were brutally murdered, and the warriors couldn't even vent their anger since nobody knew where the barrier came from and who was responsible.

In some other places, people celebrated the barrier as it came just in time as they were getting overwhelmed, and gave them a few precious moments to take a breather. There the casualties were already high, and the sudden Flame Barrier helped mitigate even greater losses.

***

The situation came under control for a bit and it seemed even the monsters realized their efforts were futile. They slowly retreated a few hundred meters and remained there.

Gerald got bored from just sitting around in the meantime, so he decided to check on the niter production. The workers, although unwilling at first, were eventually convinced to go back to work. The environment was completely safe and they could work in peace.

The refinement was going slow, but the first tests were proving to be excellent and already produced a handful of the precious white powder.

"Good, a few more days and it should be ready," Gerald commented as he examined the niter in a small cloth sack.

"Keep up the good work, but be careful to keep the final product away from the flames," he warned and stored the sack in his Ring. Although niter by itself wasn't flammable, it was a strong oxidizer and could make a fire go out of control.

After returning back to the camp, and seeing that there was still nothing to do, he decided to take a walk along the wall and collected some scrap metal. He still needed a lot of it.

As the day turned dark, and night came, the two groups gathered around the campfire once more and leaned on the building behind them, resting and chatting in high spirits.

Gerald also sat down near a fire. Only his flames were self-made and much, much hotter, and filled with metal weapons and scraps of discarded armor.

The heat was well contained inside a Sound Barrier that he repurposed to block any escape of hot gasses. The light coming from melting metal was like that of a small sun but with a distinct lack of warmth.

Elly came and sat beside Gerald. "What are you doing?" she asked.

"Making a weapon. I'm going to kill the Giant," he answered without moving his eyes from the Forge.

"Aren't you boasting a bit too much?" Tabbris suddenly spoke, appearing out of nowhere. "Usually you would need a battalion of Master Mages to bring one down."

Gerald lifted an eyebrow and glanced at him, "I got my ways…"

"You mean this?" Tabbris pointed at the blob of molten metal in the air that was slowly taking shape. "What even is this? An iron bowl? A cauldron? A barrel maybe?" He shook his head in dismay.

'Close, though it is a container…' Gerald mused but didn't answer.

"Another one of your ideas? Honestly, sometimes I wonder if you really belong to this world…" Tabbris casually said and turned around with his hands behind his back. He glanced over at the barrier.

Gerald's body shuddered subconsciously, but he quickly got himself under control and changed the topic, "Why are you here anyway? Don't you have work to do?"

"Of course!" Tabbris grinned, "I'm here to supervise… And also to enjoy the show."

"Show? What are you talking about?"

"You know Spark? The Grandmaster Fire Mage?"

"I think so, I heard of him before… Why?" Gerald stored away the glowing metal. Time in the ring didn't flow, so items there remained unchanged forever.

"He's here in the capital. He's going to be coming here in a few hours with his group of Mages. And I'm here to see the spectacle."

"Here?" Gerald asked, "You mean right here where we are? What for?"

Tabbris scratched his chin and said, "Well, maybe not right here, but somewhere at the northern wall. We should still be able to see it through. His magic…" He looked around where most defenders were resting. "Still, I expected this attack to be way worse, I guess the barrier worked great, huh?"

"It's okay…" Gerald answered unenthusiastically.

"I see the attacks slowed down… That's good! Luckily we can get some rest before dawn."

Gerald frowned, "Don't say that, you are going to jinx it…"

"Oh? Superstitious? I never knew that about you," Tabbris grinned.

"I'm not!" Gerald frowned. "But is better not to take chances."

"Oh come on, what's the worse that could happen?"

Gerald silently cursed in his mind and focused his ears. It was the quietest evening in the last month. "Okay, maybe I was-"

"Incoming!" a guard in the watchtower suddenly shouted. "Hobgoblins! Thousands of them!"

"Huh, what a coincidence…" Tabbris made a surprised expression and then shrugged, "Well, it's just Hobgoblins after all. It's not like hordes of Orcs and Ogres would suddenly attack…"

"God fucking damn it, Tabbris!" Gerald barked and jumped on his feet. He gripped his spear and ran up the wall to see.

Thousands, tens of thousands of Hobgoblins were running full speed across the plains towards the city. They carried bows and spears covered in mud and blood. Those were of a distinctive human origin. Most likely plundered from nearby towns and villages.

"Orcs! Orc and Goblin Shamans! Watch out!" the lookout shouted from his watchtower. Seconds later the sky was filled with balls of flame striking the barrier and exploding like fireworks.

Some managed to fly above it, but they exhausted most of their power before striking the ground. Nonetheless, some wooden houses and thatched roofs still started catching fire.

Thump, thump, thump!

The sounds of something massive moving at high speed attracted Gerald's attention. Like a power hammer beating on a piece of metal, the sound traveled in rhythmic waves to his ears. He could feel the powerful strikes shake his body ever so slightly.

Squinting his eyes he could see a humanoid form running from afar. At almost five meters tall, it towered over the rest of the monsters as it charged forward. Its body was like a giant barrel and its limbs like centuries-old tree trunks. It carried a weapon in one hand, a young uprooted tree, and used it as a club.

Tabbris stood behind Gerald and whistled. "Wow, is that an Ogre? Man, we sure are lucky that the Gian- Mmph!"

A strong hand suddenly covered his mouth, shutting him up.

"Not another word!" Gerald hissed.
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                "Mmph! Mmph!"

No matter how much he struggled, Tabbris just couldn't free himself from his grasp without resorting to his trump cards. Luckily for him, Gerald released him soon after.

"Huff, huff! What the hell man, I was just joking, relax bro!" he huffed, catching his breath. "I'm sure it was just a coincidence!"

"Of course," Gerald rolled his eyes in annoyance and turned around. He gripped the spear tighter and stepped up to the barrier. He seemed to be contemplating something just before he jumped up and over, landing on the other side. It would have been a shame if he burned his clothes if he simply barged through.

"What are you doing?! Stay behind the barrier!" Tabbris shouted. He pulled out this sword and took a low combat stance in anticipation of a fight.

The beasts were soon to be upon them.

"You can just stay there. Tell the rest to get ready! This is not going to be pretty!" Gerald shouted back and took out his shield. He was now like a Spartan warrior. A shield in the left hand and a spear in the right.

"Stone Armor!" He shouted a spell, and stones stuck to his body, covering him head-to-toe. He charged forward.

"Elemental Avatar!"

Rumble!

The ground shook under the weight of countless Orcs and the sky was rent asunder with tongues of magic flame. The quiet night turned into one full of screams and roars, of explosion and dying life. The beasts and men clashed at the dividing line that was the Flame Barrier and yet... the line broke.

Like punching through wet paper, the Orcs broke through the defenses, crushed the towering shields, and tore apart the humans hiding in the armor.

Hobgoblins flooded the streets, jumped on the roofs, and shoot every living being, except for one of their own. Chaos ensued.

Out on the grasslands, now turned to mud from all the blood and gore, Gerald held his ground, cutting, stabbing, and slashing at the monsters. His spear shoot forward like a bullet, breaking the weak bodies of his enemies to pieces with each swing he took.

He made himself heavy, five times the normal weight, just so he could withstand the constant strikes all over his body, without faltering.

It was basic physics. Super strength was useless in battle if you didn't have a place to anchor yourself. Building powerful momentum in your strikes was important when doing damage, and in that regard, bigger foes held the advantage.

There was a reason weight classes existed in sports. Just a few extra kilograms of mass could already make a big difference in a fight, even more so when the opponent's weight was double or more.

As such, what would be the best gear for someone with super strength? Well, it's super heavy armor, of course! Amazing protection with added mass to power your strikes.

Fighting with powerful momentum was the name of the game in physical combat, and the beasts here were masters at it! So Gerald responded in kind.

He covered himself in thick rock and even increased gravity, all so he could do the most damage possible! Even weighing nearly half a ton, he was still fast. Not as nimble, of course, but still swift enough to make bodies of weaker Hobgoblins explode with a single strike.

Add to that Earth magic and dangerous spikes coming from everywhere, he was basically a walking tank! Blood sprayed on his armor and the guts of the fallen were smushed under his feet.

The smell of blood was nauseating.

Actually, no… Blood by itself didn't actually have much of an odor except for a slight metallic scent. It was more the entrails of the dead and the rotting corpses that contributed to the deathly fragrance.

In any case, no matter how many he killed, or what magic he used, Gerald was after all a single human. In an ocean of monsters, his efforts amounted to little more than nothing. Even just the Orcs carelessly trampling over their own kin was more impactful.

Boom!

There was an explosion in the city, and a pillar of flames rose to the sky momentarily, after which a column of smoke took its place.

"Oh, fuck! That's where the guys are at! And my stuff!" Gerald suddenly realized.

The monsters took the opportunity to gang up on him the moment he got distracted and almost buried him beneath the weight of their bodies.

"Damn it!" He created a sudden burst of magic and Stone Spikes rose from the ground like the petals of a lotus, creating a dangerous defensive formation. He has torn apart a few Hobgoblins that were still stuck to his body and then shook off the bloody Stone Armor, before flying up.

On his return path, he rained fire from the sky in a form of Greater Fireballs, carpet bombing the ground like a world war bomber. He left a trail of fiery destruction in his wake.

As for the source of the massive explosion in the city…

It turned out that the monsters breached one of the warehouses of the military where they had stored Bottled Thunder. As the attack was so swift, many of the flasks were mixed and armed, ready to be used to defend.

Unfortunately for the defenders, a stray Fireball of an Orc Shaman, who managed to pass the barrier, managed to find its way inside, resulting in a dreadful chain reaction, blowing up the entire building and collapsing a few nearby houses.

More than a few dozen soldiers lost their lives in that instant and even more were incapacitated. It was the same for the attacking monsters, however, their advance didn't stop just because some of them died.

Wave after wave of Orcs jumped through the barrier, which barely slowed them down for a second, and started a slaughter behind the enemy lines. Screams of pain were drowned by the sounds of spells and massive explosions going everywhere as hacked-off limbs and dismembered bodies started filling the streets.

Gerald landed on the roof of his warehouse under which his friends were battling with the Orcs. It was bad!

The dozen or so people were being pushed back by the unending waves of monsters, and even with the help of the rest of the warriors and city guard, the situation was dire.
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                The handful of mages were throwing spells out one after the other without stopping, while the powerful warriors battled at the front with their lives on the line.

Even Tabbris struggled, and he was the strongest among them. He was currently stuck in a stalemate with an Orc Warrior, and although he was slightly stronger, he couldn't afford to be careless unless he wanted to be struck by the arrow crossfire.

The Hobgoblins were cunningly aiming for places he tried to move to, as well as the gaps in his armor, making it difficult to counterattack. He was getting more frustrated by the second.

"Hah!" Tabbris pulled out the Hurricane Blade and infused it with his Mana. The blade vibrated under the influence of magic and created disturbances in the air around it that made the arrows flying at him veer from their course and miss completely.

He gripped the blade tightly and slashed at the Orc with all he had.

Clang!

The blades clashed and produced sparks for an instant when the Hurricane Blade released its power. High-pressure Wind Blades cut through the air and ravaged the Orc's armor, grinding, breaking, and cutting it like some high-powered machine.

It was as if the beast fell into a meat grinder. The thick metal armor was torn off and torn apart like paper, and the chest muscles were peeled off together with the furry skin. Bones cracked and were turned into small sharp fragments and blood sprayed into the sky.

"Haaaah!" Tabbris pushed the blade even deeper, wreaking havoc in the Orc's chest cavity. His hand quickly became soaked in dark blood and his clean blue armor turned red.

The Orc fell back, as dead as it could be, however, Tabbris was less than satisfied by the result. For a single Orc, he exhausted his Hurricane Blade, and even though it was going to recover much faster because of the higher concentration of Mana in the air, it was still going to take a few days. Until then it's going to be useless.

He grimly glanced at the monsters rushing at him and slowly stored his knife away. His other hand unsheathed the sword and deflected a few arrows with quick and precise movements as he prepared himself for the next attack.

He flipped over his left hand, and a small gray stone rested in his palm. It was crisscrossed by hundreds of golden lines, and in its center laid a small but extremely eye-catching and beautiful green gem.

Tabbris pointed the stone at one of the Hobgoblins and whispered a few words.

"Wind Blade!"

The golden lines glowed for an instant and then the light entered the gemstone and out came a spell. The Wind Blade Runestone. One of the most common weapons mages could make. It was great since it transferred the stress of casting a spell on an object, however, it was limited in what it could do.

Just like the Firebolt Runestone could shoot out only Firebolts, this one was limited to Wind Blades.

Splat! Thud!

The Wind Blade cut through the Hobgoblin's arm, and blood sprayed out as the limb fell lifelessly to the floor. The creature screeched and charged forward with bloodthirsty eyes.

Slash!

Tabbris sidestepped and kicked it away, before swiftly turning and cutting off its head. Three others jumped at him moments later.

"Damn it!" he cursed and tried to shake them off. A Hobgoblin on his back lifted a hand holding a sharp piece of stone and struck down.

"Ack!" Tabbris shouted and stabbed the Hobgoblin through the chest and tossed him off. He shook off the other two and pinned them to the ground with Ice magic. He then stumbled back while holding his bleeding neck.

The attack luckily missed the artery, but he was still losing quite a bit of blood. He stumbled back and took off his helmet so he could drink a potion or two.

A few soldiers quickly took his place and filled the gap in the defense. They came armed with many vials of Bottled Thunder and so they tossed out those before resorting to cold weapons. The sounds of explosion and spraying blood filled them with adrenaline as they unsheathed their swords and gave a war cry.

"Damn it, there are so many of them," Tabbris cursed as he held a piece of ice to his neck. The wound already stopped bleeding but it still hurt. In a panic, he even emptied two Helth Potions, which could be considered a waste, but in his defense, he never came so close to death before.

The rest weren't faring much better. The Iron Phantom Hawks were struggling to hold their ground, and only with the help of a few city soldiers were they able to fight five Orcs at once. With the help of the Black Onyx team, it was already almost twenty against five, and yet they had trouble fighting back.

Blum wanted to block a strike from an Orc head-on and broke his arm in the process. The strike was so powerful that even his shield cracked and fell apart on impact.

He was out of the fight before it has even truly begun.

Warren was dancing with death, striking and slashing at the attackers and avoiding their strikes with nauseatingly tight margins. For someone who was but a normal farmer just a few months ago, he was truly acting like a crazy genius swordsman.

Sera meanwhile took a stray arrow to the thigh. "Argh! My leg!" It was almost the exact same spot she got shot months ago when she first met Gerald, and now Elly was helping her with her healing magic.

Over the days she was slowly getting better at it, and she could almost be considered a battlefield medic now.



Kerius and his two cousins, Ermaz and Armaz, were keeping an Orc in check, although barely. In comparison to some of the stronger warriors, it was quite surprising how weak the average humans actually were.

They couldn't afford to give the beast even an instant of freedom or else they would be done for. Kerius with his Unmoving Boulder Combat Art would straight up die if he took a single strike from the Orc. In face of superior strength, his increased defense was basically worthless.

While they were busy fighting, an Orc Shaman walked on the corpses of his fallen kin and arrived up at the Flame Barrier. Dressed in old rags and animal hide, the Orc mage straightened his back and lifted his staff. It was a wooden branch with a skull on top, and in its mouth rested a Magma Crystal.

The thing that attracted the most attention, however, was the fact that the skull belonged to an orc, and the Crystal was most likely from the same source.

Anyone with a brain could quickly guess it probably came from a rivalry between two Orc Shamans. And now the remains of one powered the other.

The Orc Shaman struck the barrier with his staff and a momentary ripple appeared on the surface. The Flame Barrier there simply dissolved, leaving an oval-shaped opening for the beast to step through. Seconds later, after another pulse came from the wall, the hole was filled up, almost as if it was never there in the first place.

Looking around calmly and with a straight back, the Shaman's eyes eventually landed on a group of men. Its mouth formed a grotesque smile as it lifted the staff and started chanting in its unrecognizable native tongue.

A piece of debris flew towards it and started heating up. As it arrived about a meter away from the staff, the stone chunk was already glowing red-hot. Seconds later it turned soft. The Orc Shaman grinned and gestured forward with his staff, and the ball of molten rock flew at a group fighting another Orc.

A soldier was just about to execute his sneak attack on the Orc, when...

"AAAH! It burns!"

He was splashed with the semifluid rock all over his chest and face, and his clothes immediately burst into flames as his skin and flesh sizzled and melted.

"AAARGH!"

The soldier rolled on the ground in excruciating pain when some guy splashed a bucket of water on him. Despite doing a good deed, the result was perhaps even worse than just letting the poor guy die. His face was gone, and so was a third of his upper body.

The molten rock was now completely stuck to his flesh and limited his breathing. The guy fainted from the pain soon after, but nobody had any time to help him anymore. The psychotic Orc Shaman was already throwing out more of the glowing death balls.

"Take cover!" Kerius shouted and he and the other two abandoned the Orc they were fighting against. The Magma Ball splashed over the Orc's back.

ROAR!

The beast roared and madly flailed around as its fur burst into flames. Like a mad bull, the Orc Warrior crashed into walls and houses, breaking some of them down and bouncing off others.

Meanwhile, the Orc Shaman kept throwing out the Magma spells while laughing madly. It kept shouting something but nobody understood or cared to listen. Splitting the Magma Balls, many dozen fist-sized chunks of molten rock rained on the defenders, starting fires where they landed.

"That's enough!" a person shouted in the darkness. A spear came flying immediately after, pinning the rampaging Orc to a wooden pillar. The figure then made its way to the wall where the Shaman was standing.

Avoiding the spells by nimbly stepping out of the way or blocking the rocks with his shield, he quickly climbed up. Taking out a sword, he charged at the mage with heavy steps.

"Die!" he shouted and lurched forward.

The Shaman screeched and stumbled back, trying to defend itself with the staff. But it was utterly useless.

The wooden handle was sliced apart together with the hand that was holding it. The beast might have high attack power when left to its own devices, however, when faced with an experienced warrior it couldn't even defend itself.

The man jumped forward and kicked the Orc in the chest, making it lose balance. It fell to the ground near the barrier and its head fell on the other side. The burning sensation around its neck alerted it to the present danger. It tried to quickly get back up.

"Oh, no you don't!" The warrior jumped on the Orc and held it down by the shoulders. The Shaman panicked and tried to move, feeling the Flame Barrier squeeze ever stronger. But once again, it was futile.

Its body was too weak, and as it looked into the eyes of the human, it only saw one outcome: Death!

The barrier pulsed once, and then pulsed again. With each second the grip became stronger and hotter.

The Shaman's eyes bulged out as the blood in its head started to boil. After releasing one last desperate roar, the Flame Barrier pulsed for the last time and crushed the beast's neck.

As the scorched head bounced off the wall, and rolled over the mountains of burnt corpses, the man inside finally released his grip on the Shaman.

He gave a quiet snort and plunged his metallic hand into the monster's chest cavity. He tore apart the ribs and internal organs, revealing a fist-sized Magma Crystal growing inside. It was beautiful. A dark-brown, almost black piece of Ether Crystal with lines of crimson running through it like veins of magma through an active volcano.

"Oooh, that's a big one! Good one boss, nice kill!"

A person cheered from afar and ran up to him. "Your fame as the Dark Knight will surely increase after tonight and the name Otis will be known to all!"

"Heh, what are you doing here, boy? Where are the others?" The Dark Knight Otis smiled and ruffled the young man's hair.

The boy grumbled but didn't try to stop him. He said with bright eyes, "They had a few monsters to take care of and-" His words froze in his throat and his eyes enlarged.

Otis the Dark Knight immediately recognized it as immense fear. He could see something moving in the reflection of the boy's eyes. However, before he could do anything…

"Watch out!" the boy screamed and shoved him to the side.

Thunk!

At that moment Otis felt the world slow down as he could only helplessly watch with an extended hand. A trail of blood was reflected in his wide eyes as it arched through the air from the tree trunk-like wooden club, all the way to the falling body of his little friend.

The boy landed hard on the stone ground, his limbs and body twisting in unnatural angles, and his clothes started filling up with blood.

"NOOO!" Otis screamed at the top of his lungs, and his heart started beating like a drum. His body felt sick and he started shaking.

"Hoh? I missed?"

Dark Knight slowly turned to look behind him to where the voice was coming from. An uprooted tree was poking through the barrier, sizzling and burning, held by a giant hand.

Otis looked up. It was an Ogre. Hairy and tall, it towered above him on the other side of the Flame Barrier. Then it took a step closer.

As its giant body passed the barrier, it paused inside. Its hair was instantly burned off, revealing bright skin underneath. It grinned stupidly, almost as if enjoying the sensation.

Otis felt the anger in his heart erupt like a volcano and he gritted his teeth and gripped his sword. Fighting against an enemy like this was madness, and he knew it… But he was currently so indescribably mad!

He raised his shield.

"Heeh... heehee... heeheehee!"

The Ogre laughed with its deep, bone-chilling voice, and slowly lifted the club above its head. It spoke in the human tongue.

"Puny human!"

CRUNCH!
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                A shield was crushed under the club of the Ogre.

Otis was panting at the side, holding his left hand as his eyes showed deep fear. Had he been just a split-second slower, he would have surely lost his hand, maybe even his life. Luckily he only broke a bone and tore a few muscles. Nothing a few months of rest and potions couldn't fix.

But first, he had to survive! He jumped down from the wall to avoid the beast.

The Ogre laughed and slowly lifted the club again, almost like playing golf with just one hand.

"Unbreakable Pillars of Stone!" Otis shouted, and three stone pillars rose from the ground and acted as a shield.

Boom!

The wall was struck by the Ogre, and a chunk was blasted at the Dark Knight. It struck the newly erected barrier and showered Otis with debris. Despite his armor, he was beaten back and could barely stand. A stone struck his helmet, giving him a concussion, and now blood started dripping from the inside.

"Fucking monster, die!" He roared and with his good hand took a scroll from his pouch.

***

Gerald landed on the roof of the warehouse just after the Orc Shaman started throwing out his spells.

He then jumped down and quickly located Blum who had his arm in a sling. He placed a hand on his shoulder and injected some of his Mana to start healing him.

"Huh? Oh, boss, you are back!"

"Don't move, and don't resist," Gerald answered. Healing someone else was way harder than healing yourself. He needed peace to be most effective.

That's when the Ogre showed up.

"Ah, shit…" Gerald cursed as he watched the beast smash the boy with its club.

"Here, take this," he handed a Health Potion to Blum and ran to the young man. He was in critical condition and was losing blood fast. His clothes were quickly becoming soaked with it, and if nothing was done about it, he would probably be beyond saving in just a few minutes.

Luckily he was unconscious so there was no movement or resistance, and Gerald could do his thing.

"Oh boy… I really don't know if this is going to work." He frowned and took control of the blood that was flowing out. It was something he considered before and was his last resort for saving his own life, but now he was going to test it on someone else for the first time.

His magic would become the one to pump the blood through the boy, and instead of his veins containing it, Gerald's mind would be the one to do it. Quite complicated in theory, and even more so in practice.

He tore off the guy's shirt and quickly scanned his body. It was bad, to say the least. Bones were poking out in many places, and his organs were bleeding on the inside.

Magic Eyes becoming stronger gave him much greater clarity when looking through things. Luckily this allowed him to focus and 'see' inside someone else's body. Basically an X-Ray on steroids.

"You are one lucky guy, you know that? Escaping certain death is not so easy," Gerald mumbled and started his magic. He placed his hands on the boy's chest and took control of him.

The bones moved back and in their place, and the ruptured organs closed back up and the blood went back to where it belonged. It was not perfect by any means, and some blood was too contaminated to be put back into the body, but the condition stabilized somewhat.

Elly quickly came running and tried to help.

"Feed him a Healing Potion," Gerald said, and a vial appeared beside them.

"Okay!" Elly took the vial and carefully poured it down the boy's throat. She was doing it extremely carefully not to accidentally choke him.

Gerald was actively holding the broken body together so for the moment he was fine, however as soon as the magic stopped the boy would surely bleed out in minutes.

And besides, Gerald glanced at the Dark Knight battling against the Ogre, if you could call it that. He was basically just avoiding being pummeled to death, and he was failing at that miserably. Even the spell scroll he took out as a last resort only stunned the beast for a second or so before it pounced at him again.

Other warriors and city soldiers tried to help and started shooting at the giant mass of flesh, but arrows and spells simply bounced off, or they left shallow wounds.

Compared to the thickness of the Ogre's skin and subcutaneous fat, it amounted to almost nothing. They could pound on the beast for days and it would still be just a little more than a newborn cat scratching a human.

"Come on, work damn it!" Gerald cursed and continued sending his Mana in. It was crazy how slow the potion seemed to work when every second counted.

The wounds slowly closed and scabbed over and that's when Gerald finally dared to release his control. The boy started bleeding immediately as he did so, but it was not life-threatening anymore. At least not for the short term.

"Keep an eye on him and don't move him," he said to Elly and then quickly ran off. The Health Potion should be able to keep him going until his body could repair itself.

"Be careful!" Elly shouted after him, but it was unclear if he heard her.

***

"Haa… haa…" Otis the Dark Knight was breathing haggardly and barely standing. His dark armor was full of dents and holes, and some parts were so mangled it was incredible he didn't already collapse. His bones inside must have been broken more than in just a few places, but he persevered.

The Ogre was arrogantly coming closer with slow steps. It was grinning, showing the sharp fangs in its mouth, with the club on the shoulder. It was in no rush.

Otis gripped his sword and steeled his resolve. His hand was shaking and he knew it was hopeless, but he didn't surrender. He looked at his little friend and murmured, "I'm sorry little man, I have failed you… I have failed her…"

Tears welled in his eyes, threatening to spill over. 'We'll be together soon…'
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                His eyesight was blurry as Otis waited for death, but then he heard loud 'thumps' that shook the ground. Then there was a loud grunt, followed by…

Boom!

The Ogre was suddenly thrown to the side, crashing into the wall with its huge body.

Otis' legs finally couldn't hold him any longer and he collapsed to the ground. The helmet fell off his head, revealing the face of a middle-aged man covered in blood. He quickly wiped his eyes and what he saw made his whole body shudder.

A giant was standing before him, brownish-gray and made of stone, more than three meters tall and extremely tough-looking.

Otis almost couldn't believe his eyes. 'I was saved?' he thought in disbelief. But then he remembered, "Ethan!" He crawled towards the unconscious child as fast as he could, leaving a trail of blood behind.

"Ethan!" He came to him and after seeing he was still breathing, he weakly collapsed beside him.

"He's going to be fine," Elly said and placed her hands on Otis, "Don't move, and don't resist." She started slowly healing his injuries.

"U-uncle?" Ethan quietly gasped, still half unconscious.

"Ssssh, sleep child, everything will be alright."



The stone giant ran towards the Ogre, building up a monstrous momentum. He gripped the monster's head and smashed his knee in its face.

The Ogre's nose was immediately crushed, and the beast roared while stumbling back, blood dripping from its face.

But the stone giant didn't give it a chance to recover. Fists the thickness of an elephant's leg rained punches on its body and each strike made the giant monster take a step back.

Bam, bam, bam, bam!

The pummeling strikes rained down on the beast, however, they didn't seem to do much damage.

Suddenly the Ogre stomped on the ground and steadied its balance, swinging the club at lightning speed and striking the stone giant.

Despite its size, the golem was blasted back as if it was a dry leaf in a wild storm, and broken stones trailed behind. It crashed into a building and almost collapsed it.

Where the club struck, an opening was created, revealing Gerald inside. His chest had some wounds from the strike, and he was bleeding, but it was not too bad.

However, he was pissed! Pain always made him angry for some weird reason. He took a handful of potions and drank them one after the other before discarding the vials and standing back up.

The stones covering his left hand shifted to his chest and covered the gaping hole while also revealing the silver cannon beneath. He started walking forward with the barrel pointing at the Ogre. Then the firing started.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Each time the cannon fired, a small puff of blood erupted on the Ogre's skin.

"He's doing it!" one of the warriors observing the fight shouted in elation. His teammates, however, didn't agree.

"No, it might look like it's hurting it, but look! It's barely flinching. It's just making it mad instead!"

And indeed, the cannonballs that could usually tear other monsters apart as if they were made of wet paper, were as if a human getting fired upon with birdshot... One grain at a time.

Gerald was fully concentrated, but even then he could only shoot twice each second! It was completely inadequate.

"Come on, just die already! Stupid Ogre!" another one shouted.

But the giant monster didn't seem to like what the warriors around it were saying, and instead bellowed in rage. Gerald could see the Mana inside it surging, and soon it formed a thick layer at the surface of its skin.

That's also when the sounds of collisions changed.

Ting! Ting! Ting!

"Fuck! You got to be kidding me!" Gerald cursed and stopped firing. The cannonballs were simply bouncing off among a sea of sparks. The skin of the Ogre became like the advanced armor of a modern tank! Now way his primitive cannon could break through!

He had no choice but to try another approach. There was one way he knew would work for sure, but it would be time-consuming and could possibly turn bad in a heartbeat.

Gesturing towards some rubble, a bunch of stones flew to him, covering his cannon and shaping itself into a new hand. Then what Gerald feared most would happen, happened. A bunch of Orcs and Hobgoblins came over the wall, quickly approaching the two giants on the battlefield.

"Damn it, stand back you filthy beasts!" Gerald stomped on the ground in anger, and three Orcs were instantly impaled by lightning-fast spikes rising from the ground. But that did nothing to stop the rest.

Splat!

"Huh?"

The Ogre actually smashed a Hobgoblin as it came running past, and every other beast near it froze in that instant.

"Stand back!" the Ogre roared in its native tongue. "This human is mine!"

The Orcs didn't dare to retort and immediately turned around and left to attack elsewhere. A hundred meters around Gerald and the Ogre was clear of any weaker monsters now. Somewhat like a safe zone.

That included Gerald's friends, some warriors, and a few soldiers. They were all safe for the moment. The few wounded around were also dragged there since that was the case. A few stone walls were also quickly erected to give them some protection.

"It's only you and me now, Shrek. Though I must say, you look way uglier in real life," Gerald snickered and gestured the pudgy Ogre to attack.

"I will crush you like a worm!" the Ogre bellowed back in rage and dropped into a charge.

Gerald grinned and waved his giant hands. About ten spells scrolls flew at the assaulting beast and emitted a bright light upon contact.

Babababam!

A chain explosion shook the hearts of people, and without missing a beat, Gerald jumped forward with fists at the ready.

"Why, you little slimy-!"

Bam!

Before the Ogre could recover from the pain and ringing in its ears, Gerald already came and punched it in the face. He struck with such force that his fist almost exploded, and the stones were strewn across the battlefield.

Bam!

He struck with his other hand, this one similarly exploding into a shower of gravel, and doing little damage.

Left, right, left, right…

He continued punching as his armor continued moving up and regrowing his broken fists. From afar it looked like an earth monster, constantly siphoning the rock and stone from the ground, and using the strikes to turn them into small pebbles and sand.

"Wooo! Enough of this!"

His advantage was diminishing as all his strikes felt like landing on a tank with armor of hardened steel. And the Ogre wouldn't just stand there motionless for long.

It roared and smashed him with the club once more, this time with such force that the wooden shaft exploded into splinters, and Gerald flew like a cannonball once more, collapsing a building behind him in the process.

Roar!

The ogre pounded its chest like a gorilla and then dropped on all fours, running and kicking up rocks as it blitzed across the ground.

Gerald barely had enough time to stand up when a ball of muscle and fat crushed into him, collapsing another building as they rolled across the ground.

Many parts of his Stone Golem Armor were broken, but he quickly repaired them with all the stone bits laying around. As long as he had Mana he would be fine.

They both stood up and after a few seconds of staring, they began bashing each other. It was like a certain green fantasy monster fighting against an advanced metal suit specifically designed to defeat it. The monster was mostly fine after a dozen rounds of punches, however, the suit had to be constantly replaced and repaired as it was being torn apart piece by piece.

Gerald certainly felt the pressure. The strikes transferred through the stone, and his whole body was aching even with the Iron Body active at all times.

But the greatest discomfort was on the inside of his mind. He was having the spirits of the defeated monsters try and attack him at the same time as he had to concentrate the most. If he had at least an hour of respite, the fight would have been much easier, that's for sure.

"Keep hiding in your little shell cowardly human, I'll break it open sooner or later, hahaha!" the Ogre roared amidst laughter and continued to pound on the stone.

'Laugh while you can, you stupid beast, we'll see who remains standing in the end!' Gerald thought, and a few dozen empty Earth Crystals dropped from his grasp.

The Ogre was too preoccupied having fun while he carefully monitored his Mana reserves. Stone Golem Armor was quite expensive, but with the help of Earth Crystals, his Mana never dipped below 95%.

Unbeknownst to the Ogre, Gerald was increasing the size of his armor little by little. He kept creating thick shield plates on his hands to defend from the strikes, and when they were getting broken apart instantly, he would use them to build up defenses.

The beast happily kept punching, thinking it was wearing him down while having a bit of an exercise when in reality it was quite the opposite.

Gerald was using it to train the endurance of his mind under extreme pressure while also slowly growing his stone body. He was constantly being supplied with stone from the ground, and his torso was becoming thicker as time went on.

His height was also slowly increasing as he got more comfortable controlling all that rock, but due to the gradual change, as well as his defensive position, the Ogre was none the wiser.

The classic boxing strategy of tiring out your opponent was greatly effective here. Of course, it wasn't about physically exhausting the Ogre. The damn beast could probably continue with this tempo for days. However magic was a whole nother thing entirely.

In their dance of blows, Gerald threw a jab here and there, just making sure it didn't get too suspicious. Still, his strength of above five tones, as well as magic amplification, made his strikes pack quite a punch.

Every time his hits landed on the Ogre's face, the latter recoiled with displeasure. That was especially so when he struck the broken nose. It was a great motivator for the Ogre to fight even harder and burn through its Mana reserves like crazy.

Through Magic Eyes, Gerald was watching the world around him, and the glow of Mana on the Ogre was quickly dimming.

It gave him confidence in his plan, and so he gradually transitioned from a mostly defensive position to a more aggressive attacking stance.

They were soon stuck in a deadlock.

'Why do I feel like I experienced this before,' Gerald frowned inside his shell. 'I really need to get my hands on some trump cards or something… Anything that can speed this up would be great.'

Something like lasers would probably still be useful against this fatty giant, and a burst of 200MP should do the trick, but…

He wasn't exactly willing to sacrifice a finger to do so, because that's what would most certainly happen. He would burn up like a tiny lightbulb powered by lightning.
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                Bam! Bam! Bam!

The exchange of powerful strikes continued through the night, and only the fires around the city and the moon in the sky provided some light for the two opponents.

Small empty Earth Crystals littered the ground in the hundreds, most of them already cracked and not worth reusing. It was what Gerald gathered over the months and it came quite handy now. All that trash of Poor and Low quality finally got some use.

That's when the Ogre noticed something alarming. The stone giant it was facing was now already almost as big as it was, and still going strong. It, on the other hand, was almost already out of Mana, and when that ran out the defense would greatly diminish. Even its strength would decrease by around 20%!

The Ogre suddenly started to panic. It wasn't much, but Gerald noticed since he was looking for it.

He knew the status of the beast better than the Ogre itself. It suddenly tried to distance itself from him.

"Oh, no you don't!" He started attacking even more aggressively, pulling out spell scrolls and Elemental magic attacks, keeping it preoccupied.

Twenty Greater Fireballs exploded on every part of its body, and Wind Blades and Ice Lances pounded on its skin.

The Ogre's Mana plummeted.

"Roar! Damn you, human!" Realizing it fell into a trap, the Ogre burst out with even greater vigor and put all its energy into a single attack. Mana gathered in its fists as it swung them at Gerald.

Ka-Boom!

The stone giant exploded. Not a single piece was left standing.

"Hahaha, that was a good hit!"

The Ogre jerked its head up, only to see the hated human standing in the sky with his hands on his hips and wearing a mocking smile. He barely had a scratch.

"Now that you so kindly wasted all your Mana, let me show you how real fighting is done," Gerald shouted and his Aura rose to the peak. "Remember it for the next life!"

He rose his hands to the sky, and broken stones rose up with them. Hundreds of meter-long Stone Bolts were instantly formed and hung menacingly, rocking in the wind.

Next, nine Greater Fireballs started forming around him in a circle, each containing 50MP of pure fiery destruction. With his mind increasing he could create and control ever greater amounts of magic.

The Greater Fireballs moved to the side, and another set of nine started forming in their place. The creation was repeated once more, resulting in almost thirty of them lighting up the night sky.

Many eyes turned in his direction, towards the shining beacon of hope.

Such a display of power would have never moved the Ogre usually, however, when without the protection of magic, the mere sight filled it with dread.

It tried to immediately escape, however, tall walls appearing suddenly all around it boxed it in. Even after breaking them, they would immediately reform themselves as Gerald laughed at its pathetic attempts at escape. Meanwhile, the spells kept increasing in the sky.

"Oh… I just got an idea!" he suddenly exclaimed with bright eyes.

The flames and stone collided in the sky. It was less than half of the spells, but the change was immediate.

The rock was bathed in flames and soon turned red. The air around it warped from the heat as the silicon-based minerals turned white and started dripping molten stone.

"Do you like meteors?" Gerald asked. "I think they are pretty neat! Natural fireworks...and so brilliantly destructive."

The Ogre roared in response like a caged animal, calling for help from its brethren.

Immediately the Orcs nearby stopped fighting and destroying the city, and like a flood, they stormed toward their superior.

"Gerald!" Tabbris shouted, "Stop playing around, finish it!"

"Tsk," Gerald clicked his tongue in annoyance seeing the beasts were coming back. "There's never any time to play, everybody is always in such a hurry…" He flicked his hand, and the entirety of his spells on standby descended towards one target like a storm.

First were the Meteors. They splashed on the Ogre, created small explosions, and burst into flames.

The second was the Greater Fireballs. They exploded on its body, taking out small chunks of flesh and rupturing the skin.

Behind them were the Stone Bolts. They pierced deep in the Ogre's flesh, making it look like a porcupine.

Then the Ice Lances fell and dug even deeper, creating gruesome wounds and freezing the body.

Lastly, Wind Blades fell all over the wounded monster, crisscrossing the limbs and hacking off pieces of muscle tissue.

However, even with all that, the Ogre was still alive and standing. It was now completely enraged and beating on the walls around it like crazy. Though, the only thing that was achieved was to make its wounds even worse, nothing else.

"Damn!" Gerald exclaimed, "You are one tough little bugger, aren't you?" he exhausted most of his Ether Crystals for all those spells. It was time he took matters into his own hand.

"Hands-on approach it is then!"

He 'fell' from the sky and slapped the Ogre on the head.

Pang!

Destruction Palm was mildly effective! Gerald avoided the mad Ogre's attempt at catching him and flew to its back, slapping again.

Pang!

The Ogre roared again and became even more aggressive in its attacks. But… It was useless. Gerald simply stayed just out of its reach and threw a Fireball every now and then or struck with destruction Palm whenever the opportunity presented itself.

The attacks were all concentrated on the head. The damn beast had such a thick skull that even after it became blind and had its face blasted away, it could still stand, swiping at the air around it.

Eventually, the blood loss became too great and it slowed down, until it couldn't move anymore and fell to the ground. At that time Gerald flew high, and like a falling meteor, he plummeted down, plunging the Toothpick through the Ogre's heart.

There was no reaction. The Ogre was dead.

"Hmm, that was... quite anticlimactic" He pulled out his bloody spear and wiped it with a piece of cloth, before storing it away.
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                Gerald realized he just killed a high Silver Ranked monster, or perhaps it was already at the Gold Rank…

In any case, its body was full of natural treasures! He quickly took a few big bottles and filled them to the brim with Ogre blood. Then he discovered that it was not nearly enough and took a barrel that contained water for the mages, and filled it with blood instead.

The Earth Crystal he dug out of the Ogre's chest was the size of a basketball and could probably contain multiple thousands of MP! Too bad it was currently empty.

Gerald was happily humming a song as he dismembered the beast and took all the good parts when he heard screams coming from the other side.

That's when he remembered they were still at war!

"Oh, right… Almost forgot about that." He was surrounded by high walls and so he sort of forgot about everything else when presented with such loot!

His teammates were surrounded by beasts and they would surely have suffered if it was up to them to keep Orcs and Hobgoblins at bay. Luckily, the rest of the Dark Lions came and helped defend, stalling for time until the reinforcements came.

And what a sight that was. More than a thousand fully plated soldiers marched up to the city wall and engaged the beasts. Paladins of Innos were what they were called, and each of them carried powerful Rune magic.

Being the warriors of the Church of Innos, their strength ranked between high Iron and Silver so they could effectively fight with the Orcs one-on-one. And being the warriors of the god of flames, they were all in possession of Runes of Fire magic.

Despite great individual strength, they mainly utilized group tactics and systematically annihilated groups of invaders one after the other, pushing them back to the barrier.

"Fireball!"

"Flame Barrage!"

"Fire Storm!"

"Scorch Ray!"

"Fiery Tempest!"

The Paladins of Innos stood in line, with their shiny silvery armor reflecting the flames as they shouted the words of power for their spells. There were all kinds of different shapes and sizes of flames shooting at the beasts, but most were just a slight variation of each other.

There was even one that looked like a miniature tornado, engulfing an Orc and turning him into a burning corpse in no time at all.

Most likely that person knew Wind magic and enhanced his Fire spell with it, but Gerald couldn't be sure as it was too far distant to see. He was just happy that the soldiers came so he could rest for a bit.

Now that the Ogre was dead and he absorbed its spirit, he was expecting a painful few hours. He found an empty spot near his warehouse, which was miraculously still standing, and began meditating.

With so many faces and so many voices in his head, it was difficult to concentrate in such a state. Surprisingly though, among all the wild spirits of the dead, one stood out. It was the Ogre.

Its small eyes on the oversized head stared straight at Gerald with an unnerving gaze. It just sat there, in his mind, not doing anything except looking.

"What… Are… You…?" It eventually spoke in a slow, deep, seemingly tired voice. Gerald, of course, ignored it. Why would he even answer a question of the dead? That would be stupid.

Time went by and the spirits of Orcs and Hobgoblins dissolved into nothingness and became a part of him, growing his mind and spirit.

"You… Are… Not… Human…" The Ogre spoke again, this time with an angry undertone.

Gerald ignored it again since it was speaking nonsense and continued absorbing the dead.

He could feel his consciousness expanding in real-time. Everything became even clearer than before, more colorful, more... everything. He didn't even know that such clarity of thought existed before experiencing it for himself. Even the Potion of Focus could only achieve just less than half of what he was experiencing at the moment.

"Monster…" The Ogre growled with clear anger and bitterness in its voice. Gerald already devoured nearly all the spirits in his mind by now, and soon it would be its turn.

"You should not exist!" the Ogre suddenly roared and lashed out. "Abomination! You do not belong here! Your mere presence pollutes this world! Roar!"

"Look who's talking," Gerald snickered and started working on the Ogre. "Even in death, you are spouting bullshit."

"Death?!" The Ogre roared again and started thrashing around, but invisible chains of Gerald's mind held it in place. "This is not death! You Soulless creature who hold human form, you will be purged from this world like the rest of your kind and turned into tools for my masters!"

Gerald was slowly getting sick of listening to the nonsense of the Ogre and increased his absorption.

"Just shut up and accept your fate! What's the use of struggling, you are dead already."

Roars and screams of the Ogre became increasingly mad and sporadic, slurred and indistinct. After spending about half an hour on the Ogre alone, Gerald's mind returned to peace. It was so quiet, so peaceful…

He breathed out a deep and serene sigh and slowly opened his eyes. Immediately the screams and sounds of war entered his ears.

In his absence, the Orcs were pushed back by the Paladins of Innos, at least at their end, and many were looking for survivors among the sea of corpses.

Whereas the dead were counted in the hundreds around each watchtower, where Gerald and his group were stationed you could only find a dozen or so.

The destruction of the environment was much greater though. The surrounding buildings, with the sole exception of the warehouse, were basically leveled. Not even the ground was spared. The cobblestone was torn up and broken, craters littered the place, and especially where Gerald and the Ogre fought, you could now find only mud and gravel.



Tap, tap, tap…

A staff striking the stones on the ground sounded out on the dark cobblestone road. In the early morning hours, before the sun even revealed its first rays, a procession of Mages slowly advanced towards the northern city wall. That's where the attacks were most concentrated and brutal, and that's also where most of the monsters were coming from.

It was only logical for them to go there.

The Paladins that came before them cleared out the area so they could do their job in peace. Their thick crimson robes, embroidered with gold and silver, served as great protection from a chilly morning wind.

They arrived at a watchtower. The roof of the building had unfortunately collapsed, but that didn't seem to bother the group of Mages. Instead, a few of them used Earth magic to clear the debris out of the way and went up. The top floor was a few meters higher than the wall itself, giving them a good view of the entire battlefield around them.

The old mage that lead them, the famous Grandmaster Mage Spark, waited until all of them were gathered, and then tapped with his staff on the floor. Everyone stopped speaking and took their staves as well and stood at the ready.

Then Grandmaster Spark stared speaking with closed eyes, "In the name of Innos, the Father almighty, the giver of life and all that is Holy…"

"... We follow the Sun!" the rest answered in unison.

"For the life, we were given, that we guard and we cherish, and for all that is good…" Spark continued, slightly raising his voice.

"... We follow the Sun!"

"From the darkest Abbys to the highest mountain peaks…"

"... We follow the Sun!"

"By the monsters we fight, and the blood that we spill…"

"... We follow the Sun!"

As they continued chanting, a peculiar atmosphere arose around them. The sounds of war all around diminished with each passing chant, and soon only their words could be heard.

Those that could see Mana would notice the resonance of each person sync with the rest and the Mages, slowly, as if in trance, took a step forward with closed eyes and formed a line one step behind Spark.

The man continued chanting, and the Aura of each individual increased and started merging with the rest. Soon the synchronization was complete, and the Mages extended their hands, placing them on Grandmaster Spark's shoulders.

The old man opened his eyes abruptly and his entire being started to glow. His Aura grew seemingly without end, much higher than Gerald's ever could, reaching the height of some Gold Ranked beasts.

He gripped his staff with both hands towards the sky with completely clear eyes and a serene expression. At that exact moment, the first ray of sunshine pierced the darkness and illuminated the heavens.

"As the Sun as my guide…"

"I call from the sky…"

"A pillar of flames…"

"And a drop of Sunshine!"

Mana surged through the Mages, traveled across their hands and over the body of Grandmaster Spark, and exploded out of the Crystal on his staff, shattering it in the process.

"By Innos' Will, a Rain of Fire!"

RUMBLE!



"How are you feeling," Xilia came to ask. She carried a piece of cloth covering her mouth.

Gerald cracked his neck and stretched his limbs, "Hmm, I feel… Refreshed! And hungry too." He quickly took a snack and started eating without further ado.

"Bleagh! How can you eat at a time like this?" She covered her mouth with one hand and placed the other on her stomach.

"What? Oh, you mean the stench?" Burning human flesh and entrails of the dead didn't exactly make for a romantic combination, that was true...

Gerald shrugged, "Meh, I have smelled worse. You should have tried the perfume of my first girlfriend, one sniff and you would end up in an emergency room. Actually, now that I think about it, no wonder I always had a headache around her…"

"Huh?"

"It's a j- Aah, never mind..."



Sometime later another person came to greet him. This one was covered in bandages and had a leg immobilized with a splint. Still, with the help of crutches and another warrior, he came close.

"Are you Gerald?" he asked.

"Uh, yes?"

The man bowed and introduced himself, "I'm Otis, leader of the Dark Lions, people call me Dark Knight. I heard you were the one who saved my nephew, Ethan, and for that, I'm eternally grateful."

It seemed that the action was quite painful for him, so Gerald quickly helped him back up. "Oh, that's your boy? Don't worry about it, I was just doing what I can."

However, the Dark Knight Otis stubbornly kept his head down, "You don't understand! It might have been nothing much for you, but for me he is everything! He is the last family I have after my sister…"

He didn't continue.

Gerald sighed and placed a hand on the guy's shoulder. Then he started aggressively healing him.

"Huh?! Such powerful magic!" Otis immediately looked up in shock as foreign Mana invaded his body. "I can't even resist!"

"Stand still dude, you got some dangerous internal bleeding. Even if you survive this you would suffer some life-long organ damage if nothing is done," Gerald said and kept healing him.

"T-thank you…" Otis shut his mouth and closed his eyes, just letting the magic flow through him. He was in fact experiencing some painful stomach aches, but he thought it was nothing too serious. He already drunk a potion too, but it clearly wasn't enough.

A few minutes went by and another person came. This one was Tabbris.

"Oh, hey! You are finally up. I thought you are just going to sit there forever," he joked.

"Why? Was I gone for long?"

"Four hours, man! Almost four hours!" Tabbris laughed at Gerald's busted time awareness. "But forget about that, look!"

He pointed towards a watchtower in the distance. A red glow radiated from it.

"I told you you are in for a surprise. Come, the show is about to start!"
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                Otis' situation stabilized and so Gerald and Tabbris ran towards the group of Mages.

As they came to about one hundred meter distance Gerald almost collapsed from the sudden change. His Magic Eyes detected the massive Aura towering above the Mages, and the sheer volume of Mana nearly choked him.

It was so much!

Twenty or so people, each carrying multiple Crystal with hundreds of MP each, and all of it was concentrated into a single spell. What insanity!

He had to stop and simultaneously pulled Tabbris back. "Hey! Is this… Is this one of those Elite spells?"

"Ding, ding, ding! Yes indeed! That's exactly what it is, and I'm pretty sure the Grandmaster improved it over the decades." Tabbris confirmed without holding anything back.

"Holy shit," Gerald gasped under his breath. The energy of this spell was five, no, ten times greater than even he could hold.

'How the fuck can they do this?! They should burn up ages ago!' he was in absolute shock. But the time for thinking was over, as that's when the spell was finally completed.

RUMBLE!

There was a sound like distant thunder, as a pillar of flames, ten meters thick, shot into the sky. Like branches of a tree, the flames then spread across the sky below the clouds, hundreds of meters into the air.

Those branches then started pulsating and seemingly fiery flowers began to bloom. As the petals opened, streaks of fire started to fall. The Rain of Fire officially began.

And it looked so beautiful. Like shooting stars, the flames slowly descended and illuminated the sky. The sounds of war died down and almost everybody looked up at the light show.

Those long, thin threads of fire quietly fell on the earth among the gathered beasts. They appeared small and gentle, but in reality, they were giant balls of burning death! Each of them was the size of a watermelon and extremely dense, even more than Gerald's own Greater Fireballs.

BROMBOMBOOM!

The ground exploded into a sea of flames, and the Orcs were torn to pieces in an instant. Goblins and Hobgoblins were straight-up evaporated as a Drop of Fire detonated upon impacting the ground. Almost simultaneously the entirety of the northern battlefield was set ablaze and the ground turned into a hellish wasteland in a moment.

Decades ago, when the Kingdom of Myrtana fought back the invasion of the Empire, it was this spell that brought them to victory. At that time around fifty thousand people lost their lives in an instant, but here more than a hundred thousand monsters were annihilated at once.

Their strategy was to fight with superior numbers and overpower the human defenders, and they almost managed to do that too. Too bad this strategy was the exact wrong thing they could do against the Rain of Fire.

The rain continued for a bit, with explosions shaking the ground and filling the air with dust and smoke.

At the sight of such an amazing display of power, Gerald couldn't help but get goosebumps. If he closed his eyes he could almost imagine the shouts and explosions being a result of rockets and holiday festivities on new year's eve.

He became slightly emotional. He came to this world just as the winter holidays began and missed the most joyous time of the year. All those Xmas updates and winter quests in the video games and the free items… He missed them all, what a tragedy!

"Hey, hey, Gerald! Snap out of it!" Tabbris was shouting and shaking him as Gerald seemingly fell asleep while standing.

"Huh, what? Oh sorry, I just... thought of my home," the latter answered as he came back to reality.

The Rain of Fire already ended, but the fields outside the city were still burning and was probably going to continue doing so for some time.

"Let's go say hello to the Mages!" Tabbris urged.

"Oh, okay…"

They reached the watchtower soon after. The Mages seemed exhausted after that one spell and were supporting each other. The Paladins of Innos protected them from afar and killed any beasts that somehow managed to avoid slaughter.

Gerald was shocked after seeing all those mages. Some might think that it was because he adored them and their magic, but that couldn't be further from the truth.

'They are so weak!' he shouted in his mind as his eyes went wide. The group of middle-aged men with strong physical bodies before him were at death's door.

Their Auras were so incredibly weak! A sickly hobo would be more vigorous than they were at the moment. That was especially so for Grandmaster Spark. You would think he was already dead by looking at his Aura.

The man was barely breathing, and despite his old age his body didn't seem to have suffered any injuries. And yet, two others had to help him just to keep him upright. It almost looked like the group of Master burned their life to be able to cast the Rain of Fire.

'Wait! Can you even do that?!' Gerald intensely scratched his head. He had no answer.

"Seems like the backlash was quite severe this time," Tabbris quietly commented with a furrowed brow.

"This time?" Gerald lifted an eyebrow.

"Well, of course! It wasn't the first time they did this… I remember my father telling me that the last time they did it, Grandmaster Spark had to recover for over a year. And he was much younger back then."

He turned to Gerald and said seriously, "Don't try to copy them. A spell of this magnitude cannot be sustained by one person alone. Even for the twenty of them, it was barely feasible."

"Dude, I'm not crazy!" Gerald protested, "They burned through at least 10.000MP in less than a minute and broke so many Crystals, there is no way I can do the same! I'm not made of money! ... At least not yet."

"That's not what I- Sigh, never mind…"

The Paladins of Innos helped the Master Mages and brought them to safety where they could recover. Meanwhile, the two guys returned back to the group.

"It should take some time for the monsters to gather again and launch an attack. Try to get some rest until then," Tabbris shouted to the warriors gathered. A few of them immediately groaned and collapsed on the floor by the fire. Quite a number of them were already at their limit.

"I'll be going now," he said to the Black Onyx group and punched Gerald in the chest in a friendly manner, "See ya."

"Yeah, yeah, buzz of!" Gerald barked and then burst into laughter. Everybody could now finally relax. Too bad the sun just rose, so sleeping was a problem. He didn't mind though. He felt quite refreshed after the long night.

'So much to do, and so little time...'

He sat down by the campfire and closed his eyes for a bit. He deserved it.
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                After the battle was over, some people started cleaning the place a bit, others simply sat down and waited.

Gerald quickly got bored of it all and took out the molten iron to continue his work. But before that, he went to check up on his workers producing niter.

They were nervous and shaken since they had to work through the night as well as the attack, but with Gerald's guarantee of safety and a few potions to calm their nerves and recover energy, they quickly went back to work.

It also helped that they each had a few extra gold coins in their pockets after their boss left.



The amount of scrap metal gathered after a fight was plenty and Gerald had more than enough for his plan, and as such, he started melting it down.

His creation was made of two parts, and the bottom piece truly looked like a giant black iron cauldron after it was finished. The only things missing were the legs keeping it upright.

The other part, which was finished hours later, was cone-shaped with four fins at the top and had a hole for the powder at the bottom. The two pieces could be screwed together, forming one big and dangerous creation.

In short, it was a bomb. At nearly two meters tall and half a meter across, it was truly a scary thing to behold. Well, for Gerald at least. The rest had no clue as to what he was making there, out in the open.

Then, as he was examining his things for something else to do, he noticed the shield he picked up from the crazy blacksmith some time ago.

"Sigh, I still got this puny thing, huh? Didn't even get the chance to use it…" He looked at the round thin piece of metal and shook his head.

After watching the Dark Knight get crushed by the Ogre, he realized that conventional armor was as good as paper against it. Not to mention all the even stronger beasts, like the Giant for example. Even the Golem Armor that provided quite a good defense against the big guy would be of little use.

"I got some iron left, might as well make something out of it…"

Even though he considered armor as trash now, a sturdy shield would still come in handy someday, maybe, probably...

In either case, he didn't have much else to do, so he began by mixing some more carbon into the iron to make high-carbon steel. He then made that piece into a plate, about 1x1.6m and approximately five centimeters thick.

He cooled it down quickly by using magic, since getting such a big container with water was not feasible, and as such made an extremely hard outer layer.

The plate was curved slightly and completely smooth on one side, while the back was rough and filled with hundreds of finger-like hooks. The rest of the molten metal was poured over it and left to cool slowly while the quenched plate was constantly cooled to keep its hardness.

He wasn't quite able to weld the two pieces together, so this was the best option left to him to combine the two. Maybe there were better ways, but his knowledge in metallurgy wasn't all that deep, so that was the best he could do for now.

The monstrous armor plate, or a sort of tower shield, ended up being nearly twenty centimeters thick and weighing around two and a half tones! It was made of both hard and soft steel and most certainly wasn't intended for human hands.

The handle itself was about fifteen centimeters in diameter and impossible to grip properly. That's because it was made for the Golem Armor or straight-up Telekinesis.

It turned out that despite iron being a terrible conductor for magic, as long as you were powerful enough, such limitation didn't matter all that much. While it might have presented an obstacle for the rest, Gerald, who was now thousands of times stronger than an average person, didn't feel much resistance anymore.

Brute force FTW!

Also, Telekinesis became weaker with distance, so keeping a massive piece of metal floating beside him didn't pose much of a challenge.

The problem with using Telekinesis for sword fighting, for example, was that the weapon would usually have to be further away, and close to the enemy where their magic could interfere with it. In short, it was too much work for a mediocre result. Simply tossing a stone had more of an impact.

Gerald decided to name his shield the Titan's Bulwark since it was so big, and it looked great on the four meters tall Golem Armor.

If only it was completely made out of metal, he could pretend to be piloting a high-tech mecha. Too bad it was just a pile of rocks controlled with magic.

"Meh, close enough," Gerald murmured and dismissed his rocky creation.



It was close to midday. Workers were already on the job cleaning the area around the city walls and repairing the defenses.

Nobody expected to be attacked by hundreds of thousands of monsters at once, so the supplies of weapons were quickly dwindling. Groups of scavengers were working overtime to gather arrows and discarded weapons to refurbish them and get them ready for reuse.

Most monster corpses were quickly processed for any useful materials such as Crystals and skin for leather and parchment, while the toxic flesh was incinerated to prevent the spread of diseases.

Time was of the essence and every pair of hands was greatly appreciated. Even women and children were mobilized to help transport the goods to the correct location for recycling.

Gerald didn't move from his spot beside the warehouse and so he took that time to write a book about his new discoveries. He tried to work on the body of the Ogre too, but even in death, the damn monster was too tough to be processed quickly.

Even as he cut it to pieces he found he couldn't break through its bones. A full-powered strike with the Orc Slayer only left some shallow marks on the thick bones. He even tried to make a super hard piece of steel to try and break it apart, but the blade chipped instead.

He could only lament for not having a granite-cutting diamond circular blade saw. Those would most certainly chew through the bone with no problem.

He did clean up the Ogre's femur though. It was around 1.5m long, quite thick, and extremely tough, perfect for a club. He wasn't sure if it was worth using as a weapon though. Maybe some master armor maker could make some better gear out of it…

"Ah, whatever… I'll leave that for after the war is over if I don't forget. The skin though…"

Hide of powerful beasts could be turned into parchment for scrolls. And it seemed he finally got his hands on some quality material even though it was quite damaged from the fight.

"Maybe it's time I make some Light spell scrolls too?" He rubbed his hands together, "The Pixie served its purpose well, but now…"



In the palace, The King was surrounded by many people, and most of them were his advisors as well as some higher noble officials.

Also, a few high-ranking men were waiting for the opportunity to speak their minds on this rare occasion when they were granted an audience with The King.

"The report just came in, Your Majesty," one of the speakers said as he read from a parchment scroll. "In the attack this night we have lost 4691 of our soldiers as well as 684 warriors and about two thousand citizens."

"The accurate numbers for the latter are still being revised." He continued. "It's difficult to get the exact number since many were torn to pieces and eaten by the beasts…"

The meeting has barely just started and King Robart III already felt a headache setting in. He grimaced and nodded, listening to the reports.

"Make sure the families of our fallen soldiers get the proper compensation," he said to the scribe who was noting down all the important things.

"Yes, Your Majesty!"

"Alright, what's next? How is the research into Slana going? Bishop Argoch?"

"Your Highness!" Bishop Argoch stepped forward and bowed, holding his right hand over his heart. "We have confirmed our suspicions. The Slana somehow interferes with the mind of the victim and implants strong suggestions for the desired action."

"We discovered many of the Orcs that attacked had it implanted in their spine, but overall it was in less than 1% of the population," he announced. "We can assume that the implanted suggestions were related to attacking our capital, and the beasts then spread the idea among themselves."

Bishop Argoch cleared his throat and continued, "We have also confirmed that it really was the Blood Sun Viper sect who was responsible for this. We also tested the Slana on some of their members, but it appeared the power of suggestion was greatly diminished in their case and they managed to resist it if they knew they were being manipulated."

"It also could not be removed without permanently crippling the subject…" he added in the end.

"Which is exactly why I insist they should all be destroyed!" a person suddenly shouted and forced his way through the crowd. It was Bishop Quinn, a member of the Ring of Water.

"Your Majesty, we cannot go down this path! The inhumane experiments I have witnessed recently make us no better than the beasts we're fighting against!" he protested.

The King quietly sighed and massaged his forehead, "Well-"

"Nonsense! How are we supposed to advance our knowledge if we refuse to learn?! The Empire is behind the Blood Sun Viper sect, and they are also behind this beast horde attack! They are trying to use the monsters to crush us! If we don't respond with a strong fist, how can our great Kingdom keep standing in these difficult times?!"

Bishop Argoch shouted with righteousness, "Our people are suffering and dying! They should be the first ones we protect! If I didn't know you better, Bishop Quinn, I would think you are trying to work with the enemy!"

"How dare you!"

The two old men suddenly started insulting each other, but not directly, of course. They kept poking at each other's personal shortcomings and flawed logic in their reasoning. The crowd in the hall unwittingly split down the middle, one side supporting the assimilation of foreign magic technology, the other opposing It.

It was exactly the opposite of what this gathering was supposed to do. The trouble was supposed to bring them all together, not tear them further apart.

The King was pissed and just wanted to kick out the two troublemakers. He didn't care for their petty squabbles either way. Too bad they carried quite a bit of influence in the magic circles, so he could do nothing but try to calm the situation down.

"Alright, settle down!" he shouted. "Now is not the time to be making new enemies."

"But Your Majesty-"

"Enough!" The King calmly continued, "I shall contemplate this problem at length and give you both a satisfying answer. Now is the time for compromise! If we wish to survive this calamity we have to work together!"

"Yes!"

"Well said, Your Majesty!"

The bootlicking nobles quickly shouted in agreement to curry favor with The King. The two Bishops could only grimly agree to postpone their eternal argument.

'Damn it, these people are really getting on my nerves!' King Robart III complained in his mind. 'I'll give you an answer, I'll give it to you alright! When the war with the empire is over, and not a second earlier, damn it!'

He was in support of incorporating the Empire's tools and tactics into their own, but he couldn't say it out loud, now could he? If he did, he would probably lose the support of the Ring of Water and the many Water Mages that were a part of it. He couldn't afford to do so, especially not now!

'Ah, being a ruler is such a pain! When am I going to get some good news?!'

Just as he finished the thought, a servant came running in.

"A message! The raven brought a message from the north, Your Highness!" The guy ran to the throne, dropped on one knee, and presented a sealed scroll to The King.

"Oh? It's a letter from Guardian of the North!" The King immediately recognized the seal. He unfurled the scroll and quickly scanned its contents. His mood lifted immediately.

"More bad news?" a person asked with concern.

"Quite the opposite!" The King beamed, "General Ulrich Aust sent this letter, he said he should be here in a day or two!"
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                Excited murmurs erupted in the hall.

"General Ulrich? And he is coming from the north?"

"Isn't that where the Giant is at?! Does he know of this?"

Some were quite concerned. If the reinforcements accidentally clashed with the Giant, they would most likely get annihilated on the spot.

If that happened, the people of Auralba would truly lose hope. Despite seemingly low losses, the reality was cruel. Only less than a quarter of all beasts were dead, and the majority of them were the weaker ones.

The powerful Orc Warriors, Shamans, and Ogres were still freely roaming around, waiting for an opportunity to strike. And best not even speak of the Giant. If it so desired, it could probably single-handedly carve a bloody path from the wall straight to the Royal Palace.

As such, every man counted and they couldn't afford to lose any. Losing an entire branch of the army would be a disaster! They had to act quickly.

"Send the raven! Let them know they should circle around the capital and try to break in on the south side, the ranks of monsters are thinner there." The King immediately ordered. "Make sure you hurry!"

"Yes!" The servant immediately bowed and ran out to do as he was told. A direct order from The King was no joke; taking it lightly could result in execution!



The following hours consisted of various reports on the state of the city, a few requests for more resources on certain places along the front line, and slimy nobles trying to kiss the King's ass. There were always some that did so and the King already became numb to their sweet words.

In cases like these, it was best to ignore and pretend not to hear anything. Otherwise, they would bury him under endless irritating pleads for various benefits and deals with the Palace.

After everything came to an end and the majority left, he could finally breathe out and collapse on his throne. Robart III wasn't physically tired, but having to micromanage an entire city and keep everyone happy took its toll on his mind.

Now that only his closest aides remained, he could finally relax.

"Your Majesty…" After the people left, Tabbris stepped forward to speak with The King.

"Tabbris, lad, how is your mission going?" The King smiled and waved him to come closer.

"Your Majesty, an Ogre breached northern defenses," Tabbris reported without beating around.

"Well… Since you are here, I should assume the problem was taken care of, correct?"

"It's… Well… Yes, the Ogre is dead, but…"

"Hm? Something happened?"

"Yes, it's about Gerald…" Tabbris hesitated.

"He helped you kill the beast? Or was he injured in battle?"

"No Sire," Tabbris shook his head, "He killed the Ogre, alone, and with minimal sustained damage."

"Alone?!" King Robart III opened his eyes wide in shock and then frowned immediately after. He seemed to have come to an understanding. "Wait, what tools did he use? I can understand if he had some powerful spell scroll to break through its defenses… I know those beasts can be quite tough to deal with."

"No, he battled with the Ogre until it exhausted its Mana and then he simply beat it until it died," Tabbris reported on what he saw.

"Battled the Ogre?" The King was flabbergasted. It was the most ridiculous thing he had heard this day. "He engaged in a battle of attrition and won?! Against an Ogre?! What nonsense is this!"

"It's true, Your Majesty," Tabbris affirmed. "They were trading blows for almost an hour, and he also seems to be growing stronger at an alarming rate. I lost sight of his limits."

The King stood up and paced back and forward around the room.

"No limits, huh? Did he show any aggression towards us?"

"I'm unaware of any, and I doubt he is planning anything against us. He expressed his dissatisfaction with the monsters and also slew hundreds of them. He also has a few friends from other cities as far as I know." Tabbris said whatever came to his mind. Truly, except for a few unusual quirks, Gerald appeared to be a completely normal young man on the surface. Hotblooded, a bit arrogant, and always ready for a fight, but otherwise a good guy.

He took care of his people and that's what mattered most to Tabbris. As for his unusual actions sometimes, they could be ignored.

The King rubbed his chin and breathed out in resignation, "Well, alright then… I'll check his Soul once we meet again. Hopefully, I'll be able to figure something out…"

He then dismissed the remaining few people and went to check up on his wife. They were getting distant in recent months. Best not get on the bad side of her family or they could prove difficult.



Time went by.

Gerald kept absorbing the spirits of the dead without end. He felt the action becoming easier every time he did it, and the time and effort required to assimilate them was also diminishing.

The area around the wall was still a scorched wasteland and the beasts seemed hesitant to attack en mass again, but despite all that, some small skirmishes were still happening every few minutes.

It was nowhere enough for Gerald though. His mind force grew so much that he could completely recover his Mana in almost an hour. And he was just shy of 1.000 MP!

Absorbing Mana always had a cap of 1.000 MP/h because the free Mana around had a limit on how fast it could flow through the body. Even if he captured it all when it went through him, that was the limit. Potions could only help keep it inside.

But now…

He was starting to feel another ability awakening. It was barely there, but he felt it becoming stronger with each spirit he absorbed. It was the ability to forcefully pull on Mana! He could already do it a little bit, but his reach was still limited, and weak.

It was time to awaken it completely, because if his theories were correct…

Gerald didn't even want to think about it, he was already shaking with excitement as is. He also didn't want to hype himself up too much in case he was wrong. He clapped his hands and then rubbed them together, "Well, there's only one thing left to do!" He chuckled quietly and rose to the skies.

"Murder everything in sight! Let's go!"

The space around him twisted, and he began falling sideways. It was quite interesting having the ability to manipulate gravity in this way. There were some tricks to go much faster, but it was expensive to do so.

For 1G acceleration, he had to burn through about 1MP/s, and the terminal velocity was around 200km/h.

If he wanted to go faster, more energy was required to counteract air resistance. 2G equaled 2MP/s, and 3G needed 4MP/s, etc. It went on like that exponentially, probably into infinity.

It became increasingly less efficient to travel at faster speeds, and it also became cold, so Gerald limited himself to flying at the lowest speed most of the time.

In the vacuum of space, such abilities would have been godlike, especially on long travels, but in a dense atmosphere of a planet, it was just okay. Too much air drag.

In any case, as he traveled a dozen kilometers or so, the beasts' attacks became powerful and aggressive again. So much death everywhere, and he didn't even have to do anything. He just flew above the battle, absorbed a hundred or so dead monsters/people and then found a quiet spot to digest his catch.

He, of course, helped kill a few Orcs every time he did so to help the morale of the soldiers below. Repeating this cycle many times, an entire day went by while his Aura grew by 20%. It took him months to get here, and now a day in this war equaled to previous months of hard work. It was crazy to think about it, but Gerald didn't complain.

"Yup, that's crazy…" He closed his pocket watch and barely held back his smile. "Less than an hour, god damn!" His Mana regeneration finally exceeded his actual Mana stores.

"More than 1.000MP/h, oh man! It's getting difficult to get an accurate measurement."

He could toss out a simple spell every three seconds or so, forever! Never running out of energy! And to think an average person could do the same only up to ten times a day! It was really difficult for him to keep himself from bursting into laughter at the thought.

After finishing with his celebratory excitement and a little dance, he became serious again. It was time!

He closed his mind and focused. Mana was all around, ownerless and free, it could move anywhere it wanted without caring for solid objects or man-made barriers. It was completely untouchable outside a living being.

And that's when Gerald touched it.

Okay, maybe touch was too strong of a word. He nudged it slightly with his mind. It was like touching mist with your hand. You couldn't grip it nor hold it, but it still reacted to your movements, unlike before when it was like a ghost, slipping through everything.

This ownerless Mana now started acting like fluid around him, swirling and moving out of the way as he moved through it. The action was tiny, invisible to an untrained eye, but it was there!

"An improvement! Nice!"

Despite the minuscule change, Gerald was satisfied. That's because his actions were having more effect as he was becoming stronger! Another 100X to his mental powers and he could manipulate Mana as if it was water. It would only take him around 2-3 years of constant warfare to achieve…

"Hmm, now that I think about it… It's not really feasible, huh? A war of such intensity would need hundreds of millions of combatants." He scratched his forehead and then sighed.

"I need more concentrated death… This war is so wasteful! I can't even absorb 0.1% of it all…"

Keeping his hand under his chin he watched with Magic Eyes a swirl of Mana before him. It was difficult to keep it going. It seemed so weak, ready to disperse at the slightest movement. He kept stirring it with his mind.

"I wonder what would happen if I…"

Woosh!

The Mana swirl went up in flames.

"I… Uh…" Gerald stared blankly at the empty space. He was dumbfounded.

"I didn't even touch it!" He protested out loud to nobody in particular.

"Okay, okay… Maybe I touched it, but it was just a little!" He momentarily entered a thinking mode where his eyes narrowed and his lips pouted while releasing a long and pondering "Hmmmmm."

After a bit, he created another Mana swirl, touched it, and willed it to ignite.

Woosh!

The Mana swirl went up in flames. Again.

"Hmmm?" He aggressively lifted one eyebrow and tried something else. Soon a small light was born beside him, and a piece of rock reshaped itself into a bolt.

"Oh…? Oh. Oh! Yohoho! Ahahaha!" He erupted into a bout of uncontrolled laughter. His suspicions were confirmed. "Dude! No way! That's crazy!"

He could barely keep it together, and the culprit was the new discovery which was…

He could use magic! Without a drop of Mana! Or at least, he didn't use any Mana that belonged to him! Commanding ownerless Mana outside of his body! If anyone heard of it…

"Fuck me! That's awesome!" There was a drawback, of course, there always was. Despite being able to command Mana in his near vicinity, since it was outside of his body it required much more effort. He couldn't just mobilize hundreds of spells in a few seconds like he could with his own energy stores or Crystals, but still…

"Yup, I love my life, and I love magic! Hell yeah!" Gerald punched into the air in excitement.

While being the most flashy ability, it wasn't actually that useful. There was, however, something invisible to the naked eye, that carried much more value.

Now that he could interact with Mana on his own terms, he could push... or pull it into his body! Remember the hard limits of regeneration? Yup! They were gone! With enough effort, Gerald could now stuff more Mana inside his body at once!

A whopping 1.4% increase!
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                Such power, much wow.

A full 1.4% increase, whoop-tee-do!

Okay, granted, it wasn't much for now, but Gerald barely just grasped the ability, give the poor guy a break! Just imagine what heights could he achieve after getting even stronger! Would he become a perpetual motion machine?! Probably not, that would break the laws of physics…

But wait! Didn't he already break a few of those?!



It was the following day. The beasts still didn't restart their assault on that part of the wall, so the defenders went to help elsewhere. Gerald's warehouse and niter production were still going strong so he didn't have to worry about that.

He was currently in the middle of an experiment. He was searching for one particular type of Ether Crystal.

This one wasn't used as much as the rest, but it still had value. We are talking here about the Pure Eather Crystal. The one that got ground down to dust for potions. Well, Gerald needed a few big chunks, and boy was it difficult to find.

"In big chunks?" Arthur scratched his head. "Why do you need those?"

"Come on, man," Gerald grumbled. "You know I'm not going to tell you. I'm just asking if you have them. If you don't, then I'm leaving." He already turned around to go searching for them elsewhere. He already tried many Alchemy shops across the capital, and they only had small pebbles or fine dust. Not what he wanted.

"Okay, okay, let me check in the storage. We usually buy in bulk, there are probably a few big ones there." Arthur quickly remembered and ran to get them.

He came back minutes later with a servant carrying a lap full of Pure Ether Crystals.

They were all mostly about fist-size, with one twice as big. Gerald examined them closely. "Do you have any higher grades?" he asked. "I need them as pure as they come."

"Sorry," Arthur helplessly shrugged, "That's the best we got."

"Hmm, alright then. How much do I owe?"

"Don't worry about it," Arthur waved his hand, "It's on the house."

"Oh, you are too kind!" Gerald smiled.

Arthur rolled his eyes, "Yeah, yeah… How about you tell me what you need them for, huh? I'm not going to share it with anyone."

"Hehe, nope!"



The Pure Ether Crystals were of low grade, so they could each store a few hundred MP. It wasn't ideal, but it was the best he had, so Gerald didn't complain.

But just because they could, it didn't mean they actually held that much Mana.

As his understanding of this mystic energy deepened, Gerald came to realize a few things. Mana was free and untainted while in nature. Only after being absorbed by a living being would it gain an Element or a characteristic of that particular thing.

And only after being used to form various effects would it then leave the body to be free again. In that state, it would be less energetic while carrying the imprint of the previous master, and only with time would it recover, returning to its pristine untainted state.

The Ether Crystals, those with an Element, didn't simply store Mana. They also concentrated it and locked it inside. The process was the same as when the being was alive and it was automatic, although quite a bit slower.

The Crystals, depending on their grade, degraded over time. Poor-grade degraded in a few years, turning back into Pure Ether Crystals and losing their ability to concentrate Mana in the process.

The higher grades needed decades, even centuries, to completely return to their base, and were as such used as family heirlooms for increasing generational wealth.

There, of course, existed ways of prolonging this natural process and preserving the Crystals' functionality with Runes and various enchantments, but such interventions were rare and expensive.

They were reserved for the best and most expensive Crystal in important magical artifacts. One such example was The King's scepter. It was made centuries ago and full of runes to preserve it. It was restored to its peak many times since and was, as such, a true marvel of a Mage's arsenal.

Gerald learned bits and pieces of this knowledge over time, but only now did he truly grasp its significance.

As such, as a young pioneering mind, he decided to attempt the impossible. He would fill the Pure Ether Crystals with Elementless Mana and keep it there for later use just as with other Crystals. If he succeeded, he could possibly revolutionalize modern magic and give warriors a way to use Combat Arts for much longer. Such a change would most likely be a paradigm shift for the Kingdom.

Just imagining having endless stores of Mana Crystals gave Gerald a sense of power and importance. But the dreams of greatness had to wait. First, he had to make his ideas a reality.

So he started as he usually did. He took a fist-sized Crystal, held it in between his palms, closed his eyes, and concentrated.

He was simply trying to push Mana inside, nothing special. The process was slow but effective. There wasn't anything to stop Mana from flowing through the Crystal. Actually… It was going too smoothly.

A few minutes went by and Gerald examined the Crystal. It was empty.

Well, not completely empty, the concentration of Mana inside the Crystal was greater than outside, but it was quickly draining. It was understandable, of course. Pure Ether Crystals weren't something that held onto Mana, instead, they simply let it flow through.

It was like an old bucket full of holes. As long as you keep filling it up fast enough, the water level inside would rise. But, as soon as you stopped adding, it would quickly drain most, if not all the liquid you put in.

For it to be of any use, first the bucket had to be patched up.

"The solution is easy! Even a child could figure that out," Gerald murmured, but his expression carried no joy. That's because… he had no idea how to do it!

"I can try a few things, but…" Gerald hesitated. He knew a few Runes that were made for containing Mana in magic scrolls, but this was completely different.

The ink for scrolls was made by mixing Elemental Crystals and blood, making it a substance that loved to hold onto Mana.

The pure stuff, not so much. He tried writing a few runes directly to the Crystal, but that didn't work. The blood immediately became over-saturated and burst into flames.

Perhaps using silver or gold to draw runes instead of blood would do the trick, but the molten metal was difficult to work with, and Gerald had no experience with it.

But then, just as he was musing over it, he remembered the Flame Barrier. That thing originated from the wall and somehow the stone could hold onto Mana and turn it semi-solid? It was definitely something to be examined up close.



Gerald stood on the wall in front of the Flame Barrier.

His eyes, glowing with the enhancement of magic, were staring intently into the pulsing reddish curtain of fire.

Seemingly unaware of his surroundings he struck any monster that came his way, beating it into a pulp. Soon the beasts realized the futility of their attacks and avoided coming anywhere near him so he could finally concentrate on the task at hand.

As time went on and the peculiarities of the barrier became clearer to him, Gerald stuck his silver hand inside. He was especially careful at observing it growing stronger, more solid, and hotter with each pulse.

In the beginning, he felt like sticking his hand in honey, but now he felt the Flame Barrier gripping him like a vice. His hand also started to glow from the heat produced by it.

A few moments and his hand would surely melt and be cut in half.

"Hmph!" Gerald exerted some mental pressure and created a small but powerful disruption in the flow of Mana. The barrier around his hand immediately degraded, turning first into mist before returning to its incorporeal form.

His hand was free.

He froze the glowing metal and then rubbed his hand where the barrier gripped him. A small deformity was left on the surface.

He stared at it for a few moments as he contemplated the significance. He then sat down and closed his eyes, completely immersing himself in the fresh memories, the feeling of magic he just experienced.

Having become stronger, he realized many things he previously didn't even know existed, and after looking at them from another angle, he decided to mull them over.

He just sat there in deep meditation while the war was going all around him. Many soldiers were surprised at the sight, of how the monsters avoided him, but they didn't have the leisure to investigate as they fought for their lives.

Slowly Gerald spread his hands and pointed his palms forward. Swirls of Mana formed at his fingertips and gradually increased in size, forming a gray misty circle.

Beads of sweat formed on his forehead as he concentrated on increasing the Mana density of his creation. He was going slowly, advancing by millimeters, all in hope of not making any mistakes.

He opened his eyes and gave an even stronger push with his mind. The swirl stabilized and slowed down while becoming increasingly solid and real-looking.

It had some similarities to a round shield, being the thickest in the middle and gradually thinning towards the edge, where it transitioned back into thin mist.

This Mana Shield, or whatever it was, carried a lot of similarities to the Flame Barrier. And it took all Gerald's power and concentration to make it.

As for its defensive capabilities… Well, there was only one way to find out!



"Hey, how's it going?"

"Gerald?! Where have you been?"

Suddenly appearing before them after being gone for an entire day clearly didn't sit well with some members of his team. Specifically, the female half.

Blum with his broken hand wasn't able to help much, so he just found a safe place to read a few of Gerald's books.

Warren, on the other hand, fought like mad, only retreating when he couldn't lift his sword anymore. He was already full of fresh scars and the only thing keeping him going was the great number of potions they had.

Nobody seemed concerned with his excessive use of drugs, stimulants, and steroids so Gerald also didn't say anything. The guy seemed in good health anyway.

"I was just... helping other places," Gerald responded. "It's not like you need my help here, right? It seems the beasts are avoiding this place."

"Well, yes, we are fine, but-" Xilia started but got immediately interrupted.

"Excellent! Then you can give me a hand to test something!"

Gerald started forming the Mana Shield again. It took a while and he was clearly struggling, but upon completion, he grinned and beckoned her to come closer.

"Alright," he said. "Now punch me as strong as you can!"

"Huh?" Xilia stared blankly at him.

"Come on, this thing is extremely tiring to control," he urged her. He wasn't kidding, it was much more difficult to sustain it than it appeared.

"Okay…?"

"Just do it!"

"Alright, fine!" She eventually gathered her strength and punched right in the middle of the Mana Shield.

"Ha!"

Bam!

"Ow, my arm!" Xilia screamed and held her hand, clearly in pain. "What is your chest made of? It's like punching stone!"

"Um," Gerald looked under his shirt where she punched the black crystal growing out of his chest. "Well, technically you are not wrong… Wait, the shield!"

The shield was gone, broken apart the instant her fist touched it. It broke into shards like glass and then disappeared like a puff of smoke.

"Tell me, how did it feel?"

"What?" Xilia held her hand, wincing in pain. "I think I broke something."

Gerald took a Health Potion and handed it to her, "Yes, it's a common boxer's fracture, nothing dangerous. We'll fix it in no time. Now, tell me, how did it feel breaking my Mana Shield?"

"It… It didn't feel much of anything," she said. In all honesty, if he didn't remind her she would have completely forgotten she punched anything other than Gerald's chest. But that was not a satisfying answer.

"Come on, you have to be more precise than that. Think! Was it perhaps like punching through paper? Or maybe wet paper?"

"Um…" Xilia furrowed her brows and thought deeply about it. "Oh, I got it!" she suddenly exclaimed. "You know how in winter when water starts freezing for the first time, a thin layer of ice forms at the surface?"

"Yes?"

"It felt like breaking that!"

"It felt like breaking a millimeter of ice?"

"Mhm!" Xilia nodded like a proper bobblehead.

"Fuuuuuu-"
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                Gerald took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and slowly exhaled. "Okay, I give up.!

He could clearly copy the form, but apparently not the essence.

"A millimeter of ice…" he muttered and tears nearly welled up in his eyes. He was sure he did everything exactly the same as the Flame Barrier, and yet... That was all he could do?

Depressing!

He held Xilia's hand and set her finger bone back in place and immobilized it. He reconnected the bones together, physically moving the cells and recombining them with Telekinesis, but the break was now extremely fragile. For it to properly heal it would still take a few weeks, even with potions.

Having nothing else to do except rest, Xilia went up to Blum and sat down.

"Hello, would you like to read something?" the guy queried, and after she nodded, he handed her a book about Wind Magic.

"It's about Gerald's magic theories and theoretical Wind spells for flight, though I think he abandoned those… Still, I thought you might like it."

Xilia smiled at him and took the book. "Thanks," she said and opened the book to start reading.

Blum also looked down at his book and continued with his [Mental Imaging of a Spellcaster] book.



"I did my best," Gerald sighed. "It was a perfect copy of the magic structure, and yet…"

Whoever made the barrier had to be much stronger than him, or there existed another way to do things that he wasn't aware of. He turned towards the Royal Palace and squinted. "King Robart III, huh? I wonder what he's hiding…"

He wasn't delusional enough to think he could just go there and demand to know. The government, or in this case, the Royalty, always had some secrets that the common folk would be ignorant of.

It was how they kept their power over the centuries. Those honest and open rulers were fools as they would easily be exploited and replaced in no time. The tyrants would also quickly crumble, usually because the number of enemies they would make while climbing to power would be too great.

The sweet spot was right in the middle. Open, honest, and just to the outside, while being scheming and full of tricks on the inside. Gerald was all too aware of how politics worked and that's why he wanted to stay as far away from it as possible.

It was best to stay away from their twisted games and corruption if you wanted to have an easy life. As such, he stuffed the thoughts into the back of his mind and went inside the warehouse.

Niter production was going well. Actually, the workers proved themselves to be quite capable. They already refined a full barrel of the stuff! Perhaps they were just terrified of war going on just on the other side of the wall and wanted to finish quickly to go home. In any case, Gerald was satisfied. It was enough to make one bomb for now.

Gathering charcoal to make black powder was all too easy. He just had to take a step outside and he could see it everywhere. So many buildings burned down in the attack, it wasn't even funny.

Getting his hands on sulfur was much more difficult. That was mostly because it was used in large quantities in combination with the Earthen Blood to burn the beasts.

Luckily he managed to scrape together a barrel full of it after visiting various shops around the city. The following hours were spent carefully grinding and mixing the ingredients together to create his most violent concoction to date, excluding magic.

The space inside the two metal halves was filled with black powder and packed tight. It was just that, at the bottom, he carefully placed a few vials of Bottled Thunder, armed and ready, before covering them completely. That was his trigger.

As soon as a strong impact broke them, all hell would break loose and the ensuing explosion would probably be strong enough to demolish a mansion. It was a long shot, but hopefully, it would be enough to kill the Giant.

Just in case it was not enough though… Gerald returned back home and slew the Pixie. It was a good thing he did it too. The damn beast nearly escaped from its cage and once it was free it would be nearly impossible to catch again. Who knew what kind of damage it could do before being stopped? Normal people certainly weren't up to the task.

He cleared out the intestine and stored the meat for later consumption. The Light Crystal was quite big for a small creature like this, about the size of a chicken egg. Still, it was not much, enough for five spell scrolls at most.

But even though making a laser manually was simple, putting it on paper was a whole different game. Unlike other spells that could take a bit to completely form, this one had to burst into action nearly instantaneously for it to show its strength.

Runes for energy gathering and containment had to be overlapped and then Mana had to be guided along multiple channels from the energy source until it could be triggered all at once to form a single burst of concentrated light.

He used the blood of the Pixie as a base for the paint and the skin of the Ogre as a canvas. Crushing the Light Crystal and mixing it in, he created a one-of-a-kind bloody spell scroll, powerful enough to instantly burn through the skull of even the toughest of opponents.

That was probably an exaggeration, but Gerald was certain it could at least permanently blind the Giant if nothing else.

And now, after spending countless hours designing and making the first spell scroll of its kind, he copied it and made four more… in thirty seconds.

Oh, and he gave it a much cooler, Divine name, as it rightfully deserved it.

He called it…
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                RUMBLE!

Streaks of lightning rent the sky asunder, and deafening thunder followed behind it.

It has been some time since the Demons invaded the land, and the soil was coated with crimson blood and ash. It was a war, a war between light and darkness, between the merciless invaders and brave souls of the invaded.

High Elves and Demons fought a bloody battle across the Neloron continent, without a care in the world for the weaker human servants, who were dying in the millions.

It was the apocalypse, the end of the world for them. They ran and hid as the Gods, the rulers of this world, decimated the invaders and turned them to charcoal with everlasting flames. Streaks of hard light evaporated anything and everything they touched, and despite hundreds of millions, even billions of losses, the enemy didn't stop.

In fact, with every passing day, the Demons and their henchmen were advancing, spreading outward from the Portal, increasing their number and taking over the land. It was like a disease. An all-consuming rot that destroyed the beautiful world.

The most powerful individuals from the High Elves' side fought on the frontlines for weeks already and they were becoming exhausted.

Beliar held his sword in his grasp and turned his strikes into a living meat grinder. Each strike of his took thousands of lives as black lightning shot out, devouring the enemy forces like fire does straw.

With each swing he took, the sky darkened momentarily as if his sword used light itself to feed upon. The interchanging instants of light and darkness were especially unnerving for those of weaker mental states.

"Don't you think your techniques seem a bit too sinister for an esteemed High Elf such as yourself?"

Beliar scoffed and didn't answer.

"Some might mistake you for a Demon…"

"Shut up, old man!" Beliar finally shouted and made another strike, aiming this one towards the ground where the black lightning opened a gully and devoured dozens of Giants at once.

They were the big ones, each a hundred meters tall and far along the path of growth towards becoming a legendary Titan.

"What are you, a thousand years old?" Beliar asked irritably.

"I have crossed my fifteenth century decades ago," the old man beside him answered and his fingers drew a line across the sky after which everything below him, in a straight line, turned to dust.

"And yet you still spout such nonsense! Had you survived centuries in the Void as I did, you would have seen things with different eyes! Compared to the horrors out there, this bit of bloodshed is nothing!" Beliar shouted without even looking at the old High Elf beside him. "Besides, it's your fault this happened! The best formation master my ass! Had you assessed the barrier correctly this shit wouldn't have happened!"

The old man shook his head and sighed, "And who was it that said he could handle the beasts on his own? I clearly remember suggesting we ask for help."

"Shut up!" Beliar became red in the face and released his anger by killing a few thousand High Orcs. The five-meter tall beasts were like ants below his feet. "And stop reading that damn book already! This is war, take it seriously!"

"Ah~" The old man sighed, "To be young again…"

"Damn you-!"



The pair fought in the battle alongside thousands of other High Elves of Divine Rank, hundreds of thousands of warriors of Spirit Rank, and countless others.

Even mortals on the ground fought against the weaklings and cannon fodder, trading their lives with Orcs and Goblins.



Despite being at a disadvantage, the war effort seemed to be bearing some fruit. The armies of darkness entered a long-lasting stalemate after expanding their territory a few hundred kilometers from the origin.

Just when the High Elves thought they could take a breather, tragedy struck.

Or actually, it was the Illusion Demons. A class of bloodthirsty beasts specializing in misdirection, stealth, and assassination.

Stab!

"Urk!"

A crimson blade suddenly pierced the old man's chest from behind. He could barely release a pained groan when a blinding light erupted from his chest and destroyed his body and Soul from the inside.

"Old man!" Beliar shouted with eyes wide open. Without missing a beat, he flew towards the shadowy figure that became momentarily visible in its attack and struck... empty air.

"Aaaargh!" he shouted and expanded his senses to the limit, searching for the assassin.

"Be- Beliar…" the old man weakly called. He was falling from the sky, his powers and life draining out of him like a flood.

"Old man!" Diving after him, Beliar quickly caught the dying High Elf and brought him on top of an empty hill peak. As the old man tried to speak, Beliar quickly hushed him. "Don't speak, I'll get you patched up in no time, don't worry…"

"Arrav, my name is Arrav Xius" the old man answered weekly and then proceeded to cough out a bucket of blood.

"Take- Take this book," Arrav pushed the blood-covered Elemental Codex into Beliar's hand.

"What is this?! Can you forget this stupid book for one second and focus on yourself?! You are dying!" Beliar shouted.

"It's for the... young generation… They... they need... knowledge…" Arrav's voice was becoming increasingly haggard, and his breathing strained.

"Old man?" Beliar called. He got no response.

"Arrav? Arrav! Stay with me!" He shook him by the shoulders and yet… There was no reaction.

"Aaaaaah!"

A sudden scream alerted Beliar and he looked up. Many other High Elves were also sneak-attacked and were falling from the sky. All those Divine beings, with near-immortal Souls and indestructible bodies, were falling from the sky by the dozen, dying.

'What sinister weapon-!' Beliar shouted in his mind when he suddenly felt danger coming from behind him. He spun around and punched just as a thin blade materialized from the air and grazed his side.

"Argh!" He released a muffled groan as the pain that hit him was out of the world. The blade attacked his flesh and Soul at the same time, a terrifying weapon indeed!

However, the attacker fared much worse. Beliar's punch shattered the Illusion Demon's jaw.

"You!" Beliar hissed the word with such hostility and hatred even the bloodthirsty Demon shuddered. His shadowy figure quickly merged with the space around him and disappeared.

"I… Smell… You…" Beliar grinned wickedly and gripped his sword, slowly turning his head towards an empty space.

The air vibrated and the Demon reappeared momentarily. It felt dread from that gaze alone and completely lost the will to fight.

However, just as Beliar lifted his sword and was about to execute it, another ten or so shadows flew across the sky. Each of them carrying the same cursed blade.

"Cowardly scum!"  Beliar roared and executed the Demon on the ground and burned it to ash. He then flew towards the sky like a meteor. "Come at me you invisible pricks! I'll kill you all!"

Endless energy inside him burst forth like a raging volcano and poured into his sword. Such a thing should have not been possible after a month-long battle, and yet it happened.

"Disappear!" He suddenly came to a stop and pointed his sword forward.

[Pillars of Annihilation!]

The world suddenly lost all color, and darkness descended upon the land. Only a single pillar of light was visible shining across the sky and striking the ground behind the horizon.

The Pillar of Annihilation skimmed the surface of the planet and disappeared into space. Anything in its way was evaporated in an instant, including the Illusion Demons caught in the blast.

The sheer power released split half the continent of Neloron, separating north and south by hundreds of meters deep valley. The grand sea immediately came crashing back, filling the void left by the banished land, carrying with it the force of a massive tsunami.

"Shit…" Beliar quietly cursed. "Now I have done it…" He winced from sudden pain that assaulted his body and his hands holding the sword trembled. From the tip of his fingers, across the forearms, and up his arms cracks appeared on his skin, and parts of his flesh decayed into dust.

"Arrav!" he suddenly remembered. Luckily the old man was left resting on the ground behind him and was spared from all the destruction. Beliar quickly took him in his arms, but to his horror, he felt no life coming from the body.

"No, no, no! Don't you die on me now!" Beliar shouted. "Innos! He'll know what to do!"

The air shimmered and they disappeared from the place.



Outside the Phoenix Temple, a stone structure made of reddish rock and built into the side of a volcano, the two reappeared again, and Beliar immediately flew inside.

"Innos!" he shouted. "Innos, get over here, quickly!"

Woosh!

Innos appeared in the hall by stepping out of a flaming twist of space.

"Beliar? What happened?" Innos asked calmly as he straightened his robe. "Wait, Arrav?! What happened to him?!"

Beliar almost burst into tears, placing the old man on the ground, "Innos, you have to help him! He was struck by an assassin, I can't feel his Aura anymore!"

Innos quickly crouched down and placed his hand on the old man, feeling for his Aura. Alas…

"It's gone…" Innos whispered, "Even his Divine Soul is gone, not a strand of it is left…"

After a momentary shock, Innos accepted the fact that his old friend was dead. He slowly closed Arravs eyes that remained half-opened in his death and stood up.

"Beliar… What happened?" he asked.

"Assassins… They- They attacked and… And… I failed to notice them, and they…" Beliar's words became messy and difficult to understand as he started rambling incoherently.

"It's all my fault…" he gasped in realization. "It's all my fault! I should have listened to his advice and called for reinforcements! I killed him! Aaaah!"

"Beliar!" Innos shouted and grabbed his friend by the shoulders, "Calm down, you are not making any sense!" At that moment, Innos felt the messy Aura Beliar was exuding, and combined with his sorry state, he came to a sudden realization.

Gasp!

"You used the Pillars?!" he gasped and took a few steps back. "You fool! Do you know what you've done?! Do you realize why that technique is forbidden?!"

"I- I had no choice… There were so many of them, I… I didn't have time!" Beliar stammered. Blood kept dripping from his ravaged hands and pieces of his skin kept slowly turning to dust.

"Just look at the state of you, you are so lucky to be alive! Come, we need to stabilize your body," Innos gestured.

"No! I- I need to… I know what must be done!" Beliar suddenly exclaimed. "I have allies in Atlantis, I'll ask them for help!"

"Atlantis?! You have gone to their world?! Beliar, don't do anything stupid, now it's not the time!"

"Yes, when I traveled the Void… I'll borrow your Gate if you don't mind." He suddenly ran to one of the chambers in the temple and started feeding a stone platform with his energy. His body started decaying faster.

"Stop! Beliar, you are not in the right state of mind! The Pillars are affecting you, we need to get you healed first! And we already called for allies! Dwarves have already agreed to lend us a hand and our brothers across the ocean are also coming, so please..." Innos pleaded.

For a moment it even seemed Beliar would listen to reason, and even his eyes regained their clarity for an instant. But…

"I'm sorry," Beliar said and tossed a white orb to Innos. "All my recent memories are in there... I'll be back soon, take care."

"Beliar!"

The hall filled with white light and a low hum reverberated through the Temple. Beliar was swallowed by the blinding flash, and a few seconds later, he was gone.

"Damn it Beliar! Why do you have to be like this?!" Innos shouted the question to the empty room but received no response. "One of these days… I swear I'll beat you up one of these days! You selfish…!"

Sigh!

Getting upset further would do him no good, so he slowly exhaled, getting a grip of his raging emotions.

"… Stay safe, brother."



"It has been months, and Beliar is still not back. Something must have happened to him, that's for sure."

"I still can't believe he used the Pillars… Doesn't he know the consequences?!"

"Sigh, of course, he does…"

Innos sat at a stone table with a white orb in hand.

"The war is intensifying… Even with our brothers' help and Dwarven muscle, the future looks grim... It's time for me to join the war. I'll empty the Temple and seal it. Hopefully, Beliar will come back soon."

"Beliar, if you are seeing this and the war is over then I'm most likely dead. Don't blame yourself, it's not your fault. Most likely the rest of us would have also dismissed the threat and…"

Innos released a deep breath and stopped talking. He took the orb and entered a room with shelves specially made for holding crystal spheres like that one.

"I'll take my apprentices now and seal the Temple. Hopefully, the Phoenix Necklace will work as intended, otherwise…"

He shook his head and hardened his resolve.

"Anyway… Goodbye my friend, may we meet in this life or the next."
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                Solar Point, that's what he called it.

The name was self-explanatory; The power of the sun focused into a single point. It was simple and efficient, like the spell itself. Designed for maximum penetration, pleasure not included.

Gerald stared at the fresh spell scrolls on his table, "Hmm, now what?" he suddenly found himself with nothing to do.

By now he did most of what he wanted to do in the short term, and he wasn't quite yet ready to take on the Giant. Who knows, maybe his help wasn't even needed and he was just being paranoid. Perhaps The King had a few more tricks up his sleeve.

"I guess I should go and absorb a few more…" he murmured. Rolling up the scrolls and storing them into the Ring, he left the mansion, going once more towards the northern defense line.

Fighting, killing, and absorbing was most of what he did for hours on end. And apart from that, he occasionally guided Warren and gave him a few pointers for his swordsmanship.

The guy was a god damn genius! He avoided the rabid attacks of Hobgoblins by extremely thin margins, and even when they managed to cut his skin, he would use that opportunity to butcher them to death.

However, the way he killed was anything but clean. He would make quick strikes, filling his opponent with shallow wounds, and then, when they slowed down due to extensive blood loss, he would systematically hack off their limbs one by one.

In the end, when they were laying on the ground, in the puddle of their own blood, he would end them with merciless stabs across the chest.

"Hungry?" Gerald asked just as Warren finished stabbing another monster to death. The hatred towards them was quite clearly displayed on his face. He handed him a bowl of meaty broth that was still steaming hot. He took some time off to cook in the midst of battle.

"It's Pixie broth, here, drink!"

Warren took the bowl and the contents vanished almost instantly as he wolfed it all down. Gerald then handed him a bottle of light beer, which he also quickly consumed. All that fighting made him forget how hungry he actually was.

"Thank you," he said, breathing out a satisfied sigh.

The battle around them slowed down as they sat on the ground, and the beasts were seemingly avoiding them for some weird reason. The fact that anyone that came too close would be torn to pieces by living rock might have something to do with it though.

They sat there in silence, quietly observing the carnage unfold all around them… It was quite bizarre.

"You know…" Warren started after a while, not turning his head and watching the battle with misty eyes.

"When my family was… taken, I thought for sure it was the worst day of my life, nothing could possibly beat it." He became quiet for a bit. "I was wrong. Every day after that became much worse. At first, it was because I remembered everything so vividly, the smell, the feeling of fear, the pain, the screams…"

His voice trailed off as tears started to choke him and he became quiet again while getting his emotions under control.

"But now… Now sometimes I can't even remember her voice. Her face is becoming blurry in my mind, and her words... indistinct. I'm starting to forget…"

"Hmm…" Gerald listened without adding much, considering his words carefully. "You wish to remember them…"

"Yes! I wish I would never forget!" Warren shouted, his voice full of anger and helplessness.

The battle went on. Another Orc was brought down by the combined power of many soldiers, another Hobgoblin hacked to pieces, another human torn to shreds by the claws of a mighty Warg…

"You wouldn't want to remember forever," Gerald quietly said.

"What?" Warren looked at him in a half-trance.

"Every mistake, every embarrassing, shameful thing… Every loss and pain can be forgotten with time, written over by new experiences and people. It's how humans deal with trauma. Forget the details and remember the meaning."

"How- How can you say that, they were my family! Should I just forget them?!" Warren jumped up, shouting and angry.

Gerald slowly stood up and then met his gaze calmly.

Slap!

His open palm landed on Warren's cheek and the latter collapsed like an empty sack.

"Get your emotions in check, this is the battlefield. And no, I'm not saying to forget your family." He stretched out his hand towards Warren who was rubbing his red cheek.

"Remember what they meant to you and forget the rest, it's not important anymore, they are gone. But you, you are still alive. You are still young, with decades of life in still front of you. Stop wallowing in your misery and get a grip on yourself. What would your wife and daughter think, seeing you in tears and covered with snot like this? Now you need to live your best life for their sake!"

Sniff!

Warren held back his tears and slowly nodded.

"Here," Gerald handed him another batch of potions, the ones Warren had were already all used up. "And don't you dare let these worthless beasts cut you anymore, you hear me?! If I see you get hurt again I'll beat you up myself, is that clear?!"

At the sudden outburst, Warren almost let a laugh slip through, but in the end, he forced a serious expression and stood straight.

He wiped away the tears and responded with a loud, "Yes, sir!"

"Alright, now go get some rest, that's an order!"

"Right away, sir!"

***

"This guy…" Watching his underling leave, Gerald slowly shook his head.

He had long since noticed the problem with his mental state. In battle, it was not that Warren couldn't dodge those strikes, none of them were life-threatening and that was clearly not a coincidence, but…

He was purposefully letting the monsters hurt him as a form of self-punishment. Only that way he felt justified in living. The survivor's guilt, as they called it, was a crazy bitch alright. It was best to beat it out of him right away and not let it turn into some deep-seated self-destructing tendencies.

Grieving was fine, but everything had its time and place, and similarly, all things had to have an end. It was the law of the universe. All things shall rot and decay eventually, ground to dust by time and the ever-present grasp of entropy.

"Um… Yeah, that's enough existential thinking for today. I should probably go eat something…"

Sometimes knowing too much was bad for morale, and at that time Gerald liked to distract himself with more pleasant things. He went to gather the members of his team and a few of his close friends and invited them to a meal.

His Ring was full of great food and quality alcohol that quickly went down the throat. They chatted and laughed at the stone table that rested on top of a raised stone platform. It was difficult to raise such a mass of stone, but with a bit of sweat and determination, Gerald succeeded.

They had a great view of the land, and the gentle summer winds cooled them down just right. It was perfect. Everybody had a nice stone throne made with nice and comfortable curves, great for a relaxing war feast.

After the meal was over and everyone was full of great food and alcohol, some guys fell asleep under the warm sun as they had the first proper rest in days.

Gerald also rested his eyes for a while and then played with magic to pass the time.

Despite his new skill with Mana being pretty useless, he still played with it. He made the Mana Shield better looking and more detailed, then turned it into a sword, an arrow, and even a spear…

It was a good challenge making these small figurines out of pure Mana.

'I wonder if I can make something more complex…'

As a thought was born in his mind, the mist swirling on his palm started taking a human shape. It was still quite indistinct, but you could make out long slender legs, wide hips and a thin waist, and above all, a nice pair of boo-
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                BOOOOOO~!

The sound of a horn suddenly echoed across the city, disrupting Gerald's concentration and ruining the figurine. At the same time, the bells of a watchtower also started ringing.

The sleeping warriors were immediately woken from their slumber and jumped up, turning in the direction of the sound. From their vantage point on the platform, they could see something happening in the distance, and many city soldiers suddenly ran in that direction.

"What's going on?"

Everybody gathered near the edge, stretching their necks to see farther. Some of the warriors below also quickly picked up their stuff and ran towards the south where the commotion was coming from.

"Should we check it out?" Gerald queried.

"Sure!"

"Let's go!"

The rest simply nodded, expressing their agreement.

"Alright then, hold on to something!" Gerald said, and his lips curled into a smile.

Rumble!

The ground beneath their feet trembled, and the stone pillar they stood on sank into the earth. Weirdly though, the ground on which they stood remained floating in the air.

"Huh? We are flying?!" a few exclaimed. They were at least ten meters in the air at that point. A few loud gulps were heard as countless eyes turned to Gerald who was standing near the edge with his hands behind his back, acting cool and aloof.

The hood of his cloak covered his head so nobody could see his face, giving him an even more mystical aura.

'Damn this shit is heavy!' Gerald screamed in his mind as his eyes bulged out and his teeth were clenched together. He underestimated the difficulty of his action, but now it was too late to turn back.

"Don't fall," he calmly said while his face was becoming increasingly redder from the strain. Warping space around a bigger object, as it turned out, was exponentially more difficult! Simply making it weightless required more of his attention and Mana than anything else before.

'Don't drop them, don't drop them!' he kept repeating in his mind as the circular stone platform leaned forward and started moving towards the south.

***

"What the heck is that?!" a guy shouted wide-eyed and pointed at the flying stone platform.

"Hmm?"

People on the ground all turned to look, and soon exclamations of shock and surprise drowned out any rational discussions going on.

After the effects of shock and surprise wore off, and the platform flew closer, a few people recognized the magnificent cloaks fluttering in the wind.

"Wait, isn't that the Black Onyx?!"

"Black Onyx? What's that?"

"It's a warrior group, they came to light just recently," a third person joined the conversation.

"That guy is probably their leader, the crazy bastard." Someone added. "I have seen him fight against Orcs. He was just flying around the battlefield and blowing them to pieces with magic."

"He can fly?! Is he a god?!"

"Bah! Probably just some rich Mage with too much time on his hands. Look, he clearly likes to show off!"

"He doesn't look like a Mage though, just look at those muscles!"

"And his hand, it's made out of metal. Wait, is that silver?!"

"I told you he must be rich."

"Maybe he is the illegitimate son of The King? How else can he use such advanced magic?"

"Or maybe he is a Demon in disguise! I heard my friend talking about how some people are working with Demons!"

While the crowd continued speculating wildly, in a completely wrong direction, of course, the group landed not far from the southern wall and disembarked.

"Phew, I have barely made it," Gerald wiped the sweat off his brow. "Crazy how such a short flight wore me out." After taking a breather and cooling off his brain, he finally came to learn what all the commotion was about.

It turned out that the reinforcements from the north have finally arrived, and with general Ulric Aust as their leader, they were going to try and battle their way into the city. A crazy plan, that's for sure.

The defenders gathering at the southern wall were here to give them a hand and form an attacking army to push the monsters back.

As minutes passed, more hearty and battle-hardened men arrived to participate in the battle. The great majority of Guild's forces that made their money by fighting, were those without anything to lose.

They were, in a sense, victims of circumstances. Many of them were orphans from a young age, or have lost their families later in life. Some met with accidents, bandit raids, or straight-up monster attacks.

In either case, they were mostly men, both young and old, putting their lives on the line for a better life. They were either going to strike it rich in battle, or they will die trying. Both cases were, in their minds, better than living in misery for the rest of their lives.

Of course, some treated joining the Warrior's Guild as some sort of a rite of passage, where young boys would be forced to join and then turned into men.

The Iron Hawk group was one of those in the beginning, but when they experienced the gradual increase in fame and earned gold, it sort of became their job. Helping those in need was also a great motivator for some as selfless acts were often repaid in kind.

Being a member of the Guild young men also had better chances with women as they already proved themselves to be strong, reliable, and capable of protecting and providing for a family. It was a part of the society that was deeply ingrained in everyone's hearts.

And now many of these people came to a bloody battlefield, each with their own wishes and desires, ready to sacrifice their flesh and blood for the good of everyone… And for personal gain, of course.

"Alright!" A commander shouted from the wall at a few thousand soldiers below him. "The enemy is just outside these walls! On my mark, we'll charge over the wall and drown them in their own blood! Are you ready?!"

"WOOOO!" the army responded in unison.

The everlasting Flame Barrier suddenly shimmered and stopped replenishing itself. In just a short minute, it was gone.

Approximately five thousand city soldiers, and at least as many independent warriors, gathered below the wall, stepping on rubble and corpses of the slain monsters, weapons in hand.

"On my mark!" the commander shouted again, observing the sky with all his attention.

Suddenly a bright pillar of light shone through the clouds and the sounds of explosions traveled into everyone's ears from the other side of the monster horde.

"Now! CHARGE!"
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                "HAAAAAH!" Thousands of soldiers and warriors shouted a war cry in unison and jumped over the stone wall surrounding the capital, stepping over the burnt corpses of monsters and turning the living ones into history. They rushed over the defensive line like a wave, screaming and shouting, punching, kicking, and stabbing monsters.

A group of mages formed a line behind them, on each side of the wall, with their spells powering up and flying above the soldiers' heads like fireworks.



"Woah… That's a lot of mages," Kerius said absentmindedly and quietly whistled.

"Yeah," Gerald agreed as his Magic Eyes took it all in, every fluctuation and swirl of Mana that formed a spell. "I never realized how weak they were…"

"Excuse me?!"

"What are you talking about, just look at all that power! How can you call it weak?"

"Hmm…" Gerald didn't answer. Instead, he squinted his eyes and looked into the distance. "It seems like I'll have to help after all… They actually fell for such an obvious trick. Man, what a pain…" Without another word he rose from the ground and flew above all the carnage across the battlefield towards the other side.



You could say what you want about the monsters; They were cruel, ugly, stupid… But one thing they all excelled at was battle. They knew how to fight, although it might not seem like it at times.

The two armies clashed with the monsters, from the front, and the back, squashing them in the middle like bugs. And after a harsh struggle that went on for quite some time, and after victory was in their grasp, the actions of those wild beasts changed. The transformation was so swift that almost nobody had time to react.

Instead of fighting weak Goblins and Hobgoblins, powerful Orcs took to the front lines and held them there, not budging an inch.

The two armies cut through the sea of monsters in an attempt to cross it, but now they were cut off from both sides. The monsters encircled them and pushed them back forming a wall of flesh around them.

And with Orc Warriors at the front, most human soldiers could do nothing but retreat or be slaughtered. They were pushed back and squeezed like sardines in a can and could barely breathe, let alone move. That's when the skies turned red and a fire started to rain upon them.

Orc Shamans lifted their staves to the sky and started lobbing Fireballs, one after the other, upon helpless men. The latter could only watch as the blaze took hold around them and the once cheerful and confident armies quickly started screaming in horror.

Even the usually cheerful expression of general Ulrich turned grim. He was surrounded by his best soldiers on horseback, but despite their great skill in battle, their hands were tied.

"Damn it! These beasts, we fell into a trap!" the general cursed. The trusted lance in his hand was completely useless in this situation and he couldn't help but feel frustrated.

"General, father, if this goes on any longer we will be wiped out!" a man riding beside him said. "Apart from a miracle happening, our best option is to break through the back and retreat. We will have to sacrifice many good men, but we can't just perish here!"

General Ulrich Aust ground his teeth in anger, not willing to abandon his loyal men. But he also didn't see any better options, so…

"Damn it! I knew it was going too smoothly! Truly, apart from a miracle…"



"Yes, yes, stop screaming already, I'm coming!" Gerald grumbled.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Fireballs kept falling on the soldiers below, seemingly without end. At least a few hundred Orc Shamans were gathered all around the encirclement, bombarding the human soldiers into oblivion when suddenly, the sky started to shine.

Gerald stood in the air with an expressionless face. His Mana reserves were currently less than half full so he couldn't afford to be wasteful. Countless scrolls appeared all around him and unfurled themselves at his command.

The parchment turned into Fireballs in no time at all and descended to the ground in a cone formation. They each struck their target accurately and all at nearly the same time.

His action was so sudden and unexpected that the horde of Orc Warriors and Shamans didn't have time to react. They were engulfed in hellish flames in an instant which disrupted their coordinated attack and made them spread out in panic.

Humans, desperate for survival, took that opportunity and jumped at the chance to fight back. Warriors and soldiers gripped their weapons and started fighting with the beasts as if their lives depended on it.

Then again, they kinda did.

"Are you good?" Gerald shouted a question at nobody in particular.

Clearly, the answer was a resounding, "No!"

The Orcs immediately turned around and continued beating down on human fighters as per usual. The battle once again turned in their favor.

Gerald released a long sigh and expended quite a bit of his precious Mana and created hundred-meter-long thorny barricades out of solid rock. It did wonders to slow down the fight and give some space for his people to lend a hand.

The few guys and girls capable of magic cast some spells from afar and killed one or two of the monsters with combined efforts. It didn't really make a difference, but it was something at least. It increased the morale of the fighters if nothing else. And high morale was especially important in such tough situations.

The rest of the mages quickly exhausted their energy and their usefulness decreased significantly.



"Who is that?!" Ulrich shouted and pointed at the figure in the sky with his lance. "Is that another one of Robart's elites? Where is he hiding the rest?!"

Soldiers on the battlefield, while being crushed from all sides by monsters, looked at the sky in awe.

"Damn, look at that, he's flying!"

"Holy mother of Innos, am I dreaming?"

"Are you?"

"Ow! Why did you punch me?"

"Did it hurt?"

"Yes, of course, it hurt! Why'd you do that?"

"Oh, that's good, it means you are not dreaming."

"… Son of a bi-!"



With the disruption that Gerald created, the battle became messy. There was no organized strategy that could be quickly implemented due to all the fire and thorns dividing the land. But that was kind of the point.

Both armies simply clashed wherever they could, drawing blood and invoking screams of pain, but for the human side, it was still an improvement. At least they had a fighting chance now.

General Ulrich Aust took his elite riders on horseback and quickly created a group around him for a counterattack. They rode on massive warhorses with thick legs and bony armor across their chests and neck. They were a special breed of animal designed for war.

The cavalry rushed at the Orcs with lances in hand and a determination to kill like no other. They were the elite part of Ulrich's army and not to be messed around with.

As the two forces clashed you could hear the distinct sound of bones snapping as the beasts were run over by the heavy cavalry. The powerful legs and sharp hooves were like maces and clubs against heavy armor, producing horrifying impacts that would shake them to the core.

Even Orc Warriors were desperately moving out of the way, especially after finding out they couldn't simply behead the lancers' mounts. The bony armor plates growing out of their bodies were similar to those of a Minecrawler and extremely hard to break.

That is not to say they were invulnerable, far from it. They could still be brought down by a well-aimed blow to the head or legs, it was just that the speeds the horses were moving at presented quite a challenge.

BOOOOO!

Right at the peak of the battle, when the corpses started lining the ground, another sound of a horn came from the city. A full-plated army in silver armor came marching over the wall. They carried shields with a mark of fire on them and marched in unison at the sound of a war drum.

Immediately all eyes were on them.

More than a thousand Paladins of Innos formed a line outside the city walls and lifted their right hands at once.

"Well, would you look at that…"

Gerald watched as the Paladins blasted a wave of flames out of their hands. Those small Runes they were holding, despite weak individual damage, the flames they created when they were all used at once were no joke.

It was like watching a squad of flamethrower carriers from WW2. Skin charred and flesh melted from the bone as the Paladins advanced. They burned everything in their path.

The cavalry and infantry attacked from one side while the defenders on the walls were shooting down arrows and spells, creating a path in the sea of monsters. But, despite horrific losses on the beast's part, they didn't diminish their aggression. In fact, more and more Orcs were rushing to the fight, and even a few Ogres joined them, shaking the ground as they ran.

Ulrich's army quickly retreated toward the city walls after their short-lasting advantage started to crumble. Around a hundred thousand soldiers managed to safely cross to the other side before the barrier was reactivated.

The entire battle lasted less than an hour and yet the losses already numbered in the thousands. The Guild's infirmary was quickly overrun by the wounded and dying, and the need for potions quickly skyrocketed. Alchemists all over the city were already having their hands full for days and the sudden increase in demand did not exactly help.

Even apprentices that barely just started the craft joined in the effort to make more potions even if their skills weren't quite ready yet for a proper concoction. Many Healing Potions were as such of much lower quality, but desperate soldiers didn't care.

Gerald was glad he didn't need to buy any ingredients or a finished product now since their price skyrocketed while the quality plummeted at the same time.

Qiona was buys making everything they needed, and even if she ran out of herbs, Gerald could just go out and gather more. The privileges of flight. A wonderful magic indeed.



The gap in defense was closed and the defenders got back to their posts along the wall. General Ulrich's army consisted of equal amounts of mounted lancers and spearmen on foot, with the remaining 10% being archers.

The latter joined the rest on the defensive line while the remaining army went to request an audience with the King.

But before that, general Ulrich Aust gathered some intel on the mysterious person that delayed the Orcs until the Paladins arrived, giving them a fighting chance.

"Mister Gerald?"

"What…?" Gerald turned around to see a middle-aged man dismount from his warhorse and take off his helmet.

He had a short beard, maybe a week or two old, and a rough-looking face. However, his eyes were kind and amicable, something rarely seen in a seasoned warrior.

"Are you Gerald of Black Onyx?" general Ulrich asked.

"I am, indeed. And you are…?" Gerald asked in turn, although he could already guess who the man was.

"Ah, of course, let me introduce myself," the man said and made a soldier's salute with the helmet under his arm. "I'm general Ulrich Aust, Guardian of the North. I came personally to thank you for your assistance. Without the distraction giving us some precious time and space, this expedition was certain to fail."

"You are welcome…" Gerald answered.

"I must say… That was some impressive magic display. Especially that flight, just wow."

"Thanks, I have created it myself."

General Ulrich was shocked when he heard that. "You- You have created it yourself? Then, you are not working for Robart?"

"Who?" Gerald tilted his head sideways, but then he remembered where he heard the name, "Oh, you mean The King?"

Ulrich nodded.

"No, I'm not working for him. As far as my ties go, I'm part of the Warriors' Guild, but that's about it."

"Then you helped us because…?" Ulrich asked, trying to find out the true motive.

"Because it benefits me, of course!" Gerald smiled as he gave his answer. "I like this place, but I can't keep it by myself. It's better to lend a hand and get a few more people to do the dirty work, right?"

Ulrich was shocked even more when he heard that. "That's brutally honest," he chuckled. "Aren't you afraid someone might overhear you? What will people say?"

Gerald shrugged, "I don't care… People can think whatever they want, it's not going to affect me."

"Hehe, such big words can only be said by those with great power. But I guess I should still thank you for helping us, even if it was out of brutal self-interest," general Ulrich laughed and extended a hand. "For the city, may it never fall!"

Gerald smirked and extended his own hand, shaking it. "Sure, whatever you say, old man."

The two stood there, amicably shaking hands and smiling.

"You are quite strong… For a youngster," Ulrich said. On the surface, they were acting like old friends, but a contest of strength was underway.

'This guy's strength is incredible! I can't overpower him at all!' Ulrich Aust thought, barely keeping his expression from showing his surprise.

"You aren't too bad either, old man!" Gerald answered in return.

'Holy shit, this old fart's hand is like a metal vise! If I didn't have magic to empower myself he could easily crush my hand!' Gerald thought in shock. 'What's with all the strong people suddenly coming out of the woodwork?!'
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                'No, but all jokes aside, what's happening?' Gerald scratched his head as general Ulrick Aust and his soldiers left. 'Why do I feel like all the main characters of this era are all gathering here? I wonder how strong is The King if one of his generals is that powerful already…' He mused.

Then he noticed a pair of eyes watching him from a distance.

"Speaking of powerful… What are those two Elves doing?" He decided to go speak with them. Who knows, maybe they finally decided to help?

The answer was undoubtedly a no. "Help?! Why would we help?!" the male Elf shouted. "This place can get burned to the ground for all I care!"

'Yup didn't think so…' Gerald rolled his eyes and internally sighed.

"Besides who do you think you are to talk with us?" the Elf continued in an irritating tone while poking Gerald on the chest like some annoying Karen.

"A breach! We need help!" a soldier shouted from a watchtower not far away. A group of Orcs managed to overpower the defense line in one place and ran into the city. Reinforcements quickly came and surrounded them, beating them back.

Things like these happened often but most of the time the breaches were quickly patched up and reinforced. It was just that it was difficult to keep the entire wall equally manned at all times and sometimes a greater concentration of monsters attacked at once.

Luckily this time the attack was quite mild and five minutes later the situation stabilized again. All Orcs that managed to get in were killed. Well, all except one.

This one was smart. It quickly hid behind ruins of various buildings and made its way further from the wall, sneaking quietly and searching for prey. It carefully avoided groups of soldiers that were patrolling the city streets while remaining unnoticed.

Then it found a small group of people. Just three of them, how lucky! It was just getting a bit peckish, a nice snack was just what it needed.

The Orc made its way closer, saliva dripping from its mouth. Its prey was a nice-looking male. Luckily the three seemed to be arguing and were distracted. The Orc smiled. 'Perfect!'

It gathered its strength in its legs and lowered its body for a sprint.

Roar!

"Hm?!" The Elf male aggressively turned his head as an Orc roared and jumped at him, sharp teeth and claws just a few short meters away from him.

"Foul beast!" the guy shouted. He released Gerald who was already at his limit from listening to the Elf's rambling, and kicked.

Snap!

The Orc's muscular leg snapped like a twig and its knee suddenly bent the wrong way. Before it even had the time to process what happened, a knee came flying at it.

Bam!

It struck it right under the chin, making the Orc fly back and crash on the ground like a sack of rotten fruit. Blood started oozing from its mouth.

"You piece of trash!" the Elf shouted. He stepped on the Orc's chest and grabbed it by the shoulders.

"You think a disgusting creature like you is allowed to touch one such as myself?! Me?! Vayir Grekian, an Elf of noble blood?!" He pulled hard.

Rip!

The sickening sound of muscle tearing came from the beast as it roared in pain. Vayir tore off both its hands like he was tearing paper. Blood sprouted everywhere.

"Pui! A quick death would be too kind for one such as yourself," he spat.

Vayir then proceeded to beat the living shit out of the Orc, using its own hands as clubs no less. Soon the once-proud Orc was reduced to a bloody pulp. Not even its mother would be able to recognize it.

... Oh wait, she was already dead.

Gerald was at a loss. He even wondered who was crueler, the disgusting-looking Orcs, or this devil with the body of a beautiful prince. He knew that Elves were strong, but this… This was just too much!

He was aware of the Orc trying to attack them as he was observing it with his mind's eye the entire time, but clearly, Vayir wasn't blind either.

It seemed they both were just waiting to see how the other would react. Unfortunately for the Elf, he became the target, and Gerald still remained an unknown variable in his eyes.

The sudden attack somehow disrupted the entire flow of the conversation, and with the Elf being bloody from top to bottom, the pair decided to leave. They still kept an eye on Gerald though, all the way until they disappeared in the distance.

Gerald watched them leave and scratched his head. The entire situation was so bizarre!

"I know, right? They are so weird!" He looked at the bloody corpse and gave a thin smile. "You really shouldn't have roared. What's the point of a sneak attack if you announce your arrival?"

"I know, I know… But you are dead now, so just shut up and let me absorb you."

He sat down and absorbed the unwilling spirit of the dead Orc. It barely took a minute.

Perhaps it was time to do a flyover across the city just in case. You never know when another Orc could be sneaking around doing damage. This place was his home now, the least he could do was give it a look.

And so, as he was flying in the sky, Gerald came up with a song that suited his mood:

"I am flying in the sky~

Absorbing the spirits of all that die~

Today and tomorrow, I will not drown in sorrow~

For I am free, for I am free..."
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                It was later in the day. Gerald sat on top of the warehouse.

The workers recently finished their tasks and returned back to their families. They were just glad to have survived the massacre that was going on just outside the thin stone walls.

The corpses were already cleared out, however, the dried blood still remained and coated the cobblestone road in a dark color.

Gerald remained sitting there with closed eyes for hours already. He was now just patiently circulating Mana across his body, through the heart, arteries, smaller veins, and capillaries. It felt surprisingly pleasant to do so.

It somehow reminded him of that one winter when the cold wind was especially strong when he was returning home. He wasn't out for long, and yet the cold seeped into his bones.

The feeling of comfort that he experienced at that time when he came inside and laid down on the heated floor was heavenly. It was similar now, except there was no heat, just great comfort.

At first, he was just messing around, trying to see if he could somehow stumble on a special effect. Something like Combat Arts perhaps? He was just moving Mana around randomly, but then certain pathways started to feel good.

Like a young curious child, he simply explored for a few hours and figured out this rotation. It was no surprise that it followed the exact same path as blood took in his body. It seemed that the structure for ideal Mana travel was already there from the very beginning.

It was quite nice. Too bad it didn't seem to be having any effects. No increase in strength, speed, endurance, or any other myriad of things… Just a great feeling not unlike a good massage and a warm bath. As he was daydreaming while basking in the sun, his stomach rumbled.

"Hm?" He lazily opened one eye. "It's already so late?" It was late afternoon already, but the sun was still high in the sky. He stood up and stretched, "Hmm, oh this feels so nice… I feel so energized! Almost like I could go without sleep for days!"

He was joking, of course. Sleep was one of his favorite daily activities. It was the only time when his brain could shut down and cool off while getting ready for the next challenge. Having a super active mind was sometimes great for new ideas, but most of the time it was just distracting.

That's also why Gerald learned meditation, it was to bring his myriad of thoughts under control. Now he could already be considered a master of his mind. Still, some stray thoughts interrupted his thinking, but mostly it was some random mundane stuff that could be ignored.

In any case, he decided to return back to his team.

Just before doing that though, he flew some distance away since another group of Orcs managed to force their way across the barrier and into the city.

This time about ten riders were assaulting the defenders from various angles while more of them tried to break through. Powerful Orc Warriors were mounted on top of giant Wargs and were attacking with long swords and heavy axes.

Human soldiers were in a full-on shouting mode as they surrounded them. Despite being less experienced than some seasoned warriors, their teamwork was great.

Being weaker wasn't such a problem when tools could be used. Heavy ballistae were turned around and fired at the beasts. Long black metal arrows pierced the tough beast's hide as if it was the softest of sheepskin.

The soldiers kept the beasts at bay with long spears by thrusting them towards vital parts on the face and stomach, making the Wargs retreat.

After many days of battle, they already figured out good strategies against them. Still, accidents tended to happen when you least expected.

This time was no different. Three Wargs went berserk and tore a few soldiers to pieces, ignoring the spears that stabbed them from all sides and ran into the city in different directions.

Two of them were badly wounded, but one managed to get away with just a scratch. It was bad! The beasts were really fast, and the Orc riders on top of them were no joke. The human fighters quickly sent out an alert, but it was unclear how quickly the invaders could be stopped.

"There's never a dull moment," Gerald murmured and flew after a monster pair that was in the best condition.

Wargs were strong beasts and they knew how to traverse difficult terrain with ease. This one jumped on the sides of a building and soon it managed to climb onto the roof to avoid random patrols. It then took off towards the inner parts of the city where most people were gathered.

It was like a shark among a school of fish. Anywhere it turned there was something to eat. So much food, so much life! The Warg almost went mad as saliva poured out of its mouth in buckets.

It was just about to jump back down on a group of youngsters who were just playing around when there was a glint in the sky.

An instant later the Orc Warrior riding the beast was struck by a powerful metal spear and tumbled down. The Warg was also affected and pulled down with him, losing its footing as roof tiles underneath it cracked and gave out from stress.

Both soon landed back on the solid ground with a solid 'thud' and became immobile. Blood sprayed the stone walls.

The children saw it all and became frightened and ran away screaming, with snot and tears flying everywhere.

Shortly thereafter Gerald landed on the ground not far away. His body was pumping Mana like crazy, boosting his defense in case anything unpredictable happened.

"You dead?" he asked in a loud voice as he kept coming closer. That's when he noticed movement and a strained groan, followed by a pained shout and cracking of bones.

The Warg was standing up while conveniently crushing the skull of the Orc underneath its paw.

"Heh! So much for working together," Gerald grinned. The animal then turned around and gave him a dangerous bloodthirsty look. Perhaps it was holding a grudge for being pushed off the roof, but Gerald didn't care. He simply extended his hand and pulled Toothpick towards himself. The weapon clanged with his silver palm and then disappeared, replaced by Orc Slayer.

"So, I'll give you two options! Option A, you stay still and let me quickly kill you. It's going to be quick and mostly painless, though I can't guarantee you won't feel anything. Then there is option B, fight and struggle until your painful death."

Gerald looked the Warg straight in the eyes, "Which one will it be, beastie?"
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                The Warg opened its maw wide and released a low, guttural, rumbling growl. The skin on its face bunched up, revealing sharp white fangs underneath.

"Option B it is then…"

Gerald lifted the sword vertically in front of himself and placed one hand behind his back like a gentleman. He started elegantly circling the beast with his blade, which looked more like a giant meat cleaver than a delicate longsword.

The Warg continued growling while keeping its head low and watching Gerald with wary eyes. It seemed unsure what to do. On the one hand, it wanted to attack and maul the human, but then again, it was having a weird feeling about the entire situation.

If it was in the forest it might have simply decided to retreat, but inside the city, surrounded by stone walls from all sides, a wild animal could only act with aggression.

Gerald kept making slow and calculated steps, coming closer to the beast. In turn, the Warg kept slowly retreating and growling, as a scared cat pushed into a corner.

Then all of a sudden, multiple hurried footsteps sounded out on the cobblestone and a patrol of guards quickly turned the corner.

"Ah! A Warg!" one of them shouted.

They all gripped their swords and were ready to pull them out when Gerald shouted at them.

"Don't move!" He never left the Warg out of his vision and kept eye contact the entire time. "Slowly back away, I'll deal with this."

The Warg looked at the newcomers in confusion, but then its fur rose up and it started growling even more menacingly.

The three factions were each watching the other, with the guards nervously gulping. Both the man and the beast were giving out dangerous vibes. One of the nervous ones pulled his sword with shaky hands.

As he did so, his equipment rattled loudly, breaking the final restraints the Warg had from going berserk. It madly roared, spraying the toxic saliva everywhere, and pounced. In two quick jumps, it was nearly at the target.

"Aaaaah!" the guards shouted in terror and straight-up froze. Just as they thought their lives were coming to an end, Gerald kicked the Warg in its side, away from the terrified group.

The beast collided with a wall meanwhile Gerald was also pushed back from the force of the kick.

"Damn, I forgot to make myself heavy," he murmured. Then he turned to the trembling fools simply huddling together and watching.

"What are you still doing here?! GO!" he shouted.

"Hiiiii! Yes, sorry!" The guards were instantly woken from their stupor and ran as fast as they could while stumbling over themselves. Gerald was pretty sure he saw one of them pissing himself while he ran.

"Bunch of weaklings! I guess all real men are at the frontlines, eh?" Gerald looked at them in disgust as they disappeared behind some houses in the distance.

It seemed that there was always at least one group of incompetent people no matter where you looked. The fact that they were a part of the city guard was concerning though.

"Ah, whatever…" He turned to the enraged Warg that was currently staring him down, "I guess it's just you and me now, huh? Elemental Avatar!"

Roar!

The Warg responded in kind with its own roar and pounced...

Bam!

... And immediately got punched in the face. The snout specifically.

"I guess you are not all that bright, huh?" Gerald grinned and stored away the Orc Slayer. His fists were more than good enough to take the beast down.

"Alright! Show me what you got!" He taunted the animal.

Each pounce and growl that came would quickly be turned around with a well-aimed punch or kick. And the more defiant the look the beast carried, the stronger Gerald's retaliation.

The Warg was nearly as big as a horse and full of tough muscle under a thick fur coat. It could take the beating.

Soon the angry roars and growls were replaced with occasional whimpers of pain. Meanwhile, Gerald transitioned into more grappling-style combat. He was tossing the Warg left and right while kicking and punching at the same time.

The beast was showing signs of exhaustion and its moves were becoming slower and less confident. It was gradually losing the will to resist. No matter what it did, it couldn't even scratch the crazy human, all the while getting tossed around like a rag doll.

Then suddenly Gerald stopped pursuing it. He simply stood at one spot with his hands on his hips, giving it a stern look.

Maybe he got tired? Maybe he finally gave up? The Warg immediately regathered its courage and pounced once more, putting it all into this one all-out attack.

That's when it happened. Those eyes, those white orbs started glowing with such power, and the Aura spread outward like a tsunami towards the poor helpless Warg.

The animal came to a stop just about a meter from Gerald's face and trembled. They kept eye contact, but even that lasted only a few seconds. As Gerald's brows slightly furrowed, the Warg quickly lowered its head and body in fear. It lay on the ground like a puppy getting scolded, with ears down and tail tucked between its legs.

"Look at me," Gerald said with a commanding voice.

The Warg slowly lifted its eyes while keeping its head on the ground and gave the most guilty and pleading gaze possible.

"Look at me here, I'm the boss now!" Gerald commanded. He took out the Toothpick and struck the cobblestone road with it.

"The options still stand. What will it be? A, B, or perhaps do you prefer option C? You can become my mount and serve me."

He leaned forward and looked into the beast's eyes, releasing his Aura to the limit. "So? What will it be? Servitude or death?"
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                The Warg trembled.

Not many could see Auras as clearly as Gerald could, but plenty of wild beasts had an instinct that would tell them how dangerous someone was. Most beings in the forests of Myrtana were simply easy prey for these eternally hungry beasts.

Even those powerful Orcs could only be considered their equals in a sense, which is also why they allied with them in the first place. And even this alliance was barely held together by a single strand of spider thread. The two sides were ready to devour each other at the slightest disagreement.

However this human, no, this twisted being, was truly terrifying. The Warg's instincts were screaming at it, telling it to run! But it couldn't. The being didn't allow it.

It could only tremble in place, paralyzed by fear.

But despite not strictly answering, it didn't take long for the wild beast to make its decision clear. It started releasing low whimpers while nudging Gerald's leg with its snout. It was doing its best to get on his good side.

"Wise choice," Gerald smirked as he looked down at it. It was not really his intention to tame a Warg, he just got this idea in the spur of a moment and decided to give it a try.

Any normal person wouldn't even think of such a crazy idea. Taming a Warg, what a crazy thought.

But normal was boring. Gerald left normal back at home, on Earth. When he first arrived he just wanted to be safe and survive, but now…

He wondered how far he could go, how high the limits were. With magic, the possibilities seemed endless. At least that's how he felt about it, and not doing his all to discover them would be a sin in his eyes.

Anyhow, now that the beast was under his command, Gerald came close and stroked its back. Surprisingly, the Warg was way bonier than he appeared at first sight. The dense fur gave it an illusion of a bigger body.

"Alright now, since you are mine now I'll have to take care of you I guess…" Gerald took out a few vials. "Open your mouth."

Since Gerald retracted his Aura, the fear the Warg experienced also disappeared and as such, it became unwilling to listen to his commands. But then, one angry look from Gerald, and it was quickly reminded of the painful beating it just received, and decided to comply.

Gerald poured half-a-dozen Healing Potion in its mouth and then tossed in a big piece of meat as well. It was a classic carrot and a stick combination, and it worked well.

The Warg greedily devoured them both while feeling its body slowly recover.

"Okay… I should get you a name… What are you anyway, boy or a girl?" He glanced at the beast with Magic Eyes for a moment. "A male, huh? Hmm, let me think…"

He entered a deep thinking mode, considered the characteristics of the bloodthirsty beast, and mulled over the countless possibilities.

"I need a name that would be unique, something fear and awe-inspiring, something like… Toby!"

The Warg hiccuped. It was a proud carnivore, feared for its bloodthirsty nature, and now it had received a name from its master. It was glorious!

Well, it didn't quite sound that great, but the Warg was convinced it meant something amazing. It quickly expressed its satisfaction by licking Gerald's hand.

Paf!

"What are you trying to do, huh?! Trying to paralyze me while I'm distracted?! No licking! One more of your tricks and I'm turning you into a spit-roast!"

A bitch-slap and scolding later, the Warg lay on the ground pitifully whining while Gerald was soaking his paralyzed hand in medicine. Good thing it was just his hand. What would happen if he got licked on his face?!

A few minutes later, when the toxins were neutralized, he went up to his new mount and patted it on the back.

"Alright Toby, get up. Oh, don't look at me like that, I didn't even beat you that hard!"

He jumped on top of Toby's back and gripped its bushy mane while the latter was showing a despairing expression. It just tried to act like a good boy but it got chastised in the end.

"Let's go, he-ya!" Gerald lightly kicked with his heels like you would do when riding a horse, and after a moment of confusion, the Warg finally figured out what he wanted and so it went forward.

***

Gerald kept leading it through the city by pulling its mane left and right. Anyone that saw them would scream in fright and then bolt away as fast as they could.

All the doors and windows were shut tight with women and children trembling inside. The Warg wore such a frightful expression it made even the bravest of men freeze in horror.

The beast was depressed!

A proud ruler of the forest, a bloodthirsty beast that everyone feared, used as a simple mount… It was so humiliating! And that was not even all! Gerald kept his defensive spells active and his magic-reinforced butt was poking the Warg in the back. It was so uncomfortable!

And the constant pulling on its hair… Argh!

Well, too bad… The Warg didn't have the ability to speak and so it could only suffer in silence.

A few arduous minutes later they arrived at the campsite where Black Onyx, Iron Phantom Hawks, and a few others were stationed.

As soon as they appeared in their sight they were, as you would expect when riding a Warg, greeted with screams of fright that sounded the alarm as the warriors scrambled to get up and prepare for battle.

"Get into position!" Kerius shouted as his teammates took their spot beside him, with shields raised and swords in hand. He shouted towards the back, "Girls, get ready to use your magic, we'll hold it back!"

His breathing accelerated and he took a few deep breaths to steady his mind. Kerious' expression hardened and he readied himself for a fight.

"Get ready! Charge!"
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                "What are they…?" Gerald lifted his eyebrows in surprise. He was completely baffled. Didn't they see him? Well, he was sort of hidden behind Toby's lush mane, but surely they weren't that blind, right?

They were just pretending and would soon stop this farce. Right? Right?!

Wrong! Five men charged at him at once, and from their expressions, you could clearly read they were serious. Also, a volley of spells was fired at him at once, Ice Lances, Stone Spikes, some fool even made a giant stone pillar and tried to launch it at him.

It went nowhere near him and simply fell to the ground immediately due to the lack of momentum, but…

"What the fuck?!"

Gerald sent an explosion-like blast of air from his fist and swept away all the projectiles like swatting a fly. The sky became clear again.

That's when a stray arrow came flying at his head.

Pang!

Gerald recoiled from the strike. That thing fucking hurt! It hit him right in the side of his head. Good thing he never released his defensive magic when in a war zone or else he would have been a goner.

"Motherfuckers!" he roared and jumped up, flying a few meters above the Warg and generating massive amounts of flames all around himself.

"Who was it?! Who dares to shoot me?!"

In that instant, everything stopped. The mages stopped chanting spells, the archers lowered their bows in shock and the charging swordsmen nearly stumbled on themselves from stopping so quickly.

"Gerald?!"

"Yes, it's me, who else?! What's with the warm welcome?" Gerald answered, annoyed.

"Huh," Kerius scratched his head while feeling awkward. He didn't know what to say.

"So, who was it?" Gerald asked again, his gaze going over the archers in the background. Feeling his penetration gaze they quickly hid their bows and started whistling and conversing, pretending not to know what was going on.

"That's… That's a Warg," Kerius finally managed to say.

Gerald rolled his eyes and released his magic, landing back on his mount. He gestured for it to move and so it did. As they came into the camp, the people around watched them with wary gazes and took a few steps back, keeping the distance just in case.

"Toby," Gerald said.

"Wha-?" Kerius, together with the rest, was flabbergasted.

"His name is Toby," Gerald repeated.

"…"

How would you respond to that? [Helo Toby, my name is X, nice to meet you, please don't eat me.]?! The group was stupefied. This was a wild animal! A very dangerous one at that!

"You tamed a Warg?" Sera stepped forward, posing the question.

"Yes."

"Why?!"

"Why?" Gerald thought for a bit and then replied. "Well, I'm not really a pet kind of guy, but I saw so many people having tamed beasts so I thought: Hey, what the heck? Maybe there was something to this. And so I got myself a mount."

"Yes, but, why would you tame A WARG?!" Sera exclaimed like she was conversing with a crazy person.

But Gerald was clever. He wouldn't fall for such an obvious trap. He immediately figured out it was a trick question, so he responded most appropriately for the occasion. He said, "Because it was there."

"…"

That was the end of the conversation. Sera threw her hands in the air and gave up.



It took a while, but eventually, Gerald managed to calm everyone down and explain what happened. They were mostly just nodding in understanding, although nobody dared to come close to the beast.

Especially with such an innocent-sounding name.

While they were having a peaceful meal, Gerald came to realize a few problems. In just a short hour they got attacked three times by people mistaking Toby for a wild beast.

Well, he kind of was, but he was also Gerand's munt now, so that presented a challenge. How could he act all high and mighty on his cool new mount if everyone ran away in fear or tried to kill it at first sight?

What if he left it alone for a few minutes while taking a dump, only to come back to its butchered remains?

That would be terrible! He had to fix this problem ASAP!

And so, after eating their fill, Toby and Gerald went on the road again.

As the sun slowly moved lower on the horizon, darkness covered the once golden city. If the attacks during the day were already annoying, then the arrows that flew at them in the evening were even worse.

Every hundred meters or so a patrol of city guards or soldiers would try to kill the Warg, as well as Gerald riding on it. It happened so often that Gerald began losing his mind.

"Are you fucking blind? Can't you see me riding my mount?! How about you open your stupid little eyes before trying to kill another fellow human, huh?!" Gerald scolded one of the clueless guards.

"Uh, well…" the guy stammered, "We… We saw the Warg and we thought an Orc was riding it, so…"

"Do I look like an Orc?!"

"Well…" the guard started.

"Don't answer that! It was a rhetorical question!"

Feeling the conversation going nowhere, Gerald created flaming writing above him, visible from kilometers away. It said: "Don't attack – Tamed beast!"

"This ought to work, right?"

"Um… Uh-uh!" the guard nodded at first, but then shook his head and shrugged. Gerald felt like punching him in the face.



The rider and the mount then continued on their way until they stopped in front of a Leatherworking Shop.

"Wait here," Gerald said and then entered alone.

"Welcome!" The old man inside greeted him with smiles. "Are you here for clothes, armor, or something more special?"

"I need a saddle for my mount," Gerald explained, "And the few bits and pieces that come with it."

Nodding in understanding, the shopkeeper smiled, "Of course! Let us see the animal then."

He quickly walked to the door and opened them, coming face to face with the Warg's snout. The beast opened its mouth slightly, revealing countless sharp teeth.

"Oh," The old man said in surprise. It wasn't even a scream. Was it perhaps like seeing an average horse for him?

"Oh? You aren't afraid, old man? Most people would freak out when seeing-" Gerald started, but then he saw the guy move backward weirdly.

Thud!

"Ah!" Gerald shouted.

The old man was dead!
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                Sniff! Sniff!

"Come on, you can do it! Wake up!"

Crouching beside a seemingly dead old man was Gerald, holding a small pouch beside the guy's nose. There was some movement at long last as the smell penetrated his lungs.

"G-gold?" the old man said weakly, struggling to open his eyes fully to see the small yellow circles in front of his face.

"That's right, gold! It can all be yours, I just need you to get up and do a few little things for me," Gerald whispered sweet nothings into his ear while jiggling the money pouch in his face akin to a devil tempting a poor soul with money.

"R-really?" the shopkeeper asked hopefully and color returned to his deathly pale cheeks. "For me?" It suddenly seemed like the afterlife was getting further and further away from the poor guy.

Gerald secretly breathed out a sigh of relief. He almost wanted to give up. Despite his best attempts to bring the man back to life, it all seemed futile. And now he was suddenly reborn after smelling gold?! Wait, does gold even have a smell? Probably not, but who cares? It worked!

Now he just had to make sure the same thing didn't happen again. Who knows if the old heart could survive another jump scare from a Warg?

As the shopkeep stabilized on his feet, Gerald went to him and slowly and carefully explained the situation. At the mention of a Warg, the old man's body started trembling like a certain toy women liked to use on lonely nights, however, having a money pouch full of gold staring at him at arm's length, helped him from going into full panic mode.

"So, can you do it? I need something bright and noticeable for my mount. It needs to be clear to everyone that Toby is not just any wild beast. It's MY wild beast."

"Y-yes, c-certainly!" said the old man with a trembling voice. "I- I got just the thing!"

He then went somewhere in the back, probably the workshop, and soon came back with a magnificent-looking saddle.

You could tell it was expensive at a first glance. It had a soft leather seat and intricate silver rings holding the straps together. Also, the hard structural parts were pure white ivory with parts painted red and gold.

"I- It's supposed to be for another gentleman, b-but I'm sure he won't mind waiting a bit longer," the man timidly said.

Gerald didn't really care and the money given was more than enough to cover any problems the man might get from this action. Now the only thing left was to equip his mount with new gear.

The saddle didn't quite fit, but after they stuffed a thick bear fur underneath the front part, it was perfect. The straps also had to be modified somewhat, but after an hour everything was ready.

"Oh, it looks perfect!" Gerald exclaimed and patted the old man on the back. "You did great, it's even better than I had in mind! What do you think, Toby?"

The Warg didn't answer. It was simply moving around, trying to get accustomed to the feeling of having another piece of trash stuck on its back.

"I- I'm glad you like it," the shopkeeper said and waved them goodbye, still shaking and pale. As soon as the monster and master duo disappeared from his sight, he fell to the ground and threw up.

All the fear and stress he was holding in erupted all at once. At the same time, he started sweating and got cold shivers, barely making it back inside.

"By Innos, what happened to you, dear?" his wife exclaimed as soon as he entered their living quarters. He looked like he had just seen death.

The old man just waved it off and collapsed on his sofa, his heart still beating at full speed. "You wouldn't believe even if I told you, woman." He slowly started to calm down in the safety of his own home as he sighed, "Maybe it's time to retire… No gold is worth it playing with death."



During the next few days, rumors of a Warg roaming the streets started spreading like a wildfire. At first, people thought it was an escaped wild beast, but then there was talk of a tamed mount of a certain high-profile individual whose fame was also increasing rapidly in recent days.

GTA – Or Gerald-Toby Alliance, was wreaking chaos around the metropolis. The pair spent most of the day running around, attacking and brutalizing any monster that strayed too far from his group. They were bullying the solo attackers while cackling like madmen.

Well, Gerald was cackling while the Warg was just happily panting and releasing some funny cough-like sounds. It was trying its best.

During a short break, GTA went back into the city where they visited the same guy that made the Black Onyx cloaks, and requested clothes for the Warg.

It was a massive piece of clothing, like the one you would put on a knight's horse that covered the back, with a giant logo of the Black Onyx, recognizable from hundreds of meters away.

"Hehe, you are looking more and more like a proper mount, Toby! Hopefully, it's going to be enough to stop those lunatics from attacking us now," Gerald said.

Toby understood and nodded. Getting pelted with arrows wherever he went really wasn't good for his health. If Gerald wasn't always there to protect him, he would have been turned into a pin cushion dozens of times over.

Now, while it might seem like the duo were only having fun, they were actually both training to get stronger. Gerald kept absorbing the spirits of the dead, while the constantly hungry Warg was busy eating the corpses of the fallen.

It never in its life had such an all-you-can-eat buffet, and unsurprisingly, it became picky! It ignored the Goblins and even ate only the heart and liver of the Hobgoblins. The real treats were the occasional Orc Warrior or even a fellow Warg that fell before its mighty master.

"Say," Gerald started as Toby was busy munching on a juicy Orc leg. "I read somewhere that you can evolve into a Bloodhound. How does that even work? Do you just need to eat a lot or…?"

Sadly Toby had no clue what he was talking about and simply kept munching. It cracked the tough bones with its powerful jaws and devoured the delicious bone marrow inside.
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                "Maybe we should visit a library, huh? What do you think, Toby? We could get some more information on your species."

The Warg was busy and didn't respond. What would it know about evolving? It was its first and only life. The experience of rapid evolution was something it didn't have.

Gerald said the stuff about Bloodhounds at a whim, but now he really wondered if he could influence his mount's evolution. Wouldn't it be cool if he could turn it into an even bigger and cooler-looking monster?!

And so it was decided.

"Onward my steed! The library awaits!" Gerald shouted and pulled on the reins while giving a light squeeze with his heel.

Toby made a depressed whining sound as he slowly left, giving sad glances to all the meat that remained behind. It was akin to a soldier departing for war and leaving his young new wife behind.

Who knew how many hooligans would treat her like a common piece of meat while he was gone? It certainly wasn't going to be the same after he got back.



As they arrived at the massive library, made of white marble and limestone, Gerald felt a bit of nostalgia. How long has it been since he first visited? Not that long actually, it's just that so many things happened since he first came here.

For example, back then he still had an above-average amount of hands. He smiled as he thought about it. Good times!

He planned on leaving Toby to wait for him outside, but then he remembered he had nowhere to tie him down and common ropes were certainly not enough for the beast. And since he couldn't be sure it wouldn't go wild, he had to keep an eye on it.

Many heads turned in their direction as they went in, and many more froze in fear as GTA passed by the reception desk at the entrance.

"Keep the change," Gerald said as he casually tossed a gold coin at the gawking receptionist. Surprisingly the guards didn't try to say anything as Gerald led Toby inside by a thin leather strap. The lead was more of a formality than an actual way to keep the Warg on a leash. One gentle bite and it would be over.

As they entered the grand hall filled with books, they went straight for the place where it should be. In Gerald's memory, the book should be right… there. It wasn't.

"We are going to have to look around, Toby. Someone moved the book," Gerald said as his eyes scanned the various titles.

He was searching for a book called Bestiary. Not to be confused with bestiality, for that was something else entirely.



Auralba became much livelier in recent days. The allied armies of all four Guardians were finally gathered in one place inside the city.

A few days ago, both Crag Carre, the Guardian of the West, and Ewat Holt, the Guardian of the East, marched over the south wall amid rabid monster attacks.

Despite general Crag being a beastmaster, and bringing a full army of powerful war animals, a Warg was still something even they didn't dare keep. It wasn't that they were incapable of taming it, but Wargs always had the potential to go crazy even if they lived among humans for years.

You never knew when your beast companion would suddenly decide you smelled nice and wanted to have a taste.

[…Where am I going with this?]

[Oh, yes!]

As you might expect, having a Warg roam the streets, even if it was tamed, didn't sit well with some. Especially if it belonged to some young man who came out of nowhere and was still unknown to most.

Many complaints reached The King's ear and many demanded, amid flattery, that something be done about it.

With the Kingdom's ruler being super busy with… stuff, the job once again fell on Tabbris' shoulders to sort things out with Gerald.

He was briefed on everything that happened recently and then sent on his way like some common servant, but he didn't mind. He was the only one close to the man and could be considered a friend. He should be able to quickly figure out if there was any potential danger with the Warg pet roaming about.

On the fields of endless carnage, the fight was still going on. It was not as aggressive and unending as the first days, but both human and monster's blood was spilled, painting the ground red.

The Flame Barrier was extinguished quite some time ago. With nothing to keep Mana in place, it soon returned to normal levels and mages quickly lost their advantage. Luckily it was the same for Orc Shamans, so at least there was a good side to it.

Tabbris took one last look across the city from the Royal Palace, steeled his heart, and with heavy steps marched towards the most menacing place of all: A library!



"Any luck, Toby? Did you find anything?"

In the now deserted library, Gerald and Toby were busy searching for the elusive [Bestiary] book. They were going at it for hours already. Most patrons of the library have long since ran away, afraid of the Warg.

He was regretting not properly reading the book back then as he just skimmed through it. But it wasn't like he could absorb all the knowledge just by touching the cover like some crazy OP fantasy characters!

Or could he?

A long "Hmmm…" escaped him as he squinted his eyes and touched a book and sent Mana through it to examine it.

The feedback was crazy! It was… absolutely worthless! He might as well be doing the same thing to a block of wood. Anyone coming up with the idea to magically absorb knowledge had to be clinically insane!

Oh, wait...

"Gerald? Are you alright?"
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                "Oh, look who it is, Toby!" Gerald turned to his new furry friend with a smile. In turn, Toby released a low growl and showed his teeth.

"Hey! No growling!" Gerald flicked the Warg on the ear. It didn't hurt much, but it was enough to get the point across. Acting aggressively without permission was not allowed.

"So, what brings you here?" he beamed at Tabbris who was currently showing a worried expression.

"Say, are you sure it's safe?" the guy asked in return.

"Maybe? Probably?" Gerald replied nonchalantly and then put a finger on his chin, "Hey, you know the Fire Rain spell? How strong is the spell scroll compared to the real thing?"

"Huh? What… Why would you ask that?" Tabbris said, appearing utterly confused. In what world had the Fire Rain spell anything to do with the current topic?!

"Oh, nothing much, I just suddenly remembered seeing one being sold for a few thousand gold… If it's not too hard to make we could get a few dozen and finish the war in a few days, right?"

Tabbris suddenly stumbled back and had to grab ahold of one of the bookshelves to stop himself from falling down. What madness had he just heard?! If they aren't too hard to make?! It takes years of careful preparation to make a scroll like that!

It's one of the most powerful weapons there is and requires the best materials and a skilled Mage that specializes in such things. Even then it's incredibly difficult to accurately draw hundreds if not thousands of runes with expensive and difficult to acquire blood of powerful creatures.

But then he suddenly remembered the lack of common sense in nearly everything Gerald did, so he took a deep breath and tried to calm his mind.

"As if! Just imagine the chaos if such a thing was possible! Well, let's just leave the difficulty of making such scrolls en mass… The problem is that even the best attempts at making one could barely reach a tenth of its power. Magic stored in a spell scroll is inherently weaker than the one actively used by a mage..."

As Tabbris kept explaining the differences and weaknesses, Gerald couldn't help but lift his eyebrows in surprise. "It is? Oh, I never noticed it before…"

As someone with superior theoretical knowledge, Tabbris gladly shared his wisdom, "That might be because there isn't much of a discrepancy in the power of weaker spells. It only comes to be clear when truly powerful magic is in play," he continued educating him.

"I see…" Gerald nodded seriously. "Anyway, why are you here? I'm sure it's not a random coincidence."

"Why am I here? Why are you here?! I don't know what you are doing with this beast, but you are scaring people. You have no idea how many people complained, bringing fear for their children as the main concern. It's actually weird you weren't already arrested…"

Perhaps he exaggerated a few words, but the general sentiment remained: He was disrupting the peace in the city, regardless of how little of it actually remained.

"Oh, that's what those guys wanted? Why didn't they say so!" Gerald exclaimed, remembering a group of guards that pestered him some time ago. "They should have said so instead of mincing their words. If I didn't know any better I would think they were shy girls trying to ask me out! Honestly…"

Tabbris felt like facepalming. Of course, something like that would happen. The only soldiers standing guard were those mostly incompetent and a few sons of nobles who pretended to care by sending their offspring into the army.

It looked good on the surface, but they clearly pulled some strings in the background to keep their sons safe. And such sheltered youngsters clearly didn't have the balls to arrest Gerald.

Even without the Warg by his side, the man alone could make children cry with a single look. Tabbris wasn't even surprised they failed. The man could literally slaughter Orcs like it was nothing, and he could fly! No way common folk dared to confront this seeming demigod.

"Well, could you consider how they are feeling, for my sake, please…" He pleaded while having a sour feeling in his heart. It was not exactly in his nature to do so.

"What?!" Gerald became overwhelmed by righteous fury, "This is discrimination! What about my feelings?! So many people are walking around with pets, hell, an army of them just entered the city and I didn't hear anyone complain! But I get one little Warg and everyone got a problem with it all of a sudden…"

He went on and on about his suffering and difficulties acquiring the Warg, the food expenses, and the arduous training the beast had to go through to become domesticated.

Tabbris grimaced just listening to him and had to intervene before Gerald would finish his tirade and possibly demand an unreasonable price to get rid of his beast.

"Okay, okay, let's forget about all that… Why are you here in the library anyway? Are you looking for something?"

"Oh," Gerald's mood cleared in an instant as he beamed, "I'm searching for a way to evolve Toby. Wouldn't it be cool if he became a Bloodhound?!"

Cough!

Tabbris almost choked as he tried swallowing his own tongue in shock. 'Oh god! It's worse! It's worse than we have ever imagined! Knowing this madman he'll really do it! I need to stop him!'

"Hehe, Gerald, my friend…" Tabbris hugged the man around the shoulders while chuckling nervously, "Hehe… Say, how about I try and convince His Majesty to allow you a peek into the Royal Library? You definitely won't find what you are looking for in there… This library here holds only basic information, it's definitely not worth your time."

Gerald was elated, "You would do that for me?! Thank you! Toby, say thank you to Tabbris, he's your great benefactor!"

The Warg didn't quite understand, but it tried to do its best impersonation of a cute 'Woof!' with its rough voice as it has seen other dogs do, and licked the man's face in happiness.

"…"
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                After dishing out another round of educational petting and after treating Tabbris' paralyzed face, they went toward the inner parts of the city.

The whole thing was quite... unusual.

A Warg in eye-catching gear, a strong-looking rider, and a warrior in Mythril armor walking by the side. Their quirky group was truly a marvel to look at.

GTA was left waiting while Tabbris went to request an audience with The King... again.

Gerald didn't mind. The place where he left him was quite nice. Not quite up to modern standards, but it was close. A nice construction made of stone, a palace of some sort, with a courtyard and a small pond with colorful fishies swimming inside.

Thanks for the meal!

Toby immediately tried to have a taste. He last ate hours ago and was getting peckish.

"Don't even think about it!" Gerald pulled him back and sternly scolded him, "You glutton! I know you can go a full week without eating, don't even think about eating those fish! You even ate an entire Orc a few hours ago!"

Toby made an offended expression like he was just wronged. He was trying to say: "It's not true! There was an entire leg left behind! I'm innocent!"

But Gerald wasn't having any of it. "We are guests here, so act like it! Puff your chest out and lift your head like this. We need to convince the old dude to let us take a peek in his library, who knows what goodies are hiding in there?"

Hearing the word "Goodies," the Warg started salivating and quickly took a heroic pose. Toby sat on his butt and lifted his head towards the sky like a good boy.

The sun was shining on his fur which was now already a nice dark bronze color. With each passing day, it looked better and healthier than ever before and it was shining in the light... until it wasn't.

A giant shadow covered the pair and blocked the sun as a flock of giant eagles dove toward them.

"Hahaha, what a surprise! Looks like someone else is here already!"

A man being carried by two Shadow Eagles in a sling came laughing as he neared the ground. Behind him was another person, this one a woman, and was similarly being carried by a pair of birds.

"Miss Lynn! Young Master Ron! Please don't leave me behind! You know what the general will do to me if he finds out you were flying without your entourage," came shouting a man riding a horse. Right behind him were another ten or so riders that were clearly having trouble keeping up.

Ron Carre jumped off his ride just as the birds were landing and lifting up a cloud of dust. He smiled, "Relax Omar, nobody is getting into trouble, we were just having some fun."

Omar quickly rode closer and got off his mount, catching his breath and cursing quietly to himself, and then made a pained expression, "You always say that Young Master, but I'm the one that gets punished every time!"

'Miss Lynn?' Gerald tilted his head. He felt as if he heard this name once before. But alas, it was probably long ago and he couldn't quite remember where to put it.

"Who are you people?" He eventually asked.

Ron Carre stopped fooling around with his guardian and did a bow as he presented himself. "My name is Ron Carre, son of Crag Carre, the Guardian of the West…" Then he pointed to the girl beside him, "And this is my cousin, Lynn Carre. Nice pet, by the way."

As he was saying so, he also examined Gerald from top to bottom. In his mind, anyone staying here in the palace should be an important figure, however, he couldn't quite figure out who the guy was.

"I'm not quite familiar with…" he gestured at Gerald. "You must be the heir of the Guardian of the East, Ewart Holt, correct?" he said, figuring out he must be a part of the Holt family since he never met any of the general's offspring.

"Uh, no." Gerald frowned. Why would this guy think this way? He was just blindly guessing his origin!

"No?" Ron was surprised, "Then, who might you be?"

"I'm Gerald." As you might expect, the name didn't mean much to someone who just came to Auralba a day or two ago, and neither did Black Onyx.

"Um, sorry, I'm not familiar with your name… What family do you belong to?"

But once again, the question didn't bear fruit. "No family," Gerald shook his head. "I don't have-"

"Gerald?" A man interrupted the conversation, but nobody minded as it wasn't going anywhere anyway. It was not difficult to recognize the face, especially since it was accompanied by an extremely excited person.

"Oh my god, where've you been?! I can't believe we ran into you here!" Trevor was just as lively as always, running up to Gerald as if they were years-long best buddies.

"We?"

At that time a few more people came through the front door, two of which were his teammates, Rayner, and Renna. They simply glanced in their direction and gave a nod of acknowledgment.

Behind them came the entire group of Phoenix Knights, with Ravian, Tabbris' right hand, leading them.

The man scanned the crowd but seemingly couldn't find the one he was looking for. He did notice Gerald though. Standing beside an eye-catching Warg was not something people could just ignore after all.

"Hello," Ravian greeted and then went straight to the point, "Tabbris is not here? He said he had to talk to you and that we should wait for him here…"

"About that…" Gerald explained how the man in question went to request an audience with The King and would probably be late.

As they were chatting, servants entered the courtyard as well and started delivering food and handing out refreshing drinks.

All the newcomers were seemingly aware of what was going on and didn't make a fuss, instead, they took the wine and continued chatting among themselves.

"Oh yeah, Tabbris! Haven't seen him in a while," Ron inserted himself into the conversation while holding a wine cup like a refined gentleman. "Where is his cute sister, I miss her pretty little face."

The man said it casually and while smiling amicably. However, apparently, it didn't sit well with some.

"Aren't you married? Where is your wife?" Igrit from Phoenix Knights asked with an accusatory tone that would make any man cringe. It didn't bother Ron though, or at least that's what it seemed on the surface as his expression didn't change one bit.

"Yeah, so what?" he smiled. "I left my women at home, a war is not something to be taken lightly after all. Still, I wouldn't mind taking the cute little Aster as my third concubine."

"Oh, and you look pretty nice as well, you could be the fourth," Ron winked at her.
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                Igrit immediately lost her temper and became indignant since he went about it – what she considered an extremely important topic – in an overly casual way.

She had a fiery character, and so some strong words were exchanged, even some hints at the man's low moral character that irked Ron quite a bit, despite him not showing it.

"Wow, hey, no need to act like a bitch for a little joke," Ron frowned when she stepped over the line.

"Who's the scumbag womanizer trying to bang anything that moves, huh?!" But, as you might expect, she just had to have the last word.

"Look, I'm trying to be polite here," he quietly said as he stared into her eyes, his words carrying a dangerous undertone. "You might be protected since you work under the Northendark family, but you should not forget your place!"

Igrit gritted her teeth in anger, gave him a stern look, and shut her mouth. Ron was right. He provoked her and she fell for it like a child.

Slandering a superior carried a severe punishment in most cases, especially so when insulting a Guardian of The King. But since it has been years without any incident, many started to forget. Apart from apologizing, the best she could do now was simply walk away and not make things worse.

And so she did. She simply left without looking back and rejoined her group like nothing ever happened.

Gerald long since removed himself from the conversation, happy to just keep observing from a distance.

"Mhm," he nudged his mount while stuffing his face full of food, "See that, Toby? That's called politics… It's a whole bunch of useless banter that makes no sense. Don't try to understand them, it's bad for your health."

The Warg nodded in agreement despite being clueless on the topic while happily eating the delicious bones Gerald was handing it. The quality of the food here was even better than a fresh Orc. Best meal ever! Totally worth the sacrifice.

"Exactly!" Trevor came strolling around and inserted himself back into conversation while hugging Gerald across the shoulders like some close friend, a wine cup in one hand, and a piece of roasted meat in the other. "Politics are so boring! Studying magic is way more fun! Look at this!"

Trevor tossed the piece of meat to Toby, who gladly devoured it right away, and made some bizarre hand gestures to pull some water from the pond toward himself.

He then concentrated deeply, accompanied by an ever-changing facial expression, until the water turned into ice and then morphed into a miniature sword.

As an ice sculpture, it could be considered pretty good. Pretty good for a party trick!

Gerald was getting annoyed with the guy acting so familiar with him despite not having interacted much in the past. And above all, he was disrupting his meal. Honestly, the latter bothered him more.

And so, as a proper gentleman would(not), he decided to be petty.

"Oh wow, that's so cool," he faked enthusiasm. "Can I-" he touched the floating ice sword with his finger, suddenly turning it into mist.

"Wha-! Hey, that's not cool!" Travis protested. He worked so hard to make it! It took him nearly a whole minute! He was at the edge of despair. Suicide was among the options he considered at that instant.

"Oh no, let me try and fix it," Gerald continued with his charade.

To make the whole thing especially memorable, he started by pulling moisture directly out of the air. He lowered the temperature around them so that fog started condensing all by itself and then used that to make a small figurine.

Trevor stared at it, gawking with his mouth open like some low-class mouthbreather.

The tiny ice crystals formed beautiful snowflakes that swirled around Gerald, giving him a celestial aura, and then came together on his palm, creating a small person.

"It's… It's…" Trevor was at a loss for words. It was a miniature version of himself, about as large as a hand, completely made of white ice, and looked absolutely stunning!

"It's beautiful!" he eventually sighed.

"Here, take it," Gerald tossed the statue to him. A bit of telekinetic manipulation and it safely landed in Trevor's hands.

"F-for me?" The guy very nearly started to cry. Tears already started forming in his eyes as he looked at Gerald akin to a fan watching his favorite celebrity up close.

"Thank you! You are the best friend I ever had, I'll never forget-"

"Yes, yes, I'm a saint, I know. Now go away!" He had to shove off his new fanboy to not get snot from a grown-ass man all over himself.

"Let's just hope he is not going to start simping for me," Gerald murmured with a grim expression while watching Treavor leave. The guy was still smiling at him like a fool.

Such interactions were best forgotten. Unfortunately, Gerald would have to live with it from now on. Even alcohol didn't help in this case. That of course didn't mean he didn't drink, quite the opposite. Gerald took an entire bottle of wine and downed it akin to cold water on a hot day.

"Damn it Tabbris, where have you left me?" He silently cursed, "You could have at least told me what the fuck is going on!"

"You don't know?" Ravian approached him after catching his complaint. As Tabbris' right-hand man he knew quite a few things about Gerald, so he assumed he knew what was going on, especially since he was here.

"No, I don't… Care to enlighten me?"

"Look around you," Ravian said and gestured to the other party members. "Everybody is here. All four generals have finally gathered in Auralba, the Church of Innos sent a few of their members, and even the Ring of Water has its representatives here…"

"We've been only defending and delaying the monsters for a while, right?" He looked Gerald straight in the eyes and spoke with a serious tone, "But now it's time for the real war to begin!"
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                The war room in the Palace was quite crowded. Representatives from all major forces were currently present and participating in a discussion about a grand counterattack.

The four generals finally gathered in the capital and combined with the city soldiers, their forces numbered around half a million.

Mages from the Church of Innos were also ready to join the war effort, and so were the warriors of the Ring of Water. Though they were lesser in number, they were just as strong and brave as the rest.

A few thousand extra mages could be gathered by the Headmaster of the Magic Academy by making use of his influence.

So many extra forces suddenly arriving was great for defense, however, food quickly became a topic of concern.

Many have already migrated and found a temporary shelter in Auralba, and with the extra hundreds of thousands of hungry soldiers, the food reserves were quickly being used up. A war of attrition in such circumstances was suicide. The prices of goods already skyrocketed and food was the highest among them all.

As soon as more than the poorest 1% couldn't afford to eat anymore, all hell would break loose. The fragile peace would shatter as a glass sculpture dropped from the sky. Nobody could contain the chaos then. Not unless they resorted to killing their own people, and that was clearly out of the question.

And so there had to be a gathering like this. The table around which the men stood around had a giant map of the city as well as its near vicinity. Many small wooden figurines were spread all over it, representing both enemies as well as allied forces.

A few of them were having long sticks for moving the figurines around, discussing and debating the best ways to take care of the problem.

The attacks slowed down greatly in recent days as the beasts came to realize they were spreading themselves too thin. The city wall was long, and with increasingly diminishing forces it became nearly impossible to breach the defenses.

They started retreating, but anyone with a brain could see that the news was anything but good. Hordes of Orcs started gathering in the north around the Giant and it became painfully clear that the bloodiest battle was still to come.

The human defenders could somehow still hold if a few dozen Orcs attacked at once, but what if tens of thousands of them stormed the city from one side? There were not enough arrows or Mana to stop them all.

When they clashed with the physically weaker human soldiers, the Orcs would tear right through their ranks like wolves through flesh in a flock of sheep.

Everybody knew what had to be done, but nobody wanted to admit it.

Time was of the essence. When the beasts all gathered in one place, their chances for victory would become slim. And even if they won, the losses would be too great. By then, if the Empire truly decided to invade, they wouldn't even be able to stop them for a day.

The only thing they could do was surrender. But that would mean the purge of the Royal family, the four Guardians, most of the noble population, and many commanders.

The bloodshed would be great, and nobody wanted to risk their heads if they could do anything about it. It was just that the current plan…

"Excuse me, general Northendark?" A servant quietly entered the room and whispered into the man's ear, "Your son wishes to speak with you."

Razor nodded and waved the man away. They were in the middle of a discussion, but it clearly wasn't going anywhere.

Regardless of how they positioned their units, many of them would die. And there the problem lay: Nobody wanted their soldiers on the front lines. That would weaken their authority after the battle.

"We can put Crag's beasts at the front! They aren't as valuable as human lives!" general Ewat Holt said and moved the figurines according to his thoughts.

"Bullshit! You know most of my main forces consist of tamed beasts! We should use Ulrich's cavalry instead! Their warhorses are armored and really tough to kill; perfect for a vanguard!" general Crag Carre protested.

"Why me?! What about Ewat?! Why not put his soldiers on the front lines?" Ulrich Aust shouted over the table.

"Are you insane?! I have mostly archers! How are they supposed to be on the frontline?!"

As the bickering continued, seemingly without end, Razor Northendark suddenly stood up.

"Gentlemen," he said. "Please excuse me for a minute."

He looked at The King, and seeing the latter nod, he quietly exited the room. "Feel free to continue your discussion in my absence."

As soon as he left the room though…

"Why don't we put Northendark's soldiers here then?"

"Great idea! They are powerful fighters and with plenty of experience fighting Orcs already!"

"Yes, yes! I agree! Foot soldiers are the best for this situation!"

"Your majesty, what do you think? General Razor's forces are quite suitable for the vanguard, aren't they?"

"Erm…" King Robart III was suddenly pushed into a weird predicament. Razor Northendark was his closest ally, always was.

He actually wanted to send the combined forces of the nobles so they could prove their worth. And now all of a sudden they wanted him to make a decision directly? How bold!

The nobles standing in the corners were strategically keeping their mouth shut and trying to make themselves small so people would forget about them.

How was Robart now going to use them as cannon fodder? He could get two birds with one spell if his wishes were realized.

The nobles that weren't content with his rule could be cleanly wiped out, remembered as heroes of war, while he would solidify his position on the throne. Easy peasy!

However…

King Robart III squinted his eyes at his three braindead generals. How dare they ruin his plans! Or maybe they planned for this to happen? Were they working with some of the rebellious nobles, trying to dethrone him?!

The King was becoming increasingly suspicious.

Luckily he didn't have to make a decision quite yet, as Razor Northendark already returned, carrying an interesting expression on his face as he sat down.

Everybody was curious. What in the world just happened outside?
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                "Gerald is trying to evolve his Warg into a Bloodhound," Razor stated as he sat back down.

The war room was plunged into silence as dozens of pairs of eyes turned to him. It made him slightly uncomfortable, so he pretended to be aloof and closed his eyes.

Various nobles looked at each other while frowning, high-ranking mages communicated with their eyes and facial expressions, while the other three Guardians glanced from Razor to The King and back, waiting for an explanation.

Nobody seemed to want to break the silence. The pressure in the room was palpable.

"Who is this… Gerald?" A young man, probably from a less known noble family was the first to break the silence.

"Hmph! To not even know that much, ridiculous!" Another quickly took action and harrumphed despite being clueless himself. As the young man turned to him with a questioning gaze, the man quickly pretended to not see anything and turned around.

"That's right!"

"Exactly, you tell him!"

The rest quickly mimicked his actions, acting knowledgeable and wise. Nobody said anything intelligent though.

"Wait, wait, wait…" An old man suddenly came to a realization. "Are we talking about the guy that is harassing the populace with his pet Warg?"

"Well… I wouldn't say it like that, but yes." Razor spoke towards Robart III as he shrugged his shoulders, "He wants to take a look in the Royal library, so I thought it might be something I should mention to Your Majesty."

His words received little response from the Kingdom's ruler, however, everybody else suddenly seemed to have something to say despite already staying silent for hours.

"What?!"

"This is outrageous!"

"The Royal library? Who does he think he is?!"

"Evolving a Warg into a Bloodhound? Why don't we just open the gates and let the Orcs in while we are at it!"

"Your Majesty, you can't possibly be considering this, right?"

"That's right! We have to make an example out of him!"

"Demanding such… unreasonable… things! Does he think himself a god?!"

"Heresy!"

"Treachery!

"He is working with the beasts, I bet!"

"I suggest a public whipping! 100 lashes in the city square ought to do the work!"

"Cover him with tar and feathers!"

"Throw him in prison and toss away the key!"

"…"

The nobles were shouting over each other, one more outrageous than the other. The man to whom they were expressing their protest didn't even say a single word and they were already throwing a tantrum like little babies.

It was true that the Royal library was only accessible to those of Royal blood, but The King could of course make exceptions. However, that didn't mean he would. It was just an option.

"Silence!" King Robart III got tired of the noise and slapped the table, shouting everybody into submission. He looked over his subjects and said with a heavy voice, "Nobody is entering the Royal library!"

The people immediately cheered, praising his wisdom and intelligence.

"… Not until the war is over at least," The King finished his statement.

Everybody immediately became bitter and begrudging. And by everybody, I mean the majority of lower nobility. The rest simply didn't care or they were expertly hiding their true thoughts.

They secretly snickered at the inability of the lower ones to keep their emotions in check.

"Oh, I wouldn't actually mind if Your Majesty decided to let him take a look," general Ulrich Aust expressed his opinion. "He lent us a hand when we got trapped by the damn Orcs while trying to enter the city. Speaking up for him is the least I can do."

"Hm…" The King took his words to heart and gave a small nod.

"He seemed like an honest fellow, even if his actions were a bit unusual, haha!" general Ulrich added.

Robart III looked at the other three of his generals, expecting their opinion.

"I am against it," general Ewart Holt was first to speak. Somehow this whole thing came to a vote. "We don't know much about him, but even if we did, breaking tradition is not something I would support."

The King took note of his thoughts and turned to the rest.

"Hmm…" Crag Carre took an exaggerated thinking pose. "I am against it… for now," he said. "But that could change after the battle. Depending on how useful he will be, I might change my mind!"

He was basically still undecided. However, that was probably the most logical position to take. After all, traditions weren't always set in stone. Why not change it a little if someone deserved it?

"Razor?"

Now only the Guardian of the South remained.

Considering he dealt with Gerald in the past, and his own son was his friend, the decision should be easy, and yet he wasn't sure what to pick.

"I agree with general Crag! We should wait until after the battle to assess any possible rewards such as this exception," he eventually said. "Actually, I think we should offer rewards to everyone. If our warriors are to accomplish extraordinary deeds, they should be rewarded handsomely, what do you think?"

"It's not a bad idea, actually!" General Ulrich agreed with a grin. "But you should give up on the first place for it will certainly be taken by my boy!"

"You wish!" General Crag Carre scoffed. "My Ron is by far the best fighter of the younger generation!"

"You two…" Ewat Holt made a bitter expression and the two laughing Guardians. His oldest son was left at home to defend it and keep it running smoothly. Who knew there would be a surprise competition developing?!

"So, in the end, it's one for and one against, with two undecided?" King Robart III said. Then he continued, "Then let's go with this idea! Whoever proves themselves in this battle will get a wish granted from me!"

He turned to a servant, "Go, announce my words! Let the entire city of Auralba know! A competition of feats!"

"But Your Majesty!" Someone immediately protested.

"Enough! I have decided! As for the question of a vanguard… Everybody will participate!"

*Annoyed groans across the room*
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                The gathering lasted for many long hours.

In the war room, His Majesty's word was the one to prevail in the end, and they then just had to adapt the plan to work with a mixed combat force.

Now only a few days were left to get everything ready and rehearse the formations so everything would go as smoothly as possible. In this way, many unnecessary casualties could be avoided.

During the feast in the palace, where the representatives of the younger generation gathered, Gerald kept mostly to himself.

That was not to say that he avoided interacting with people, far from it. He just avoided anything that smelled of mind games and politics. Having a casual conversation with the guests and learning a few interesting things from them was one of the few engaging things there was to do, apart from eating and drinking.

Toby made sure nothing went to waste, and he even learned how to act cute and beg for leftovers. A usually bloodthirsty beast acting like some small puppy attracted much of the attention and it was a great conversation starter.

Some brave souls even attempted to pet him. However coming from a recent bloody battle, Toby wasn't exactly the example of cleanliness and fluff. His fur was rough and he stank, so most people were satisfied with tossing him a bone from afar.

Now that I think about it, the kind of gifts people were throwing his way might not be because he was acting cute after all… Abandoning your meal to get away from a stink ball might be more accurate.



In any case, news of the competition quickly spread and the debate on its significance excited most, if not all the participants at the gathering.

However, for Gerald that only meant one thing: He was not getting into the library, at least not any time soon.

But that was fine too, he wasn't in a hurry. And besides, it wasn't like the evolution into a Bloodhound was quick. It would probably take years, perhaps even decades out in the wild.

Who knew if it was even possible to artificially shorten the time frame?

There was one more thing Gerald found out. He finally remembered who the eagle girl was. Turns out he saw her once before, back when he just learned to fly.

Apparently, she belonged to the wider family of general Crag Carre. She was the daughter of his brother… Or was it his sister? Gerald wasn't paying attention to the conversation at that time. He just managed to catch a few fragments.

Well, they were the true Beastmasters. Most of the army of the Guardian of the West consisted of wild boars, massive chunky bears, and some weird excuse for a dear. The funny thing is the animals looked quite friendly and soft on the outside, but they were dangerous carnivores on the inside.

The only reason they were able to be used as weapons was that they were raised from young. There was none of that nonsense of beating a wild beast into submission. Anyone doing that was just looking for trouble as sooner or later their 'pet' would turn on them.

Or at least that was the general knowledge.

Gerald simply replied with, "Oh, I see…" and then proceeded to actively ignore those people.

GTA was now on the road back home. Gerald laid on top of Toby, belly up, breathing heavily. He ate too much good food and now he couldn't even sit comfortably anymore.

The Warg beneath him also looked quite chunky from all the food. He was probably making up for all the years of starvation he experienced before. Hopefully, he wouldn't pop like a balloon one day.

Now they both just wanted to get back home and sleep.

After Tabbris returned, some interesting information came to light. Apparently, many of the nobles in the war room had sons among the city guard. They weren't the firstborns, of course, as those had the family business to run and had to be sharp. More likely they were the spoiled brats, youngest children, or something like that.

Anyway, Gerald frightened many of them with his imposing figure, riding the Warg and scaring the populace. Even if it wasn't his fault, and even if the cowards were the failures in the noble's families, blood was at the end of the day, thicker than water.

That was also the main reason why so many complained.

Why else would they care what some lunatic was doing in the outer city? They lived in gated communities in the inner ring after all.

No, the reason they even knew what was going on, is because they had some crybabies in their circle whining about it.

Gerald was incredibly annoyed by it. They discriminated just because he looked scary? Just because he was covered with scars and blood from top to bottom? Just because he was riding a beast that could tear a man's head clean off in a single bite?

Well, sucks for them, because he didn't care!

It made absolutely no difference to him! So what if they talked and complained? As long as nobody did anything stupid, how were they different from internet trolls?

Retaliate? Go on the offensive and remove them before things escalated? Why? They were not even worth the mental energy, let alone the physical one. Most of them were just all talk after all.

"Yawn, so tired…" Gerald yawned loudly, and Toby copied him as they crossed the front gates of the Black Onyx Mansion.

Now he just hoped he could get a good night's rest.
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                "No, no, no!"

"Don't come any closer you foul beast! Stay away from my sister!"

"Die you monster!"

Gerald awoke amidst screams in a groggy state. The shouting seemed to be coming from quite far away, and yet it was still so loud, able to pierce the thick wooden doors of his room and give him a headache.

The voices clearly belonged to the girls, and whatever was going on, it didn't seem to be stopping any time soon.

"I swear to god, I've gone too soft on them. If they don't have a good reason for this, there will be spanking to be had!"

As he made his way down the hallway, rubbing his eyes and still half asleep, he opened the door to his lab, only to be greeted by the most baffling sight ever.

If you could imagine three little children trying to stop a big bad wolf from eating their snacks, you wouldn't be far off. Toby was currently doing his best to follow his nose up to the potion-production area, trying to eat whatever was there.

The three girls, Qiona, Sera, and Xilia were meanwhile doing their best to stop him. Which was not much, honestly. Elly was helping too, though only in spirit.

She was standing at the side while holding her nose and encouraging the rest to beat the beast.

The strategy consisted of mainly punching, kicking, pushing, screaming, and even using magical spells. Needless to say, it was all pretty much useless.

Toby simply ignored their physical attacks as he shook them off like an annoying swarm of flies, while the spells harmlessly bounced off his body after losing the battle to his thick fur and tough skin.

It was so peculiar.

Toby even got excited seeing them dance around him with such intensity. He could understand Gerald speaking because of… reasons beyond his grasp, but other humans remained a complete mystery.

The only thing he knew was that something over there smelled heavenly and he just had to try it. He even thought they were cheering him on or inviting him to a feast.

The only problem was that a smaller version of a human creature was standing between him and his goal.

He did not consider the girls a threat, and even if he did, he wouldn't dare attack without Gerald's permission. He was a beast, but he was not stupid. Orders from the master were to be followed without question.

And so Toby took the path around to get to his target… Or at least, he tried to. Qiona was for some bizarre reason, stubbornly getting in his way while shouting and punching him in the nose. The whole thing felt like gentle taps on the snout for the Warg, which is why the entire situation was even more confusing for the poor guy.

"What is going on here?!" Gerald shouted after catching himself just blankly staring for a while.

"Gerald! You are here!"

"You need to help us! Toby is trying to eat the herb stores!" Qiona quickly protested. "He's already emptied the entire scrap bin!"

"Aha!" Gerald immediately understood the situation and sternly shook his finger at the beast, "Toby, don't be such a slob and leave the girls alone. Let this be a warning and if you are not going to behave, I'll put you on a diet!"

Toby understood the first part, but the smell was just too nice! He had to have a little piece, just a single bite! But he didn't completely comprehend the threat, so he lifted his head sideways in curiosity.

"If you are not going to behave, you are going to have a three-day fast as punishment!" Gerald warned. Though it still didn't do the trick as Toby didn't get it.

"It means no food!"

Whine!

That seemed to get the point across as Toby fell to the ground while releasing the most depressed sounds possible. He begged and pleaded with his head on the ground, ears folded down and a sad expression, to save himself from the torture.

"Don't look at me, I'm not the one you need to seek forgiveness from," Gerald stated and pretended not to care as he crossed his arms and looked away. "If you can act well and they are willing to vouch for you, then we can forget this incident."

Toby turned towards the group of girls and a glint of hope was born in his eyes as he tried the same persuasion tactic on them. He sincerely whined and cried, even trying to nudge them with his head.

The girls were gradually starting to show some reactions… It seemed to be working!

"Ew! No way, you stink! Go away!" Qiona immediately pushed him away.

Or not…

"Yeah, no way we will forgive you just like that! What if you try to eat our stuff while we have our backs turned, huh? Show us you can be trusted first!"

With some occasional translation from Gerald, Toby gradually understood what they wanted. Well, understood was maybe too strong of a word. He definitely didn't understand what was wrong with his smell.

He thought he smelled quite nice actually. There was the scent of meat and blood mixed with a pinch of death and rot. The addition of his own musk was also a nice combination that was bound to attract many females. But if doing a few things for his master's friends was all that it took to keep the food coming, Toby was ready to suffer a little.

So he readily agreed, unaware of the horrors and torture that awaited him.

They brought him to the yard with lush green plants, trees, and a small pond.

How nice of them, he was just getting thirsty after all that food. But then he heard the words of his master…

"Okay Toby, have fun! And remember, don't resist, or else no food for you," Gerald smiled and left.

Toby could swear there was something evil in that smile. He wasn't completely positive at first, but after a few moments, he was convinced! His master was the devil! And his evil henchmen were currently busy arming themselves with the most horrible of weapons!

They carried with them buckets, scrubbing brushes, and... and soap!

Toby froze on the spot, and that's when they pounced, beginning the torture.

That's when he realized he has sold his soul for food! He was doomed!
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                The Black Onyx mansion was filled with screams of pain and cries for help in the early morning hours.

Toby was getting his body scrubbed by the skillful hands of four young girls who were drenched in soapy water and smiling brightly. It might have been nice if he had been a human male, however, he was a Warg! The sexy scene was torture for him!

All that beautiful blood and bodily fluids of his slain enemies were being washed away by awfully smelling soap! How are his peers going to know of his brave deeds and courage in battle if all evidence was disappearing into pink foam?!

Toby cried and pleaded for them to at least leave his natural smell, the little pride he had left, but his torturers were merciless. With each movement of their hands, another patch of grime was removed from his body, turning his once rough and coarse fur soft and shiny.

What a tragedy! Soon he was too ashamed to even lift his head and simply let them pour more cold water over him, wishing he could simply drown in it before letting other Wargs see him in such a sorry state.

What could he do? Overpowering these soft-looking snacks would have been easy, but then, remembering the look of his angry master, threatening him with starvation, he gritted his teeth and endured, knowing that all torture will eventually end.

And so it did, after a long while… Or so he thought.

After getting dried off with Wind magic, Elly started slowly combing his fur, making it look fluffy, healthy, and soft.

But that was not even the worse thing! The long-eared little one said something about a 'perfume'. He didn't know what it meant, but simply judging by the smiles they showed at the mention of the word, he knew it was nothing good.



Elly was all smiles as she kept petting and brushing Toby's soft fur and in the meantime, Qiona went and tried her hand at making some nice-smelling flowery perfumes.

As an Alchemist she knew all the basics of extracting natural oils from plants and she was excited to try it out.

While the two were busy, Xilia and Blum went back to the constantly-increasing Gerald's library and took a few books to read. They both found great pleasure in absorbing the knowledge he left behind and having a partner studying beside and keeping you company was also great for whenever something was unclear.

Two brains and two pairs of eyes were always better than one, after all.

Blum even began dabbling in the topic of magic gear creation, such as rings and necklaces that were used as extra Mana storage. He also tried to study Runes, but whenever he would look at a spell scroll covered with them, he would get a headache.

It was so messy!

Or at least that's how it appeared to him, so he decided to take it slow.

Warren was the complete opposite. He only focused on straightforward sword combat, having Sera as a sparring partner as they clashed their blades out in the yard.

Sparks flew and sweat dripped from their faces from the warm summer sun, but the smiling expressions told the story of happiness. They felt the muscles stretch and contract under their skin, each movement being swifter and stronger than the last as they pushed themselves to overpower the other.

Despite Warren starting his training much later and being much weaker in the beginning, due to his natural talents, as well as mountains of effort and perseverance, the two were now equal.

Gerald watched it all from his room, silently and with hands behind his back. They took a short break from constant fighting to rest and recover, but in the end, he was the only one staying still. He took out his pocket watch and flipped it open, taking a look at the time.

It was almost noon.

He lifted his gaze over the walls of his estate, all the way to the towering city towers in the distance.

The soldiers were busy repairing the wall defenses and restoring the operation of many giant ballistae. They were rarely used but powerful machines that hurled javelins and stones at great distances and were great at taking down armored Orcs and Ogres.

Unfortunately, they were fixed in place and could only pivot slightly or turn on the axis so they were exclusively used for defense. However, ammunition was scarce for these weapons of war, and used and broken javelins littered the battlefield.

Young children, too young to be of much use elsewhere, were sent out to gather arrows and broken weapons to be refurbished and reused again and again, while the women were busy clearing the streets and preparing food for the hungry.

The near vicinity of the wall was almost completely devoid of monsters by now and a rare moment of peace washed over the defenders. It was of course welcomed with open arms as the tired men could finally get some rest and return to their families for a few short hours.

As all of the city was mobilized for the final battle, the allied armies of the four Guardians, the King, and many nobles and other influential people were rehearsing and doing last-minute training for the fight.

The city was busy.

Gerald retracted his gaze and closed the watch with a determined light in his eyes. He was ready.

Time until the final battle: 2 Days.
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                The following day was a busy one. The sky was overcast and heavy gray clouds covered the sun, stretching to the horizon and giving the entire city a gloomy look. Everything slowed down to a crawl in the heavy atmosphere. Well, except for the war preparations.

Gerald was keeping himself occupied by producing a multitude of spell scrolls and gear for battle. He checked his weapons and examined his armor, even though he rarely even wore it, and repaired what he could.

He wasn't planning on risking his neck in this fight, but life had a strange way of spitting on your plans. And so, he was preparing for the worst.

Thick metal plates were held together with leather straps made of Ogre's skin, and the tough hide of fallen Wargs served as padding. He was pretty sure even modern high-caliber firearms would have trouble piercing his masterpiece.

While he was having fun brainstorming for new things to make, Qiona was also busy doing her best, creating potions at double the speed she would normally make them, all so she could feel helpful.

Fighting was not her thing, so she did her best to make sure her sister and friends had all they needed to stay safe. They already had crates full of Health Potions and Stamina Potions that would serve them well, and yet she was still making more.

If the soldiers defending the city saw the quality of these concoctions they would probably burst into tears.

Half a million fighters had to be quickly equipped with potions as well, but they didn't have the luxury of having a personal Alchemist to brew first-rate elixirs for them.

While some did receive high-quality Healing Potions, most had to make do with cheaply made Healing Potions instead. There was even a ration of the new Stamina Potion handed out, one vial per soldier.

However how long has it been since the King received the recipe? No matter how many Alchemists were working on producing it, it simply wasn't enough for so many soldiers. The brew was therefore diluted and distributed out in its lesser form.

While the Stamina Potions would fill you with energy for about 30 minutes, the Lesser Stamina Potions could only do a fraction of it, 5-10 minutes at most, and the effect wasn't as strong.

However, nobody complained. It was something new on the market, given out directly by the King. In the eyes of the commoners, he immediately became a saint worthy of worship that cared about his people.

Whether he truly deserved that or not was up to debate, but not now.



The dining hall in the Black Onyx mansion was lively that day.

The memory of the last day's torture was a distant memory in Toby's mind as he feasted on scraps that were falling off the table. His gluttonous nature didn't allow for holding a grudge, especially if the one in question was bringing him gifts of food.

In this way he even self-domesticated, doing tricks and playing with the girls for even just the tiniest morsel of meat. Gerald already noticed a change, but he wasn't sure if it was good or bad.

Toby's aggression seemed to have all but disappeared, and his fur also became much brighter and soft. It might have been partially because of the bath the girls gave him, but the increase in size certainly wasn't a part of it.

Although the change was small, his body did indeed grow, and so did his strength, though not by much. It was in midst of a playful wrestle when Gerald became aware of the changes.

It seemed like Toby was undergoing some rapid evolutionary changes away from being a bloodthirsty and murderous Bloodhound, and instead went towards a joyous path of gluttony and cheer.

He considered stopping the madness before it got out of control, but curiosity got the better of him and so he simply silently observed, excited to see the results. And there was one more good thing that came out of it. Toby and the girls became friends! Well, sort of… As long as they had food he would do anything for them.

But that was good, it at least meant they would be protected by the fluffy guardian beside them whenever Gerald wasn't around. Not that they needed protection, but you never know…



In the forests to the north, a group of young men slowly made their way through the dense woods on horseback, while avoiding Orcs.

Actually, only most riders had normal horses. A few rode on bone-armored Warhorses and another person traveled on a giant Wild Boar the size of a horse.

They were Tabbris Northendark, Arron Aust, and Ron Carre, the sons of the Kingdom's Guardians. And each of them had a few trusted followers coming with them on this dangerous expedition.

The mission was simple: Observe the beasts and disrupt their plans if possible, or report back to the city if any unexpected changes occur.

They were among the top warriors of the young generation and reconnaissance missions were already a standard procedure for them. They were all well armed, with cloaks of nature's colors for camouflage and covered with the Scent-Removing powder.

"I really don't know why you two decided to follow me," Ron Carre said as he rode on his boar. "It's useless since I'll be the winner in the end, haha!"

Arron didn't feel like responding and simply observed their surroundings vigilantly. He was the oldest among the three and also extremely level-headed. The lance in his hand was held tightly and close to his mount as he held his head low to avoid tree branches.

"You'd better shut your mouth, we are in enemy territory," Tabbris replied seriously.

"Relax! My scouts will warn us if any of those ugly monkeys come anywhere near us," Ron bragged and glanced up, where a few birds could be seen flying above the forest in a spread-out formation.

"You don't even know what monkeys look like," Tabbris rolled his eyes.

"Don't need to! Haha…"

Time until the final battle: 1 Day.
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                As the group of young warriors made their way through the forest, they noticed a big problem.

There was a distinct lack of any sounds. No birds chirping, no small critters running on the forest floor, and even the wind died down, giving the place an eerie vibe.

What they lacked in sound, however, was replaced by strong smells. The smell of rot and decay, the smell of death all around them.

They came across many patches of old, dried-up blood, and white broken bones, rotting remains of what once used to be wildlife… Even small plants weren't spared.

Anything that could be eaten was devoured, and what couldn't be, was destroyed.

When the hordes of monsters were spread out across the entire Kingdom, the damage they would do was minuscule in comparison to the world around them. However, now that they were all gathered in one place, the destruction became absolute.

And the group was now entering their territory, like thieves in the night. They advanced quickly but remained vigilant at the same time.

Skree!

One of the scouting birds released a warning sound.

"It's coming from the left!" Ron announced immediately after.

Soon they heard a rustling of old leaves coming from that direction and everyone opened their eyes wide and focused on that particular spot in the distance.

A big withered bush shook and rustled as a creature slowly made its way through it. It was dark and bloody and with a face akin to an ugly monkey.

"Oh, it's just a Goblin…"

"Haha, leave it to me!"

A guy took hold of his bow and nocked an arrow on the string before pulling it back with all his strength. The sharp edge of the broad arrowhead reflected a ray of sunlight for an instant before it disappeared from view.

Tang!

The string was released and made a sharp sound as it returned to the neutral position. The arrow flew straight and true, however, it just so happened that the Goblin stood up straight at that moment, and instead of getting decapitated, the arrow pierced his stomach.

The immense force behind the strike was such that it cut through both flesh and bone, exploding the beast's spine into a thousand pieces.

Geyaaaaaaah!

The Goblin released an ear-splitting screech as it collapsed on the ground in the pool of its own blood.

"Shit!" Arron cursed and quickly took his own bow and shot the little monster in the head. With a relatively quiet 'pop' the head exploded and the noise stopped.

"Are you crazy?!" he hissed in a whisper at the guy that shot his bow first. It was a young man that belonged to Ron's group. "We need to be quiet! If you can't kill him in one shot, then don't shoot!"

"I…" The mand tried to retort but seeing the angry gaze from Arron Aust, he swallowed his pride, "I'm sorry, it won't happen again."

"Come on, buddy!" Ron smiled and rode closer on his boar, "Don't be so harsh of him, it was just a little mistake!"

"That could cost us our mission!" Arron added, still angry. "We can only pray nobody heard it…"

Skree!

The bird called out once more.

"Oh, someone is coming from the front…" Ron pointed forward, "Let's leave this for later and take care of this little problem first."

Skree!

Skree!

"What now?!" Tabris shouted, realizing their stealthy mission was over. Hearing so many warnings, he suddenly felt trouble coming their way.

"Uh, um… Well…" Ron stammered and then smiled awkwardly, "We got company on the right too…"

Skree!

Skree!

Skree!

Skree!

"Ron?! What's happening?!"

Arron pulled on the reins of his Warhorse and gestured his group to spread out and be alert. He abandoned his bow, gripped his lance even harder, and took a shield from his back.

"Uff, how should I say this…"

"Spit it out!"

"Okay, well, uh… We are surround-"

Boom!

An explosion in the sky coming out of nowhere shook them to their core. A bright flame engulfed one of Ron's birds as it plummeted from the sky and broke on impact. The fire quickly extinguished without the support of additional Mana, leaving a mangled and burned carcass behind.

Not far away, many tall figures came into view. It was Orcs. Orcs as far as the eye could see.

They slowly spread out and surrounded the group of brave young warriors while grinning and licking their lips.

Many on the human side released audible gulps, dearly regretting volunteering for the mission. They were still young, most of them not even reaching Rank Iron 5, going against Orcs!

And not just any Orcs, those were the true masters of brutal combat, Orc Warriors! Any one of those could tear them to pieces empty-handed!

And there were at least fifty of them!

If that was all there might still be some hope, but soon two Shamans showed their faces, with a hungry Orge walking right behind them.

The battle was lost before it has even started.

A few youngest ones had to use all their strength just to remain standing upright. A stench slowly spread among the group as one of them finally cracked and broke down crying. His nerves fried from fear and evacuated his bowels…

It was bad.

"Haha, yeah…" Tabbris snickered and took out his Hurricane Blade straight away. "We are fucking screwed…"
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                "Don't panic, we have trained for this!" Arron Aust shouted with an authoritative voice, trying to get the fear and panic of his peers under control.

His words fell on more than one pair of deaf ears.

"Don't panic?! We're all going to die! I should have never accepted this mission!" the man that soiled himself cried hysterically. He was now in full panic mode and nearly ran away in fright.

Luckily a few others held him down, otherwise, he would probably get himself killed in a few seconds. At least while they were still all together they had a chance to fight their way to freedom.

Boom!

Another bird was blasted to pieces by a Shaman's Fireball. The rest quickly flew further away, staying out of its attacking range.

"Hey! You, fuck face! Stop killing my friends, I'll mess you up!" Ron bellowed.

The Shaman simply sneered in return and cast a Fireball at him.

"Damn it! Ice Shield!" Tabbris quickly formed a thin barrier to intercept the projectile, draining his waterskin in the process.

They didn't take much water with them since this was supposed to be a stealth mission. A wagon with barrels would have slowed them down too much.

Boom!

And now that his shield broke in the explosion, he didn't have any left. He could still use Earth magic, for defense, but he wasn't as proficient in it. The rest could also use a few spells, but that would be far from enough.

Arron's expression darkened and he cursed under his breath. They had to react quickly, so he once again changed his weapon.

He stabbed the lance into the ground and took the bow, aiming at the Shaman. He was first in terms of strength among the group, barely above Tabbris. But that was only because he was a few years older than him. Tabris was still the strongest warrior of the young generation.

A normal human could never hope to pull back his bow. Just going halfway required more than half a ton of upper body strength. The body was made of extremely rigid wood and the string was made of sinew from a high Silver Ranked beast.

Only something like that could hold the immense forces of the weapon at bay. And Arron pulled this bow in a near half-moon as he aimed.

The wood creaked, his back muscles moving like steel cables under his skin, and his hand was shaking from stress. He closed one eye and held his breath.

Tang!

The arrow was released, and the string snapped back, slicing through the air. It was a sure-kill shot. Not even a fully armored Orc could block it, much less an unguarded Orc Shaman.

The arrow would pierce its skull in the blink of an eye, bringing the long-range attackers down by one.

Or… at least that's how it was supposed to be.

The Ogre moved before the arrow was even released and blocked the strike at the last second. There was a small puff of blood where the arrow hit, but the Ogre was simply too big for it to make any difference.

"Gahaha!" The Shaman Burst into mocking laughter and tossed out another Fireball while the Ogre plucked the arrow, like taking a toothpick out of its hand.

"Shoot them!" Arron called and gripped four arrows in his hand. It was a special grip made for fast shooting. It allowed for speed but sacrificed power. However, this didn't matter now. They didn't have the luxury of time.

Tang!

Tang!

Tang!

Three arrows were fired one after the other in quick succession, the first one colliding with the Fireball, the second two aiming at two random Orcs. They did little to slow the beasts.

The rest of the group also used whatever they had, be it bows, crossbows, personal spells, or even spell scrolls. They used it all, regardless of price or usefulness.

Bo-bo-boom! Ka-ka-ka!

Rumble! Crack!

Even a few Wind spells came to light in the chaos, lifting up the dirt and dust.

Woosh! Snap!

As the dust settled, a Shaman collapsed to the ground, having multiple stone and ice spikes sticking out of its body. A few Orc Warriors suffered a similar fate, however, the destruction was quite concentrated.

The Ogre was still standing, guarding the one remaining Shaman and beating its chest in rage. Many dozen Orc Warriors took that as a cue and roared, rushing into battle immediately after.

"Aaaah!"

"Quickly, protect the young masters!"

The rest of the people that followed the three heirs of the Guardians quickly formed a tight circle and prepared to fight.

They took their swords and gripped their shields, preparing for a clash. The horses on which they rode were nervously moving around, giving them a hard time.

Roar!

The first Orc jumped forward with a battleaxe in its raised hand and attacked. Such a weapon was made for two hands in human standard, but it was being comfortably wielded by a single monster's hand.

Neigh!

The horse got spooked and rose on its two hind legs and kicked with the front ones. The rider lost balance from the sudden movement and fell down. His luck was good! Just half a second later the horse was cleaved cleanly in two, guts and blood spilling on the forest floor.

The sight alone was nauseating.

The man became pale at the thought of being crushed like that himself. He knew he could never hope to compete with such strength, and yet he gritted his teeth and stood up, preparing to fight.

"No, noooo! Let me go! I don't want to die here!" Screams of the broken man came from behind and with a sudden burst of strength, he managed to free himself and stumble out of the encirclement.

After falling on his face due to fear-induced clumsiness, he scrambled back up and sprinted towards an opening in the line of Orcs.

"No, come back! Don't do it!"

But the shouts of his comrades fell on deaf ears. The only thing he could see was the small opening that was quickly closing by muscular bodies. Just a few more steps and he would be free! Just a few more…

Bam!

A punch in the face stopped him dead in his tracks. An Orc Warrior laughed and dragged his limp body, lifting him up by the hair with a single hand.

Cough!

The man woke up from the pain, blood pouring from his shattered nose and mouth, forcing him to cough out broken teeth. The last thing he saw was a grinning face of a monster opening its mouth wide.

Only gurgling sounds escaped his throat as blood filled his lungs the moment his neck was crushed by the powerful jaws.

After drinking a few mouthfuls of fresh blood, the man's drained corpse was tossed aside, and the Orc licked his lips looking at the rest, hungry for more.

The appetizer was done, now it was time for the main course!
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                The woods to the north of Auralba, where the monsters gathered, were dark and damp as towering trees expanded their branches and covered the sky with lush green canopies, greedily absorbing the warm summer sunlight.

Small groups of five to ten dark figures made their way through the forest at great speed.

They traveled by long jumps that propelled them forward, leaving small explosions of dust and debris as well as deep footprints wherever they landed. Staying nearly parallel to the ground, they pushed off the forest floor akin to jumping up an almost vertical wall, as the air resistance became so great that it was impossible doing it any other way.

Staying straight at these inhuman speeds would be akin to trying to resist a hurricane – a hopeless endeavor.

While air resistance might seem like nothing in everyday life, at the highway speeds they were traveling at, it was anything but. Even if it was just for a short few minutes of explosive speed.

Traveling so fast made it difficult to move in anything but a straight line, so whenever they had to pivot, or change course, they either had to slow down, or use an external force to change direction.

In a forest, that would be trees. They would leave deep claw mark-like cuts if pushing off with their hands, or sometimes even breaking the trunk entirely if the tree wasn't thick enough.

They traveled in silence, meaning they didn't speak or release any sounds, except for deep rhythmical breathing.

Apart from that, the noise they created while traveling was akin to an incoming storm. The rumbling of their feet on the ground, the cracking of wood, and the snapping of stones were anything but quiet.

They all had a single task, one that they dared not fail. The plan was originally good, great even, however, there are always some unforeseen changes that could flip it on its head.

For example, now.

The groups made their way forward as fast as they could, hearing the sounds of explosions and battle in the distance. They could only hope they weren't too late.



Tabbris and his group of warriors were currently in a tough spot.

In the first clash with the Orcs, their forces were instantly decimated, many brave but weak men torn apart piece by piece amid horrific pain and screams.

Arron, Tabbris, and Ron who were in the middle of the group were thus granted a short moment of safety as their subordinates were cleaved apart and butchered by the Orcs, allowing for a feeble retaliation.

Hurricane Blade burst into life with magic winds surrounding it and bore its way through two assailants before losing its power. Unfortunately, that's as far as it went, and now Tabbris remained vulnerable without his ace card.

His Mithril armor and sword simply weren't enough.

The other two weren't faring any better. Seeing the desperate situation, Arron abandoned his bow once again and took hold of his lance. However, a strong horse and a sharp lance became almost completely useless when he couldn't move.

Building up speed to use his strongest weapon thus became just a dream, slowly turning into a nightmare.

However, he didn't give up! Even with no hope to be had, he stabbed forward bravely, trampled, killed, and shouted, accepting death on top of his stead.

The Warhorse was armored and hard to kill, but when it couldn't move it simply became a plump turtle, waiting to be slaughtered.

Ron rode on his boar, fairing a tad better, but not by much. The boar, with its thick fur and sharp tusks, was much better for a close-quarters battle, and it trampled and gored many monsters under its hooves.

But it simply wasn't enough.

No matter what they did, using spells, scrolls, arrows, and swords… It all amounted to nothing. Brave young men were falling, one after the other, like dead trees in a storm.

And what of Shadow Guards, tasked with protecting them from harm from the shadows, ordered by The King himself? His personal soldiers, the most elite force in the Kingdom, trained from birth to become machines for war, where were they?!

They were nowhere to be seen…

They had failed, and the feeling was awful!



Gerald felt great!

He just came out of Madam Dasy's Funhouse feeling completely refreshed.

Life was good! With the war going on, most people were under stress and desperately trying to save money. Barely anyone had the time to visit this high-end brothel, and he had nearly the entire thing all for himself if he wanted.

He could pick any girl he liked, even multiple of them at once, and they would always be happy to be chosen. Actually, those that weren't picked felt like they lost something great and blamed themselves for not being attractive enough.

That's because he was somewhat of a regular here, and all the girls knew his name. Granted, he might not be the best looking, but what he lacked on the outside, he more than made up with his other qualities.

For example, his skills. No man here could compete with a man of culture from modern times, such as himself, and when adding his powerful magic to the mix, the results were breathtaking.

Just imagine floating weightlessly while experiencing the best feeling a human body could offer. It was truly heavenly. The girls simply melted in his hands, and so, whenever he left, they felt sad and expectantly waited for his next visit.

"Ah~" Gerald breathed in the warm summer air and stretched his limbs. The intense exercise was the best nourishment for his body and soul.

He was in a great mood, so when he heard a commotion, he didn't pay it much attention. Probably just another Orc that managed to sneak in, nothing new.

But then the noise became louder, and since he was near the main road, he soon saw what was happening. It was a group of soldiers quickly making their way towards the city center.

Gerald immediately recognized them since he saw them before. They were King's personal guards! He would never mistake them for someone else because of one distinct characteristic.

They had no Aura!

They were like him, capable of hiding their own strength, and he was wary of them because of that. The most dangerous enemy was the one you didn't know anything about, lurking in the shadows.

But then he noticed something else. The soldiers were carrying crudely-made stretchers, with heavily wounded people on them.

"Holy shit!" Gerald exclaimed and opened his eyes wide. "Is that Tabbris?! Is he dead?!"
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                In one of the many halls of the Royal Palace, many figures dressed in dark leather armor laid prostrated on the ground at the King's feet, with their faces on the floor, in silence.

The Shadow Guards failed at their mission and failed at protecting the precious offspring of the three Guardians.

They were supposed to follow them from afar and protect them in case anything went wrong, however, things went bad and fell apart way too quickly.

In just the short five minutes they took to get close, the great majority of the young warriors lost their lives in the most brutal of ways, being torn apart and devoured, piece by piece, while still conscious.

The men fought bravely, but against such a force it was hopeless.

When the Shadows saw it, they went mad and obliterated all the monsters in a matter of seconds.

Armored Orcs? So what? They could crush bones with their bare hands. Fingers like claws and hands as spears, the elite force tore apart the beasts without sustaining a single casualty.

Even the immensely powerful Ogre, after getting jumped by more than ten Shadows at once, was like a young calf amid a pack of hungry lions.

Piece by piece they tore its flesh and skin, dismembering and disemboweling…

But for what? The battle was already over, and…they lost. Their mission was crystal clear and yet… Only three among the younger generation returned back to the city, from dozens that left, and even those were already on the verge of death.

The three were Arron, Ron, and Tabbris. They were the strongest, most resilient among them, with the best tools and armor, but when outnumbered ten to one, that didn't matter.

Now the Shadows lay at King's feet, begging to be punished.

Robart's face was cold as he ignored them and stared at the Royal doctor, examining the three. He felt time drag on slowly, at a snail's pace, like trying to swim through honey.

Watching the doctor's face scrunch up as he examined the wounds and noticing the minuscule head shakes as the man felt their pulse, his anxiety increased bit by bit.

He wanted to curse himself for sending them on a scouting mission. He could have just sent out many groups of his usual scouts, achieving good results with minimal risk.

Granted, it wasn't originally his idea to do it, but in the end, what did it matter? He was the one to approve it after all.

The doctor eventually stood up and turned to the King, shaking his head. There was nothing he could do for them anymore. In a few short minutes or maybe hours, if they were unlucky, the three young men would die.

There was no doubt about that.

Arron sustained injuries to his head and spine, his body being twisted in the wrong direction and the skull split open, with blood flowing out of it. His breathing was shallow and fast as his blood pressure kept dropping due to excess blood loss.

The Shadows made him drink potions and offered him first aid, but there was only so much they could do. In the time it took them to carry him back to the city, he basically became a corpse. His life was hanging by a thread.

Tabbris wasn't fairing much better. Though the armor protected his body, his arms and legs were chopped or torn off at the joints. A sharp stick also pierced his stomach from below, and as soon as anyone tried to remove it, he would die.

Ron, having ridden on the giant boar, had his body crushed in battle after his mount died and rolled over him. Sharp ribs were poking out of his skin and his limbs were all sorts of wrong shapes and colors, from deep purple to blue, and red, and black.

The King stepped closer and whispered something into the doctor's ear. There was only one thing that could be done now.

The old man opened his eyes and mouth wide in shock and stared into the distance. Quickly he recovered from his stupor, bowed to His Majesty, and ran out of the room as fast as he could while still keeping some grace.

"Arron!" Ulrich Aust burst into the room seconds later, nearly throwing the doors off their hinges as he entered, and ran to the bed on which his oldest son lay.

"My boy," he cried as he fell to his knees beside the bed, "Look how they massacred my boy!"

Soon Razor Northendark and Crag Carre also came, wearing the same somber expressions.

Tabbris' father couldn't take it looking at his son in such a state and closed his eyes and gritted his teeth, holding back his boiling emotions. He completely disregarded everyone in the room, including the King.

At the moment he couldn't even look the man in the face, afraid he might lose it.

"Please, Your Majesty!" Crag Carre threw himself on the floor and kowtowed, "Please, save my son!"

But he got no response from the man he looked up to so much, which hurt even more than getting his please rejected.

Then the last of the four came, Guardian of the East, Ewat Holt. With one look he realized the severity of the situation. And for once he was glad his oldest offspring stayed back home, instead of joining in this insanity.

The three laying there on the beds were dead men, there was no doubt about it. Even the King, with all his magical powers, couldn't save them.

There was just one thing in the entire Kingdom that could maybe give them some hope. But Ewat was certain it was too precious to be wasted before the last battle even began. It was something that only the Royal family had access to.

"He surely wouldn't use waste it on those three, right?" Ewat Holt murmured to himself. But one look at His majesty's expression told him everything.

"He..."
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                The heavy atmosphere in the room was palpable.

Many servants, nurses, guards, as well as the four Guardians, remained tight-lipped, holding back their sorrow. They knew there was nothing that could be done.

The three young men, not even thirty years old, in the prime of their lives, to be cut down like this was...difficult. It was best that their mothers didn't see them in such a state, butchered beyond recognition, or they just might die from heartache and grief.

Tap, tap, tap…

The sound of swift footsteps echoed in the hallway and was coming ever closer.

The three generals turned around with red eyes to see who was the poor soul that came running at such a dull time. But when they saw the two men enter, their hearts skipped a beat, and their eyes filled with hope.

"Your Majesty," the doctor bowed. Behind him was a walking corpse.

Well, saying that to his face might be just good enough to get yourself hanged. The man was the best Alchemist in Myrtana, the cream of the crop, the one and only…

Bob, his name was Bob.

[All jokes aside, I didn't have a name for this guy. Feel free to suggest one in the comments :)]

"Your Majesty," the man said, without bowing, and opened a small wooden box he was carrying. "As requested, three Elixirs of Life and Fire."

The exquisitely made wooden box had three small vials resting on a crimson cushion with golden phoenixes. The liquid inside was also dark red in color, and it seemed like it was boiling.

Except for the servants and Shadow Guards who didn't dare to lift their heads, the rest looked at the potions with barely hidden greed. Many have heard of the mythical concoction, but few were those that actually ever saw it.

"Oh, is that the Elixir of Life?" Gerald asked after seeing the goods. The Aura surrounding the potion was… It was so big! He simply couldn't stay silent any longer and simply had to ask.

The room turned cold all of a sudden. Hundreds of eyes pierced through him all of a sudden, making him feel uncomfortable.

"Who the hell are you?! How did you get in here?!" A guard suddenly jumped on his feet and unsheathed his sword. He was not the only one. The kneeling Shadows also stood up and armed themselves.

Gerald was confused, "What do you mean, I was here the entire time!"

"Bullshit!" Ewat roared. "How come I didn't see you when coming in? Are you trying to finish off the young-"

"I was behind the door," Gerald interrupted him.

"Enough!" King Robart III bellowed, "Let him stay." Then he turned to the two old men, "Doctor please, we don't have much time…"

"Right away!" The doctor took the box and quickly went to the wounded young masters and carefully made them drink the potion. It wasn't an easy task as they were all unconscious, but he had experience in such things and managed to do it before long.

Meanwhile Bob, in all his skin-and-bones glory, made his way to Gerald and slapped him across the face after giving him a stink eye.

"Ow, what was that for?" Gerald rubbed his cheek, bewildered.

The old man poked him in the chest with his bony finger, emphasizing every word, "It's called Elixir of Life and Fire for a reason, get that through your thick skull! Nobody disrespects my creations! I'll let you off this once, but don't make it happen again!"

After saying his peace he turned around with a "Humph!" and left.

"Okay, geez! I'm sorry," Gerald murmured, but the old skeleton already returned to his spot and couldn't hear him anymore.

'This old coot… His brain probably rotted away after decades of breathing sulfur fumes.' He mused but didn't take it to heart. Old people were often crazy and unpredictable. What he was curious about was to see how the potion worked. If it was any good he might try to get his hands on some.

Everybody now nervously waited for the potion to take effect with bated breath. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to experience something like this. They didn't even dare to blink as they gathered in a circle around the beds.

Cough!

It all started with that one cough. Arron was the first to show some reaction as his skin was becoming redder by the second. Then they all started coughing.

"Wait, what's happening?" Crag Carre said as he saw his son start to shake, seemingly in a lot of pain.

The old Alchemist grinned and licked his lips, taking out a piece of parchment and a pen in expectation. It didn't happen often that he had the opportunity to observe the potion working on anyone other than himself.

Writing down stuff while under the effect of the Elixir of Life and Fire was difficult due to certain... reasons. The doctor quickly copied him and took a piece of paper to note down this occasion.

Then the three dying men started to release steam…

"The fuck?" escaped Gerald's mouth, but nobody seemed to notice. Whatever was happening was too interesting for anyone to care about him.

Then started the screaming.

"Aaaaaaah!"

"AaAAAaaah!

"WaaAAaahaAA!"

The tree awoke at once and released a blood-curdling scream. At the same time, Mana in the room started acting weirdly, forming a funnel above each patient and started rushing into their bodies on its own, seemingly without end.

Worse thing yet, they were now fully conscious.

"AAAAAAAH!"

The shouting became even louder and their bodies twisted and arched, trying to escape the pain. They were tied down with thick leather straps beforehand, or else they might have tried to escape or commit suicide. Such was the pain they were experiencing right now.

As more and more steam escaped their bodies, their skin turned black and started to crack. Like molten rock, their insides started glowing with insane heat and became soft.

Arron's body transformation was the most striking of them all.

His eyes turned white from heat and his skin peeled off his face as he became a man of flames. Underneath, the skull became molten and soft and slowly closed the giant crack like it was never there in the first place.

The stick in Tabbris' torso burned off in a flash of flames and his wounds closed off, forming a molten-rock-like skin.

His chopped-off limbs started to grow under the effects of powerful magic storms, all white-hot and tentacle-like. As they slowly thickened, they also started taking a more normal shape, his hands splitting into five and forming fingers, and his legs hardening in the form of a foot.

As the three's bodies were slowly reformed, the temperature in the room started to rise exponentially, and the beds they lay on already caught fire.

And yet, with a simple gesture from the King, the place cooled down and the heat was isolated in a sphere in the middle of the room.

However inside, the restraints snapped and the beds crumbled as they burned, taking the three burning men to the ground.

"Fascinating, fascinating! Such power! Such magnificence!" The old Alchemist was shaking with excitement, scribbling down like mad. "If we could only stabilize this… Dull the pain… Immortal soldiers, unafraid of getting hurt, with unlimited power…!"

"Get it together, Bob!" King Robart said with a heavy voice. "You know damn well the pain is not of physical nature. I already told you to stop dreaming about it. Nobody can escape death."

"Hehe, of course, my King! Of course!" The man smiled, but his eyes showed madness and desire. Immortality. No matter the pain, he would always strive for it.

How many times was he reborn? Dozens? Not many knew, but he has seen five generations grow old and die, and he was still here! So what if he resembled a walking corpse? So what if a piece of his Soul burned off whenever he did it?  So what if he lost a piece of his memories every time? They were all useless anyway!

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Ron roared and started banging on the ground. Each of his strikes left a small crack on the granite floor, and also each was becoming weaker than those before. And yet there was nothing to dull the pain.

"How long…?" Crag asked with gritted teeth, unable to keep looking at his son below in pain any longer.

"Hehe, it should be soon," the Alchemist laughed. "Soon their rebirth will be complete! New life, from the baptism of fire! Praise Innos!"

"Praise Innos," the rest replied in unison, unawares. It was nearly impossible to look away, even for Gerald. The sight was so enchanting, nearly hypnotic for most. It was just that he was observing everything with Magic Eyes, so he could see so much more than the others.

Still, he wasn't even sure what he was looking at. The swirling Mana was so chaotic that it was difficult to decipher. It was like a knot made of millions of strings.

Anyway, it was clear that it was slowing down. Whatever was happening, it should be ending soon.
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                It was about an hour later.

The show was over. Despite experiencing hell on earth, the three guys were still alive. Better yet, they were completely healed!

Limbs regrew and bones mended, reforming and reshaping the strong bodies like they were made of soft clay. After cooling down, the outer shell that resembled rock was peeled off, revealing pristine new skin, like that of a baby.

They were now resting under a soft blanket, naked and too exhausted from the rebirth for anything other than sleep. A giant meal was to be prepared for them after they woke up since apparently they would be hungry like never before.

Their bodies were remade with magic, but the mass had to come from somewhere. That was especially noticeable with Tabbris since he regrew four limbs. He was much skinnier than Gerald remembered. It only made sense for them to be hungry.

While the maids and cooks were preparing the food, people left one by one, and Gerald was no different. He wasn't supposed to be there anyway. The only reason he could, was because he tagged along when the Shadows rushed to the Palace.

It's surprising how easy it is to go somewhere if you just act like you belong there. Restraining his Aura also made a difference, since many important people there clearly had similar abilities to him.

Nobody even knew he was there until he spoke. Well maybe the King knew since he glanced at him at the beginning for a short moment, but he didn't seem to mind, so it was probably fine.

In any case, he had nothing more to do there, so he left. The immediate mortal danger for Tabbris was gone, so he should just let the guy rest and recover.

The battle was supposed to start the next morning at dawn, so people will be busy tonight. Should everything go as planned, the next week they would be celebrating victory.



Gerald soon returned home. He was glad to have tagged along as he gained valuable experience and insights.

At first, he was debating if he should get his hands on some Elixir of Life and regrow his hand and get rid of scars. However, after meditation on it for days(seconds), he decided it wasn't worth it.

"It's just one hand anyway, I don't even need it," he said to himself. "It's totally not because of the pain, not at all…"

Maybe if he was at the death's door and had no way out he would consider it, but other than that… Well, he wasn't a masochist.

It was time to bury the frightening memories in the depths of his mind and focus on other things. For example, he still didn't know if he could fill Pure Ether Crystals with his Mana. Perhaps it was possible, or perhaps it wasn't. At least for now he didn't know how.

The library for common folk certainly didn't contain the information he needed. He could only wait for when the war was over and he could ask for a wish from the King.

Why was he so certain he would be one to win it? Well, there was a thing he made, and he was sure it would be enough to guarantee him the first place.

He called it the Big Boy.

It was named after the two famous bombs from a time long passed when humanity first learned to split the atom. Marvelous weapons of mass destruction.

They were fair, and they were just, they were something you could trust. Complete annihilation, for all human creation. Unconcerned were with gender, and blind for skin color, it just was a sun, bringing endless horror.

The only problem…

Gerald was worried the Giant might dodge it or toss something to intercept it. So he had to make sure to drop it at an opportune moment. Because of course, he would be dropping it. He would have to fly a few kilometers into the sky, cringing at the thought of the cold air up there, and then drop it quickly and accurately on the Giant.

It would be best if the beast was distracted and wasn't paying attention to him. For that reason, he would have to wait for the battle to be at its peak. Many soldiers would surely die, but that was a sacrifice he was willing to make.

And just to be sure the Giant would ignore him, Gerald had a 200IQ plan!

He would be dropping rocks from the sky! Yup, giant stones the size of a wine barrel, and he would have dozens of them.

He was pretty sure they couldn't hurt the massive humanoid monster, but that was the point. He would be like a mosquito, poking, and prodding until he found the opening.

"Hehe, nobody can compete with my brilliance!" He laughed sarcastically and rubbed his hands. Now he just had to gather the stones and prepare for tomorrow.

Actually, he wanted to increase his powers more at first. Having 5.000 MP, for example, would be great. He could be using infinite magic and drown the Giant in a fire. But! As he drank more Mana Elixirs, he started feeling some pressure in his body.

The best he could describe it was having a full stomach and still trying to eat more. He thought maybe the feeling would go away with time, but it didn't. Every potion he drank made him feel more bloated and uncomfortable. In fact, the feeling only went away when using magic and his Mana stores drained.

He could, of course, force himself to drink more, but one thing was clear. His body was telling him it was at its limit. As he was now, 1100 MP or so, he was pushing the limit already. The only living beings that had as much Mana were wild beasts in high Silver or Gold ranks with bodies ten times the size of his.

The energy density, and gaining all that power in such a short amount of time probably wasn't healthy.

Actually, he noticed another change, even if it was small. His body was growing. He wasn't simply becoming taller and more muscular, though that was obvious, horizontally he gained quite a bit of size too.

He might not have noticed it if not for one small detail. His rings were becoming tighter. That shouldn't be of any concern since when becoming stronger, fingers are bound to gain some size too, but…

After careful observation, he came to find out that his bones expanded. It was just a few millimeters or so, nothing huge, but it made a difference. He wasn't sure if it was that Bone-Reforming potion he drank, the food he ate, or the general influence of Mana, but the fact remained.

He was growing.

Whether it was temporary or not, the only thing that mattered was that it was happening.

Anyway, about those stones…

"Toby! Come here, boy!" Gerald called his mount after coming home.

Woof!

Toby came running with his tongue hanging out and waved his tail in excitement, expecting food. He acted like a big friendly fluffy dog.

"What the fuck Toby! Woof?! Seriously?! Are you a dog or a Warg?!"

Toby quickly realized his mistake and sat down, showing his sharp teeth and a dangerous expression while releasing growling sounds from his throat.

Grrr!

"That's better," Gerald nodded and scratched him behind the ear. "Let's go, we have stuff to do!" He fixed a saddle on Toby's back and jumped on.

"Onward my stead! Adventure awaits!"
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                Somewhere in the deep dark woods, where monsters lay, and naughty children go to die… a beast lurks in the shadows. With blood-red eyes, and rough, steel-like dark fur absorbing the light, the Warg is watching its prey.

Its gaze is sharp, and maw slightly open, letting toxic saliva drip to the floor in anticipation of a meal. Any time now…

The muscles flex, and the claws extend, digging into the soil of rotting leaves and bones. And the target... It moves!

"Go, boy! Fetch!"

Woof!

Toby hurled his body forward, sprinting at full power and leaving a cloud of dust behind.

Gerald attempted to teach him the game of fetch, but the Warg didn't seem interested in stick play and just stared at him in confusion. It took a while for Gerald to figure out his motivation.

Actually, he didn't have to do a thing. A lone Goblin came strolling through the forest, and before Gerald could even react, Toby dashed after him akin to a dog chasing a rabbit.

So now they were playing fetch, only instead of using a stick, Gerald was tossing an Ogre's bone. He tried to do the same with Orc's bones, but this damn gluttonous pet chose to eat it instead of bringing it back.

The femur of an Ogre was too hard to be damaged, and just the right size too. And so they played, working up a sweat.

"Go, fetch!"

Woof!

Now Toby was acting as he should, the only problem was that his aggression dropped to the lowest levels ever.

Gerald wanted to facepalm every time he heard  the "Woof!" This was a Warg for heaven's sake!

He now just needed a bucket of red paint and he could rename Toby into Clifford, the big red dog! He didn't even look like a warg anymore! His fur was shiny and bright brow, like a walnut, and he smelled of flowers and summer. And he was becoming fat. Or cuddly, as some young Dark Elf lady mentioned once.

Having the bone dropped at his feet by the wail-wagging ball of happiness, Gerald sighed, "Alright, that's enough. Let's go, Toby, we still have to collect some stones."

They strolled through the dense woods until they found a rocky cliff.

It wasn't all that tall, but it was a solid bedrock wall, just as Gerald liked them. A few rocky boulders laid strewn about, from big stones the size of a watermelon, all the way to the size of an elephant.

Gerald gathered a few dozen of them at one place, moving them around with magic with relative ease despite them weighing a few metric tons each.

He picked the average ones to make it easier to maneuver them later on. Also, the Ring received, despite it being quite spacious, could only store about a hundred cubic meters of stuff. The space inside didn't have any particular shape, only the volume of items inside mattered.

It could store both food and poisons right next to each other without concern for the two mixing since they were frozen in time. And now the boulders joined the party, making the space feel cramped if it was an actual room.

Gerald made a few deep breaths, replenishing his Mana in big chunks. After crossing the imaginary barrier somewhere around 1000 MP/h regeneration, his abilities increased. Now he didn't have to meditate anymore.

He could just walk around, and with a thought, the Mana in the vicinity would be pulled into his body with ease. And despite some people having similar abilities to him, such as the Magic Eyes, he has not yet met anybody that could absorb the spirits of the dead as he could.

At least not to his knowledge.

There was certainly some missing information he lacked, but he was hoping he could get his answer in the Royal Library. If even that didn't work, maybe he could beat it out of the King?

Gerald smiled at the thought. "Maybe… But I can afford to wait a bit more."

He then jumped on Toby's back and tapped him on the shoulders, "Let's go toby, it's getting late already. If we hurry we should be back by the time for dinner!"

Woof!

Toby replied in agreement and quickly broke into a sprint, making the trees and branches wiz by like shadows. Anything for a good meal!



The following morning…

Somber silence made the usually lively city of Auralba appear gloomier than usual. The platoons of soldiers gathered along the northern wall, marching shoulder-to-shoulder with their comrades.

Colorful banners waved in the air, distinguishing the various armies that gathered there.

Lines of archers stood atop the wall with longbows in hand and arrows at the ready. Below them was a sea of foot soldiers kilometers long, and at each side, many hundreds of Paladins stood guard, armed with sharp swords and heavy shields, as well as Rune magic and spell scrolls.

The King's cavalry as well as the army of general Ulrich Aust rode their horses further ahead, forming a half-moon shape.

Beastmasters from the west gathered their beasts in a spear formation in front of the foot soldiers, ready to break through enemy defenses and create chaos among their ranks.

Gerald watched from atop a watchtower as the army took shape amid the shouts of their commanders, as well as the beating of drums and sounds of a horn.

It might have been a great opportunity to take a selfie with the army in the background if only he had the chance and it wasn't minutes away from a bloody slaughter.

He drew a few Fireball spell scrolls as a last-minute preparation and stuffed them in his pockets. Fireballs were cool, especially when raining from the sky on unsuspecting monsters. Beautiful, like Christmas fireworks.

Then, as the horns announcing the beginning of battle sounded in the distance, he stood up, cracked his back, emptied a Stamina potion, and flicked away the vial with a grin.

He took a deep breath of cool morning air through his nose, and his feet stepped off the ledge, hanging in the air.

It was finally time to say something he always wanted to, and so he smiled, a crazy kind of smile. "It's showtime!"
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                BOOOO!

Crows and ravens across the battlefield, feasting on the rotting corpses of humans and beasts, flapped their wings at once and rose to the sky in fright as a deep and powerful war horn announced the beginning.

"Hmm, that's quite a sight," Gerald murmured to himself as he watched the army from the bird's eye view. Below him were hundreds of thousands of soldiers, ready for battle. After the sound of the horn, an eerie silence descended on the place. Only the rattling of armor and soldier fidgeting in place was heard.

"It's finally happening, oh boy!" Gerald rubbed his hands together as the excitement became too great. This was way better than any movie of virtual reality battle he ever experienced. And how could it be any different?

This was actual life, with real people, and real lives on the line! It was so much fun!

'Ops, I might be losing my mind, haha!' Gerald laughed internally and then attempted to distract himself by searching for familiar faces among the crowd.

'Don't know that guy, same with him, and him… What about- I think I saw that guy once somewhere… Meh, who cares.'

Then he noticed a group that was separated from the rest. "Is that…? That's the King, isn't it? And his four generals… What are they doing?"

The four strongest(probably) men in the Kingdom were on the ground, separated from the rest of the army. That might not seem too out of place, since the higher ranking commanders often stood back at a higher vantage point to direct the flow of battle, but these five were doing something... unusual.

"It's almost like they are performing a ritual. Why are they dancing like that, it looks so funny."

The four Guardians were moving in a circle around Robart III, bowing and waving, in what Gerald could best describe as some sort of a tribal dance.

But after watching them for a few minutes, he got bored as nothing appeared to be happening. Instead, he noticed a small group of armored riders split from the army and gallop towards the forest where the beasts made their home.

The remaining half a million or so warriors remained standing just outside the city walls, in no hurry to move forward.

"Oh? I see! They weren't actually stupid enough to attack the monsters on their turf! That's good!" Gerald commented after coming to an understanding.

At first, he thought the entire army was going to march north, which would be insane, but no. The small group of riders was probably tasked with baiting monsters closer so they could be easily slaughtered with superior numbers.

"That sounds like fun," Gerald realized and quickly flew after them. "Guys, wait for me!" he hollered.

A few riders on the ground turned around after hearing the shout.

"What the fuck! Behind us! Incoming!" one of them shouted and gripped his weapon tightly. Soon even more of them turned around amid surprised exclamations.

"He's flying!"

"Is that a Demon?!"

"It's coming right at us!" The guy nearly shot an arrow as soon as he said that.

"Enough! Ignore him!" their leader ordered after catching a glance of the flying man.

"But, sir-"

"I said enough! I have received an order. If we see an unusual man on the battlefield, we are to ignore him and avoid his area at all costs," the commander spoke, not even bothering to turn around anymore.

They were closing in on the forest, and despite it being seemingly peaceful at the moment, they knew they just might die the moment they rode in.

"But sir, he's-"

"Avoid and ignore!" the commander cut him off. "Do that and you just might live long enough to see your ugly child again!"

"He's not that… ugly!" the guy protested.

The commander didn't respond. However, the absurd conversation lifted the morale somewhat. Those in the know looked at each other, trying to hold in their laughter, an action that didn't go unnoticed.

"… Okay fine, he's hideous, but that's beside the point!" the man admitted, seeing his comrades losing their shit. "Why weren't we notified before?"

"You know why," came the answer.

"I do?" the rider made a serious pondering expression. "I do?" he repeated, his brows furrowing as his brain worked unpaid overtime. "Is it because of my wife? Shit, what did she do this time?"

"It's because you can't keep your mouth shut, you dumbass! Now shut it, we are getting close!"

The plan was to quietly, as much as they could while riding horses, enter the forest and agro as many Orcs as possible. The hope was that the commotion would attract more and more of the beasts, triggering a chain reaction and making the monsters rush at them prematurely.

It was all going well for a while, they were just a few hundred meters from the dividing line between grasslands and the forest.

Then all plans went to shit.

"WOOOOOOO!" Gerald released an excited shout and plummeted from the sky.

"Shit! It's that guy, he's falling!"

The shout was like thunder in the rider's ears. Perhaps it was because they were expecting an attack from the front, and the shout from above frightened them, or maybe it was because the sound was amplified by fucking magic!

And as if that wasn't enough, the sky was suddenly lit ablaze by hundreds of Fireballs.

"Holy mother of-"

Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! … You get the idea.

The forest line was absolutely decimated! Hundreds of fiery explosions went off at once, turning the once lush forest into Vietnam 2.0! Just instead of burning the trees with napalm, this time it was magic, both equally destructive.

"Blood for the blood god! Death for the dead king!" Gerald shouted as he landed heavily on the ground and ran towards the inferno.

"This guy, he's insane!"

"He's more than insane! He's lost his mind! He's crazy!"

"That means the same thing!"

"By Innos, guy, look! He's growing!"

"He's transforming into stone!"

The horse riders were so frightened, shocked, and in disbelief that they had to announce their every thought. They had to stop. The forest was completely engulfed in flames, and a madman in a stone suit was rushing in.

There was no way for them to continue!

"Retreat!" the commander shouted. "Do not try to be brave, our mission is over! Return back to the city now!" he said, and he was glad he did so.

Just a few short seconds later, hundreds of Orcs jumped out of the fire, thoroughly enraged. They roared and rushed at the only target nearby.

"Golem Armor, let's GOOOO!" Gerald roared, his shout amplified many times over, producing destructive sound waves strong enough to rupture eardrums. He stomped forward in his giant stone suit of armor, Toothpick in one hand, and the Titan's Bulwark in the other, looking like some ancient Spartan warrior in a mech suit.

"Come and get me, motherfuckers!"
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                "In a jungle, the mighty burning jungle, the Orcs are getting minced tonight~!"

Actually, it was morning, but who cares. As for the beasts…

The stone giant stood among them like a tower, with its shield of iron and a blade of steel, cutting, dismembering, and disemboweling, piling the limbs and viscera on the floor as it fought, invincible.

Their arrows and spells splintered and died, while the swords and axes broke on his skin of stone. More than four meters tall, the Stone Golem Armor provided great protection for Gerald inside.

Like a tower it stood in place, smashing any and all that dared to face him. The Orcs, frustrated and angry, rushed at him without a care for their lives. It seemed they were trying to bury him under their weight and choke him out where he stood,  when there came a sudden roar.

The sea of monsters parted, and an Ogre came into view.

If it was a simple beast as a few days ago, Gerald might be tempted to fight it, but… This one was covered in metal, thick, crude iron plates, strapped to its body, it came with a human greatsword in one hand, and a thick reinforced wooden door as a shield in the other.

"There's always someone stronger, huh?" Gerald grinned. "Well too bad, I don't have time to play with you…"

He willed it, and the Stone Golem rushed forward like an angry rhino, shaking the ground as it went, and collided with the Ogre.

ROAR!

The Ogre responded and blocked the Stone Golem with its shield and then smashed the greatsword on top of it.

Clank!

The blade broke, and Gerald laughed at the Ogre's stupid-looking expression. "Come on big guy, you didn't seriously think that thin blade is going to hurt me, did you?"

The ground moved underneath them, and two giant hands of soil coiled around the Ogre's legs, holding it in place. At the same time, the Golem lurched forward and took hold of the Ogre and held it tightly, completely immobilizing it.

Of course, the beast didn't like that and it circulated its Mana to empower its muscles, but to overpower Gerald and his magic would take at least a few seconds. A few seconds that it didn't have.

Golem's chest opened slightly, and a rolled-up parchment flew out, unfurling itself in front of the beast so the Ogre could read its contents. It had no clue what it said since it obviously couldn't read, and the scroll was covered in Runes anyway.

"Solar Point!"

There was a flash of light that followed Gerald's shout, lasting exactly three seconds. The Ogre's head glowed like the sun, reflecting the immense light and heat into its surroundings, blinding anyone that looked at it.

Thud!

The Ogre collapsed on the ground as soon as Gerald released it, having its braincase almost completely burned through. The rest of the monsters stumbled around blindly, roaring and slashing whenever they hit something.

Gerald smiled thinly at his defeated foe. The test of his new spell could be considered a great success!

Then he crouched down beside the dead Ogre and the corpse disappeared without a trace. His Ring was getting somewhat full, so he couldn't take the rest of his spoils. The only other thing he did was lift his hand and will his mind to pull.

Earth Crystals were torn from the chopped-up corpses all around and flew into his hand by the dozen.

Cough! Cough!

He suddenly started coughing, the smoke of burning flesh irritating his nose and lungs. As if that wasn't enough, the rest of the Orc army was alerted by the bright flash, and he was pretty sure he heard the Giant roar an order to attack.

In any case, it was time to skedaddle.

He abandoned his armor after running for a bit and exited the burning pits of hell that was his battlefield. It wasn't a moment too soon either.

Hundreds, maybe thousands of Wargs and Orcs spilled out of the forest, screaming, growling, and roaring as they went. No matter how many Gerald could kill at once, this was just too much! They were really fast too!

He actually had to jump up and fly higher to get to a safe distance and moments later the ground beneath went from brown to black as the sheer amount of hungry and bloodthirsty bodies came to light.

Turning around and speeding towards Auralba, he noticed the group of scouts he passed by before already returning back and getting assimilated into the army. The archers and mages already readied themselves to shoot as soon as the horde entered their shooting range.

"Fire!"

"Shoot!"

Many orders were given by the commanders on the towers as they noticed the beasts cross a previously marked line on the ground.

A hail of arrows made an arc across the sky, skewering and maiming the enemy forces wherever they landed.

Fiery spells made beautiful flashes of light as they blew up and burned everything in their path.

Water spells cut and sliced, mixing the pristine water with blood and filth. The grounds soon turned muddy, making it more difficult to get a grip and traverse the plains.

That's when the tamed beasts were released against the Orcs. Cave Bears, Giant Boars, Mountain Lions, even some Shadow Eagles, and poisonous snakes joined the battle.

As soon as the two forces clashed, true chaos ensued. Both sides were about equally matched, resulting in the most gruesome dismembering you could imagine. It was like throwing live animals into an industry-grade meat grinder.

It devoured everything, meat and bones, and blood and souls. Any semblance of individuality was wiped out, replaced by foul-smelling and slimy bloody paste, with chunks of skulls and teeth mixed in between.

The soldiers silently prayed, thanking God for not being the first to fight, and begging for it to be over quickly.

Only Crag Carre cursed silently in his mind as his army was quickly turning into fertilizer. His people were still safe and sound, but their tamed beasts were all dying by the hundreds every second.

But what could he do? Nothing, that's what! The war was out of his control now. His only hope was that the ritual would work and his sacrifice wouldn't be in vain. So he gritted his teeth and focused his magic as he moved around the King, guiding his Mana inside the secret formation.

Gerald sat down on the wall. The fight exhausted him quite a bit, but not enough to require rest. He just needed to absorb and integrate the spoils of war into himself, so he closed his eyes and meditated.

His breathing slowed down and his mind cut out all the noise from the battle. Even as the vanguard first clashed with the monsters below, and as humans were torn to pieces, his mind was steady.

But then it happened. At first, a gentle shake that he ignored, then another, a little bit stronger…

Soon the stone underneath him shook at quick regular intervals, strong enough he couldn't pretend they weren't happening any longer.

That's when he saw it, the Giant. Nearly twice as tall as the centuries-old trees around it, it was making its way towards the city, quickly. Despite it simply walking, it covered more than ten meters in a single second. And there was another thing, an emotion it displayed…

It was bloody mad!
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                'The Giant is coming!'

This single thought echoed through the minds of the poor souls on the battlefield. They felt ever-greater dread and fear with each quake of the ground. As if the giant monsters weren't enough, now a literal mountain was coming at them.

The low morale dropped even further. The only thing keeping the warriors fighting was the fact that they had nowhere to run. For them, it was either victory or death.



'The Giant is coming!'

The beasts celebrated, fighting with even greater vigor and aggression. The damned weaklings of the human race were falling by the hundreds under their blades. And with their leader, the mighty Giant on the battlefield, their blood boiled in excitement.

With each quake of the ground, they roared in a way only they knew how. It was pure rage and bloodlust, like a mad rabid animal.



'The Giant is coming!'

The King frowned as he looked at his opponent from afar. The four Guardians were still circling around him, murmuring some ancient and twisted words. The ground underneath was sprayed with their fresh blood, forming complicated Runes and geometrical patterns.

No army could hope to take on a beast of that size. Some would classify it as a Class 4 monster, based on its body size, but that told nothing of its brutal strength and defense. Even with the humanoid beast appearing to have suffered a severe injury in the distant past, the scar of which was still visible on its chest, resistance would be futile.

That's why special measures had to be taken. Having only recently crossed the threshold and stepped into Nascent Soul Realm, he was all too aware how weak his cultivation was compared to the beast.

Ten of him fighting it at once would have no chance of beating it. Not unless he put his life as well as centuries of the Kingdom's treasures accumulation on the line.

'What I wouldn't do for my Kingdom,' he mentally sighed, taking a look at the vial containing Elixir of Life and Fire in his hand. 'I just hope sacrificing my lifespan will be worth it.'

He turned his hand around, and the potion disappeared, being safely stored in one of his rings. He then closed his eyes and focused on the power that was slowly flowing into him.



"What the hell are those five doing?" Gerald murmured as he watched the King and his generals perform some sort of sacrificial ritual.

The battle was chaotic enough, but now even Mana in the air became restless, and it all originated from them. That's why he even noticed them, otherwise, they would have remained ignored until the very end.

Due to them being quite far, he couldn't see them very well. Luckily he knew how lenses worked, and with a few minutes of trial and error, he figured out how to bend light so it would act as a telescope. Now his eyes could clearly see stuff happening even five times further away.

And so he observed them from the safety of the city walls. He could see their Auras and magic, but he refused to go any closer than that due to the sinister vibe coming from them.

The four generals cut their hands and drew symbols on the ground while sprinkling around some sort of dust, most likely made from Pure Ether Crystals.

And then their Auras grew for an instant, before shrinking and being seemingly absorbed by the Runes, together with massive amounts of Mana that was getting sucked in.

Similar to how the Master Mages transferred their powers to the Grandmaster Mage Spark for the Rain of Fire, the four were somehow lending their powers to the King at the moment.

However, the increase wasn't simply additive. Something changed on the fundamental level, as his Aura didn't simply grow, it became stronger and brighter in his eyes as well. Like the rising sun, it overshadowed all other combatants on the field.

"Actually, now that I think about it," Gerald murmured as a frown formed on his face, "That armor… It doesn't look like anything I have ever seen."

What he meant by that was, that despite looking similar to the protection worn by the Paladins, the color and vibe it gave off were completely the opposite.

While the silver armor of the Paladins was bright and clean, encouraging goodness and wellbeing, the one King Robart III wore was anything but.

It looked old and battle-worn, grayish-green on the surface and dark blue underneath, and black in some places. It was scratched and twisted in some places and had spikes protruding from the pauldrons and elbows, between 5-10 centimeters long.

Despite the apparent age, the pieces were tightly bound together, barely leaving any gaps between the plates, giving a sense of power and invulnerability to those that laid their eyes on it.

Gerald had to shake his head to tear his gaze away from it. It was like the metal was pulling him closer, urging him to take it for himself. He had to look away to get the bizarre thoughts of greed from his mind.

The rest didn't seem to have felt the pull, or if they did, nobody showed it.

"So bizarre…"

The King's Aura has tripled by now and the growth started showing signs of slowing down. The four generals, however, appeared weak and drained, pale and slow. A minute later they were all on the ground, struggling to simply take in a breath.

Shadow Guards suddenly appeared on top of the wall and jumped down, dragging the four Guardians away while feeding them medicine. They glanced at the Giant with expressionless faces and then bowed at the King, before turning away.

This was no place for the weak.

King Robart III cracked his neck and shook his limbs to steady his nerves. His Aura was like the sun, shining brightly in Gerald's eyes. He also felt an oppressive force whenever he looked at it, making it difficult to observe in secret.

A hefty-looking hammer appeared in King's hand and a helmet in the other. After Putting the last piece of protection on, the armor started to dimly glow blue underneath the grayish-green exterior. Mana became even more chaotic at that moment, and that's also when the King moved.

He gripped the Warhammer with both hands as he let it hang to one side, crouched down, and… He was gone.

An explosion of earth and dust was all that was left on the spot where he was standing before, as well as a deep pair of footprints.

Gerald jerked his head to the side, deactivating his magic binoculars. His eyes widened in shock as he saw King Robart III land nearly fifty meters away an instant later, only to take off in the same manner once more.

Each jump propelled him about fifty meters, lasting less than a second. A few short moments later, he already reached the Giant, jumping one last time with all he had, aiming straight for the monster's ugly and surprised face.

"FOR MYRTANA!"

He swung his hammer.

BOOOM!
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                Tap! Tap! Tap!

In three powerful jumps, the King arrived in front of the massive humanoid monster that was threatening his kingdom.

The Giant looked massive from where he was standing, taller than a tower, its limbs thicker than centuries-old oak trees, and the stench… Rotting corpses smelled pleasantly in comparison to this abomination.

But King Robart III did not care. With a silent prayer to Innos on his lips and a fire in his heart, he jumped at the colossus, arriving at eye level in a single leap, and swung his hammer with both hands, giving it his all.

"For Myrtana!"

BOOOM!

The Warhammer struck Giant's upper cheek, producing concentric ripples on the flesh at the point of impact, and knocking his head backward, nearly pushing the beast off balance.

Thud!

The Giant took a step backward, producing tremors in the ground, and stabilized himself. As he straightened himself, a small stream of blood dripped from his cheek wound. Ten seconds later it already stopped.

Barrel-like Giant's white orbs turned downward, as the Giant's sight focused on his attacker on the ground.

"Shit!" the King cursed with gritted teeth, realizing just how massive the difference in power was. Despite it being seemingly hopeless, he knew he couldn't just give up. His generals gave their all to lend him their power and were counting on him.

His commanders, his soldiers, his citizens, they were all counting on him. He couldn't give up!

"AAAH!" He roared, psyching himself up as he prepared for another jump.

He crouched slightly, bending his knees and feeling the pressure in his muscles build up like a volcano before erupting. He jumped!

That's when the slow-moving Giant reacted. His body moved, bending forward slightly, with a fist cocked back in preparation for delivering a devastating punch.

Robart's eyes opened wide in shock as he saw the fist rapidly approaching. Everything happened in an instant.

His life flashed before his eyes, realizing he might lose it despite the ancient armor and increased power. The feeling of mortal danger flooded his brain and he subconsciously lifted his hands to protect himself.

At the same time, his armor started to glow, forming a thin blue membrane around his body.

BOOM! 

The fist connected fully, and the King was blasted towards the ground like a cannonball. His body created a crater upon impact, and then helplessly bounced up as he spat out blood.

Despite being protected by the barrier, the armor, padding, and defensive Combat Arts, the sheer amount of acceleration and deceleration happening in the blink of an eye produced such forces that a normal person's body would be partially, if not totally, liquefied.

And then, as if that wasn't enough, the Giant's leg came rushing at with a rumbling sound as the air was pushed aside, kicking him like an athlete would kick a football, full force and in a straight line.

Like a cannonball, the King flew across the battlefield, crashing back down like a meteor on top of a group of soldiers, killing many on impact as their entire bodies exploded, as well as wounding many others.

He then skidded across the ground, tumbling and rolling, until he eventually came to a stop in the soft mountain of corpses that surrounded the city wall.

He remained there for quite a while, with the barrier around his body deactivating on its own, bloodied, and unmoving.

"Oh, fuck..." Gerald sucked in a cold breath of air, eyes wide open. His eyes darted from the King to the Giant, and back in rapid succession. He quickly flew closer, but upon noticing the King's Aura rapidly diminish, he made a decisive 180.

The man was quite obviously dying. It was actually surprising he wasn't dead already, because Gerald was 100% sure he wouldn't be able to survive that.

"Nope! Fuck that, I'm out of here!" Things didn't look good, and he wasn't going to risk his life for a doomed kingdom he barely knew.

Now he just had to go pick up Toby and disappear. Oh, and the girls too. He should probably take them as well. He had already started making plans...

Who knows, maybe the Empire would accept him with open arms if he migrated there. And even if they wouldn't, he was sure he could have an easy life with the fortune he amassed in the short time living in Auralba.

"Cough, cough!"

He suddenly stopped in his tracks as the weak coughing sounds reached his ears.

"Don't tell me…" Gerald slowly turned around, half expecting some miraculous stunt that would reignite the King's life force.

But nope! The man was coughing up a piece of his lung and blood, choking on his own bodily fluids. He seemingly tried to move, but judging from the twisted limbs, many bones in his body were broken. Only one hand was partially working, and even that was slow and weak.

"Yeah, no… What the hell was I expecting, this is not some fantasy, this is real life! People die when they are killed, not gain some magical buffs!" Gerald scolded himself. The battle was over before it even started.

But just as he tried to leave, he noticed a vial appearing in King Robart's hand. It might have been something impressive, seeing a man struggle to fight even on his deathbed if he didn't at the same time pathetically struggle to uncork the tiny bottle.

The mighty King didn't even have enough strength to pull off the cork covering the mouth of the vial, what did he even expect?! He even lost his hammer somewhere, and his armor lost its luster. He should just give up and die already.

Gerald mentally sighed seeing him struggle so much with such a simple task, so he decided to do one last good deed before leaving. He sent a strand of his magic, utilizing Telekinesis to open the vial.

The King noticed the action and looked up at the sky where Gerald stood, gratitude clear in his bloodshot eyes.

He then quickly downed the potion and closed his eyes with a raspy sigh… Before entering another coughing fit.

"So stubborn," Gerald said and shook his head, "Almost as much as me."

Time was running out. The Giant has long since ignored his dying opponent, stomping out the soldiers underneath his feet, as a person would do with bugs.

"I'll remember your help, thank you."

"Hmm?!" Gerald jerked his head around, focusing back down at the King. The man was now standing straight like an old oak tree, all traces of death long since gone. He was on fire!

And by that I mean, he was literally burning! The flesh underneath Robart's skin turned white from heat, akin to molten rock from an active volcano!

"Oh, shit! That was the Elixir of Life?!" Gerald realized all of a sudden, completely disrespecting the potion by calling it by its shorter name. If the grand Royal Alchemist Bob heard him, he would probably try to pick a fight with him or something.

"I have lost my hammer, but no matter!" King Robart III announced as hate welled up within him. His bones snapped back in place, and his injuries burned off as he became a living torch in a suit of armor.

"Thirty minutes of immortality, huh? My Soul, my life, and my cultivation… I'll give it my all to defeat this abomination!" He roared and exploded from the spot once again. His Aura rose to the peak for the second time as he fully recovered in less than a minute.

"Huh? What the hell is this lunatic doing?!" Gerald shouted. "Are you crazy?! You're clearly no match for the Giant!"

But his screams were ignored as Robart III rushed with all he had, striking one of the Giant's legs with his fists.

Boom!

As if on queue, the man came flying back a few seconds later and crashed into the ground at full force. The only thing was… He freaking stood up just a moment later!

"Hahaha! So much pain!" the King laughed as his broken limbs snapped back in place, and his molten body began glowing even brighter. "If that's what it takes to kill you, I'll gladly take it all!"

The madman then materialized a battleaxe in his hands, and would you know it, he attacked again!

Boom!

Gerald looked at another fresh fissure in the ground, and at the laughing madman standing back up from it. He facepalmed.
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                The once grassy fields north of Auralba were in chaos. The forces of good and evil(Depending on your point of view) clashed there in a bloody battle.

However, as the cannon fodder from both sides met their grizzly end in the middle, the two leaders, the Giant and the King, fought like mad dogs.

Like a giant hairless gorilla going against a living torch, the two were trading blows, seemingly without end!

Or actually, it was the Giant dishing out most of the punishment, pounding King Robart into the ground with ever-increasing intensity and rage.

In his eyes, the human was barely worth his attention, being so small and weak, but he just wouldn't die! The burning body hurt his fists as he struck him over and over, and yet the damned human just kept laughing!

The gall! The insolence!

ROAR!

The Giant expressed his dissatisfaction through angry roars that shook the air and frightened the weak-willed souls.

"This is fucking stupid!" Gerald observed this clown show, considering if he should still escape or lend a helping hand instead. The King was keeping the beast occupied at the moment so it was a perfect opportunity…

But on the other hand, it was extremely dangerous, especially with the enraged Giant lashing around.

"What to do, what to do…" Gerald scratched his head, feeling conflicted. "Aaah! Whatever! I'm never getting a better opportunity than this!" he eventually decided.

"That motherfucker has to die either way, so…" Gerald grinned like some evil mastermind and took out a scroll. He didn't have many left, and it was difficult to acquire due to the rarity of ingredients.

The (not so) famous, Solar Point!

"But first…" He scanned the place, searching for the King's Warhammer. The weapon was definitely something good since it seemed to be the only thing capable of wounding the massive monster.

At least the battleax, and later a greatsword after the former was destroyed, didn't seem to be capable of leaving a mark.

Luckily it wasn't difficult finding it as it was quite distinctively shining with the high Mana density in it. A great magical treasure by any stretch of the imagination.

Gerald was tempted to keep it for himself, but at the moment he really needed a distraction, so his desires had to be pushed aside.

Now he just had to wait for his little volunteer helper to get thrown his way. A requirement that didn't take long to be fulfilled.

Sick of beating up a seemingly indestructible weakling into the ground, the Giant grabbed King Robart III and hurled him towards the city just to get him away from himself.

As the flying man collided with the sturdy wall, a momentary blue barrier was formed around his body, as well as a red one on the solid rock. Bright Runes glowed for a brief moment on the stone of the city fortification, consuming tremendous amounts of Mana and nullifying any damage that might otherwise occur.

"So that's how he isn't smashed into a paste," Gerald exclaimed in realization.

However, he had no time to marvel at the ancient magic armor and quickly flew to intercept the King who was already preparing to throw himself into the fray once more.

"Wait! Here, catch this!" Gerald shouted and tossed the hammer downward.

"My Sacred Hammer, you found it!" Robart exclaimed happily and caught the weapon. "Thank you, I'm in your debt! Now I can finally fight at my full potential!"

"Sure, sure, whatever…" Gerald waved it off and then shouted seriously, "Just make sure to keep the Giant busy for a few minutes, okay? I have a plan that just might work and take him down!"

"Haha, but of course! I can keep him busy for the next twenty minutes! After that, I'll become incredibly weak for a long time. Think you can do it?"

"Heh, it's more than enough," Gerald answered with a grin and flew higher. "Let's begin!"

"Alright!"

The two men went to each do their part. The immortal King went to be an annoying bastard and started beating on Giant's toes, this time with great effect. It appeared the giant monster was quite sensitive there since it quickly started roaring and raging in pain.

Despite getting beaten repeatedly, and suffering inhuman pain at the same time, King Robart kept his word and annoyed the Giant to no end.

Throwing the attacker away so many times, only to have it come back over and over again like a pest, beating on his toes and shins, sometimes even aiming for the groin, the Giant was bound to have a mental breakdown soon.

At least, his once calm demeanor was now becoming increasingly chaotic and enraged, almost going berserk even.

Gerald made use of this to get close and readied himself. He created an immensely powerful Greater Fireball and tossed it in Giant's face to get his attention. It worked!

The beast immediately locked onto him with its murderous blood-red eyes and released a deep guttural growl, expressing his anger.

"Here, catch this, and don't forget to say cheese!" Gerald shouted and tossed three pieces of parchment in the air toward the Giant. He then quickly turned around and covered his eyes with his hands and did his all to protect his body with magic.

The Giant, on the other hand, focused his attention directly on the tiny specks traveling toward him. The three scrolls disintegrated in an instant as a burning, blinding white light took their place, concentrated and directed towards a single direction.

A roar that shook both the soldiers and the monsters to the core, reverberated across the battlefield, as the blinding light in the Giant's eyes turned to black short three seconds, as the retina and optical nerves in the massive eyes boiled and burned, never to be used again.

In an instant, the Giant went blind. He wasn't the only one, of course. The King lost his sight as well, but under the effects of the Elixir of Life, he almost immediately recovered, so no real harm was done.

A few soldiers and monsters were temporarily blinded as well, the distance of the reflected laser working as a sort of flash grenade for them.

Seeing his plan has worked, Gerald quickly gained altitude, getting ready for part two!
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                Could a bloody chaotic battle possibly get any worse?!

That was a rhetorical question, the answer was obviously yes. Especially so when you have a blind Giant trashing around in a berserk state, killing in his rage.

The damn beast was more than ten times the size of a human and rampaging around the battlefield like a headless chicken. Stumbling upon a lonely tree, the Giant uprooted it with a good pull and used it as a club, swinging it about, beating, and killing anything that came underneath him, even if it was other allied monsters.

Gerald wasn't sure if they could also use Magic Eyes, but since many humans appeared to be capable, he didn't want to wait and find out after the Giant calmed down. Time was of the essence!

King Robart, of course, did his part and fought valiantly, continuing to bring his Sacred Hammer down on the massive, dirty, stinky, hairy toes, and pounded the Giant's shins without end.

Basically, he was a massive nuisance.

"Keep it up!" Gerald shouted in encouragement and wore a furry coat he bought for the occasion. He then rose to about two kilometers in the air, where the air was much cooler and the winds were stronger.

A giant boulder then appeared beside him in the blink of an eye, which he then controlled with Telekinesis and dropped from the sky after calculating the precise angles and speeds. Or actually, no. That would be too hard to do without proper equipment, so he just winged it.

And as expected of a lucky man such as Gerald, he was nearly on point on his first try! He just missed by a few hundred meters due to strong winds and squashed a Paladin of Innos in the process.

"Ops…" Gerald quietly said, seeing what has become of his first boulder by using the Eagle Eye, the new telescope-like magic effect he just created.

But such a tiny setback didn't faze him, and he had plenty more stones to try with anyway. But as it turned out, accurately predicting where the giant would be more than a dozen seconds later proved to be quite a challenge. Even if he was spot on with his drops, the bastard would just move, never staying in one place for long in his berserk state.

Well, it wasn't all bad. By missing the Giant, he instead hit a few Orcs and even an Ogre that managed to avoid getting trampled. It only got to live a few extra seconds though, as the falling boulder smashed its head to pieces.

"Yeah, that's cool and all, but…" Gerald wasn't satisfied with the results. "The damn rabid monkey keeps moving too much! And it doesn't even care for the falling boulders, talk about a waste of time!"

He rapidly descended to the height of just one kilometer and took out the Big Boy. The massive black bomb had to be accurately guided to its target, or he would waste his only chance to kill the Giant.

"So damn annoying," Gerald complained. He didn't have any guiding systems, so that meant he had to do it manually, which was dangerous considering how much gunpowder he packed inside.

"Oh, well, whatever…"

Both Gerald and the bomb descended, being steered by both the low and high-pressure zones he created around it. But then the Giant suddenly stopped, and turned around, looking straight at him. Or he would have if he had eyes!

"It knows!" Gerald exclaimed seeing the colossus lifting the tree to strike him. He quickly distanced himself from the bomb, only guiding it slightly for the last one hundred meters or so. Being so close and going super fast, it was already too late to course-correct anymore anyway.

The Giant swung the tree like a club towards Gerald, but the latter was just outside the strike range. And since he distanced himself from the Big Boy, the monster couldn't feel its presence anymore. It wasn't a magical object after all. Unless you paid close attention, it was no different than the surrounding Mana in the air.

And so it slid past the club, and struck the Giant square in the chest, right on top of the old scar.

Gerald quickly summoned one last boulder, remolded it to create a spherical stone shell, and hid inside to resist the explosion.

KA-BOOM!

The blast was massive! Bottled thunder detonated successfully upon impact, triggering the rest of the explosives to ignite.

Gerald inside his safety bubble suffered only minor discomfort from the powerful soundwave going through him. The shrapnel and fire were perfectly blocked by the layer of stone.

There might have been some casualties from the human side due to the flying chunks of shrapnel, but the monsters definitely suffered greatly. Especially after the Giant fell down on his back and squashed many.

After the smoke and dust cleared, the true destruction was visible. The Giant was still alive, strangely enough. However, he was not in a good shape.

The lower part of his face was completely gone, blown to smithereens by the explosion. Other than that, his neck and chest suffered the most damage, carrying deep lacerations from the metal shell of the Big Boy that turned into razor blades as it exploded.

The top layer of skin and flesh was straight up gone! The ribcage was exposed and shattered, caved inward, and punctured many organs.

Gerald flew closer, evaluating the damage.

The King also slowly climbed up the Giant's torso and stood on his shoulder, while still burning white-hot. The Elixir of Life and Fire was one heck of a strong brew.

The Giant then suddenly shook. The movement was not great, but it was a clear sign the beast was still alive. They couldn't let it do any more damage, they had to kill it!

King Robart jumped into the exposed chest cavity and swung his hammer above his head. Mana rapidly gathered inside, swirling and flowing in a chaotic motion.

Despite Gerald doing his best to decipher what the hell was going on, the randomness was just too much and his head started to hurt, so he stopped.

Meanwhile, the King struck down with his hammer, producing a powerful ripple that jolted the Giant and made him growl in pain. It seemed to be irritating the wounds and making them worse.

He continued striking over and over on the same spot, about where the heart should be. But the Giant just wouldn't die!

The King was becoming faster and more desperate as time went on, striking more often and giving it his all. Unfortunately, it seemed like his superhuman strength was quickly leaving his body, and his inflated Aura was quickly diminishing as well.

"Damn it! Just die!" he shouted, empowering the Sacred Hammer once more, only to be unable to finish delivering the strike. His body and Soul were exhausted, pushed way over their limit.

His body also started to quickly cool down as the Elixir's time ran out, hardening his skin into some sort of rocky shell.
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                Gerald noticed the drastic changes happening to King Robart as the short boost in power was running out.

At the same time, the Giant managed to get one of his hands off the ground, and despite having hardly any chest muscles left, he lifted it up in an attempt to strike the assailant and kill him once and for all.

Having noticed the danger, Gerald quickly descended and grabbed the King, pulling him away just as the Giant fist struck down. The massive beast grunted in pain as well as anger upon noticing their escape.

"Gerald," Robart quietly addressed him, "You need to finish it. We can't let it recover. A monster of that caliber has a near unending vitality." He spoke in a whisper, barely even moving his lips. His skin turned gray like stone and started to crack, while at the same time he completely lost any strength to move.

"Don't worry about it, I'll finish the job," Gerald answered with a smirk. "Give me five minutes and I'll be right back," he said with a cocky undertone. "Just don't die on me in the meantime, okay? You still owe me."

"Ha… ha…" the King chuckled sarcastically. "I'm in perfect health… just incredibly… tired."

Having left the King laying on the ground some distance away, Gerald took his Orc Slayer and went on the offensive.

But first, just to be sure, he manipulated the ground, making stone cuffs and locked all four Giant's limbs to the ground. The beast struggled, but it had barely any strength left so this action was possible.

Then, after making sure it was safe, Gerald went ham! He empowered his body with magic and swung his sword at Giant's flesh, slicing and stabbing like a madman!

Stab! Slash! Poke! Kick! Bite!

It didn't fucking work!

Even the exposed flesh was invulnerable! It was like trying to pierce a massive truck tire with a butter knife. No matter how strong or fast his attacks were, the weapon simply bounced off the bleeding muscle.

He was already covered in blood and having a Giant produce gurgling sounds as it choked on it, left him no choice but to reconsider his approach.

He flew a few meters in the air and started blasting flames out of his palm. The Giant almost immediately started twitching in pain, but that was about it. Even after five minutes of this, the damage done was minuscule!

Gerald couldn't believe it. He used hundreds of MP, and barely fried the surface. He was actually doing the damn Giant a favor, cauterizing his wounds!

"God, damn it!" he cursed. "This is ridiculous! I'm trying to kill you, for fuck's sake, stop resisting!"

He tried a few more things, such as firing his cannon and using Earth magic to skewer the damn beast, but it was all useless! Everything just bounced off or barely left a scratch on his tough flesh.

Even super-enhanced Wind Blades hardly left a mark.

It was more likely he would die from old age than kill the Giant in this way.

The only thing that could hurt him was an explosion from a metric ton of black powder, or a special magical weapon that could disregard the Mana enhancement currently granting him protection.

"Oh, of course!" Gerald slapped his forehead and ran off.

"I'll be borrowing this if you don't mind," he said as he grabbed the Sacred Hammer from King's hands.

"Hey…" The King tried to shout in protest, but he could barely even keep his eyes open, so he just sighed and let him do whatever. "At least let me tell you how to use it," he said in resignation.

But Gerald was already gone, running back towards the Giant. "No need, I'm sure I can figure it out!" he shouted back.

The hammer was quite massive, weighing at least as much as Gerald himself, with a handle about a meter long and wrapped in some expensive-looking leather. The head was covered with golden Runes, going down the handle and wrapping around it before coming back up.

The three flat faces that weren't used for striking were also covered with geometrical shapes such as squares, circles, and triangles, one inside the other. It was quite a peculiar decoration.

As Gerald held the Sacred Hammer in his hands, he felt some sort of attraction towards it the longer he looked at it. He had to shake his head to get the hypnotizing feeling out of his mind.

But one thing was for certain. The weapon was speaking to him, asking to be fed. And the food was all around it, but it couldn't take it by itself.

Mana. That's what it wanted, and so Gerald obliged.

First, he absorbed enough to refill himself, and then sent a powerful burst of Mana into the hammer.

"Uff!" He immediately felt the power inside the weapon awaken its destructive tendencies as it searched for a target to destroy. "Such power!" Gerald gasped. The feeling of strength that welled up inside him was overwhelming! It was like holding an armed grenade in his hands, one that was seemingly alive.

But as he held the Sacred Hammer for a while longer, he realized he was mistaken. The feeling of life was just an illusion as the hammer remained unchanging. It was only giving off one emotion; Destroy!

"Sure," Gerald grinned, "Destroying stuff is fun!" He turned his gaze towards the Giant underneath his feet.

Almost as if feeling his intent, the colossus shuddered and started struggling even more. But it was all futile. He was too damaged to be of any concern to Gerald any longer.

He empowered the Sacred Hammer even more and lifted it up above his head. "Elemental Avatar," he whispered as Mana empowered his body as well.

Boom!

The beast shook as the strike landed on its ribcage, the shockwave traveling through flesh and shaking the heart beneath. The flesh on top was torn where the hammer struck, but the bones remained unchanged.

"Woah! Such… What do I even call this? The feeling is so strange!" Gerald exclaimed. He felt like his strike traveled through the Giant, unconcerned for the physical barriers that stood in place. "That could work! Hehe, ready for another one?"

He said the last part to the beast underneath, but it was unclear if he was heard, since, due to the powerful explosion most likely rupturing its eardrums, the Giant was probably deaf as well.

Boom!

The powerful strike shook the Giant and made him spit out blood. Each second that went by was accompanied by ever-increasing damage to his lungs and heart!

But then, just as Gerald thought he had it, the Mana inside the Giant started acting unnaturally. It changed from going outward to defend, into getting sucked in, straight into the core.

"Wait, what's happening?" Gerald frowned, his strikes never pausing for a second.

The core of the Giant, where the Ether Crystal resided near the heart, started glowing under the gaze of his Magic Eyes. It was getting brighter and brighter with each passing second, creating strong vibrations that were affecting even the Mana outside.

"Oh, you son of a bitch!" Gerald cursed with eyes wide open in realization. "Stop that! Stop that right now!"
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                Bam! Bam! Bam!

Gerald was beating the Giant even stronger and faster, but it was no use. The damn beast even seemed to be mocking his futile attempts at extinguishing its life.

It couldn't see for it had no eyes, it could not smile or curse, for it had no mouth, and it quite certainly didn't care to listen to his orders being shouted. It just continued doing... whatever it was doing.

Realizing his efforts were in vain, and that time was running out, Gerald quickly tried to fly away. But then he remembered the King lying on the ground not far away and wanted to curse. Trying to keep someone else safe in such a situation was such a pain in the ass!

He quickly used some Earth manipulation magic and reformed raised the ground around the giant at an angle, making it into a bowl shape. It took him only a few seconds to do so, hoping it would be enough. Then he quickly ran and jumped over the King, making a fissure in the ground, and tossed him in, before jumping down himself.

Lastly, he took the Titan's Bulwark and stuck it into the walls above him, closing them from the outside world.

"What's... happening?" the King asked weakly.

Gerald didn't answer, but instead nervously took out a few spell scrolls and tore them apart, activating them. Sound Barriers sprang to life, layering themselves one on top of the other.

He then looked through the ground with Magic Eyes, silently cursing as the core of the Giant shone brightly like the sun.

"Hold tight," he said and cast Iron Body.

A powerful tremor was suddenly felt, shaking their little hidey-hole, making Gerald lose his footing while rattling the King in his armor. Dust and debris fell from the walls as the ruck and dirt around them cracked from pressure.

The earthquake traveled through the ground and weaker echoes came traveling back for at least a few seconds before everything went still again. During the entire ordeal, there was no sound due to Gerald's magic, making the entire event even more bizarre.

"What's happening?!" the King shouted, or at least tried to. His voice was frightened and anxious, while also being incredibly weak at the same time.

"That slimy weasel actually did it! The coward!" Gerald barked and pulled back the Titan's bulwark, revealing the bright sky.

Or, actually, no. A cloud of dust was currently hanging above them, something that wasn't there a minute before. The sounds of battle were nowhere to be heard. Even birds and insects quieted down, making the place feel like it just experienced the apocalypse.

Gerald poked his head out of the grown with a cautious frown and looked around. He did not like what he saw.

Not wasting any time, he grabbed King Robart III and pulled him out of the hole, patting the dirt off his face and armor, and placed him in a sitting position on the soil.

"By Innos! What... happened?!" the man exclaimed, mouth and eyes opened wide like those of a dead fish.

The mound of dirt Gerald made was gone. The Giant was gone. The grass was gone, heck, even the top layer of soil was gone! They were currently standing/sitting on the edge of a massive 100-meter crater!

The Giant disappeared from the place it was previously at, and could now be found on the battlefield. Actually, it was all over the battlefield. Small chunks of flesh and bones, as well as drops of blood and fat, covered the surrounding land in a thin layer for at least a few kilometers from the center.

"What do you think?" Gerald sniggered and looked around with squinted eyes.

"He... self-detonated?" Robart gasped in disbelief. His head started to spin and he laid down on the ground, losing the ability to even sit straight. "He... detonated…" he murmured quietly.

Gerald was also shocked, though he was holding it together better than the King. He had no idea the damn bastard could even do that until the Mana started going haywire. He wanted to curse so badly, but there were no words to express his displeasure.

The Giant alone was a literal treasure trove, not to mention the spirit of such a powerful beast! It was such a waste! Just thinking about the things he could have done with the skin alone, Gerald's blood boiled. He squeezed his fists in frustration, but there was nothing that could be done.

If he knew the Giant could do such a trick, he would have made better preparations to kill it rapidly. Self-detonating was such a dick move! It's like destroying your own items in an online game just so the enemy couldn't get them.

Fucking pathetic!

Gerald grumbled in displeasure for a long while, when the sounds of battle came back to life. It seemed that the massive explosion and the following blast disrupted the rhythm. Both humans and monsters were knocked down, blinded, deafened, or straight-up killed by it.

Now that some of them recovered, they started killing each other again.

Actually, now that the Giant was gone, some Orcs and Ogres showed some hesitation in continuing with the fight. Despite their bloodthirsty nature compelling them to kill, they weren't completely brainless after all.

Getting pelted by arrows and lances from the wall while fighting tamed beasts and humans on the ground, the monsters were about equally matched. And now that they lost their ace, those more evolved started hesitating.

"They did it! The Giant is no more!"

"Kill them all!"

It was unclear who shouted first, but soon the news spread across the human army. The morale skyrocketed as hope was born in the hearts of men. The battle then quickly turned in their favor, with more and more monsters deciding to abandon the hopeless slaughter at the same time.



Gerald carried Robart back to his palace to recover. However, Shadow Guards quickly came and took care of it, carrying their King to the infirmary.

Gerald was allowed to tag along by the King's order and was then given permission to enter the library. Since he was the only one that managed to hurt the Giant, as well as being the one to save his life, King Robart III didn't think it was necessary to keep the man waiting any longer.

He has done enough, and even though the war was still going on, they were now able to manage it by themselves.

Gerald gladly accepted the opportunity, and just went to notify his team before disappearing into the library for a few days. Toby, unfortunately, wasn't allowed to join him, but the Warg preferred to remain at home anyway, getting fed and pampered by the girls being one of his favorite new daily activities.
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                The Royal Library was massive. It stood on its own some distance away from the Palace, made of white stone and walls decorated with reliefs and statues of beasts and warriors. Two pairs of guards stood at the entrance, standing straight and looking mean.

The door behind them was reddish-brown, almost like high-quality mahogany. At least that is what Gerald thought about it. Who knew if the trees here were the same as on Earth? Many of them sure looked similar.

As he was accompanied by a pair of servants, he had no trouble getting inside. The guards have even opened the door for him, letting him enter while he kept his hands behind his back, curiously observing everything around him.

The Royal Library was massive. The arched ceiling was at least five meters high, and wide just as much. Large windows made of stained glass let in soft and colorful light, made to portray important people of the past.

The place was like a long gallery with two floors, containing thousands of books. Each wall between the windows was filled with shelves and decorated with wooden ornaments and gilded stands.

Along the middle were wooden tables with glass cases on top, containing extremely old books that were on the edge of decay. A good way to protect them from moisture for sure, however, just the light from the sun would degrade the fragile pages over time.

'Not the best in terms of protection,' he thought.

A spiral staircase was on either side of the hall, leading to the balcony on the upper floor, where even more books were stored.

As Gerald entered, a librarian rose from his table and offered his services, in case he was searching for a specific book or article.

But he was denied, as his services were not required. Not because Gerald wasn't interested in specific things, but because he planned to read, at least partially, every single thing in sight! Nothing would escape his grasp, even if he had to spend a few months here!

He was ready to uncover the secrets of the King's power!

He performed a few stretches to increase his mobility and cracked his fingers, before taking hold of the first book. He started right at the beginning, first bookshelf, near the entrance.

And what a book it was!

[Records of Myrtana Vol. I]

Gerald opened the book and lightly skimmed through it. "Bron Wolfe, born in Auralba, 22.07.3 – died in Auralba, 17.12.61… What is this?" Gerald murmured as he read a line. He flipped a few pages, "Tony Palmer, born in Auralba, 11.09.7 – died in Auralba, 31.10.88…"

He scowled with one eyebrow lifted higher, closed the book, and put it back.

"Damn it, that's just the records of its citizens…" He took out a few more books and read the titles. [Records of Myrtana Vol. II], [Records of Myrtana Vol. IV], [Records of Myrtana Vol. XI]…

It was all the same! "Fucking death records, that's not what I need," Gerald grumbled and put the books back in their place.

Before him, the entire wall, at least ten shelves, were full of these books, every single one of them!

"So many… That's at least hundreds of books! Wait, what year is it anyway?"

He shook his head, it wasn't important. He quickly made his way to the other wall, picking up another book. This one was about taxes…

"Fuck…" Gerald placed it back and took another one. The result was the same. Since they appeared to have been placed according to age, he quickly checked the dates.

"Myrtana has been around for more than 700 years?! Damn!" he exclaimed. The last date was from this year, probably, and it said 20.4.713!

But he didn't come here to check the tax records! He placed the thick book back. Onward to the next wall!

"Land deeds, land sales, land purchases, land repossessions, occupied land, gifted land…" Gerald read the contents and shook his head. Another dud.

But he did not falter. Sooner or later he would find what he was searching for, and, of course...it was not the next book!

Mithril mines, iron mines, new and abandoned, operating and collapsed…

Records of noble families across the Kingdom, both fallen and those currently still going strong…

Alliances, trusted merchant families, old records of shipping accidents, and merchant vessels from the south...

Various documents, building designs, bridge designs, even plans for the current palace… Everything was there! Everything, except what Gerald was searching for!

"Say, is this place filled with only old records about the Kingdom, or is there some stuff about magic?" Gerald asked, having wasted a few long hours searching for stuff that clearly wasn't there.

"Oh?" The librarian pulled off his gaze from a book he was reading, and lifted his old head up, looking at Gerald with surprise. "Yes, of course, it's on the upper floor." He pointed at the stairs leading up on the balcony where a few thousand more books were neatly placed. "The bottom floor contains only the records pertaining to the workings of Myrtana."

Realizing his mistake, Gerald wanted to facepalm so badly but refrained from doing so. "Thank you," he said and quickly turned around, hiding his embarrassment.

He quickly made his way up the stairs and picked the first book that came under his fingers.

[Meditation for a Mage – Beginner]

"Well, that was something." He picked another one!

[Magic Metals Vol. V]

Wow! So cool! Another!

[Refinement and Uses of Pure Ether]

And another!

[Mithril Ore Refining Tips]

And another!

[Silver Foxes and Two Moons]

Another!

[Fire Manipulation Vol. I]

Another, another, another!!! He grabbed as many as he could carry.

[Magic Runes for Beginners], [Optimal Food for Foundation Building], [Swords and Spears Vol. III]

Gerald could barely hold any more books in his hands, as his eyes shined like stars. He was grinning from ear to ear. So much good stuff! Finally!

He wanted to cackle like a villain after his evil plan finally worked, but he managed to contain it. The old man on the bottom floor would probably think he went nuts if he didn't suspect so already.

He just carried the stack of books down and placed them on an empty table and sat down as well.

It was time to study! And none of that modern garbage where you had to memorize a bunch of useless facts, no! This was important, well-guarded, secret high knowledge!

"I have waited for this for so long!"

Gerald flipped open the first book and started devouring the pages.
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                The following days went by in a flash. The entire time Gerald only did five things, and it went something like this:

Eat!

Read!

Shit!

Sleep!

Repeat!

Sometimes in a different order.

He wanted to skip sleep, but that was the most important part of the equation, especially for brain health if he wanted to remember everything. If there was one thing he took seriously, it was the health of his mind.

Any damage to it was unacceptable! Having a sharp mind allowed him to break the shackles of the world, and was also the only thing nobody could take away from him. So he made great efforts to take care of it.

And as he was devouring books one after the other, he realized just how many gaps in the knowledge he actually had.

Fortunately, his theories about magic proved to be correct for the most part. There were some small mistakes in the assumptions he made, but those didn't affect magic much, if at all, so there were no problems.

Everything worked as it should.

He also made many discoveries about metals and their interactions with Mana. It was an interesting topic, but he just skimmed through books in search of more important knowledge.

"Wait, what?" he murmured as a picture of a weapon popped out at him. He quickly summoned Toothpick and compared the two.

"Ooooh! So it's a glaive!" he nearly slapped his forehead in realization. "I was calling it a spear this entire time, I'm so stupid!"

Well, glaive or spear, it didn't really matter in the end. Toothpick was a great weapon either way. Or, it used to be… The beasts such as Ogres didn't care for his blades one bit. Their skin was tough and hard, especially when enhanced with magic, and crude iron weapons did little to wound it.

But the library was full of surprises. He found more than a dozen books about what seemed to be martial arts. Full-body exercises and movements designed to strengthen the body and mold it into a living weapon.

It was good, but nothing too special. Gerald took a few books and made copies which he planned to give to Warren later. The man would benefit greatly from them.

There were also some instructions for fighting with weapons such as swords, spears, hammers, glaives, sickles… It contained a multitude of different battle styles and techniques that his teammates could make use of. He copied those as well.

He also found an old map of Neloron. It was made of yellow parchment and full of scribbles, so it was difficult to read. It was clear that the boundaries between the Burronian Empire and the Kingdom of Myrtana changed many times over the long centuries.

As the two great powers of the Neloron continent, they had constant disagreements and skirmishes along the border. That was especially so near the Black Iron Fort. There were dozens of lines remaining, a clear sign of being drawn and then wiped off, leaving a blackish zone in the area.

Most likely the map was used to keep the current state of the Kingdom. Gerald made a rough copy of that one too, after cleaning it up in his mind, of course.

The whole continent resembled the profile of a human head if you squinted hard enough.

Both Myrtana and the Empire were on the bottom part of the upper half, with the mountain range to the north belonging to the Dwarves, and jungles and forests to the far west belonging to the Elves.

Myrtana had the sea both to the east and to the south, with a few islands sprinkled to the southeast. From what Gerald could decipher from the smudged map, the islands there are/used to be a volcano, and were now named Green Jade Islands due to their lush vegetation.

The weird part was the Emerald Sea that split the eastern side of the continent in half in an almost perfectly straight line. It was almost as if someone took the knife and cut a chunk out of it. It started near the Forbidden Zone, and stretched towards the east, becoming wider as it went.

The continental split was at least a thousand kilometers long, maybe more. Gerald wasn't sure what ratio the map used, or even if it was accurate.

In any case, the Emerald Sea separated the deserts in the south from the lush forests and plains of the north where the Kingdom lay.

Gerald stored the map away with a satisfied nod. He now at least had something to orient himself with. Before that, he had to remember it all and calculate the direction every time he went somewhere unknown. Now he at least approximately knew where people lived.

"Much better!" he smiled.

It took a while, but he eventually found the one thing he was originally looking for. It was a book about wild beasts and monsters from the other world. Though they were now considered natives since they were roaming the land for thousands of years already and have become an important part of the ecosystem long ago.

"Oh," his eyebrows jumped up in surprise, "Goblins can take on Elemental forms as well?" What a discovery! Though rare, Black Goblins, instead of evolving to a Goblin Shaman, could transform into a Fire Imp.

They were beings of incredible power with huge Mana reserves and fiery nature. They often lived underground or near or even inside active volcanos, since their entire bodies were made of molten rock-like substances and were constantly on fire.

"Wow…" Gerald gasped, touching the crude picture of the creature on the page. "An exotic lifeform… How peculiar!"

He also found out that both Ogres and Orcs could evolve into a Giant, the latter a much chunkier version than the former. The evolution was not instant like in some fantasy books, instead, it took time as the creature grew slowly over many years, even decades in some cases.

Usually, the Giants that attacked were those that slowly evolved on the continent, their size varying between ten and twenty meters. The last Giant attack that was recorded happened a few decades ago and had the monster measuring at about 17 meters. It wasn't too hard to kill way back then.

However, the one that came a week ago was around 25 meters! The difference in both strength and defense was massive!

The power went up exponentially with body mass and size, so an increase in height by 50% meant at least a 100-200% increase in strength. Not to mention that it was way more difficult to damage due to tougher and thicker skin.

It was like comparing a child and an adult. They were worlds apart.

Class 4. That's what he heard someone call the Giant. Gerald didn't know what it meant at first, but at the moment he held a booklet explaining just that.

Apparently, the classification came from the previous era, where it actually made sense. Bigger beasts were, in most cases, stronger, and so the classification scale was made to quickly figure out how dangerous something was. Of course, there were exceptions, but for the most part, it was a good approximation.

Humans were Class 1 based on size. Anything smaller was considered Class 0, and if it wasn't poisonous or venomous, it was considered harmless, or mildly annoying for the most part. Under those classifications fell dogs, wolves, any smaller farm animals, boars…

Class 2 were bears, horses/Warhorses, Wargs, Silverbacks… and other such beasts.

In Class 3, the beasts were already quite dangerous. Earth Dragon, Ogres, Minecrawler King, Brown Boar King, and the like fell under this category. Many were rightfully called Kings of their species, as that's what they were.

Anyone trying to challenge their rule would be in for a rude awakening.
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                Giant, as a Class 4, was in a league of its own. And even there, the difference between a younger 17-meter Giant, and an old 25-meter one was massive. And yet, it was still not classified under Class 5.

If these monsters were already so huge and powerful, Gerald couldn't even imagine what a Class 10, the top of the ranking, could be. The beasts in the categories seemed to be increasing on an exponential scale. Class 10 would probably be like a living mountain.

But then there was one more thing that was on his mind, taking up space. The Giant… Something was definitely wrong with it. If compared to the records of previous attacks, this one was acting strangely.

For one, it didn't use any magic. Well, it did enhance its body, but that was about it. No spells, no offensive or defensive magic to help in battle… That was extremely unusual, especially since even Orcs could at least manipulate Earth. And the Giant was a higher form of life than them.

The only logical explanation would be that the old wound on the chest was quite severe, and it didn't allow him to use much of his power. Or perhaps it was the fact that the Giant was in stasis for thousands of years, trapped inside that weird crystal.

Who knew what the consequences were for sleeping for so long? Gerald certainly didn't. His blind speculations couldn't be confirmed or disproven anyway.

He wrote down his thoughts in a book so he could get them off his mind, and continued his reading spree.

"Hey… I wonder if Godzilla would reach Class 10?" He quickly made a few rough calculations on a piece of paper, based on the power jumps in class. It did not seem so.

"Hmm… Or would it be something crazy like Class 7-8?" Gerald scratched his head, realizing he was thinking crazy thoughts. With so many missing details, it was better to not daydream too much. The reality was crazy enough, no need to be delving into imaginary worlds.

Soon he found the part of the book talking about wolves. It described their development and how they could change over time depending on the environment.

Apparently, there were two most common forms, one of which went from a wolf to a Silverback, and then an Ice wolf if the environment allowed. The other one first became a Black Wolf, then a Warg, and a Bloodhound after that.

They were the two sides of the same coin. The former developed when in a peaceful environment with plenty of food, and the latter the exact opposite. Where the food was scarce and they had lots of competition and conflicts.

But what would happen when the fact suddenly changed? What if a Warg suddenly got infinite food and could afford to be lazy? What if a Silverback was suddenly pushed into a desperate situation where it would have to fight for food and survival daily?

The books didn't contain that information. Most likely the species would branch out further, adapting to a new environment. Gerald could only blindly speculate since he didn't have the information.

But whatever happened, one thing was certain: Toby was NOT turning into a Bloodhound, that much was clear. He was too fat for that, and he was quickly gaining size, something which a Bloodhound shouldn't.

They were small beasts, only just slightly bigger than the Warg, but at least ten times as strong. They would be merciless hunters attacking anything that moved. Their fur was dark gray and black, perfect for an ambush from the shadows.

They would attack swiftly and go for the kill straight away since they couldn't afford to waste energy. They were especially dangerous at night when they would become all but impossible to detect due to the silent way they moved.

Their bodies turned into one of pure death, with even their voice leaving them as they focused every bit of energy to kill.

That became especially so after reaching the final form, the Shadowbeast. Or, at least the book didn't have any other records after that one.

Not much was recorded about the Shadowbeast since people usually didn't get to tell the tale after meeting it. Supposedly it could manipulate light, become invisible, and make illusions to confuse its prey, but it was unclear how much of it was true.

It has been a while since anyone saw or heard of a Shadowbeast anyway since they were super rare and hard-to-evolve creatures. Struggling for your life daily, decades on end usually didn't leave many survivors after all.

Toby was anything but that.

He now spent his days lazily sleeping and eating, even letting Qiona use him as a soft seat as he slept in the lab. The pleasant smells of the herbs and magical concoctions she made carried immense allure to him. And if he was a good boy, he even got to eat scraps! A win-win situation right there!

Realizing his mistakes with Toby, Gerald sighed. It seemed it was just not meant to be.

"Whatever, let's see where this takes us…" he murmured, curious as to what Toby would become.

***

As he devoured books one by one, he became increasingly surprised. So many different things were recorded, he almost couldn't believe it. One thing especially attracted his attention, a certain stone actually.

It was called the Void Stone. A peculiar little thing, really. Its color was deep blue, like the ocean, but the effects it had on Mana were… well, fascinating, to say the least.

One side attracted Mana, while the other side repelled it. This way it created a sort of natural siphon that moved Mana from one side of the stone to the other.

The funny thing was that, no matter how you broke the stone into pieces, this effect remained, though weaker.

It was like trying to break a magnet into smaller chunks. The forces remained because it was a fundamental property of the material.

The Mana-recharging thingy he saw at the auction some time ago was probably made with some of the stuff. Alongside Runes and other materials, of course. There had to be a way to control it after all.

He had a few ideas on how to make use of the Void Stone, for example making something similar to a pipe that would siphon Mana over long distances all on its own.

"I wonder where I can get me some of that," Gerald wondered. "That would be a cool thing to have." If nothing else, he would have a nice blue rock.
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                Another of the eye-catching things Gerald found, was a full bookshelf dedicated to the Elixir of Life and Fire.

They all had the same author, for the most part, the famous Royal alchemist, Bob.

And the dates went more than a hundred years into the past! If you consider he started working for the Royal family in his early years, maybe his late twenties or early thirties when he became knowledgeable enough, then the man was about 140-150 years old! Well, he sure looked like it anyway…

But the thing was… The Elixir of Life didn't really extend your life, that was only a rumor. Sure, it was a life-saving medicine, however, it came at a cost. The only thing it saved was the body, and even then it left you weak for quite a while since it consumed the flesh to keep you alive.

The author speculated this happens because it's a poor imitation of Phoenix's powers of rebirth, and only keeps you from dying for a little bit instead of granting you true rebirth, both body and Soul.

"Soul…" Gerald murmured, "Does such a thing even exist?" He was not religious, but the concept of souls was nonetheless something he was quite familiar with. However, he remained skeptical of their existence, especially since there was no evidence for it.

But then he remembered what happened when beings died around him, how he sometimes got to feel their feelings, experience their memories… Hell, he even had a conversation with some. Was he absorbing their Souls? Was he eating Souls? How? Why? Other people didn't seem to be able to do so…

But at the end of the day, did it really matter?

If the fact that he could consume the Souls of the dead was true, did it even make a difference? Ignoring the fact that he became stronger because of it, of course.

What happened with the Souls otherwise? They didn't seem to be hanging around the place for long, so where did they go? Reincarnate? Slip into another dimension?

Did a Heaven truly exist? What about Hell?

Gerald had so many unanswered questions. Questions he didn't even have a clue where to begin searching for answers.

He put away the book, closed his eyes, and breathed out a long sigh of helplessness, letting it vent through his nose. The library fell into silence.

'Maybe someday,' he mused, determination filling his eyes as he clenched his fist. 'Someday I'll know it all!'

Later he opened a book about magical herbs and flowers. One of the rare specimens was especially attractive as the name and words describing it both contained many references to a Phoenix.

***

A few more days have gone by, and Gerald already found everything he wanted. He went home to take a shower and get a warm meal to relax for a bit. He also told Toby the sad news about him not being able to become a Bloodhound.

The damn glutton just shook his tail and panted with an opened mouth, expecting food. He totally didn't hear what Gerald just said.

"You are hopeless…" Gerald shook his head and gave him an Orc bone.

The rest of his team also got a few gifts, though those were in the form of precious books he 'borrowed' from the King.



After taking a few hours to clear his mind, he went back to the Palace and requested an audience with the His Majesty.

He was denied, of course. Not because he wasn't worthy of King's audience, but because the damn guy was lazying in bed!

Well, the words the servant used were, "Recovering in the infirmary," but who cares. Luckily Gerald knew how to be an annoying Karen and complained for days(Not)! When finally a higher-ranking person/servant/guard came, he embodied the role to the fullest and managed to convince the man to at least go and ask, before sending him away.

Surprisingly, the guy came back and ushered Gerald in while barely holding back his surprise. Who knew what crazy thoughts went on in his head.



King Robart was slowly recovering in his personal Royal hospital, with well-trained medical staff, Royal Physicians, and Alchemists that were keeping him comfortable and in good health.

The place was supposed to be only for the Royal family, but now they had a few extra guests. Namely, the four Guardians and their sons.

The three young men were still feeling some residual effects after being subjected to the Elixir of Life, but were now recovering nicely. However, their fathers seemed to be in a much worse state, exuding a weakness that should be only found in men in their old age.

"Hello everybody!" Gerald loudly greeted as he was escorted in. Everybody was awake as they were just having lunch and chatting with each other.

"Ah, Gerald… Good day to you," Robart greeted him first as he was currently in the best shape among the patients.

"What is he doing here?!" Ewat Holt nearly jumped out of his bed. But then his head started spinning and he weakly collapsed back.

"Relax," Robart said, not bothering to even lift his voice. "I owe him for saving my life and defeating the Giant. We have really underestimated that monster. I can't even imagine what would have happened if he didn't lend us a hand."

Now it was general Crag's time to freak out. "HE defeated the Giant?" he exclaimed. "By Innos! I never would have guessed you had it in you, boy!"

"Err, thanks…" Gerald answered with a deadpan expression. "Anyway," he turned towards the King, "I have come here because I still have some unanswered questions, and I'm having a feeling some stuff was missing from the library…"

He squinted his eyes at the King. The latter just chuckled and pretended not to know anything.

"You let him in the library?!" Ewat Holt jumped up again and fell back down immediately after. "Well, I guess the manuals are safely stored with you, huh?"

"I don't know what you are talking about," King Robart denied immediately and smiled at Gerald, "Well, I can answer your questions, of course. I owe you, after all. But first, may I get the Sacred Hammer back?"

"You let him take the Scared Hammer?!"

"Shut up already, you old coot!" Razor Northendark hurled insults at Ewat, having grown tired of his shouts. His Soul was damaged and he was having a splitting headache. The constant yapping of his fellow Guardian was quickly getting on his nerves.

Gerald didn't concern himself with their arguments and casually took out the hammer and handed it over.
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                "You have no idea of the hammer's value, do you?" King Robart chuckled as he took the Sacred Hammer and stored it in one of his rings.

"Nope, not a clue," Gerald shook his head. How could he? All he knew about it was that it was a good weapon for smashing stuff.

The King smiled teasingly, "It's probably among the five most expensive things in the Kingdom. You could buy this entire Palace with it."

"Damn!" Gerald's eyebrows shot up in surprise. He knew it had to be expensive, but he never would have guessed it was THAT expensive.

"Anyway, what are your questions?"

"Oh, right…" Gerald quickly gathered his thoughts and expressed why he came. His first question was about one thing: A Phoenix!

"A Phoenix, huh?" Robart rubbed his chin.

"Yes, I need to know where I can find one," Gerald answered, calmly but sternly. He was clearly not joking around this time. He needed an answer and he needed it now!

"Sure, no problem. It's not like it's a secret or anything…" King Robart explained. "You can find one to the great desert to the south."

"You mean here?" Gerald took out his copy of the map and pointed.

"Where did you… Ah, never mind. Yes, it's there somewhere, I'm not sure about the exact location though."

"Hmm…"

"I should warn you though… If you plan on going there, it's best if you take a ship. I know you can fly, but the winds there are strong, and many beasts lurk under the sea," warned the King.

"I see, thanks for the advice," Gerald replied. He did consider going there, but flying a few hundred kilometers non-stop seemed a bit excessive. Taking a ship was probably the easiest and most relaxing way to travel.

"Should you search for a ship, I suggest you ask for the Jade Islands merchant group," Razor interrupted the conversation to chime in. "We have a lot of dealings with them because of the spice trade, and they are good people. They travel across the sea often and they transport passengers as well."

"Thanks, I'll keep that in mind." Gerald quickly scribbled a few reminders into his notebook and stored it away together with the map.

"Alright, now…" Gerald turned serious and pointed at the King, "You! Stop playing games with me. Where is the knowledge I require?"

"You have to be more specific…" the King feigned ignorance.

Gerald rolled his eyes in annoyance. "You know what I'm talking about! Your magic is different from mine, actually, it's different from everyone else's. I want to know how you do it. I want to know how you can manipulate Mana on such a large scale across the city, I want to know how the Flame barrier works, I want to know everything!"

Before Robart could answer, however…

"How dare you talk like that with the King! Just you wait, I'll..." Ewat Holt rose from his bed, making a fist and taking an aggressive step forward.

He might have been a threat IF he didn't immediately collapse on the ground due to the weakness he was currently experiencing.

"It's fine Ewat, I've been planning to release the manual for a while now," the King waved it off, not taking offense to Gerald's words at all.

"B- but Your Majesty!" Ewat protested, not willing to give up. In his opinion, such secrets should be cherished and kept secret. They were called secrets for a reason, for god's sake!

"I said what I said!" Robart III spoke with a loud and firm voice. "We need stronger warriors. That much has become clear to me after this war." He then turned to Gerald, speaking with a serious tone, "I'll teach you… I'll teach you everything you wish to know, are you ready?"

"Get on with it!" Gerald replied, getting sick and tired of their delays. Why can't they speak straight?!

"Alright, alright… But let me ask you one thing first. Have you ever heard about Cultivation? Do you know who Cultivators are?" said the King, still acting all mysterious.

"Cultivation? Do you mean like growing vegetables and shit? A farmer?" Gerald said in response while rising his brow, getting more annoyed as time went on.

"What?! N-No! I'm talking about the other kind of Cultivators! The ones who Cultivate their body and Soul to become stronger!" explained Robart.

Gerald opened his eyes and mouth wide, coming to a realization, "You mean the Cultivators that can break mountains with their fists and split the sea with a single kick?! You mean the Cultivators that can live centuries and remain eternally young?!"

"Yes!" Robart shouted, equally excited. "So you know about them?!"

Gerald took a deep breath and prepared to answer, with his honor and life on the line. "Nope, not a clue," he said, his answer akin to a bucket of cold water being emptied on King Robart.

"But… But you said," the man stammered.

Gerald cleared his throat and explained, "I know what I said. But those are just stories! Fantasies of men who are bored of the mundane and long for great power. They are filled with nonsense and cliches about lunatics flying on swords and fighting gods."

"Why the fuck would anyone fly on a sword? That's so retarded!" Ewat Holt spat out in contempt while still laying on the floor. The servants tried to help him up, but he drove them off by slapping their hands away like an angry child.

Razor also chimed in, "I have to agree with him this time. Flying on a sword seems so pointless. You can fly without anything, right? Why bother using a sword?"

Gerald shrugged, "Beats me… It's probably for the cool factor."

"But what if you fall and stab yourself? Wouldn't that be dangerous?"

"Oh, that's a good point… No pun intended."

"How about flying on a spear? Would that work too?" The conversation was now going on between the four Guardians and even their sons chimed in.

"A knife maybe…? Or is that too small? I mean, would you perhaps need two knives, one for each foot?"

"It doesn't matter! You can use anything to fly, even your mom!"

"Hey, screw you! Your mama is so fat, even Gerald can't make her fly!"

"You what-?!"

Both Gerald and the King cringed. Somehow this entire thing diverged into a battle of creative insults. It was unacceptable!

Gerald readied himself to dish out some punishment!

            

    
        Ch. 311 Cultivation

    
    
    
    
                'An explosion should shut them all up, right?' Gerald mused and gathered his magic. But then he reconsidered his actions and decided to act magnanimously. So he cast Sound Barriers on all of them! They were injured and could barely move. No worries about them getting out.

"Let's continue,"  he said, turning to the King.

"…Sure," the latter replied and took out an old-looking book. A Cultivation Manual.

"Let's start with the basics," Robart began. "Cultivators' powers are divided among different Realms depending on their power levels. They are called Foundation Establishment, Spirit Accumulation, and Nascent Soul."

He pointed at a certain page in the book and said, "Above them is still the Golden Core Realm, but I can't tell you much about it, since nobody reached it yet. Should you ever reach the threshold we can talk about it then."

"Hmm," Gerald nodded seriously, gesturing to the man to continue.

"Alright! The first thing you have to do to begin Cultivating, is to enter a special mental state, usually with the help of meditation, to unlock your ability to sense Mana. Now, I know everyone can already feel Mana naturally, but this enhances that feeling, letting you 'see' Mana more clearly."

"It is the first step on the road of Cultivation." Robart took a short pause to take a sip of water and then continued, "You might not know it, but our Souls are the ones that manipulate Mana around us, allowing us to make magic spells. Before beginning Cultivation, the Soul is called a Mortal Soul, since it's the natural state of common folk."

"It is also the weakest and most wasteful state you can be in. By casting spells this way, a lot of Mana is wasted due to weak control. According to the records of our ancestors, almost all Mana is expelled without contributing much to the spells at all."

The King continued his explanation for a while longer, but basically what he was saying was that, if you imagine Mana as water, then casting spells is like trying to water a tree. It's just that, if your Soul is weak, then out of your bucket(body) full of water(Mana), you are trying to take the liquid out with a strainer.

As you might expect, water will drain out in an instant, leaving you with only a few drops to water the tree. That's where the Cultivation comes in.

In the beginning, in the Foundation Establishment Realm, you refine your Soul so that instead of moving water with a strainer, you compress it, and form a spoon. Now, the refinement compresses the Soul, making it smaller and capable of scooping up much less water at once, but at least you now got barely any losses.

After hearing this explanation, it was like a lightbulb went on in Gerald's mind. He was always wondering how could Tabbris keep his Combat Arts going with so little Mana, but as it turned out, he just wasn't wasting most of it!

It was the same for the Guardians and the King.

And with a refined Soul, their endurance for spell-casting also went up by quite a lot. Now it all made sense!

But that was only the beginning. After successfully refining the Soul once, you have then officially stepped into the Foundation Establishment Realm where you can strengthen your foundation for further improvements.

"Alright, now that we got this out of the way, let's get down to business," Robart said and continued his lecture. By now the rest of the people calmed down and Gerald released the Sound Barriers, letting them listen to the man speaking.

"After the first refinement, the Soul is small, and so, if we want to make it even stronger, it has to be refined and purified further. However, as it has already diminished in size, we have to grow it first, otherwise, we risk breaking it, which might result in death."

The King then closed his eyes and demonstrated, "Gather Mana inside your body, compress it as much as you can, and when you feel the pull of your Soul, guide it towards it."

Indeed, just as the man said, his Mana gathered into a single point, and then under the watchful eyes of everyone present, it disappeared.

"Hmm?" Gerald squinted his eyes. Something didn't seem right. How can Mana just disappear? He experienced this once before when he found Tabbris' sister in that underground lake, and he was just as confused back then.

But then he noticed it! His Aura! The King's feeble Aura improved slightly! The vitality returned, though it wasn't much.

"Phew, that's how it goes," the man in question said. "Though this was just one cycle. Now I have to wait for my Mana to recover to do it again."

"Really? That's it?" Gerald asked skeptically. "That barely did anything."

"Hehe, that's how it is," the King laughed weakly. "We humans are not like Elves. Those bastards have much greater Mana stores and can Cultivate more efficiently. They also recover faster because their Souls are stronger than ours. But what can we do, life is never fair…"

"Then… How many times do you have to do this cycle to fully recover your Soul?" Gerald posed an important question. "What if the Empire attacks in the meantime?"

"My Soul? Well, a few hundred cycles should do it… I think," Robart answered, not sounding completely convinced. "Unfortunately the ritual we used and the Elixir of Life and Fire both place a great strain on the Soul. If I wasn't at Nascent Soul already I probably wouldn't have survived it both at the same time."

"Hundreds of cycles," Gerald gasped. Didn't this mean the man would need months to fully recover?!

"I know what you are thinking, " Robart said, noticing his expression. "There is a way to recover Mana faster."

'There is? Does he know about Mana Potions?' Gerald's mind immediately jumped to the secrets he was hiding.

"I'm sure you have heard about Ley Lines…"

"I have," Gerald confirmed, realizing they were talking about different things.

However before the King could continue, Crag Carre interrupted. "Your Majesty, are you sure…?" He clearly knew where the conversation was going.

"It is a great secret, yes, but I feel like he should know," King Robart answered. He turned to Gerald, "So, the Ley Lines… As you might have already figured out, the area around them is much denser with Mana."

"Yes, I have noticed that. There are quite a few of them underneath the city, correct? I have seen them when the barrier went up."

Robart nodded, his speculations being proven correct. "You have good eyes," he praised. "And yes, there are quite a few Ley Lines, both large and small, that intersect underneath Auralba. Specifically underneath the Palace." He pointed toward the floor to emphasize the fact.

"Where many Ley Lines intersect, we call that a Spirit Lake. It's a place where Mana naturally gathers in great concentration and it is the perfect place for Cultivation. As soon as I recover enough I'll go down there to heal my Soul as fast as possible," Robart explained.

Except for Gerald, nobody revealed many surprises at these words. It seemed like they all already knew. The only emotion he could decipher was a trace of envy on some of the Guardian's faces. Having such a nice place just under your nose sure seemed nice!

"A spirit Lake? Isn't that the place where I stumbled upon your sister? So she was Cultivating back then?" Gerald said towards Tabbris whose face twitched slightly at the question.

"Y- you found a Spirit Lake?!" Ewat Holt nearly jumped out of his skin, turning to Razor Northendark with a judging expression. "Don't tell me you were planning on claiming it all for yourself?!"
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                Razor wanted to curse but showed an expressionless face instead. "No, of course not! It's just that it was newly discovered just as the war began. We didn't even have time to scout it out."

He sent angry gazes Gerald's way, and if looks could harm, Gerald would be probably beaten up to a pulp.

'Ops. Seems like that was supposed to be a secret,' Gerald helplessly shrugged in return.

"I don't know, Razor, it's not like you to be hiding things like that from us. At least you should have announced the discovery to His Majesty," Ulrich Aust chimed in, acting emotionally hurt.

"Damn it, it's not like that! We only discovered it last month, and then the beasts attacked. I completely forgot about it for a moment!" Razor shamelessly lied. There went his plans of monopolizing a new Spirit Lake!

Now he even had to act magnanimously with the other three Guardians judging him with their eyes. As for the King, of course, the man knew about the Spirit Lake! He was still loyal to the Crown, damn it!

"Alright gentlemen, let's leave this discussion for another time," King Robart said, lowering the tension in the room. Since he didn't seem too concerned with a new Spirit Lake popping up on his land, the other three Guardians couldn't say much either.

"Now, where was I? Oh yes, the Lay Lines…" the man began. "You have probably read about a thing called the Void Stone, correct?"

"That's right."

"Well, the Ley Lines is where that stuff comes from. Though, to call it Void Stone is a bit much. It's more like Void Stone ore. It has to be first refined and purified to get the nice blue stone out of it, and despite it being quite expensive and labor-intensive, it's more than worth it." Robart explained, seemingly even happy to spill the secrets to an outsider.

Gerald didn't complain.

"I assume it has an important role to play in Cultivation?" he asked.

"That's right! Underneath the Palace, in the middle of the Spirit Lake, is a Void Chamber. The walls are entirely lined with bricks made out of Void Stone, which is constantly pumping Mana inside." Robart said, but then his expression turned sour.

"Unfortunately, it's impossible to keep it completely sealed so a lot of Mana is escaping out," he explained. "But it's not the end of the world, after all, it is still capable of holding Mana concentrations hundreds of times higher than normal."

"Wow, that's pretty clever," Gerald was genuinely impressed. It was basically a natural compressor for Mana. Something like that had to be priceless for a Cultivator!

This was all well and good, but there was still an important part he had to confirm before beginning with the Cultivation itself. "Final question, for now. How long does it take to advance these Realms?"

"A difficult question," King Robart frowned. "It greatly depends on the talent of a person, effort, and of course, the environment. I can tell you how long it took me to do these things…"

"Please do," Gerald gestured for him to continue.

"Alright! So, I started Cultivating at 16, but I wasn't being serious back then. I did it on and off for about two years without much progress. You have to know that in Cultivation you have to be moving forward constantly, otherwise it slowly starts to deteriorate…"

"Anyway, I seriously began Cultivating at 19, and it took me five years to reach the peak of Foundation Establishment Realm. I stepped into Spirit Accumulation Realm at the young age of 24. It was actually just after my birthday," the King began reminiscing about his past.

"Five years?!" Gerald exclaimed in horror. What kind of power did he gain for it to take five freaking years?! Then he looked at the King again, "Ugh…" He suddenly had a bad feeling about this entire thing.

"I also took about five years," Tabbris suddenly chimed in and beamed a bright smile. "Actually, I started at the age of 16 as well, and I have just reached Spirit Accumulation Realm, Rank 5!" He seemed genuinely proud of himself which gave Gerald something to think about.

"Wow, already?" Even the King seemed impressed. "Razor, you should have told me you had such a talented son! Just a few more years and he will overtake you, haha!"

Then general Razor had to pretend to be humble and reject the praise, despite wanting to boast loudly about his good offspring. He was definitely going to be his heir, no doubt about that.

"Wait," Gerald interrupted their awfully cringy exchange of pleasantries, "How many Ranks does a Realm have?"

"Oh, that's simple!" Robart answered. "There are ten steps between Realms or nine plus a step where you accumulate for a breakthrough to a Higher Realm. You can think about it however you want, it makes no difference."

"Nine Ranks and a pause…" Gerald murmured. Then his wandering eyes zeroed in on the King, "So… What Realm are you at?"

King Robart III proudly pushed out his chest as he announced his Cultivation status. "I have reached Rank 1 of the Nascent Soul not too long ago," he beamed. "And it has only taken me 25 years since the beginning! Well, 22 if you don't count those first few years… Hehe."

"Wow, I never knew Your Majesty was so talented," Razor said to nobody in particular. "I never knew you have started later than is the norm either…"

"Well," Robart scratched his head awkwardly, "You know how it is, I was young and adventurous… I guess I should have listened to my father though, may he rest in peace."

As the important people chatted, reliving old memories and shit, Gerald stood there like a stone pillar, pale and stiff.

"Twenty… Twenty…five…years…" he murmured barely audibly. His head leaned to one side as he stared at the most important man in the Kingdom that was laying in front of him. "25 years… For THAT?!" he suddenly exploded.

The room was immediately plunged into silence.

"Twenty-five fucking years, for THAT?!" he repeated, his body shaking from boiling emotions. "No fucking way I'm wasting my life for THAT! You were hiding this bullshit for so long just to tell me this?! Are you fucking kidding me?!"

Gerald's Aura suddenly rose exponentially as he failed to keep it contained as his emotions went haywire.

His sharp words stung a lot, especially for the King who took great pride in his hard work over the years. But he didn't react much, both because he couldn't and because he didn't want to. In truth, he was afraid. He was afraid of Gerald since the day he realized the man was hiding a dark secret.

"I'm sorry, okay?" he even apologized, though it wasn't really received that way. "Not everybody is a freak of nature that can grow his Soul like you! In just a few short months, even without Cultivation, your Soul grew hundreds of times! It might seem easy for you, but it takes a lot of time, effort, and determination for us to achieve this!" the King shouted, expressing his true feelings and frustrations.

At the outburst between the two, the four Guardians, as well as the Shadow Guards, became tense, worrying a fight might break out at any moment.

If that truly happened, they weren't confident in being able to protect their weak King. They prepared for the worst.

"Whatever," Gerald scoffed, too blinded by disappointment and anger to think straight. "Fuck this! I'll find another way on my own!"

Out of the corner of his eyes, he noticed the guards gripping their weapons, ready to strike him down.

"Out of my way!" he shouted and waved his hand, producing a powerful gale, tossing the soldiers aside like dry leaves in the autumn wind. He then rose into the air and flew out of the window, quickly accelerating and disappearing into the distance.

The room was plunged into silence once more. The three youngsters exchanged glances, unsure as to how to proceed. The atmosphere was tense.

"Now what?" Ewat Holt said after a moment, this time in an uncharacteristically calm voice. He didn't exactly like Gerald from the beginning, but that was more just to be different. However, now that the guy demonstrated his powers, he became genuinely concerned.

It was unwise having someone so powerful on the loose, especially since they couldn't control him. He glanced at the King, only to see the man calmly continue eating his meal that was interrupted by the prior conversation.

"Your Majesty?" Razor Northendark raised his concerns, "Should we do something about him?"

"Do you think you can do something?" was the reply, with the emphasis on "can".

Razor nodded at first, but then quickly shook his head as he wasn't confident, and in the end, he simply shrugged.

"Sigh, just let it be…" King Robart said and shook his head helplessly. "By the time we recover, who knows what will happen? It's quite possible the Empire will attack us now that we are weak. That should be our main concern for now. Repair and recover. Let's just hope their spies aren't that good…"

He did what he decided to do, now it was out of his control. Whether Gerald decided to be an ally or not, that wasn't in their hands anymore. They could only hope for the best.
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                Gerald came flying back home and landed with a bang. He was still pissed off and wanted to punch something to relieve some stress. But he contained himself and went to his room, jumped on his bed, and buried his head into the pillow.

He held his head down and shouted into the said pillow in anger. So many emotions were swirling around in his mind at the moment.

Disappointment, frustrations, anger, embarrassment…

He felt like he got cheated! After having to jump through so many hoops, he finally got to know the so-called Secrets.

"Secrets my ass!" he cursed. He was like a small child getting baited by promises of some great reward, of some heavenly sweets, only to get a sour apple in the end!

And then he lost a grip on his emotions just like an immature child! It was so embarrassing!

'Cultivation, yeah, as if it would be so simple…' He really wanted to cry at the moment. He was still just a teenager after all, why can't the world just give him a break?!

Wow, he somehow could absorb the Souls of other beings, big whoop! The King had a special chamber where he could Cultivate like a madman and he still needed decades to reach his peak. Okay, so Gerald could probably cultivate much faster than him, but for what? That little bit of power?

As if!

Now that he had time to think, it was clear that whatever his ability was, he didn't understand it at all! And even if he truly absorbed the Souls of other beings, it wasn't complete.

At most he got a small fraction while the rest was discarded, wiped from the existence or whatever, together with memories, emotions, and consciousness of anything that died in his vicinity.

Would he have to keep killing for the rest of his life just so he could absorb foreign Souls and Cultivate faster? He didn't even control that part of his ability, for god's sake! Who knew what would happen if he just blindly lusted after power?

The war was now over, and now it was time to repair and recover, to prepare for the future.

He slowly calmed down and tried to rationalize his course of action, calculating what he could do realistically.

What he came up with wasn't encouraging at all! He would still need at least a decade to reach Nascent Soul Realm or whatever it was called. Maybe if he could…

"Fuck it!" he suddenly shouted. "I'm so done with this!"

He made a decision all of a sudden. Perhaps it wasn't the optimal path to take, but he needed to vent and be alone for a while. Dealing with people was so exhausting, and he needed a reset.

He went to check up on the girls. They should at least know he was leaving.



"Again?!" they exclaimed. It was to be expected though, he disappeared many times already.

"I'll be gone for a week or two," he said. "Make sure to study well. I have a feeling the King might announce something important soon, so pay attention to that too."

"What are you saying?" Xilia questioned.

"Nothing for now," Gerald replied. "But do keep it in mind just in case, you never know."

"Can you at least tell us where you are going?" Sera asked, accepting the fact that they will most likely be left in the dark again.

He considered for a while if he should tell them, but then again, it didn't truly matter. "I'm going to gather a few rare alchemical ingredients," he said vaguely.

Qiona's eyes shone with delight upon hearing that and she happily jumped in place, "Oh, what it's going to be? Did you get some new recipes?"

"It's a secret," Gerald winked. "Oh, and one more thing," he added. "I'm going to hunt a Phoenix."



Ten years later…

Not! It was early morning the next day when Gerald left Auralba. He flew towards the south for a bit, but then he realized he could take his time.

He landed in the forest and decided to travel slower, to experience nature on a more personal level.

Rockslide, for example, was a ground traveling spell. It was quite good for such an occasion. He made a comfortable seat of stone and sat on it while rumbling along the forest floor.

He remembered the first time he came up with the spell. It was back when he first met Elly. She was such a sweet girl, always trying to help. It was almost as if she was compensating for something.

Gerald chuckled. She became quite proficient in magic under his guidance, even learning medicine and healing magic. And despite the fact she was still a novice, she was doing great.

Actually, all of his teammates were talented, just in different fields. He felt somewhat guilty for not spending more time with them. He just gave them a task and then disappeared, over and over again.

"Great, now I'm guilt-tripping myself," Gerald smirked. He really needed to keep his mind occupied at all times. Otherwise, the self-destructive tendencies liked to show themselves.

He focused on controlling the Rockslide instead. It was crazy how easy it was. Even breathing was comparably harder. It was as if he was using magic his entire life, but it has only been about six months.

Maybe less? Maybe more? Gerald honestly lost track of time. It didn't really matter though. Time wasn't as important here, at least not for him.



Due to a slower travel speed, the evening came and went and he was still not at his target. And so he decided to camp out in the woods, away from civilization.

It was not too bad. He had plenty of supplies stored in the Ring, so he made a simple stone hut with magic, and gathered some dry wood for a fire.

After having eaten a warm meal, Gerald sat beside the campfire and stared into the flames for a while, his mind being completely at peace. It was one of the rare times when he could think about nothing at all, and he cherished it.

The flames danced and crackled, tossing out sparks on the stone floor around it. Outside the house was pitch black, the shadows swallowing the forest and the sky, as the moons were hidden by clouds and trees.

At this peaceful moment, Gerald slowly closed his eyes, sinking his consciousness deeper into his psyche. He began meditating.

He regretted not learning the basics of Cultivation, but now he at least knew what he was looking for. With time he could surely figure it out on his own. Someone had to be the first to do so anyway, even if it was an Elf, thousands, even hundreds of thousands of years ago.

There was no reason he couldn't rediscover the same tricks again.

Of course, that was anything but easy. He knew which direction to go, that was true, but finding the path was a bit trickier. Especially if he didn't even know what the road there looked like.

What if he traveled on the wrong path? It might seem correct at first, but just a slight deviation, in the beginning, could have drastically different results down the line.

But those were concerns for another time. Why worry about the wrong path when you can't even see one?!

After about an hour of meditation, Gerald decided to stop the fruitless endeavor, put out the flames, and fell asleep.
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                It was another beautiful early summer morning.

The dense foliage in the forest gave way to sparse trees and small shrubs, with warm winds blowing from the south. In the distance, you could see columns of white smoke coming from a coastal city, down by the distant sea.

Gerald was still quite far away, currently going downhill, when he could already see the stone and wooden houses as well as a few sails of various fishing boats further down at the harbor.

The roofs were covered with straw or red clay roof shingles, giving the place a cozy rural feeling.

The area around the city was covered by green fields growing grain, while the gray wall served as a divide between nature and the safety of a bustling town.

Only a few people were outside, working in the fields or chopping down wood from the nearby forest, while the air was still cool enough for them to work in the sun.

As Gerald came closer to the city, he came to see the plaque above the main gate which said [Port Dera] in big bold letters.

"Port Dera?" He took out his map and checked his position. As it turned out, he was way off from where he thought he would be. He was at least a few hundred kilometers west of where he was going. That was one of the downsides of traveling on the ground. It was easy to lose your way when you weren't constantly checking.

"Oh well, let's see what I can find here. Maybe they have a ship that can take me over to the other side," he said to himself cheerfully.

He made his way through the city after paying a fee at the gates and examined the tightly-built stone buildings and roads that snaked through the city. It reminded him of some old European coastal towns back on Earth. They were just a bit dirtier and smelled of fish.

Lots and lots of dead, rotting fish.

Except for the smell, the little port town didn't seem to suffer from anything else. They had food aplenty from the critters and fish of the sea, and trade was good from merchants of spices and silk.

The port town was not rich, but neither was it poor and as it seemed, it was spared from recent monster attacks. It made one think…

Why was it that the capital was under siege by millions of beasts, whereas the villages and towns on the periphery seemed to have suffered less? If anything they should have been hit the strongest and hardest.

Or was there something else at play? The Giant was the leader, and even if it was slightly influenced by the Blood Sun Viper sect, it was after all, still its own master. Nobody could control it, so...

"But they didn't need to!" Gerald suddenly came to a realization.

The Giant was so strong, surely it would understand someone was trying to use it, and yet…

What was the one thing you could only find in a rare few places that would interest a wounded Giant that has slept for the last 10.000 years?

A Spirit Lake!

It did not use magic, because its Soul was damaged! That's what he had learned from the King, had he not? Gerald smirked grimly.

If the Giant's Soul was too damaged to even use rudimentary magic, then taking over a Spirit Lake was a matter of life and death. It was a simple motivation for survival.

Gerald could only shake his head in dismay. How great it would have been if he could eat a Soul of that size. Even if it was damaged, the gains would surely be massive! But alas… The Giant detonated himself and ruined his dreams, even attempting to take him down with him.

He arrived at the harbor where a few fishing boats and merchants' vessels were anchored at the docks.

Fishermen were examining their nets, stretching them out on the wooden stands, and stitching them together where the thin strings were torn.

A few merchant vessels were being unloaded of crates and sacks with various goods, like exotic wines, clothes, spices, and perfumes. The workers did their job diligently, carrying the heavy load of cargo on their backs, their toned muscles glistening in the morning sun.

Port Dera was bustling with life, but Gerald had no time to stop and admire the work of men, for he was on a mission.

But he wasn't in a hurry and his throat was dry, so he made his way to a place where one could get good gossip and wine. [Was in a poetic mood here.]

"A mug of your finest," he loudly announced, attracting the gazes of many around. "I'm looking for a ship to cross me the sea," he said. "And money is no problem, for the little ol' me."

A golden coin was tossed on the counter, stimulating loud, and interesting banter.

The master of the tavern picked it up, gave it a bite, and smiled back. A mug and a bottle soon came his way, and Gerald drank from it, to the customers' dismay.

"That's a bottle of burning Dragon Spit-Howler, and he's chugging it down akin to cool, clear spring water!" someone exclaimed, in horror and awe, feeling ashamed. He looked down at his pitiful beer and ordered an ale.

"A ship, say ye? Nay, for you, here one not be." The master of tavern shook his bald head, happy and loud, and offered Gerald to sell nother round. The beer ran in barrels and was drank in pints, early was morning and many were drunk.

Searching in vain, Gerald made his way around, leaving puking the sailors, and workers behind.

Alcohol burning was his stomach within, leaving his body as fast as it got in. Soon his mind was again clear like a spring, allowing his poetry to turn back his thinking clean.



"Uff, that stuff really burns your mind," Gerald held his head, still feeling the spinning effects of whatever that Dragon drink was.

He asked around a few more times, but in the end, he gave up, realizing nobody was willing to take him across the sea. The ships here weren't made to cross the turbulent waters, nor were they equipped with guards or soldiers to fend off a monster attack.

He had no choice but to make his way east and find the Jade Islands' merchants.
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                The path was lovely. The road Gerald took had a blue sea on one side, and nice cozy coastal towns and villages on the other. Even going slowly with the Rockslide, he should reach his destination by the end of the day.

Not much happened on his way. He met a few people, but he simply passed them by. A group of travelers was even attacked by a pack of wolves, but before the guards protecting them could even do their job, the beasts got spooked and ran away.

That's when Gerald came rumbling by, his massive figure sitting on a throne of stone, as he passed them by at the speed of galloping horses.

A few more actions like that and he might even become an Earthen God in the folklore.

"Hehe, yeah…" Gerald chuckled, "A god…" Wouldn't that be nice? He wondered if Cultivation could allow one to become something akin to a god.

The world had something akin to gods in the past, even if they weren't 'true gods.' He would have to try that Cultivation thingy again. It might be simple, but that didn't mean was easy. At least he couldn't make it work on the first try.

Towards the evening he arrived at another port town. He wasn't aware of the name since he came from the seaside, but it wasn't important anyway. It seemed much bigger than Port Dera in any case. Perhaps he would have more luck finding a ship here.

He visited the docks right away. Many dozen large wooden ships were bobbing up and down on the waters there, some even seemingly ready to depart.

It was good that he came straight to the docks. After asking around he came to know that a few ships were indeed departing any moment now, and they belonged to the famed Jade Islands' merchants.

They were going towards the Jade Islands where they would store some goods and load others, before taking them over to the other side of the sea to the lands of sand and stone.

If he missed them now, he would have to wait another week for them to come back, since they were traveling in groups for safety.

Gerald quickly located one of the ships, easily recognizable by the green banners and sails with the mark of Jade Islands on them.

Getting accepted on board was the easiest part of this entire expedition. He just had to hand over some gold and promise not to get in the way. After that, he was shown his own plain guest room with a simple bed and a table.

Staying in such a small stuffy room didn't sit well with Gerald, so he decided to spend some time outside. He made himself comfortable by the wooden railing of the ship and observed the sailors and workers running around, getting the thing ready to set sail.

Three giant sails caught wind, as the anchor was slowly hoisted up with a winch, and the ship slowly moved out of the port under the moonlight.

Only one moon this time, as the other was hidden behind dense clouds at the horizon.

Gerald came to know of some other passengers who paid for the ride as it was just too hot inside the small guest rooms, and they came to get some fresh sea air just like him.

From what he could tell, one of them was an Alchemist. The man was in the latter half of his life and smelled of herbs and chemicals. He was most likely traveling for work, or in search of new ingredients.

Or perhaps he was searching for his long-dead grandpa's secret treasure that the man buried during his long life as a bloodthirsty pirate. Or maybe it was something else? Gerald certainly didn't care enough to ask.

There was a pair of warriors, male and female, most likely in search of adventure, or a place to call home and create a family, or…

Wait, no! Gerald squinted his eyes as he glanced over the pair once more. After a quick peek with the Magic Eyes, he surprisingly discovered they were both females. Why one of them pretended to be a young man was beyond him.

It could have been a good story for a novel, of two hopeless lovers that… Probably not. Disguising as an unassuming man when traveling was safer, most of the time.

Then there was a group of five older men with stout bodies and rough looks. They appeared like seasoned warriors at a first glance. Probably because they were.

Gerald honestly didn't care about any of them. They didn't bother with him, and he would ignore them, as simple as that. They won't ever see each other again anyway, so why even bother saying hello?

He found a pile of thick rope on the deck and used it as a seat. He wanted to try that Soul-refining thingy once more. 'First step to becoming a cultivator, huh?' he mused and closed his eyes, slowly entering a meditative state.

He cut off all his senses, completely turning his focus inward. He even used Magic Eyes to look inside his own body.

For the first hour nothing happened, but this time he persisted, not giving up that quickly. In the middle of the night, amidst complete silence, his mind's eye suddenly opened and he became aware. Aware of his own Life Force, Aura, Soul, or whatever it was called.

This was the first time he truly 'saw' it. It was like mist. Visible from a distance, but intangible and fleeting, like smoke. In this state, he tried controlling Mana.

It worked. His misty Soul coiled around it as it pushed the energy out of his body, creating a spell. But, just as the Soul pushed Mana out of his hand, at the moment they both left his body, the great part, perhaps even 90% of Mana, just slipped through his grasp, leaving only a small part of it behind to create a flame.

Gerald stared at his hand where the tiny fire tongue flickered. He cocked his head to one side, observing all that wasted energy flowing out of him. He never noticed it before.

Well, he actually thought that's how it should be, a spell draining some Mana, but not completely exhausting its energy.

In a way, it didn't really matter. With low efficiency or a high amount of wasted resources, the results were the same in the end. Wasteful magic spells.

It was time to change that!
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                As Gerald sat on the ship's deck and meditated, his mind was at peace.

In his mind's eye, he saw himself, or a representation of his Soul. It seemed large at first glance, but he didn't really have a reference point, so he couldn't estimate its significance.

The only thing he knew for sure, was what he saw/felt. His Soul was black. Not black like the color, but black as in absence of light. It also seemed to be damaged, with many scars and corrupted-looking parts.

The best analogy was that his Soul was a dirty cloth, stitched together from thousands of small fragments. It actually made him feel sick just looking at it.

"Such filth! I guess that's why a refinement is needed…" Gerald murmured to himself. No way such a Soul could be considered powerful. Large perhaps, but nothing more.

He tried exerting pressure on it, on himself. The inner parts of the black mist-like Soul merged together, forming slightly bigger particles. He was at that time condensing the mist, moving the damaged and corrupted-looking pieces to the outside of his Soul, leaving the core in a much better, healthier state.

The process was slow and difficult, but it brought him a sense of accomplishment.

Then suddenly someone tapped him on the shoulder and disrupted his process. Like a stretched rubber after losing the force pulling it apart, his Soul jumped back towards its original appearance, though a small portion remained changed.

Opening his eyes groggily, Gerald noticed the sun has already risen, and they have arrived at a new port town.

"We have arrived at the Jade Islands, friend," a sailor responsible for waking him up said. "We will depart again in about five hours, so if you want to check out the harbor or get something to eat you are welcome to do so."

Gerald's stomach rumbled at that time, alerting him to his hungry body. He actually forgot to eat, how unusual. It seemed like Cultivation affected his sense of time quite a bit.

"Hmm, right…" he slowly replied to the man, still a bit disorientated from the entire ordeal.

"Don't be late or the ship will depart without you!" the sailor shouted after him as Gerald was already on his way.

The cargo they gathered in the Kingdom of Myrtana was getting offloaded and some new wooden crates were moved onto the ship at a quick pace.

Gerald had no interest in watching the workers do their routine job, so he went to find himself something to drink.

His head felt weird. It was like he fell asleep in a hot car in the middle of summer and was then abruptly awakened as he was cooking in his own sweat. He felt muddle-headed and dirty.

"Fuck… I hope this isn't permanent," he groaned.

Luckily, it wasn't.

A few hours later, and after downing some cool ale and having a bite to eat, he returned back to his normal state of mind. Actually, he felt even slightly better. The difference was so small he didn't even notice, he was just glad to be back feeling in his prime.

The Jade Islands were full of lush green plants, some of them reflecting the sunlight like jade. Truly a paradise for the eyes and soul.

The dormant volcano was rising in the distance, its hard rocky peak covered with a thin snow cap even in the summer heat.

Walking around the harbor, Gerald stumbled upon a market. It had all kinds of things. Jewels made of precious stones like rubies, opals, and amber. Not magical in nature, but quite pretty to look at.

Various rugs and silks were on sale as well as clothes and simple white gowns.

Above one stall was written [Apothecary], and the herbs and medicines on sale there attracted Gerald's attention.

"What is this?" he asked, pointing at a bottle.

"Oh, this? Sir, this is the best medicine for fever," the old guy manning the stall said, trying to look as inviting as possible.

"Hmm… And this? What does that one do?" Gerald continued, trying to see if anything they had here was worth getting.

"That one, oh, that's for a stomach ache. It flushes out your body and removes poisons and parasites," the man continued explaining, going so far as to quickly introduce all his concoctions and their effects.

"Don't you have anything stronger? Perhaps something like Health Potions or the like?" Gerald countered, feeling underwhelmed by the common medicines on sale.

"Oh no, sir." The man shook his head, appearing downcast, "Those herbs required to make them don't grow here, they wither and die in the summer heat. Believe me, I know, I have tried growing them."

"Not a fan of the tropical climate, huh?" Gerald commented, speaking more to himself than anything. Now that he thought about it, the Healing Roots liked shade and cool places since they grew in dense forests to the north.

"Do you have anything special? Some rare herb, or potion?" he eventually asked, deciding to get going if there was nothing else on sale.

"A rare herb?" the man thought for a bit. "Oh, is sir searching for a gift for the Young Master perhaps? He is getting married soon, after all."

"What? No!" Gerald exclaimed. "What Young Master are you even talking about?"

"Oh, the Emerald family's oldest son, of course! He is getting married to the princess of the Burronian Empire. I believe her name is Emillyinn Vell. They say she is a true beauty, a goddess in the flesh. The moon and the stars don't glow as bright as her eyes, and a single glance from her, they say, can steal your heart. Her stunning physique-"

As the man rambled on, Gerald became impatient. "I don't care about some stupid marriage! I'm just looking around for things that could help me take down a Phoenix! If you don't have anything like that, then…"

He turned around, ready to leave.

"Oh," the man said, stopping his praises for a woman he has never seen. "Oh," he repeated, this time his voice filled with mockery and disdain. "A Phoenix? Is it that time again?"

"What do you mean?"

"Oh, nothing…" The man sat down and took a handkerchief, wiping the sweat from his brow, and started fanning himself with the other hand. It wasn't even noon and the day was already so hot.

"You know something…" Gerald squinted his eyes. The man was acting stupid all of a sudden on purpose. He knew that much.

"Nothing, it's nothing. I don't want to waste your time…" The man began busying himself with his humble stall, covering it with a light cloth to make some shade.

Gerald slapped a small bag of coins on the counter and hissed, trying hard to contain his frustration. "What. Do you know. About a Phoenix?"
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                The merchant smiled thinly at the sound of money, but as he was turned around, his reaction was hidden from Gerald. When he rotated back, his face carried an expression of surprise.

"Oh, what is this?" He quickly grabbed the money pouch and opened it up where he was greeted by the glint of golden coins. "A most generous offer… Here, this should help you."

The man handed over a vial of some kind of oil. Gerald took it and looked at it skeptically. "What is this?" he asked. The liquid inside had a weird medicinal smell.

"It's the sunscreen, of course," the man answered smiling like it was the most obvious thing in the world. "You will need it if you plan really plan on hunting a Phoenix. The rocky wastes of the Great Desert are unforgiving under the scorching summer sun. Hehehe…"

Gerald felt like he was being mocked, and just as a thought of violence entered his mind, the guy in question became serious.

"Let me tell you a story since you plan on hunting the sacred bird of flames…" the man began. "Every ten years or so, hunters like you, from all parts of the continent, travel through this town on their way to the Great Desert across the Emerald Sea."

"They are all strong, greedy, and arrogant, just like you. They like to push people around, boasting of their great deeds on the mainland… Hah!" The man smiled mockingly, his visage turning to one of twisted pleasure as he told the tale.

"Thousands come, forming a horde. All in the search of the elusive Phoenix!" He nearly spat out the last word, cackling as he went on, "And then they march into the desert, woefully underprepared, for they know not of the beasts that lurk under the sands."

"And even if the worms don't devour them, the sun will drain them dry in hours. After weeks of wandering and deadly battles, they stumble back, with a few drops of blood." His words flowed like a river and were enchanting to listen to.

"None managed to slay the sacred beast, even until now. Though many have claimed to have done it, the Phoenix never dies." The man stopped his story and then looked at Gerald with a serious gaze…

"Anyway, if you plan on wandering into the desert, I have here a few things you might need!" Not losing any time, the man quickly dragged a crate from beneath his stall and started showing off various things needed for desert survival.

"Piss off! All that was a sales pitch?!" Gerald stormed off before the crazy man could even finish showing off his wares.

"Sir, please wait! I have hats! Sandals for the hot desert sands! Cloaks for cold nights! Even worm repellent! Sir!"

But the shouts fell on deaf ears. Gerald had enough of this place. He went back to the ship and decided to take a short nap until it was time to set sail.

***

Gerald was woken up sometime later when the shouts became too loud just as the ship was about to set sail.

He rubbed his eyes and went to the deck to get some fresh air. The sun was high in the sky, but the cool sea breeze made it nice and comfortable. He removed his clothes so that only his pants remained, and basked in the summer sun.

It was a perfect opportunity to relax and get a light tan since he had nothing better to do.

His body attracted many curious glances, though most tried to pretend they didn't notice. But so what? Gerald leaned on the wooden railing and watched the sea, with not a care in the world.

The waters were calm, only slightly rippling as the ship cut through, and schools of small fish came to feed near the surface, their silver scales glistening in the sun.

Extending a hand, Gerald pulled a blob of water closer, trapping a small fish inside. As he looked at it, he couldn't find anything unusual.

Not that he was an expert in fish, but from what he knew, they didn't seem much different from those he has seen on Earth. It was about the size of his palm and swimming in the blob of water in confusion, wondering where the rest of the ocean went.

"Back you go." Gerald returned it to the sea and it quickly disappeared from view.

The large merchant vessel, on which he stood, was made of thick dark wood and black iron, made to resist attacks from aquatic beasts which sometimes tried to have a taste. Or so he was told.

"Alarm! Sea Serpent on the left!" a sudden shout came from up high. An observer was stationed on top of the mast, looking over the blue expanse, for dangers and land.

The people on board quickly became active, taking their predetermined positions on the deck, some manning the few ballistae mounted on the rails while the rest watched the waters intently with lances in hand.

The men were quick and organized, but from their faces, you couldn't read any panic or fear. It was just another day for them, most likely having experienced a similar situation many times before.

Gerald was curious. It was the first time he heard of a Sea Serpent. Back on Earth, snakes that lived in water existed, but they were relatively small, usually up to a few meters in length. The curiosity didn't allow him to miss such an opportunity to see a new creature, so he jumped up on the main mast and searched for the snake with both Magic and Eagle Eyes.

And there it was, about a kilometer from the ship, swimming just under the surface. The reflected sunlight made it difficult to notice, and Gerald was impressed by the man that spotted it. He certainly wouldn't have known it was a living creature from so far.

The Sea Serpent was gradually swimming closer. It didn't even seem like it noticed the merchant vessel as they both made their way towards the south.

Sometime later, when the beast came to a distance of less than a hundred meters, Gerald could finally see it in all its glory.

It was almost as big as the ship, about 100 meters long, and about 4-5 meters in girth.

Its scales were dark green and black, glistening in the sun as it swam just beneath the surface. Long spikes ran along its spine, each of them like sharp swords cutting through water.

The head, large enough to fit a bear inside it with ease, had three large blue eyes on each side, and teeth like spears that could skewer an elephant.

As it swam closer, the sailors held their breath. The ship was deathly silent, each person alone with their thoughts and fears. A fight in the middle of the Emerald Sea would be a disaster. No matter if they won or lost, it wouldn't be worth it for either party. The best thing that would happen was to avoid a battle and bloodshed.

Then it happened, the Sea Serpent bumped the side of the ship with its massive body, and the large merchant vessel shook violently and leaned to one side.

A few people screamed in panic as they flailed around to get a hold of something to stop themselves from sliding helplessly.

"Hold on!" the captain of the guards shouted. He was holding onto a railing, just above the serpent's back where the ship was struck. "Don't move a muscle! Wait for my signal!"

The ballistae were aimed down towards the spine of the Sea Serpent. The powerful weapon carried two meters long iron bolts coated with poison. It was the perfect opportunity to strike!

"Hold it!" the captain shouted again as the ship shook once more, this time even more violently. Creaking of wood could be heard from below, and the people on top felt as if they hit an underground rock as the ship leaned to the other side and was pushed slightly.

Everybody held their breath, waiting for their leader's order.

But it never came.

The Sea Serpent bumped the merchant vessel a few more times as it swam, pushing it out of its way, and continued on its path across the Emerald Sea.

Shaken and sweating in fear, the men gradually allowed themselves to breathe out a sigh of relief as the beast disappeared behind the waves.

"That was a close one," one of the younger sailors gasped and collapsed on the floor. One wrong move and they would have been goners.

"Thank Innos for our captain! I would have definitely shot if it wasn't for his nerves of steel," a guard commented. His hands holding on to the ballista were still shaking like mad.

"A brave man indeed," Gerald agreed. Even he left some tightness in his chest when the giant creature bumped into them, and he could fly! He couldn't even imagine what the rest must have felt, having their safety challenged so aggressively. If the ship sunk, they would all die. It was a terrifying thought for sure.

"Stop moping around you scared little chickens!" the commander of the ship came from his cabin shouting, seemingly fine even after such a close call. "Go check if we are taking water! That second strike didn't sound too good. It would be a real tragedy if we sunk after surviving an encounter with a Sea Serpent!"

"Yes, sir!" the workers quickly followed orders, some of them running below the deck to assess the damage, while the rest went to check on the cargo and fix anything that might have fallen out of place.

Gerald decided to be on guard for the rest of the journey, just in case.
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                The rest of the journey was relatively quiet. That, of course, didn't mean it was safe or lonely, far from it.

They met more than a dozen species of marine animals, from a giant whale-like creature that gulped down an entire school of thousands of fish in mere moments to small flying Needle Fish that launched themselves out of the sea and bashed their head against the armored wood of the merchant's vessel, nearly piercing it in the process.

They had to be scraped off quickly, otherwise, they would attract other marine predators, something the men on board didn't want.

The encounter with the Sea Serpent was the most nerve-racking of them all, though they narrowly avoided many other creatures on their path. For most of them, they barely caught a glance from a distance, both horizontally, and down below.

Gerald even noticed a giant shadow pass beneath them, three times the size of their ship at a first glance, but he just gulped and stayed quiet since nobody else seemed to have noticed it.

Creatures living beneath the waves were already huge on Earth, but here, where they could be enhanced with magic, the sizes they grew to were truly colossus.

Luckily most marine animals seemed to ignore them for the most part as wood and metal weren't exactly tasty. He later learned the ship was also coated with a substance that repelled most predators, giving them an extra layer of protection.

They ended their travels at night, but as Gerald was asleep then, he disembarked the ship in the early morning hours the next day.

The White Dunes port was something completely different from what Gerald was used to. It was hot, dry, and lacked the greenery he was used to.

Oh, there were plants, but they were tough-looking, with hard bark and small leaves to prevent moisture loss. The grass here was rare, at places almost nonexistent, and most of it was dead. The place clearly didn't get much rainfall despite being near the sea.

The architecture there was mainly soil, bricks made of mud and clay, with houses tightly packed together and painted white to reflect the sunlight and throw shade on each other.

Many ships were docked at the port, unloading grain, boxes of cloth and silk, and various goods from the north, while in return they got mainly ingots of metals and colorful rocks. Most likely raw materials for making paint.

From what Gerald could discern, the people here relied on the sea for most of their needs, while the rest came with trade across the big scary puddle.

Further away from the city was some farmland watered by a small river, making the place a green paradise. You could hear all kinds of sounds there, like frogs, small critters, and even small children playing in the water.

However, as you went even further out, you could see how the place got its name. White sandy dunes, as far as the eye could see. Every way you turned, it all looked the same. Except for the sea behind, and a small mountain where the river originated, the rest was a white sandy desert.

It almost looked like mountains of salt.

"Pfft! It is salt!" Gerald spat out after tasting the white sand in curiosity. "Holy shit! How can anything survive here?!"

The plants and people had to be some hardy folk to make a civilization here, in the middle of a massive salt wasteland.

He went to taste the water from the river, and to his relief, it tasted clear. Most likely the salt in the land around it has been washed off long ago, leaving a small green belt across the desert where life could take root.

The people here were mostly dressed in long white robes with head covering, and with only the eyes visible, despite the heat.

Gerald soon came to know why. As soon as the wind picked up, the salty dust came flying from every direction, entering every nook and cranny, especially on the face.

While Gerald struggled to keep his eyes open, the people around him simply pulled down a piece of thin, see-through silk cloth over their eyes, and went on their merry way.

Since he didn't have this luxury, Gerald had to use magic to keep the sand and dust at bay.

"Sandstorms…" he grumbled. "A certain death for a lone tourist in the desert."

He didn't plan to stay long in this place, so he quickly found a remote spot and turned invisible. Then he slowly levitated and gained altitude. He wanted to take a good look from a higher vantage point, but…

"Sand, sea, dust, and more sand…" He came to a disturbing realization. He had no clue where he was! Sure, he had a map of the continent, but whatever he copied was old, with the exception of Myrtana. But what about this place? He had no clue where he should start his search for a Phoenix, and even if he did, the places looked the same to him!

It was all dust, sand, and rocks! In every direction!

"Crap…" He slowly landed back down, nearly losing sight of the White Dunes in the process. The sandstorm was just that blinding.

He had no choice. Waiting out this sandstorm was the only option. Besides, he also had to gather some information about this place, and who knows, maybe someone caught sight of the Phoenix in recent days.

He found what looked like an Inn, and entered. The place was mostly empty as it was still morning, and the atmosphere inside also didn't seem like much. It was a simple rustic room, with a few tables and chairs sparsely placed around the half-circular counter.

Gerald ordered a simple drink and something to eat. He couldn't exactly determine the nature of the food, but it was a warm meal, and that was enough.

"Ah, here it is!" came from the front door as a group of men entered, completely covered in dust and sand. "Cursed sandstorm! That's just what we needed!"

They loudly moved across the room and dragged a few extra chairs around a small table.

"Hey, boss!" One of them slammed on the table and hollered to the man behind the counter, "Get us something to drink, we are thirsty!"

They then took off their cloaks and dusted them off as they entered a heated discussion…
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                "Did you find it?"

"Of course, who do you take me for?" came the answer. The man then placed a vial on the table, attracting curious glances.

"This little thing will protect us from the flames? Are you sure?" one of the others asked skeptically while pointing at the vial.

"It should, at least partially. Though the old coot warned me we'll need a lot of water coz our skin will start producing fire-resistant mucus or some shit."

The one that appeared to be their leader, also the one that spoke first, said, "We've got plenty of water, drinking is not a concern."

"Speaking of drinking…"

The boss of the Inn came bringing them drinks, with many full mugs of beer and even a spicy spirit bottle with shot glasses.

"Ah! There we go!" the leader of the gang exclaimed in delight. "Finally something good to quench our thirst."

"Here you go, Burning Cactus Spirit, a local delicacy, I hope you like it," the Inn boss said as he placed the drinks on the table.

There were cheers all around as each of the gang took a shot glass and downed the clear liquid in one gulp.

"Woah! This stuff really burns!" one of them exclaimed as he nearly choked on the spicy alcohol poison. His eyes started watering and he became red in the face. He quickly took a mug and downed the beer to quench the fire in his throat.

"Haha! Delicious!" their leader laughed in return, and at the same time and poured himself some more. "This stuff really goes down your throat like liquid fire! To a successful hunt! Cheers!"

The rest of the group also raised their drinks and cheered loudly.

They got a few weird glances from the locals, but nobody said anything. They were just hoping they would hurry up and leave. But their silent prayers weren't answered.

The sandstorm outside only picked up in intensity, the wind howling as it passed around the houses, carrying sharp sands and dust with it.

Gerald was curious as to how the cactus drink tasted, so he ordered a bottle as well. He lifted a bottle towards the group of merry men in cheers and drank straight from it.

As soon as the powerful alcohol entered his throat, he nearly choked on it. The burning sensation and powerful taste made him cough out real flames.

"Man, this stuff is fire!" he jokingly said.

His exaggerated actions didn't go unnoticed. The leader of the gang quickly made his way toward him. "Woah, brother! That's some fire! It seems you aren't from here, are you?" he jokingly said, placing his dusty gloved hand on Gerald's shoulder.

"Same with you," Gerald replied amicably and removed the guy's hand, and patted the dust off. "You don't seem well equipped for these parts. I'm Gerald by the way." He then gestured for the man to sit and offered him a drink.

"Name's Dug, and yeah, we aren't from here…" Dug took the offered bottle of Burning Cactus Spirit and took a swig. "Wooo, man! That's the stuff!"

He stayed motionless with closed eyes, savoring the taste. Then he handed the bottle back and said, "Say, what's a strong-looking fellow like you doing in these parts?"

"Same as you, I believe," Gerald replied, his words carrying a mysterious undertone. "I'm hunting for a special bird..."

"Haha, no way?! You are hunting the Phoenix as well?!" Dug exclaimed, his mannerism becoming increasingly loud and assertive under the influence of alcohol. A few angry glances were thrown his way by the locals because of his shouts, but that's all they did.

They were just common folk, after all, simply trying to live their lives in peace. Nobody was stupid or ballsy enough to confront a big, drunken warrior from a foreign land.

Confirming the guess with a simple nod, Gerald invoked another round of roaring laughter.

"That's great! Say, brother Gerald, how about you join us on this expedition? If we work together we are bound to succeed in taking down the flaming chicken," Dug quickly proposed in his half-drunken state.

"Oh, but don't have extra resources to share, so…"

Gerald understood his meaning but didn't mind it one bit. Joining someone else who could guide him through the desert was exactly what he needed. "Of course, I got my own provision, that's not a problem! I would gladly join your little group!"

"Oh yeah, we are kind of small, huh? Well, we are still waiting for the rest, they should be here any minute now," Dug said. "Speaking of which…"

The front doors opened and another group of men entered amidst a cloud of swirling dust and sand.

"Fucking sandstorm!" one of them cursed after closing the door. They wandered around in near blindness for so long that he really thought they would lose their way in the middle of a town! And now his pants were full of salty desert sand.

There were so many places he didn't even know things could get into. For example his…

"Ah, you are finally here! About time!" Dug quickly went to greet them. "How was it? Did everything go as planned?"

"Yes, yes, boss. Everything is ready. Now if this sandstorm would just go away…"

Gerald took a while, but he recognized the newcomers. Despite them being covered from head to toe, he remembered where he saw them. They were the group of five warriors he traveled with. Thinking about it, it wasn't really a surprise.

They were dressed for battle no matter how you looked at it. And what better to fight than a mythical beast? Gold and honor were the two most sought-after things after all.

"Alright, now that we are all gathered, let me introduce to you a new member of our team, Gerald!" Dug gestured enthusiastically.

The five newcomers removed their hoods and face coverings to see better in the dim light of the Inn. It was clear from their expressions they recognized Gerald, but they didn't say anything about it.

"Name's Gustav," the leader of the five said, extending his right hand, "Well, I hope you won't drag us down."

"Likewise!" Gerald shook his hand with a smile. It seemed he just got himself a group of easy-going guards on this little adventure.
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                It was the following day in the afternoon. The winds died down and the sandstorm subsided, letting the warm sun shine on the salty wasteland.

A small group of about a dozen men slowly made their way across the white expanse, all of them donning white gowns and cloth head covers typical of the desert people.

With each step they took, their feet sank into the soft white sand, making their advancements slow and arduous.

"We should be arriving at the Wailing Canyon by tomorrow. There we'll get our mounts and then continue to the final destination where they last sighted the Phoenix," Dug said as he explained the plan to Gerald, holding a crude map as he did so.



Hours ago, they filled their stores with water from the river before departing, and bought the clothes they were currently wearing for ease of travel.

Dug was curious where Gerald was keeping all his stuff since it didn't seem he was carrying any with him.

"I got it right here," Gerald said back then, showing a Space Pouch on his hip. He carried one just for cases like this.

"Oh, I see! You got them as well!" Dug grinned and showed his two Space Pouches, one on each side. "They are so expensive, aren't they? They sent me back nearly a thousand gold, and that was after I convinced the guy to give me a discount! That's nearly all of my wealth, so we must find the Phoenix!"

"500 gold each? Wow…" Gerald exclaimed. "I guess you bought it from a merchant?"

"Yes, why?"

Gerald tried to keep his expression neutral and stop himself from laughing, but it was a bit difficult. "I bought mine at the source… for 100 gold!" he said.

Dug opened his eyes wide, and his face became a sheet of scarlet. "That shit-spouting bastard! I got scammed! I swear to god if I ever see that guy again…!"

His teammates had to keep him down else he would jump back on the ship to settle the scores with the scamming merchant back home.



"Hehe…" Gerald chuckled, remembering Dug's expression. By now he has already calmed down, realizing it was already too late to do anything. Who knew where that slimy weasel would hide? He was a traveling merchant, after all, never staying in one place for too long.

"Hey, are you listening?" Dug nudged him. "We need to be wary of any nomadic tribes in this wasteland. The constant territory disputes left the people here extremely untrusting of outsiders. And worst of all, they are constantly moving around, making it difficult to avoid them," he said seriously.

"We need to be aware of our surroundings at all times, especially against the Sand Walkers and Dry Bone tribe. They are known for their aggressiveness and they attacked many merchant caravans in the past, usually leaving only a few survivors," Dug warned.

The visibility was poor, with all the white dunes and hot air making anything more than a kilometer away blurry or completely hidden behind mountains of sand. They could almost be walking right by a nomad campsite and not know it.

The Great Desert was unforgiving. Many sun-bleached white bones decorated the landscape, half-covered by dust and sand. Only small, salt-resistant plants grew in a few shady places, but even those had thorns to protect themselves from being eaten.

On rare occasions, they saw small patches of green in the distance as a tiny spring provided a bit of moisture. However, the thirsty soil quickly sucked it all away, leaving only damp ground with a few woody bushes and trees surviving on it.

It was a hellish place for a human to inhabit.

And yet, the group made their way forward, sweating, panting, but marching in a single file without complaining nonetheless.

Soon evening came and with it the cool breeze of the night. While some of them were already tired, now was not a time for rest. Throughout the night they marched, guided by the stars and the moon, enjoying the clear skies and quiet land around them.

The temperature dropped gradually, forcing the group of warriors to put on a few extra layers of warm wooly clothes. It was the complete opposite of the daylight heatwave.

"Boss! I need to take a leak," one of the men in the group said all of a sudden. They were walking for hours without rest and he was getting restless.

"Alright… Twenty minutes rest everybody," Dug decided and unloaded some of his stuff and stretched his back. "Eat something if you have to, there's still a long road ahead!" He then walked not far away on top of a dune and sat down, observing the moonlight-covered landscape.

Everything seemed quiet.

"Uff, finally!" Many members of the group sat down and took something to eat or drink. "I'm starving!"

They finished their meal on solid ground where the desert winds didn't yet cover the bedrock with sand. A few tiny desert plants grew there among the cracks, but they were currently all shriveled up, patiently waiting for the next rainfall.

"Watch it! There is a scorpion!" Gerald suddenly warned. A guy nearly sat on the small little thing when he noticed it.

"Oh? This little guy?" He actually went and picked it up, holding it playfully in his palm. "Look at this guy, isn't he cute?"

"I don't know man, what if it's venomous?" another guy said, taking a step back.

"Yeah? So what? Look at how small he is, no way he's dangerous!"

The scorpion was about three centimeters in length, with a girthy body, and a tiny stinger. But as they say, it's not the size that matters, but how you use it.

The little insect got frustrated from being handled like an object and quickly twisted around, escaping the man's grip.

"Ouch!" the guy jumped and shook his hand, tossing the scorpion away. "He stung me!"

"I told you not to mess with it!"

"Damn, that really scared me," the guy laughed and sucked his finger where he got stung. "At least it doesn't hurt that much…"
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                "What's the commotion here?" Dug asked as he came back from the lookout.

"This fool played with a scorpion and got stung," Gustav explained, pointing at the man first, and then at the tiny scorpion skittering on the ground.

"Ah!" Dug shouted in fright and quickly stepped on the little critter and smashed it under his boot. In the next second his sword came out, and with a swift tap, the stung man's hand was gone!

"AAAH! My hand!"

Everybody looked at him with disbelief, and then at Dug. What the hell happened for him to cut off his subordinate's hand all of a sudden?!

"Are you crazy!" Dug shouted as the man held his hand that was now spraying blood. "That's the Great Desert Widowmaker! One sting can bring down a dozen men! Weren't you listening when we had the meeting back home?!"

"Wuwuwu…. I was drunk back then, everyone was!" the man protested amid his cries.

"Here, drink!" Dug stuffed a potion in his mouth which made the guy stop bleeding soon after. "Let's just hope I wasn't too late…"

They waited nervously for a few minutes, but it seemed the poison didn't spread too far and the man was saved.

"You are lucky the boss reacted quickly," Gustav commented as they realized he was going to survive.

"Hmmph! Yes… I was lucky!" The man suddenly started acting weirdly. He became twitchy and started sweating like mad despite the cold night air.

"What's happening? Are you feeling alright?" Dug questioned, having noticed the strange actions.

"Ah? Yes, yes! Everything is fine!"

Everything was not fine! The man's actions became even stranger as he tried to distance himself from his boss. But a minute later he was already shaking, pale, and sweaty.

"Ugh…" He suddenly started gasping for air as he collapsed to the ground, clawing at his own neck.

"Hey! What's going on?!" His teammates quickly jumped to help, but as they removed his top clothes to see better, a terrifying sight came to view. He had a swelling on his chest, and a scorpion crawling inside his clothes!

"He's been stung! It's on his chest!" They quickly killed the Great Desert Widowmaker, but the man was getting worse by the second. In just a few short minutes he became unresponsive, his face purple and swollen from poison.

"Stay on guard! There might be more!" Dug shouted as he stomped out another scorpion, and at the same time, Gerald ignited a flame in his hand.

What they saw made their eyes bulge out.

Hundreds of Widowmakers crawling from the sand and tiny holes from the rocks all around them, all coming right for them. They all madly marched at the poor dead warrior, as well as the rest of the living.

"Get back!" Gustav roared, took out a flask of Bottled Thunder, and tossed it.

Boom!

"We are in the middle of their territory," Dug realized in horror just as another person shouted in pain after being stung.

"Run away!"

The group of warriors scattered in all directions in an instant. Most of them escaped, running fast enough to avoid the slow-moving scorpions, however, just as they thought they were safe, another guy yelped in pain.

The beast got him on the calf. But he squashed it with a slap and then took out a knife, immediately cutting off a piece of his own flesh.

"Brutal!" Gerald gasped. The man wasn't playing! Such decisiveness was rare in people, or at least he wasn't used to it from back home.

He was currently floating about a meter off the ground and staying far away from the scorpions. He then quickly gather his magic and started spewing fire all over the ground, like some airborne flamethrower.

The Great Desert Widowmakers were nearly instantly fried, their little bodies exploding with popping sounds. It sounded like someone was making popcorn!

"Who's…? Gerald?! He's using fire magic!"

"No, look! He's flying!"

Seeing the danger go up in flames, the group of warriors stopped and cautiously approached. Despite the scorpions being quickly taken care of, there was nothing they could do for those that were stung.

No potions or medicine could heal them fast enough to counteract the absolute destruction the venom made on the human body. Worst of all, it worked in many ways.

First, it paralyzed the nerves, hence the low pain, then the flesh there started dissolving, opening wounds. At the same time, the blood became thin and wouldn't stop flowing no matter how you tried to stop the bleeding, and the victim would internally bleed to death in less than an hour.

But that was the least of their worries since the infected areas would swell wherever the venom spread, attacking lungs and heart in a matter of minutes, leading to suffocation or a stroke.

"Damn it!" Dug cursed as he held a dying brother in his arms, feeling helpless and angry. No antivenom existed that could counteract the Widowmaker's venom.

The best course of action was to remove the affected area as quickly as possible and then hope that a small enough dose of the toxin entered the bloodstream that a person would be able to survive it.

Other than that, nothing helped. Nothing except the Elixir of Life, but that wasn't something just anyone could get their hands on. And even if they did, it was worth much more than the life of a commoner.

Just like that, in a moment of carelessness, they lost a few good men. After experiencing no dangers throughout the day, their defenses were lowered, and just as they were taking a short rest, disaster struck.

Now they finally realized how dangerous the Great Desert truly was. Everything here was trying to kill them! It didn't matter if it was the ground beneath their feet, the sun in the sky, or the animals that inhabited this cursed place.

There was silence as the warriors dug shallow graves in the sand and placed the dead inside. Most likely they would be uncovered soon, serving as a meal to wandering desert beasts.

But they couldn't afford to wait any longer. Time was of the essence as they had to reach the canyon by tomorrow or the deal would crumble. Reaching the last sighting place of the elusive Phoenix would be but a pipe dream by then.

Suddenly the sands shifted as a slight tremor was felt through the ground.

"Hm? An earthquake?"

Dug was suddenly back to his alert state, but his mood was even worse. "Oh god, please no…" He quickly went back to the piece of exposed bedrock where they set camp and placed his ear to the ground.

Soon his expression soured and he cursed a few times, though no words came out of his mouth.

"Gustav, take out the worm repellant, quickly!" he said.

The man looked at him in confusion, "Worm repellant? I thought you were joking…"

Dug became deathly pale in a second, even paler than the moonlight already made him. "You… Did you not buy it?!"
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                "You didn't buy it?!" Dug shouted, anxiousness clear in his voice.

"No, I told you, I thought you were joking!" Gustav shouted back. How the hell was he supposed to know he was being serious when he just mentioned it in passing?

But it seemed the situation was serious… for some reason. The rest of the warriors simply looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders. They had no idea what was going on, most of them were just paid to help hunt a fiery bird.

"We are screwed…" Dug fell to his knees, giving in to his fate. How could so many disasters fall on him all at once?

"Hey, what worms are we talking about here?" Gerald asked the man. He was now really curious what this was all about.

"Ask the others," came the reply, but the rest didn't seem all that talkative. Actually, they had no clue what was happening, judging by their confused looks.

"Err, what are we talking about?"

"I thought we were hunting a bird… Do we need worms as bait?"

"Maybe..."

That was pretty much the extent of what the rest knew. Nothing.

"Wait, are you serious?!" Dug exclaimed, realizing he might have made a mistake in his calculations. "Am I the only one that researched the Great Desert beforehand?!"

Not a single person replied, all of them feeling guilty about their ignorance. Who knew that drinking and flirting with girls instead of reading some dusty old books would come back to bite them in the rear?

"Relax," Gerald tried to smooth things over, "It's just worms, what's the big deal? Even if they are poisonous I can just burn them, no problem!"

Gustav agreed while Dug gave him a deadpan look. "You have no clue what I was talking about, do you?"

"Not a clue," Gerald confirmed with a nod and a smile. It was quite impressive how confident he looked admitting his lack of knowledge.

"Ahahaha!" Dug erupted into laughter, however, this seemed to be a facade, since he looked like he was going to burst into tears at any moment. Actually, they already started gathering at the corner of his eyes, and he was barely holding them back with sheer willpower.

"We are talking about Sand Worms here, do you even know what those are?!"

"Nope," Gerald replied, shaking his head. He never even heard of that name. "Aren't worms small? They can't be that strong?"

"Not strong?!" Dug chuckled again, this time with a dark undertone, "They are probably the largest and most dangerous monsters on land, swimming through sand like it's water. They are fast and deadly, capable of devouring an average house in a single bite!"

Gerald's eyebrows shot up in surprise, "Wow, they sound pretty strong…"

"They are! Nobody survived an encounter with them, except if they had the worm repellant! It is made of special herbs that grow in the desert and has a strong odor. It also makes the beast have diarrhea for days!" Dug shouted.

"Can you imagine losing so much liquid while living in the Great Desert?! It's a death sentence! That's why they avoid it at all costs, and also why were are screwed without it!"

"What the fuck…" Gerald never imagined the repellant would work that way. And to think he had the option to buy it from that old guy…

'Honestly, screw that guy! Instead of telling stories and drooling over some unknown princess, couldn't he speak straight?! Ah, whatever…'

"Okay, so we don't have the worm repellant…" he shrugged. "Can't we just move to the bedrock over there and avoid the worms that way? Since they are swimming in the sand they probably can't move very fast on solid ground, right?" Gerald suggested, pointing at the scorpion nest.

His well-meaning suggestion didn't seem to achieve the desired effect though, since Dug grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him while shouting, "How do you think all this sand came to be?! Do you think it was forces of nature that made it?! Wind blowing over the rocks for thousands of years?!"

"… Yes?"

"No! It was the Sand Worms! They devour rocks like candy! Anything living gets digested while the crushed rock simply leaves the beasts on the other end!"

The trembling of the ground now became noticeable and much louder. On the horizon a cloud of dust was rising into the air, illuminated by moonlight, announcing the arrival of a Sand Worm. And it was going right at them!

"Aaah! Why am I even explaining this to you, we are all going to die anyway…"

Dug seemed to have reached the end of his mental strength and collapsed to the ground, waiting for his death with empty eyes.

No matter what anyone said, he didn't respond. He simply stared into the dust cloud in the distance that was getting bigger by the second.

How Gerald wished he had more time right now. Coming up with a plan on the fly was much more difficult when you didn't know your enemy. Luckily he was clever and got an idea quickly. If the worm was hungry, he just had to feed it, right?

He quickly ran over the sand and used Telekinesis to pull out the corpses of the fallen warriors.

"Hey, what are you doing?!"

"He is desecrating the graves!"

Some people shouted, but he ignored them. Who had time to care about that right now? It was time for action!

Flying across the desert, he carried the corpses with him, his target clear.

He dropped the pile of corpses on the cold, dry sand, but looking at it, it didn't seem all that impressive.

"Hmm, I'll need more than this. At least a house's worth…" Corpses of Goblins, Hobgoblins, Orcs, and Wargs materialized in front of him and dropped on the pile by the dozen. He previously wanted to save them for later and extract the Essence from them, but this was good too.

He could get more resources any time he wanted anyway. Might as well empty his Ring of these stinky beasts. He saved the Ogres though. Those ones were too precious.

He then flew back and landed on the ground where the group was waiting with bated breaths. He smirked and placed his hands on his hips, "What's with this depressing atmosphere? Stand tall and watch the show!"

He then turned to Dug and nudged him, "Don't you dare die now, I still need you to be my guide, and besides, you owe me!"

"Huh?" The man was confused.

The Sand Worm was nearly upon them.
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                "Any time now…"

The cloud of dust was coming closer. The ground trembled underneath their feet, making the sand start shifting around like a liquid. Their feet sank deeper while they struggled to move back to the safety of the bedrock.

The cracking and grinding sounds reached their ears from deep underground as a massive being swam underneath the surface. Vibrations and deep guttural sounds made it seem like an earthquake was approaching.

Despite feeling confident in his plan at first, as the Sand Worm came closer, even Gerald started having some doubts.

"It's going to stop any time now, just watch," he said with his hands behind his back and chest pushed out. He couldn't show he was nervous as well. "Any time now…"

The pile of corpses didn't look all that impressive anymore. Maybe it was because it was quite far, or perhaps it just sunk into the liquefied sand, appearing lesser, but the fact didn't change. The beast wasn't slowing down.

"We are all going to die!" a warrior panicked and tried to run away. However, the more he struggled, the deeper he sunk into the quicksand. He had no choice but to lay down and spread his weight while praying to his god for safety.

With a horrifically loud screeching sound, not unlike sharp nails across a chalkboard, the beast emerged from beneath the sand and rose into the air. Gerald gasped when the massive figure emerged, but that wasn't even the end. It just kept going up, and up, and up, covering the moon and the sky.

In a few short seconds, it reached dozens of meters into the air, before opening a giant mouth and releasing a powerful roar, like a king announcing his arrival.

And it surely was, a true king of the Great Desert. Its body was truly worm-like, except that the outside was covered with thick brown rock-like chitin armor, that could probably resist an anti-tank missile just based on its thickness.

Its massive, hundreds of meters long body snaked below as the three-part mouth split wide open and revealed countless sharp teeth, before falling back down towards the pile of corpses on the ground.

While creating a powerful thud upon impact, it swallowed it all in a single mouthful and disappeared underground. Only the muffled sounds of cracking bones were heard for a moment before even those died down. A few seconds later, a massive wave of magic came from down below, vibrating the sand and turning it liquid once more.

"It's using magic to… swim through sand?!"

Ripples then spread from its center as the Sand Worm emerged from the ground once more, revealing now an empty mouth full of razor-sharp teeth, akin to an industrial-grade bone grinder. And it was coming right at them!

"It wasn't enough!" the group realized in horror. The many tons of meat Gerald gave it wasn't enough to satisfy its hunger! Even the massive corpses of toxic Wargs didn't seem to do the trick! It just swallowed them all without a care in the world!

"Haha..." Dug's chuckle was barely audible as he said with empty eyes, having already given up, "Nobody can stop it now. When a Sand Worm smells food, it will feed. Even gods can't change that now…"

"Fuck that!" Gerald wasn't satisfied with this result! He summoned hundreds of Greater Fireballs, both with his own magic as well as with the help of Spell Scrolls. "I refuse to surrender to fate! Screw gods, and screw that Sand Worm!"

He hurled the entirety of his arsenal directly into its open maw at once. "Eat shit, motherfucker!"

A multitude of explosions deafened every other sound in the desert for a moment as flames burst out of the Sand Worm's throat.

As if that wasn't enough, Gerald manipulated a giant boulder and lifted it into the sky, before heating it up until it was glowing orange and nearly became a molten sphere. "Choke on my balls!"

The scorching stone was pushed deep inside its mouth as Gerald flew above the beast and controlled his magic so aggressively that even his own hands started to crack and catch on fire. The backlash pain was strong, but what was even greater than that was watching the Sand Worm squirm underneath his burning magic.

As soon as Gerald released his grip, the giant beast immediately hurled and threw up the flames and molten rock amid a river of boiling blood. The crimson liquid sprayed all over the desert, sizzling wherever it landed.

The Sand Worm then thrashed around for a while longer, releasing pained groans, but then it burrowed underneath the sand and disappeared into the distance.

"Is… Is it over?"

"Woooo-hoooo!"

The Group of warriors erupted in cheers and ran towards Gerald who just landed back down and tossed him high in the air in celebration.

"He did it!"

"Oh my gosh, he beat the monster!"

"I'm alive!"

"Woo-hoo!"

To say that the cheers were unwanted wouldn't be true, but that didn't mean being tossed around like a beach ball felt good.

Gerald freed himself from the excited group and sat on the ground, his body trembling in pain. Steam was slowly rising from his body due to overuse of magic, and he was burning on the inside. He quickly summoned a blob of cold water and jumped in to cool down. It felt so damn nice!

"I… I can't believe it." Dug, having regained back his will to live, came closer. "You beat the Sand Worm!"

"Beat it? Haha, nah…" Gerald forced a smile, and said, "That could barely be considered a good smack. I only dealt it some surface wounds, that's all. The beast was probably just spooked since it didn't expect resistance."

It was true. Gerald was very carefully observing the Sand Worm's Aura, and the thing was massive and barely dipped when he gave it his all. While it might have seemed badly wounded, barfing all that blood out and whatnot, in comparison to its giant body, it was not worth mentioning.

Most likely it was a defense mechanism against the fire. And despite having used most of his Mana and hurt himself in the process, he barely managed to make a dent.

And now his Soul and body were aching from being overloaded. Luckily he was strong, and it was just for a short time, but it still hurt! He overestimated his capabilities once again. He wondered how many people would have to put their life on the line to replicate what he did.

Probably hundreds.

"Well, that doesn't matter! You saved us all, and that's all we care about," Dug said and kneeled before him. "You risked your life for us, so we'll be forever in your debt!"

Gerald looked at the rest of the men kowtowing at him and felt awkward. His bleeding stopped already, and after drinking a Health Potion he was already feeling better. It was also embarrassing having old men kowtowing at his feet. He just wasn't used to it.

"You risked your life to save us, thank you!" Gustav shouted while also kowtowing.

Gerald scratched his chin and gave a cheeky smile, "What are you talking about? We're just lucky the worm was a coward and was easily spoked. If my plan didn't work I was just going to fly away at the last moment," he shamelessly admitted.

"Oh…"

There was a moment of silence.

But the warriors were no fools. They were old and had experienced many things. One glance at Gerald's sorry state was enough for them to come to a decision.

'He's trying to save us some face by saying those harsh things. Just look at him, all bloody and trembling. For god's sake, he can barely stand! Such a kindhearted person!'

Tears welled in their eyes at the mere thought, and they forced themselves to stand back up, "It doesn't matter what your intent was! You saved me, so my life now belongs to you! I swear to Innos to return this good deed!"

"Exactly! We don't care if it was just an accident, or whatever! We'll follow you to the ends of the... desert!"

"Me too, I owe you my life, do with me what you will!"

"Yes!"

"I agree as well!"

Somehow Gerald suddenly gained a whole bunch of followers that misunderstood his words.

'Eh, whatever… Having a few lackeys is not that bad I guess…' he mused. Since they offered, he wasn't going to refuse.

"Alright! Gentlemen! This calamity was a test sent from the gods! Now that we survived it, hunting for a giant flaming chicken will be a piece of cake!" Gerald shouted and filled the men with renewed vigor and raised their morale.

He marched to the front and gave a shout to lift their spirits.

"Fate is on our side! Now let's go! To the canyon!"
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                "Woo!"

The group of warriors erupted with cheers.

"To the canyon!"

"Kill the chicken!"

They were excited.

"Eat its flesh!"

"Drink its blood!"

Maybe even a bit too excited.

"To the canyon!"

Gerald appreciated their roaring enthusiasm, and so he quickly took the lead, "Alright men, let's get the fuck out of here before the worm comes back!"

The warriors chorused an agreement. 

They marched across the desert, but before long Gerald remembered one important thing and quickly went to talk with Dug.

"Erm… Where is this canyon exactly?"

"It's, uh… It should be over that way," Dug pointed after orienting himself by heavenly bodies.

"Alright," Gerald quietly answered and then got back in his leading position. "Let's go! A few more hours and we'll be there! Forward march! Hurraaa!"

"Hurraaaaaaaa!" They shouted back with lifted morale. A long night was still ahead of them.



It was early morning, when the sun just barely revealed its warm rays, that an excited shout came from one of the exhausted warriors, "Hey! Look, over there! Is that..?"

In the distance, at the edge of the horizon, a dark shadow split the dry wasteland.

"That's it!" Dug shouted and straightened his tired body. "That's the Wailing Canyon! We've arrived!"

The Wailing Canyon was called that because of the wind that blew through it was making a constant wailing noise. The place was like a crack in the earth, beginning abruptly and ending just the same, with only one road leading in or out. It was almost like a natural prison.

However, this place was anything but that.

A vast underground river ran along the canyon, a reason why the place even existed. In the beginning, nobody knew there was an endless amount of water right underneath the sand, but then one day the ground suddenly collapsed, revealing the lifeblood of the desert.

Nobody knew when or why it happened, perhaps a Sand Worm came too close or it was simply a result of the passage of time weakening the stone, but the fact remained. An abundant water source and a cool cavern to escape from the summer heat thus came to be.

But that was centuries in the past. The Wailing Canyon was now a green oasis, the river banks transformed into fields and forests for agriculture and food production. Even the top parts of the canyon were recently greening up, thanks to many years of hard work in making transferring water through pipes to higher levels possible.

The place was now a mandatory rest stop for travelers of the Great Desert, especially the merchant caravans that connected north and south. There they could rest and recover, stocking up on water and food as well as hiring desert mounts for some coin.

That's also why the group made their way to the canyon, to scout out the area and get a few beasts of burden to help in their travels.

Or at least, that was the plan.

But as many things go, stuff doesn't often go as planned. That became quite clear when a giant pillar of black smoke started rising above the Wailing Canyon.

The group hurried towards it despite the exhaustion. They were clearly good people who tried to help even if they didn't know what was going on, so Gerald decided to be generous.

He handed each of them a Stamina Potion, and moments later they were all imbued with energy and fighting spirit.

"Woooo! That's some good stuff! I feel like I was just reborn!" Dug roared, feeling the energy course through his veins.

"I feel invincible!"

The gang then sprinted across the desert until they reached the entrance to the canyon. Around it, in the midst of greenery and dry grass, many bodies littered the ground. While most belonged to a single faction, some of them were not like the others.

"Sand Walkers!" Dug gasped in shock.

"Wow… How can you tell?" Gustav asked as he was similarly observing the fresh corpses.

He then received a livid look from his boss. "It's the tattoos, dumbass! You seriously didn't do any research?!" Dug pointed and took the opportunity to scold him at the same time.

But Gustav didn't care. He simply shrugged his shoulders and took the insult like a champ.

"Should we help?" Gerald asked, tired of waiting.

The rest of the warriors were also itching to fight. They were full of energy and felt invincible with their unending stamina. However, Dug kept a cool head and preferred to stay on the safe side.

"We need to make a plan," He said. "Who knows how many of these bandits are there? Only one path leads into the canyon and the enemy could be hiding anywhere. We have to be careful!"

Some grumbling and disagreements were going about. A few hot-blooded guys just wanted to rush in head-first, but even they didn't have the balls to do it alone.

"Right, it's just one path…" Gerald said to himself and rubbed his chin as a crazy grin formed on his face. "Only one path, so nobody can escape, huh… Hehehe…"

With a thud, his Titan's bulwark appeared before him and stuck itself into the ground. At the same time, the Toothpick was also summoned, landing in his hand.

"What the heck is that?! Is that a metal door?!"

"It's clearly a shield, stupid!"

"How?! Just look at it, it is massive! No way a human can use it!"

"Correct!" Gerald grinned. "It's made for the big guy." The men could only gawk as the bedrock beneath their feet shook and cracked into pieces, encasing Gerald in stone from all sides.

"Behold! The Golem Armor!" Gerald laughed and picked up the Titan's Bulwark that now looked just about the right size for the stone giant. The glaive in his hand, however, appeared somewhat small. Still dangerous though.

"Let's go men! For gold and glory!" He shouted, his boundless confidence spreading like a virus. Quickly they were all excitedly charging down the stone path after Gerald who was shaking the ground with each step.

Well, all except Dug and his right-hand guy.

"Damn, where did you find some crazy bastard like that? That had to cost a lot! And you were hiding him so well, haha!" Gustav slapped his boss on the back.

"I…" Dug was speechless. "I didn't know…" He honestly had no clue. Actually, after finding out he invited another member into his group while being drunk he almost wanted to apologize and kick him out. But, as he got another member without paying him, he decided to just go with it.

And what a wise decision that was.

But then he suddenly realized something. The guys didn't know anyone here! What if they started a fight with one of the people here while fighting the Sand Walkers?! It would be a disaster!

"Wait! Wait for me!" Dug shouted and quickly ran after them.



The path leading down was carved into the bedrock and was wide enough for two wagons to move side-by-side, so even with Gerald running with many tons of stone, rumbling down like an avalanche, the ground remained solid.

However, the commotion was loud enough to attract some unwanted attention. A few members of the Wind Walkers tribe hid in the crevices beside the path, camouflaged by the long gowns they wore, the same color as the rocks around them. If a person was unaware of their presence, he would be dead meat.

A swift slice of their blades and the fight would be over before it even began. Or at least that's how it was supposed to be when a sand Walker attacked Gerald... and struck stone.

Too bad he relied on the sound of footsteps instead of checking who was coming.

"Huh?" Gerald looked down at his rocky leg and the guy looking at him in an absolute stupor. They stared at each other for a few seconds before Gerald reacted. "Out of my way!" He smacked him across the face with his stone hand.

It was unclear if the man was that stunned having a massive stone giant suddenly appear before him, or if the smack was just that strong, but he flew over the edge, without a single peep or resistance, and disappeared below the cliff.

"Oh… Well, that was unexpected…" The fight, if it could be called that, was over in an instant. Gerald didn't even have time to look at the guy before he disappeared. It was all so underwhelming that he felt embarrassed by his actions.

The poor guy just wanted to slice his throat, and instead of giving him a fair fight, he just slapped him over the edge. Talk about being disrespectful!

"Hmm… Yes, well... Let's go…" He said to the gawking soldiers behind him. "I promise I'll be gentler with the next one."
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                The orange and red stone cliffs of the canyon, sanded down by hundreds of years of wind and dust were breathtaking. The morning light was just right to reveal the beauty of the rock they were stepping on, but not yet too harsh to sting the eyes.

The bright colors of the stone were like a wavey golden sea on a painting, with yellow sunrays reflecting the marvels of nature. Too bad nobody had time to stop and admire this fascinating natural landscape in the heat of battle.

Many Wind Walkers died embarrassing deaths after trying to attack Gerald's group. Some got slapped off the cliff like the first one, a few were cut apart by the rest of the gang after being surrounded…

However, most tragic of all was a man that died because he was too good at hiding. His clothes were so perfect in fact, and his Aura was so amazingly hidden, that even Gerald didn't know he was there.

And so he stepped on him. By mistake. With all his five tons of his stone armor.

There was a short scream, a crunch, and then a pool of bloody mush.

In short, it was tragic. It was like someone drove over him with a tank. It was so bad in fact, that even the gang of hot-blooded guys turned somber. Even if he was the enemy, that was just not a way to die!

After a moment of silence for the fallen opponent, they marched forward, this time a bit more carefully. Both to avoid mistakingly killing anyone, and also because the ambushes became quite common and fierce.

Five Sand Walkers jumped from their hiding places at once and attacked, however, with the combined might of the gang, they were quickly dispatched. Gerald didn't join that fight as it became unnecessary and simply stayed on guard against any more ambushes.

These nomadic tribesmen fought valiantly until the moment of their death, despite the numerical disadvantage they found themselves in.

Gerald was certain they were better fighters, and if the fight was even, his group would lose 99 out of 100 battles.

Their footwork and strikes with the blades were so unpredictable that the seasoned warriors were getting tricked and outplayed all the time. However, when there were three ganging on one, no matter how good the Sand Walkers were, it was impossible to win.

It was a shame they couldn't be observed for longer. Gerald felt he could learn many things from their movements and fighting style. But they had a canyon to save, so they continued down as fast as they could.

They could hear some kind of birds singing as they moved further down into the shadow, but soon the sounds of battle were all they could make out.

The fight was between the Sand Walkers and what Gerald assumed to be the inhabitants of the Wailing Canyon. Some fighters seemed to belong to a third group based on their attire, so perhaps a merchant caravan was also involved.

"You guys! Wait for me, damn it!" Dug came running after them and finally caught up. When he saw he wasn't too late, he breathed out a sigh of relief. This gang of his was really too straightforward. They just rushed in without a plan.

But now that he saw the battle going on, he quickly urged the rest, "What are you waiting for? We need to help them, let's go!"

The equilibrium of the skirmish quickly fell apart with the addition of reinforcements, and the Sand Walkers were quickly pushed back and surrounded until only a few remained.

"Oooh, let me take those!" Gerald quickly jumped in the middle before they dispatched the last two. With his giant stone body in the way, nobody dared to argue. The fighters made a circle around the three, weapons in hand, and waited for something to happen.

"Psst! What is Gerald doing?" Gustav whispered to his boss.

"How the hell should I know?!" Dug answered. He was just as clueless as the rest of them. "Hopefully nothing bad."

As people whispered among themselves, guessing what was going to happen, Gerald demolished the Golem Armor and showed himself.

"Alright you guys, show me what you've got!" Gerald shouted towards the two furious Sand Walker guys.

The way he pranced around, like a child in a candy store, was extremely disrespectful to the two of them who were used to the harsh life in the desert and strict societal structure that was built on strength and respect.

They took Gerald's actions as a blatant provocation and mockery as they were the last among the warriors to stay alive. They swore at that moment that they would take his head, even if that was the last thing they did!

'Angry? Good!' Gerald grinned and gripped his glaive with two hands. It was time to see what his Toothpick could do!

But before he could even take a stance, a blade already slipped past his guard, aiming for his head.

"Oh, no!"

"Watch out!"

A few screams and gasps came from the audience, but nobody could react in time to help. He was all on his own.

Of course, there were some that wished for him to get injured, even if just so he could learn a lesson and not strut around so arrogantly in the future, but most simply held their breath to see how he would react.

And they weren't disappointed! Gerald swiftly moved the Toothpick higher... and completely failed to deflect the blade.

Clang!

The sharp edge slid across his throat in a cutting motion, and it was without a doubt the action would have at least gravely wounded him, if not taken his head clean off… if he wasn't protected by magic.

Iron Body was no joke. Mere steel blades couldn't even scratch him, especially when carried by young men with no Cultivation.

"Hey, I wasn't ready…" Gerald grumbled and rubbed his neck where the blade grazed him.

His words made the two Sand Walkers frown deeply and at the same time received cheers and exclamations of awe from the onlookers.

"Alright, both of you! Come at me!" Gerald urged and taunted, "That barely tickled, surely you can do better?"

And they did! This time both men attacked at the same time when one of them somehow slipped past him and struck his back. The result was the same as the sharp steel edge cut through his clothes, only to be stopped by his invulnerable skin.

"Son of a-" Before he could finish his curse, the other blade struck down, aiming for his eyes. Gerald quickly closed his eyes and moved his head to the side and received a stab on the cheek.

The damn Sand Walkers quickly figured they couldn't hurt him normally and went for a different approach. It showed they had a lot of experience fighting as they didn't even say a word to each other and simply reacted, as if on instinct.

Gerald wasn't sure if his eyes could take the hit, but he wasn't willing to find out. He ducked and weaved in the sea of jabs and strikes, receiving many powerful impacts on his face and chest, all the while the second Wind Walker aimed for his other weak points.

An attempt was made to slash his tendons, stab the back of the knee, and even kicking and punching his family jewels wasn't off the table.

After the guy tried to force his way in through the backside with his blade, Gerald had enough. He was just playing around at first, but now he was pissed! Another man daring to play with his booty was over the line!

He bellowed out a powerful warcry and boosted his body's speed.

But all that amazing power was for naught. No matter how he moved, attacking fiercely, or defending valiantly, it was all futile! Somehow the two Sand Walkers were always one step ahead of him, deflecting his attacks, and simply circumventing his retreats.

Their skill was so much greater, that Gerald felt like a child being bullied by two martial arts masters. They couldn't hurt him, but still…

He realized that for all the power he had, the way he used it was absolute garbage! Inefficient, ineffective, incompetent, sloppy, and above all, it looked pathetic!

"What is this guy doing? I thought he was good…"

"Why does he let them hit his face and doesn't strike back? Is he playing with them?"

"I don't think so, look at his expression. He seems to be frustrated…"

"Don't tell me…"

"Yup, he's an incompetent showoff, nothing more."

Words like these were the ones that truly hurt, stabbing him straight in his heart. And if that wasn't enough, they were making him more frustrated, which then led to him making even more mistakes, which led to more people commenting…

In short, it was a vicious cycle that chipped at his confidence.

'Shut up, shut up, shut up!' Gerald shouted in his mind. 'This is much more difficult than it looks!'

Of course, nobody could hear his thoughts.

"Should we lend a hand? He seems to be in trouble…"

"That's it! I've had it!" He exploded with anger and blasted a pillar of flames into the sky amid a powerful roar. It spooked his assailants and gave him a short break as they took defensive positions.

But he didn't attack them with magic. Instead, his back straightened and his face became devoid of emotions. If anger and wrath didn't do the trick, how about leaving the emotions out of a fight?

And so he released his frustration in the form of a pillar of flames. Now only a cold and calculating mind remained, one that wouldn't let simple words and prickly jabs from swords shake him.

It was time for the real match to begin.
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                Gerald stood in the arena with an emotionless face and a glaive in his hand. With a straight back and a stoic appearance, his whole demeanor was changed. Nobody could read his thoughts from that stone-cold look and deadpan eyes.

The sudden deviation in his action was extremely odd and eye-catching, and it left many curious as to what was going to happen next.

Gerald released all his magical enhancements except defense. He slowly cracked his neck and rolled his shoulders in preparation for a fight.

And then he waited.

The two Sand Walkers looked at each other and with minimal changes in facial expressions, they decided on a course of action.

As they attacked, the expectation was that something would be different. However, as time went on, the results were clear. Gerald had absolutely no chance of blocking or deflecting their assault as they beat on him with their weapons and fists.

The only thing he did was to do his best to avoid or block despite being unable to do so. However, as seconds turned into minutes, the two Wind Walkers came to realize that despite still having the upper hand, it was getting more difficult to land a strike.

Some tricks they used to slip past his guard simply didn't work anymore. Or even if they did, much more effort was required to achieve the same result. Slowly but surely, Gerald was learning their patterns.



Over the course of millions of years, human brains have evolved greatly, distinguishing them from the rest of the animal kingdom. However, two things stood tall among the rest. Pattern recognition, and future prediction.

Of course, they weren't perfect, far from it. The former became, in fact, so good at finding patterns, that connections were made even when there weren't any.

And the other one, predicting the future with various simulations based on the limited knowledge and information we get of the world around us, allowed mankind to advance through the ages and think in abstractions that allowed him to ask the elusive question: "What if…?"



Patterns… Everything has a pattern. The entire universe moves according to the laws of nature, and those can be observed, measured, and understood.

However, back on a more familiar scale, patterns in a style of combat… When Gerald first clashed with the two Sand Walkers, he didn't understand them, their patterns. Their attacks seemed arbitrary, chaotic, and random… No matter what word was used to describe them, it would probably fit.

But then, after tossing his emotions aside, his eyes were finally opened and he could see. The subtle differences in body posture, hand and leg movements, the way they would hold their breath just before a strike…

It all became clear to him. That didn't mean he could react to it, not at all. They have trained in this style of fighting for years, while he was just figuring it out. He had to consciously move his body while they used trained muscle memory. He was at a disadvantage. He had no chance.

But that didn't stop him from fighting back, even if it was futile.

What a clear mind did for him was the exact opposite of what he did to his opponents. Now they were the ones becoming increasingly frustrated and angry, the kind of anger that made them sloppy and uncoordinated.

Their mistakes increased and he made sure to punish them. Suddenly he went from the defensive onto the offensive. He would dodge the blades as if they weren't even there. He would block and deflect their kicks before they were even in full swing, almost as if he knew they were coming.

The difference was so extreme that some in the audience thought they were dreaming and had to pinch their neighbor to make sure it was real.

But the reality was simple. Gerald simply figured out their patterns and acted accordingly. Well, that and the fact that the two guys were becoming exhausted and out of breath after battling for so long.

They slowed down considerably since they began, but the change was gradual so nobody even noticed.

"Just you wait, I'll get you now!"

Gerald was also becoming tired, so he quickly took a few Stamina potions and began drinking. But, oh no, two vials slipped his grasp when he failed to dodge a strike aimed at the hand holding them! What a tragedy! It totally wasn't on purpose!

And as if that wasn't enough, they didn't break as they fell into the soft soil and rolled over to his enemies' feet!

It totally wasn't planned, not at all!

The Sand Walkers quickly picked them up after noticing Gerald's panicked expression and anxiety.

"H-hey! Give that back!" He demanded in a fluster, going so far as to lunge forward in an attempt to snatch them back.

Of course, his wishes weren't granted. The nomad fellas quickly drank the potion, one each.

Immediately after they did so, Gerald stopped his clowning around. He took a step back and finished his drink, before discarding the vial.

"Feeling better?" He teased, a thin smile forming on his lips. "You should be able to fight for real now."

His words confused many, the two Wind Walkers included, however, Dug and his company knew all too well what those potions were.

"Oh, shit! He just gave them Stamina Potions!"

"The same thing we had?"

"Yup…"

They could only speculate why he did what he did. Some onlookers wanted to interfere with the fight, but with a flick of a hand, they were pushed back by Gerald's Wind magic. A stern look from him and they obediently stepped back in line.

He didn't need help. He needed training. Harsh and stimulating training!

***

Punches were exchanged, blades clashed, and kicks were delivered with deadly accuracy.

Gerald and the two Sand Walkers fought like mad dogs while the audience watched.

Now that they all had limitless energy, the intensity of battle reached its peak. And despite being completely out of his element, Gerald was greatly enjoying the beating he was currently receiving.

Some things were best learned if they could be experienced first-hand. And he needed to learn how to fight without magic because you never know when that skill might be needed.

And they had some pretty cool-looking moves also. They were so agile and fast when striking, moving like the wind. Perhaps learning that was more of a motivation for him.

But as time went on, the people around became bored and started chatting and taking care of their own things.

Wounded had to be taken care of, fires had to be put out, and the corpses had to be removed to prevent any diseases from spreading in the canyon.

Dug and his group also distanced themselves from the three crazy men fighting. It seemed that even after breaking the encirclement, the two nomads didn't have any plans of escaping. They were either going to take Gerald down, or die trying! That was their conviction. And now that they could fight in their peak form, that was what they did.

"Dug?" A man approached the group. He was dressed in combat attire, however, the clothes underneath were clearly quite expensive, even if they were now covered with blood, dust, and sand.

"Rolf?" Dug recognized him at a glance. "Oh man, am I glad to see you! You are still well and in good health, I hope?" He enthusiastically shook the man's hand and pointed at his group. "Come, let me introduce you to my gang! You would not believe what we went through just to get here…"

Rolf was one of the people that made the Wailing Canyon their home. He was also the one from which Dug reserved the mounts for travel. He spent good money on them in advance and it would be a real tragedy if the owner suddenly died.

Calls of exotic birds were heard amid the sounds of flowing water as they chatted merrily and had a drink to celebrate, and finalize the deal.

Dug placed a pouch bag of coins on the table, and after confirming the correct amount, the two men shook hands once more.

"Excellent! Pleasure doing business with you!" Rolf smiled. "My people will show you the way to the stables. Your mounts should be ready in an hour."

"Thank you!" Dug happily nodded. A few servants and workers dressed in combat attire that were always just a few steps behind Rolf made their presence known and gestured them to follow.

"Oh yeah, by the way…" Rolf called after them just as they were leaving. "How did you get past the army on the surface? Was it a hard battle? I will talk with the heads of other families to organize a counterattack."

Dug and the rest of his group looked at him sideways, their confusion unmistakable.

"Army? What army? There was nobody there." Gustav said without thinking. "I thought everybody was in the canyon?"

Rolf became pale like a chunk of white limestone. All blood drained from his face as he realized the implication of what he just heard.

"Oh, mother…" He broke into a sprint and ran away, his servants and guards barely keeping pace.

Then they heard the distinctive call of a bird again.

"Oh, can this bird shut up already?! I've been hearing it since we entered the canyon!" One of the warriors shook his fist towards the origin of the call, which was difficult since the echo amplified and scattered the sound.

That's when Dug also realized something that bugged him for a while. "This bird, no wonder… No wonder I couldn't figure out which bird it belonged to!" That's because, despite being quite knowledgeable, the sound of this bird simply didn't belong in the Great Desert!

"It's an ambush! We've been tricked!"

Suddenly a body fell from the sky, splattering on the ground. Despite the now unrecognizable features, the victim was quickly determined to be one of the guards that went back to the surface to set things straight.

The assumption they all had that the Sand Walkers on top have all been taken care of couldn't have been more wrong.

And now they were all trapped once more, with the enemy just waiting for them to peek out of their holes to cut off their heads.

Rolf already told the news that now spread like wildfire. All kinds of rumors immediately took root. Some even began speculating the newcomers might be working with the nomadic tribes to take over the Wailing Canyon.

But luckily, after some heated discussions, and exchange of insults, rationality prevailed. Now was not the time to be making more enemies.

The commotion also disrupted Gerald and the two Sand Walkers, who now showed weird grins on their faces. One of them suddenly stopped fighting and started producing bird-like calls.

Soon they could hear replies coming from up high, after which the sounds of explosions shook the canyon.

"Watch out!" People scattered in all directions as massive boulders and pieces of shattered rock started raining down. The bloody fools blew up a side of the canyon!

Thousands of tons of orange rock shattered upon impact, creating small craters and shooting shrapnel everywhere.

People shrieked as their bodies were lacerated and pierced by stones, some of them being so unlucky to get buried beneath the rubble.

Everybody was running for cover. The walls of the canyon had homes carved into them, but getting inside now meant almost certain death. Like a waterfall, the stone was raining down on the lives below.

The two Sand Walkers, having accepted their fate, jumped on Gerald, held him tightly, and stopped him from moving, all to assure his demise.

The rocks were falling all around them, and any time now, they too would be buried. Or so they thought.

The two men held him without letting go and closed their eyes while they waited for death. The only problem… Soon the rumbling of rock stopped and they were still alive.

"Oh? Scared of a few pebbles?" They heard Gerald's voice mocking them. Opening their eyes they found themselves in a perfect circle, devoid of any stones. All around them lay shattered boulders and rocks, only a circle with a radius of two meters was completely clear.

"What? You didn't seriously think you could take me out with such a pathetic display, right?" Gerald mocked again, a disdainful smirk growing on his face. "I might be tired, but deflecting a few rocks is nothing special." He then gripped the two Sand Walkers by the throat and lifted them up as if they weighed nothing.

His vice-like grip made them bulge their eyes and struggle for breath as they clawed at his hands. It was all in vain.

His grip was like one of a hydraulic press, though on the weaker side of the spectrum. He then slammed them on the ground while Mana started gathering in his palms.

Leaning over, he whispered a single sentence.

"Game over."

Then came an explosion.

BOOM!
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                Having washed off the blood of his opponents, Gerald looked around the canyon valley. It was chaos.

There were more wounded people than those in perfect health, and many were wailing in grief for their fallen family members. It was clear that they weren't in a good state of mind to fight.

"Gerald!" He heard a person holler at him. "Give us a hand!"

It was one of the fighters from their gang. Another of their members was currently trapped beneath a pile of rubble. Luckily he wasn't hit directly, so he wasn't smashed beneath the stones, but his legs were pinned beneath a massive slab that couldn't be moved.

He quickly made his way over and sent a powerful wave of magic, lifting the stones slightly and pulling the man out at the same time. The guy had a few broken bones and was bleeding, but the wounds weren't life-threatening. At least not yet.

But that wasn't what was on Gerald's mind. He squinted his eyes and looked towards the top of the canyon. He could just about make some small figurines looking down at them.

"Why can't you just let me do my thing?!" He hissed through gritted teeth. Every time he did something, one thing or another had to go wrong. Honestly, he was getting sick of it.

"Damn! I have been careless!" Dug came close and grabbed hold of Gerald's shoulder to keep himself straight. It seemed he was also struck in the leg as he was walking with a noticeable limp.

"No, it's not your fault," Gerald replied emotionlessly. The truth was, he also missed the army of Sand Walkers hiding on the surface.

It was actually crazy how good they were at containing their Auras. Even with Magic Eyes, he wasn't able to see them. They were clearly experts in cloaking and ambush tactics.

But that gave him something to think about. If the Sand Walkers, as physically weak as they were, could control themselves so well to be practically invisible to Mana detection, then what about someone better and stronger?

The Magic Eyes he so confidently relied upon suddenly didn't seem so reliable anymore. And that's one of the things that pissed him off. He was overconfident… again.

"One of these days… One of these days my ego is going to cost me my life," he murmured, his brows furrowing.

He was well aware of his weaknesses. Less than a year ago he was just a normal student, lazy, unmotivated, and tired of living… But as magic came into his life, it was like a spark falling onto a gasoline-soaked heap of dry grass.

The desire for life and exploration of the unknown blossomed inside him, but at the same time, the undesirable traits also took root.

His ego, for example, something he didn't even know he had, expanded massively. It wasn't his intention, but he just felt superior.

He was much better than anyone else, that much was clear. His confidence inflated, however, this confidence was also the cause of many nearly fatal accidents he experienced recently. If it wasn't for sheer luck, in some cases, he would have died long ago.

He was painfully aware of this. He had to change it, and do it fast! His life depended on it!

But that was like a fat guy promising himself to start going to the gym the next day while eating a bag of chips. Nobody would believe he would do it, not because it wasn't possible, but because such changes were really painful.

Every time a person changed his habits and personality, that part of him had to die for something new to take its place.

The problem was that it felt so good! Being admired, being feared, it was so addicting! The feeling of power! It was unlike anything you could experience in a monotonous life of a normal person.

Some took solace in drink, others in gambling, videogames, or even sex… Gerald had something better. Magic! The most addicting drug of them all!

And when you were constantly high from dopamine release, feeling invincible, standing on top of the world… It was so hard to even realize something was wrong.

Luckily Gerald became aware before it was too late, but now the question was if he could change fast enough before meeting an opponent he could not beat, a mountain he could not overcome. He could only hope.

"Careful! They are getting ready to attack again! Everyone that can still move, get over here! We need to stay together!"

"Take up your weapons, they are coming!"

Gerald was awoken from his self-reflection by the loud shouts of soldiers around him. He slowly took a breath through his nose, his expression the peak of tranquility.

But as he opened his eyes, a boundless fire was roaring inside, just waiting for a release.

"To keep myself under control… Haha." He chuckled. It all shattered like glass.

Rationality? Gone!

Self-control? Gone!

Good intentions? Never heard of them.

His body started shaking. Mana was swirling wildly inside him, the wounds from the fight against the Sand Worm still there. Now the pain mixed with anger, excitement, happiness… An emotional disaster. It was a mess.

"Gerald, are you alright?" Dug noticed his weird actions. He appeared concerned for him even though they didn't know each other for long.

"Oh, yeah, I'm feeling great!" Gerald grinned, a crazy type of grin where his eyes were wide open, the white orbs on full display. Various hormones and chemicals were being pumped into his brain, like a homeless person on crack.

Nothing could beat the rush he felt just before a battle.

"I'm feeling FANTASTIC!" He roared and blasted upward like a rocket. A cackle escaped him as his grin expanded.

In mere seconds he reached the lip of the canyon, and an instant later he was already way above it all. He could see the Sand Walkers below, some of them preparing to blast off another chunk of the bedrock, others getting ready to head down as soon as they did so.

But then a flying lunatic with godly powers convinced them otherwise.

"Stop…!"

Boom!

"Messing…!"

Boom!

"With my…!"

Boom!

"PLANS!"

Broomboomboom!

Fireballs rained from the sky, each word emphasized by the sound of an explosion.

But instead of acting as a deterrent, the damn Sand Walkers took his attack as a challenge and fought back! Soon a mass of stone was flying toward him, courtesy of large-scale Earth magic.

"Damn you… Damn you all!" Gerald gave one last roar as he gathered the remains of his Mana and opened his palms wide, pointing them downward…

"Begone!"

… And released columns of flames strong enough to melt sand into glass.
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                A giant column of black smoke rose to the sky in the Great Desert. As the flames scorched the ground, all vegetation on one side of the Wailing Canyon was reduced to charcoal and ash, together with countless warriors of the Sand Walkers' tribe.

Gerald's flames slowly died down as he landed on the edge of the canyon, staring out across the scorched earth towards the few hundred remaining nomad tribesmen.

They exchanged hateful gazes while gripping their weapons even tighter. Despite the distance between the two sides, one thing was painfully clear. They wanted to do nothing less than to tear him into a thousand pieces and feed his entrails to the beasts of the desert.

But the sentiment was mutual. Gerald also had nothing nice to say about these people. If he had any energy left he wouldn't have simply left them standing there, intact.

In fact, he was currently completely dry. He exhausted every single drop of Mana in that last attack. Looking back at it, he might have been a bit reckless.

Luckily his recovery was stupidly fast, regenerating 1MP almost every other second. He just needed time.

'Come on, get your asses over here,' Gerald thought as he glanced down into the canyon. If the nomads grew some balls and attacked him right now, he would have no option but to flee. Unless he wanted to burn through his stockpile of scrolls, something he was currently unwilling to do.

'Fuck it, I'll have to bluff to buy me some time.'

He inhaled sharply as he circulated some Mana in his body. After completely exhausting himself against the Sand Worm, neither his body nor Soul had completely recovered. And now he did it again, aggravating his wounds.

Now every breath he took was accompanied by pain, and the headache he got from utilizing magic was just as brutal! It had been a while since he felt so like shit.

"Now what?!" He roared across the scorched wasteland. "Why are you just standing there, come at me! I took down a hundred of your warriors, what's a few more?!"

He showed a strong front, but inside he was cursing. 'Fuck that's painful. I really hope they don't attack me, I can't take them all at once…'

"You might as well run away while you still have the chance! Once I change my mind you'll all have to surrender your lives to me!"

His sharp words were like gasoline poured on the fire. The Sand Walkers started shouting back, but due to the distance, their unamplified words didn't make any sense. It was just a sea of unintelligible screams and insults.

Soon after, a few of the nomads started waving their hands around while chanting, stimulating the sand and molten rocks to uncover a path amid the inferno. Quickly more of them joined in, overturning the ground and putting out flames at an ever-greater scale.

It was actually quite amazing to watch how quickly they completely changed the landscape with only a few hundred people.

'Oh, crap… They are actually going to do it? I'm not fighting all that, hell no! Screw you guys, I'm going home!' Or at least that's what he thought. But the inhabitants of the Wailing Canyon, under the leadership of Dug of all people, rushed out of their hole like mad ants at that moment, ready to defend their home.

"Everyone! Gerald is here! He held back the entire army by himself just to protect us, let's help him!"

And so, two armies of a few hundred soldiers stared daggers at each other, just a stone's throw apart. A single wrong word and a massacre would immediately take place.

The men of the canyon shook their weapons and shouted, puffing out their chests and displaying extreme unity as they chanted battle cries.

And the other side, the Sand Walkers, displayed a sort of tribal war dance to scare their enemy and lift their own morale. It was almost like two peacocks posturing before a fight.

"Last chance! Leave or surrender! Chose one of the two, because the third option is DEATH!" Gerald roared, his powerful voice amplified by magic carried across the desert.

Then the ground around him shook and quickly formed the Golem Armor around him. With Titan's Bulwark in one hand and the Toothpick in the other, the meaning was clear. They had to make a decision. Now!

As he struggled to maintain his creation, Gerald's eyes scanned the enemy on the other side. The tribesmen all looked the same to him, with no clear leader. But he knew there had to be one unless he already killed him, which seemed unlikely.

"Aha! Found you…" He smiled through gritted teeth. In the background, almost blending into the sand, stood a figure, covered from head to toe in loose clothing the same color as the sand. But that was the same attire as the rest of them, so how did he know?

It was the eyes, it was always the eyes. While the rest had a wild and angry look, this guy had a completely calm expression. His eyes were cold and calculating, and above all, he never let Gerald out of his sight.

***

The Chieftan was observing the enemy, calculating, scheming how to take him down, as a proper leader should. Also, he didn't fall for the stone man's bluff, nobody did. He already exhausted his energy, that's why he was even posturing.

After the bloody fight would begin, he would make his way there, crack open the shell and scoop out the weakling inside.

He grinned, it was going to be so easy!

"We are all waiting for your answer, Chief!" Gerald shouted again, lifting his hand and pointing with the Toothpick. "You are wasting my time, Chief! I don't like such disrespectful people!"

The Sand Walker Chieftain's body jolted as the stone giant pointed at him, but he quickly got himself under control. It was just a coincidence, it had to be. There was no way he was discovered so quickly.

But then came a sudden flash of light, and his sleeve burst open with steam and smoke.

"AARGH!" A shout escaped his mouth before he even had the chance to contain it. Pain! So much pain! And it all came out of nowhere! A perfectly round hole was burned through his clothes, and underneath was a gaping wound of charred flesh, straight to the bone!

"Chief! You are still not answering me, Chief!" Gerald's voice carried a mocking undertone. "Are you sure you want to do this? Eh, Chief?"

The Chieftain gritted his teeth and looked at the source of the voice. There was no doubt, somehow the man knew. But not all was over. He still had his left hand. If only he coul-

"AARGH!" Another searing pain and another puff of smoke erupted from his body, this time from his left leg.

And as if that wasn't enough, a cold voice spoke right beside his ear.

"Are you deaf? When I said I'll kill you, I meant it."

The Chieftain jerked around, striking with his weapon, only to strike empty air. There was nobody behind him. It must have been the wind.

He was sweating, bleeding, and shaking in fear, all at once.

"Last chance!" Came a thundering voice. At the same time spheres of flames started forming around the stone giant.

"No, wait! We'll leave!" The Chieftain shouted, his mouth moving faster than his mind could act. "We'll leave right now and never return!"

The rest of the Sand Walkers were confused and angry, but as they turned around and saw the state of their leader, they nearly had a stroke!

Why does the chief look like he has just seen a ghost, and why was he bleeding?! They quickly gathered around him and helped him stand, which he had difficulties doing by himself.

"GO!" Came the last warning, accompanied by a Greater Fireball that struck the ground just a few meters away from them. The fiery explosion had blasted rocks and sand and served as a final warning should anyone try to do anything stupid.

With unwillingness in their eyes and hate in their hearts, the Sand Walkers left with heavy steps. And as soon as they disappeared behind the first sand dune, Gerald's Golem Armor collapsed together with him inside.
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                [Sand Worm, based on my prior experience, should be considered to be a creature of high Class 4. Covered with hard scales, its body is completely impervious to the natural dangers in the environment. However, if attacked in the mouth with great Fire magic, it is possible to wound…]

Gerald held a notebook while recording his experiences. He finally had some time to himself, so he took this opportunity to relax and focus on his more analytical side. Recording the creatures he met in a book was something that just had to be done.

If nothing else he might as well fill the gaps in knowledge people of Myrtana had.

He was currently sitting in a saddle under a shade made of white fabric while riding a lizard across the Great Desert.

In some strange twist of fate, the mounts Dug hired were actually Earth Dragons. It hadn't been even half a year since he lost his hand to one of them, and now he was actually riding it.

To say he felt no emotion towards the beast would be a lie, however, he has long since come to terms with his situation, so it was fine. And besides, it wasn't like they were responsible for it.

They were simple beasts of burden that served as temporary mounts to carry them across this scorching wasteland. Counting him, there were ten men in total, each riding his own Earth Dragon while they made their way further south.

After the Sand Walkers left and Gerald collapsed, the people of the Wailing Canyon took care of him like he was some sort of mythical hero.

Gerald felt awkward with all the attention, but he nonetheless let them take care of his wounds and took that opportunity to rest and recover.

After everything was prepared and he could walk again, they departed a few days later. Their group shrank once again as one of the warriors was in a bad shape and couldn't travel, so they left him back in the canyon to recover.

Rolf promised to take care of him, so the guy should be in good hands.

And now they all rode on top of these giant lizards, creatures made for heat and dry sand. But as only Dug steered his mount and the rest simply followed in a line, they had plenty of free time on their hands.

After finishing taking notes, Gerald decided to try Cultivating once again. Despite the body recovering quite quickly, his Soul lagged behind. The damage was great, and as his Soul was getting bigger, it also took longer to heal.

He decided to speed up the process manually.

Closing his eyes, he gradually sank into his mind, beginning the meditation required for Cultivation.

The mist-like black Soul slowly appeared in his mind's eye, with all its damaged, torn, and corrupted-looking parts.

He didn't think it was possible, but it seemed even worse than the last time. Many small tears and cracks crisscrossed the entire surface as if something was trying to pull it apart.

Perhaps it wasn't just his imagination. Quite possibly this was the effect of exerting himself over the limit multiple times, damaging his Soul in the process. It didn't seem to be affecting him much, but that's because his Soul was rapidly expanding, growing faster than the damage itself.

However, this expansion was filthy and unguided. Like a bodybuilder during a dirty bulking season, he wasn't watching what he ate. And now he was all bloated and feeling like shit.

Oh, and the few hundred Souls of the Sand Walkers he just recently finished absorbing also didn't help to sort out this mess. He could still feel their emotions and fragmented thoughts and memories that were slowly decaying into nothing.

No matter who or what was originally responsible for this mess, the responsibility was now on him to fix it. And so he did, or at least, tried to.

First things first, he tried condensing his Soul a tiny bit. Currently, its density was way too low to even do anything.

After doing that, as the misty body was compressed, he started kneading it like a piece of dough. All the damaged, corrupted, or straight-up rotting-looking pieces were separated from the healthy specks and moved to the exterior.

In his mind, his Soul was like a sphere, and he tried to extract the bad parts while leaving the core as clear as possible. It was difficult and time-consuming.

As if trying to separate bread dough from dirt and stones after it fell on a gravel road and was then driven over by a convoy of trucks, Gerald's task was anything but simple.

It was grueling work that took a lot of patience and concentration to be effective

After what could be considered 10% of the work was complete, he suddenly felt someone shaking his body and waking him up from the trance he was in.

As he felt his consciousness returning to the outside world, about a quarter of his work came undone mere moments after his control was removed, like a rubber band after having tension on it released, it tried to return to its original state.

Four steps forward, one step back.

It happened for the second time already, having been rudely awoken in midst of Cultivation, and Gerald was pissed.

But then he noticed it was already dark outside. An entire day already went by and he hadn't even noticed!

"Gerald? Sorry to wake you up, but I thought you might want to eat something…" Dug handed him a bowl of warm broth with an apologetic smile.

"And the lizard was getting restless with you still sitting on it."

Gerald nodded absentmindedly and took the bowl wordlessly. His head felt odd and he was somewhat groggy. Possibly the consequence of an interrupted Cultivation. He jumped down from the lizard and then joined the group by the fire.

While the guys chatted merrily as they ate, he didn't feel like talking as his mind was elsewhere.

It took him most of the day to clear out a just tenth of his Soul, so if he focused only on Cultivation it should take about a week to finish that step. Two weeks if he did it only during the daytime. He had to sleep too since the entire process was quite exhausting.

And if he got continuously disrupted, it might take even three weeks or a month in the worst case.

He did feel slightly better though. It seemed that pushing the bad parts to the edge of his Soul was the right move. At least it wasn't aching as much anymore.

They still had a few days of travel ahead of them before arriving at the Fiery Plateau where the Phoenix was last sighted. Or at least, that was the last information Dug got. Quite possibly the bird already moved away from the area and they would have to search for it.

Optimistically they would need about two weeks before even attempting an attack. Dug and Gustav didn't share more than that. As to how they were planning to fight the legendary bird, they didn't say. But they seemed confident, and Gerald didn't particularly care, so…

He decided to take a good long nap and then start Cultivating early in the morning the following day, hopefully achieving some good progress.
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                The following day started much like any other.

The sun rose from the east way too early as always, stabbing with its bright sun rays in the eyes of the sleeping folk.

Gerald grumbled in his sleep and rolled over to avoid the light, only to land with his face deep in the sand.

"Puah! Okay, fine! I'm awake!" he shouted towards the sky after clearing his nose and mouth of the filthy dirt and grains of silicon. He slept well, just not long enough.

As the rest of the gang woke up, they went to take care of their bodily needs and then rapidly packed the camp and took down the tents that protected them from the cold night.

The breakfast they had on the move as the time was short and they had to go. The lizards had their own feed prepared by their master and packed to carry with them. After a few quick bites, they were ready.

Gerald then explicitly warned the group against waking him up unless it was absolutely necessary. Dug, despite not knowing what was going on, readily agreed. They were just going to be traveling in a straight line for the entire day anyway.

And so, having eaten well and drank plenty of water, Gerald took a relatively comfortable position in the saddle on top of his Earth Dragon and started Cultivating. His mind sank deep inside him, all the way down to his core where his Soul was anchored.

It didn't change from the night prior. It was still in bad shape and corrupted, tainted by all the filth he unwittingly absorbed in prior battles. He was still clueless as to why he had this unusual ability, but having nothing to go on, he couldn't even speculate.

And now he was back, faced with the nasty figure that was his Soul. The broken chunks and torn corrupted pieces tried to establish an equilibrium, equally spreading across his entire being. He could feel their force, the call for chaos.

Not much was needed to keep it at bay and he could move wherever he wanted with ease, but it was not enough. He had to eradicate the disease, the corruption, and the fragments of other beings that tried to take over his Soul, like monsters from a nightmare.

He worked hard, moving them further away, piece by piece, separating the healthy from the blighted. A simple guess would put his Soul at 50% pure versus 50% tainted.

It was a long road ahead of him, but he did it with glee. Especially since he was feeling better with each piece of filth moved further away from his core.

It was like a drowning man slowly gaining the ability to breathe again. It was not much, especially since he only did it for the second time yesterday, and now the third. He couldn't wait until it was all done. Perhaps then he could truly begin Cultivating for real, instead of just cleaning up the mess of the past.

Some hours later he awoke by himself. He felt tired, however, the grogginess he experienced the other two times was nowhere to be found. The progress also didn't slip back, and instead remained at about 20%. It was going well.

But the concentration was still too great for him to sustain it for an entire day. it was now barely a few hours past noon and he was already exhausted. It was also really hot, with barely any wind, so he looked into his Ring to get himself something refreshing to drink.

And would you know it, his thoughts landed upon the white crystalline spheres he found in the Phoenix Temple way back then. He had already forgotten about them, and for a good reason too.

He had absolutely no clue what they were!

Magic, explosions, hammer strikes, nothing seemed to budge these things. From his standpoint, they were simply indestructible ornaments that shone in the sun.

He took them out and examined them up close.

Was it perhaps somehow connected to Cultivation? It was found in a Phoenix Temple after all. Surely it had at least something to do with it.

Gerald scratched his chin. It was possible, he just had to find out how to make it work.

Some artifacts required Mana to awaken, but he tried that already and it didn't budge. It even rejected his energy as it was clearly not something it needed.

'Maybe, just maybe… What if it had to do something with the Soul?' The thought suddenly crossed Gerald's mind. That's something he didn't try yet.

'If I can somehow send a piece of my Soul inside…' The only problem was that the actual Soul was firmly anchored in the body, and could not leave it under any circumstances.

The Aura, the sphere of influence, the light membrane, or whatever it was called was the only thing that could expand and be in direct contact with the outside world.

Holding it in his hand, he tried to approach the sphere with a piece of his Soul.

It didn't work. There was absolutely no reaction.

Then he brought the sphere to his chest and tried to establish contact that way. It also didn't work.

The Soul was equally spread out throughout the body, except for the head where it was about a hundred times more concentrated. It made sense as that's where the consciousness originated.

He placed the white crystal sphere on his forehead and closed his eyes. The Soul swirled around inside him on its own and slowly moved towards the outside.

As soon as a part of his Soul passed through the bone and gathered beneath the outside layer of his skin, the orb suddenly reacted.

It felt like a bolt of lightning striking Gerald straight in the face, trying to bore through his skull and into his mind.

His entire being was thrown up by such an immensely painful feeling that he fell off his seat and into the sand while throwing the orb as far away as he could.

The sudden excruciating pain made him lose himself as he roared at the top of his lungs, back arched, legs kicking around wildly, and held his head.
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                Dug and the rest quickly turned their mounts around and rushed towards Gerald.

The sudden shouts and screams of pain came out of nowhere and they thought they were under attack. However, as they tried to calm him down and see what was wrong, they were confused.

Gerald didn't have any visible wounds or bruises, and he also seemed to be calming down rapidly.

But, a while later when his situation seemed to have stabilized, his expression remained... odd. A blank stare adorned Gerald's face as his lifeless eyes now pierced into the distance.

He still had a pulse and was breathing normally, he was just completely unresponsive. Light, movement, sound, even pain... he reacted to none of it. It was as if his mind shut down all of a sudden, leaving him in an uncanny state between consciousness and unconsciousness.



Gerald was dead.

Or at least, that's what he felt liket. His mind was currently a bloody mess.

When his Soul touched the orb, his mind suddenly experienced so much pain that he thought he was really going to die. Nothing he ever felt before came even close, and he even felt what could only be described as his Soul leaving his body.

What only lasted a second in reality felt like endless centuries to him. And now he was trapped in his own mind, unable to leave, buried deep beneath the surface, where the origin of his life was stored.

He was currently staring at the black mist, completely speechless. His Soul… It… It was split apart. Straight down the middle, nearly bisecting his Soul was a crack, edges burning and crumbling off into dust, like a tall building after a fire.

A third of it was gone. A third of his Soul simply evaporated, disappeared, gone in the blink of an eye. It was simply wiped from existence in that split second.

He could not believe it. Months of battles, thousands of mortal Souls, simply gone just like that. What kind of insanity did those orbs contain?! It came like a bolt of lightning that could kill hundreds in a blink of an eye, and tried to do… something.

Despite experiencing it, he had no clue what happened. It was too fast, too painful.

The only thing he knew, was that that thing, whatever it was, tried to somehow merge with him. And he permitted it. Without a second thought. What insanity!

A trout trying to swallow a whale, that's what that was. And now he was staring at the result of his recklessness, the decaying remnants of his Soul. Split nearly in half…

He didn't know why, but he felt that if he let the two pieces separate, he would die. Why did he feel so? Would it really happen? He didn't know, but he didn't plan on finding out. It was time for action!

He gathered his wits and quickly began reshaping the mist. The burning and decaying parts didn't seem to be planning of stopping any time soon, so he had to buy himself some time.

He shifted the smoldering parts towards the outside layer where they could burn off the corrupted parts of his Soul first. It hurt so much! Every movement was accompanied by excruciating pain, but he knew he was doing the right thing.

Isolate the damage, and preserve the healthy parts, that was his mission.

After what felt like an eternity, his core was repaired, and the crack closed. His Soul shrunk down quite a bit already, and then the decay made it even smaller. The only good thing was that at least half of the corrupted pieces burned off during the entire process, and his situation seemed to be stabilizing.

Whatever energy or what have you was left inside him was now nearly completely gone.

He did have some strange visions during this time, but they were just momentary pictures, mostly unclear and unrecognizable. But as quickly as they came, they were gone just the same. He didn't even remember anything about them, he just knew they happened.

"So many questions…"

He was completely exhausted. It was so long since he felt himself being so weak.

Sometime later, he felt himself dying, the feeling not coming from the Soul, but from the body. It was serious! He had to awaken!



Gerald slowly opened his eyes and was immediately blinded by bright light. Slowly, over painfully long minutes, he became accustomed to it and could distinguish some shapes.

His eyes were blurry at first, and he was thirsty. So thirsty and dehydrated that he even struggled to breathe. With but a thought, he quickly summoned water from his Ring… only for it to fall on the ground.

"Huh?" He quietly murmured. His Telekinesis didn't work for some reason, and he had no energy to even speak. His throat was parched, and his body felt like it was made out of lead.

He could not move a muscle.

Feeling the rhythmic movement of his body up and down, he realized something was under him, moving. But he had no energy to lift his body and look. He just remained like that, motionless, for who knows how long.

Slowly he felt his body waking up, and he could wiggle his fingers.

Weirdly, there was no magic he could use. It was completely blocked inside his body. It was not the first time he experienced it, but it made him extremely nervous nonetheless.

It seemed that the damage to his Soul was much more severe than he thought. It was becoming dangerous.

He once again gathered the little bit of focus that his mind was currently capable of, and this time summoned a bit of water directly into his mouth.

Despite quite a bit of it spilling out, it felt so nice drinking a sip of cool water on such a hot day. It was barely enough to moisten his throat but felt so heavenly.

He waited some more time as the energy was gradually returning to his limbs, all while slowly drinking sips of water every few minutes. He felt so tired all the while, and only his stubbornness kept him awake.

It was towards the evening, when the air cooled down, and the sun was low on the horizon, that he finally gathered enough strength to lift himself up. It was a monumental task. Just moving slightly required him to use all his willpower, as if he spent the last month motionless in a coma.

"Ugh…" He groaned.

He was currently on some sort of improvised bed on top of the Earth Dragon. Looking around, he noticed the rest of the gang riding their own mounts, and they didn't yet seem to have noticed him waking up yet.

The men all looked tired and exhausted from constant travel under the hot sun, and the small shade made of white cloth under which they sat didn't seem to help much to brighten their mood.

A while later they stopped and began setting the camp for the night.

The cold of the night helped in giving Gerald a bit more strength as he didn't feel like his entire being was being cooked in an oven anymore. One of the warriors noticed him sitting upright, and quickly notified the boss.

"Gerald!" Dug came running, clearly relieved to see him awake. "Oh, thank the gods, we nearly thought you were dead!"
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                "Dug… What happened?" Geral asked weakly. His memories became a bit scrambled after nearly half of his Soul was destroyed. He couldn't be sure anymore if his brain still worked properly or if it sustained some damage.

He needed some answers.

"What happened? Well… To be honest, I don't really know," Dug scratched his head awkwardly. "All I know is that you suddenly shouted out of nowhere and then fainted before we could do anything."

"Yes, and you were unconscious for nearly three days," Gustav, who also came to see him, added.

"Here, you dropped this." Dug took a white orb out of his pouch and handed it to Gerald.

It was the same thing that led to this incident, so Gerald hesitated at the sight of the orb as it still carried significant weight in his heart. He carefully extended his hand to touch it.

There was no reaction from the orb whatsoever. He exhaled a nervous breath.

"Thank you," Gerald said and took the orb. He quickly stored it away in case it tried to connect with him again. He didn't want to die just by touching a spherical white crystal.

"What happened to you? I tried to figure it out, but you didn't seem to have sustained any injuries…"

"I honestly don't know myself…" Gerald answered. It was true, he had just a few guesses, and nothing was certain. He might have just imagined those weird things while unconscious.

"Well, just take some time to rest, you look awful," Dug told him and patted him on the back. "We should reach the Fiery Plateau in a few days, so you don't have to worry, just rest and recover."



Gerald took Dug's advice to heart and laid back down. In truth, he was really tired. He just wanted to sleep for a few days and not worry about anything.

Doing a small experiment, he realized that his magic was trapped inside his body, or contained just a few millimeters around it. Anything more and it would just collapse, so unstable was his Soul at the moment.

It was best if he didn't force himself, lest he sustains even worse injuries.

Luckily he could still access the Ring, so he had enough to eat or drink for weeks. And so, after having a bit of food and water, exhaustion came over him and he fell into a peaceful sleep.

When he woke up, the sun was already high in the sky. He reluctantly got up and made a few stretches to stimulate his muscles. He felt slightly better than the day before and could already move without major issues, though his strength was nowhere near his peak.

He was currently probably weaker than even before being transported into this world. The rapid change was painful, and it kinda sucked.

But he couldn't do much to help it. He could only wait and hope that his body would slowly fix itself over time.

The only thing he could do now to help was to meditate and Cultivate while trying to fix his Soul. If King Robart could repair himself, there was no reason Gerald couldn't do the same.

It was just that he was currently quite weak, and Cultivation required a lot of energy and concentration, something he was currently lacking. So at best he could slowly try to make things better, one tiny step at a time.

And so he did.

But now that his life wasn't in immediate danger, he was more careful when dealing with the topic of his Soul. He was also much gentler when moving it around as every movement was accompanied by a sharp pain. It was like a sensitive and inflamed open wound.

And yet he did it. Slowly moving the pieces here and there, while trying to mend them back together with Mana.

He didn't have much success though.

The compressed Mana required to fix the Soul required a Soul strong enough to compress it in the first place! He quickly realized he was stuck in a god damn loop! Leaving a Soul to recover naturally was so damn slow in comparison!

Maybe absorbing a few dead Souls could help him heal faster, but that way he would bring in more corruption as well. It was something he didn't want to do, especially after going through such a traumatic event that just cleared out most of it.

For proper Cultivation, the Soul had to be refined until pure, and corrupting it further would be counterproductive.

"Maaaaan… This is so hard!" Gerald complained loudly after returning his consciousness to the outside world. Only about an hour went by and he was already completely drained. Talk about a lack of stamina!

The air was warm, the sun was bright, and the land around them was so boring! Having nothing better to do, Gerald fell asleep again.

That's how he spent the next few days. He would cultivate for a little bit, eat, drink, sleep for a few hours, and repeat.

It was the peak of boredom, but also something he really needed at the moment. Just peace and rest for days on end.

That was, of course, until they finally saw their goal in the distance one day.

"Fiery Plateau! I can see it!" came an excited shout. After such a long road across the Great Desert, seeing the red rocky mountains rising above the sand in the distance gave the group of warriors renewed spirits.

"Woo-hoo! We've finally arrived! Finally!"

Excitement was contagious and quickly spread among the group. Morale was at an all-time high, and the boys were thirsty for blood.

Now they just had to find that damn bird, and bring it down!
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                A group of warriors rushed across the sand while riding massive lizards towards a mountain range. The natural red rocky formation was countless thousands of years old and had an absolutely flat surface, gaining the name Fiery Plateau.

It was at least a hundred kilometers long, and at least half as that wide.

Now the group made their way over there, scaling the perilous-looking cliffs and following a tight path carved into the stone, up to the peak.

As they make it to the top, a strong warm wind blows across them. A constant stream of heated air is one of the natural phenomena that prevent any life from taking root on the bare stone surface.

The place is bone-dry and barren as well as flat as far as the eye can see.

"This seems like a good place to dry some meat…" Gerald commented, feeling the dry air extract moisture from his lips.

"Yeah, and turn you into a mummy," Dug agreed. "Just a single day without water in this hellish place and you are done for."

They then rode the Earth Dragons further until they were far enough from the edge to feel safe. There they set camp, with the beasts providing a barrier and protecting them from the wind.

"Okay, now we have to make a plan…" Dug said after everything was set up and they were all gathered in a circle.

"We're going to split into teams of two and three so we can cover more ground quickly. The last sighting of the Phoenix was around these parts more than a month ago, so we can't be sure if it's still here."

He then added, "We'll split food and water equally and it should last us about a week or two if we use it sparingly…"

They proceeded to randomly form four groups of two or three men and then Dug distributed the goods among them.

"How are we going to communicate if we find the Phoenix?" Gerald asked. This place was huge, surely they had a way to relay the information?

Dug turned to Gustav, and the latter took a few stones from his pouch.

"These are the Sound-Transmission Runes," he said and handed each team one of them. "All four of them are interconnected, so we can all hear what's happening."

"Yes, but use it sparingly," Dug sternly warned. "They were really expensive and take a long time to recharge, so make sure to only use them in emergencies or when you find the target."

Then he handed over a scroll to each person.

"Take this, it's a Light Spell Scroll. But beware, it's not to be used in combat. It will only create a bright pillar of light in the sky so don't waste it during the day. When you find the Phoenix, contact the rest of us, and wait for the night before using the scroll." After giving out the instructions, Dug took out a map and looked over it once more.

It was all well and good, but Gerald was interested in something else.

"Hey, um… How are you planning to take down the Phoenix? I don't think the swords will do the trick," he said.

Dug lifted his gaze and gave him a mischievous smile. He place his hand into one of his pouches and took out an intricately-carved wooden box. The container was covered in golden Runes, but that's about it. Gerald couldn't discern anything more.

"And that's…?" he asked.

"A secret," Dug replied. He then returned the box back into his pouch and said nothing more.

"Can I ask what it is?" Gerald probed.

"Sure," Dug nodded. "You can ask, but I can't tell you, sorry."

Gerald rolled his eyes, "Okay then, what CAN you tell me?"

Dug shrugged his shoulders and smiled, "Not much really… I can just tell you that it contains a magical weapon specifically made to take down the mythical bird. It's also really expensive, but at the same time, can't be bought with money."

"A well-guarded secret, huh?"

"Yup!"

"Hmm…" Gerald considered the weight his words carried, and calculated the various possibilities and implications such secrets would imply. After mulling it over for a bit, he came to a ghastly realization.

He didn't care. Not even a little bit. Might as well not bother even asking.

"Okay, how confident are you at taking down the big bird?"

"50%," Dug shot out a number without even having to think for an instant.

"Only 50%?!" Gerald thought he was sometimes too optimistic, but this guy was really something else. 'A coin flip chance and he went on such a long and expensive expedition?! Even risking his life?! How can he even move in his daily life, with balls as big as that!'

But Dug didn't seem concerned, and the rest of the guys also didn't budge. Actually, it seemed they were proud of themselves as if the victory was guaranteed.

"That's actually really good odds for us. Usually, it's less than 10%. Not many are able to afford such good stuff," Gustav stated as a matter of fact.

"Alright, enough chit-chat. Let's get moving!" Dug then started delegating the area they would have to search through, "Group one, take the southwest, group two straight south, group three…"

Four groups soon split up and each went towards their section of the Fiery Plateau.

Gerald and his teammate rode the Earth Dragons in silence as the beast ran across the rocky surface and into the distance.

The giant footprints Earth Dragons made were quickly wiped off by the constant wind and sand, leaving the place clear of any traces of human activity.

That's why, when soon after another group of hunters came, and had set up their camp, before similarly splitting off in various directions, they were none the wiser.

The competition just became real, and they didn't even know it.
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                Gerald let his new teammate take the lead, while he closed his eyes and meditated.

As he was currently still incapable of using magic externally, he had to fix that problem as fast as possible. If they were going to fight some mythical beast for a few drops of precious blood, he had to be in his top shape.

And while the rest wished to find the Phoenix as soon as possible, he hoped it would take at least a few days to do so. Any extra time he got to recover was greatly appreciated.

As he pulled his consciousness back out a few hours later and looked around, he could swear they didn't move at all. The area around them was exactly the same as at the beginning.

Flat red stone, a few cracks here and there, with a bit of sand and dust sprinkled on top. It appeared no different.

But he knew that couldn't be the case. They were walking with significant haste for hours already and would reach the other side of the Fiery Plateau soon.

The fact that it all looked the same felt surreal to him. It was as if someone took a giant sword and simply cleaved off the top half of the mountain.

What kind of crazy power would be required to do such a thing? Gerald could already imagine a giant taking a magical blade that extended across the horizon, and slicing through stone as if through warm butter.

He shook his head. It was one crazy thought after another these days.

No way something like that could ever take place. Even with magic, such a thing was too exaggerated. Unless it was the work of a god. And not one of those phony gods that only worked in mysterious ways, but a real godly being of legend.

Gerald's mind went crazy with thoughts just before getting rudely interrupted.

"Gerald, sir... Look over there!" His teammate exclaimed and pointed not far away.

The place was exactly the same as the rest of the plateau. Red stone, with sand on top, just the ground was black and deformed in some places.

As they came close, the wind picked up and revealed the ground beneath. It was full of scorch marks and deep claw marks.

The grooves went a few centimeters into the rock, leaving undeniable proof that a powerful beast came here some time ago.

The two jumped off the Earth Dragons and examined the blackened stone.

The surface area had been molten not long ago as it was still smooth and not damaged by the elements.

"What do you think?" Gerald asked. It might have been the tracks of the Phoenix's activities, but he couldn't be sure.

The man didn't answer but instead went to check the area around it. Gerald followed after him in silence. They soon found some charred bones and remains of various animals strewn across the ground.

"Desert fox," the man said after a thorough examination. He sniffed the bones and then cracked open a few of them. "It is a few days old, maybe a week..."

They looked at each other.

"We just missed it..." Gerald spoke and kicked a few old broken bones. He was slightly disappointed.

"It's possible. Maybe it has a nest somewhere around here. We should split up and search."

It was a good suggestion, and Gerald agreed. "Meet up back here in an hour?" he asked.

The man agreed. They split up, but before leaving the site, the guy took a wooden contraption and placed it on top of a thin metal rod that he hammered into the ground.

As soon as he let it go, it oriented itself to the wind and started whistling loudly.

"It's a wind whistle, in case we get lost in a sandstorm," he explained.

"Nice," was all Gerald could say. It was quite a genius contraption. It was even loud enough to be heard over the constant sound of the wind blowing over the rocks.

It could be heard from hundreds of meters away, so they didn't have to worry they would miss it in case of low visibility.

As they split up, they each went the opposite way. They did so while riding the Earth Dragons for a better view and also to cover the area quicker.

Gerald, no matter how hard he tried, was unable to find any clues. He saw a few scratches reminding him of bird talons on the rocks, but those could be made by the Phoenix just as easily as any other being just a few days ago, or they could be as ancient as a few centuries.

Nothing changed up here. The top of the Fiery Plateau was isolated from the rest of the Great Desert and forces of nature such as Sand Worms, leaving only sun and wind to break down the bedrock.

Having been unsuccessful in his search, Gerald went back. On his way to the meeting point, he picked up the sounds of the wind whistle, though it sounded much louder and more sporadic than before.

He quickly made his mount run faster and arrived back in a few short minutes. There he saw his teammate blowing the whistle manually like a maniac.

"Hey! What is happening? Did you find anything?" Gerald shouted at him while still far away.

"Yes! I think I found it! It looks like a nest, but I'm not 100% sure."

"Really?!"

"I'm pretty sure, yes! I didn't yet look at it up close since I ran back as soon as possible so we can examine it together," the man explained, speaking rapidly and with excitement.

"Alright then, let's go!" Gerald replied. "Go ahead, I'm right behind you. Let's get this Phoenix already!"

They quickly rode on top of their lizard mounts and into the sunset.



The two soon came to a place on the rocky plateau that was not like the others.

Massive boulders, up to two meters high, were piled in a circle and partially fused together, appearing to have once had a molten outside layer.

Gerald quickly ran to check it up close, and his teammate followed.

It was already evening by the time they arrived at the possible nest, and the sun rays became increasingly less energetic and sparse.

The rocks that made the bowl-shaped structure on the ground radiated significantly more heat than the surrounding bedrock. In fact, the red rock underneath already started to slightly cool down by the cold wind that came with the approaching night, however, the nest was still painfully hot to the touch even though it had a bigger surface area and should thus be cooling faster.

"Say, you didn't see any creature flying around the sky when you first found this, did you?" Gerald asked the warrior beside him.

"I didn't," the man immediately answered. "As soon as I saw it, I went back to get you."

"Then, is it possible that a fiery creature might have been resting here not long ago? Just before we came here, perhaps?" Gerald thought out loud.

He was fairly certain that this was the nest of the Phoenix, but he couldn't be 100%. He climbed over the hot boulders and went to see what was inside.

It was empty for the most part, with the exception of a few pieces of whatever sat there not long ago.

"We need to leave, now!" Gerald suddenly said and pulled the guy towards the lizards.

"Why, what's happening?"

In response, Gerald showed him a tiny feather, fully red and orange, that was producing a small amount of heat.

He then pointed at the sky, "Don't you think that star is a bit early?"

Up there, a bright dot was the first one to appear, announcing a stary night. Some might even say it was right above them, a good sign of things to come.

"Is it just me or is it moving?" the warrior said while frowning.

"You got it," Gerald confirmed his suspicion. "Now let's go, come, we need to get away from this place!"

As the two jumped in the saddle, the bright star in the sky suddenly accelerated, leaving a short streak of light after itself. Then it made a U-turn and dove down somewhere behind the horizon.

"Holy shit was that the Phoenix?!"

"Most likely," Gerald answered. He then beckoned, "Call Dug and tell him what we found. Tell him to get his ass over here as quickly as possible. This beast might not be here for long."

The man nodded and took the Sound Transmission Rune out of his pocket. After fumbling about for a bit, he got it to work. The stone produced a mist-like distortion above it and connected to the other Rune on the other side of the plateau.

The countless micro-portals that were created were just good enough to let some low-quality sound through, allowing for instant communication across long distances.

It might have been an impressive piece of magitech, but Gerald was not impressed. The quality of the sound was the worst he has ever heard, distorting it so much that it was barely recognizable anymore.

And yet, after a few minutes of shouting back and forth, the news of the possible Phoenix's nest was received in its entirety.

Now they just had to wait a bit longer for the sky to darken some more and use the spell scroll Dug gave them.

Leaving small marks on the ground, Gerald and his companion left the nest so as to not scare the mighty beast away. They had to wait for the entire gang to come to have any chance of taking it down.

After a while when they were far enough away from the nest, they stopped and fed the Earth Dragons and at the same time set up some simple tents.

As darkness came over the land, the spell scroll was finally activated, and the paper was disintegrated in a flash of light, replaced by a shining pillar that reached high into the sky.

It was probably visible from hundreds of kilometers away and remained shining for a good few minutes.

Now, the only thing they had to do was to wait for the rest of the gang to reach them and they could begin. But since it was going to take quite a bit of time, Gerald and the other guy decided to take a nap and rest through the night.



In the early morning hours, when it was still dark outside, the Runestone buzzed with energy, and Dug's voice reached them and woke them up.

They activated their scroll, and based on its position, Gerald was able to give them the direction they had to take to reach them.

A few hours later they saw a group of beasts running across the plateau, and a while later, the entire gang was back together.

"Where is the nest," was the first thing the excited Dug asked as he jumped off his mount. Despite not sleeping for an entire day and night, he didn't look at all tired.

"It's about ten minutes that way," Gerald pointed. "It seemed the bird was on a night hunt, not sure if it came back already. Oh, and here, I found this feather inside ."

He handed the fluffy feather over to Dug.

"Yes, yes! That definitely belongs to the Phoenix! Just feel the heat coming off of it, amazing!" Dug was excited.

The most expensive part of the mythical creature was its blood, but even simple feathers were worth a fortune.

They automatically siphoned Mana from the air and produced a tiny bit of heat for years! They were perfect for making a comfortable bed, or clothes for harsh winters.

It was extremely valuable material for those that lived in the cold north.

"Oh, man! We are going to be rich!"

            

    
        Ch. 335 The Hunt Begins

    
    
    
    
                In the early morning, the scouts confirmed the nest truly belonged to the Phoenix. After the night hunt, it was now peacefully sleeping inside, giving them the best opportunity to strike.

The group of warriors started preparing all the necessary equipment immediately.

Space pouches were emptied and out came bits and pieces of metal and wood that were then quickly assembled into a powerful ballista.

The weapon was then mounted on the biggest Earth Dragon and tested a few times to confirm it was working properly. The guys then prepared various potions among other things and shared them among themselves according to previously agreed-upon roles.

Gustav conjured a thick metal net from somewhere and loaded it into the specially-made ballista. The thing quickly started gathering frost on the surface, making Gerald lift an eyebrow in surprise.

"It's enchanted with Eternal Frost," Dug explained after noticing his reaction. "It's the only way to make sure it doesn't melt under the heat."

"Makes sense," was Gerald's reply. Although they couldn't be sure the Phoenix could melt through steel, it was better to be on the safe side.

After confirming it all worked as it should, the enchanted net was stored in one of the Space Pouches so as not to waste Mana. There was unfortunately no other simple way to stop the enchantment from working constantly.

Sometime later, after everything was prepared and ready, and the plan was rehearsed a few times, the group sprang into action.

At first, just a few people went towards the nest to scout it out, to confirm everything was still as it should be, with the rest following some distance away in complete silence. It was their best chance if they wanted to succeed on the first try, otherwise, they would have to chase after the Phoenix through the desert.

The scouting party slowly advanced forward on foot as the big lizards were too loud for such a stealthy mission.

Minutes later, when they noticed the nest in the distance, they took out a much bigger metal net, this one unenchanted, and carefully carried it forward.

They all drank appropriate potions as they noticed a glow coming from the rocky circle, and got some Health Potions at the ready just in case.

The skin of warriors soon started producing a layer of mucus, giving the men decent protection from heat and flames. They had to drink a lot of water to sustain it though.

Closer and closer they came, already feeling the heat of the fire the Phoenix produced. The hearts of the vanguard beat hard in anticipation. They only had one chance! One mistake and it could all go to shit. They couldn't afford to make mistakes!

Giving a silent hand signal, Dug gestured for the group to stop. He nervously swallowed as his men silently carried the heavy metal net to the front. Just a few more steps... Just a few more seconds...

The suspense was killing them!

The creature inside started moving around just as the vanguard came to the rocky nest. In a panic, they hurled the net over the top and quickly hammered the solid metal anchors into the cracks in the bedrock.

Two or three strikes were all it took to push the custom-made spring arrowheads into the solid rock. It only took a few seconds, and yet to the men there, it felt like an eternity. They would be drenched in sweat due to the heat and stress if they weren't already covered with fire-resistant mucus.

As soon as the job was done, one of them blew a whistle, and at that moment, the rest of the gang charged forth on Earth Dragons, weapons at the ready.

Skreee!

An angry cry came from the nest as the beast felt the net getting tangled in its feathers. It tried to tear it apart, but the more it moved, the more tangled it became.

Infuriated, it started crashing around while spewing flames in every direction. Powerful talon strikes were accompanied by the scorching heat of the inferno as the Phoenix cracked the stones and tore pieces of its prison apart.

The steel was already super hot, glowing yellow, and a few pieces already melted or were torn apart under the power of the giant bird.

30 seconds. Not even 30 seconds went by, and already the expensive metal net was completely falling apart. Luckily Dug and the gang have already come close enough.

Gustav was currently on top of his mount, holding the ballista steady, with the Frost Net already loaded and ready!

"Get ready!" Dug shouted, standing on top of his lizard, preparing some kind of magic. "We have this one chance!"

"I know!" Gustav shouted back and took aim. They were just a few meters away, and the wood that was a part of the ballista already started smoldering from the heat.

"It's now or never! Do it!"

Tang!

The weapon was fired, and the net flew straight and true. But despite doing everything perfectly, due to the sporadic movements of the bird, it only caught one wing.

Still, that was good enough. The sharp hooks on the net quickly sunk deep beneath the skin and got stuck, fixing the right wing to the chest of the Phoenix.

Now it couldn't fly away anymore! It was a massive success! Now they just had to carefully tire out the bird and victory would be theirs!

Gerald honestly felt somewhat useless. He couldn't use magic externally and he also didn't want to get his clothes burned, so he stayed far away and just watched. They were doing just fine without him.

Granted, it didn't look like it yet, but they were slowly winning, it was just a matter of time. A war of attrition, as some would say.

Too bad this perfect plan was suddenly rudely interrupted, and by the most unlikely situation nonetheless.

"Argh!"

A warrior riding next to Gerald suddenly collapsed from the saddle and fell to the ground. A fresh arrow was sticking out of his back shoulder.

Gerald quickly jerked his head around, just in time to see a projectile flying straight at his face! He lifted his hand on instinct, making the arrow harmlessly bounce off his reinforced skin.

An instant later, another arrow came flying, but this time he caught it mid-flight and crushed it between his fingers.

"Alright! Who the fuck is the dumbass that-!"

His shout was cut short as another arrow smashed into his face.
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                A foreign force suddenly disrupted the intricate battle between the enraged Phoenix and Dug's men.

With powerful crossbows in hand, a group of hunters came charging at them while shooting all the while.

"Who the hell is that?! And are they... riding Minecrawlers?!" Gerald exclaimed.

But he was wrong. Although the beasts looked similar, they were, in fact, not the same. The beasts, known by the name Sandcrawlers, had light brown stomachs and dark brown chitin armor everywhere else.

Their feet were also much flatter and spread out to allow walking on soft soil, and their mandibles weren't nearly as dangerous looking as those of their close cousins that lived deep underground.

They quickly skittered across the red rock as they spread out in a semi-circle around them.

"What the fuck! Where did these bandits come from?!" Dug erupted in anger. Now was the most crucial moment in battle. The Phoenix was still tangled in the net and was getting pelted from all sides, yet still wasn't going down.

If they gave it time to recover, it would be impossible to kill!

"Damn it!" Dug gritted his teeth. From all the possible things that could go wrong, who even imagined they would get attacked by a rival group of hunters?! And at the exact wrong time too!

"How did they even find us?! We are literally in the middle of nowhere!"

But then realization hit him. "Oh, right, the light pillar…"

"Ah! Boss, we can't do this! Fighting just the Phoenix was hard, and now…" one of the men shouted as he hid behind a newly erected stone wall. His magic was pretty much useless in battle, but over the years he made enough effort to learn a few defensive spells.

Now he was glad he spent all those long days training when his friends were having fun with ladies of the night. At least now he could protect himself from arrow fire. A few short chants and a stone wall was formed.

And not a moment too soon, either.

An arrow whizzed by just above his head and smashed into the stone nest behind him. But the situation was quickly escalating. The flames behind him were becoming increasingly hotter as the Phoenix raged, tangled in the magic net.

It was getting too dangerous to stay that close, even with the fire-resistant mucus running down his face.

"Damn it!" Dug cursed and took out the fancy box. "I was really hoping I wouldn't need to use it!"

He opened it and took out what was inside. A massive light-blue crystal appeared in his hands, filled to the brim with Mana. Intricate golden runes were carved on its surface, revealing the extreme value the thing had to have.

"Just one spell, but who do I use it on?!" Dug hesitated. He was quickly looking back and forth between the group of desert bandits that surrounded them and the Phoenix.

He had to choose one. Either kill the newcomers or the fiery bird. Both choices were bad, and he had hoped he wouldn't have to make the choice.

Wish granted!

An arrow came flying at him, striking right between the armor plates and piercing his flesh under the armpit. The sudden strike and flash of pain made him exclaim in pain as he dropped the crystal from his grasp.

At the same time, the Phoenix shot out a ring of flames from its body and managed to break through the encirclement. Despite not being able to fly, the bird was still fast as it ran, quickly disappearing from their reach.

"Stop it!" Dug shouted. Anger welled up within him as he aggressively pulled the arrow out and chugged a potion. One disaster after another. Just when he thought something was finally going their way, this happened.

Unfortunately for them, the bandits surrounded them and didn't let them chase after the bird.

"Kill them all, quickly! No mercy!" Gustav hollered and took charge. The rest of the warriors capable of battle also got on their feet and counterattacked.

Gerald was in a dilemma. On one hand, he wanted to help these guys, but then again, the Phoenix was right there!

'What to do, what to do?!'

"Ah, screw it!" He jumped off the lizard and knelled near the guy that was shot first. He yanked the arrow out of his back and stuffed a Health Potion and a Stamina Potion down his throat. As the guy came to, he took a bunch of scrolls out of his Ring and stuffed them in the guy's hand.

"Do you know how to use them?" he asked in a loud and urgent voice.

"What…? Yes, I do!" came the reply as the guy nodded.

"Good!" Gerald pulled him up and pointed, "Take those guys out, I'm going after the Phoenix!"

He then jumped back in the saddle and kicked the Earth Dragon with his heels.

"Make sure you don't die!" he shouted as his mount picked up speed and ran in the waddling kind of manner, stereotypical of the giant lizards.

"Will do!" the guy shouted back and then looked at the many scrolls in his possession. He squeezed his fist and looked at the enemies. "We might just make it after all…" he murmured.

"Wait for me! Let's kick some bandit ass!" he shouted and tore the first scroll.

***

The quick burst of speed the Earth Dragon was capable of was quite amazing. The Phoenix was quickly becoming bigger in Gerald's eyes as they were gaining ground.

But the big lizard wasn't a marathon runner, it was an ambush predator that relied on quick bursts of speed to hunt.

As such it quickly became slower as its stamina was depleted. Walking for the entire day was fine, but a full-on sprint could be sustained for only a few dozen seconds.

"Damn it, don't give up on me now!" Gerald exclaimed after noticing his mount stop to catch its breath. "It's right there, let's go!" he urged.

But the Earth Dragon was done. He slowed down to a crawl and just walked the rest of the way.

"Fuck! If only I could fly, that's so annoying!"

Having no other option, Gerald even considered running himself. Surely he could be faster than this fat lizard walking. He could just drink a Stamina Potion and…

"Wait… A Stamina Potion…? What if…?"

He got a crazy idea, and it was worth a try.

He jumped off and took out ten vials and gave them to the lizard to drink.

"I seriously hope this works…" he murmured. He wasn't sure if Earth Dragon biology was compatible with human alchemy, but he had no other choice. Now he just had to sit tight and wait.

And indeed, soon the lizard became much more active. It began with light shaking and swinging of the tail, and soon the beast picked up speed by itself and began running.

"Yes, yes! Go, go, go! Run after that stinky bird! Go!" Gerald encouraged it with his shouts.

Soon the Earth Dragon was speeding across the Fiery Plateau, leaving a trail of dust and sand rising into the sky behind them.

As they came closer, the Phoenix immediately noticed them and started firing off fireballs and bursts of flames in their general direction. But with the Earth Dragon's new super speed, they avoided it all without a problem.

They were already close enough to clearly hear the beast's angry screeches, and yet Gerald still urged his mount to get closer. As they came within shouting distance, he prepared to do something crazy, something he had meant to do for a long time but couldn't.

He took a deep breath, flexed his muscles, and then shouted at the top of his lungs.

"We've been trying to reach you about your car's extended warranty!"
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                Gerald took a deep breath, flexed his muscles, and then shouted at the top of his lungs.

"Mister Phoenix! Please wait! I'm not trying to hurt you!"

The big bird didn't seem to have heard him, or at least it didn't show any reaction. Perhaps it just didn't care. It simply continued to run further while spewing flames everywhere in an attempt to stop the pursuit.

But Gerald rode on an Earth Dragon! The beast was highly resistant to flames due to its sleek scales and thick hide. Even if a few fiery tongues licked its body, it didn't even feel it.

And so the chase continued. Gerald kept shouting, trying to get the Phoenix to listen to him. "I'm not your enemy! Come on, stop running for a moment, I can help you!"

"Lies!" the Phoenix suddenly shouted back and turned, spitting fire out of its beak.

But Gerald was already expecting this. He rapidly tore a scroll and tossed it towards the flames. A powerful gust of wind blew, dispersing the fire and leaving him unharmed.

"Come on, I never attacked you! At least give me a chance to explain my proposal!"

"You were among the ones that attacked me! I saw you!" The Phoenix rebutted, anger clear in its tiny black eyes. The flames on its feathers flared up as it said so, and another gust of flame was sent toward Gerald.

Utilizing the same strategy as before, Gerald dispersed the attack. "I never did you any harm! In fact, I was waiting for the right moment to save you! Come on, you couldn't expect me to go against more than ten people at once?!"

Most of it was untrue. It would be best if the bird died, but since that didn't seem likely anymore, he had to try another strategy. Persuasion.

"Here, look! I even brought something for you to show I'm serious!" At that moment, a flower appeared in his hand.

The Phoenix didn't trust a single word he said, but it couldn't help itself and took a look at what this gift was. And as the flower entered its sight, the fiery beast immediately stopped and froze on the spot, eyes glued on Gerald's hand.

"Ice Phoenix Magma Flower, ever heard of it?" Gerald grinned and stopped his hyperactive mount. He found the flower a long time ago, in a dormant volcano. Who knew he would later find a clue of its use in the Royal Library? Perhaps it was fate.

"You-! Where did you find it?! Give it to me!" The bird exploded with variously aggressive emotions and tried to peck at the flower.

"Hmph!" Gerald's eyebrows furrowed, and he activated the Elemental Avatar, empowering his body with magic. Despite it being quite painful due to the extensive damage his Soul was still under, he forced through and responded with a well-aimed punch.

Pow!

The flower disappeared back into the Ring, and the Phoenix got its head knocked to the side by the powerful strike. At the same time, Gerald was blown away by the recoil and landed gracefully on the ground a few meters away.

"Stop!" he hollered and took the Ice Phoenix Magma Flower back out. "One wrong move and I'm going to destroy it!" he warned. There was no hesitation in his voice and he was 100% serious.

"You-!" The Phoenix flared up and exploded with anger once more, and yet, it did not dare to move. "Miserable thief! Despicable human, you have no idea who you're messing with!" it postured and extended its wings, or tried to, rising high and looking at him from above like some great emperor.

"Your fragile body cannot sustain the power contained inside the flower, don't fool yourself! If you destroy it, you will be turned to ice and ash in seconds! And I'll be just fine here and laugh at your demise!" the Phoenix boasted.

"Then I guess you don't care if I destroy it, right?" Gerald said with an expressionless face and squeezed.

"NOOOOOO!" The Phoenix roared with all its emotions behind it and, took a step forward. It nearly had a heart attack as Gerald was ready to destroy the thorny flower.

But then it noticed a smirk. The despicable human's lips curved upward ever so slightly, and under that stone-cold expression was a look of mockery. The bluff was revealed.

"Hmph! To think you would play such games…"

"But it worked, didn't it?" Gerald grinned.

The Phoenix turned its head away, unwilling to show its expression of shame. "Name your price, human! What is it that you want?"

Mentally rubbing his hands together, Gerald secretly celebrated while still showing no expressions on the surface.

"I need some of your blood," he casually stated, being quite direct and blunt.

The Phoenix narrowed its little bird eyes and turned its head sideways. "My blood? How much is some?"

"A few vials would be enough," Gerald replied and showed an empty glass vial.

The Phoenix was suspicious, "That's it?" Something didn't sit well with it. "What games are you playing, human?"

Gerald shook his head and lifted his hands, trying to do his best to show his sincerity. "No games, I swear. Look, I'll even help you take off that enchanted net," he offered.

"Hmm…" The Phoenix still didn't trust him, and as Gerald took a few steps forward, the bird did the same, only backward.

"Oh, come on. You don't have to be afraid. I'm really not here to hurt you." His voice was calm and soothing, his movements slow and unaggressive. Since the fiery bird didn't want him to approach, he didn't force it. He just stood there and waited for the latter to do the first move.

"I… I'll trust you this once," the Phoenix began. "But if you try anything funny, I'll turn you to ash!"

"Okay, okay," Gerald agreed and tried to calm it down as he took steps closer, even going so far as to make himself appear smaller by lowering his head and appearing as non-threatening as possible.

As they came to an agreement, the oversized red chicken extended its bound wing, as far as it could, and let Gerald approach.

The flames on its body gradually retracted and Gerald could finally do his thing.
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                Gerald gripped the cold enchanted steel and concentrated.

The golden Runes drawn across the metal were constantly siphoning Mana from the environment and empowering the magic. He noticed small chunks of various crystals, the size of a grain of rice, spread throughout the surface of the net.

He didn't notice them before, but now they were quite clear. By the looks of it, the net wasn't going to run out of energy any time soon, and the metal was too strong to simply tear apart.

That's why he had to take another approach. Utilizing his mediocre knowledge of Runes, he found the approximate weakest link in the long chain and gripped it tightly.

Closing his eyes, he concentrated on the flow of Mana inside the metal and tried to disrupt it. It was quite interesting how the mages managed to make steel so Mana-conductive. It had to be some special alloy he wasn't yet aware of.

At least it didn't appear the people in Myrtana knew about it. He was almost certain of that fact, he read nearly the entirety of the books in Royal Library after all.

Anyway, as minutes passed, the effort paid off, and the flow of energy was messed up enough to lead to a chain reaction. All Mana surged at once and was released into a single point, flash-freezing to the Phoenix's feathers.

"Hey! What are you doing?!" the untrusting bird exclaimed and tried to attack.

But Gerald quickly gripped the net and with a quick jank, the frozen metal shattered like brittle glass.

"What I said I would do," Gerald calmly replied. Good thing he was quick, otherwise, he would get a giant fireball straight in the face.

"Null magic," he said. "I disrupted the enchantment and broke it so all the Mana inside was released and froze the metal solid. The cold temperatures made it brittle so I could easily break it."

The Phoenix was impressed with the explanation but still didn't trust him. "Null magic, huh? I'm impressed. I wasn't aware your kind could already do it."

"Most don't. It's a new discovery for us."

Now that it was free, the Phoenix straightened its body and flapped its wings before once again speaking with an air of superiority, "Is that so? I have figured it out many lifetimes ago. Your kind is lucky I was just recently reborn. Had you waited just a few more decades I could wipe your little group with but a flick of my wings."

"Reborn?" The word carried a much deeper meaning to Gerald. Did that mean the bird was truly immortal? A mythical beast, just like in legends?

"Of course!" The Phoenix proudly displayed its chest and circled around Gerald as it spoke, "I was born thousands of cycles ago. Back then I was born from an egg when the planet's Life Force was just budding anew."

He didn't know where this was going, but Gerald let it talk.

"I have lived through a dozen lifetimes, each of them long enough to see generations of your kind be born and die! Worthless pests, thinking themselves important. Just because there is a lot of you, you think you own the place, haha! Pathetic!"

"And you are much better than us?"

"Of course! Hmph! Despite this world's weakness, I can endure. The weak Life Force might be stopping me from expressing my true potential, but with the Magma Flower, I'll be able to break through the shackles of this world and ascend to new heights! Now hand it over!"

"Erm…" Gerald hesitated.

"What is it?!"

"Well, there is just one more little thing I require, you see..."

"I knew it!" The Phoenix flared up and lowered its head to look him in the eyes, "What is it now, human, more demands?! You slimy creatures, always scheming… Hand over the vials and receive my blood so we can be done with this!"

"Yes, but first I just need…" Gerald spoke softly, "A piece of your Core."



A warm wind blew across the land, shifting dust and sand. Two beings, a human and a beast, stood facing each other in complete silence for what felt like an eternity.

"You what?!" the Phoenix suddenly erupted, breaking the peaceful atmosphere. "You dare demand a piece of my Core!?" The bird flared up again, this time for real, and started attacking with reckless abandon.

A fiery bombardment fell on Gerald who didn't even have time to react. Explosions rang out, cracking and scorching the ground beneath with immense power as dozens of fireballs exploded at once.

All that destruction, but the Phoenix was still not satisfied. It opened its beak and out came a column of flames, and like a flamethrower, it spewed out a fire that lingered on the stone and turned the rocky plateau into an inferno.

Its chest rose and fell in quick cycles as it looked at the destruction with pride. The precious flower was most likely destroyed, but at least it took the insolent human down with it.

Or so it thought.

"Cough, cough! Stop that you fucking oversized chicken!"

A storm of wind and water expanded from the center as Gerald wasted countless spell scrolls to counteract the assault.

He was currently standing there in the middle, his clothes torn to shreds and smoldering, with his skin blackened and bleeding in some places. But other than that, he was mostly fine. But he emptied a Health Potion just to be on the safe side.

"How!? You are just a lowly human!"

"What do you mean, lowly human?!" Gerald rebutted. "My body is iron, and my skin is steel. You can't hurt me with your pathetic flames! Some beast you are! A mythical beast, my ass!"

"How dare you!" the Phoenix became even angrier after being insulted. "For your information, I was reborn just decades ago! If I could continuously grow since the time I hatched, I could have already burned this world to ash! Much less hurt you! And if you knew how much effort I have spent searching for that flower, you wouldn't be laughing!"

"Oh please, spare me the tears! You want this flower or not?"

"Why you insolent little… Bah, why am I even arguing with a human? But the answer is still no! Trading a piece of my Core for just one little flower isn't worth it no matter how you look at it."

Gerald quickly came to realize he was getting nowhere. He needed that Core, and he needed it now! That's the whole point of why he made this long and arduous journey. Luckily he had one final ace left up his sleeve.

"Okay, fine! If one is not enough, then how about ten? And if that's still not enough, then a hundred! Think maybe that's a fair deal?!"

**

Fair or not, the Phoenix didn't believe a single word coming out of his mouth, "Impossible! I don't believe you have more of them. Prove it! Show them to me!" it demanded arrogantly.

Gerald rolled his eyes. "I don't have it here, duh! But I know where they-" Before he could finish though…

"I knew it! More lies from a dishonest and deceitful creature! You cannot trick me, human!" the Phoenix hollered. It was convinced its guess was on point because it knew how harsh the environment had to be for these plants to grow.

"I'm telling you, you brainless oversized chicken! I found hundreds of Ice Phoenix Magma Flowers growing in a volcano!"

"You did?" The big bird calmed down somewhat and became suspicious. "Where?!" it demanded to know.

"Somewhere in the north, I'm not telling you more than that!"

"Bah! I have scoured the continent hundreds of times over and found no traces of any active volcano! Even the islands that used to be one didn't have any of the plants growing on them! The only place where they could be found was inside what your kind calls the Forbidden Zone. But there is no way you puny creatures could enter it and come out alive. Even I nearly lost my life there, and that was at the peak of my power a millennia ago!"

Gerald scratched his head and frowned, "Peak of your power? I thought you were getting stronger with age?"

"Yes, and no. I was getting stronger at first, however, the Life Force of this world is too thin, it has barely just awakened. Don't ask me how I know it, I just do." It explained, arrogantly as ever, as if it was teaching a child of the most basic of things.

"And your powers…?" Gerald had no idea where this was going, but he wasn't going to let some juicy information slip by.

"Right…" the Phoenix said emotionally. "After each resurrection, I grow weaker. If I do not get stronger at a constant rate, I'll eventually become weaker every time my resurrection is complete. Without an external stimulus, my life will decline and eventually dissipate, returning to the void from which it came."

"What…?" Gerald had no clue what the big chicken was going on about. Was it supposed to be some kind of a sob story? It was doing a terrible job if that was the case.

The Phoenix continued with a somber voice, "I only have less than ten lives left. After that, I'll truly die… That's why you must hand over the flower right now! I'll fight for it with you to the death if I have to!"

It flared its wings, and the flames rose from its body once more, determined to do battle.

"Wait! Hold on! Don't make anything radical! We can talk about this!" Gerald shouted and tried to get it to listen to reason, "I told you I know a place where these flowers grow en mass. They are just stuck behind a broken door that is reinforced with powerful Runes."

"Runes? Haha, easy! I can break any Runes I want!" the Phoenix laughed.

"Except those that were on the net tangled around your wing?" The jab hit right where it hurt, and Gerald couldn't help but release a quiet chuckle.

"Don't laugh! It takes time to break Runes the proper way and I didn't have that luxury! Not everybody is a freak that can just brute force them apart as you did."

"Then… Are we going to trade or what?" Gerald became impatient. All this talk and the Core was still nowhere to be seen.

"Hmph!" the Phoenix snorted and turned around, gazing with its eyes into the distant sky.

"Hypothetically, if I were to agree to your demands, how big a piece of my Core would you need?" it asked after a good minute of silence, unwilling to meet his gaze.

"Um, about this big, I think?" Gerald demonstrated. In truth, he required less than half the size of a chicken egg, but he went a bit over just in case.

"That's it? Seems kinda small..." the bird commented after seeing the size from the corner of its eye. The Phoenix was genuinely surprised. It was so little!

"Well, yeah. I don't need much. What, did you think I'd need half of your Core?" Gerald replied in a mocking tone. All this back and forth was getting tiring.

"Hmm… If it's only that, then we might be able to come to an agreement."

"Really?" Gerald lifted an eyebrow. Talk about a useless headache! But now they were finally getting somewhere! They now just had to agree on all the requests and demands which shouldn't be hard. "I'm guessing you want the exact location of the volcano then?"

"Precisely!" The Phoenix confirmed immediately, "And I'm going to need the flower in your hand first as well. If I'm going to damage myself for your sake I need to have something to quickly recover."

'Finally, thank the gods! I thought this animal was going to drive me crazy!' Gerald secretly exhaled as the deal was, at last, coming to a close. Now he just had to make sure nothing went wrong.

"Alright, you got yourself a deal!" he agreed with a smile. Even if he tried to hide his expression, it was currently impossible. His genuine feelings were too much to hold back now.

"Fine, fine!" the Phoenix waved its wing, annoyed. It even considered if it perhaps made a mistake agreeing so quickly. But then again, it really needed Ice Phoenix Magma Flowers for its growth. In the last five thousand years, this was the first time it really had the opportunity to break its shackles. It had to take it!

"Sigh! Alright then, get the vials ready, and don't waste my blood, human." It said. That was it, the deal was struck, and it was going to be painful.

The Phoenix retracted its flames, puffed out its chest, and took a deep breath.
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                Gerald waited patiently as the Phoenix pierced its own chest with its beak and dug around to find the Core.

It was a bit unnerving seeing a living being do that without releasing any sounds, but he didn't have time to care for that. He had blood to catch!

Unfortunately, he quickly discovered how nearly impossible the task was without Telekinesis. The drops of boiling crimson liquid simply splattered on the ground before his eyes and were absorbed into the thirsty stone.

But then he remembered the useful property of the Ring and stored the raining droplets straight from the air. He then summoned them back out inside the vials, so the end result was the same.

Some feathers were also yanked out and he made sure to collect them all. No point in letting them go to waste.

"Gaaah! There... we... go!" The Phoenix managed to dig out its Core and bring it to the surface. Its flesh was still connected to the red crystal sphere inside it.

"Hand it over," It demanded.

Gerald didn't complain and gave it the flower it so desired. The Phoenix quickly gobbled it up and swallowed without any preparation whatsoever. It then lowered its beak and broke off a piece of its Core. The piece of the crystal was exactly the size Gerald requested, not more, not less.

It seemed the bird didn't try to haggle at all.

Before anything else happened though, the Phoenix flared up again, only this time all the heat became concentrated on its chest, burning around the wound until the flesh became molten and started to flow like fresh magma.

Similar to how the Elixir of Life worked, the wound closed in a flash of light and fire, and wiped any evidence of prior damage.

"Wow… I guess you weren't really struggling with those attacks back there, huh?"

The Phoenix didn't answer but instead gave him a look that made Gerald feel like he was silently being laughed at.

Struggling against those puny attacks, how funny was that? The Phoenix barely held back its laughter. It was an immortal being! To think those tiny people ever hoped of taking it down was laughable!

Even Demons couldn't kill it, much less these ants.

But it refrained from mocking an entire species only because it still needed to get something. "Now, the information, spit it out!"

"Sure, sure, relax, I'm a man of my word…" Gerald took out his map and began explaining everything...



Dug was not happy.

He had spent thousands of gold, got indebted to some really shady people in the Empire, hired the best underground mercenaries money could buy, and even convinced a noble to do him a favor.

And for what? Everything went to shit! The Phoenix was gone!

He grumbled as he sliced the throat of the last attacker. They came on top in this skirmish. The group of hunters came hunting the Phoenix just like them, and yet they thought it was a good idea to attack other humans.

"Ridiculous!" Dug cursed his bad luck and kicked the corpse. He had tortured this man, but the fool was worthless. Nothing important came out of his mouth till the moment he died.

All he came to know was that a bunch of coincidences led to the two groups' meeting. And having spent the last two weeks basically wandering through the desert, the hunters became impatient and bloodthirsty and attacked as soon as they saw the magical bird.

Dug wanted to kick himself for not using his trump card immediately. Perhaps if he did, the Phoenix could have been brought down much faster, leaving them with ample time to prepare for the clash between groups.

Now it was all in Gerald's hands.

Dug didn't have much hope though. The mysterious man he picked up by chance proved to be extremely useful during their travel, but for some reason, he nearly lost his life all of a sudden.

Since then he was unable to use magic, or so it appeared, and even if he didn't, fighting alone against the bird was impossible. There was simply no way one man alone could bring it down.

It would be a miracle if he even managed to catch up to it, considering the Earth Dragons weren't made for long sprints.

Luckily he left a bunch of scrolls to one of his men, which allowed them to turn the tide of battle in their favor.

He didn't hold much hope for his victorious return though. Instead, he ordered his men to quickly gather all the blood of the Phoenix they could find, and store it safely.

Clothes, weapons, boots, helmets… Anywhere a drop of Phoenix blood was splattered, they carefully scraped it off, wiped it away, or did whatever they needed to get it into a vial. After hours of hard work, they gathered a pitiful fifty drops of pristine crimson Phoenix blood.

There was much of it that fell on the ground, but that was impossible to collect. If it was possible, even licking it off the floor wouldn't be too far for him, but alas...

Dug held the bottle in his hands, looking at the minuscule amount they gathered, and sighed.

It was not enough. It was not enough so much that he wanted to cry. If he sold the stuff to the highest bidder he could probably get just about enough to pay off his monetary debts. But that was less than a tenth of what he needed.

If he showed his face there again, a fate worse than death would be all that was waiting for him. Some people you simply couldn't afford to disappoint. And his actions were bound to disappoint many of them. He knew them all too well.

He was never worried about a chance of failure.

He was either going to succeed or die trying! But now he was alive, and he had failed. His people? Most of them were dead.

Gear? Gone, destroyed, or used up.

Money? None left. He didn't even have a chance to regear and try again. And the Phoenix was probably going to avoid any human presence for the next decade anyway.

It was over, and he had lost.

Gustav placed a hand on his friend's shoulder and tried to cheer him up, "Come on, it's not all that bad… We can sell the blood, disappear to an island somewhere far, far away, and spend the rest of our days basking in the sun and drinking with pretty girls."

It didn't work. Dug was completely in his own world, deep in thought. He might be fine, but what about his family? He personally didn't have anyone special, but what about his brothers and sisters, his cousins? If he ran away they would most likely suffer retaliation from those people.

He sat down and just stared into the distance where the Phoenix disappeared to. It was minuscule, tiny as a grain of sand underneath his feet, and yet, some hope remained. He just sat there, praying for a miracle.

About an hour later, Gerald returned. Riding slowly on his tired Earth Dragon, he returned to the place of battle. He had a tired look on his face and a grim expression as he jumped down.

"I'm sorry," he said and shook his head. "I wasn't able to stop it. It got away."

Dug released a soft sigh and closed his eyes. He expected as much. And so, the last grain of hope was shattered.
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                "It got away. I wasn't able to stop it…"

These words stung more than anything. Dug felt empty. All remaining energy left his body and he became numb. All emotions, hopes, and dreams, simply disappeared like thin morning mist. He felt nothing.

Now it was really over. Even Gustav lowered his head and sighed. Truth really hurt like a bitch sometimes.

"I managed to get just a few bottles of blood, sorry," Gerald explained shortly and handed over two full vials of burning blood.

"Huh?" The men, especially Dug, blinked at him in confusion a few times. They understood the individual words that were coming out of his mouth, but together they made no sense. A few bottles of blood? What was he talking about? The Phoenix was barely hurt when it escaped, how could he collect so much blood by running after it?

It had to be something else… Some rational explanation that…

"Here!" Gerald placed a vial in Dug's grasp, leaving the searing heat from the eternally hot liquid to do its thing.

Like a starving man tasting a candy bar for the first time in years, the heat from the glass slowly woke him up, returning some life to the glossy eyeballs. The heat was real. Dug felt it. He squeezed the bottle and felt the heat coming out of it. It hurt, his hand was in pain, but he couldn't let it go.

He was afraid that if he opened his hand, the dream would end, and he would be brought back to the cold reality.

"Hellooo? Are you alright?" Gerald waved in front of his face but received no response. "Here, take the other one as well, I got mine already." He pushed the second vial into Dug's other hand and then opened a pouch, giving it to Gustav.

"I gathered some feathers on the way back, here, you can have them." He handed over some, but not all, of what he collected. There was only so much he could realistically make use of, and he didn't need money, so why not be a little generous and collect some good karma? Not that he believed in that stuff, but hey…

Then out of nowhere, a wild Dug appeared and attacked him! The man threw himself at him and tried to squeeze the life out of him by crushing him with his hands.

"Oof! What are you-?"

"Thank you!" was all Dug could say as he hugged Gerald like the biggest treasure in the world. He tried his best, but even then his eyes moistened and he could hold back from shedding a few tears. The emotional roller coaster was just too much.

While the heartfelt moment was nice, it was usually supposed to be short. So when Dug refused to let go, the situation was quickly becoming awkward.

"Erm, I like hugs too, but could you please let go? We haven't showered in weeks and I think you are smearing some human blood on my clothes," Gerald said half-jokingly.

Dug then quickly jumped away and answered with a quiet and embarrassed "Sorry."

For a grown-up man to be acting that way was quite the spectacle.

Finally, the awkward atmosphere was gone, and the rest of the group burst into hearty laughter. All the stress and worries they might have had were gone in an instant, and they all fell to the ground, exhausted, but happy.

***

The road back was relatively uneventful. The group now consisted of only seven people. Dug, Gustav, Gerald, and the four others who managed to keep their life through the many dangerous encounters.

Since their mission was complete they could relax a bit, and so they became much more talkative.

The gang was mostly from the Empire, but they were the underground kind of people. Some of them had their hand in many shady businesses, but they weren't willing to elaborate further.

Gustav was especially secretive about his private life, not revealing anything at all. But despite learning they were all most likely criminals, Gerald didn't care. They were good to him and took him in as a brother, so despite the fact that they were from opposing nations, they joked and laughed together.

"Let's hope we don't meet on the battlefield someday," Gerald said half-jokingly.

"Nah! No more fighting for me, I'm going to retire," replied one of the guys. The rest mostly agreed. With the wealth they were bound to get from selling the blood they would be filthy rich! As long as they didn't get off the rails and started spending gold like water, they would have enough to live comfortably for a few lifetimes.

Dug had to smile at the thought. "Fighting you, brother Gerald, is the last thing I would do. I'd rather take my own life than stand in your way. A man that can repel a Sand Worm single-handedly and save us from disaster will never be an enemy of mine."

They rode the Earth Dragons all the way back to the Wailing Canyon where they returned them to their rightful owner and picked up the last guy.

Luckily none of the beasts died so they were good on that front. After everything was settled and they refilled their provisions, they returned to the surface. But that's where their paths split. Dug's gang went towards the west, while Gerald planned on returning back home which was to the north.

"Gerald…" Dug called out to him and came close, taking out his expensive-looking box. "I want you to have it. It was supposed to be used against the Phoenix, but now… Anyway, thank you for your help."

Gerald was rendered speechless. That was supposed to be an extremely powerful and hard-to-get weapon. How could it be so easily handed over?

However, Dug insisted. And it was best if he didn't bring it back home with him, so giving it away to Gerald seemed like the best idea. He was strong enough to protect it, but also wouldn't so easily fall to the allure of its destructive power.

Yeah right…

"Well… Alright then, thank you!" Gerald accepted the gift. "But I can't just let you go empty-handed. Now tell me, do you like using magic?"

His question resulted in chuckles from the rest. Dug also laughed, "What kind of question is that? Of course, I like magic, everybody does!"

"Good!"

The wooden box vanished from Gerald's hands and in its stead, many vials appeared. There were two colors of liquid inside, and he handed them over to the stupefied Dug.

"What is this?" he asked, confused but intrigued.

"A gift. For you and your men. It will help you with your magic," Gerald winked mysteriously. "But I wouldn't advise showing it to anyone else…"

He said much and almost nothing at the same time. It was just a few vials of Mana Elixir and Potion of Focus. A small parting gift and a thank you for everything they have done for him as well as the good times they spent together. He then turned around and walked away.

Dug was left holding the potions in his grasp, and had only one thing left to say, "Appreciate it, brother! Take care!"

"Farewell!" Gerald shouted back, only half turning his head, and slowly disappeared into the distance, swallowed by the gently swirling dust and sand.

The two men would never see each other again.
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                Walking across the barren, sandy land, under the heat of a blazing star as it beamed down its everlasting energy, giving life just as easily as taking it, Gerald accepted the heat and covered his head to protect his face.

Clothed in airy leather trousers and a tunic, with a white gown overtop, he went, step by step, closer toward his home. The soles of his boots sank into the desert sand, requiring extra effort to continue moving forward.

To say that he didn't regret taking one of those Sand Crawlers with him would be a lie. But the beasts were long gone, spooked by the sounds of battle, they ran away as soon as their riders died.

And now he was alone, walking across the Great Desert, but that was fine. With plenty of time to think, it allowed him to remember the many unfinished businesses, as well as things he still wanted or had to do in the future. There were so many, that he doubted he even had the time to accomplish it all.

The plan was to expand his potion business massively, which would require a lot of new connections so he could get new suppliers for his endeavors. Buying ingredients on the open market would be easier, but also much more expensive.

If the demand increased rapidly, the prices of herbs would sharply increase in Auralba, especially after the already high demand for potions after the war. Perhaps going to the west would be a smart decision. He could gather God's Blood as well as all the other common plants he needed.

He intended on increasing his team's powers as quickly as possible, and filling them with potions seemed the easiest way to do so. At least their magical abilities could advance quickly. The physical increase would have to wait.

Preparing for the future was also a must. Gerald already knew what had to be done. He drained his spell scroll stores quite substantially, and they had to be replenished. Now that money was not a problem anymore, he ordered his butler to buy all possible ingredients such as cores, high-quality parchment, and beast blood so he could focus purely on production after getting back.

With a bit of luck, a mountain of treasures would be waiting for him when he gets back home. At least that's what he hoped would happen. Then he could spend a few days or weeks relaxing while training his scroll-making skill.

Then again, he had to reorganize his magic knowledge, so that might take quite a bit of his time too. He had learned so many things, many of them wrong or incomplete, that he wasn't even sure exactly which theory or information was correct.

It was best if he organized it all neatly in one single book so he could teach it to his students as efficiently as possible. The work was bound to drain a lot of his free time.

And, of course, how could he forget the most important thing of them all? The Elixir of Life and Fire!

The potion was something he had to make, no questions about it. However, despite getting his hands on the most important ingredient, it was still not enough. He was still missing a few minor ingredients, so that might also take some time.

Then there was the million-dollar question… Should he even use it?

Should he use the Elixir of Life?

It would most likely regrow his hand, however, the potion was apparently pretty harsh on the Soul. And he just had his Soul nearly torn to pieces not too long ago. It hurt like a bitch and left his magic nearly crippled.

And then there were the Nanites. The microscopic robots protected his body from poison and toxins. If his flesh suddenly burst into flames while healing his wounds, they were bound to be destroyed, no doubt about it.

They were quite fragile in that regard. Being made to work inside a human's body for their entire lifetime where the temperature didn't move more than a few degrees even in most extreme scenarios was completely different from being tossed into a glowing furnace.

Besides, he got quite used to his silver hand. It was already a part of him now, so getting rid of it for no apparent reason was not an easy decision to make.

"Decisions, decisions…" Gerald murmured. "Ah! Why can't it ever be simple?!"

It was a good thing then that he didn't yet have to make that decision. Until he got his hands on a proper Elixir of Life, every plan was just that, a plan. Thinking about it for more than a few seconds, he realized the futility of his thoughts and pushed them to the back of his mind.

"I'm going to cross that bridge when I get there…" he decided.

The last thing he still had to check out was the box Dug gave him.

On a closer look, it was made out of white ivory instead of wood. Intricate geometrical patterns covered all six sides, giving his eyes always something interesting to look at. He carefully took it and opened the lid. Inside was an expertly-cut dodecahedron crystal of varying colors. It was mostly dark blue, however inside was also a mix of brown and green, like streaks of jade through stone.

Golden Runes covered the surface as they were packed tightly like sardines in a can. Gerald tried his best to decipher their meaning, however, he quickly gave up on that thought. It didn't take him long to realize that he would need at least a week to just untangle the mess that was before him, much less figure out what exactly it did.

But he clearly felt a lot of power coming from the crystal, and Dug said it was a weapon, so he wasn't going to question it. He just stored it in the Ring in case he needed it at a later date.



The next few days went by in a flash. He mostly just walked during the morning and evening hours and rested during the day and night when it was too hot/cold to move with any urgency. Plenty of time was spent on fixing his Soul, and a rough estimate gave him a week or two until he would be back in business. He just hoped there wouldn't be any permanent damage.

The journey back across the sea went without a hitch this time and they avoided any close calls with the inhabitants of the deep. After traveling on foot for so long, he was slowly getting sick of it, and so, as he came back to the mainland, he bought a horse in the city and rode it back towards his home.

It took him a few more days to reach Auralba, or almost… The war was bad for business, and the local bandits were trembling in their holes as the monsters roamed the land. But now, as it was all over and it was safe to go back outside, they were emboldened and the attacks increased.

It just so happened that Gerald seemed like a good target riding on a horse all by himself. He was a fat morsel for the hungry thugs, so to speak.

It only took one well-aimed arrow to bring him to a standstill. The horse was shot in the neck, got spooked, tossed Gerald off, and escaped into the distance where it soon collapsed due to severe blood loss.

"Motherfucker! Who was it?!"

You probably already know what happened next. There was just one thing that was to be done in this situation where a gang of bandits surrounded a lonely traveler.

That's right, Gerald didn't kill anyone. I'm serious, he just broke a few legs, and arms to disable his attackers.

"Count yourself lucky I don't want to dirty my Soul more than necessary! If it wasn't for the fact that cleaning corruption was such a pain in the ass you'd be already dead!"

The thugs had no idea what he was talking about and just trembled at his feet, "Please mercy, sir! Mercy! Don't beat us anymore, we won't do it again!"

"Silence!" Gerald kicked the leader groveling at his feed. "First you kill my horse, and now you are dirtying my boots with your blood! Get out of here!"

"Ah, mercy, mercy!"

Gerald rolled his eyes and left the sorry excuse of a man behind. He really didn't care what they did in their free time, but killing his mount… And he was so close to the capital as well! Now he had to walk the remaining few kilometers across the muddy ground and over the rotting corpses of the battlefield.

No matter how much the people of the city cleaned it up in his absence, it was impossible to remove it all. The place stank like the inside of an Orc's asshole! Not that he would know from personal experience. He just guessed.

Then the familiar black fortifications came into view. The beautiful, tall, scorched walls of Auralba!

"Finally, I'm back!"
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                "I believe it's about time..." A tall, muscular giant of a man spoke slowly to nobody in particular. "You didn't lose sight of her, I hope?"

The air behind the man shimmered and a scrawny figure, dressed entirely in black leather, stepped forward and kneeled on one knee with a hand over its chest in front of the large one. "Fear not, Your Excellency, we have kept an eye on her the entire time. She is completely safe!"

"Good! Now that Myrtana is weakened It's time for us to act!" the big man said without even so much as glancing at his subordinate. "Send the word: She had enough fun, bring her home!"

"It will be done!" came an immediate reply.

"Also, make it look good. And get someone to take the fall, preferably dangerous-looking."

"Dangerous-looking? Hehehehe…" the black figure giggled all creepy-like. "I know of a perfect candidate for the job. He is quite strong though, so we might have a bit of trouble getting him to comply."

"Difficult? In that case, I have a few things for you," the man leaned over and a box appeared in his hand out of nowhere. "Take it and go! You have one week."

The cloaked man quickly jumped on his feet, took the box, and bowed like a shrimp, "It shall be done so! I'll send the word right away and bring her back, unharmed!"

"Good, now go!"

"Yes, Your Excellency, my Emperor!"



It was a day like any other. Sun was shining, birds were chirping, children were playing, and the workers of Auralba were shoveling shit.

Well, actually, the sun was hidden behind the clouds, and vultures, crows, and other scavengers circled the battlefield around the city, reminding the people of the death that was still fresh in their minds, all while the workers were picking up pieces of rotting corpses buried beneath houses and collapsed walls.

There was so much death and decay at the front line that the entire force of the city had to work for more than a week to clean it up. They buried what they could and burned the rest. The bonfires of corpses were spewing black smoke into the air without stopping for days already. And now that the streets were clear, they could finally start repairing the collapsed buildings across the city. And they were finding more and more decaying remains underneath the stone.

Sera watched it all from the safety of the Black Onyx Mansion. She stared through the window, with her face on the glass, and sighed. The air outside was toxic. The smell was unbearable and she felt sick just taking a small whiff. And yet somehow the people there could keep going for hours, even days. It was crazy!

She locked herself inside since the war ended, and truth be told, she was bored. Her only close friend here, Xilia Evergreen, was starting to spend a lot of time with the new guy, Blum Ogma. She didn't mind it at first as they all enjoyed reading and debating stuff about magic, but they then gradually distanced themselves from her and started spending more and more time with each other.

And now they even left the mansion and went to the city library, leaving her to drown in boredom. She looked at the clock on the wall. They have been gone for nearly five hours already.

Qiona was busy with her alchemy, and Elly was giving her a hand as she seemed to have developed a liking for the craft.

And so, the only one left was Warren, but the guy wasn't much of a talker, and he spent most of his time training. He didn't seem to mind the smell of death though, and as such he trained outside with his sword.

From the time Gerald took him in, he had already gained quite a bit of muscle. Be it potions or the good food he ate that allowed him to advance so quickly, it couldn't be denied that he deserved it. The man was working all day, every day. There was barely a moment where he wasn't training his body and sword.

Truly a fine specimen of a man.

Sera went over to the back of the mansion and looked at him through the window. Warren was in the back garden swinging his sword in just a pair of trousers. His tanned back glistened from sweat in the daylight as his hands rose and fell, and his legs moved with quick steps back and forward as if fighting an invisible enemy. His hand flexed under the weight of the sword, and the strands of muscles beneath his skin expanded and contracted as the grip on the blade changed with each passing second.

She rested her head on her hands and just watched, mesmerized. She could do this all day, and so she did, at least in recent days. Good thing he didn't seem to notice because she would definitely become as red as a tomato if he did.

But then the tranquility of the mansion was disrupted by the violent opening of the front doors, and the echo of those all too familiar heavy steps down the hallway.



"Hello! I'm home!" Gerald hollered. Almost immediately the maids and the butler came to greet him and bowed, welcoming him back home. The servants then quickly took his dirty clothes and cloak that was still full of dust, dried blood, and sand, and went to clean them up and repair what was needed.

"Welcome home, master Gerald," Sebas greeted him with a bow.

"Ah, Sebas! I assume everything went well while I was away? The others didn't give you a headache I hope?" Gerald asked as he made his way toward the bathroom. He was feeling filthy after all this time and really needed a good soaking.

"Indeed, everything went splendidly, sir. The other masters were just fine as well, nothing out of the ordinary," the man replied.

"Excellent! Then how about the things…?" The man was under orders to search for various beast cores while he was gone. Now that Gerald came back, he was, of course, curious as to what the guy found in his absence.

"Yes, I have scoured the city markets and even private collections, however after the battle, not many goods were left. Though Earth Crystals and beast blood were easy to get, everything else was exceedingly hard to find."

"How much?" Gerald asked.

"Hundreds of Earth Crystals, they were dirt cheap so I bought many. Fire Crystals were very rare, only 17. Wind and Water were less than 10 each, and I only found one Light Crystal. It was quite expensive too, at least twice the usual price," Sebas Tian reported and then continued, "I have left them in your room as ordered. The parchment and scrolls as well, they are all there."

"Hmm…" It was less than Gerald expected, especially the Fire Crystals, they were really not enough. If he was careful, perhaps he could make about a hundred Fireball spell scrolls. It would have to do for now.

"Alright. Tell the others to gather in the main hall in an hour or two, I'm going to take a bath."

"As you wish," Sebas replied, and with a bow, he walked away.



Sometime later the gang gathered all in one place as they sat on comfortable sofas and waited for Gerald's return.

Qiona and Elly were sitting together, debating alchemy, Warren stopped with his training and quickly went to change his clothes and sat with Sera, while Blum and Xilia had just returned as well, so nobody was missing.

Then finally, the main person came.
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                Gerald came in and sat down on an armchair in the most casual of ways. Nobody could sit more casually than him.

He then began by chatting them up, getting to know how things went while he was away. Soon he came to understand the situation, and so he went to the main point. "Everyone!" he began. "I am happy to announce that the hunt was a resounding success!"

They already knew why he left, so the implication of his words could only mean one thing. "You killed a Phoenix?!" Sera nearly jumped out of her skin. It was understandable since she completely misunderstood his words.

"Haha, no... That would be quite impossible, even for me. I just got some of its blood," Gerald elaborated and placed a few full vials on the small table beside the armchair.

The crimson liquid inside was slowly moving and swirling while producing a moderate amount of heat. It appeared as if the blood was still alive.

"Isn't this the main ingredient for the Elixir of Life?" Elly asked. In the last week, she had learned a lot of things about Alchemy from Qiona as they were both deeply interested in the subject. They have read nearly all of Gerald's books, including a crude translation of the Blood Codex.

Now that they had someone with similar interests, they could bounce ideas back and forth while also helping each other understand some more complex intricacies of both biological and magical systems.

"Indeed it is," Gerald confirmed and stored the vials in a separate Space Pouch. Despite the Phoenix blood still being active, it would not remain so indefinitely. It too had a limited time after which its magical properties would completely dissipate. For that reason, storing it in a place where time does not advance, was the best way of keeping it fresh.

"However!" he emphasized, "We don't yet have all the required ingredients. But worry now, that's exactly why I've gathered you all here!"

His words gave a few of his teammates a sense of foreboding, namely Sera. She felt worried every time he appeared cheerful and excited because things always tended to go off the rails soon after. She dearly hoped she was wrong though.

"Alright! Tomorrow we're going to go on a little expedition to the west and pick up a few herbs there. Also, I have to teach you two," He turned to Qiona and Elly, "I need to teach you how to spot and recognize some of the ingredients. Because while it might seem easy just judging by the books, some of the herbs from the Blood Codex are more than millennia old. Many of them changed in appearance, and not just a little!"

It was true. Just like animals, plants evolved as well. While the change was minuscule in some, others became nearly unrecognizable after countless years without magic. And even if they remained the same, the books mainly depicted only the mature plants ready for use. But what about the young ones, or those that had some variation between the same species?

It all had to be taken into account when picking them, not to mention the distinct Aura some herbs had. The stronger the Aura, the more potent the plant, generally speaking. And Gerald had to figure that out by actually experiencing it by himself.

While theoretical knowledge was great, nothing could beat hands-on experience. And even then, some plants were just not there. No matter how he searched, about 25% of what was recorded in the Blood Codex was just missing. It could be that they went extinct, or simply changed so much they became unrecognizable.

In either case, the result was the same. They couldn't be used for potions anymore. If they changed so much that they appeared completely different on the outside, their properties had to have changed as well. Be it little or a lot, the old recipes became unreliable, difficult to follow, or downright impossible to complete.

Luckily the Elixir of Life wasn't among them. He actually saw a few of the remaining ingredients when visiting the Black Iron Fort, but he didn't consider gathering them at that time as he had no use for them. But now he had, and it was time to harvest!

"Um, Gerald?" Xilia started. "Do we all have to go?" What she was implying was that she, and the guy beside her, Blum, didn't feel like going.

"You got some other plans?" Gerald asked. "Well, I guess someone has to stay and keep an eye on the mansion…"

Xilia nodded, "Right, we can do that! Blum and I can remain here and keep everything in order."

"You two? Yeah… I've been meaning to ask..." Gerald said. "Are you two dating?"

He felt some sort of tension between the two since the moment he entered the room. They were also sitting awfully close to each other, and he wouldn't even be surprised if he saw them holding hands at a later date. There might be some significant differences between societies, but certain things remained pretty much the same everywhere.

Affection between two people is easy to recognize if you know what you are looking for. But in this case, you would have to be blind not to see it.

"Dating? What's that?" Blum asked.

'Right, they didn't have that concept here.' To say that he forgot about it wouldn't be entirely correct. It's more like he didn't even think about it, so Gerald tried a different approach. "What I was trying to ask… How should I say this? Do you like each other?"

"W- What are you saying?"

The answer was yes, yes they did. While they did not confirm or deny it verbally, the fact that both Blum and Xilia immediately became as red as a tomato and didn't dare to look at each other pretty much confirmed his suspicions.

"It's okay guys, I have nothing against it. In fact, I encourage it. Just don't let it get in the way of your work," Gerald said. Internally he was grinning from ear to ear. Teasing a new pair of lovers was a tradition between teenagers! A marvelous tradition at that.

"No, I… We… Ah!" Xilia became so flustered that she couldn't even speak as her mind was unraveling. Meanwhile, Blum kept quiet as a foolish smile adorned his burning blushing expression. And he was an adult! To have such a reaction… His first love perhaps?

Sera gawked at her friend in disbelief. "Really?!" How did she miss something so obvious? Now she didn't know if she should feel happy for her friend or feel jealous.

"Okay, okay, relax!" Gerald tried to get the situation under control. "I've decided! You two can stay here, as for the rest…" He turned to the two young alchemists, "You two are definitely coming along if you are planning to take this seriously."

"Ah, yes…" they both replied with a nod. They really need some personal experience in the wild. Anything they could learn about the magic herbs, their life, growing conditions, favorite soil… Anything at all could become useful later on.

"Warren," Gerald addressed the man.

"Yes, boss?"

Gerald looked at him and then shook his head, "Listen, it's good that you train a lot, but don't overdo it. I heard you have been at it the entire time I was gone."

Warren lowered his head and listened. He had nothing to say.

"While your work ethic is praiseworthy, your body can't take it, even I can see that. When was the last time you had a good night's sleep?"

Once again, Warren didn't answer. He had dark circles under his eyes, but that didn't stop him from training all day every day. He actually didn't even remember when was the last time he slept through the entire night. That's because, whenever he closed his eyes, he would get nightmares of that fateful night.

Just thinking about it made him shudder.

"It's okay, I understand it's painful to think about some things… That's why you are coming with us. A few days of rest will do you good."

"Yes, boss!" Warren answered. He didn't try to argue. Traveling with a group of friends and getting his mind preoccupied with other things would do him good, he knew that much.

"Good! Now... Sera, how about you? You coming with us?"

"Are you kidding me? Of course, I'm coming! I've been cooped up in here for far too long already!"

Well, at least she appeared excited to leave. Gerald smiled, "Great! Then it's decided! Get some good rest tonight people, we are leaving at dawn!"

"What?!"
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                That was a joke. Gerald liked to sleep, so waking up at dawn was out of the question. Some people didn't appreciate his style of humor, but then again, that was their problem.

Now he sat alone in his room, surrounded by beautiful gems and mountains of paper—all the requirements for making plentiful spell scrolls.

Sebas Tian truly outdid himself this time. He scoured the entire city and bought piles of Ether Crystals of all kinds, though some were more numerous than others. Most of them were Earth Crystals, something he had plenty of by himself and something he needed the least.

But such was life. Every city mostly had what was in its immediate surroundings, or the few things that traveling merchant caravans brought from afar. There was no such thing as buying an item from the other side of the world and it arrives at your doorstep the following day.

Only after experiencing the scarcity could he could finally appreciate the amazing advancements of modern transportation technology.

"Welp… Back to work!"

He began by emptying his Ring of most junk he had gathered in recent time.

So many weapons and broken pieces of armor found themselves in his storage. Most of them he didn't even remember collecting. But metal was valuable so he most likely picked it up in case he needed it later. Though with a chest of gold he received every week from the Auction House, money wasn't a problem anymore.

He just piled those things in a corner of his room and left them there.

Torn clothes, tools, and dirty containers were also tossed out to make space. Although the ring could contain 100 square meters of stuff, the great majority was taken up by countless corpses of wild beasts and monsters. And food, we can't forget about food and water. Gerald had quite a bit of that as well.

He had plans for all those Ogres and Orcs as well as smaller beasts, he just didn't yet get the opportunity to do so.

And now that most of the junk was piled up in a corner, he began preparing the ink for the scrolls. The actions required quite a bit of attention and he couldn't be distracted. Especially when working with the Light Crystal. He only had one left and couldn't afford to waste it.

And as far as the other stuff was concerned, he could just order Sebas and the maids to take care of it, and to sort it out and store it in the underground wine cellar or something. That place wasn't getting used much anyway.

Other than that, he completely focused on spell scroll creation. Thorns, Fireballs, Wind Blades, Ice Shields… Anything and everything that fell to mind, he made it. He never imagined his magic could disappear for so long and he felt extremely vulnerable in the meantime.

Though now he could use it again, he didn't dare to be too aggressive with it just yet. And in case something like that happened again, he wanted to make sure he could fight at full power despite his disability.

Like that he spent most of the day in his room, drawing and creating hundreds of scrolls and filled his Ring to the brim with them. Well, not really, but it was close.

The following day after breakfast the gang gathered at the front gates of the mansion. Gerald rode on top of Toby while everyone else was on foot.

"Why do only you get to have a mount?" Sera pouted.

"Because I'm the boss… And because you need to train your Rockslide. Admit it, you didn't train it at all this month, did you?" Came Gerald's less than encouraging reply.

"Hmph!" Of course, she didn't, but she would never admit to it. And so they went at a slow pace until they came out of the city.

"Oh yeah, Warren, catch!" Gerald said and tossed a small book to the guy.

The latter caught it and looked back with a questioning gaze.

"It's something I learned from a nomadic tribe called Wind Walkers on my last expedition. It's a series of movements that are used to confuse the enemy and make it so that you become unpredictable with your attacks. I've named it Wind Walk. Yeah, yeah, the name isn't that creative, I know…" Gerald added before anyone could say anything.

"I didn't say anything…"

"Hmm, alright… I'll teach it to you when we get back. For now, just keep it safe and make sure to remind me later."

Afterward, Gerald kicked his mount and made it speed up. Toby was even bigger than a few weeks ago, noticeably so. He was at least another half the size bigger than an average Warg, and significantly chunkier too. Still looked like one though. Gerald didn't know where the evolution was going to take him, or even if the change was already recorded in some obscure book somewhere.

Since he didn't know, he decided to just wait and see. Moving up and down as the Warg ran at a slow pace, he squeezed his calves and heels, forcing it to hasten its speed once more.

The rest of the group had to quickly form their own Rockslides and do their best to follow him. Yes, all of them. Every single one was capable of using the rudimentary movement spell, though the competence in sustaining it varied greatly.

Still, having the threat of being left behind in the dust was a great motivator for them to improve rapidly. And Gerald had so many Earth Crystals in his possession, Mana wasn't a problem at all! They did have to rest quite often though, since, unlike him, the rest couldn't just spew out magic spells without a care in the world.

For that reason, it took them nearly three days to reach the western border of the Kingdom. Still quite fast according to common standards, but excruciatingly slow if one used Gerald as a comparison.



Yung Lin was an ambitious man. Ambitious and hard-working since the day he joined the sect. His peers teased him about it, but he didn't take it to heart. They were just envious of his achievements and the small wealth he had gathered over the years. But he didn't blame them as he was once just like them.

He came from a humble background, mildly speaking. He was an orphan, a small child in a wide world. For nearly a decade he had to survive on his own until he could finally make an attempt at joining a sect at the young age of fifteen.

He had fond memories of that time, how he showed the world how great he was! The reality was a bit different though. He just barely reached the minimum requirement of the test, and even then he was only accepted because one of the Elders took pity on him. Since that day he has been working hard, harder than anyone else, to repay that kindness.

His talent was trash. Not in an absolute sense, as countless mortals didn't even have what it took to cultivate, however in the sect, he was the lowest of the low.

The lowest grade of Mortal talent, just barely acceptable to be a servant, Yung Lin worked and trained for nearly ten years just to get a slim chance of success. His benefactor once again extended an olive branch to him and gave him a chance, a chance to change his fate. And he took it!

He bought pills and medicines required for the transition, and even then he only had just above a 50% chance of success. If he failed… Well, then he wouldn't need to worry anymore, so what did he have to lose?

That fateful night, after weeks of physical and mental preparations, having drunk elixirs and eaten pills, he did it. He used all of his accumulated cultivation during the last decade to forcefully push his soul to a higher grade, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to push his talent from a lowly Mortal to the bottom ranks of Earth grade. And he succeeded!

That night he did not sleep. That night he cried in happiness!

But then he was back at square one. He had to once again cultivate from the beginning. He went from the Foundation to Spirit Accumulation and then pierced the bottleneck through to the Nascent Soul. It took him nearly another decade, but this time he was stronger!

It has been a long time since then. He had worked hard all the while, reaching the Nascent Soul VI year 40 of his life. And yet he looked like a handsome 30-year-old.

And despite not being a Core Disciple, with his hard work, reliability, and amicable nature, he had gained the support of many Elders of the sect, allowing him to take charge of an important project initiated more than ten years ago.

"Young Lin, congratulations! It seems the project is nearly complete! I knew I was right to pick you all those decades ago! You did not disappoint! Haha!"

Yung Lin bowed and cupped his hands as it was custom. However, his bow was much deeper and more sincere than usual, for this man was the one that allowed him to do all of that. He could barely keep back his pride and happiness from showing after getting praised by his benefactor.

But he was strong and kept to the courtesy, "Yes, Elder! In another week or so and the Portal Nexus will be complete! We have been working day and night to assure the absolute best use of the sect's resources! Not one Spirit Stone was wasted!"

After the official words were exchanged, the Elder sighed and took a step closer, lifting his junior by the shoulders.

"Yung Lin, my boy, I'm so proud of you. You have achieved so much with so little. It is a real shame you weren't born as my son…"

"Elder, despite what nature decided, I'll always consider you my father!" Yung Lin replied, barely holding back his emotions.

"Good, good!" the Elder laughed, but then became extremely serious. "Yung Lin, I shouldn't be saying this, but… The other Elders have been talking…"

Yung Lin swallowed hard. Rarely did anything good come from the Elders talking. He prepared himself for the worst.

"After this project is complete, they were talking about making you an honorary Core Disciple!" the Elder spilled the secret, nearly making his disciple faint in the process!

He could barely keep his excitement at bay, "Thank you, Elder, thank you! I'll never forget all that you've done for me!"

"Haha, no worries! But now shush! Don't let anyone hear what I've told you, it's not yet official. But, I'm certain that nobody will complain after seeing what a marvelous job you did! I'll even visit the Patriarch!"

That conversation still echoed in Yung Lin's mind. After working hard all his life, it was nearly time to harvest the fruits of his labor. His future was basically set! He would become a respected Core Disciple and could finally take a girl for himself, maybe even two…

He could cultivate in the best spots, only under the Elders and the Patriarch himself, and keep growing stronger for centuries to come. Life was going to be good!

Or, at least that's what he thought… Until an earth-shattering explosion ruined it all.
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                The gang arrived in Ethana, the westernmost settlement of Myrtana, at around midday.

It was a cozy little town, quite close to the border with the Empire, and as such had a mandatory stone wall, with plenty of brawny-looking soldiers patrolling on and around it. The folks here were fit and strong, used to hard work and harsh life. They had many skirmishes with the enemy soldiers over the ages and were as such, not suspicious of travelers at all!

Everyone looked so amicable and kind, with soft expressions and smiling faces, just beaming joy and happiness.

That was sarcasm.

"Halt!" A soldier shouted as the group neared the front gates. His call was quick and to the point, with an undertone of urgency. Almost immediately after, Gerald became surrounded by at least a dozen intimidating-looking guards pointing their sharp spears at him and his mount.

Toby's fur rose in reply as he released a low, guttural growl and revealed his teeth.

"Who are you?! Who sent you?! What are your intentions?!" the soldiers verbally assaulted him.

They stared at Gerald with harsh eyes and unkind gazes, and so he accepted their challenge and stared back down at them from his elevated position. Tensions between the two began to quickly escalate as they postured like two wild beasts ready to fight.

The soldiers narrowed their eyes and gripped their spears tighter, while Gerald began gathering Mana towards his arms and chest. Just a single spark was required for a fight to break out.

Just a teeny tiny spark...

"What is going on here?!" A higher-ranking soldier-looking dude came after forcing his way through the encirclement. His armor was better looking than the rest, the metal was shinier, the leather more colorful and vibrant, and he had some sort of decoration on his shoulders that the rest lacked.

"Commander Alfwin! These people suddenly appeared here! I have seen them rushing towards us at full speed, I think they were trying to attack us!" a soldier immediately reported.

"They might be scouts of the Empire!" another quickly added.

Commander Alfwin scowled. He was a smart man, and he had kept this border town safe and secure for decades. And in all that time, this was positively the dumbest thing he had ever heard coming from his soldier's mouth!

Five people, two men, and three young ladies, dressed in fancy clothes, arriving in such a grand manner, and for one of them to be riding a massive Warg… Only a blind fool would mistake them for one of the Empire's scum! Not to mention that they coming from the direction of the freaking capital!

No, these people were no enemy, but that didn't mean he would go easy on them either.

"Silence!" Alfwin ordered and then spoke to the newcomers, "What is your business here?"

"Business? We are here on a vacation, to relax and enjoy nature. Perhaps pick some flowers while we are at it," Gerald replied calmly from on top of his mount. If his teammates didn't know any better they would think he was some noble who was truly here to just relax, so convincing was his simple reply.

But commander Alfwin didn't completely buy it and narrowed his eyes instead. "And how do you plan on paying for the destruction you've caused?!"

"Destruction?" Now it was Gerald's time to be slightly confused. If he didn't know any better he would think he actually did something wrong by the way this guy was talking to him.

"That's right! Or are you going to personally fix the road?!" Alfwin harshly said and pointed at the ground behind them.

As the group turned around, they finally understood what he was going on about.

As it turned out, Rockslide wasn't exactly soil-friendly. The once smooth and uniform dirt road was now more akin to a freshly plowed field than a sturdy walkway. How they didn't notice the aftereffects of their actions beforehand was also a complete mystery.

"Oh, that…"

"Yes, that… You'd better have a really good explanation for that!"

Gerald sighed and rubbed his glabella. Somehow the consequences of his actions escaped his notice. It was weird since they were on the road for a few days already and nobody said anything. But, there wasn't much that could be done now, and only one action remained.

Gerald reached with his hand beneath his cloak, summoned a satchel full of gold, and then handed it over. "Let us forget about this little incident, shall we? I'm sure commander Alfwin can help us smooth things over, right?" he said with a smile as the man accepted the money.

Commander Alfwin was skeptical at first, but after opening the bag his mood brightened considerably. The gold inside was more than enough to fix the road, or at least their part of it, and have plenty left over. Whatever was more than a few kilometers from Ethana wasn't their problem anymore.

And the soldiers here could use an upgrade, and so could their barracks. Although he wasn't happy to be doing things like this, accepting bribery in broad daylight, commander Alfwin accepted the gold nonetheless. Reluctantly, of course!

"Fine, fine… We'll consider it a small mistake this once, but don't let it happen again! And no magic in the town! If I see any of you destroying our roads, I'll personally toss you out!"

The man acted like a dog. On the outside, he was barking and spewing threats, while wagging his tail on the inside. He had to put on a performance and act harshly, but he was secretly relieved. Due to the recent attack on the capital, the taxes were bound to increase, at least in the short term. That would mean less income for the town, and fewer resources for the guards, so such a generous sum of gold was greatly appreciated.

And it was all for something as simple as flattening some dirt! They had a few mages who could do it in a day with no problem!



Toby was left waiting outside while the gang entered a small pub in the heart of Ethana. It was still early noon, so not many were there for lunch yet. A few patrons sat inside, drinking, but the place was mostly empty.

The building was made entirely out of wood with the sole exception of the floor. It was a solid stone foundation with animal skins and rugs covering the gray rock. A lonely wooden counter was in the back, behind which a man stood watching the newcomers like a hawk.

"Outsiders, huh?" he questioned and stopped pretending to be cleaning a glass with an overused rag and tossed it over his shoulder.

"Indeed. We plan on staying here for a few days. Got any rooms to spare?" Gerald replied poker-faced.

"Hmm…" the barkeep looked them up and down. His eyes glanced over Sera and rested on Qiona for a bit, before moving over to Elly. "Sure, we got some, but it's going to be tight for you fancy city folk," the man said and placed two keys on the counter.

"And you'd better watch yourself if you plan on going in the woods. There's been Imperial scum roaming around," he added. Though it was unclear if it was supposed to be a warning or a threat. He certainly didn't seem that kind.

"We'll keep it in mind." Gerald took the keys and handed over a gold coin in their place. They then ordered something to eat and got some bones for Toby as well.

After they had their meal, Gerald gave each of them a fistful of coins and sent them to explore the town.

"We're going to begin with the lessons tomorrow, so make sure to take this time to check this place out and have fun. And Warren…"

"Yes?"

"Make sure to relax," Gerald said, especially emphasizing the last word.

"Yes, sir!" Warren saluted like he just received a difficult order.

Gerald shook his head. This guy was hopeless. Traumatic experiences could really change a man. But he couldn't waste any more time since he had an important thing to do…

It sort of slipped his mind before, since he couldn't use magic at that time but… It was time to repair the Phoenix Necklace!
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                If there was one thing Gerald regretted, it was not making a copy of the instructions in the Phoenix Temple. He sat at a table in his room, a tiny cramped space with just one bed, with the last remaining Phoenix Necklace, a vial of Phoenix blood, and the fresh piece of the Phoenix Core.

The stakes were high, and he dreaded making any mistakes. While he was confident in his memory, he couldn't be completely sure he didn't forget some important details. The margin for error was also nearly non-existent and he had to be perfect on the first try.

The Phoenix Core had to be shaped so it would fit into the necklace. However, that was easier said than done. Ether Crystals were nearly indestructible while inside a living being, a fact he confirmed many times as he sustained damage to his body, but not the black crystal on his chest.

However, when the Ether Crystal was separated from the body, it quickly lost this weird property and became much softer and brittle, like a piece of cartilage. One good bite and it would break, something Gerald had done many times before.

And now he had to carefully shape this thing to make it fit. It was too much pressure!

He didn't dare touch the real thing, afraid he might break it. Instead, he took out dozens of Earth Crystals and a sharp knife to test his skill on them first.

It was much like whittling wood, just more difficult. The crystals had that annoying feature that they liked to break off in chunks, depending on which direction it was being carved from. As such, Gerald had to first learn how to recognize the structure of the Crystals and never go against the grain.

Sure, that might seem easy on the poor and low-grade Crystals since the lines inside were clearly visible, but as the purity of the Crystal increased, the lines became more and more difficult to spot.

Hours later, when the sun was already low on the horizon, Gerald finally stood up and stretched himself. The table and the ground where he worked were covered with Crystal shavings and broken shards, as well as plenty of egg-looking Earth Crystals. Their surface was smooth and uniform, perfectly rounded, and without mistakes.

Carefully planning as well as polishing the surface was actually what took the greatest chunk of time, but now he was ready! At once, every piece of his trials disappeared and the room returned to its previous clean-ish state.

He couldn't afford to make a single mistake, so he had to thoroughly prepare.

Gerald sat on the floor and closed his eyes, meditating for nearly half an hour to enter a state of tranquility and inner peace. All his nervousness was washed away and any remaining doubts were dispelled like morning mist underneath a warm summer sun.

Of course, that wasn't nearly enough. He also drank a Potion of Focus to make sure his mind remained steady and free from stray thoughts.

Finally, he was ready! He took his carving knife in his right hand, and the rough Phoenix Core in his left, silver one, and began the process.

At a snail's pace and with utmost precision, thin shavings of the crystal fell on the table as he tirelessly scraped off the high points, smoothed the surface, and gave the gem its proper oval shape.

Having completed the task without a single mistake, Gerald collapsed onto the bed beside him. Carving the heart of the Phoenix Necklace was quite possibly the most arduous and nerve-racking thing he had ever done. Nothing came even close to the extreme concentration his mind just went through.

Despite carving just a tiny thing, he felt like carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders that entire time. It was an extremely bizarre feeling that his messed-up mind made him experience. Or at least that's what he was telling himself.

He was so tired in fact, that he just fell asleep almost immediately after finishing the job.

A few hours later, as the outside world was already covered with darkness, Gerald abruptly woke up. Performing a few stretches, he got rid of the grogginess and sat back down at the table.

Next, he took a vial of Phoenix blood, the Core, the necklace, and a thin brush.

He poured a third of the blood from the vial into a small glass bowl, threw in some of the Ether dust that came from the Core, and then added some of his own blood as well. Doing a shallow cut on his forearm, he let a few drops mix with the rest of the magical ink, just as the process required.

As for why he cut his forearm and not, let's say his finger, it's because human digits were full of nerve endings and extremely sensitive. Not to mention that a wound on a finger was extremely annoying in everyday life, especially when he needed precise control of his fingers.

The forearm was almost exactly the opposite and as such the ideal place from which to harvest a few drops of blood. No need to do more damage than absolutely necessary.

He then performed the ritual described in the temple, guiding Mana and mixing the ingredients as best he could. As the bloody ink was completed a few minutes later, he took the Mythril-gold alloy necklace and gripped the brush dipped in ink. A drop of burning crimson blood was sucked up by the long hairs that narrowed into a point and Gerald began the process of restoration.

The microscopic Runes, engraved into the surface and barely visible to the naked eye, were revealed before him with a simple use of the Eagle Eyes which allowed him to zoom in on the metal jewelry. Bloody ink ran down a single hair of the brush and was deposited into the imprints of the Runes.

With each stroke of the brush, Gerald felt a sort of connection be established with the treasure. After what seemed like an eternity, the entirety of the enchantment was rewritten, though Gerald was unsure as to what exactly it meant, and only the final jewel, the Core of the Phoenix, was waiting to be placed inside.

The Core was soaked in the magical ink and then pressed into its spot while Gerald was sending his Mana inside the necklace. It was a way to establish ownership over the ancient relic, or at least that's what the instructions said.

As soon as the two pieces touched though, the blood was sucked into the necklace and the Core moved on its own, sticking to the precious alloy ornament, while the latter shrunk around it, nearly merging the two together.

The Phoenix Core was now completely encased in the necklace, with only about a third of it sticking out of the bluish-gold metal. At that exact moment, the Phoenix Necklace was complete.

Gerald didn't know why, but as he looked at the result of his work, an immense feeling of pride welled up inside him, telling him the long journey was an absolute success. He also felt some sort of connection being established with it, something like a bond of sorts, like the one between two lovers. It was an extremely weird sensation coming from an inanimate object. Completely foreign and heavy, but pleasant at the same time.

He took the Phoenix Necklace and put it around his neck like it was the only right thing to do. And in that instant, a scorching feeling spread across his body, making him feel like he was on fire. Actually, an image of himself burning suddenly flashed in his mind, but the sensation weirdly didn't carry any pain with it.

And in the next second, the sensation was gone. Like it was never there in the first place.

The feeling of closeness and connection with the Phoenix Necklace remained, however, it was now much weaker as if it was in a dormant state. It was also draining a tiny bit of his Mana. Nothing big though, barely 10 MP/h. It wasn't even noticeable.

Well, he wouldn't notice while normal people would be drained dry in no time at all!

"Okay…? Now what?" Gerald scratched his head. He didn't exactly know how this relic of the olden days worked. The only information he got was that it was supposed to be a life-saving treasure. How could it save a life? He had no clue. A barrier perhaps? Complete regeneration when wounded?

Gerald shrugged his shoulders. Speculation with no information was no better than a blind guess. And besides, if there ever came a time when his life was in danger, he would find out. Hopefully…

            

    
        Ch. 347 A What?!

    
    
    
    
                Several figures, covered in dark attire, rushed through the darkness. Running straight forward, and despite minimal light, they all expertly avoided the trees and roots in the forest that stood in their way.

Upon closer inspection, their eyes glowed in the shadows of the night, like those of ruthless ambush and night hunters of the animal kingdom. However, rather than a physical property of their eyes, the glow came from concentrated swirls of Mana inside.

They quietly traversed the woods all the way up to the tree line, where the forest turned to lush meadows filled with fields of wheat and grazing animals. They stopped there, at the border, and hid among the tall summer flowers and grass.

Their targets were usually political enemies of the Empire, taken out with absolute precision and in secrecy. This time it was a bit different, though their expertise in discretion was still required. Their informant in the nearby town already relayed all the necessary information for a successful ambush. Now they just had to sit tight, and wait.



"Alright, see here?" Gerald lowered himself and picked a small yellow flower. "This is a Daybloom flower. It only grows in late spring, and early summer, which is now. It has a few medicinal properties, however, the most useful one can be extracted when combined with a Fireblossom," he explained.

The group was currently outside Ethana in a lush meadow between the fields and a forest. It was early morning, with warm sun and calm winds, a perfect time to go outside and enjoy nature.

"Know that the Fireblossoms usually grow around dormant volcanos, so they aren't easy to find. However, should you manage to get one, you can then make a potion of Frost Resistance. The ratio is about 5 to 1 Daybloom to Fireblossom. And you need to use the flower of the former while extracting juices from the latter's roots."

Quina quickly scribbled down his every word while the rest simply listened.

"Or, at least that's what I've read in a few old books in the Royal Library. Can't be sure if they are accurate though."

The potion of Frost Resistance changed the properties of the blood and other bodily liquids for a few days, similar to antifreeze. If drunk in small amounts it was completely safe and could be used to prevent frostbite, or at least delay it for a while. Though the body then needed at least a week to recover and purge the brew from its system before it could be safely consumed again.

And with a slight change and the addition of another ingredient, the potion could be amplified and gain another effect, though that one wasn't as desirable. It made the skin of a person weaker to fire and sunlight for a while.

After drinking it, the light from the morning sun already becomes too powerful, capable of giving you sunburn, much less the strong noon sun rays.

That peculiar effect was discovered by accident, and apart from using it on an enemy to inconvenience him for a day or two, it was basically useless.

Still, Gerald explained it all in detail despite its seemingly irrelevant use cases. At least they wouldn't make the error of making it by mistake.

"Next," he began, "We'll have to find a stream, and perhaps a few damp, cold places in the forest. The herb we are searching for this time is named Sage's Beard," he said. "It's a gray lichen that grows in long strands off of trees in shady and moist places, usually near small brooks or in forested marshlands."

They made their way along the forest road slowly, each of them walking on foot, with Toby following a few meters behind while sniffing around for a snack. The giant Warg jumped from one bush to the next, sometimes spooking a few birds or small critters hiding inside.

"Oftentimes it grows with the combination of Lionheart Moss, and the two can be made into a medicine to fight infection. Now, I know that Healing Potions can be used for the same effect, but that is only if it is administered early," Gerald pointed out.

"If the infection is left to spread, it can become extremely difficult to cure, and that's where this medicine comes in." He pointed further forward, "Now, according to the map, there should be a small stream not far from here, we might be able to find some of it there."

Whenever they would stop after finding an ingredient, the two alchemy girls would gather a few handfuls and store them in the Space Pouch for later use. Since time didn't run in there it was perfect storage to keep herbs fresh. Though, it was a bit on the expensive side as a storage container and wasn't often used in that way.

A few minutes later they met a group of people walking towards them, about a dozen or so of them. The group didn't pay them any attention as they were just local hunters returning from a night hunt.

"… And, for example, Obsidian Boxwood," Gerald continued, "While it isn't exactly used in alchemy directly, its properties can oftentimes..."

The group of hunters split up and let them pass in the middle while they chatted among themselves on their way back home, with a bit of small game on their shoulders.

Gerald gave a simple nod as a greeting, and they returned it back in kind.

"… If made into a bowl, it can be used as a sponge to absorb many toxic compounds often found in various plants…"

Howl!

His teachings were cut short as Toby yelped out loudly in pain. As Gerald slowly turned around, he had just enough time to notice the group of hunters collapse on his teammates.

Sera was immediately captured and bound before she even had a chance to react. A thick rope was tied around her face after having a rag stuffed down her throat. She barely had enough room to breathe, so any spell-casting was out of the question.

Warren resisted for a few seconds longer, however having been ambushed so suddenly and without warning, he didn't even have time to grip his sword when two men jumped on him and brought him down to the floor in an aggressive manner. He was similarly bound just like Sera and dragged over to her.

Qiona posed no resistance whatsoever. At the first strike from one of the men's fists, she collapsed and lost consciousness, before getting dragged over to the other two.

It all happened so quickly, that Gerald barely had time to blink. These guys were good! And they were absolutely planning for this, no doubt about it. And so he didn't have any qualms about absolutely slaughtering everyone here!

His silver hand moved by itself and opened the barrel as his other hand started gathering flames.

Boom!

With a quick flick, the barrel moved to intersect one of the five attackers that jumped at him, instantly blowing away the head of one of them. Blood sprayed and formed a small mist cloud that was quickly blown away by the force of the explosion. An instant later, another cannonball was already in the chamber, with Mana levels rapidly rising, ready for another shot.

Boom!

However, his next target was quicker and ducked down just as Gerald fired. Then the remaining three arrived, taking hold of one limb each. They were strong, holding him in place so tightly that even with his strength, he had difficulties moving. Just difficulties though.

He lifted his remaining free hand, the right one, in which he had already gathered massive amounts of energy, ready to detonate it point-blank. He might hurt himself, but at the moment, he really didn't care. Adrenaline was pumping through his blood, and he was beyond angry.

How dare they attack his thing- err, people! Unacceptable! They all deserved immediate death!

"AAARGH!"

Funny how sometimes things turn around so quickly. Just as he was about to detonate the fireball, he felt something pierce his back. His super magically reinforced back!

Some sort of blade made its way into his body just to the right of his spine and below the rib cage. The scorching pain that shot out and began spreading across his body was unimaginable! The feeling he experienced was hundreds of times worse than a simple stab wound, and his body involuntarily spasmed, even going so far as to break his concentration while forcing him to release his destructive magic!

"Haha, worked like a charm!" The backstabbing guy laughed and held the blade tightly, not letting it slip out. Gerald was completely paralyzed, and no matter how hard he tried, his magic powers did not work.

His unresponsive body was brought down to his knees without effort and his metal hand was immediately torn off and tossed to the side. While he was still recovering from the shock, bluish rings with golden runes were put on each of his three limbs, one on his hand and two at his ankles like they were some sort of GPS monitors.

In the meantime, Toby was getting pummeled from all sides with no chance of resistance. Despite being unarmed, the three men that were taking him on were seemingly effortlessly beating him, despite the massive size difference.

"Ugh, what the fuck…" Gerald tried to move, but he was now being held down by six people at once. No matter how strong his body was, he couldn't resist anymore. The feeling was slowly returning back to his body, but he quickly realized something was wrong.

"It's draining my Mana?!"

It was a shocking revelation that frightened him to no end. The blue bracelets, or whatever they were, pulled Mana from inside his body and spewed it into the outside world.

"Haha, that's right, boy! Void Cuffs are great, aren't they?!" one of the thugs sitting on his back confirmed while laughing.

"Keep an eye on him. When he's completely drained we can continue," another one said and went to check on the other captives. He appeared like a leader as his clothes were the nicest looking despite being simple work attire. He did have a really expensive-looking pair of boots though.

"Who are you, what do you want?!" exclaimed Elly who was the only one not yet bound. She was held in place by two of the thugs though. As the man neared her she became scared and prepared to bite him if he tried anything, but he did something completely unexpected.

"Your Majesty!" The leader-bandit knelled on one knee and bowed before her. At the same time, Elly was also released. "Princess Emillyinn Vell," he began. "On the order of your father, His Majesty the Emperor, we have come to take you home." He then revealed an insignia on his chest that was previously hidden beneath a leather vest.

"No…" Elly gasped and covered her mouth in shock. She recognized the symbol as she knew it all too well. The Dark Cloaks, the personal assassins of the Emperor. Also known for never leaving any witnesses.

"Oh, my god," Gerald groaned. "Are you fucking kidding me?!"

            

    
        Ch. 348 Captured

    
    
    
    
                A reinforced wooden cage shook as the prison carriage went over the bump on the road. Inside sat Gerald, dressed in filthy rags and chained to the wall by his hand and feet as well as his neck. They placed him in an extremely uncomfortable sitting position after they stripped him of all of his possessions more than three days ago. Or was it four? He couldn't remember anymore.

He barely got any sleep during that time and so the days stretched and overlapped, making it difficult to distinguish what was real and what were just his hallucinations.

After the shocking secrets were revealed that day, he for sure thought they were all going to die. But Elly, or Emillyinn Vell, as they called her, begged those thugs to let her teammates go. And surprisingly, they did. Sera, Warren, Qiona, and even Toby were released and set free. However, Gerald wasn't as lucky and was instead put in chains and stuffed into this cage, where he spent his days ever since.

But that didn't mean they went gentle on him, far from it. He currently had cuts and bruises all over his body and he was unable to heal since he was devoid of Mana. Well, granted, perhaps it was a tiny bit his fault he got beat up. As if he would agree to be locked up without offering up some form of resistance!

One of his captors came too close and mocked him, so Gerald broke his face, with his own face. He gave him the most beautiful headbutt he could muster, making the guy collapse in pain as blood sprayed out of his mouth and nose.

He was pretty sure he knocked some teeth loose. But you know, one against ten big, angry men, he got beat up like a small child in an abusive family. However, during the entire time, he didn't release a single peep. He kept his teeth clenched despite getting pummeled and kept an aggressive expression all the way until his face swelled up and his muscles hurt too much to resist any longer.

Perhaps he even blacked out for a bit back then, he couldn't really be sure. That day was all a blur.

Of course, the most laughable thing of all that was the fact that he was apparently guilty of kidnapping the princess of the Empire! What a joke!

And of course, it didn't matter what Elly said, even after she told her side of the story, and revealed she escaped on her own. As if anyone would believe that. A helpless princess running away from the most well-guarded place on the continent, with countless guards, spies, and soldiers all over the Royal estate, and without anyone noticing. Talk about fantasy!

Then again, the truth of the matter really wasn't important. The long-lost princess Emillyinn Vell was returning home, and her captor was also there, ready to stand trial. Nobody cared if they got the right guy, it was all optics anyway. They just needed someone to blame. And who would be better than him? A scary-looking man full of scars and with a wild look.

Gerald understood the situation he was in all too well. That was the curse of intelligence sometimes. You would know things about to come and you couldn't affect the outcome even a little bit. Talk about an unnecessary source of stress.

At least he knew the rest of his teammates were okay. He didn't expect them to come to save him though. Actually, if they tried he would scold them for being brain-dead. They got overpowered so rapidly that even he couldn't resist for more than a few seconds. These people were the elites, ruthless warriors that knew how to break a person.

Whatever they stabbed him with completely paralyzed him for a short while, just enough to drain him of Mana.

He just hoped they would arrive at their destination and toss him into the dungeon as they promised. He really needed some rest, even if it was a cold stone floor. This cage rattling and shaking constantly was driving him mad, and he was under watchful eyes all the time. He couldn't even take a shit without those thugs knowing.

Actually, he basically didn't have anything left. His clothes and weapons were taken, together with his prosthetic hand. The only thing he got on the road was a bit of water once a day, and even that was stale and warm.

They have long since left the border and were already deep into the Empire's territory. As they came to a crossing, they of course had to sharpen their skills and so they slaughtered every Kingdom's soldier at the border, leaving no traces other than a pile of charred corpses.

From what he could discern from his prison, they traveled through forest and over hills, across meadows and bare, rocky mountains. For nearly a week they went from one town to the next, never stopping for more than a few hours. Curious onlookers gathered all around, trying to peer inside his cage like he was some wild animal on display.

However, he endured. No amount of shame, mental torture, or pain could break him anymore. He had already experienced too much. Now he just rested, preserving his nonexistent energy and bidding his time. An opportunity was bound to present itself.

Yeah, right! Some blabbermouth told the townspeople what they were carrying, and when their long-lost princess came to light, they didn't even let her speak, and all the hate and vitriol gathered in the hearts of these pathetic people, gathered over the long years of their miserable lives was directed at him and spilled out like a flood.

Rotten vegetables and wastewater were tossed and poured on Gerald's cage while his captors laughed under their face masks and encourage the people to curse him.

Luckily the spaces between the wooden boards were tiny, otherwise, these easily riled-up people would surely stone him to death. Not that they didn't try.

Even the children weren't spared from the hysteria. One of them, a kid who couldn't be more than ten years old, tried to poke his eyes out with a sharp stick while cursing at him.

Useful idiots, that's what they were. Gerald mentally cursed them all while keeping mum. Simple-minded folk that were easily manipulated by emotions. It was unclear if the Dark Cloaks were laughing at him, or the folk that so easily believed their lies and did their bidding, but they were definitely enjoying the situation.



Eventually, it was all over. They left the lunatics behind as they made their way along a river. There they made Gerald a favor and washed him. Well, wash might not be the correct word. They tossed the cage into the river and pulled it back out, repeating the process a few times in a row, nearly drowning him in the process.

This was one of the remaining fears he still had, the fear of drowning, being locked up in a tight space, and being unable to move. Slowly choking on the icy liquid while his body was trashed around in chains.

It was brutal. Ice-cold water entered his mouth and nose, burning his lungs and draining all the energy he had left. In the end, he couldn't even cough out the water anymore, and if it wasn't for the order they had to bring him back alive, he would have surely died.

The following day at dawn, they arrived at the capital of the Burronian Empire. That's all Gerald knew. He was way too exhausted to register anything else. The only thing he knew was that they passed through massive gates and into a bustling city. After that, he fainted.

His unconsciousness didn't last long though. He was rudely awakened as his cage was unlocked and he was pulled out by the hair on the back of his head.

"So that's the guy, huh?" the warden there mocked as he looked Gerald up and down. "Doesn't look like much if you ask me! A common criminal, nothing more."

He went on to touch Gerald all over, feeling his muscles. "Hmm, hmm! Good stuff! We could make use of another worker, one of them just kicked the bucket yesterday, the lazy ass!"

"You'd better just lock him up until the trial, we still need him alive. His Majesty's orders," one of the Dark Cloaks said, though his tone remained flat since he clearly didn't care either way.

"Bah! This is my dungeon, my rules! Now, open up! Show me your teeth!" the warden ordered, trying to force Gerald's clenched jaw open. It was like he was examining a horse on the open market.

However, instead of complying, Gerald spat in his face. His body might be weak, but he still had some pride. Though, that was quite an unwise choice on his part.

Wham!

He suddenly found himself on the floor with no recollection as to what had happened. His cheek really hurt though, and blood started filling his mouth.

"Blood bastard! I'll show you how to respect me!" the warden hissed through gritted teeth and gave him a good kick in the gut. Gerald doubled over from pain while the Dark Cloaks stifled a laugh.

"Take off his clothes!" the warden ordered. "Those rags are too good for him!"

They nearly stripped him naked and took off the chains. Only a tiny loincloth remained, keeping the last grain of his dignity intact.

"Lock him in, the deepest chamber you can find!"

Before finally tossing him in the hole, they made a quick sketch of his mug and gave him a number. A piece of wood was hung around his neck with the prisoner's number and then he was on his way into the eternal darkness.

They tossed him into a cramped cell already occupied by two inmates. And of course, they chained him to a wall with thick steel chains. Two for his legs, one for his hand, and one for his neck. The only problem was that they shortened the chains as much as they could, completely stretching him and preventing any movements.

And above all, he was left standing.

"Haah~" Gerald sighed in a tired, raspy, barely audible voice after the guards left. "So much for being able to have a nice sleep. Cursed Imperials…"

            

    
        Ch. 349 Howling Abyss

    
    
    
    
                The capital of the Empire, Drose, was a beautiful, bright, bustling city, but with a horrible dark side.

The justice system was anything but just, and worse of all, among the prisons, one was not like the others. The dungeon had a terrible reputation and a name that brought goosebumps to those who heard it. Howling Abyss is what they called it. Or just Abyss for short, as those that went in, never came back out.

A slight exaggeration, of course, but the legends weren't far from the truth. However, the Howling Abyss wasn't for the common criminals, thieves, pickpockets, and such. No, the dungeon was for political enemies and those found conspiring against the Emperor.

Rebels, deserters, and similar folk also made their homes inside, never to see the light of day again. Only their screams could sometimes be heard during a quiet night as they were used for hard labor, perverted pleasures of the guards, sickening alchemical experiments, or straight-up torture.

The building itself didn't look like much on the surface. The yard around the entrance was covered with a layer of gravel and surrounded by a three-meter tall circular wall with guards constantly patrolling on and below it. The guardhouse in the middle was a megalithic stone structure that stored only the most important of documents as well as the record of every prisoner currently inside.

And those papers had to be updated weekly, despite rarely anyone entering, and nobody leaving.

The guardhouse served just as an entrance into the underground, which was where the holding cells and the rest of the dungeon actually laid. With a single point of entry through the guardhouse and guard quarters, escape was practically impossible.

For added safety, a straight shaft went from the guard's chambers many meters underground, all the way up to the surface from where all the provisions were lowered.

The well-like structure was less than one meter wide and had a completely smooth surface, making any attempts at climbing out quite difficult if not impossible to pull off. A metal grate was also added on top for a good measure, and, of course, it could be only opened from the outside, and required two people coordinating to do so.

Not to mention that the first layer of the dungeon was devoid of any convicts and served more as a storage, research, and torture area. The various rooms branched off the main path, however that one long corridor was the only way in and out of the bottom layers, meaning that anyone escaping would basically have to kill many dozens of guards before even having a chance at tasting freedom.

Many heavy steel doors separated sections of the corridor and had arrow slits through which the inmates could be shot if they tried anything funny.

And even if somehow, someone managed to go through all that, there were a hundred or so guards waiting for them on the surface, with the reinforcements of thousands of city soldiers ready to help squash the rebellion in an instant.

There was once an attempt at breaching the dungeon walls. It happened decades ago before the current Emperor even took the throne. Somehow the entire population of prisoners escaped their restraints at the same time and forced their way through to the surface by sheer force of will.

What waited for them there was a rain of arrows and magic, turning the desperate men into a puddle of blood and guts. The leader and the mastermind behind the attack, as well as his helpers trying to liberate the inmates, were later publicly flayed alive to serve as a warning to others.

Since then, no attempts of attack or escape involving the Howling Abyss were ever made, and it became widely accepted that, once you entered past those heavy metal doors, and unless otherwise ordered by the Emperor himself, you would meet your end there, in the darkness.



The second and third floors of the Howling Abyss were much different. There, prison cells and torture chambers were carved into the solid black rock, with metal doors and steel prison bars keeping the guests there nice and cozy.

And rather than one straight line like the floor above, the dungeon here branched out like a web, spreading out in all directions and forming a maze to befuddle and confuse any unwanted guests. Not that there were any.

Everybody was welcome to enter the Howling Abyss, but few had the privilege to exit.



Murik Woods was one of those people that were more than welcome in this place.

Since his childhood, he dreamed of joining the army and serving the Empire. And when he reached the youthful age of 16, his dreams came true. His father, a small-time soldier in the army, put in a good word with his superiors, which helped Murik get accepted as a recruit.

His following five years were spent away from home, training to be a soldier. Despite the grueling, back-breaking exercise, he was happy. His strength increased, his body developed, he found himself a girl among the medical staff which he often had to visit, and made friends among his comrades.

Life was good! Extremely hard and painful, but good! Everything was so simple back then. Even if he got injured, broke his bones, dislocated a jaw, or lacerated his flesh, they would put him back together and he would be as good as new! Well, almost. The scars still remained, but they were a reminder of good times.

Murik Woods sighed. The scars he was seeing now were a painful reminder of what could have been if he had chosen a different path. Now he was in shackles, chained to a wall of cracked black stone somewhere deep, deep underground.

Traitor of the Empire they called him. A deserter, others said. He didn't even say goodbye to his family before they locked him into this shithole and tossed away the key. Metaphorically speaking, of course.

It would be nice if they really tossed away the key, at least then he wouldn't get tortured anymore. That was the worst part of this place. Mindless torture, inflicting pain for its own sake. They didn't even do it to prove a point or to extract information! These sick bastards did it just because they were bored.

Or some, he preferred not to think about them, had disgustingly twisted fantasies that involved torture, screaming, and blood. Lots and lots of it.

Fucking perverts! Murik wished for nothing else but to have the opportunity to rip out their throat. If he just had someone to help him fight, they could surely overpower one of the guards at least! However, those wishes were nothing but mere fantasy.

People locked in here had long lost any will to fight, some even their will to live. Like his cellmate, for example. The man came in beaten and was roughly chained to a wall, but back then he still had that spark in his eyes, that burning flame of hatred and anger.

And as Murik Woods watched it diminish day by day until it was eventually snuffed out, he felt a different type of pain in his heart. A pain that came with acceptance.

Some people would scream, cuss, and shout for hours, some would last longer, even days… There was one that kept going on, screaming, thrashing around, and cursing for weeks, but eventually, they all turned quiet.

It would always start the same. Loud at first, be it sobbing or screaming, but eventually, they all ended the same, mute voices, empty eyes, and absolutely no will to live. Living corpses, just waiting to die.

And imagine his surprise when there came one that broke all norms of the dungeon.

The first thing he noticed was that, instead of the prisoners' tattered clothes, this guy was practically naked. He was also missing a hand, possibly an old wound, but not necessarily since he was bleeding all over, and he had three Void Cuffs! Yes, three instead of just one like every other prisoner!

Just one would drain all your Mana in less than a minute, now imagine having three!

Murik had to rub his eyes to confirm they weren't playing tricks on him in the dim light of an Earthen Blood lamp. They were not, he saw it all correctly. And while he had more than a meter long chains, allowing him to sit, the man was basically locked onto the wall. With even a metal ring around his neck!

He would have felt pity for him if it wasn't for the way the newcomer reacted.

As soon as the guards bringing him down here left, he gave a sigh of relief, mumbled something, leaned his head to one side, and died!

Oh, wait, no… He just fell asleep. In that uncomfortable position… Must have been really tired, especially since the entire time, he didn't say a peep.

So imagine Murik's surprise when he saw what happened the following day...
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                The sound of banging metal woke him up. Gerald slowly moved his heavy aching head and opened his swollen eyes with difficulty. He was in a stone prison cell, locked onto a cold wall. The place was probably about two by three meters with enough space for five people. Only three of them were filled though.

"Wakey, wakey!" A guard shouted while banging on the metal bars of their cell. "It's lunchtime, you filthy pigs!" His figure was especially scary in the dim light of the lantern he was carrying, and the shadows dancing on his face gave him a demonic appearance.

He slowly unlocked the heavy metal doors and stepped inside. He only took a single step, however, and placed three wooden bowls of some sort of thick white slop on the ground and then kicked them toward the inmates. And of course, some of the contents spilled on the already filthy floor.

"Eat up, you animals!" he shouted and then turned around and walked out.

"How... can I reach it?" Gerald's quiet whisper came. He was currently so weak he could barely speak.

The guard turned around and gave him a mocking smile, "That isn't my problem, now is it?! Gahaha!" He then went on, banging on the next cell door, and repeated the process.

Murik Woods, chained between Gerald and the other cellmate, stretched his hands as far as he could, but the bowls were just out of his reach.

"Nyeaah!" He then used his legs, which were unchained, to bring the food closer. He then pushed one bowl to his neighbor to the left and the other towards Gerald and began to eat.

The lifeless guy, having the food before him, slowly took the bowl and started eating it in small sips with the same emotionless expression. It was as if his body worked, but his mind just wasn't there.

Murik finished his meal quickly and licked the bowl clean. He then looked at Gerald and back at the bowl on the floor.

"Want me to help you?" he offered. Gerald gave a small, barely noticeable nod in return. However, he regretted the decision soon after as the food touched his tongue.

"Mmmh! Pfft! what the fuck ma, that's disgusting!" He spat out the white goo and turned his head around. "Get that shit away from me."

"Come on, man!" Murik called out. "Look at you, you need to eat something! How are you going to heal otherwise?"

"No, no, no!" Gerald remained adamant. No way in hell he was ever going to eat that stuff. It was so disgusting that it completely woke him up. And the taste was most likely made purposefully bitter just to torture the inmates some more. "I'd rather starve than have another taste! You can have it if you want."

"Oh, are you sure?"

"YES!"

"Well, okay, don't mind if I do…" Murik Wood finished the bowl of questionable white goo rapidly in case Gerald changed his mind. He was so lucky! He got to eat two meals in a single day! However, Gerald just rolled his eyes and averted his gaze in disgust.

His throat also started hurting from speaking so loudly. He just quieted down and closed his eyes again, however this time he didn't sleep. Instead, his breathing steadied, and his heartbeat slowed down as he entered a state of mind suitable for meditation.

The guard came back and demanded the bowls be returned, before leaving them once more in the flickering light of a single Earthen Blood lamp.

Gerald was afraid to do that before when he was constantly being watched, however now they were alone. No guards left anywhere. Murik told him that much without questioning as to why he wanted to know.

Guards came at random times to do a quick check as well as deliver a meal once a day. But even then they barely spent a few seconds at each prison cell and never bothered to check on the prisoners up close. It has been decades since any problems arose after all, and they were quite confident nobody was going to try anything stupid.

Of course, Gerald became the unpredictable variable in this perfect system. One that would bring calamity to the Empire. After all, things that have never happened before, happen all the time…

"Hm-hm-hm…" Gerald quietly chuckled with closed eyes, an action which was so out of the norm, that both Murik and his lifeless neighbor, just had to take a look. Then Gerald slowly opened his eyes and spat something out of his mouth.

The thing bounced on the cold stone floor while producing some distinctly metallic noises.

"A ring?" Murik questioned with a raised brow. Then in the next second his jaw nearly dislocated as it hit the floor. "It- It's… it's…" he stammered, but no other words came out.

"Ssssh!" Gerald whispered with a wide toothy grin. His expression was extremely disturbing, especially in the low light where the shadows thrown by the tiny flame danced on his face.

Murik could have sworn he felt a gust of wind as the quiet word exploded in his ears. Then he watched, wide-eyed, as the ring flew up by itself and found its rightful place on a finger of Gerald's right hand.

"Who knew controlling Mana outside of my body would come in handy so quickly? Hee-hee…"

Mana was everywhere! In the air, in the rock, in the food, in the filth on the floor… The only place where it was not, was inside Gerald's body! But so what?! He just took control of a bit that was all around him and manipulated it to his will.

A piece of metal materialized in front of Gerald, and as the latter closed his eyelids, his Magic Eyes sprung to life.

The piece of iron became encased in a fire as the temperature in the room rose slightly while being bathed in yellow light.

It was the first time in months that his two companions had seen such intense light, and had to squint to mitigate the pain from the blinding radiance.

The metal piece elongated as it became softer and then formed a complex shape, like that of a key. Gerald then willed the flames to go out and let the key cool, before Telekinetically bringing it to one of his Void Cuffs.

Ka-cha!

The first blue ring fell to the floor with a crisp thud and rattled for a few seconds before going silent.

Ka-cha!

The second one fell to the ground, and Gerald immediately felt Mana rushing back into his body.

Ka-cha!

The third and final Void Cuff fell to the floor, and a torrent of magical energy drowned Gerald's cells as they were slowly getting filled back to the brim. He then took a deep breath of freedom and absorbed the Mana under his control into his body to speed up the recovery.

Casting Recovery on himself, he felt a warm feeling wash over his aching muscles and swollen skin as his wounds started tingling while closing back up.

Despite getting back his magic, he was still in chains, and so he quickly solved that problem with a bit of forceful Telekinesis. Too bad he couldn't do that on the Void Cuffs directly or getting free would have been much easier.

When he could finally freely move again, he first stretched his sore legs and back and made a few movements to get the blood flowing. This place was so damn cold, and he hated the cold! But, for the sake of laying low, he couldn't afford to change anything.

If he wanted to bring this place down, he had to plan carefully and stay vigilant, lest he gets himself foolishly killed.



Murik Wood watched slack-jawed as the new guy utilized magic in spite of three Void Cuffs constantly draining him. Three fucking Void Cuffs! Murik's mind was currently on fire. He couldn't bring himself to even blink as he stared at the man casually tossing away all the restraints holding him prisoner.

The guy then extended his hand, and the piss-soaked straw on the floor beneath him gathered into a pile and then, under Murik's trembling gaze, separated from the filth and returned to its warm and dry natural state. The shit stains then moved into a far corner of the cell where they were then swallowed by the wall itself.

The man then took a chunk of rock, straight out of the wall, floated in front of his face, and crushed it into powder! Actually, more accurately it would be to say that the stone disintegrated into dust on its own because that's pretty much what happened. Then, with the addition of some water, he formed a ball of mud and smeared it over his body in some places to hide his healing.

He then sat down, still mostly naked, and an iron pot appeared out of nowhere. And with it, heavenly fragrances.

Gulp!



Gerald summoned some bone broth and drank in big gulps to satiate his thirst and hunger. He hadn't eaten in more than a week and he was positively starving! But some flavored water wasn't enough to satiate him. He took a chunk of roasted bear out of his storage Ring and devoured it like a hungry wolf. Then he took a smoked leg of a wild boar and ate that as well.

Well, not entirely, that was too much, even for him.

But then he noticed the other two guys, practically dripping with saliva while staring at him. They were completely quiet though since they understood they weren't dealing with a normal human anymore.

"Here you go, eat up!" Gerald said and tossed them the leg. Despite eating his fill, there was still plenty of meat left on the bone. More than enough for two starving grown men to quiet their rumbling stomachs.

They, quite literally, devoured the meal. Even the bone marrow inside was taken out as they broke the bone by smashing it with the iron shackles. How long was it since they last ate meat? They couldn't even remember.

Burp!

"I'm so full! That was delicious," Murik admitted as he laid back with a full stomach. "See, Zeph? I told you we're going to make it, just keep at it," he encouraged the guy to his left.

Zeph nodded absentmindedly and just continued to stare at Gerald with significantly brighter eyes than the day before. It almost seemed like his heart was slowly allowed to hope again.

"Righ, so, Zeph and…?"

"Murik! My name is Murik Woods," Murik quickly introduced himself.

"Right, listen," Gerald began. "I'll need you to do me a favor, alright?"

Murik nodded immediately, even putting some bobbleheads to shame, while Zeph was much more reserved and nodded slowly only once.

"Good." Gerald moved his hand and the bone pieces rose up and gathered in one place, before getting crushed into dust and spread across the entire prison cell, effectively wiping away any evidence of a feast.

"I'm going to need you to keep quiet and pretend you don't see or hear anything. If you do that, you might actually have a chance of getting out of this place… alive."

Despite him not knowing the ghastly reputation this place had, he wasn't stupid enough to think people here would be released. It didn't matter who they were before coming here, because a dungeon like this was made for one purpose. Pain.

And those that experienced pain on this scale by the state usually weren't let back out into society.

Instead of replying to his request verbally, the two men nodded once more.

"Good. Then I'm going to get some more sleep… Hopefully."

Gerald then placed the Void Cuffs back on and kept them locked with a tiny piece of thread. Unless examined from up close, you would think they were firmly locked on.

He placed the iron chains on as well and locked them securely, even the one around his neck. The Mana then rapidly drained from him, and less than half an hour later his body was empty again.

He then moved his head to one side, and soon fell asleep, only waking up the next day, during which he had some interesting conversations with his new friends.
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                The Burronian Empire was a nation constantly at war.

Since the time of its creation many, many centuries ago, its people had to fight for survival every single day. The long years of battle made the nation united under a single objective.

It was to endure.

To endure the long winters where monsters hid in the shadows, to endure the assault of Demons that constantly threatened their land, and to endure against the passage of time and emerge victorious in this eternal conflict.

While everyone on the continent knew of the Demons that made the Forbidden Zone their home, the Imperials were the only ones that truly knew what that meant. They were the ones whose sons got slaughtered by the twisted beasts that came out of that place as they fought to keep them contained.

For as long as the Empire stood, they desperately pushed back at the darkness trying to invade their land. Centuries of conflicts allowed them to refine their weapons and adapt to the eternal threat of the monsters, keeping them at bay with minimal force.

However, every once in a while, the beasts would gather in greater numbers and break through their defenses. At that time, the majority of the Imperial army would be called upon to help bring the land back under control and reclaim their lost domain. Luckily, after such an attack, there would be peace for a few short upcoming years during which the Empire could recover and repair the damage while gathering strength for another battle.

Such a thing happened just recently, just over a year ago, when a greater-than-usual amount of monsters attacked the southern border and crushed the centuries-old stone walls in a single night.

Murik Woods had just finished his soldier training when he was called to battle. He and his entire platoon were gathered at once and transported to the front lines in just a few short days.

It was always his wish to fight for the Empire, for the Emperor, and for his people. A glorious battle to remember! The stories he could tell his grandchildren in his later years, what amazing deeds he had done… It was all just crazy dreams of a delusional youngster!

That was not a battle, it was a slaughter!

What they fought was completely different from what he had heard, what they trained for. What Orcs, what Goblins?! Those were but fodder, blown up by the dozen by a single shot of the Arcane Cannons that lined the fortified walls of their bastions.

Blue lightning and flames flashed across the land as the beasts died by the hundreds and the men by the dozen. Layer upon layer of walls protected the fortress in which Murik was stationed at that time. Up high, atop the highest tower, stood a single man. His body was covered in artifacts and magical items which glowed and twisted the light as his golden hand moved and roared across the sky, as the spells he threw out rent the beasts asunder.

There were many such towers, each a platform for one such man.

The land around the fort was half scorched by flames, frozen by ice, and turned into an impassable wasteland by powerful Earth magic that turned it into a field of thorns.

Explosions rang in his ears as he trembled below the wall upon which the Arcane Cannons were doing their part, spreading death to all that came close.

Every once in a while something would go wrong. The creations of the Arcane were made with haste and oftentimes pushed to the limit. In such cases unnatural phenomena would sometimes take place, twisting the form of the user into an abomination or, what was more likely, killing him outright by the explosion of chaotic magical energies.

No matter how the Artificers repaired or reinforced the Runes, there was always a weak point that would give out, sooner or later.

In cases such as these, having plentiful reserves of fresh recruits to take the dead man's place was absolutely necessary.

How many of his friends had Murik Woods seen splattered on the wall or turned to liquid by an unpredictable discharge of the overused Arcane Cannon? He couldn't remember anymore.

His heart trembled each time it happened. But at least his beloved was still with him through the most difficult of times.

Until she wasn't.

A breach happened in the neighboring fortress and the medical personnel there was already stretched thin. The love of his life, together with many of his comrades and older warriors were appointed to escort a part of their healers there to stabilize the situation.

They waited for an opportune moment when the beasts there were lesser, at the dawn of a new day. They departed in secret and with haste but never made it to the other side.

Murik watched in horror as the tiny platoon was torn to shreds by incredibly fast-flying monsters, and not long after, the weakened fort was demolished under the combined forces of five massive Giants.

His memories became a blur after that. The Giants got bombarded into oblivion by the other strongholds soon after, however, it was already too late, and he didn't care anymore.

The long days bled into one another as he was showered with blood and gore constantly. He never experienced the fight by himself, however, he saw those much stronger and smarter than him lose their lives in the most horrifying of ways.

However, all that madness ended one fateful day, when a massive monster, later identified as a Shadowbeast, breached their walls.

At least three meters tall and five meters long, if counting the tail, the beast leaped across the tens of meters tall blockade, slaughtering the soldiers manning the walls while it was at it.

It walked on all fours, with each of its limbs ending with thick claws, each about 20 centimeters long and 5 wide. Instead of fur, it had tiny bone-like armor plates across most of its body, while especially long spikes came out of its forearm, sides of the head, and back. A sharp horn rose from its forehead, about 30 centimeters long and extremely thick, which it used to skewer one unlucky guy that escaped its initial attack.

Its sharp teeth tore apart metal as if it was worthless tin foil as it took a bite off its victim here and there.

The Arcane Cannons further away from the carnage turned, spitting balls of unstable chaotic magic energy toward the beast, covering it with lightning, fire, and something that appeared to have disintegrating properties on living flesh.

The bony protrusions on its back were the ones most affected by the aggressive attack, however, the duration of the magic was just too short. The Shadowbeasat barely felt its skin stinging from the blasts, which, understandably, enraged it further.

It jumped with its powerful legs, each thicker than an armored soldier, and bit down with its mighty jaw on the Arcane Cannons, shattering them like ice. No metal was strong enough to resist its bite. And with a flick of its thick, spiky, flail-like tail, the defenders were swept away, crushed under the force of impact.

And just as it was done with the soldiers up high, it turned its many eyes towards the fighters below. Murik felt his blood freeze in fear at the look of that bloodthirsty face. But just as he thought it was all over for him, a blue light shone from the highest tower, and the beast was instantly frozen solid.

He remembered slowly turning around to look at the man in the tower in awe, but then the sound of shattering ice disrupted his train of thought. He didn't dare turn around, terrified of what he would see.

There came a howl… A howl so loud and powerful, he was thrown to the ground by the shockwave, despite not being the primary target of the attack. The vibrations in the air were so strong that many blood vessels in his head and lungs burst at once, making him cough up and cry blood.

He became temporarily deaf and partially blind, but in hindsight, he was glad it happened. At least he didn't have to remember the sounds of his people getting crushed under the stones as the tower with the Mage on top, collapsed like a house of cards at the powerful beast's sound attack, forming massive wind blades and cutting the stones and obliterating the structure as if it was a tiny sand castle in a tropical hail storm.

He didn't exactly remember how or when he did it, but as he came to, Murik remembered he was running at full speed away from the ruined fortress, leaving a trail of blood behind.



"I then somehow managed to escape the battlefield unnoticed, and after a few days, I stumbled upon another army who came as our reinforcements. It was a bit late, but hey…" Murik smiled grimly as he remembered that time.

"They helped me get to a city where I recovered, but when I came back to the capital, I was branded a deserter, a traitor, and an enemy of the Empire. I should have died with the rest, they said. So much for the promised respect and honor for a wounded veteran…" Murik Woods sighed. "They didn't even let me say goodbye to my family before they tossed me into this shithole."

Gerald remained quiet, mulling over the things he had just heard. It seemed that the situation in the Empire was a bit more complicated than he imagined.

Still, that didn't mean he would let them walk all over him just because they had it hard in life.

"Hey… Murik, Zeph…" he began. The men turned to look at him and Gerald smiled. "What do you say we blow this dump sky-high?"
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                "Arcane cannons… That sounds interesting," Gerald spoke out loud. "How do they work?"

Murik Woods just shook his head, "No idea. I just saw them from afar." He was but a simple foot soldier in that battle. He did what he was told and otherwise just hoped not to die too painfully.

"Can you describe them?"

"Well, they are made mostly of silver... I think," he said. "Some gold is there as well, mostly in the form of runes, and perhaps even a pinch of Mithril was mixed in. I'm guessing because some of the metal had a tinge of sky-blue shade to it."

"Okay… What about the cannonballs, or magic, or whatever it was spitting out?" Gerald questioned.

"It's… like a ball of blue and white flames… I guess?"

"You guess?"

"Well, it was constantly changing, sometimes it had sparks trailing behind it, and other times it was surrounded by tiny lightning bolts. Sometimes it was eerily quiet, other times loud and scary… But overall it is mostly blue and white. Oh! And it exploded when it hit something. Or when it went a certain distance. Or… whenever it felt like it, really."

Murik scratched his head, "Now that I think about it, I think it was random actually. I have seen it blow inside the Arcane Cannon many times. It was not a pleasant sight." He remembered all those times when the operator got obliterated when the weapon decided to malfunction. A gory sight that still haunted him in his dreams even many months after.

"Interesting… So I guess it's some sort of a primitive magic spell generator?" Gerald concluded. Unfortunately, Woods had no clue and just shrugged.

"I'll have to look into it when I get the time," Gerald decided. They then became quiet as the feeding time approached.

About half an hour later, one of the guards came, banging on the metal bars of their cage while cussing them out. This time they got a piece of old rock-hard old bread each. Nobody complained as this was actually one of the more desirable foods in this hell hole.

Gerald patiently pretended to be out of it until the guard finished his round of abuse, and then removed his shackles and cast a Sound Barrier on their prison cell so they could continue to chat in peace.

Actually, the Sound Barrier was also good at keeping the smells contained since it locked gasses inside.

After cleaning up the outside of the bread, Gerald imbued it with hot steam to make it nice and soft, and then cut it to pieces before scorching it a bit with flames with the addition of a scoop of bear fat.

A pinch of salt was added and some spices as well, and with a juicy piece of meat between the two halves, each of the three guys got a delicious sandwich.

"Oh, wow…" Woods moaned after taking the first bite. "This has to be the best meal I've had in ages!"

"Hmm," Zeph nodded and nearly started crying from the meaty goodness, "It's delicious."

It seemed like his will to live returned after experiencing the miraculous effects of Gerald's cooking. Or maybe he just needed something to give him hope. Having a feast in the middle of a terrifying dungeon certainly seemed to do the trick.

"I'm glad you like it," Gerald gladly accepted the compliment.

After eating the nice lunch, he took one of the Void Cuffs and a notebook as well as some ink. He then went on to copy the Void Cuff onto a page, before slicing it up, after which he attempted to rearrange the paper pieces back into a circular shape.

"Hmm, not like this… Maybe…" He scratched his head for a while as he was figuring out how best to do what he wanted.

The Void Stone from which the cuffs were made seemed to be of extremely high purity, though it was still made of many differently sized chunks. It was all held together in a sky-blue net, a kind of Mithril-silver alloy.

Gerald fixed the cuff to the chain on the wall and gripped it with his arm in an attempt at pulling it apart. It did not budge. Even if he engaged his muscles to the max. It did not give in, not even a little bit.

"Oh, wow… Is Mithril really that strong?" He looked at those thin strands with surprise. He half expected it to snap immediately as if it was made of steel, but apparently not. He even went easy on it at the beginning, but in the end, even his full power wasn't enough.

It seemed like Mithril was a really tough material. But luckily it wasn't among the hardest substances.

He took a piece of rock from the wall, since, surprisingly, the dungeon wasn't even reinforced. However, considering none of the prisoners inside it had any Mana, that made a bit of sense. No point in wasting materials on unnecessary Runes.

Anyway, that piece of rock seemed quite hard, and after giving it a try, it did indeed leave a tiny scratch on the metal glove of the Void Cuff. Gerald made a knowing smile and got to work.

He made the edge of the piece of stone as thin and flat as possible, as well as round and overall balanced. He then used Telekinesis to spin it really fast by just holding it in place and adding energy in only one direction. The stone blade then started rotating at high speed, possibly even enough to overcome the structural stability of the stone itself, however, Gerald held it tightly so such a thing couldn't happen.

He then brought the Void Cuff closer and slowly began grinding the Mithril alloy net around the Void Stone. It took a while, and many sparks and dust fell on the floor, but eventually, he managed to cut through it and split the cuffs into two parts. He cut it around the middle, so now he had two donut-shaped tiny cages. The blue stone inside was taken out, and the pebbles being held together by pieces of silver were broken apart, and sorted according to size.

Then, under the watchful eyes of his cellmates, Gerald carefully rearranged the stones and glued them back together with molten silver. Having Telekinesis to do it all felt great! Nothing moved out of place and it could be rotated in any direction he wanted while it conveniently floated in the air in front of him.

A few hours later, the Void Cuff was put back together, the Mithril alloy merged back with the help of a bit of pure silver and some extreme heat.

"What are you doing?" asked Murik as Gerald appeared to be done with his work. He spent the entire time just watching in silence, fascinated by the magic demonstration. It was the first time he had witnessed someone using magic so naturally. Well, except for some of the old guardians of the Empire. But he never saw them from up close, so the charm still remained.

"Void Cuffs," came the short answer. "I just flipped it around."

"Flipped it around?" Woods lifted an eyebrow. It looked much more complicated than that. Why would he spend many hours of hard work just to flip…. "Oh. Ooooooooh!"

Murik Woods just realized what he was implying. "But, wouldn't that mean..."

"You got it," Gerald grinned as he dirtied the first reconstructed Void Cuff with a bit of mud to hide any remaining evidence of his tampering. Nobody would notice unless they paid special attention to it. And he knew well enough how to appear weak and helpless to fool people and divert their attention away from himself.

Then he put the Void Cuff on his hand and firmly locked it in place. It wasn't going anywhere.

"Hehe…" He chuckled. "Hahaha! YES! HAHAHAHAHAHA!"

Immediately the siphoning effect took place.
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                Gerald's body shook from deep, guttural laughter as his body was getting filled with energy like a torrent. In mere moments his reserves were topped off and it still didn't stop.

"Elemental Avatar!" He shouted, and his body was immediately imbued with immense strength, speed, agility, and defense. And yet, despite the great thirst for energy coming from the spell, his Mana reserves remained full. 100%! Not dropping one bit!

"Oh, yes… That's exactly what I need!" he roared. He looked at the remaining two Void Cuffs on the ground as a toothy grin, worthy of a devil, formed in the shadows.



"Stop! Don't do that! It's too much, you are going to blow! Take it off, quickly!"

Murik Woods remembered how panicked he had been after seeing Gerald put that cursed object back on his hand, only this time it worked in reverse. The Void Cuffs, originally made to completely drain a person, were now filling him with Mana at an unsustainable rate.

Getting constantly filled with Mana? Wasn't that supposed to be a good thing? The answer was no! Just as Mana could be helpful and heal a person, it could also do the exact opposite. Getting your body filled with energy with no way for a release would just lead to an unpleasant death.

Of course, people came up with the idea to use Void Stone to make jewelry and gear to keep them energized, however, sooner or later, there would be something that prevented Mana from leaving the body, maybe they would fall asleep, perhaps just unconscious from a powerful blow to the head, and there would be a corpse to clean up minutes or hours later, depending on the potency of the items.

The material was also extremely expensive and hard to make, so only the truly rich could afford to make weapons from Void Stone. A staff that is filling you with Mana for as long as you hold it, for example, was something that many nobles liked to play around with.

But even those were rare. Maybe 100 of those were made in the whole of the Empire. Most of Void Stone was used on the front lines, defending against Demons and their beasts. The rest found its way here, in the Howling Abyss in the form of Void Cuffs.

"Why would I blow up?" Gerald questioned his words.

"B-b-because it's too much! It's too much Mana for a person! In just a few minutes you will burst into flames, or even explode! Aren't you feeling bloated already?!"

Gerald patted his chest and then looked at him, "Nope, I feel great, actually. Like I'm filled with inexhaustible power!"

"Really? Oh..." Murik Woods fell silent. He couldn't understand how could someone say he was feeling comfortable when being filled with so much Mana. Common sense dictated that he should already be experiencing great discomfort, and soon he should start burning from the inside.

Weirdly enough, it didn't seem that was so in this case. Could all the warnings from his superiors be just baseless lies? Perhaps he should try...

'No, no….' Murik shook his head to get the dangerous thoughts out of his head. He was just going to patiently wait for something to happen and go from there.



Nothing happened. Woods stared at Gerald, half expecting the man to suddenly explode. But he didn't. He just continued his work, going on to convert the other two Void Cuffs as well. The work was painfully slow, but the end product was more than worth it. Though, he was pretty sure that if one blue bracelet wasn't enough, three were, without a doubt, too much.

He was right, of course. Gerald felt great with just one as he could keep the Elemental Avatar active at all times. However, going more than that was overkill. Unless he was in the middle of a fight and was burning through hundreds of MP every minute. Then having a few more would be useful.

"At what Realm are you at?" Murik Woods suddenly asked.

"What?" The question completely caught him off guard.

"What Realm of Cultivation have you reached to be able to handle so much power going through your body at once?" Woods repeated his question.

"Cultivation? So you also know about that…" Gerald noted it down in his mind.

"Every soldier does. It was part of our mandatory training."

"Really? Huh, I guess there are different customs between the nations. I assume there are many Cultivators in the Empire then?"

"Well, probably…" Murik said. "Only soldiers of the Empire get to learn it though. The common folk is aware of its existence, but they don't know it like we do. The most a few of them know are some basics," he pointed out. Being a Cultivator required a lot of time and dedication, something most people sorely lacked. Just knowing how to do something didn't mean you could actually do it. There were way too many roadblocks, especially if you were poor.

"So, what's your rank?" Gerald questioned further while still not giving an answer himself.

"2nd Stage of Spirit Accumulation. They said I had a bit of talent for it, apparently. I don't know though… Some of the Mages I've seen seemed impossibly strong. I doubt it gets easier the further down the road you go, so they must have had some godly abilities. I'm pretty sure a few of them stepped into the Nascent Soul Realm in their later years and-"

"How long?" Gerald disrupted his rambling with another question.

"How long, what?"

"Time. How long did it take you to reach this… stage?"

"Oh, it was about five years? I think… Might have been close to six, actually. I haven't been able to Cultivate in months for… obvious reasons." He shook his shackles to make a point.

"Five years?" Gerald exhaled deeply. It was about the same information he already knew. "That's too long… Isn't there a way to shorten it?"

"I don't know… Perhaps if you have better talent? But even then there is a limit to how fast you can grow… I think…"

"You think a whole lot…" Gerald pointed out.

Murik Woods shrugged his shoulders, "Look, I'm not sure, okay? I'm just going by experience. There was that one time when we had a day off and I took the opportunity to Cultivate, you see? But then, after four cycles, I couldn't do it anymore."

"What do you mean by that?"

"It's what I said, I couldn't do it. It started to hurt so bad I had to stop. But then again, it was already night by then as I have spent most of the day Cultivating, so I went to sleep. The next day everything was fine again, and I've never had the opportunity to do it again, so…" He shrugged again.

Gerald remained silent. It was a great thing that he could talk with someone that had experience in this area, but just this bunch of speculation and maybe's didn't do him much good. He made sure to commit it all to memory though. Just in case.

"But enough about me, you still didn't tell me your rank. What Realm are you at? Did you already reach the Nascent Soul perhaps?" Woods curiously probed.

"No, I haven't begun my Cultivation yet," Gerald admitted frankly. It didn't matter if they knew anyway. Zeph just sat on the ground and watched while the two were having a conversation. He seemed to be interested in the topic, though it didn't look like he wanted to speak about it. Which was fine too. Gerald also liked to just listen sometimes.

"What?! You didn't?!" Murik nearly jumped at him in surprise. If it weren't for the chains keeping him in place, he would probably grab him by the shoulders and shook him while shouting something along the lines of, "How can you say you haven't Cultivated yet?! How can you do all that then?! Explain yourself!"

But instead, the chains yanked him back and he lost his footing, which resulted in him crashing to the ground.

"Ow… that hurt." Murik rubbed his aching lower back and looked up at Gerald, this time in a much calmer manner. "Seriously man, you didn't Cultivate?"

The one in question simply shook his head. "I found out about it just a few weeks ago and didn't have the time to do it yet. By the way, can you use Magic Eyes?"

"The what?"

"Can you see Mana?" Gerald rephrased his question.

"Oh, yeah, sure! That's the first thing we had to learn. It was a really long, itchy, and overall annoying experience." His body shuddered as the unpleasant memory resurfaced and he got goosebumps. Or maybe that was just because of the cold draft in the prison cell. Hard to tell.

"Can't see it now, though. Need Mana to see Mana, hehe..."

"No problem!" Gerald took his iron key and unlocked the Void Cuff on the guy's hand. It seemed all Void Cuffs had the same lock for some reason. A fatal flaw in his opinion, but hey, he didn't complain. He then unlocked his chains as well, because why not.

"Alright, alright, thank you! Freedom at last!" Murik grinned. "Let me see now…" he rubbed his eyes and then looked at Gerald with the special vision active. His expression remained frozen as his eyes blinked rapidly a few times.

"W-what the fuck! Holy shit! Holy shit! Holy shit, man!" Murik Woods jumped in place as he looked at the burning sun in front of him.

"… Wow! I- I don't know what to say!" He was almost rendered speechless. Well, except for the few words he kept repeating over and over.

"You could stop screaming for one," Gerald suggested.

"Right! Right! Sorry!" the guy nervously laughed. "… But man! It's just… so much! Wow!" For some inexplicable reason, he felt like he should be doing a little happy dance. Though it was unbecoming for someone of his age to be doing that, so he just kept nervously shifting his weight from one leg to the other.

He had never in his life seen such intense concentration of Mana in a single person. Some monsters had more, of course, but seeing a human like that was… emotional, to say the least.

"Is it that obvious?" Gerald wondered.

"Are you kidding? I couldn't ignore you even if I wanted to! It's so bright and beautiful that I can't look away!"

"I see," Gerald nodded. He then turned his attention to the inside of his body and willed his magic powers to subside. It was not easy. With Elemental Avatar active, massive amounts of Mana were constantly leaving his body, getting replaced by the siphoning effect of the RVC. The Reverse Void Cuffs. Not to be confused with many other meanings the abbreviation had.

In any case, as he released the Elemental Avatar, his Mana stores started filling up rapidly, threatening to do untold damage if not put under control. Luckily it seemed that keeping Mana out of the body was drastically easier than dragging it in. He just had to will it, and his body would be cut off from the rest of the world, at least in the magic sense.

That made it so much easier to mimic the natural fluctuation in the surrounding Mana, and as such, his Aura started rapidly diminishing, like a bonfire being snuffed out.

"Close your eyes and see if you can still detect me," Gerald urged.

"Okay!" Murik quickly closed his eyes, turned with his back facing Gerald, and concentrated. "I can still see you, though not as clearly as before… Still there… Now it's getting difficult… Barely there…"

Then he started straining his mind, poking and prodding, but couldn't find a trace anymore.

"Wow, you are good! It's almost like you…" He opened his eyes and turned around. "… disappeared. What the heck?!" He looked left and right, up and down, but Gerald was nowhere to be found.

"Where did he go?!" He turned questioningly to Zeph who was observing the two the entire time.

"He turned invisible," the man admitted in a monotone voice.

"Invisible?" Murik started flailing around with his hands like a blind man, trying to find the missing person. But, no matter how he searched, it appeared like Gerald truly vanished.

"Is he a ghost? Where did he go?" Woods scratched his head. He searched left and right, high and low, but didn't feel a thing.

"Over here," he heard a voice behind him at the same time as someone tapped his shoulder.

"Aha! Gotcha!" Murik jumped, arms wide open, to where he heard the voice from and expected Gerald to be, only to get nothing.

"Huh?"

"Haha, wrong… Up here," he heard the voice again.

"Huh?!" Woods rotated his head towards the ceiling just in time to see Gerald reappear while seemingly relaxing on the ceiling, hands behind his head and all.

"You can fly?!"

"Haha, what? Did you think I was joking when I said we'll blow this dump sky-high? I was dead serious."

"By the Emperor's underwear... Holy… shit!"

"I'm starting to like this new guy, he is crazy," Zeph quietly said and stood up, visibly excited. "What are we waiting for then? We have nothing to lose, right? Mister Gerald? You got a plan?"

"Oh, my friend," Gerald answered and jumped back down with his signature crazy grin. "You have no idea..."

            

    
        Ch. 354 Prepartaions

    
    
    
    
                In Auralba, the capital of Myrtana, a few people were gathered while discussing the latest unbelievable news.

"Elly was a princess?! Of the Empire?!" Xilia exclaimed for the umpteenth time.

"Seriously, with all that happened, that's what you are concerned about?!" Sera berated her. The same scenario happened countless times already during the last few days, and yet, it seemed they were stuck in a loop with no way out.

Well, it was mostly those two as they dealt with the shock of losing both a teammate and their boss at once. Blum just remained quiet and seemingly depressed, while Warren blamed himself for being too weak to be of any use and has been training unceasingly ever since they came back home.

"Ahem!" Sebas Tian suddenly entered the room and cleared his throat to get the attention. "Ladies, you have a guest," he announced.

They turned around just in time to see a small group of people enter the room. It was Tabbris with a small entourage of his peers from the Phoenix Knights.

"Oh, Tabbris!" Sera jumped up to greet him. "What's the news?"

They contacted him as soon as they got back in the hope he could offer some help. However, the situation was quite tricky and had to be dealt with with extreme precision. If it was something that happened within the borders of Myrtana they could just get the order from the King, however, those two were already dragged over into the Burronian Empire, and now the politics between nations got in the way.

Tabbris just shook his head, "I've spoken with His Majesty, King Robart III, however, he is currently unable to assist us. The city needs to be rebuilt and the armies are needed to establish order. But even if that wasn't so, we can't just march into the Empire, that would be an act of war, something we are desperately trying to avoid, especially now."

"No way…" Xilia gasped. "After all that he had done to help you, you are just going to let them take him?! And do nothing?!"

She was positively infuriated! That was their boss they were talking about! Granted, he had a bit of an eccentric personality and acted like a dick sometimes, but he had helped so many! He single-handedly took down the Giant for Innos' sake! That was surely worth something!

"Listen, I don't like it either," Tabbris said with a soft voice to try and calm her down. "If it was possible I would have gone to save him myself, but it's just not realistic! The situation is extremely unstable already. The Empire threatened us with a war over their missing princess, so if this keeps them pacified, it is worth it," he explained.

"We cannot survive another assault, especially not from the Empire," he added.

"Why not?! You did just fine against the monsters! How is battling other humans any harder?!"

Tabbris pinched his glabella and exhaled in deep frustration, "You might not know it, but the Empire could crush us in a matter of days if their entire force clashed with ours…"

"What?! Are you serious?" the two girls exclaimed in unison.

"Yeah… The fact that we are seemingly equal is because a great part of the Empire's army is preoccupied with fighting real monsters. Anywhere between 50-70% of their soldiers and mages have to be constantly on standby and ready to fight at a moment's notice in case their south border gets attacked."

"What are you talking about? Why would they have to do that?"

"And how do you know all this? Isn't it supposed to be a secret?" Xilia added.

Tabbris just grimly smiled as the two ladies attacked him with questions. He might as well tell them what they wanted to know to get them off his back.

"It's because we have spies in the Empire. And as far as we know, the Empire uses short breaks between monster attacks to fight battles with us. It's apparently so that we don't grow too strong and overpower them. But that's most likely just nonsense," he added.

"They have many more resources than we do, but they are still running low and have to cull their own population every few decades so that the rest of their nation doesn't slowly starve. If they have just a handful of extremely powerful warriors it is way better than having countless weaklings. It is unfortunate, but such is this world. They are stuck in a small space between monsters, extremely dangerous Elven lands, snow-covered mountains, and us. And since we are the easy target… You get the idea."

"That's horrible!"

"How can they be so twisted with their actions?! Does that mean they took Gerald just as an excuse for war?!"

Tabbris sighed, "Most likely. The King said he will send a message to the Emperor, but that's as much as we can do. Whatever happens now it's completely out of our hands."

"That asshole! Why did he have to get himself captured?!" Sera shook her fist toward the ceiling.

"Weren't you with him? How come you didn't help?" Xilia teased to get the dark thoughts out of her head.

"I told you I couldn't! One second we are calmly walking, and then BAM! We are on the ground, tied up and left to dry like some salted meat."

"And what they did to poor Toby!" Xilia added. "I just hope Quina's potions can heal it."

"I hope Gerald's not suffering too much…" Sera said. "Damn it! If anyone was torturing him, it should have been me!" To be fair, she was neglected quite a bit, despite being Gerald's first real contact in this new world.



Achoo!

"Damn, it's cold in here! I'm going to get sick."

Apart from the chill environment, Gerald's time in the dungeon wasn't too bad. He had plenty of time on his hands and could focus his attention inward.

A nice surprise of whatever that white orb did to his Soul was that it burned off most of the corrupted parts, leaving the rest of it in a pristine condition. And even though he lost almost half the size, his magic seemed to be flowing much smoother. The strain also appeared to have lessened, allowing him for near limitless low-level magic usage.

And to think he once got exhausted by just 10 simple spells! Haha, what a loser!

All jokes aside, it was really about time to start with this Cultivation thingy. Even if it was slow, at least trying it out would give him some experience, and, who knows, he might figure out something helpful.

Apparently in the Empire, the higher nobility referred to Mana as Focus. Why they decided so had two reasons. The first, and also the most obvious, was because… they had to distinguish themselves from the common pleb, so to speak. Cultivators used the word Focus to signify their superiority and also to easily recognize a fellow Cultivator.

The second reason was even simpler! It was because focus was required to focus Focus. It was probably because of the funny sentence structure that they decided on the name.

Although unwilling, Gerald had to admit, it was pretty funny. Especially when trying to explain it to someone who wasn't in the know. "To get stronger you need a lot of time and focus to focus Focus." Oh yeah, that would make a whole lot of sense.

Yeah, well… Gerald remembered he had a few things to do first and the Cultivation could wait a few more days.

He took a bunch of blank scrolls, Crystals, magic ink, and whatnot, and began making various magic writings. If he wanted to take down this place, a lot of preparation was required.
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                It was a few days later, when Murik Woods and Zeph nervously watched the prison cell door, as they heard a guard grumbling and cursing in the distance. He was known to the inmates in the Abyss as the Grumblin' Murlin, a sicko that loved to torture, but hated everything else.

You would always hear him coming and know it was him since he was always complaining about how shitty his job was. People's spirits usually dropped as soon as they heard his voice and tried to make themselves as small as possible so he would leave them alone and take his bad mood out on someone else.

It was that time of the week again when it was time to refill the lamps on the prison corridor, and Grumblin' Murlin was the one that drew the short stick today.

The job was difficult and boring as he had to carry a heavy barrel of Earthen Blood through the entire prison, across the slippery stairs, and along dark corridors full of nauseating stench. It had been a century since they were last properly aired out. Only some airflow went through the Abyss, just enough to keep the air breathable.

The black goo itself also stank, even making you lightheaded if you inhaled too much of it. Overall it was a pain in the ass, and Murlin hated things that were a pain in his ass. He preferred to be a pain in the ass of other people though.

That's probably why many people disliked him. And probably also why the rest of the guards tricked him into playing a game of chance for this work. He had no proof, but he was certain they cheated somehow. He tried to complain, but they were having none of it.

And as he was going from one cell to the next, grumbling and cursing his work, he suddenly noticed a peculiarity in one of the cells.

He stared through the iron bars and looked at the two people chained inside. Everything seemed normal, most cells were only half full so the people inside would be quicker consumed by isolation, but something just didn't seem right…

He looked and observed, but couldn't come up with a reason even though he furiously scratched his filthy balding head. He looked at the cell number beside the cell. It read: LXIX

He scratched his unshaven stubble, rubbed his eyes, looked again, and then slowly exhaled, clueless. He felt like this number was important somehow, as if it had a deeper meaning. Didn't the warden say something about the cell no. LXIX? Something like, "I don't care what happens to the other two, but that guy CAN NOT be allowed to die! Make sure nothing happens to him!"

'Right, right…' It indeed went something like that. Maybe in a few more, better-expressed words, but the meaning was there. Grumblin' Murlin nodded to himself, satisfied. His memory was still sharp. Nothing could escape his notice!

'Wait… Doesn't that mean there should be… three?'

That was the last thought that went through his muddled brain as a pale hand appeared from the darkness, coiled around his throat, and snapped his neck.



Woods looked on with trepidation as the steps were coming closer. He was nervous as fuck! Gerald went off somewhere hours ago and still wasn't back. It was the third time he did this already, and he still didn't tell them why.

And now the vilest creature was approaching, and it was clearly in a bad mood! He didn't even dare to look, but Zeph beside him, who was usually the first to lower his head, watched the door intensely. He couldn't lose to his skittish cellmate, so he watched as well.

Soon the Grumblin' Murlin came, did his job, and refilled the lamp, and then just… stared.

'Oh gods, he noticed!' was Murik's first terrifying thought. But the man just stared at them for minutes. He then began scratching himself all over while dumbly staring into the cell. It was no wonder he felt so uncomfortable in his skin, the amount of food and filth that was stuck to his body made a pig rolling in the mud look clean in comparison.

'Is he even… Didn't he notice? Thank the gods this guy is as dense as a brick!' Woods allowed himself a bit of hope.

But then the murkiness of the guard's eyes slowly went away, and you could literally see the old greasy gears, slowly, painfully so, turning in the man's head. And just as it seemed he had figured it out... That happened!

Murik averted his gaze as a familiar hand soundlessly appeared from the darkness, and with a sickening crunch, broke the guard's neck.

Shortly thereafter, Gerald became visible again in all of his almost naked glory as he entered the cell.

"Well, that was unexpected…" he said in a flat tone. He seemed entirely unperturbed by the action of crushing a man's spine.

"Dude!" Murik loudly whispered. "You just killed a guard! There's no way others won't notice! We are so screwed!"

Gerald, in the meantime, sniffed his hand and then scrunched his nose, before cleaning his limb with Telekinesis. After he was done, he looked back at the corpse outside, and at the half-empty barrel of Earthen Blood beside it.

He had to admit, "Yeah, that might be a bit of a problem…" However, he already had a plan!



A hall of black, monolithic stones was bathed in yellow light from the oil lamps fixed to the wall every meter or so. A massive banner of the Empire hung on an otherwise empty wall. Opposite to it, near the other wall some five meters away, was a wooden bench with a table of similar rough construction, around which many men sat eating and playing dice.

They were all older, burly-looking men with rough appearances and mean expressions. As the coins exchanged hands between the winners and losers, many curses and similarly flowery words flew about.

However, one of them was not like the others. He was a young lad, no older than twenty, who went by the name of Falos Nerum. He was a son of a minor noble that was loyal to the Emperor and was as such 'privileged' enough to get such a 'cushy' job.

That was sarcasm. The job was filthy and uncomfortable, straining on the mind and soul, and broke down the guards almost nearly as much as it did the prisoners themselves.

Staying in a dark, cold place with grumpy, sweaty men for days, sometimes weeks at a time, was bound to leave many people less than ecstatic.

It was the same for Falos Nerum. According to his father, he was supposed to harden up and 'become a man,' whatever that meant. It was a good way to build character according to the old man, but he vehemently disagreed.

He liked flirting with girls and drinking with his friends deep into the night. Instead of the rough leather armor he currently wore that scratched his skin, he preferred his fancy, colorful, silken clothes and shiny, elegant, black, knee-height boots with raised heels and soft insides.

He longed for his sparkling jewelry of gold and silver, as well as the sound of music and the smell of good food.

He had none of that here. Everything was just dark, gloomy, and wet! The bloody ceiling was constantly dripping with icy water no matter how many times it was repaired. The floor was slippery and cold, and it seemed he was the only one that noticed, or cared.

He internally sighed and took out his silver pocket watch, the only piece of luxury he was allowed to take with him. He looked at the time and then at the brutes playing the game. He repeated the same action many times in the last hour but couldn't get himself to speak up.

There was something that bothered him, but he didn't dare voice his concerns for fear of retaliation. Because every time he said something along the lines, "We should do this," or "Isn't it better if we do that?" he always got the same response.

"Go do it yourself, greenhorn!" That was what they would say almost without fail every single freaking time! Talk about animals that only liked to eat, drink, fuck, and play games.

Falos Nerum despised this place from the bottom of his heart. It went against everything he knew or wanted in life. But eventually, he couldn't hold it in anymore and had to speak up.

"Where is Murlin? He's been gone for a while, hasn't he?" He said it loud and clear, but the drunk apes didn't seem to react at all. They argued, drank, and played dice without sparing him as much as a single glance.

Falos waited for a bit, but after receiving no response, he stood up and pushed out his chest, like some scrawny vegan at a grill party, ready to argue. "I said, Murlin's been gone for-!"

"We heard you the first time, greenhorn!" one of the men thundered in an annoyed tone while shaking the dice in one hand. "Nobody cares where he's… 16! Haha! Pay up, you old coot!"

"If ya're so w'rried for the ol' prick, why don't ya get 'm back 'er? Ye'd do g'd to be a fine g'url of 'is" added another in a laughing, mocking tone, showing his rotten yellow teeth.

The rest erupted in laughter.

            

    
        Ch. 356 Deader than Dead

    
    
    
    
                'Bunch of drunken swine!' Falos raged on the inside while containing himself from cussing them out outright. Still, he couldn't help but say something, "Fine! Maybe I'll go take a look then!"

"Go then."

"I will!"

"Good."

He stormed out of the hall and slammed the reinforced door behind him. Or, at least that's how it happened in his mind.

In reality, he barely managed to open the damn rusty thing, and closing them was even harder from the other side since the stone was slippery and wet. The thick iron hinges squeaked loudly the entire time, probably just another reason why the other guards used those doors as rarely as possible.

He was just gone for a few minutes when Falos Nerum came back screaming hysterically.

"He's dead! Murlin's dead! I've seen his corpse! They've killed him dead! Completely and unequivocally dead!"

Once again, the rest of the guards didn't even flinch.

"11? Damn it! This dice is cursed!"

Falos stood rooted to the ground in the middle of the hall with his eyes bulged out and hands shaking. "Hey! Did you hear what I just said?!" he shouted in a hysterical voice.

"Oy! Shut yer trap!"

"Leave the man sleep, greenhorn, it's not the first time that's happened."

Now he had enough! The Nerum lad finally gathered some courage to stand against the older men, "You absolute buffoons!" he shouted. "Listen to me, I said he's dead! T-there's blood and all! And his neck was all bent the wrong way and shit!"

The largest of the guards, going by the nickname Grog, slammed on the table and stood up in a bad mood.

"Alright, already! Shut it!" He went forward and grabbed Falos by the arm and dragged him out of the hall, "Let's go to see this dead man, shall we?"

"You tell 'im, Grog!"

They went down a few flights of stairs, walked along a corridor, and went down even further. Eventually, they came to an especially steep stairwell that was well-lit by the freshly refilled lamps and stopped there.

On the bottom lay the corpse of the ol' Murlin, laying in a puddle of his own blood.

"See?! I told you!" Falos shouted victoriously.

"Hmm…" Grog just stood in place and rubbed his boot over the stairs. A thin layer of black liquid coated the top of the stairs below the lamp and a few steps further down. It was quite slippery.

"This bumbling fool…" He murmured and carefully went down where he examined the body.

Murlin had many bruises on his face and neck, and a big gash on his forehead, most likely the source of all that blood. His neck was quite obviously broken, and so was his nose.

It didn't take a genius to wrongly guess what happened there.

"Alright, get him up," Grog ordered and gestured towards the corpse.

"Me?" Falos asked incredulously. "He stinks! And he's all bloody! No way!"

Grog just took a step closer and looked at him with the meanest look he could produce. He didn't even have to say anything as Falos quickly lowered his head and said the meekest "Yes, sir..." he could muster.

As they were on their way back, the young lad still couldn't keep his mouth shut and had to ask, "But who killed him? Aren't we going to search for his killer?"

Grog just groaned internally. "Boy, he fell."

"Fell?"

"Yes, fell. The dumbass spilled the Earthen Blood all over the stairs and then slipped on it and broke his neck. You would have seen it too if you opened your blind eyes."

The explanation made perfect sense, and so did the wounds, but Falos didn't want to admit to being wrong and so he insisted, "But Grog, sir! What if one of the inmates killed him and then just made it look like an accident?"

Grog stopped in his track, turned around, and looked at him like he was looking at the biggest retard in the world. There was even pity and disgust in his eyes, something Falos knew all too well as it was the same look his father would give him when he would drag his sorry ass back home in the early morning hours after a night of partying.

He shuddered and shut his mouth.

"By all means, you can check every single one of the 90-something cells if you want. Good luck finding the killer." Grog then turned around and opened the door of the hall and took back his seat at the table. He had wasted enough effort for one day, now it was time to play dice!

Oh, and he would probably have to write a report for the dead Grumbler. "Aaah! What a pain!"



"Excellent…"

Gerald mentally rubbed his hands together as his trick with the dead body worked. He had to change the content of Earthen Blood in many of the burning lamps just to make it seem more legit. And yeah, he confirmed, that Earthen Blood was in fact oil or some version of it. But judging by the looks and smell, it was most likely crude oil.

It seemed that this world was in the early stages of its use, so something like an internal combustion engine was probably still ages away. If it was ever going to emerge.

Gerald certainly wasn't going to make it. Because, despite knowing the basics, he wasn't going to waste his time creating something he had no current use for. Magic was way better anyway, and he wanted to focus on that.

And as he kept nearly all of the Howling Abyss under his watch with the help of Magic Eyes, he felt quite safe. There was that one annoying dude among the guards that complained too much, but luckily the others didn't let him run around and do whatever he pleased, so he wasn't concerned about getting discovered.

"What happened?" Murik asked as he noticed Gerald's expression perk up.

"Weren't you watching?" the man in question answered.

Murik Woods shook his head, "I can't see that far. At most I can recognize objects up to ten meters away, any more than that and it all becomes blurry and merges into the background."

He was talking about his Magic Eyes, of course. That's how they worked. Depending on the strength of your Soul, you could distinguish detail at a longer range and pick up the world around you through the mind's eye.

Gerald's range was about ten times that of his, and his resolution was also much greater, so he could see almost everything. He could even read lips if he focused on it hard enough, though that skill wasn't exactly reliable.

"They bought it," he announced. "They think that guard fell down the stairs and broke his neck."

"They did? Hahaha, they are so dumb! How does that even work?"

Murik Woods used his free time in the prison cell to restart his Cultivation. It had been many months since he had last done it, and he was itching to give it another go. He didn't have anything better to do anyway.

He and Zeph also started training a bit, since their muscles degraded from a long time of inaction. Now that they had good food and could move unimpeded for many hours each day, they made sure to get themselves ready for when the time came to fight for their freedom.

In the meantime, Gerald kept making all kinds of scrolls. He made hundreds of Fireballs, Wind Blasts, Ice Shields, and countless Thorns, together with Stone Bolts, his signature move.

He created countless scrolls until he ran out of paper, parchment, and even raw beast skins, he used it all. Some of them were subpar as ingredients, however, that was even better since he was also making explosion scrolls en mass. The more unstable they would be, the better. And the Runes he was drawing made absolutely no sense.

They were just there to gather and focus Focus until it reached critical mass and became unstable, creating an explosion. The only part that had to be accurately made was the activation delay, going from three seconds, all the way up to ten. A bit of variety to spice things up.

And it was a good thing he was working on it so aggressively for the last few days, as, not even two full weeks since his imprisonment, a group of five guards came to their cell, all of them wearing the same grim expressions that went well with their gray and black uniforms.



"Rise and shine! It's time to go!" one of the men shouted and gave Gerald a few slaps across his exhausted face to wake him up.

As the man weakly replied to their abuse by lifting his head and opening his eyes, they unlocked his shackles one by one. As the metal ring around his neck was opened, they had to stop him from falling down, such was the weakness of his body.

"Come on, stand up!" another hollered at him, but it was useless. Gerald's legs were like noodles from weeks of abuse and starvation, and he couldn't even stand on his own. One of the guards had to hold him up straight, an action which he begrudgingly carried out.

"Where are you taking him?" Woods asked. He still didn't know the exact plan Gerald had for them, and now the man in question was already being taken away. He, of course, knew that the seeming weakness was all part of the act, especially seeing Gerald secretly wink at him, but that didn't mean he wasn't worried.

He didn't know what was happening at all!

"Shut it!" barked one of the guards and slammed the cell door, locking it once more.

As the group of men left, Woods and Zeph remained alone. The former mulled over everything he was told in recent days, but couldn't come up with anything.

"What do you think he meant when he said 'Listen for thunder'?"

Zeph simply shrugged his shoulders. "Don't know. We are too deep to hear thunderstorms."

"That's what I'm saying! It makes no sense!" He then looked towards a small crack in the wall within his reach where a small iron key was hidden. "Or maybe it does..."

            

    
        Ch. 357 Mock Trial

    
    
    
    
                Before Gerald was led out of the Howling Abyss, they gave him back his clothes and even force-fed him a potion to get him moving again. Even his silver hand was brought back and fixed back in its place on the little stump that remained of his left arm.

When standing trial for his crimes, as Gerald later found out, he had to appear dangerous and savage, like a proper criminal, not a poor beggar on the edge of death. That would be too shameful for the Emperor's friends to see.

Also, if they wanted to place him in chains, having just one hand turned out to be quite a challenge. So they gave him back his gear and even washed his face a bit to get some life back into him. He was even fed a delicious potion that imbued him with energy, like some sort of stimulant. He suddenly felt alert as if he just had a strong cup of coffee.

He kept mum for the entire time, keeping the Ring carefully hidden under his tongue while actively suppressing the RVC from filling him with excess Mana. If he wanted his plan to work without a hitch, he needed to be patient.

As they brought him out of the guardhouse and back onto the surface, the warden there was already waiting for him, together with an armed entourage of mean-looking guards and a carriage.

"Good news you little shit!" the warden greeted him with enthusiasm. "It's nearly time for your trial, let's go!" He aggressively shoved him forward while taking over the chain that went around Gerald's neck, wrists, and ankles, and pushed him toward the carriage.

"Hopefully they'll let me take a few souvenirs to dissect after they will be done with you!"

After forcing him to climb up on his own, an action which was exceedingly difficult with all the iron weighing him down and limiting his movements, they also covered his head with a sack and tied it around his neck.

The entire procession of horses, soldiers, and guards made their way toward the Royal Court somewhere in the city. Gerald had no clue where they were as he refrained from using any magic, even his Magic Eyes, in case anyone noticed his actions. As such he was completely blind. The carriage was also rocking back and forth on the uneven cobblestone road so that he couldn't even tell which way they were going.

Finally, after what felt like forever, but couldn't be more than twenty minutes, in reality, they arrived at their destination.

He still couldn't see though, so the warden, judging by the man's voice, forced him to walk as they entered in what sounded like a massive open hall. Gerald could hear many hushed voices coming from all sides as they entered the building.

They led him over a hard stone floor until they came up to a wooden… thing, a podium or something similar, to which they chained him down to.

Then the sack on his head was removed with one aggressive pull, exposing him to the bright lights of the court hall as well as the eyes of hundreds of curious onlookers from various nobility.

"Silence in the room!" came a powerful shout, accompanied by heavy strikes on the wooden table. "The court is now in session!



The courtroom was packed. Not only on the inside, but a crowd of curious people also gathered around the white limestone building in which the famous criminal was being held.

However, what people knew was just what the rumors told them. And that was that the criminal that kidnapped their beloved princess was captured and held for trial in the presence of the Emperor himself. It was a rare opportunity to see their ruler up close, and many didn't want to miss it.

The reality couldn't be further from the truth, though, but those people didn't know any better, and as such, the negative emotions in the air were quite high as they demanded cruel death. If it weren't for hundreds of soldiers keeping the peace, they would probably storm the court already.

The hall inside was exceedingly large, about 30 by 50 meters, and seated hundreds of people in a semi-circle where the rows behind were higher than those at the front. It looked more like an auditorium than a courtroom.

Two massive pillars of white stone stood in the middle, keeping the high roof in place. Chandeliers made of gold and silver decorated and illuminated the wide-open space, with massive windows made of tainted glass throwing some color into the otherwise monotone white room.

Steps made of thick dark wood led up to a raised platform with the judge and a throne with the Emperor himself higher up behind him. From his vantage point, he could see the entirety of the people in there, and similarly, they could all see him. He was always above them and in their sight, as well as always in their mind, reminding them who was the ruler of this nation and keeping them in their place.

Gerald, on the other hand, was the ground floor, right at the bottom, while chained to two waist-height pillars of black granite, half a meter across. The chains allowed for barely any movement from left to right, and even if he just wanted to scratch his nose, he had to bend down to do so. His hands were basically locked in place as the four metal restraints were locked to the top and bottom of the pillars.

"Order!" the judge shouted and used his wooden hammer to beat down on his table. Gerald had to strain his neck to look up, but even then he could barely see the man from shoulders up.

The room quieted down and the prosecutor stepped onto the scene, beginning with the charade.

"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome!" he began. He then turned towards the judge and the Emperor behind him. "Honorable Judge! Your Majesty! The accused standing before you here today, named Gerald, has committed the most wicked crime of all! By kidnapping the youngest princess, Emillyinn Vell, he had broken the most sacred bla, bla, bla…

Gerald completely ignored the man's rambling nonsense and instead focused on the people around him. There were many guards on the inside. A quick glance gave him the feeling there were at least a hundred on the inside, and who knows how many more on the outside.

The public gallery was filled with nobles or rich folk, judging by their lavish clothes and jewels. Quite a few of them appeared angry, however even more had expressionless faces either because they didn't care, or they knew more than the rest and were there just for holding up the appearances by being here.

Emperor Vell was even further back behind the judge, but due to his height, he was clearly visible even to Gerald who was on the ground floor. Though he really had to strain his neck to see him in full.

The man was quite massive, probably over two meters if standing straight, and had massive shoulders and chest. Even though he was covered by many layers of fancy clothing that took a lot of volume, it was still clear he was a great specimen of a man. Though his eyes were less than friendly as he looked at Gerald with a piercing gaze.

The latter felt uncomfortable being looked at by him as he felt the man could completely see through him. But that was just how he felt. If the Emperor could really see it all, he surely wouldn't let Gerald pretend to be helpless during this trial. However, nothing happened. The prosecutor kept rambling on about laws and traditions and how Gerald's actions were akin to a declaration of war between nations, and other nonsense like that.

It was not at all surprising they would do something like that. As far as Gerald was concerned, they just needed a scapegoat to begin the invasion of Myrtana. And he would be damned if he let them abuse him like that without punching back at least a little.

At first, he wasn't sure what he should do, but after listening to all the lies and insults, he felt like burning the city to the ground!

Unfortunately, no matter how powerful he was, that was an unrealistic wish, however, doing enough damage to delay the invasion for a few months should be possible. Even better if he could quickly take out the Emperor himself.

However, in the middle of the trial, bloody scammers didn't even get him a hearing, when a commotion erupted at one of the side doors into the courtroom.
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                "Father! Stop this, he's innocent!" Surprisingly, or perhaps not, Elly, or Emillyinn, burst into the hall while kicking one of the guards that tried to hold her back.

"Blinding Light!" she shouted and pushed her delicate palm into the man's face, triggering her magic.

"Aaaah! My eyes!" The guard fell to the ground holding his face in pain.

The hall became filled with loud whispers and murmurs as the people got something interesting to speculate about. Was this actually an affair? Or did the little princess get brainwashed during the time of her absence?

"Father! Stop this at once!" Emillyinn repeated herself. "I was the one that escaped on my own! He had nothing to do with it! Please! Let him go!"

The murmurs became even louder.

"Order! Order!" The judge beat the piece of wood with his tiny hammer while shouting. He was becoming red in the face as people were talking over one another, completely ignoring him. He was just an ornamental piece, after all, as the one with true authority as well as the de facto decision maker, was sitting right behind him.

"Silence!" came a stern and powerful voice. The sound boomed across the hall like an explosion, knocking those that stood up back down in their seats. The Emperor then shifted on his throne and spoke to one of his personal guards. "Take her away and keep her in her room until this is over."

The guard then quickly ran down toward the nearly crying girl. "Excuse me, princess!" He, as gently as he could, picked her up, hoisted her up like a sack of potatoes over his shoulder, and ran out of the room.

"Noo! Let me go!" The action was so rapid that barely anyone had the chance to react. Before Emillyinn could even protest, she was already gone.

"What just happened?"

"The princess must have been brainwashed! There is no other explanation!"

There were many explanations, but none of them worked as well as the kidnapped princess one.

"This is taking too long, hurry it up!" The Emperor said sternly.

The prosecutor wiped some perspiration from his forehead and bowed. "Yes, your Majesty!"

Achoo!

Gerald loudly sneezed and then wiped his nose with his hand. "Man, it's so cold in here! I'm going to get sick! Can I get a cup of warm tea?" His complaints were just loud enough for people to hear, evoking a few quiet chuckles from the people who were more easily amused.

"Order!" the judge shouted and beat his tiny hammer.

"Oh, and add some honey! I don't like bitter tea!" Gerald called to nobody in particular. He was sick of the nonsense and decided to be a nuisance instead. "By the way, I plead not guilty to all of your lies! I have never kidnapped anyone, especially not your princess! She joined my team of her own accord!"

"Silence! Your conspiracies will do you no good here!" the judge shouted back, getting too heated for his own good.

"I didn't even get an attorney! What kind of court is this?!" Gerald innocently protested.

"Criminals like you don't get to defend themselves! Now shut it, or I'll order to get you gagged!"

At the judge's words, Gerald burst into laughter. It was quiet at first, but it soon devolved into a loud cackle.

"Tell me, judge," he said after catching a breath. "Let's just skip all of this bullshit, shall we? Tell me, what's going to happen to me?"

The man didn't immediately answer, instead, he turned to the Emperor behind him for guidance. He received only a short sharp nod that told him everything he needed to know.

"Execution," he stated as a matter of fact. "The Emperor can grant you a wish though. You can choose how you wish to die."

"Can I choose to fuck him in the ass instead?"

"The insolence!" the Emperor himself shot up. "Bring that dog to his knees! One hundred lashes for the insult!" The man was fuming. There was no doubt that if this wasn't the public courtroom, he would already try to strangle Gerald with his own hands.

"Wait! Wait! I was just joking! I know how I want to die!" Gerald quickly panicked and tried to get the situation under control. "I would like to suffocate under the Empress' tits, please!" That should probably do it and avert the disaster. Good thing he was a quick thinker!

"Kill him!" The Emperor roared!

The guards all around immediately reacted and unsheathed their swords. They went forward slowly in case their leader wanted to torture the insolent criminal a bit first. However, that was a fatal mistake as Gerald simply looked at them and slowly exhaled.

"So you have chosen… thunder!" He then took a quick breath and psyched himself up, before shouting. "Those that do not wish to die should leave now! I will count to ten! If you are still here, blame yourself, because I will not discriminate! … 10!" he began.

The Ring on his finger, put there when he sneezed, was brought to light. The Orc Slayer appeared in his hand and the Phoenix Necklace reappeared around his neck. He missed it so much! The feeling of closeness with the ancient artifact he felt was... undescribable. However he couldn't afford to reveal it when in prison, but now…

"9!"

The iron chains exploded from his body as his entire being was filled with energy. His muscles filled with power, his skin hardened, and his movements became like water. The shrapnel and broken pieces of metal flew in all directions, wounding many guards and onlookers.

"8!"

The Orc Slayer took its first life in a while as it cleaved a nearby soldier clean in half. The action finally made the people realize this was really happening. Suddenly a mass panic spread among the people, initiated by the screams of more blood-sensitive women at the front row.

"7!"

Everything was moving in slow motion. The judge opened his mouth wide, his eyes nearly popping out as the two halves of a man hit the floor with a wet splash and the blood started to spread. The silver hand covering the cannon barrel automatically detached itself as Gerald rotated his arm.

Boom!

The iron cannonball punched clean through a shield and then lodged itself in the body of another nearby guard after breaking his chest plate.

"6!"

Boom!

Immediately after came another explosion, and the head of another soldier blew up in a spectacular fashion, making it rain blood and brain matter.

"5!"

Countless spell scrolls appeared around Gerald as a powerful gale of wind pushed any living beings away from him. They were all immediately activated before spreading out across the bottom floor of the court where the soldiers gathered around him.

"4!"

Mages in blue made their way in as the panicked people rushed out. Immediately after, many layers of ice were formed out of thin air, blocking the advancements of the mysterious pieces of paper that floated across the hall.

"3!"

The personal guards of the Emperor jumped down with swords in hand, and even the sneaky figures of the Dark Cloaks were slithering about.

"How can he use magic?! He is wearing three Void cuffs, for gods' sake! Three!"

"Kill him quickly!"

Boom!

Another head exploded, increasing the chaos in the already messed-up building.

"2!"

A Dark Cloak came behind Gerald like a specter and aimed to stab something in his back. His movements were swift and accurate, just like he did them weeks before. It only took one strike!

Clang!

The collision gave off a metallic sound as a golden luster was revealed beneath Gerald's clothes.

Gerald turned his head around with what seemed like incredibly slow speed in this chaotic battle. A wide bloodthirsty grin and wide-opened eyes adorned his face.

"Nu-uh." He smiled. "Please don't insult my intelligence," he said and moved his cannon. "You didn't seriously think that would work twice, did you?"

The Dark Cloak panicked looking into the dark hole. "No! Wait! I wasn't-!"

Boom!

His body now had another hole going through it.

"1!"

Boom!

Another cannonball found its mark, after which Gerald tossed a Fireball to finish the job.

"Thorns…" he whispered, and a field of thorns grew around him by cracking the black granite floor, skewering the soldiers in the process.

Then came the Emperor's personal guards, swinging their blades with immense power.

"Time's up…" Gerald smilingly announced.
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                Gerald jumped up to avoid a dozen blades at once, however, to the surprise of his attackers, he never came down. Instead, what came over them was ten times gravity! Everybody within a radius of three meters from Gerald was smashed to the ground under their own weight.

Granted, some of them were strong enough to resist, but now when there was such a sudden change.

The three RVC's were filling him with near-infinite Mana, and he had to get rid of it. What better way than using super energy-intensive gravity?!

As he floated in place just below the ceiling, Greater Fireballs started forming around him.

"Justice!" he began his shout. "Shall rain from-! Hmm, nah…. I got something better!"

He flicked his finger, and the balls of white flames descended at lightning speed.

"HERE COMES THE THUNDER!"

BOO-BOO-BOO-BOOM!

The magic balls of flames exploded on the ground, turning it into a momentary inferno. However, to his dismay, the ice mages quickly cooled it down and froze the ground over. Party poopers!

Then the floating papers exploded.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

All ice barriers broke as the explosion spell scrolls went off, showering the escaping nobles with thick shards of ice and tongues of fire. But Gerald was still not done!

He gathered an immense concentration of Mana between his palms, and released it towards the line of mages that were just about to recover from the sudden explosions!

"Wind Blades!"

Woosh!

Dozens of arm-length invisible blades sliced through the air, leaving trails of blood as they went through people indiscriminately. Men or women, both young and old, magic spells didn't care. They just went and did what they were created to do.

"ENOUGH!"

Gerald was suddenly hit with a headache that threatened to blow up his head. However, now that he was stronger, he realized the source of the pain. It was coming from his Soul!

Through gritted teeth, he turned his head and locked his eyes with the fuming Emperor.

"Get down!" The man ordered.

Gerald instantly felt compelled to obey his order. Every second he didn't do it, the headache increased.

"Fucking… Nascent… Soul…" Gerald hissed. It seemed that Cultivation was good for something after all. But like hell, he would obey! Perhaps it was time to take out Dug's gift after all!

A blue crystal dodecahedron appeared in his hands and became alive with but a thought.

"I order you, Gerald of Myrtana! Get on the ground and kneel, right now!" the Emperor repeated his order, focusing his Soul attack at full power.

"Screw… you!" As if he was going to obey some wannabe ruler. Instead, he redoubled his efforts to awaken the weapon fully. The crystal in his hand started affecting the world around them, dropping the temperature in the room while forming a white mist.

Gerald's fingers already started gathering frost, and if it wasn't for the insane circulation of Mana through his body, heating him up, they would probably have been frozen solid already.

"Is that… my Ice Age Lance?!" The Emperor exclaimed while simultaneously losing focus of his Soul attack. "Why is one of my Ice Age Lances in his hands?!"

However, nobody was there to explain as the ones responsible for the Royal Weaponry were not among those attending the trial.

The white mist around the Ice Age Lance condensed and formed a long and thin spike out of solid ice. It was nearly three meters long and 20 centimeters wide while giving off an incredible chill. Many smaller spikes formed around it in a circle as Gerald aimed the spell toward the Emperor.

"Damn it! Protect me!" the man shouted, his order empowered by the power of his Soul. There was no point in running away. That thing was not made to be avoided by powerful beasts, much less a human!

Whatever soldiers or guards that were left unaffected by Gerald's gravity domain, quickly ran towards their ruler and formed a shield around him. Earth and ice barriers were formed, layer after layer, soon creating a thick permafrost wall.

"Oh, boy…" Gerald grinned through gritted teeth with frost gathering on his eyelashes already. "Such power! Let's see what it can do!" The Ice Age Lance was supposedly a one-use artifact, and it indeed started breaking from the strain of magic.

However, Gerald didn't let it completely fall apart as he manually slowed down its activation for a few seconds, giving the weapon a chance to work for a second time. However now he had to see what it could do at full power and if it was even worth saving.

"Go!" He thrust the cracked crystal dodecahedron forward and similarly, the Lance began slowly moving along its path...

BOOM!

… And immediately reached its target. There wasn't even any noticeable movement. One moment it was floating still in the air before Gerald, the next instant it had already pierced through the three-meter-thick wall of ice and stone, breaking it apart like glass.

As the barrier shattered into a thousand pieces, Gerald could see the soldiers and guards that were supposed to protect the Emperor get completely annihilated, and frozen chunks of them lay strewn across the judge's raised platform.

Their sacrifice was completely meaningless, as the man they were supposed to protect, was pinned to the stone wall behind him through his lower stomach. Frost already started spreading all around the Lance, yet that still wasn't over.

"Oh, fuck…" Gerald didn't even have the time to celebrate as he realized the energy was still active in the Lance, and it was showing some dangerous movements.

He rapidly created a hole in the ground with a thought, and jumped in, before covering the entrance with layer upon layer of rock.

He was at least three meters underground when he heard it.

KA-BOOOOM!

An explosion of apocalyptic proportions shook him to the core. The rock around him cracked like a spider web and moved as if it was alive. If it wasn't for the Elemental Avatar being constantly active, there was no doubt in his mind he would get squashed like a bug by the sudden ground shift.

Just when he thought it was over, came a rumbling sound not so dissimilar from that of thunder, as the entire court came crashing down on top of his little hiding place.

"Hnnng!" Straining his arms, he pushed the soil aside and then willed the earth to move. It was extremely difficult, even for his magic. There were hundreds of tons of stone and broken rock on top of him, making it extremely…

"Oh… my… god…" Gerald slapped his forehead and reversed the insane gravity filed around him. Immediately the debris were pulled up effortlessly and floated away on their own. As his path was cleared, he climbed up from his hiding place to look at the devastation.

Not a single wall was left standing. He marveled at the sheer destruction that a single Ice Age Lance brought. And, did the Emperor say it was just one of his Lances?! Gerald shuddered at the thought because he was 1000% sure he couldn't survive such a spell. No way in hell!

He took out the crystal dodecahedron and stroked its cracked surface. It was ready to perhaps do one more attack, even if it wasn't originally meant to do so.

The problem was that despite taking the entire building down in a matter of minutes as well as the entire military force stationed inside, the thousands of soldiers coming from all directions were probably too much for him to handle. He was already starting to feel the strain all that magic was doing on his body and mind, and he didn't plan on damaging his Soul for the umpteenth time. It was time to go visit his friends.

That's right, friends. Gerald had many friends, here, in the capital.
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                Gerald had spent his last few days making many new friends in the Howling Abyss, where he distributed many of his fresh spell scrolls. Luckily he also had many potions in his storage so he could give them away as greeting gifts to the poor souls locked in there, while simultaneously establishing trust and renewing hope in those already prepared to die.

Even if they didn't want to live any longer, the least they could do was take a few of the guards that used to torture them down with them, right? And they agreed. They wished for nothing but a chance at taking down the swines that ruined their lives.

They were already considered dead men, so why not do some damage before going out in a blaze of glory?

Gerald's words echoed in the minds of prisoners as he appeared before them like a specter. A Crippled Angel of Death some called him. Others referred to him as a Ghost of the Dead. In short, nobody considered him as anything more than an apparition, a figment of their imagination, a proof they were going mad. That was, until they tasted the potions, and held the scrolls in their trembling hands.

Things that they couldn't even dream about were now happening in reality.

When they agreed to help, he would hide the scrolls under a layer of restructured stone in the cell, as well as two small keys in a tiny crack beside them.

One would unlock the Void Cuffs, and the other would be for the iron chains. Then they would regain their magic and could reveal the hiding place for the scrolls, so opening the cell door shouldn't be a problem.

In the end, they would ask him, how would they know when the uprising would take place. The answer would be always the same. "Just listen for the thunder of the storm, that's how you'll know," he would say.

"But we are too far underground," they would answer. "We have never heard the thunder since when came here."

"Exactly. So when you hear thunder… It might be in a few days, or perhaps after weeks, but when you hear it, you will know for certain."



Gerald made himself invisible and flew above the sprawling city. He didn't know the exact location of his target, but surely a large dungeon couldn't be that hard to find. And indeed it wasn't. After a few minutes of searching, he noticed the distinctive black walls of the Howling Abyss, as well as the soldiers patrolling around atop the said walls.

He swooped down like a hawk towards his target, releasing dozens upon dozens of explosion spell scrolls. He bombarded the guards with leaflets, the ones with the 10-second delay timer, and patiently waited.

It was so interesting watching people pick up the pieces of paper in confusion.

"What is this?" one of them said as he caught a few of them from the air.

"It looks like… some sort of a spell scroll?" another added, equally puzzled.

"But where did they come from? I saw them literally appear out of thin air when-"

BROMBOMBOMBOMBOMBOM!

His thoughts remained forever unsaid, and his confusion ended just as quickly as it had begun as the scrolls exploded in a spectacular fashion.

"Great success!" Gerald descended from his observation point and stood in front of the main door into the guard house. Soldiers poured out of it in droves as the explosions attracted a lot of attention.

"We're under attack!"

"Get to your positions!"

The warden started shouting orders and the guards quickly manned the walls, ready to defend against the enemy. Unfortunately for them, the enemy was already in their midst, sneaking into the darkness.

Gerald carefully made his way into the dungeon until he came to the heavy doors separating the prison cells from the rest of the stone structure.

Boom! Boom! Boom! Crash!

The heavy door fell from its hinges, completely destroyed and unrecognizable. It would take quite a bit of time to repair the damage, days at least, if not weeks.

He then made his way backward, towards the surface, going on a destroying spree where he disabled or outright obliterated traps, heavy defenses, and overall ruined the ability of guards to defend against inmates.

It felt good letting loose after having to repress his dark emotions for so long. It was really therapeutic. Perhaps he should open a clinic where frustrated people could destroy stuff. He would surely have many happy customers. Or would they be unhappy?

Those are some deep philosophical questions.



The tremors of his destruction were felt deep into the earth as an earthquake and the sounds of his explosions were akin to distant thunder. Nearly two hundred pairs of eyes opened at the same time in those dark and cold prison cells.

"Thunder…?"

The sign was all too clear. It was impossible to miss it.

"It's time!"

Loud shouts erupted from the usually quiet dungeon as a mass of angry men threw away their shackles, got themselves free from Void Cuffs draining their life away, and took the potions and scrolls that Gerald left hidden in the walls of their cursed homes.

They each touched the cuffs on the outside for a few moments, getting reinvigorated with Mana almost immediately, and stormed along the cold corridor toward freedom.



Gerald left the underground full of smiles, however as he stepped through the door into the guardhouse, a group of soldiers was already waiting for him.

He could almost feel the anger directed at him, despite being invisible.

And indeed they didn't wait long to attack him with unconventional means.

"There's one! Attack!" the warden shouted.

Only then did Gerald notice a layer of soft… It looked like a layer of small cotton particles, or maybe dust? Sawdust? It was honestly difficult to tell. Anyway, he stepped on it without noticing, but the guards did.

"Get him!"

Two of the men hurled a bucket of something toward his direction, and the damn thing splashed all over him.

"Yo! What the fuck!" Gerald exclaimed. They completely covered him with some sort of paint! Now he was clearly visible! For a moment. Then the paint turned invisible as well, however, he didn't care anymore.

The time for a stealthy mission was over and he had to fight! He summoned the Toothpick and craved a bloody path to freedom!

With each swing of his glaive, limbs would fly and men would cry, because they all at that moment realized, they would not leave alive.

It was not ideal to kill all these people, but he had to do it if he wanted to slow down the Empire from attacking Myrtana at its weakest. The corruption of his Soul that came with each death was just something he would have to deal with later.

As he carved his way through the guards and their reinforcements, the prisoners of the Abyss already made their way onto the surface. At the sight of the massacre, many quickly wavered in their wish for revenge as their skin turned pale and sickly, even more than it already was. However, others were imbued with fighting spirit, gripping the discarded weapons of the dead, before charging at the rest of the living.

"Take their gear!" Gerald shouted as the inmates spilled from the underground into the guardhouse. "Spread out into the city, take the scrolls I gave you, and do as much damage as you can!"

They didn't have to be told twice. The political prisoners of the Empire quickly changed their rags for the bloodied attire of fallen guards and soldiers, and then quickly pushed forward, rapidly pushing back their captors and spilling out into the streets.

"Focus on important buildings! Especially the Royal Estate if you can! Burn it all to the ground!"
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                Rumble!

The stones of the collapsed courthouse shifted under the effects of magic. Hundreds of soldiers began the excavation effort in search of survivors. Meanwhile, a smaller group of robed men were digging in one specific spot. Some of them gave verbal orders, while others simply moved their hands to direct their magic according to their will.

Soon they uncovered the target of their efforts: The Emperor! Or… whatever was left of him.

The once great man was reduced to a mangled corpse. His body and face were lacerated and frozen over, while his legs and arms were missing. Anyone could tell he was dead at a single glance. But, they would be wrong.

If examined carefully, you could see that the fire of his life was still burning, although incredibly weakly and on the precipice of death.

"He's still alive!" one of the hooded figures announced after a thorough examination.

"Quickly! Feed him the potion!"

They wasted no time before forcing the miraculous brew down their ruler's throat with haste. Then they waited.

The first few seconds when nothing happened were the most nerve-racking. But then, under the immense magical power of the potion, the Emperor's Soul flared up, and similarly, his body burst into flames. He abruptly awoke and opened his eyes, roaring out a single word.

"FOOD!" he ordered. The hooded figures took a few steps away and presented massive amounts of meat and drink at a distance to their newly awakened Emperor.

The man then devoured everything like a hungry black hole, and at the same time, his molten body began to grow, repairing itself at a mind-boggling speed. His limbs reformed and his wounds closed up, bathed in flames, and as the potion's effect ended, a new man was reborn from the clutches of death, standing on the remains of the courthouse, naked, and angry.

"Where is he?! Where is Gerald?!" he thundered. His breathing was deep and angry, accompanied by his quickly rising and falling chest.

The towering Emperor took a step forward and gripped the closest cloaked figure by the collar and lifted it up with one hand, bringing it close to his face. "How was he allowed to use magic?! And my weapon as well! Where is the warden?!"

The victim of his anger shook like a dry leaf in the autumn wind. "I- I don't know! There's been a rebellion in the Abyss, and the inmates escaped into the city! Please, mercy!" the man pleaded, absolutely terrified.

"WHAT?!" The Emperor released the man and an instant later, a pillar of stone lifted them both into the air. From there he was able to see a large portion of the city, and what he saw, angered him even more. The capital was on fire. Buildings were set aflame, and distant explosions entered his ears.

What's worse, it seemed that the majority of the damage was concentrated on the rich part of the town where nobles had their homes!

Even his Royal Estate seemed to be among those set on fire.

"Damn you… GERALD!"



"I can't believe it! You still went there to defend that animal!" came an angry womanly voice as a door was swiftly opened and slammed shut soon after.

"Stop insulting him, he's my friend!"

"Haha, not for long! Father was planning on executing him soon, so I hope you said your goodbyes."

"You are lying! And go away, I don't wanna talk with you!" came a hysterical reply, this one belonging to Emillyinn Vell. She appeared to have been crying before the sudden argument started.

"No! After everything I've done for you, this is how you repay me? And to think I spent so much effort to help you escape! Hah!"

"What are you talking about? I ran away on my own. Just my maid knew about my plan, nobody else."

"As if! And who gave you that maid, did you maybe forget?! Oh, yes little sister, let me give you one of my own, you two are about the same age… I made the damn plan! I bribed the guards to look away that night, all so you could get the fuck away and stop ruining my life!"

"What- What are you saying?!"

"It's you! You get everything, you ungrateful bitch! After father found out you escaped, do you know what he did to me?! … You are stupid, naive, and have no talent, and yet you get it all! Why do you get to marry the Emerald Eren when I'm a much better choice?!"

"But I don't even want to marry him!"

"Exactly! So why does father favor you?! You are useless! … Is it because of your face? Am I not pretty enough? Tell me, what have you done to father?!"

"Ow, let me go, I didn't do anything!"

"Lying bitch! You must have done something!"

"Stop it, you are scaring me! Ah! Nooo! Blinding light!"

"AAAAH! MY EYES!" The scream was followed by the sound of someone crashing into things before the doors opened again. "I'll get you for this!" Then the door slammed shut again and silence fell on the room.

The soundless atmosphere lasted for a while, after which a quiet sobbing started.

"So much drama, am I right?"

The sobbing ceased instantly, and Elly perked up on her bed. "Gerald?" she asked. Her eyes were red from tears and her hair was disheveled from the recent meeting. However, there was nobody except her in the room. She ran to the balcony, where she saw Gerald resting with his hands behind his back on one of her chairs.

"A bad time for a visit?" he grinned as per usual.

"… How much did you hear?" she bit her lower lip.

"Well… Sort of, kinda, about… you know, everything."

Elly just exhaled in defeat and collapsed into a chair of her own. "I see…"

"Who was that, anyway?"

"My older sister, Amber. She is really jealous of me for some reason."

"And she has a fiery temper too! Kind of suits her name."

"Yeah…" Elly lowered her head and remained quiet. The sadness in her heart decreased somewhat, but the remnants still hurt. Gerald didn't have much to say either, so he remained quiet and closed his eyes to rest. It has been a hectic day for both of them.

"I don't know what to do, Gerald," she eventually said. "My father wants me to marry some guy I have never even seen before… What would you do in my place?"

"Kick him in the nuts," Gerald replied immediately without even thinking.

"What?" Elly was flabbergasted.

"Yeah, give him a good kick in the nuts! That ought to do it!"

"Gerald, this is serious!"

"Hahahaha, sorry, sorry!" he laughed. "Well, maybe you won't have to do it, since I have… well…"

"What?"

"I have done something…"

Elly got annoyed by his hesitation and demanded his answer. "Tell me! Or… I'll tickle you!"

Oh, no! The horror! Anything but that! "Okay! Okay! I might have... kind of... sort of... in a way... killed your father… Sorry."

The silence that followed was deafening as Elly's mind struggled to comprehend what she just heard. "What?! You killed my father?!"

[And then they made love and lived happily ever after. Not.] 

"In my defense," Gerald started, adopting a defensive posture. "It kind of slipped my mind that you two were related and in the spur of a moment I… Also, how could I know he would croak under just one measly spell? Granted, it was a pretty powerful one, but..."

"How could you do that?!" Elly exclaimed and burst into tears.

"Well, look at the bright side." Gerald tried to comfort her. "At least you won't have to marry that guy…"

"But he was still my father! How could you?!" she wailed.

"Um, well… Wait!" He exclaimed and suddenly used his Hawk Eyes to look into the distance. Something was happening in the place of greatest destruction. Something bright. "… Yeah, never mind, the bastard is still alive, god damn it! I mean… oh, thank god!"

All that effort, and in the end it was all for naught. Who knew the Empire had the Elixir of Life as well? Well, it was to be expected. The group he traveled with to hunt the Phoenix came from the Empire in the first place.

"Really?" Elly held back her tears as she also looked into the distance. However, due to the tears, her sight was blurry and she couldn't see a thing. "Is he really still alive?"

"GERALD!" came a thunderous shout from the distance. And it sounded pretty angry.

"I don't know, you tell me."

Elly thought for a second and then nodded, "That does indeed sound like my father. He is furious!"

"Yup!" Gerald rose into the air and became transparent. "Well, anyway, it was nice seeing you, but I really have to go now. I still have to go on a little rampage across the city, and then, who knows… May we see each other again if fate allows it. Take care, Elly!" With that, he completely disappeared.

"Wait! Gerald!" she cried out, but he was gone. She then sighed and wiped away her tears, taking a look at the city from the high vantage point of her palace. That's when she finally saw all the smoke and fire rising above the capital.

"Ah! Gerald, what did you do?!"

            

    
        Ch. 362 Rats and Snakes

    
    
    
    
                "Didn't do nufing, didn't see nufing…" Gerald murmured as he combed the city for some loot. Since he was already considered a criminal, why not gather some goods while he was here, right? It was only right, a brilliant strategy!

"Gimme dat!" he shouted and punched a lone soldier in the face. The guy appeared to be of a higher rank than the common foot soldier and as such served well for his plan. He stripped the guy down to his underwear and bound his hands and feet with chains and left him like that, unconscious, in a back alley.

He then wore the man's clothes, made himself look presentable, and confidently marched back to the main road. As many were running in one direction in panic, hurrying to help put out the flames, he slowly, with a confident smile on his lips, made his way toward an important-looking building.

Actually, he made his way towards the back where wide stone steps led underground. That place was one of the few that were still crawling with guards, so it was bound to have some goodies inside!

As he neared, the guards there straightened their backs and saluted as was the norm.

"At ease, soldier!" Gerald replied as he made his way past them as if it was the most normal thing to do. Unfortunately, he was soon stopped as a massive wooden door blocked his passage. And although they tried to hide it, the guards all around were watching him, making him slightly nervous.

It was time to show the power of confident bluffing!

He gripped the door by the handle and pulled. Nothing happened. He gripped the door by the handle and pushed. Again, nothing happened. He realized the doors were locked from the inside while being reinforced with countless runes, making it quite impossible to just blow them open.

The guards gave him a few curious glances, some of them becoming suspicious.

Having no other options left, he did whatever was left; clear his throat and bang on the door with an iron knocker that was mounted on it. He knew there were people inside since he could see them. The place also contained many expensive-looking and Mana-dense objects inside.

There came a heavy mechanical sound, and soon the door opened with a creak.

"Yes?" An old man opened the door, looking suspiciously at him. "Who are you?"

There he had it, a suspicious old man that probably wouldn't fall for his bluff so easily. Gerald scanned the room behind him as well as the old dude, but then an insignia attracted his attention. It was something he hadn't seen in a long time.

"Hey there, brother!" he began. "The sun is high and shining bright, full of life and flaming might!"

The old doorman's eyes enlarged slightly and he nodded, "The rats are spreading, but the snakes are too. Only time will tell us who is who!"

The two then stared at each other in silence.

"Aren't you going to say the last part?" the old man spoke.

"There's another?" Gerald blurted out before he could stop himself. He knew he had messed up almost immediately. Especially since the old man's visage darkened in an instant.

"He's a spy! Take him down!"

At the old man's command, every guard around the door took hold of their weapons, both swords, and spears, and attacked. They were at least twenty against a single enemy, and as such, the fight ended as quickly as it had begun.

"Sorry guys, it's nothing personal," Gerald murmured and released a concentrated windstorm around himself, with the air moving so ludicrously fast that flesh was stripped from the bone of the unprotected soldiers, painting the stairs and stone walls around them red with their blood. It was all over in but an instant, forces of pure chaos given form.

The old man was frightened by the cruel display of power that left the guards as little more than skeletons in ravaged armor and quickly attempted to close the heavy door.

However, Gerald was faster and pointed a finger at him.

"Solar Point!"

The old man ceased his movements and a few moments later, collapsed on the floor. A finger-sized hole went through his forehead, through the fried brain, and out on the other side.

It was unfortunate that he had to kill so much because now his Soul was going to get filthy again. He internally sighed. So much for beginning with cultivation.

He took a step closer and picked the golden insignia off of the old man's white robe. He exhaled slowly. 'This damn Blood Sun Viper sect again…' They really liked to get in his way it seemed.

He lifted his gaze towards the five other men in white robes standing in the spacious circular room, readying their spells. One of them was even manipulating some bubbling green liquid. It was most likely some sort of poison or acid, but Gerald wasn't in the mood to taste it. He lifted his finger.

"Solar Point!"

The man collapsed on the floor, the green liquid falling on him a moment later. Immediately his white robe turned black and started smoldering, while his skin began melting at a rapid pace.

"So it was acid after all…"

He repeated the same magic four more times with little effort and then tossed the corpses out the door before locking them behind him. It seemed that his body was capable of sustaining way more magic than it used to, and even his powerful lasers just left his finger only slightly aching despite running hundreds of MP through it in a short time.

The room was circular in shape and quite large. The ceiling was at least three to four meters high, while the radius was about ten. It somehow reminded him of a laboratory because of all the beakers, tubes, alcohol burners, and a myriad of different liquids stored in vials. A long stone counter went all around the room, and a few tables were at the far end of the room with fresh bodies on them.

Or, wait, no… They were still alive. The naked men laying there were covered in black runes and glyphs tattooed onto their skin. Gerald placed his hand on them and began healing. Each of them received a similar dose of magic before they showed some reaction and began waking up.

However, when they awakened and he tried to communicate with them, he noticed something was off. They stared at him with empty gazes, and if he moved across the room, they would follow him with their unfocused eyes. But that was the least of his problems. Having a few brain-dead patients on his hands was nothing too difficult to deal with, however, when those patients' tattoos suddenly flared up and began transforming them, that became a slight problem!

What happened next was the most disturbing, frightening thing he had ever witnessed. And that was saying something, coming from him.

The man before him began convulsing violently before slowly changing into… something... else.

His arms, his legs, his fingers, his toes, and his neck, all grew to double their length. New sharp teeth descended from his gums, and the existing ones broke into sharp points. His jaw seemingly dislocated, giving him a gaping, terrifying maw. His back split open, exposing his spine that grew long, jagged spikes, like some sort of a dinosaur. The same sort of spikes also grew from his elbows and knees, or most of his joints actually.

His skin turned black and started to smolder as the transformation made the man little more than skin and bones. He released a frightening, inhuman scream, as he swiped at Gerald with his long arms and sharp nails that now looked more like the claws of a wild beast.

In response, Gerald lifted his palm…

Smack!

… and gave him a resounding slap. Needless to say, the newly formed monster was nowhere strong enough to endure his strike. The skull was broken to pieces in an instant, and the body was not far behind. It crashed on the ground with a crunch as the weakened thin bones split and fractured in countless places.

"Ew! What the fuck!" Gerald loudly expressed his disgust. In the meantime, the others transformed into similar monsters, though each of them was slightly different, just as their tattooed runes were.

For those, he made use of Solar Point and killed them cleanly. And the reason for that was simple: He didn't want to damage the damn goods! I mean, look at that thing in the middle of the room! A raised, circular stone platform, upon which was a table with countless crystals of all sizes, shapes, and colors.

Upon closer inspection, Gerald noticed there were many dials and buttons as well, it kind of reminded him of a music-mixing table. It was also full of runes and shit, as well as numbers and letters, but he had no clue what it all meant.

It had to be something important, but he didn't know what. If nothing else, it had to be extremely valuable at least. Just the crystals had to be worth at least a few hundred thousand gold coins, especially that melon-sized purple gem. Oh boy, that was the biggest Space Crystal Gerald has ever laid his eyes upon. His fingers started itching just seeing it.

But he didn't give in to greed. Destroying such a marvelous machine would be a tragedy. Instead, he searched the room to see if he could find a manual of operations or something. Wishful thinking for sure, but you never know.

"Oh? What's this?" He picked up a book from one of the drawers under the stone counter at the edge of the lab, near the place with all the beds. "Research notes for making… Branded Warriors?! Is that what those ugly things were?"

He flipped through the pages and quickly scanned the contents of the book. It was an accumulation of condensed knowledge of making those things, a way to turn common folk into extremely strong beasts that could be used for war.

Currently, the beasts lost their reason after the transformation so they couldn't follow orders, and they became extremely fragile as they focused all on attack… However, a group of suicide soldiers that could infiltrate the enemy and destroy it from within was still extremely useful.

"Oh, so that's what that was, those followers of Beliar…" Gerald realized. Those made quite a mess in the capital some time ago while he was away. He didn't personally see them transform or fight, so he thought they might be a bit stronger than that.

"Still, what a waste! So many resources wasted on each modification, it's not worth it!"

            

    
        Ch. 363 Sealed Fate

    
    
    
    
                "What's the situation?" The Emperor asked as he was dressing up. His fancy attire got ruined during the collapse, not to mention the fire that came after.

"Yes, Your Majesty," one of the Dark Cloaks answered. Apart from being great assassins, they were also good at quickly gathering information. "It would seem that the prisoners somehow escaped the dungeon and are now wreaking havoc in the city. It seems they took the soldier's uniform, so it is almost impossible to discover them from afar."

The Emperor grumbled in displeasure. "I assume it's the same place where Gerald was being held?"

"… Yes, Your Majesty." There was no point hiding the truth. It was clear as day that Gerald was somehow responsible for this disaster, especially after what he did with the courthouse.

"But how?! How?! I have seen him wearing the Void Cuffs with my own eyes! He didn't have a single drop of Focus in him. He was just a weak cripple!" the Emperor exclaimed as he finished putting on his red coat with golden trim.

"… He was most likely faking it from the start. It seems some of our information wasn't completely accurate."

"Damn it! And where is he now?"

How could such a simple plan have gone to shit so damn quickly? He let his youngest daughter leave the Empire to experience the world and get her rebellious nature out of her system, and all they had to do was bring her back after a few months together with some poor sucker to be blamed for it all.

They would have a viable excuse for war, and now that Myrtana got fucked up by the beasts, they would just swoop in and clean it all up. Why waste manpower when some dumb monsters could do the job for them? They didn't even need to mind control them, not that it worked on anyone stronger than a common Orc, but still…

But they just had to pick the one person that was a fucking abnormal freak! Might as well kidnap King Robart himself, surely he would be less of a headache than this?!

The Dark Cloak didn't dare to even think about what was hiding behind the Emperor's grim expression as he quickly reported what he knew.

"He has been spotted entering the secret lab. We aren't sure what happened afterward."

"What?! He just entered?! And the guards, are they blind?! Why didn't they stop him?!" the Emperor raged as they swiftly made their way toward the room in question.

"Well, he was… disguised as one of the commanders," came the reply.

"For heaven's sake! And they just let him enter?! Just like that?! What about the old man, was he blind too?!"

"Err, well… no. They realized he was not who he seemed and attacked, but…"

"But what?!" The Emperor was honestly losing patience. He foolishly thought he had gathered competent people to serve him, but clearly, some braindead worms made their way in! Like this Dark Cloak for example! Wasn't he supposed to be a deadly assassin with a stoic expression at all times? Then why was he sweating so much while dancing around the topic like some emotional teenager?!

"It's… It's best that you see it for yourself, Your Majesty!" the man timidly stammered.

"Oh, for fuck sake!" Enough was enough! Emperor grabbed the man by the collar, stuffed him under his arm, and squatted as soon as they came to the open.

And then he jumped. He jumped high in the air, and with such intensity that his luggage nearly lost it.

"I'm feeling sick…" the Dark Cloak under his arm quietly complained as the G forces made his head spin.

The landing was just as harsh, as the Emperor landed with an audible 'boom', before taking off immediately after.

"What the hell happened here?!" the Emperor exclaimed after they finally came to their destination. The walls and stairs were pained red with fresh blood, and human skeletons were strewn about the place.

Bleagh!

The Dark Cloak finally couldn't take it anymore, and as soon as his boss let him go, he also let go of something. Namely his lunch.

"I can see you in there! Open up!" Emperor ignored his underling, and instead shouted and banged on the front door. He could also use Magic Eyes, or whatever they called it in the Empire, and was as such perfectly able to see Gerald rummaging through the place without a care in the world.

"Open the door you damn bastard! I just want to rip you to pieces!"

His words were accompanied by a lot of banging, but the magic seal on the door prevented it from taking much damage, even from him. And as such, his words remained unanswered.



"Shut your mouth, you freaking animal…" Gerald grumbled inside the chamber. Good thing he locked the front door, or he would have an angry, mentally unstable giant pounding his ass right about now. And he didn't swing that way, no sir!

He quickly scanned the Ring and wore the armor he received from King Robart III sometime ago. It was for one of the good deeds he had done in the past, but he couldn't remember which one it was anymore. He had never before even considered wearing it since the metal, despite being enchanted with Runes, was weaker than his own skin. There was no point in wearing it.

However now he wore everything he could find. The Emperor outside didn't seem to be the type to just give up. And he definitely wasn't going to let him charge up the Ice Age Lance again, of that he was certain.

Boom! Boom!

There he went again, banging on the door like some lunatic. Gerald rolled his eyes. The Emperor was now in full combat attire. A full plate armor made from what seemed to be Mithril, and he was banging on the door with a massive freaking mace.

No matter how powerful the magic keeping the door locked, it was bound to give out sooner or later after such abuse.

Frustrated that he didn't find anything telling him how to operate that machine in the middle of the room, Gerald made a logical decision…

"Fuck it!"

…and did what every gamer worth his salt would do when stuck in a game: Aggressive random button-mashing! Or in his case, he was turning dials, pulling levers, and button mashing.

He must have tried thousands of different combinations in just a few short minutes, however, the circular machine remained mute and showed no reactions.

That was until he noticed a crystal with an indentation of an upside-down palm. When he placed his hand on it and sent a bit of Mana inside, the structure came to life with a low hum as the energy inside all those crystals swirled to life.

"Oh! Here we go!" Gerald then continued his random keystrokes, and every once in a while, something would happen. A spark here, a low hum there, a bit of light over yonder… Soon he was surrounded by swirling lights of all kinds, but that was about it. The machine didn't seem to do much even though he tried so many different combinations of weird letters and numbers.

"What is this even?" he quietly complained and kicked the stone machine. "Work damn it, work!" He spun the dials, pulled the levers, and pressed any button in his reach, all until he suddenly froze mid-action.

However, his ceased movements came all but naturally to him. In fact, he stopped because that was the only thing he could do… or couldn't. He couldn't move a muscle, heck, he couldn't even refocus his eyes. The sensation wasn't unfamiliar, but it was something he experienced only once before in his short life.

'No, no, no! Not again!' he shouted in his mind, but the machine didn't care. It hummed loudly as if powering up, and all Mana gathered inside it burst forth at once.

'Noooooo! Stop it, you son of a bi-!'

Mid-thought, he disappeared in a flash of light, never to be seen again.



Boom! Boom! Crack!

Boom! Boom! Crack!

The ruler of the Burronian Empire struck the door over and over with his mace, and he was making some progress as well. The reinforced wood was already cracking and releasing shrieking pleas of surrender.

However, suddenly he felt something change in the room. The usually calm environment became chaotic as the machine inside came to life.

"Oh, no you don't!" The Emperor activated his strongest Combat Arts and sped up his attacks. The wood splintered and the metal cried, and yet, it was still not enough.

"Stop it! Turn it off, you bastard! It's not stable!"

His shouts, true or not, fell on deaf ears as Gerald continued his battle with the unknown machine inside. All until a few keystrokes sealed his fate… forever.

There was a flash of light as a Mana wave went through solid matter and pushed everyone away from the epicenter. The momentary whiteness that blinded everyone was then gone just as quickly as it came, leaving the area completely silent. You could even hear a pin drop if you listened carefully. Or hear the blood pumping through the veins on the enraged Emperor's forehead. Either one worked.

"That... bastard!" Emperor roared as he saw the insides of the room through a hole in the door he just made. He then kicked the wood, finally tearing the door off its hinges. He and the Dark Cloak beside him started at the empty room in momentary silence.

"It seems… he used its full power…" the Dark Cloak said after a bit.

"I can see that!" hissed the Emperor through gritted teeth. "That son of a bitch stole my Portal Nexus! I swear I'll tear him limb from limb when I find him!"

He then stormed out in a fit of rage. There was still plenty to do, such as capturing the escaped prisoners. However, he was in no mood to simply capture a few rats. That time was long gone! No, this time, he was going to paint the streets with their blood!

            

    
        Ch. 364 Meeting a Real Cultivator

    
    
    
    
                WHOOMP! KA-BOOM!

An earth-shattering explosion shook the land as a massive stone structure was transported through the Void and superimposed on another one, similar to itself. The following incompatibility of two nearly identical Space-bending artifacts occupying the same physical plane at once resulted in the violent annihilation of both.

The massive stone temple-like stone structure around them immediately collapsed in on itself as its insides were violently ripped apart and turned to rubble, leaving a wide ring of destruction that could be seen from kilometers away.

Yung Lin ran like mad, praying to a thousand gods that his intuition was wrong. He begged and pleaded with the beings unlikely to exist to make it all just a dream. Yet, the smoke rising above the forest and the familiar shouts of his Junior Brothers told of a dark tale.

As he cleared the last distance and came into the open, his deepest fears came to life. The Portal Nexus, something his sect spent millions of man-hours and a decade of wealth to complete, was completely ruined.

The destruction was such that no two stones remained in their place, and all the runes, magic formations, wards, and glyphs protecting the place were completely obliterated. They were made to survive a full-out attack from even their Sect's Patriarch, and yet, they were all gone.

Yung Lin felt his body fill with dread. Whatever destroyed this was powerful enough to completely wipe their Sect out of existence with a single hand! He swallowed hard and carefully took a step closer, doing his job as the one responsible for the site's construction to evaluate the damage. But as he examined the place and considered the consequences of such destruction, and the punishment from the sect he would receive, perhaps facing a swift annihilation wasn't even such a bad thing.



What Yung Lin didn't know, was that all the protections they had only worked against outside threats. They had nothing that could block or endure the violent explosion between two Portal Nexuses colliding in the structure's core.

But as the white light of the teleportation faded, Gerald was revealed in the middle of all that destruction, completely unfazed.

For a moment, of course. Immediately after, the dust and smoke rushed at him, resulting in a violent coughing fit.

Cough! Cough!

"Yo, what the fuck!"

Cough!

He quickly used some Wind magic to blow away the dust and get some breathing room. But as his vision cleared, he became aware of his situation, and especially the destruction around him.

"What the hell happened here?!"

He wasn't aware, however, as he was being teleported, he gained a few short seconds of invulnerability as his body materialized in another place. Luckily he ended up in an open space, otherwise, he would have probably merged with a stone structure and would have been annihilated just like the Portal Nexus itself.

It had to be said that the Nexus wasn't supposed to move from its place of origin and shift through space with him. However, as it was not finished, and also wasn't yet anchored in space, when Gerald accidentally used the machine's full power, it was forcefully ripped from its base, and relocated to another viable destination.

It just so happened that it was another Portal Nexus that was also under construction, and so the two merged, destroying each other in the process. And now he was stuck here. Wherever here was…

Gerald dusted himself off and carefully made his way over the rubble. This place seemed to be quite luxurious before it was destroyed, and he hoped people wouldn't blame him for its destruction. Though he heard some agitated voices coming from all around him, and he readied himself for the worst.

Just in case he would have to escape, he changed his clothes and wore the most generic attire he could find. It was the most common cloth shirt and trousers as well as some cheap boots and gloves to hide his metal hand.

Blatantly showing unknown people a bunch of silver didn't seem wise.

But as he came out into the open, he realized he was nowhere near the Kingdom or the Empire. The facial structure of the people here was much thinner, and their skin color was much lighter as well. They also appeared to be from the same organization as they all had similar long black hair and wore an identical light blue tunic and white trousers, with leather greaves and vambraces of matching light gray color.

They were all in a state of shock, something that was to be expected when a massive building suddenly collapsed on top of them.

Gerald saw a few of them digging through the rubble and helping some of the unlucky ones that got wounded or buried.

"Hey, you!" He heard a shout directed at him. It came from one of the people there, though this one was slightly older than the rest, and his attire also had a different dark blue trim, probably marking his position as a leader. And he did not appear happy, to put it mildly.

He advanced with aggressive steps and only stopped a few paces from Gerald.

"I am Yung Lin from the Brilliant Sword sect," the man introduced himself and cupped his fist. It was clear to Gerald that he was angry for some reason, but an abundance of caution forced him to act according to the tradition.

The two then started at each other in silence until Yung Lin couldn't take it anymore.

"… Who are you?" he eventually asked.

"Oh!" Gerald realized what the man wanted. "I'm Gerald, from the… Blood Sun Viper sect," he introduced himself while lying through his teeth. He felt like using their name could be useful. At least he didn't have to come up with a completely new name for a freaking sect.

"You said you are from the Blood Sun Viper sect?" the Lin guy asked, and Gerald could pick up some slight changes in his expression. Perhaps it was curiosity?

"That's right! Do you know it?"

"Never heard of it," the man shook his head. "But I know you are lying… Now, why would that be? You wouldn't be the one responsible for all this destruction, now would you?" His eyes had that dangerous look to them. The one that said: "One wrong word, and you are dead!"

Gerald was in a dilemma. He suspected that his fooling around with that machine was what triggered the teleportation, and it was also most likely responsible for the destruction around him. However, he couldn't be completely sure. When he came to, the place was already in ruins, though the dust of its collapse had yet to completely settle.

"Honestly… I don't know what happened," he began. "One moment I was minding my own business, and then there was suddenly this bright light, and bam! I found myself here, choking on dust. Where am I anyway?"

"Ancient Ironbark Timberland, property of the Brilliant Sword sect," Yung Lin answered coldly. "And you lied again!" His expression turned frosty and a pale blue longsword appeared out of nowhere.

"Last chance! Were you the one responsible for the destruction of the Portal Nexus?!"

"The what?" Gerald was confused, but his opponent didn't seem to want to elaborate further. "Look man, it's possible I was partially responsible for this mess, but honestly, it wasn't on purpose!" His words evoked some reaction as the other guy took a deep breath and his body began to lightly shake, probably due to the anger his body was visibly struggling to contain.

"Listen, I'll pay for the damage, alright? I got plenty of money, just name your price." He made the offer not because he felt bad, but because he couldn't read the guy opposite to him. Everyone else he could somewhat examine, however the man himself was an enigma. He had no clue how strong he was or even what heights his Aura reached. He seemed to be well versed in holding it hidden, which made him uncomfortable.

"Pay?" Yung Lin scoffed at the sheer thought of someone personally paying for the entirety of the damage. "Do you even know what you are saying?! How could you possibly have so much money?!"

Not bothering to waste any breath, Gerald emptied half his gold stores, as well as the countless Earth Crystals he had with him, and made a human-sized pile on the floor. "Look, here! That's most of what I have, surely it is enough?"

Yung Lin stared at the small mountain of shining gold and crystals as he was momentarily rendered speechless. But then he started to laugh. A mad kind of laugh.

"Hahaha! I'm dead, I'm so fucking dead! HAHAHAHA!" He covered his eyes with one hand as tears started to roll down his cheeks.

"For decades the sect gathered treasures and saved Spirit Stones, and now some retard Mortal destroyed it all. And he wants to pay it back with a pile of trash?! HAHAHAHAH! Oh gods in the Void, why do you have to punish me so?!"

Gerald understood well enough to know that he had fucked up despite the words not being addressed to him. What might have been valuable in his eyes didn't necessarily transfer to another civilization.

"Uh… Listen… How about we come to an agreement… I got other stuff-"

"SHUT UP!" Yung Lin held his head and his eyes went wide as he was slowly losing his mind. "Listen to him… This idiot is still trying to speak… He should just fall over and die…" he quietly mumbled to himself. "Yes… Yes! Maybe if I capture him and slice him up, maybe the Elders will forgive me… What have I got to lose?!"

"Listen here…" Gerald tried to speak up and try reason with the man, but then he noticed the latter's sword hand move, and he instinctively leaned to the side and lifted his silver hand up to block the incoming strike.

However, the expected recoil of the collision never came, as the pale blue sword went straight through his silver hand, accompanied by a soft white glow.

His hand was gone. The metal offered no resistance whatsoever. Even a glowing knife going through soft butter would have slowed down more than the sword did.

In that instant, Gerald realized he had fucked up. He had royally fucked up!

"Stand still, and let me kill you!"
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                "Stand still, and let me kill you!" Enraged Yung Lin roared as he lurched forward, bringing the sword back by swinging it the opposite way.

"Fuck that!" Gerald blasted the man with all of the Wind power he could muster at such short notice and got himself a few precious meters of breathing room. Not that it mattered. As soon as Yung Lin landed on the ground, his legs kicked down with tremendous force, and he was propelled forward once more.

"This guy is insa-!"

BOOM!

Gerald's shout got silenced in an instant as a heavy punch landed on his chest, taking his breath away. He got blasted backward and landed in the rubble, after which he bounced off and skidded to an eventual stop a dozen or so meters away.

"I… can't breathe…" Gerald's eyes bulged out as he struggled to take a breath. The punch caved in his ribcage, and he knew his bones shattered despite being double-reinforced with potions and magic.

And what's worse, the damn madman was not done. Yung Lin leaped forward while bringing the glowing sword toward him in a downward swing. The sight of it alone was dreadful, and Gerald knew he had no chance of taking it head-on.

With a swift gravity manipulation, he managed to reposition himself farther away while still dealing with the lack of breath. His lungs collapsed due to the intense damage, and he had to manually force air inside with magic. Luckily he came up with it despite his panicking mind and pain all over his body.

"… Damn it!" He released the seal on RVC and let Mana flow into him. He reinforced his body as much as his flesh allowed, and prepared to escape.

Yes, escape. He was not stupid, he had lost this fight before it has even begun. The only thing left to do was to get as far away as quickly as he could. He only hoped that his opponent wasn't capable of flight.

He groaned and twisted gravity upward, falling towards the sky. He quickly reoriented himself and entered a more aerodynamic pose and gritted his teeth as the cracked ribs rubbed against each other. It was agony!

'Go, go, go! Higher! Faster!' he repeated in his mind. The ground was quickly going farther and farther away, and his hopes were also answered. It seemed that despite all that power the guy chasing him had, he was incapable of flight.

Gerald wasn't surprised though. Having knowledge of gravity and the theoretical workings of space-time manipulation was not something just anyone would have.

However, that didn't mean he was safe just yet. For one, the guy called Yung Lin was running at an absurd speed on the ground while following his flight path.

Gerald was flabbergasted. He was surely going close to 200km/h and yet the guy managed to somehow keep up. There was again that gentle white light, only this time it covered his entire body. It seemed like all of his movements were sped up and his limbs moved like a blur.

But that wasn't the end of it. No, the main problem was that Gerald had no clue where he was! Everywhere he looked was the same! The ground was covered with a green forest that went as far as his eyes could see. And being hundreds of meters in the air, he could see far, really far!

"Faaaaaaaaaak!" He exclaimed in frustration. How could things turn to shit so quickly?! But then he noticed a tiny light flying in the air. Or, actually, it wasn't a light, it was just the sun reflecting off of… something. Actually, there was more than just one of that something.

"AAAH!" He suddenly felt something strike his back and dig deep into his flesh. Blood began spraying in a thin line after him, and the cold air did little to alleviate the pain of an open wound.

Then he noticed those things flying around him make quick turns, and like spectral arrows, they made a beeline toward him. He knew he was in danger, but not how much exactly. Whatever just hit him could easily break through his Iron Body defense, so remaining exposed was just asking for trouble.

He quickly put on the armor he received from the King, and took out the Titan's Bulwark. The steel shield was nearly 20 centimeters thick and extremely heavy, but with gravity manipulation that didn't matter much. It did make him much slower though, as the air resistance nearly tripled in an instant.

And that's when he felt it. Something strong just struck his shield, making it ring like a gong. It nearly slipped his Telekinetic grasp, but luckily he held it close enough to his body that his hold on it remained strong.

Whatever those things were, they seemed determined to torture him. Two more strikes hit the Titan's Bulwark, both of which killed his momentum, and brought him to an immediate stop. He was now a lone stationary target in the sky, and he could see those nearly invisible things circle around him as they were readying for another attack.

Bam! Bam! Slice!

Gerald barely had enough time to turn his shield and block two more attacks, however, a third one snuck behind him and left a deep gash in his leg. He winced from the pain and blasted a pillar of flames toward the creature, however, the fire came nowhere close as it had already flown to the other side of him.

Then another two joined in. Gerald could at most block three strikes at once, however, there were five coming at him at once from all sides. One time he managed to land a hit on one of the creatures with a fireball, but the thing just flew through the flames, unaffected.

"Damn it!" he grunted. "What are these things?!" It was like a small group of invincible sky Piranhas, taking small bites out of him whenever they could.

It was nowhere enough to kill him quickly, however, he had long realized he had no chance of fighting back. Hell, even the hardened steel shield protecting his body had fist-sized chunks taken out of it. He could see tiny teeth marks in the metal, something that filled him with terror.

His body was no stronger than the shield itself, and if he was just delaying the inevitable…

"Fuck it!"

He had made a decision. He quickly dropped his altitude and flew right at the guy waiting for him on the ground. Maybe he could get these monsters to focus on him and he could get a chance to escape.

However, as he neared the forest canopy, weirdly enough, the flying near-invisible beasts halted their pursuit and turned around, circling high above it. It didn't seem like they dared go any lower than that. It was understandable. They relied on their extreme speed, and in a forest that aspect would be extremely limited.

However now Gerald had another problem, which was the widely-grinning Yung Lin guy waiting for him on the ground. No, scratch that, he was already flying at him!

Gerald tossed the Titan's Bulwark at the incoming madman in an attempt at stopping him. The shield was full of holes and cracks already, and it didn't offer much protection anyway, so why not repurpose it?

Slice!

"Oh, give me a break…" Gerald quietly complained as he saw the longsword split his shield down the middle like it was a piece of wet paper. Then came a flurry of sword strikes, and the once proud shield was shredded into countless uneven metal chunks that fell on the ground. Luckily a few of them hit the enraged Cultivator just hard enough so his jump came short and he missed Gerald by a few meters.

"Man, fuck off already! I said I'm sorry!" Gerald shouted, and hundreds of spell scrolls materialized around him. "But if you want to fight so much, then I'll show you how a proper Mage does battle!"

All of the scrolls were activated at once, and the forest was immediately illuminated by countless Greater Fireballs powering up, the whistling of wind accompanied the formation of Wind Blades, and moisture condensed out of the air as Ice Lances were born.

"Go!" Gerald shouted and pointed his hand at the stupefied guy on the ground. His magic immediately went into action, locking any path of escape as it formed a dome of death falling to the earth, the formation becoming tighter as it closed in.

BAWAHAMBOOMBAMBORORROBOOM!

It was a direct hit, Gerald saw it. Or at least until the first Fireball went off, then there was just a cacophony of light and sound as the forest ground was ravaged into oblivion.

Even his Magic Eyes couldn't see the brutality of his spells in action as the chaotic magic blinded his senses.

However, he didn't dare relax. Who knew if that was enough to finish him off? But on the off chance the Cultivator survived, he had another present waiting for him.

"Hehe… Good thing I saved it," he smirked as a slightly cracked crystal dodecahedron appeared in his hand.

Paying close attention to the cloud of dust and smoke on the ground, he noticed something shining in the middle of it. And as a gust of wind blew, the Cultivator was revealed. He was completely unharmed and encased in a transparent pale yellow barrier while standing in the middle of a crater.

"To think Mortal magic can do this much…" he murmured. A small white stone then appeared in his free hand, and he lifted his tunic and slotted it in an indentation on his previously hidden light blue metallic belt.

"But it's still not enough to hurt me," he coldly said as his gaze landed on Gerald.

"Yeah, didn't think so…" the latter responded and brought his hand forward. "Let's hope this does the trick then!"

The Ice Age Lance dodecahedron was powering up all the while, and Gerald even gave it some of his own Mana so the spell would be ready faster. And now it was at full power, waiting to be fired.

"Go!"

The crystal shattered as massive amounts of Mana were extracted in an instant, and a long icy lance was instantly condensed from the air.

"What?!" Yung Lin exclaimed after seeing the crazy magic burst into existence and shoot at him. He had no time to react, and could just lift his sword in front of himself to block the incoming projectile.

BOOM!

It was a clean hit. Even if the sword in his hands sliced the Ice Age Lance clean in half, the momentum behind it was still too great to stop. As such, both man and the ice disappeared from Gerald's sight, creating a corridor of broken vegetation and torn plant life in the woods.

"Is it over?" Gerald dared to hope. However, the answer was a resounding no!

Yung Lin came running back like an angry locomotive, his stomps on the ground producing audible booms as his feet struck the forest soil. He was furious!

Despite once again not sustaining any injury, the fact that he was forced into a defensive position by someone he considered inferior to himself, was infuriating!

"What the fu-!" Gerald exclaimed as another sword strike was aimed at his head. He narrowly dodged by moving down and landed on the ground. He immediately summoned the Stone Golem Armor around himself and created some distance between himself and his opponent.

He then summoned countless Stone Bolts from the ground and hurled them at Yung Lin.

The latter landed on the ground and immediately began displaying his superior skills as he slashed and cut every single projectile that came at him. In just a few short seconds, he must have stopped at least a hundred. But, as Gerald sped up his attack while running backward, he also hastened his strikes while pushing forward.

"Heart of Frenzy!" Yung Lin shouted, and his movements sped up so much, that it appeared as if he had grown another pair of hands. The longsword in his grasp was moving so fast, that it appeared to be a rotating grinder with a thousand blades as it turned the stones to dust. Worst of all, the man didn't even break out in a sweat while doing so.

Gerald then augmented his attacks with Fire and Wind, and even threw some Explosion spell scrolls in the mix, only to achieve the same result. It was completely futile. His opponent didn't even flinch as he changed his attacking styles and just continued forward with his assault.

Yung Lin didn't show any exhaustion, and instead smirked, "Your talismans are useless against me, Mortal! Quit resisting and die already!" He then focused his mind into a single point and burst forward with a powerful Soul attack.

"ARGH!" Gerald suddenly felt as if someone punched him in the brain and he felt his Soul expand under the strain so much so that it nearly tore.

It was nowhere near the damage he sustained in the Great Desert from the white orb, however, it was still much more painful than anything King Robart or the Emperor could do.

"You are mine!"

Yung Lin thrust his sword forward, and despite Gerald's best attempts at blocking by creating numerous Stone Walls, the light blue longsword easily pierced the rock and stabbed into the left side of his chest.

The force of the strike completely broke his stone armor and then pushed Gerald off balance and he fell to the ground as Yung Lin stood above him, still pushing the sword down.

"Hm? Why can't I…?" he wondered out loud as he felt some resistance coming from Gerald's body. He released his Soul attack and focused on stabbing him through the heart.

Gerald gritted his teeth as the cold blade moved inside his flesh, trying to make a new hole in his internal organs. He looked the Cultivator in the eye and spat some blood at him in spite. It was blocked by the yellow barrier and fell to the floor.

"Diamond Heart, bitch!" Gerald grinned a bloody grin as his body started steaming from the heat generated by all his focused defensive magic. A stack of papers then appeared in his hand and the tossed them into the air.

"Let's see you block this! Solar Point, go!" He pointed two fingers at Yung Lin's face and blasted him with all he had. At the same time, the Solar Point spell scrolls were triggered and all of them focused their light on the same spot. Namely, the Cultivator's face!

"AAAAAAAH!"

500MP, or thereabouts, were focused on a tiny surface for no more than a second. The flash of light was bright enough to blind even Gerald despite having closed his eyes.

He could hear Yung Lin roar in pain, but he didn't have enough time to determine the extent of the damage. As soon as the pressure on him lessened, he scrambled to get back up and quickly cast Recovery on himself as he began running away.

Well, running might not have been the right word. He began quickly limping away as his leg was hurt from all the damage he had previously sustained, including the beasts in the sky who took a few bites out of him.

"Oh, no you don't!" he heard Lig's angry shout and shuddered in fear. If even that attack wasn't enough to incapacitate the man, then he was really screwed. And as he felt death breathing down his neck, he had to turn and at least take a look.

He saw Yung Lin take another white pebble and place it in a small cavity on the hilt of the sword. The light on the blade immediately intensified tenfold and a moment later he performed a forward thrust toward him.

"Lightning Jab!" They were more than ten meters apart, but that didn't seem to matter at all. A beam of white light suddenly hit Gerald's chest and came back out his back, continuing on the trajectory that took it above the forest and out into the sky. In less than a second, it was all over and it disappeared from view.

"Ah!" Gerald gasped and held his chest. His body now had a hole the size of a fist, and he could see the light coming from the other side. Where once his heart and lung were, now only emptiness remained.

Blood gushed out of his wound and he fell to his knees.

With his last remaining strength, he looked up and saw Yung Lin coming at him. The man had his face disfigured and his eyelids burned off. His skin had evaporated from the blast and you could see the muscles and tendons rapidly twitching on his face.

"YOU!" he roared with bloodshot eyes. Each of his steps was slow and calculated, and he held his blade in front, clearly expecting retaliation from Gerald. However, there came none.

The man that gave him so much trouble was barely breathing, his blood spilling out and soaking his clothes and armor.

"To think a mere Mortal could wound me…" he smirked in rage. "And all of that, for a few drops of blood." He took a small vial and drank from it, his wounds closing back up at visible speed.

"I… made you bleed," Gerald said with a defiant whisper while not diverting his gaze as he stared into his opponent's eyes.

It was an achievement, that's for sure. However, it seemed he wasn't going to get away this time. He had done his best, but it wasn't enough. The difference was just too large.

He silently cursed the Phoenix Necklace that was now laying silently on his chest. He was dying. If this wasn't a time to activate and save his life, then when?! He only had one life!

He internally sighed. The necklace was not even guaranteed to work, he read that much from the temple where he found it. And even if it was perfectly made, what did he expect from an artifact made 10.000 years ago? And then hastily repaired by a freaking amateur…

"Whatever…" he mumbled. "I've lived a good life…"

"What did you say?" Yung Lin leaned closer to hear what Gerald was whispering about. As he did so, the yellow barrier of his belt encased Gerald's body as well, and the latter's eyes immediately focused to the max.

Suddenly, with all the remaining strength, his ruined right hand coiled around the Cultivator's throat and squeezed.

"Wha-?!"

Yung Lin tried to get away but noticed the hand of a seemingly dead man was like a vise. He couldn't move at all! And that was not all! Despite having no heart, Gerald was still alive, although barely. He was using magic to manually pump blood through his veins, not allowing himself to lose concentration for even a second!

"Ready to die?" Gerald grinned as blood spilled out of his mouth and his body began heating up. "I learned this move from my friend, the Giant!" He focused all the remaining Mana, even pulling some extra out of his surroundings into his body, and prepared to detonate it.

He opened his mouth and roared with a mad, suicidal smile. "EXPLO-!"

"LIGHTNING JAB!"

BOOM!

An explosion shook the forest, and after the dust settled, the winner was all too clear.

The Cultivator Yung Lin was faster.

His pale blue sword pierced the skull of his enemy, destroying his brain in the process and stopping the suicidal attack in its tracks. The stone beneath them was cracked from the force of the strike, and the hole continued for many dozen meters into the underground.

With the last fragments of resistance gone, the bloody hand holding his throat fell to the side without power, and blood began pooling underneath.

Yung Lin blinked a few times. He had won. He had won, but at what cost?

The skin on his face had already begun regrowing, as did his eyelids, and by the end of the day, he would be like new, but did that even matter?

The Portal Nexus was destroyed. His dreams, his hopes, his achievements… They were all gone. He began chuckling, in a desperate kind of way. His chuckles then transitioned into full-out laughter, and that turned into wails of pain as reality set in.

His life was over.

He captured the culprit, battled him, and killed him, but it didn't matter! The Elders were going to rip him apart for this. They would need a sacrificial lamb, and he was going to be the one responsible for it.

Crack!

"Huh?!" Yung Lin jumped up in fright as he heard some cracking noise coming from the smoldering corpse.

"Ah…" He understood. His opponent pushed himself to the limit and beyond, and his body was now breaking down. And indeed, soon after the flesh started to burn, slowly at first, but then increasingly faster and stronger.

Gerald's body burst out as tongues of flame sprayed into the forest, burning hotter and wilder than they should. More cracking sounds came from his body as his bones broke under the heat, and his skin began to melt and char.

Flesh and burning clothes mixed and produced a terribly-smelling black smoke that lingered in the area, and the raging inferno quickly spread across the dry leaves and dead branches that littered the forest. Soon only a charred skeleton remained of Gerald, with the pathetic armor still mostly intact, the damn thing not doing anything to protect his life.

Yung Lin observed the forest fire for another hour, deep down hoping that something would happen, but he was left disappointed. The flames slowly continued to spread outward, devouring dead wood and young plants, the smoke billowing high in the sky.

It was over, well, and truly over.

With one last long sigh, Yung Lin turned around and prepared for the long road back to where the Elders would probably already be waiting for him.

He killed the perpetrator, but now he had nothing to show for it as his body already turned to charcoal and ash… It was truly... a terrible day.

THE END…

… of book one!
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                So, apparently, I have to write at least 500 words here... Might as well say a few words...

Well, over the last 2-3 years I have written my first story, 500.00+ words and it has now come to an end. But fear not, for your boy here will do his best to write more! Free of charge! For everyone and their mother to see!

I gradually became better at writing, now capable of writing an amazing 1000 words every single day without my brain combusting! Such achievement! Much wow!

But on a more serious note, for the most part, I wrote 500 words every day so some chapters were really short because of that. Now I will try to double that speed, to about 7.000 words every week, in the form of three chapters, Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.

I rarely have any plans for the story and I mostly just spew out whatever comes to mind. Still, while I try to be consistent I sometimes have to go back and change a detail or two, without disrupting the story.

Unfortunately, this sometimes means I get stuck and don't know how to continue, or I branch out the story in many directions and then see where it takes me.

I have tried organizing and thinking of a plot, but unless it's very vague in my mind, I usually fuck it up. It's funny how some things sound so much better in my head, but when they come out on the screen they become a mess. There were so many scenes that worked great in my mind that I just abandoned later because they came out as trash.

Eventually, I stopped trying to plan since nothing ever went as I wanted it to, and am now just writing what comes to mind, like this thing right now, for example.

And I rarely rewrite anything, so it is a miracle my work wasn't an even bigger mess than it already was. The fact that I kept the characters on the low side probably helped with that, because I can't write them for shit, as you have already noticed.

Fight scenes, no problem. Story? Meh, I'll manage. Conversations and interpersonal relationships? Fucking kill me!

I wonder if this is 500 words already?

Guess what?! It is!

Bye!

            
