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        Arcane Innovator

    
    
    
    
                This is the story of Darian, who found himself reincarnated into a harsh medieval-like world after his unfortunate demise back on Earth. He wondered what he had done to deserve such a fate...

Until one day, when he discovered that magic was real. "I live in a fantasy world!"

"Since I have nothing better to do, let's try if I can cast magic too..." 

From that day on, all he could think of was fulfilling his dream of becoming a mage. But he was still only a poor villager... 

To change that, he must carefully navigate the dangerous world with his newfound powers and risk it all to pursue his dream. However, nothing here comes for free - especially power.

"I won't let anyone stop me from achieving my goal, no matter what. If I can't win by following the rules, I will have to simply make my own..."

[Updates - Monday, Friday.]

            

    
        Chapter 1: A New Beginning

    
    
    
    
                I was enveloped by darkness. Not the typical dark of the night. No, this was total, all-encompassing darkness, and I could not see or hear anything.

'What's happening? Why is it so dark here?' I thought dazedly. My thoughts reached out into the emptiness that enveloped me.

The loud hum from before had been replaced by deafening silence. I can't tell how long I was in this weird space, as I had no concept of time.

Suddenly, darkness was dispelled by light, and I was momentarily blinded.

Through my blurred vision, I could make out the outline of an unknown room. Strange faces lean over me, speaking in a language I don't understand.

'What's happening?' I thought again as I tried to move my body, but for some reason, I could not.

Then I was lifted off the ground by someone's hands.

'How can they lift me so easily?' I thought briefly before looking down and seeing my own body for the first time. It took me a while to realize I was looking at a newborn's body.

'What the hell?'

'Did I... Die?'

That was my last thought before I succumbed to the peaceful embrace of sleep...

The next few months passed in a blur. All I did was eat and sleep, as all babies do. Slowly, I came to accept the fact that I had been reborn.

As time passed, my memories started to slowly return to me, and I eventually remembered the events of that fateful day that changed everything.

My name there was Michael Jansen, and I was a regular IT student at the university. I didn't have any big aspirations in life, so I spent most of my days playing PC games with friends and reading novels.

I was quite smart, so I passed all my exams with high grades despite my somewhat laid-back approach. However, this peaceful routine abruptly ended on that fateful day.

The day I died...

***

I stepped off the train, bidding farewell to my pal, Mike, after one of our gaming nights.

With a heavy sigh, remembering the assignment I had to write for one of my classes, I walked from the train station back to my apartment.

The early morning air was crisp, carrying a hint of rain as if the heavens themselves mourned my departure.

Streetlights cast long shadows across the asphalt road. Lost in my thoughts, I didn't notice the approaching headlights until they were almost upon me.

The blinding beam seared into my eyes, momentarily blinding me to the imminent danger hurtling towards me.

My heart leaped into my throat as I heard the honk of a horn and a scream clawing its way up my chest. However, it was too late.

'This is it,' I thought briefly before the impact.

Time slowed down as the truck appeared before me, a monstrous behemoth roaring with malicious intent.

The world around me turned into a blur of chaos and despair for a fleeting moment before darkness consumed me.

'Hit by a truck, what a stupid way to die,' were my final thoughts before I lost consciousness.

***

Although I couldn't understand the local language, I caught one word my new mother repeated over and over: "Darian." 'That is probably my new name...'

I was also bothered by the fact that I had memories of my previous life. 'How is that possible?' I often wondered as I lay in my crib, but I decided not to dwell on it too much since I couldn't explain it.

Another few months passed, and I started to explore the environment around me. From what I've figured out so far, it's unlikely that I'm on Earth anymore.

'Unless I somehow returned a few hundred years back in time,' I thought bitterly. Both the clothing my family wore and the house itself looked like something straight out of medieval times.

However, the greatest shock for me so far came when the local priest came to our house. From my feeble observation, I presume that this was some kind of ceremony to deliver blessings at the beginning of spring for a good harvest.

The priest said a prayer, and at the end, he stretched out his arm, and his ring started glowing. A soft yellow radiance slowly spread outward, encompassing the whole room, and I watched it in awe with my mouth open.

'I live in a fantasy world!' I realized that this was undoubtedly some sort of magic.

My love of gaming immediately kicked in. I wondered what kinds of adventures I could have here and if I could use magic too...

But that would, of course, have to wait until I grew up and could walk on my own...

***

"Here you go, Darian." My new mother, Varya, smiled at me tenderly as she handed me a small wooden toy.

I looked at it, and it was a simple, crude figurine carved out of a single piece of wood. 'Hmm, I'd rather have that magical ring the priest has, to be honest, but oh well,' I thought dejectedly. However, I still smiled brightly at my mother and pretended I liked it.

She smiled back while caressing me before placing me back in my crib. Today was my first birthday in this world. At least that's what I think since, aside from the toy I got, the village priest came again to perform some kind of blessing on me.

I already started to understand some words of the local language and figured out that I live in a small, nameless village at the edge of the "Wild Lands," although I still don't know what that means.

My father's name is Gorn, and he works as a village blacksmith. That means our family enjoys a better life than the other villagers, who have to toil all day in the fields.

However, we are still very poor by the standards of this world, and we don't have much money.

I also have three siblings. There are two older brothers, Rolf and Konrad, and a sister, Helga. However, they spend most of their time playing outside in the village, so I don't see them often, only at dinner.

'Ah, I can't wait to be able to walk so that I can go outside too…'

***

Being a baby with an adult mind is a very boring existence… One day, when I was bored out of my mind lying in my crib all day, I thought to myself, 'Since I have nothing better to do, what if I try casting magic?'

Being a mage was always my favorite class in any game I played, but I have no idea if it will be possible at all since I've never seen either my parents or siblings cast any magic.

Besides, there isn't any convenient character screen with skills like in the RPG games I used to play...

'Let's just try to imagine casting some spells in my mind and seeing what happens...'

I then immediately started to conjure images of various types of spells I remembered from my favorite games, like "fireball" and "ice spear."

In my fervor, I completely forgot that I was inside a house and that casting such spells would be a very bad idea.

Fortunately, or rather, unfortunately, for me, nothing seems to be happening. 'Hmm, this doesn't seem to lead anywhere... How could I figure out if I can cast magic at all?'

Meanwhile, my mother was looking concernedly at me from the kitchen when she saw me squirming in my bed.

However, I was too engrossed in my endeavor to pay it any attention. After a few hours of futile effort, I decided to change my approach and try meditating to see if I could feel any kind of magic at all.

At first, nothing seemed to be happening. However, after a while, I noticed a faint warm feeling inside me that was different from anything I ever felt back on Earth.

When I focused my mind on it, it pulsed a little bit. 'This is it!' I thought while smiling happily.

'But how would you cast spells with it?' That was still a complete mystery to me.

For the next few days, I focused on that weird feeling, and it seemed to move a little bit inside my body. I then named this feeling "Mana," since I had no better words for it.

While I was happy to make any kind of progress at all, it was also accompanied by severe headaches every time I focused on it for a while.

After about a week had passed, the headaches seemed to subside a little, and I could focus on feeling the mana a bit longer than before.

I then decided to try something different. While I focused on my mana, I tried to push it out of my body while imagining my toy lifting up from the ground.

Nothing happened at first, but after several attempts, when I was heavily focused to the point of a headache, I felt my mana move and then expand outward.

I looked with wide eyes as my toy slowly lifted a few centimeters off the ground.

'I did it...! I can use magic!' I exclaimed inwardly in my mind.

But in the next moment, I felt all of my energy being rapidly drained out of me, and before I realized what was happening, I passed out...

            

    
        Chapter 2: Life as a Baby

    
    
    
    
                Darian lay in his crib, unmoving and deeply asleep. I crouched beside him as I tightly held his little hand.

'I hope it's just a cold and nothing serious…' I thought worriedly as I briefly touched his blazing forehead to check his fever.

'What just happened...?' A moment ago, he was perfectly fine playing in his crib as usual, but then he suddenly collapsed out of nowhere and developed a high fever...

I released a sigh, but then I couldn't help but smile as I observed him: 'He looks so peaceful when he sleeps…'

He's not at all like my other children, not in the slightest. He is a calm baby—almost too calm—and he rarely cries. Plus, he has this weird, wise look in his eyes that doesn't fit a baby at all…

'I even asked the priest, when he came to bless Darian on his birthday, if he was possessed…' But fortunately, the priest said that he couldn't feel any malignant energy emanating from him so I shouldn't worry too much since every child is different.

This somewhat calmed me, but as a mother, I was still somewhat worried about him. Although my marriage with Gorn was an arranged one, as most marriages here are, I managed to find happiness in my family and especially in my children.

'Please, merciful mother, let him be well soon…' I whispered a short prayer as I changed the wet piece of cloth on his forehead before I went back to preparing dinner.

***

I woke up the next day with a severe headache, and I apparently also developed a fever. 'Well, that was intense,' I thought.

Going forward, I need to take things more slowly and carefully... Who am I kidding? Of course, I will do that again, but for now, I will first try to focus on improving my mana control.

I then spent the rest of the day recovering my strength, and luckily, in the evening, my fever went away. The next morning, I felt perfectly fine again, so I focused on that familiar feeling and tried to circulate it through my whole body once more.

It was hard at first, but it seems like I am getting better at it. It took me about two days before I was confident enough to try using magic again. But before that, I needed to embark on a journey.

I patiently waited for when my mother went to the well to get water and carefully crawled my way to the kitchen area of the house. When I got there, I instantly spotted my target: an ordinary-looking basket. Inside were vegetables for dinner that somewhat looked like peas back on Earth.

I quickly grabbed one pea and crawled back to my bed. As I went over my previous experiment, I realized that trying to lift my toy was probably too much for my little body, so now equipped with my pea, I can hopefully avoid passing out again and scaring my mother.

I focused my mind on the pea, closed my eyes, concentrated on my mana, and pushed it out of my hand. And it worked!

A wave of exhaustion washed over me again, but this time, I managed to withstand it. I heard my mother coming back, so I hastily hid my pea under my blanket and waited for dinner while grinning happily.

My mother noticed my happy expression and patted me on the head. "I'm so glad you're getting better, Darian. I was worried you were sick," she said.

I felt a twinge of guilt wash over me since that was entirely my fault, and if my mother knew, I would never hear the end of it. But oh well, I learned my lesson, and that was the price of progress.

Now that I know how to train my magic, my days have become routine. In the morning, after breakfast, I went to the living area and pretended to play with my toys, but I focused on training my mana control by circulating it in my body.

Next, I would cast the only spell that I knew and levitate my pea, then I would rest, and the same routine would repeat in the afternoon.

After a while of doing this, I made another interesting discovery. Now I could levitate the pea for about a minute without any exhaustion at all.

So that means there are skill levels, and actively improving my magic means I can get better at it.

That was exactly what I did. When I get absorbed in something, I can get quite obsessed with it, and what happened in the past while I was grinding in games has now become an obsession with trying to unravel the mysteries of magic.

I still don't know much about this world, but what I do know is that I certainly don't want to become a blacksmith or do any other job the local villagers do here.

Judging by the fact that I never saw anyone other than the priest use magic, that must mean it is quite rare, so I have a shot at becoming someone powerful.

The seasons slowly started to change, and the days were getting longer. The cold spring days were changing into warm summer ones, and I was getting quite proficient in my magic.

I was slowly adding more peas to my routine, and now I could easily levitate three peas for over a minute.

Both my mana control and mana capacity were growing, and I was becoming more and more confident. My motto here was "slow and steady."

I have also started to fully understand the local language and made my first attempts at speaking. My family was kind of flabbergasted by how fast I was learning things, but it was not so surprising to me.

If I can apply stuff like logic and my prior knowledge of learning foreign languages, things like grammar become quite easy to learn.

I have also started to walk and have now fully explored our one-room house, which was kind of circular in design with a diameter of around seven meters.

The house itself was divided into four main parts: the kitchen area, where my mother prepared and cooked food; the living area, where we came together for meals and to hang out after dinner; and next to it, the sleeping area, where there was one big bed covered with animal hides where everyone except me slept together.

And lastly, the storage area where all the supplies and wood were kept. Right in the middle of the house was a hearth, which I liked the most, especially in winter since the winters here were really, really cold.

Speaking of winter, it came again, which means it's my second birthday in this world. My father carved me a wooden horse to play with, and we had some meat for dinner, which was super good.

What I would really have liked, though, were some books on magic since I wasn't making much progress without any new spells to try out. However, judging by the fact that there were no books in the house, that was just wishful thinking.

This didn't surprise me since books were really expensive even on Earth before the invention of the printing press, and only nobles and rich people could afford them. Hopefully, with my otherworldly knowledge, I can figure out how to make lots of money soon.

***

'Today is the day!' Today I can finally leave the house for the first time on my own, and I was restless all morning in eager anticipation.

'Finally, I can learn more about this world!' Previously, my parents never allowed me to leave the house, apparently because sometimes animals or even monsters came out of the woods and attacked livestock or small children.

Not that I minded too much since I was engrossed in improving my control over magic, but now that the opportunity has come to explore, I'm going to grab it.

After breakfast, I finally went outside. Spring was in full swing, and everything was a beautiful green color with blooming flowers and trees all around. Right next to the house was my father's smithy. I could see my father there, along with Rolf, my oldest brother, who was learning to be a blacksmith as well.

The air inside the smithy was thick with smoke and the smell of hot metal, and the sounds of ringing hammers and hissing furnaces filled the space.

They made various tools for local farmers and took on other blacksmithing work for the villagers. As the only blacksmith in the area, my father was highly respected and valued by the locals.

Behind our house was a stream that my father had built the house close to, as the smithy required a lot of water.

This also meant that we were placed at the edge of the village, right by the woods where "lots of big, scary monsters live, and I must never go there," as my mother repeatedly warned me before she allowed me to leave the house.

I was only permitted to stay in our garden, which was adjacent to the house and opposite the smithy.

All around us were small fields, and people were working there while pastures surrounded the village. In the distance, I could see children playing, including Konrad and Helga, my other brother and sister.

They wanted me to join them to meet the other kids, but I declined since I wanted to conduct some experiments.

I went to the stream, and on its shore, I saw small pebbles. I picked up a few of them and attempted to levitate them, which was harder than using "ertiber," the name of the pea-like vegetable that was a staple food here because we eat it almost every day.

After training with pebbles for a while, I started to move them around, which proved to be much harder than simply levitating them. It required much more concentration, and beads of sweat began to form on my forehead.

When I could no longer endure it, I stopped the spell and sat down in exhaustion.

'Holy sh*t, this is hard!'

Fortunately, everyone was focused on their work and didn't pay me any attention. For now, I wanted to keep my magic a secret until I learned more about this world and its customs.

I thought, "What if only priests can use magic here, and they would send me to some temple if they found out?"

After recovering, I continued my training until it was time for dinner and my mother called me home.

My goal was to determine if I could use my magic in battle. If I could make the pebbles move fast enough, it would be like a slingshot, and I could use it to hunt small animals in the forest.

This would also have the added benefit of keeping my magic a secret because I could pretend I hunted the animals using traps, and it wouldn't leave any marks like it would if I used something like fire magic, for example.

With these thoughts, I continued to train in the following weeks and was slowly getting better at it, although it was still nowhere near a slingshot. The faster the pebble went, the harder it was to control it.

I constructed a small target using twigs and tried to hit it. When I accelerated it too fast, it went completely over it, and when I managed to control the pebble and hit the target, it was so slow it wouldn't even leave a dent in it.

I was almost ready to give up when it dawned on me. 'I'm doing it wrong!'

It was too hard trying to control the pebble and accelerate it at the same time, so what if I didn't have to control it at all?

I quickly went to the stream as fast as my little legs would carry me and picked up a stem of a bamboo-like plant that grows there and had the amazing quality of being hollow inside.

I then sneaked to the smithy, waited until there was no one there, and then used a knife to smooth the edges a little.

When I was done, I went to test it out. I put a pebble inside and then focused solely on accelerating it as fast as I could while pointing my improvised gun at the target.

Wanting to see how strong I could make it, I pushed the stone through the barrel with everything I had. It flew out at tremendous speed with a sharp whistling sound, and within the blink of an eye, it hit the target.

*BOOM*

The powerful impact caused a small explosion that destroyed the target completely and sent wooden splinters flying everywhere.

'Oh, crap!' was the only thing I managed to think of before I had to quickly duck for cover from the wooden rain.

            

    
        Chapter 3: Creating my First Spell

    
    
    
    
                "Darian!" My mother heard the commotion and rushed outside to grab me and bring me inside the house.

She then interrogated me about what happened, but I managed to get through it by playing dumb. However, my mother knew I had done something, especially with the evidence of the ruined plot of her prized ertiber, skewered with wooden splinters.

As a result, I was forbidden to go out of the house and "play" alone in the garden, which put a quick end to my experiments.

'But I did it! I created a magic-powered gun!' I thought happily.

Although I may have gotten a little too excited there and overdone it, the important thing is that it works!

Now, I just need an opportunity to test it out in the woods, but that might take a while.

***

The next morning, I asked Konrad if I could go play with them and the other kids in the village. I guess I won't be able to train there, but it's better than sitting at home all day.

Konrad promised our mother that he would keep an eye on me and Helga, and we set out from our house and walked through the village.

It was now the beginning of summer, and the villagers were hard at work in the fields, preparing them for the harvest.

Despite its small size compared to a typical city back on Earth, the village was quite prosperous and home to around 300 villagers.

At the heart of the village stood the temple, which was revered as a place of worship. The villagers often came here to offer their prayers and seek guidance from the gods, and it was also the residence of the local priest.

The temple itself reminded me of ancient Greek temples. It had high columns carved from wood; they were aged and weathered, so the temple must be quite old. The walls were adorned with intricate carvings of mythical creatures and ancient gods.

I would have liked to go inside, but Konrad gestured for me to keep moving.

Beside it stood the biggest house of all, belonging to the Vogt. The Vogt acted as mayor, administering the land on behalf of the local lord.

There were no shops in the village, and the villagers lived a simple life, relying on bartering for goods and services rather than money, which was in short supply.

We also bought all our food from our neighbors in exchange for the tools my father made.

As the village was located on the outskirts of the kingdom, it was somewhat isolated from the rest of the world. Visitors were rare and mostly consisted only of hunters or the occasional traveling merchant.

As we walked down the dirt roads, we were greeted by the friendly faces of the villagers going about their business. I quite liked this rural setting, as it was something new that I hadn't seen before. I also couldn't wait to explore more of this world.

We met the other kids under a big old tree, which stands alone on a small hill in the middle of a pasture at the edge of the village.

They greeted me but then split into groups and started playing. I guess it's normal since I'm new and also the youngest, at least physically.

I sat down and stayed close to Helga, who is about two years older than me, and we were among the youngest children in this group. Konrad, who is around 8, was playing with the group of older children.

My oldest brother, Rolf, who recently turned 10, started his apprenticeship under our father to be a blacksmith, so he doesn't come to play with others anymore and spends most of his time in the smithy.

I asked Helga many questions about the village, and she answered with a smile, sharing all she knew.

She has a pretty, innocent face and long, fair hair tied in a ponytail. Her big blue eyes are sparkling with energy, and she seems to be very friendly to everyone, which makes it easy to talk to her.
My sister is quite clever despite her young age and has a great sense of humor. We talked about various things happening in the village, as we had a full view of it from the hill we sat on.

Helga then talked about a big market that takes place every autumn in a larger town nearby. The local lord resides there, and it is also a place where villagers from the surrounding area come to sell their excess produce.

I have never been there, but Helga said our father took her there last year for the market.

Her eyes would light up as she spoke of the vibrant atmosphere and the endless rows of stalls selling an array of different foods. "It was amazing!" she exclaimed. "There were so many people and so much tasty food!"

I hope to go there someday.

As we chatted, I practiced my magic in secret, as the older kids were not paying me any attention. Time flew by, and before we knew it, it was time to head home for dinner.

***

Throughout the summer, I continued to spend time with the others. Most of my time was spent talking with Helga and sometimes Konrad, although he usually played with his group of friends.

With summer quickly coming to an end, it was time for the harvest season to begin. The fields were abuzz with activity as the villagers worked tirelessly to bring in the crops.

They worked from sunrise to sunset, cutting the stalks of wheat-like crops with sickles and binding them into sheaves.

They also harvested dried-out ertiber plants and other vegetables. Women and children followed behind, collecting the sheaves and stacking them in neat piles to dry in the sun. Once the grain was harvested, it was threshed and winnowed to separate the grain from the chaff.

With the grain harvested and processed, the villagers prepared for a feast to mark the end of the harvest season. They cooked and baked with the fresh-harvested grain, creating a bountiful feast to share with their families and friends.

The village square was filled with the mouth-watering smells of roasting meat, baked bread, and simmering stews. Everyone gathered to share the meal, raising their cups in a toast to the abundance of the harvest.

While this was happening, my father set out for the neighboring town for the big market. I asked if I could go too, but he said I was still too young. However, I managed to get a promise out of him that he would take me there next year. Yay!

He loaded a cart with Rolf and Konrad, full of things to sell, and they headed out.

With my father and brothers being gone and everyone else busy, I seized the opportunity and sneaked out into the garden to conduct some more experiments. Luckily, my improvised gun was still there where I left it.

So I picked it up and moved away from the house, closer to the stream, where I spotted a withered old stump that I decided would be my new target.

I learned my lesson, so this time I used only a tiny fraction of my strength and released the spell while pointing it at the target.

It flew out without any problems and hit the target, leaving a big dent in the stump. However, I think I reduced the power too much.

I then spent the rest of the morning adjusting the strength until it was just right.

"This is it!" I exclaimed with a smile.

The result was a perfectly circular hole about 3 centimeters in diameter.

"I created my first spell!"

I decided to call it [Stone Bullet]. I know, I know, it's not a very original name, but it fits perfectly...

After that, I worked on improving the fire rate until I was tired and decided to call it a day.

The next day, I wanted to know just how much mana I had.

I spent all morning picking up pebbles and placing them in a pile next to me. I then fired my [Stone Bullet] over and over until I was ready to pass out.

"Hmm, not bad, not bad at all," I thought while fighting the urge to vomit my breakfast.

I also wanted to keep track of my progress, so I decided to invent the staple of any RPG: a "Status."

Although in my case, it wasn't any fancy holographic screen or some omnipotent system that could transfer information right inside my head.

No, these are just lines in the dirt that I drew with a stick.

I know it's a little basic, but I have to start somewhere, right?

In my head, it looked something like this:

STATUS:-------------------------------
Name: [Darian]Race: [Human]
Age: [2 years and 9 months old]-------------------------------
Mana: 8-------------------------------
Spells: [Stone Bullet]
-------------------------------

Well... that's it.

Since I don't have any more information, this will have to do for now.

As for how much mana I have, I've decided to base it on my [Stone Bullet] spell. One unit of mana is equal to one [Stone Bullet], so since I can currently cast around eight, that will be my current mana.

I'm curious about how much I can increase it with training.

The warm summer gave way to a colorful autumn, and the villagers began preparing for winter.

They stocked up on supplies and made sure they had enough food and firewood to last through the cold nights.

The grain and vegetables were stored safely. My father and Rolf worked tirelessly to repair tools and make new ones, while the women of the village spun wool into warm clothing and blankets.
The entire village came together to ensure everyone was prepared for the coming winter.

I also wondered if I could develop more spells on my own. My previous attempts were in vain, but now that I'm older, I must surely have more mana since I have spent all this time training.
The image of me blasting everything away with a fireball played in my head.

Hmm, that would be too much, I guess, but creating a simple fire spell couldn't be too hard, right? After a few hours of fruitless effort.

....
.....

I take it back!

It is pretty damn hard!

But my struggle wasn't totally in vain. As I rested and waited for my mana to recharge, I pondered why I could levitate things but not create fire.

I realized that in order to cast a spell, one must not only imagine the result in their mind but also have a complete understanding of the whole process.

So... what is fire?

It requires fuel, oxygen, and an ignition source.

I grabbed a stick and focused my mind on it and the air around it. I then tried to channel my mana into the stick, envisioning it catching fire. After a bit of effort, it started to smoke, and then a small flame flickered to life.

'I did it!'

I sustained the flow of mana, slowly removing the stick, and the flame continued to burn on its own while being suspended in the air.

I could create fire using just my mana!

But it was draining, and I had to stop the spell after a few seconds. I wondered if I could reduce the mana cost just by increasing pressure, which would cause friction and generate heat energy instead of directly burning my mana.

I picked up the slightly charred stick and got to work.

I channeled my mana into it, compressing it. It was challenging, but soon enough it started to smoke again, and then flames jumped out.

And the best part? It only required a fraction of my mana compared to my previous attempt. It was a great start, but I know it will be a long way before I have anything resembling a fireball, which I so desperately wanted to have.

As the autumn days grew shorter and the air grew colder, the villagers gathered around their hearths, sharing stories and songs. The warmth of the fire provided comfort during the long winter nights, and they looked forward to spring and the new beginnings that it would bring.

            

    
        Chapter 4: My First Hunt

    
    
    
    
                Winter had arrived, and with it came a biting cold that seemed to seep into every corner of our small home. The air was frigid and sharp, and I could see my breath in the air as I exhaled.

Outside, the world was blanketed in snow, the trees and fields covered in a layer of frost that glittered in the sunlight. The air was so cold that it hurt to breathe, and the wind howled through the forest, shaking the walls of our home.

Despite our meager existence, my family had managed to prepare for the harsh winter season. My mother had stored away dried fruits and preserved vegetables, while my father had cut firewood and stored it in our house.

The days were short and the nights were long, but we found warmth in the glow and flicker of our fire. My siblings and I would gather around the fire while our mother cooked hot, hearty meals.

On one of those days, It was my birthday, and although we haven't had much, my family made sure to make it special.

I am now 3 years old in this world.

As we gathered around the table, my mother made a special meal for me. It was a simple meal, but it was made with love, and I savored every bite.

Using whatever ingredients she could gather from the land around us. There was a stew of wild mushrooms, roasted root vegetables, and a freshly baked loaf of bread.

After dinner, my siblings and I gathered around the fire, listening to stories that our mother told. She spoke of magical creatures that roamed the forest and of powerful spells that could be cast by those who knew the secrets of the earth.

We then played games, laughing and joking with each other. We had no grand toys or fancy games, but we made the best of what we had.

As the night wore on, my father presented me with a gift. It was a knife whose surface seemed to glow in the flickering light of the fire.

It is my first knife!

And I knew that it would be my treasure for years to come.

Despite the hardships that came with winter, there was a sense of comfort in our routine. My father taught me how to carve wooden figurines, and my mother taught me how to knit scarves and mittens.

The winter season brought us together, reminding us that we were a family and that we would always be there for each other, no matter what.

***

Winter finally ended, and the land was again filled with blooming flowers. My mother at long last forgot the "accident" from last year, and I was once again allowed to play by myself in the garden.

Helga was curious about what I was doing and followed me there. But when she found out that I was just picking pebbles, she quickly lost interest and went with Konrad to play with other children.

I was curious how much my Mana increased after a winter in which I spent mostly huddled next to our hearth while levitating everything I set my sight on while making sure nobody saw it.

So after a morning spent picking up pebbles, I shot them all in the direction of the woods. After a while of continuous effort, I finally got my answer.

STATUS:

-------------------------------

Name: [Darian]

Race: [Human]

Age: [3 years]

-------------------------------

Mana: 10

-------------------------------

Spells: [Stone bullet], [Small flame]

-------------------------------

It wasn't too great of an increase, but it will do for now. With these thoughts, I continued to improve my aim for the rest of the day.

The next morning, I decided it was time. Time for proper adventure! In the Woods!

It was a little bit scary thinking about going there alone. But when I was playing with others, I saw multiple villagers and hunters going there, and I'm pretty sure not one of them had any attack spells.

So it can't be that bad, right?

Despite the warnings of my family, I set out to explore the forest, determined to uncover its secrets.

After breakfast, I quickly went out into the garden and to the stream.

I carefully looked around so that nobody saw me and then used some protruding rocks to jump over the stream. I then went over the pastures at the edge of the village, right into the forest.

I took a deep breath as I stepped into the mysterious forest at the edge of our village.

The air was thick with the scent of damp earth and rotting leaves, which crunched beneath my feet, breaking the eerie silence that enveloped me.

The only other sounds were the rustling of the trees and the occasional cry of a bird. The trees towered over me, their trunks thick and gnarled with age.

As I ventured deeper into the forest, the underbrush grew dense and tangled, and I had to be careful not to trip over roots or stumble over hidden obstacles.

Despite the danger, I pressed on, my heart pounding with a mix of fear and excitement.

The ground was littered with fallen leaves and broken branches, making it hard to find a clear path. I stumbled over roots and rocks, trying to keep my balance.

Suddenly, a rustling in the bushes made me jump. I turned to see a pair of glowing eyes staring back at me from the darkness.

I froze, unsure of what to do. Then it moved forward, emerging from the underbrush.

Before I could even react, a small, furry creature darted out from the bushes and ran straight toward me. I stumbled back in surprise, my heart racing.

It was a rabbit with soft brown fur and a twitching nose. Its long ears stood straight up. It looked at me with curious eyes, and for a moment we simply stared at each other in silence.

A rabbit!

As I caught my breath and tried to calm my racing heart, I couldn't help but smile at the little rabbit's boldness.

I then quickly pointed my gun at the rabbit and fired my [Stone bullet].

"This is for scaring me!"

But alas, he couldn't hear me since he was already dead. His head was missing, and the rest of his body was lying in a pool of its own blood.

'Wow, it's so powerful!' I thought as I was looking at the aftermath.

I knew it was strong from the holes it left in the stump back in the garden, but seeing what it can do to a living being is something else.

'Also, so much blood!' Not that I was too afraid of blood. In my short life here, I saw plenty of farm animals being slaughtered for food.

And even back on Earth, I used to spend my summer holidays with my grandparents, who lived on a farm in the countryside. So I was used to sights like these.

But then I remembered that I don't know how to skin the rabbit, and I don't want to waste the meat.

'I should have asked Rolf.' I thought with frustration.

I saw him helping in the kitchen when we were occasionally given some meat for dinner.

"Oh well, I just have to bring it as it is."

I then carefully picked up the rabbit so that I didn't smear my clothes with blood and quickly started heading out of the forest.

Luckily, I didn't go too deep, just a few hundred meters from the entrance.

I couldn't wait to explore the forest further. I felt a sense of excitement and adventure here that I knew I would never be able to find anywhere else in the village.

But now I've decided to call it a day. I wouldn't be able to carry any more animals with me, and I was afraid that some predator could smell the scent of blood.

As the sun began to rise, its warm light slowly permeated the thick foliage of the forest. The crisp morning air filled my lungs, and the dewy grass tickled my feet as I walked towards my home.

I approached the edge of the village, and the familiar sights of humble homes greeted me.

I walked along the pasture, admiring the lush greenery and the tall trees that stood at the field's edge. Birds sang sweetly, their melodious chirping filling the air.

I had a big smile plastered on my face because I successfully finished my first hunt. With this, I can support my family and also enjoy meat for dinner, which is quite scarce here.

"And if I can somehow sell the hide, I can finally make some money!" I exclaimed with excitement.

I then jumped across the stream next to our house and cleaned myself there before I went home.

When my mother saw me with a headless rabbit in my hands, she widened her eyes in surprise, which quickly changed into a worried look, and she ran up to me to check if I was okay.

"Darian! What were you doing out there!? And what’s this?" My mother started loudly interrogating me.

"Ehm…" I stuttered, trying to quickly come up with some sort of excuse.

But before I had a chance to put my thoughts together, my father heard the commotion and quickly came over from the smithy.

His name was Gorn, and he is about thirty years old and always wears a stern look on his face.

'But he was always fair to both me and my siblings, so I'm hopeful there won't be much drama.' I thought nervously as I looked up to him.

"What is this about?" my father asked with furrowed brows after he gestured to my mother to stop reprimanding me.

"I was playing by the stream in the garden and noticed that rabbits came down there to drink each morning, so I built a trap to catch one of them..."

"And where did you learn to do something like this?" He asked.

"Well, I observed the hunters in the village when I was playing there with Konrad and Helga the other day. I also saw that they cut off the heads of their prey, so I did the same..." I told him the excuse I came up with on the spot. "But I don't know how to skin it, so I brought it here..." I quickly added.

"You learned how to make traps just by observing the hunters...?" My father looked at me incredulously for a while before a slight smile appeared on his stern face. "You did good," He told me in the end. "Your mother sometimes worries too much."

My mother looked at him reproachfully, but then she just shook her head and let it be.

After my mother left, my father leaned closer to me and said in a low voice, "I'm sure your mother knows deep down that we won't be there for you and your siblings forever, and the sooner you learn how to take care of yourselves, the better."

He then took me to the kitchen and showed me how to properly skin the rabbit. I looked at it with interest because I knew I would be hunting a lot more in the days to come.

            

    
        Chapter 5: Exploring the Forest

    
    
    
    
                As I step out of our humble home, the cool breeze of the morning greets me with a gentle caress. The village is alive with activity; the sounds of villagers going about their daily business fill the air.

It was another perfect day for exploring, and I was determined to pick up where I left off the last time I was there. The morning dew glistened on the blades of grass as I walked along the pastures that lay on the outskirts of the village.

I had only just scratched the surface of the forest on my previous visit, and I was eager to see what else was hiding within its ancient trees.

I entered the forest, and I felt the ground give slightly beneath my feet, and the rustling of leaves echoed in my ears.

I marked the passing trees with my trusty little knife so that I wouldn't lose my way. I was so focused on my task that I didn't hear the rustling sound behind me until it was almost too late.

I spun around, ready to fire my spell, but then I saw who it was and froze. Standing there was my sister, Helga, with her big hazelnut eyes and pouty lips.

"What are you doing here?" I asked her, trying to hide my annoyance and quickly hiding my gun behind my back.

"We mustn't be here; I will tell Mom!" she replied, trying to sound brave.

"Please don't," I quickly replied. "I will tell you a secret if you keep quiet about this."

"What secret?" she asked, her curiosity getting the best of her.

"You will see, but first tell me how you found me here."

"Well, since I heard you caught a rabbit by the stream, I wanted to go there to look for one too, but I couldn't find you there." So I looked around and saw footprints in this direction, so I followed you.

I couldn't help but smile at her determination. "Ah, I will tell you, but you must promise not to tell anybody."

"Okay, I promise!" she exclaimed.

I then picked a leaf from the neighboring tree and levitated it in front of her.

"How did you do that?!" she gasped.

"Well, you heard those stories that our mother told us about magic, right?" I said, feeling a thrill of excitement as I saw the wonder in her eyes. "I'm like that."

"What?! You could use magic?! "Do it again; I want to see!"

"I will, but you must swear that you will not tell anybody, especially our parents," I said, feeling both excited and nervous at the same time.

"I swear, I won't tell anybody," she replied, her eyes shining with excitement.

I originally didn't want to tell my family about my magic. But since Helga found me here like that, I had to tell her something to keep her quiet, and since she is pretty smart, she wouldn't buy any half-assed excuse I could have come up with.

I just hope she will keep her promise and won't tell our parents, but seeing her excited like that, I think it might work. I then continued to levitate more leaves in front of her.

"But how come you can use magic like that?" She suddenly said with a questioning look.

"What do you mean?"

"I heard from Dad that only nobles can use magic."

"But I saw our local priest use magic to bless our house every year."

"That's not magic, you silly! Didn't you pay attention when the priest gave a sermon and taught us about the gods? He uses the power of the gods to bless us through the relics in the temple."

Ah, so that's it. I never really paid much attention to that. I thought that it was just religious blabber. I really need to start listening to what people say more so that I have some semblance of common sense.

Uhh, wait, what? "Power of the gods?" Does that mean that the gods are real? Well, I shouldn't really be surprised, with the existence of magic and all...

"Why can only nobles use magic?" I then continued to ask this wonderful grove of knowledge, which is my sister.

"Uhm, I don't know." It was just something that Dad said—that our local lord's family is very powerful because they can use magic.

Hmm, interesting. I really can't wait to go to the city.

We then spent the rest of the day exploring the forest together.

The forest was thick with trees and tangled vines, and the light barely penetrated through the dense canopy. It was both eerie and enchanting, and my heart raced with anticipation as we stepped into the unknown.

As we moved deeper into the forest, the air grew cooler, and the sounds of the outside world faded away.

After some time, we came across a small clearing. The grass was a vibrant green, and wildflowers of every color dotted the landscape.

As we stood there, I noticed a waterfall in the distance. It was a magnificent sight, with water cascading down from the rocks high above.

I couldn't resist the temptation to explore, and we made our way towards it. The water was crystal clear, and as it hit the pool below, it glimmered with reflected light.

Helga looked at everything with awe and wonder since it was her first time in the Forest. Luckily, we didn't run into any animals along the way, although I never let down my guard.

After a few hours, I decided it was time to start heading back home.

The rustling leaves and chirping birds gradually faded into silence as we approached the exit. As we emerged from the forest, we could see the outline of the village in the distance, and we hurried back home.

***

It had been a few weeks since Helga and I first ventured into the forest together, and in that time, we had gone there several times more, but we were careful not to arouse suspicion from our absence.

Helga was getting older, and she had to spend more time helping our mother with the chores, leaving me alone once again.

But I didn't mind being alone; in fact, I preferred it. I was what you might call a social introvert. I didn't mind being around people, but I preferred to be by myself.

Despite my efforts to hunt, I had only managed to catch one more rabbit. When I was with Helga, I didn't get the opportunity to hunt because she considered them "cute," and I didn't want to upset her.

But mostly, the forest was empty, devoid of life. I don't know if it was due to my exceptional unluckiness or if the animals were actively avoiding me.

As summer approached, I began spending more time playing with the other children in the village. I didn't want to cause suspicion about my whereabouts.

I liked our village. It had a completely different atmosphere from the bustling cities back on Earth. The villagers worked with smiles, and the scent of freshly baked bread filled my nostrils as I went along the village square.

One day, as I was wandering through the village, I stumbled upon a commotion near the Vogt's house.

The Vogt was dressed in his fancy clothes, which didn't fit in with the rural setting at all. He was ordering some workers around, and they seemed flustered and overworked.

As I was watching from a distance, I noticed something that caught my eye. On the outskirts of the village, I saw a local hunter sitting in the shade of a tree, repairing his traps.

The hunter was a rough-looking man with broad shoulders and muscular arms. His rough, weathered skin and unkempt beard spoke of long days spent in the wilds.

His hair was a tangled mess of brown and gray, and his piercing green eyes held the wisdom of someone who had seen much in his years.

His clothing was practical and well-worn, with layers of fur and leather that protected him from the elements. He wore a long leather coat adorned with the pelts of various animals.

A quiver full of arrows hung from his belt, and a large hunting knife was sheathed at his side. His bow, made of dark wood, was never far from his grasp.

I was immediately interested. 'What if I could convince him to teach me something about the forest?' I thought.

As I was exploring, I found a lot of different plants; if he could teach me what is edible and what is valuable, I could then gather them and sell them, finally making some money. I thought filled with excitement.

I mustered my courage and then slowly approached him. I hoped I wasn't interrupting him and that he won't be too bothered by my presence.

He looked up from his work and stared at me with a critical eye.

"Wot, you want, boy?" He grumbled, not bothering to hide his annoyance. "Cain't ya see I'm busy?"

I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves.

"Good day, good sir," I said as politely as I could manage. "How are you doing on this fine day?"

He gave a gruff snort. "I've been betta. What you want?"

"I was wondering if you could tell me something about the forest."

He looked at me like I was crazy. "The forest? Didn't yer ol' man tell ya it's dangerous?"

"Yes, he did." But I'd like to be a hunter when I grow up."

He let out a bark of laughter. "You, a hunter? That's the best joke I've heard all day. You're just a kid. Wot, do you know 'bout huntin'?"

"I've heard a lot of stories about it, and I'm curious."

"Ya heard stories? Lemme tell ya, bein' a hunter ain't no playtime in the forest. It's a hard, dangerous job. Ya still wanna do it?"

"Yes," I replied with confidence.

He shook his head, grinning incredulously. "Well, since ya so eager, come sit here with me." I'll tell ya a few things every good hunter oughta know.

As I settled in next to him, I couldn't help but feel excited. I then spent the rest of the afternoon listening to the hunter.

Although I really don't want to become a hunter, it is a perfect opportunity to gain some precious information about the forest for free.

So I listened with interest as he told me various things about his traps and how to maintain them.

Despite his intimidating appearance, there was a sense of calm about him, as if he were at home in the forest.

As the afternoon wore on, the hunter shared more and more of his knowledge with me. He told me about the different animals that lived in the forest and how to track them.

He showed me how to set up a camp and how to make a fire. And as the sun began to set, he clapped me on the back and said, "Well, I reckon that's 'nough for today. You've got a lot to learn, but you're a quick learner. "Come back and see me again, and maybe I'll teach ya some more."

I then spent the rest of the summer learning from him every time he was in the village. During our time together, I think he also enjoyed our sessions, at least a little bit, since he started to come to the village more often.

Although I haven't been able to learn his name or where he lives after all the time we spent together, I think he wants to keep his identity a secret.

As summer drew to a close, the fields around the village turned golden with ripening crops, and the air was filled with the sweet scent of hay and wheat.

The harvest season was upon us once again, and everyone in the village was busy preparing for the coming winter.

But there was one event on the horizon that promised to be even more exciting than the harvest. The big autumn market was coming to the city.

My father kept his promise, and I was to go there with him, together with Konrad.

The time has finally come to explore the city!

            

    
        Chapter 6: The Autumn Market

    
    
    
    
                The harvest season was coming to an end, and as the leaves started to fall, signaling the coming of autumn, it was finally time for us to journey to the city's big market.

It was a long and arduous half-day walk from our village, and we had to wake up early to make it in time. It was the only opportunity for us to acquire the scarce resources that we needed for the winter months.

We would be staying with my uncle's family in the city for the night before heading back home. I've never met my uncle, so I'm both nervous and excited.

Our cart was loaded with goods to sell, but it was only half full since we will mostly be buying things that are hard to come by in the village, like cloth and dried meat.

I also brought along my prized possessions: two rabbit hides from my hunting expeditions in the forest. My father promised to help me sell them, and I couldn't wait to make my first sum of money!

The journey to the city was not an easy feat. The road was long and treacherous, winding its way through dense, dark forests that loomed on either side.

After a very long time of walking, which I spent sitting on the cart since my stamina was still too low to walk all the way on my own, I could finally see the city in the distance, and my heart raced with anticipation.

High stone walls surrounded a huge portion of the horizon, making the city seem like a fortress.

Which was kind of true. The city was named Ereneth and was originally just a border fortress protecting the kingdom from the beasts' attacks. It then slowly, with time, turned into the sprawling city it is today, as I learned from my father during our journey.

When we came close, we could see the queue of people ahead of us waiting to enter the city gates.

When it was our turn, we came up to a pair of guards, and they checked our cart and asked us a few questions. After a brief inspection, we were allowed entry.

Since we were coming to the market, we were exempt from the entrance fee. But it was an exception only for markets and important occasions. That was also the reason we never came here any other time of the year.

As we passed through the gates, my heart pounded with excitement. The smells and sounds of the city filled my senses, and I was eager to explore every nook and cranny.

Multitudes of shops and stalls flanked the main street, and the city was full of people. The air was crisp, and the smell of roasting meats and freshly baked bread wafted through the stalls.
As we made our way deeper inside, my eyes widened at the sights that greeted me.

The market square was a cacophony of sounds and smells, with people haggling over goods, the sweet scent of pastries wafting through the air, and the bleating of goats and sheep mixed in.

I walked with my father, taking it all in as we made our way through the crowd. The sights were overwhelming: colorful stalls displaying everything from shiny trinkets to woven fabrics to fresh fruits and vegetables.

We stopped next to one of the stalls, and Konrad started to offload our cargo while Father was haggling about the price with a sly-looking merchant.

I decided to go around to explore more, although I was warned not to go too far.

When I turned a corner, a large, imposing building caught my eye. The exterior was made of dark, weathered stone, and the door was heavy and made of iron.

Above the door, a banner fluttered in the wind, bearing the image of a snarling wolf—the Beast Hunter Guild.

I stood there, gazing at the building; I could hear the faint sounds of men training within—the clash of swords and the shouts of commands.

I could almost smell the fear and sweat of the hunters as they prepared for their next mission.

As I understand it, it was somehow similar to the famous adventurer's guild from games and books.

This, on the other hand, was a much darker place.

The pay was meager, and the dangers were great. The beast's hunters' sole purpose was to scout the woods and surrounding countryside for any monsters or monster's nests and exterminate them before they could cause harm to the locals.

But since those who ventured into the Woods rarely came back alive, it was a place reserved for the lowest of the low, like orphans, bastards, and former criminals who didn't have anywhere else to turn.

I turned away from the ominous-looking building and continued my way through the bustling streets of the city. One particular shop caught my eye. It was a quaint little storefront, nestled in between the market square and the Beast Hunter's Guild.

The building itself wasn't very big; the walls were made of a pale stone, rough and uneven as if carved from the very earth itself.

The windows were tall and thin, with simple wooden shutters painted vibrant green. A small garden filled with herbs and flowers lay at the front of the shop. It was clear that this was some sort of herbalist shop.

I was immediately intrigued. Although my lessons with the hunter were very useful, he didn't know much about herbs and what uses they could have.

I peered through the window, and I saw shelves lined with jars and bottles filled with various ingredients and elixirs. I could see roots and herbs hanging from the ceiling, drying in the warm sunlight.

'If I could learn which herbs are useful and what they look like, I could then gather them up in the Forest and bring them here next time!' I thought with excitement.

Filled with the prospect of earning more money, I decided to go inside. As I pushed open the door to the shop, the tinkling of a small bell announced my arrival.

As I stepped through the door of the herbalist's store, a warm, earthy scent enveloped me. The aroma was a mix of freshly dried herbs and fragrant oils. The shop was dimly lit, with flickering candles casting dancing shadows across the walls.

The shelves were lined with jars of different shapes and sizes, each filled with dried leaves, flowers, roots, and other plant matter, their labels written in a flowing script that I couldn't read.

Behind the counter stood the middle-aged shopkeeper, a woman with a lined face and hands rough from years of tending to her wares.

Her hair was tied back in a messy bun, and a pair of spectacles rested on her nose. Her brown eyes looked at me with surprise as she greeted me. "Hello, there, young one, what can I do for you?"
"Good afternoon," I replied, taking a moment to glance around at the various jars, vials, and sacks of ingredients that lined the shelves.

"I noticed these herbs are growing around our village. Can you tell me what they are called?" I said while pointing at a particular herb that I was certain I had seen before in the forest.

"Well, aren't you a curious little boy," the shopkeeper remarked, her eyes twinkling with amusement.

"This is called Umbrifila and is used for medicinal purposes..." The herbalist explained.
"You can make a healing paste out of them and apply it directly to a wound, which helps heal minor injuries. They are also used as an ingredient in healing potions."

"But these require specific conditions to grow and are mostly found in the woods. So how come they grow in your village? Where are you from?" She asked with raised eyebrows.
"I'm from one of the frontier villages, I came here with my father to the market," I told her
"I see... You live close to the Wild Lands then, don't you? No wonder then," she replied, understanding dawning in her eyes.

"I was wondering if I brought them to you, would you buy them?" I asked, hopeful.

"Well, Umbrifila is always in high demand, so I'm in constant need of them. But they need to be picked properly and then preserved so they keep their quality," she explained.

"Can you show me how to do that?" I inquired, eager to learn.

"What is your name?" the shopkeeper asked.

"My name is Darian," I replied.

"Hmm, I suppose I could, Darian. Come with me," she said amusingly, leading me toward the back of the shop.

There, I saw rows and rows of herbs hanging from the ceiling, each one labeled with a neat script.

The shopkeeper then showed me how to pick the herbs properly, emphasizing the importance of harvesting them with the roots intact.

She also taught me how to quickly dry them in a specific way so that they keep their properties.

"High-quality herbs are valuable, but most of the stock I can buy from the market has poor quality since the hunters usually gather them in a hurry. So if you could bring me high-quality herbs, I would pay you handsomely," She said.

"Thank you, madam, for showing me all this," I said, feeling grateful for the knowledge I had gained.

"You can call me Isadora, young one. I like your enthusiasm. You often don't see that, so I'm looking forward to what you bring me," she replied, her eyes twinkling with approval.

Leaving the shop, I breathed in the cool, crisp air, still tingling with the excitement of my new knowledge.

I then went back to the market. My father was already looking for me since he had already finished purchasing our supplies, so I quickly ran up to him.

We made our way to my uncle's house, where we would be spending the night.

As we walked, my father turned to me with a slight smile on his lips and pressed four small coins into my palm. "I managed to sell your hides," he said. "Here is your money."

My heart raced as I gazed in wonder at the small coins. 'My first money!' I thought, thrilled at the prospect of finally being able to buy things for myself.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Konrad casting a jealous glance my way. I ignored him, thinking to myself that it was his fault for not going hunting like I had.

I turned to my father, eagerly asking how much they were worth, and he explained to me the intricacies of local currency as we walked.

In this world, the currency system is based on the concept of "weight and worth." The value of each coin is determined by both its own weight and its worth, with larger coins being worth more than smaller coins of the same metal.

There are two types of coins: smaller pennies and larger marks. The cheapest and also what most people use is made of copper; then there are also coins made of silver; and the most valuable is made of gold, but most people go all their lives without seeing one.

The mark is worth ten pennies, and one loaf of bread is worth around two copper pennies. I got four, so that means I can buy two loaves of bread. I'm rich! or not...

Soon, we turned into a smaller alley and found ourselves in front of a two-story building that served as both a shop and a house. We knocked on the door, and my aunt Ingrid welcomed us inside.

In front of me was my uncle Leif's family. He was the older brother and worked as a carpenter in the city, inheriting the family shop in the process. Ingrid, my aunt, was a pretty woman with a warm smile, and they had two daughters, Kari and Ylva, who were both around ten years old.

The aroma of roasted meat and freshly baked bread filled the air as we settled for dinner. Platters of food were laid out before us.

The main course was a rich, savory soup made with tender meat and sweet root vegetables that looked like carrots. The broth was thick and hearty, and the vegetables were cooked to perfection. I savored every spoonful, letting the flavors dance on the top of my tongue.

As we ate, we told stories of our travels. My father then began speaking about what was apparently the main reason he was here.

He turned to my uncle and said, "Leif, I was hoping you would consider taking Konrad on as your apprentice."

Both I and Konrad looked surprised at him.

Leif rubbed his chin thoughtfully, considering the request. "I have no son of my own," he said after a moment. "For my business to stay in the family, Konrad would have to marry one of my daughters."

My eyes widened at the suggestion, and I looked over at Konrad, who was already throwing shy glances at Kari and Ylva.

My father slammed his fist on the table. "It's settled then!" he exclaimed. "I would also like for the business to stay in the family."

It was then decided that Konrad would marry his cousin Kari, and they would be betrothed in the spring after he starts his apprenticeship and marry when they reach adulthood.

As they toasted to the new arrangement, I congratulated Konrad, and the adults would then proceed to celebrate with drinks while we children were playing in the corner.

The next morning, we set off for our journey back to the village. The ride was long and uneventful, and my mind kept drifting to the thought of what my own future held.

            

    
        Chapter 7: Mastering the Elements

    
    
    
    
                When we returned to our humble village from the city, I couldn't help but notice that the days grew shorter and colder.

The winter was coming, and we needed to prepare. I was eager to lend a helping hand to my family as we prepared for the long winter ahead.

We worked tirelessly, stacking wood and preserving food, ensuring that we had enough supplies to last us through the harshest months of the year.

As the winter winds howled outside, I celebrated my fourth birthday in the safety of our home.

Even though I was still just a child, I had already grown accustomed to this strange world. Thoughts of Earth, my former home, began to fade away like a distant memory as I focused on learning about the magic and customs of this place.

As winter held us tightly in its icy grip, we waited for the arrival of spring with bated breath. The winter was harsh, as usual, and our village was blanketed with snow and ice. We hunkered down in our small home, doing our best to stay warm and safe.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the first signs of spring began to bloom. The trees started to bud, and the flowers peeked out from beneath the melting snow.

It was then that my mind turned to the conversation I had with the herbalist, Isadora, in the city.

She had told me about the herb umbrifila, which grew in the forest. If I could gather enough of it, I could sell it for a hefty price.

The thought of being able to make lots of money filled me with excitement, and I couldn't wait to start searching for the herb.

On the first sunny day of spring, I bolted out of the house, eager to start my search. But before that, I needed to record my progress with magic to see how much my abilities had improved after the winter.

I then once again gathered some pebbles and shot them across the stream with my [Stone Bullet] spell.

The result:

STATUS:-------------------------
Name: [Darian]Race: [Human]
Age: [4 years]-------------------------
Mana: 10 --> 22-------------------------
Spells: [Stone bullet], [Small flame]
-------------------------

I think my power is growing nicely, I thought as I sat on the ground, exhausted. But how could I find out if it's good enough?

I still didn't stumble upon anyone else who could use magic, so I can't compare my progress with anybody else's. Helga said that only nobles can use magic, but I can't just come up to a random noble and ask him about magic.

After a while of pondering about this, my strength recovered, and I decided to not worry about it and just train as much as I can and then see for myself when the time comes.

I then jumped across the stream and went into the forest to look for Umbrifila.

After a day of wandering through the dense forest, I finally managed to collect a bounty of 21 umbrifila herbs. I was pleased with my success.

Since most of the villagers are afraid to go inside the woods, no one apparently gathers them here. With my trusty knife, I carefully dug up the herbs, ensuring that their roots remained intact.

After removing the excess soil, I sat down to examine my haul. The delicate green leaves and stems of the herbs sprawled out in front of me, releasing a fragrant aroma that tantalized my senses.

I then sat on the ground, wondering, 'How am I supposed to dry them?'

I can't bring them home and hang them there unless I want my parents to find out about my adventures in the forest, which I'm forbidden to come near.

Rabbits can possibly wander near our house for me to catch them, but these herbs grow only in forests, so no kind of excuse would work.

I spent some time studying the herbs, trying to think of a way to dry them without arousing suspicion.

I then thought of my fire magic, but that would run the risk of burning them, and if I wanted to preserve them perfectly, I had to do it as Isadora showed me: dry them slowly with cool air to preserve their medicinal properties.

I then thought that if I started a fire near them and then used magic to somehow move the warm air towards the herbs, I could make something similar to a hairdryer. Or better yet, manipulate the water inside the herbs directly to move out, and then use the warm air to evaporate the water.

"That could work!" I exclaimed with excitement.

But something different is having a brilliant idea and then implementing it.

"It took me weeks just to conjure a small fire, so how am I supposed to learn to control two new elements in time before the herbs spoil?" I wondered aloud.

It was getting late, so I gathered my loot and decided to worry about this later.

I still had to find a way to transport the herbs back to my home without my parents discovering my secret. I couldn't risk being caught, as the consequences would be severe.

I was pondering my predicament. Suddenly, I remembered an old hollow tree stump that I had seen when I was exploring the forest with Helga last summer.

It was hidden in a remote corner of the forest, far from any trails or paths. I decided to use it as a temporary storage place for my precious herbs until I could figure out a more permanent solution.

With relief, I carefully stashed the umbrifila in the hollow stump, making sure they were well hidden and protected from the elements.

I knew I would have to return soon to check on them and move them to a safer location, but for now, I could rest easy knowing that I had successfully completed the first step of my plan.

With some luck, I have around two days to figure this out before they lose their potency.

***

I rose before dawn the following day and made my way back to the forest, my mind filled with determination.

I approached the stump where I had hidden the umbrifila, my thoughts focused on the task at hand. I had to find a way to dry the herbs quickly and efficiently.

As a temporary solution, I decided to use the natural resources of the forest to my advantage.

I quickly gathered some thin branches and twine and set to work constructing a makeshift drying rack. I carefully tied each umbrifila leaf to a branch and hung them up, making sure they were evenly spaced.

With the herbs safely drying in the cool air, I breathed a sigh of relief.

I surveyed the drying rack, pleased with my handiwork, but this still doesn't solve the main problem; drying them this way would take too long.

There is mostly shade and very little sunlight inside the forest, and I can't leave them there overnight, not only because rain could ruin my efforts but also because some animal might come to eat them.

I decided to take a risk and leave the herbs in the forest for the day, but I resolved to come back before nightfall to check on them. I couldn't bear the thought of all my hard work going to waste because of some unforeseeable circumstance.

I then started working on my magic. I began by focusing on my control of the air. I closed my eyes and imagined a gentle breeze blowing through the forest.

I could feel the cool air on my skin and the rustling of the leaves as they swayed in the wind. I took a deep breath and opened my eyes, ready to begin.

I reached down and gathered a handful of dust from the ground. I threw it into the air, watching as it danced and twirled in the wind. I closed my eyes and concentrated, picturing the air molecules moving in my mind.

I then tried to move the cloud of dust myself with magic. At first, my attempts at controlling the dust were futile. But I persevered, focusing on the cloud of dust as a whole rather than a collection of individual particles.

Finally, I succeeded. The dust began to move as I willed it, swirling and shifting in the air.

But it was a taxing process. Controlling the dust directly was exhausting and gave me a headache. I knew I needed to find a more efficient way to use my magic.

Instead of controlling the dust, I pictured a cloud of air in its place. I focused on the movement of the air molecules and tried to will them to move in the way I desired.

It was difficult to tell if it was working, as air is invisible, but I sensed a shift in the wind.

Determined to test my new ability, I gathered another handful of dust and threw it into the air. This time, I focused on the cloud of air and willed it to move. To my delight, the dust moved with the air, following my commands.

"Finally!" I shouted with joy.

I had never attempted to control multiple elements before, but with a clear objective in mind, it had become much easier to do.

I then gathered some dry twigs and started a fire nearby, trying to control the hot air above it. I sat cross-legged on the forest floor, surrounded by the rustling leaves of the trees. I willed my mana to move the hot air above the pile, but the quick movements of the air molecules made it a challenge.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, allowing my consciousness to merge with the elements around me. I felt the heat emanating from the fire and the coolness of the surrounding air, and with a sudden surge of power, I managed to move the air and compress it into a funnel-like shape.

The hot air rushed towards the hanging herbs, and soon enough, they began to flutter in the warm wind I was generating. Triumph washed over me as I opened my eyes, admiring the sight of the herbs swaying in the breeze.

            

    
        Chapter 8: Looking for More Herbs

    
    
    
    
                I watched the herbs flutter in the warm air with excitement. But my happiness was short-lived as my attention turned to the next challenge: water manipulation.

I knew that mastering this element was crucial to my success. So I walked to the nearby lake by the waterfall I discovered with Helga and sat on the bank, watching the water flow by.

I closed my eyes and concentrated, visualizing the movement of the water molecules. I tried to feel the coolness of the water and the gentle current against my skin.

I reached out with my mind and focused on a small section of the water, attempting to control its movement. At first, it didn't seem to be working, and I was worried that I had bitten off more than I could chew. But then I felt a shift in the water as if it were responding to my thoughts.

I slowly lifted my hand, and the water rose with it, creating a small stream of water that flowed through the air. I was amazed at what I had achieved, and I couldn't help but smile with excitement.

But then, as I tried to control the water more, I realized that it was much more difficult than controlling the air. The water was heavy and sluggish, and I could feel it resisting my efforts. I knew that I had to keep practicing if I wanted to master this element.

It was time to move on to the hard part. I plucked an ordinary leaf from one of the branches of a nearby tree and stared at it intently, imagining the water coursing through its veins.
"Water can be gas too, right?"

"So what if I injected energy into the water inside the leaf and forced it to become water vapor?"

It was a risky endeavor, but I was determined to try.

I focused all my attention on the leaf and sent a surge of energy through it. At first, the water inside resisted, and I could feel the strain on my mana. But I refused to give up and continued to pour more energy into the leaf.

Suddenly, the leaf glowed brightly, and then, to my horror, it turned into ash. I had put too much energy into it and destroyed the leaf!

I spent the rest of the day trying to perfect my mana control until I was too tired to continue and decided to call it a day.

As the sun began to set, I made my way back to my makeshift drying rack. The umbrifila were still hanging, and I knew that time was running out.

I gathered my herbs and stowed them again into the hollowed-out stump. My mind was a flurry of thoughts as I walked back home, pondering over the events of the day.

The next day, I returned to the forest, and I sat on the ground with a determined glint in my eye, staring at a new leaf intently.

I concentrated all my energy on the water inside it and focused on removing it from the leaf and transforming it into vapor. My mana moved through my body, and I felt the heat building up inside me.

I focused all my energy on the leaf and sent a surge of power through it. This time, there was resistance, but I was prepared for it. With a deep breath, I increased my efforts, pouring more mana into the leaf, until I felt a sudden release of pressure.

The water inside the leaf transformed into vapor, and I watched in awe as it slowly dissipated into the air.

I sat back, letting out a deep sigh of relief. The effort had been worth it, and I had made progress in my training. The possibilities of what I could do with my newfound abilities were endless, and I couldn't wait to explore them further.

I repeated the process on a few more leaves, each time honing my control and minimizing the amount of energy I had to inject. It was a delicate balance, but with practice, I was getting better.

So now is the time to try it for real. I carefully laid the herbs out in front of me and began to channel my magic.

As I focused on the delicate balance of heat and air, I slowly turned the water inside into vapor and drew it out of the herbs, then used the hot air to get rid of the moisture, allowing them to dry gently and naturally.

It took several hours, but finally, the herbs were perfectly dried, and I could store them in a cool, dark place for when I go back to the city.

With my heart racing with excitement, I realized that my adventures in the forest were only just beginning and that there was so much more to learn about magic.

***

It was now the height of spring, and the forest was full of life. After I managed to dry the first batch of herbs, I then spent the following weeks scouting the forest for more.

With each subsequent batch of herbs, it became easier and easier, and my confidence grew. I moved with a practiced ease through the woods, my eyes scanning the ground for the telltale signs of the herbs I needed.

But I ran into another problem. As I searched for the elusive umbrifila, I realized with a sinking feeling that I had already collected all that grew nearby.

As I pondered my current predicament, Konrad's tenth birthday approached, and it was time for him to leave for the city.

He would train to become a carpenter under the watchful eye of my uncle, and it would be a long time before we would see him again.

The day before his departure, we gathered for a farewell dinner. My mother cooked up a hearty meal that we all savored. We ate, drank, and laughed long into the night.

The celebration was a welcome respite from my worries about the lack of umbrifila, and I allowed myself to forget my troubles, if only for a moment.

He left early in the morning with our father. I asked if I could go too, in the faint hope that I could manage to sell my growing stockpile of herbs, but alas, it wasn't meant to be.

Since my father will only escort him to the city and will be coming straight back, he will have to move quickly, and thus, I will only slow him down. Because I can't exactly tell him why I'm so eager to go there, I have to wait until the market in the autumn.

However, it had a bright side. I could use their absence to go on an even longer expedition into the forest to try to find more herbs; I've managed to gather quite a pile so far, but who in their right mind would turn away more money?

Besides, there isn't anything else I need to do at the moment, so why not?

The forest loomed before me as I set out, a vast and ancient expanse of trees that seemed to stretch on forever.

The ground was a carpet of fallen leaves and moss. As I walked deeper into the forest, I felt unease creeping up on me. The once lush greenery that surrounded me had now turned into a twisted and eerie landscape.

But I was determined to continue my search for more herbs. The thought of the coins that I could earn kept me motivated, and I pushed forward despite the unnerving surroundings.

The air became heavy, and I could barely see the path in front of me. But I pressed on, my eyes scanning the ground for any sign of the herbs that I sought. Every rustle of leaves and every snap of a twig made me jump with fear. I knew that I wasn't alone in the forest.

I still didn't discover any umbrifila, even after walking for what seemed like hours. While I was pondering whether I should abandon my search and return home, I heard a deep growl coming from up ahead.

My heart raced in my chest as I realized that I had stumbled upon something dangerous. I quickly hid behind a nearby tree, peering out to see what was making the noise.

There, in front of me, stood a massive bear-like creature with fur as black as coal. Its eyes glowed red in the darkness, and its teeth were as long as my hand. It sniffed the air, and I could see the muscles in its body tensing up, ready to attack.

I stumbled back a few steps while thinking about how to escape this predicament.

"RAAAAAH!"

I wasn't given any time to think as the bear roared furiously and jumped straight at me. I guess I infringed on his territory.

So, fight it is!

The creature charged at me with incredible speed, and I quickly fired my [Stone Bullet] at it.

The pebble hit the bear's chest, but it barely even flinched, and there wasn't even a dent in his fur.

"He's like a tank, dammit!" I exclaimed, feeling frustrated.

I had only five pebbles with me since I never expected such a fight. The creature swiped at me with its massive paw, and I barely managed to dodge in time and hide behind a tree.

*CRASH!*

The tree snapped in half like a toothpick, and I stumbled back, feeling terrified by its strength.

I knew that I had to act fast. I fumbled while I aimed my gun at it, my fingers shaking. With a quick breath, I raised my hand and released my pebbles one by one, while increasing their speed as much as I could.

The first pebble hit him, and at last, there was damage; then the second and finally the third pebble hit him and tore his paw straight out of his body, but it didn't stop him; it only made him even angrier, and he charged at me again.

"RAAAAAH!"

I was down to my last pebble; it was now or never, so I quickly decided to throw away my caution and put my full power into this last shot.

The air started to swirl around me while my surroundings buzzed with static electricity.

*BANG!*

The pebble flew out at tremendous speed, like a shot from a canon. My poor little gun shattered in my hands. But it was all worth it because, in a split second, it hit the creature square in the chest.

*BOOOOM!*

The bear literally exploded, and chunks of flesh and blood rained all over the place, and the ground turned crimson red. I was hit with the aftershock of the explosion and rolled helplessly on the ground.

I was left in a sorry state, my body battered and broken. My forehead was bleeding from shrapnel that hit me, and my clothes were stained with blood, both mine and the beast.

I had underestimated the monster, thinking I could defeat it easily, and it had nearly cost me my life.

I tore my shirt to create a provisional bandage and tied it around my head to stop the bleeding. My fingers shook as I worked, adrenaline still pumping through my veins. I could hear the distant howls of other creatures, drawn by the scent of blood. I needed to get out of there.

As I stumbled away, I turned and saw a glint in the blood-soaked ground. Curiosity got the better of me, and I walked over to investigate.

It was a small, red-tinted gem, covered in blood and grime. Hmm, this must come from the bear; it reminds me of something similar to a monster's core.

Quickly, I grabbed a few leaves and cleaned the gem as best I could. I stashed it in my pocket, thinking that it might be worth something at the market. Then I turned and ran as fast as I could.

It took me hours to make my way back to the waterfall near the edge of the forest. I was exhausted and in pain, but I knew I had to clean myself and my clothes before I could return home. I built a small fire and set my clothes out to dry, wincing as I peeled them off my battered skin.

I then sat down by the fire and sighed with relief that I had survived. I knew I could defeat that monster, but all it would take would be one hit, and I would be dead, and nobody would ever find my body.

I shivered at such a thought and decided in the future to not attempt fate and stick close to our house.

As the sun began to set, I gathered my clothes and limped back home.

It was a bittersweet victory, one that showed me just how weak I was in this world. I needed to train more to become stronger and more skilled if I was going to stand a chance here.

            

    
        Chapter 9: Meeting the Vogt's Daughter

    
    
    
    
                I spent the next few days recovering from my injuries. My mother was very upset when she saw me that evening. I had to lie and tell her I had fallen from a tree when I was out playing in the village.

She looked at me suspiciously but didn't say anything else. Even if I told her the truth—that I fought a huge, bloodthirsty monster deep in the Forest—she wouldn't believe me.

After that, I accepted the fact that I wouldn't be gathering any more herbs and would stick close to home.

I managed to gather and dry 72 umbrifila in total, and I hope that I get a lot of money out of it.

I didn't know what to do with the strange gem right now, so I hid it under my bed for the time being.

Then I spent the rest of the spring training my magic, the echoes of my battle still lingering in my mind.

Firstly, I will need a new "gun." So I made my way to the stream, where I picked the thickest stem of the bamboo-looking plant that grew there. I then cut it so it was around a meter long.

I then smoothed the edges with my knife and went right to testing it. It was a little bit harder to manipulate than my former one since it is as long as I am, but the longer, the better, right?

The pebble fired out of the muzzle with a satisfying bang and proceeded to make a big hole in the tree I was aiming at.

Great! If I increased the power of the spell, as I did back in the Forest, I'm confident I could blow a hole through the thickest of armors.

So the only limitation is the amount of power that I have inside of me. I wonder if there is some way to increase it even more.

As I was pondering this, my mind went back to when I was drying the herbs. When I compressed the air to make something like a funnel, I wondered, "What if I could do something similar with my magic?" to compress it inside my body to make room for more.

I don't know if it's a good idea or not, but it's worth a try. I then went straight to test it out. I sat on the ground and started meditating, imagining the flow of mana inside of me. Then I grabbed it as I would if I wanted to cast a spell, but instead of pushing it out, I pushed it in.

I immediately encountered strong resistance, and my ears began to hum. It didn't discourage me, and I kept at it, and slowly I could feel my cloud of mana getting smaller and more compact.

I shouted in joy internally and kept pushing, but it was very tiring, and soon enough I couldn't withstand it and had to let go. It quickly expanded and returned to its previous state.

Hmm, so it is possible, but how am I supposed to make it so it stays compressed?

I continued to practice in the days that followed, and after a while I could notice a slight difference, though it always returned to how it was, each time being a little bit more compressed.

With renewed confidence, I continued to train all the way until the summer.

***

It was a beautiful summer day, and I decided to go to the village to see if the hunter was there. After my last encounter, I was eager to learn more about the local monsters so that I could avoid them.

But alas, he wasn't. While I was wondering what I was going to do, I saw a girl around my age sitting in a corner of the square.

She looked very pretty, with long flowing hair as red as flames that tumbled down her back in loose waves and bright eyes as green as the fields that surrounded our village, and she was dressed in a simple yet elegant gown.

But the most interesting thing about her was what she was doing. She was leaning over some sort of wooden tablet and reading something.

"She's reading!" I exclaimed internally as I was observing her.

She's the first person in this village that I saw who knows how to read. If I could befriend her, she might teach me. If I want to study magic, I certainly have to know how to read, and the sooner I learn it, the better. But how am I to befriend her?

As I was observing her more, I saw that she was furrowing her brows while staring intently at the tablet. Hmm, it looks like she is struggling with something; maybe if I offered to help her, she would be grateful to me.

I mustered my courage and slowly approached her. She doesn't seem to notice me as she is engrossed in her tablet.

"Hi, who are you? I've never seen you around here before," I asked her.

She jumped a little; I guess I must have startled her. She gave me a shy look.

"H... Hi! I'm Myra. I live here; what do you want?"

"Nice to meet you, Myra. I'm Darian. Wanna go play with me and the other kids?"

"I can't; I have to learn this; my father is very strict about it."

"Hmm, who is your father?"

"My father is the Vogt, and he wants me to work in the family business when I grow up, so I have to learn."

"Oh, it's just that you didn't seem to be having much fun with it."

"Well, it's hard! And I hate it!"

"Well, how about I help you with it, and then you can come with us to play?"

"What would a peasant boy like you know about counting?"

"So you are learning how to count numbers?" "Well, my father is the blacksmith, and he took me to the market in the city last year when we were buying things for the winter, so I know something about counting."

"Really? You were in the city! How is it!?"

"It's very big and full of people." "In the market, the stalls are filled with delicious-looking food, and there is so much noise and music everywhere."

"Ahh, I wish I could go too, but my mother says that the journey is very dangerous."

"Well, the main thing is that I know how to count a little, so what is your problem?"

"Oh, that. Well, you can look at it yourself!" She pushed the tablet at me, dejected.

As I'm looking at it, I realize a problem. While this looks like some math, I can't read anything at all!

These characters look similar to those that were written at the stalls in the city, so these must be numbers, but I have no idea what value they represent.

I should have asked my father when we were at the market, but back then I was overwhelmed by everything and all I wanted was to explore, so it never even crossed my mind. Well, I will just have to wing it somehow.

"Myra, can you explain to me these numbers?" "My father always counts in his head, and I never saw them written."

"Oh, I suppose you wouldn't recognize them; alright, come here and I'll tell you!" She beckoned for me to sit next to her, and she then explained to me the different numbers and the value they represent. She knows quite a lot, despite saying she hates it.

When I know their value, I quickly figure out the rest. It was just simple adding and subtracting as you would learn in elementary school.

"Myra, look! You just take the value of this number here and add it here, and you have a result, see? It isn't that hard!

"How did you figure this out so fast?!" She looked at me, completely perplexed.

"I told you I knew how to count," I replied while smiling smugly.

"Fine, so help me with the rest, and then we can go play!"

I then helped Myra finish her tablet, and she then ran to her house to return it and ask if she could go out to play. She returned with a big smile on her face.

"I can go out, but we must return before dinner!"

And thus began my summer adventures with Myra.

            

    
        Chapter 10: Summer Adventures with Myra

    
    
    
    
                As I made my way with Myra to meet the other kids, I noticed she was a very curious and energetic girl. When we arrived at our usual meeting spot under the big tree, I noticed that there was an air of awkwardness around us.

Myra had always been sitting alone before I met her, but now I could see why. The other kids seemed to be afraid of her, probably because of her father's reputation in the village.

As they politely greeted her and kept their distance, I was the only one left to talk to her. They clearly didn't want to offend the Vogt by being too friendly with his daughter.

I could see the sadness in Myra's eyes as she lowered them to the ground, her shoulders slumping in defeat as she felt the weight of the rejection from the other kids.

I knew that I had to do something to cheer her up. So, I started telling her about my trip to the city and all the amazing things that I saw there.

As I spoke, I could see her eyes starting to brighten up and a smile slowly spreading across her face.

We spent the day exploring the village, running through fields, and playing games. When the sun started to lower itself to the horizon, I knew that it was time to escort her back home. I said my goodbyes and headed back to my own home.

As I fell asleep, I couldn't help but smile as I reflected on the day's events, satisfied that everything had gone well. Myra was a kind girl, and I knew that if I could befriend her, I might have a chance to learn how to read and write.

I then spent the rest of the summer playing with her in the village. She seemed happy that someone was with her.

One day, as we walked through the fields, Myra and I talked about our dreams and aspirations. She was full of enthusiasm, and I found myself getting caught up in her excitement.

"I want to explore every piece of this land," she said with a grin. "I want to see everything there is to see and eat everything delicious!"

I chuckled. "That's quite a lofty goal."

"I know," she replied, "but my father said that when I'm older he will send me to the city to train to be a proper lady, but I don't wanna! "I'd rather stay here with you!"

I hesitated, unsure if I should share my secret with her. But something about the way she looked at me with genuine curiosity and interest made me feel like I could trust her.

"Well, I don't want to stay in this village forever; I want to learn more about the world and explore it," I admitted.

"Really? But what about your parents? "Will they let you go?"

"Well, they let my brother Konrad go to the city for his apprenticeship, so I'm sure I can convince them somehow."

I decided that this was my best opportunity to ask her about the reason I approached her in the first place.

"So I was thinking, I'd like to learn how to read and write; would you teach me?"

Myra was surprised by my request. "What do you need that for? You won't need it in any job your parents choose for you."

"I think it might come in handy; have you heard of a blacksmith's son who can read?"

"No?" She said with a perplexed face.

"Precisely, that means I will have an advantage," I said smugly.

She looked at me strangely and said, "You're weird; nobody thinks like that around here."

I couldn't deny it, but that didn't bother me. "Yeah, I got that a lot," I admitted. "So, will you teach me?"

She hesitated for a moment before nodding her head. "I suppose I can," she said. "I'm not that good at it myself, but my father hired a tutor from the city to teach me."

Great! Now the biggest hurdle that kept me from pursuing magic will be gone. As the sun began to set, we started to make our way back to Myra's home. Along the way, we talked about everything we had seen and done that day.

"I had so much fun today," Myra said as we reached her doorstep. "Me too," I replied with a grin. "We should do this again soon." She nodded, "Definitely."

In the following days, Myra showed me her tablets where she practiced her letters, and for the first time, I got a glimpse at our local language.

To my relief, it was quite a phonetic language, which meant that if I could remember all the sounds of the letters, then both reading and writing would be quite easy.

As we sat together, working on our letters, the other children would often throw us weird looks, but I didn't pay them any attention. I was grateful for this opportunity, and I wasn't going to let anyone else hold me back.

Days passed, and my friendship with Myra deepened. We spent our mornings learning together and our afternoons playing in the fields and exploring the village. Myra had an unquenchable thirst for adventure, and I didn't mind joining her.

Summer was slowly coming to an end, and I had finally memorized all the letters. But knowing the letters were useless unless I had something to read, so when Myra mentioned one day that her father had a book in his office, I perked up.

She had never been allowed to enter the room, but sometimes she could catch a glimpse through the open door. "I definitely saw a book there!"

"Really? I wonder if we could somehow read it."

"I know! We could sneak in when he is away and have a look."

I couldn't believe what Myra was suggesting. Sneaking into her father's office to look at his book? It was reckless, dangerous, and downright stupid.

But I couldn't resist the temptation of this mysterious book, not just because it is the first book in this world that I know of, but what if there is something about magic in there?

I quickly agreed, and then we waited in front of her house until we saw her father going out into the village.

We snuck into the house. The house was dark and quiet, but I could hear faint footsteps upstairs.

We froze, afraid that we would get caught, but the footsteps grew fainter and eventually faded away.

We moved silently through the hallways. Myra led me to her father's office.

When we reached the door, Myra hesitated. "What if we get caught?" she whispered.

"We won't," I replied, trying to sound more confident than I felt.

I pushed open the door, and we crept inside. The small room was dark and musty and filled with shelves of wooden tablets.

In the corner were a big chest and a table under the window, on which lay our prize, an old, leather-bound tome. I could barely contain my excitement as I opened it.

[Agriculture is the foundation of our society. Our crops are not just a source of food but also a source of power. We sow our fields with seeds that have been blessed by the gods and tend to them with diligence and care.]

[Agriculture is not merely a means of survival but a sacred duty, a bond between mortals and the forces of nature. For without the bounty of the earth, our kingdoms would surely fall.]
'It's a book on agriculture?' I thought with frustration

What a bummer, but what was I actually expecting to find here? Of course, a Voght in a farming village would have something like this!

I released a deep sigh, closed the book, and carefully returned it to its place. Myra, who was looking over my shoulder, seems to have quickly lost her interest too.

As we were about to leave, we heard footsteps outside the door. My heart raced as I looked for a place to hide.

We snuck behind the chest and held our breaths. But the footsteps eventually faded away; it was only a servant going about his business.

We quietly sneaked out of the room and ran out of the house to the garden, where we laughed that we managed to pull it off.

Days turned into weeks, and before I knew it, the harvest season was upon us once again. The fields were ripe with crops, and the villagers were busy preparing for the harvest feast. And my second trip to the city was approaching.

            

    
        Chapter 11: My Fifth Birthday

    
    
    
    
                I woke up early in the morning to prepare for the journey to the city for the market.

The air was crisp and cool, and the sun had just started to rise over the horizon. I took my time getting dressed and making sure I had everything I needed for the day.

My most precious possessions were my herbs, and I could feel their weight pressing against my skin. But I didn't mind the discomfort, knowing that it was a small price to pay. They were my ticket to riches.

We set off on the road that led to the city. The journey was long and treacherous, winding through dense forests and rocky terrain, but I was determined to make it to the market.

My father and I walked side by side, our footsteps echoing off the surrounding hills, our nerves strained from the constant danger that lurked in the shadows.

But finally, we caught a glimpse of the city walls looming in the distance, and we felt relief wash over us.

As we approached the city gates, I looked in awe at the imposing fortress that stood at the center of the city.

This was the seat of power for the de Santis Family, which was what our Lord's Family was called, as my father told me. The walls were tall and thick, and I was left wondering what they were defending against.

We entered the city, and I admired once again the grandeur and majesty of the architecture. The sun beat down on my skin, and my father walked beside me, his face stoic as always.

Once we entered the market, I asked my father if I could explore a bit. He warned me to be careful and not to wander too far, then went off to negotiate with the merchants.

I carefully looked around as I made my way through the market, making sure nobody saw me and quickly made my way to the familiar alley where Isadora's shop was located.

The sound of the bell announced my arrival as I cheerfully entered. Isadora was standing behind the desk. At first, she didn't recognize me, but I didn't take it personally. It had been a whole year since we last saw each other.

"Hello, little one, what can I do for you?" She asked with a smile.

"Good day, Isadora," I said, my voice tinged with excitement. "I bring you the herbs we discussed last time," I added.

"Herbs? Oh, you are the energetic little boy from the frontier village. I never thought I would see you again. What was your name again?"

"I'm Darian, and I'm sorry I made you wait so long. I can only come here once a year."

"Don't worry about it. I'm quite aware of how hard the journey here must be."

"So, what did you bring me?"

I carefully laid all the herbs on the desk, and Isadora widened her eyes in surprise.

"So many! How did you manage to gather this much?"

"Well, the other villagers are too afraid to come near the forest, so nobody gathers them."

"And how did you manage to dry them so well?" she asked, carefully examining each herb.

"These are extraordinary! You can even see the slight green glint."

"These can even be used to make high-grade potions!" Isadora exclaimed, clearly impressed.

"I just followed your instructions. I think I was just lucky," I replied, trying to sound humble.

"Lucky doesn't even begin to describe it. You have a real talent, Darian!" she said, beaming at me.

"So, how much are these worth?" I asked, my heart racing with anticipation.

"Hmm, except for these, which are average, the rest is perfect and will sell at a premium price."

I understood why the first batch was average; I was just learning how to dry them. But I was surprised at how well the others turned out.

"I can give you four copper marks for the average and five for the good-quality ones."

"That makes three marks and four pennies of silver in total."

My eyes widened in disbelief. That was a lot of money. I had never seen any silver coins at home, so they must be quite valuable here.

"I'll take that," I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

Isadora smiled and disappeared into the back of the shop. When she returned, she presented me with a small pouch of coins.

I maintained a poker face and accepted it.

"Thank you, Isadora. Can I bring you more herbs if I come across them?"

"Well, of course!"

"I rarely come across herbs of this quality; you are welcome here anytime!"

"Great! farewell then"

I exited the shop, walked for a while, and when I had gone far enough, I stopped and examined my coin pouch.

Several small and large silver coins presented themselves.

I shouted internally, 'I'm so freaking rich!' Then I once again pretended like nothing happened and went back to the market to find my father.

We made our way to my uncle's house, where we were welcomed with open arms.

As we sat around the table, savoring my aunt's delicious cooking and swapping stories of our travels, I couldn't help but notice how much Konrad had changed since we last saw him.

He looked taller and more muscular, and his way of talking had become more confident and grown-up. It was clear that his apprenticeship with our uncle had been successful, and he was well on his way to becoming a great carpenter.

As the night wore on, we laughed and drank. The following morning, I woke up early and immediately checked my pouch of silver coins.

They were still there, safely tucked away in my clothes. I smiled to myself, feeling a sense of accomplishment that I had never felt before in this world.

On the way back, Father noticed my change of attitude. "You look quite happy, Darian. Did something happen?"

"No, not at all. I'm just happy that I was able to go to the city. I quite like it there."

When we got back, I carefully hid my pouch, which I decided to call my "get out of the village fund," under my bed and happily went about my day.

Winter had come again, and with it came the snow that engulfed the whole village. Despite the harsh weather, my family managed to make all our winter preparations on time. We had stocked up on firewood and enough food to last us through the season.

Myra had been kind enough to lend me one of her tablets so that I could continue practicing my reading skills even when I was stuck at home.

I spent hours poring over the letters and words, my mind struggling to comprehend the intricate letters that were slowly revealing their secrets to me.

As the days passed, I felt the excitement building up within me. It was almost my birthday, and I was about to turn five in this strange world.

It was a significant milestone since most peasant children died from diseases that ravaged our land before they turned five.

I knew that my sister Helga had fallen ill last year, and my mother had been so worried that she had even gone to the temple to pray for her recovery. But luckily, Helga had pulled through, and all was well.

I couldn't help but wonder why I had never fallen ill. Perhaps it had something to do with my magic?

As my birthday drew closer, I found myself becoming more and more excited. I wondered what surprises awaited me on this special day and whether my family had planned anything special for me.

But most of all, I felt gratitude for having made it this far in a world that was so unforgiving and harsh. For me, turning five was not just a milestone but a victory over all the challenges and obstacles that lay in my path.

My mother had made me a real feast this time. She had prepared for me a big piece of roasted meat, fresh bread, and a rich, savory stew, making my mouth water.

Both my parents, Rolf and Helga, and I sat around the large wooden table, sharing laughter and stories as we indulged in the delicious food that my mother had prepared.

After dinner, my parents presented me with a precious gift—a whole copper mark. It was a tradition in our village to give money when a child turned five as a gift of fortune.

The coin was meant to be kept with me at all times and not spent until I started my apprenticeship. It was believed that the coin would bring me good luck in my job, and I should use it only for something important.

I felt a twinge of guilt as I looked at the shiny copper coin in my hand. It seemed like spare change for me, especially since I had a whole bunch of silver hidden away under my bed.

For just one silver penny, I could get up to ten copper marks. But I knew better than to let my true feelings show.

I made an effort to act grateful, knowing that this was still a significant amount of money for my parents.

I slipped the copper mark into the small leather pouch that hung around my neck, feeling its weight against my chest.

It was a tangible reminder of the responsibility and expectations that came with growing up in our village.

I knew that I had to take my future seriously, that I had to work hard and make something of myself.

The coin was just the beginning—a small token of the hopes and dreams that my parents had for me. It was now up to me to make those dreams a reality.

            

    
        Chapter 12: Embarking on my Quest

    
    
    
    
                As I lay in bed that night, I thought about my future. My ultimate goal was to pursue magic, but the reality of my situation was sobering.

By being a poor villager from a frontier village, there was no way any school in the kingdom would take me in as a student.

And even if I were to wait and see what my parents had in store for me, it was highly unlikely that they would choose anything outside of my class.

In this kingdom, there was a system of classes, and people tended to stick to their assigned roles. My father was a craftsman, which was considered a step above being a simple farmer, but it still meant that my possibilities were quite limited. I would only be able to pursue a craftsman's job.

From what I had gathered so far, the only way for a commoner to make it far was either to serve in the army or become a powerful beast hunter, but both options were incredibly dangerous, and my parents would never allow me to try.

There was always the option of running away from home, but that would mean losing whatever little background I had along with my name. I would have to start from the ground up as an orphan, which was even worse than being a poor farmer.

That was why nobody ever did it and instead accepted their lot in life.

Besides, I wasn't a big fan of danger and death, which ruled out both the army and beast hunting as options. I sighed and closed my eyes, feeling overwhelmed by the weight of the choices ahead of me.

It seemed like the world was closing in on me like I was trapped in a small, suffocating bubble. But then, something within me stirred—a small spark of hope and determination.

I refused to accept a life of mediocrity or to simply settle for whatever fate had in store for me. I was determined to break free of the constraints of my birth and find a way to pursue my dream, no matter the cost.

I wasn't sure how I was going to do it yet, but I knew that I would find a way. I would carve out my own destiny, even if it meant going against everything this society stands for.

The copper coin around my neck felt like a symbol of that determination, a talisman of hope that I would carry with me always.

I kept coming back to what Isadora said to me: that I have great talent. Maybe I could try to be an herbalist; at first, I just saw it as a way to make some extra money, but if I could make it to the city, my options would greatly expand.

It would be a long shot since being an herbalist is quite a prestigious occupation reserved for wealthy city dwellers. But if I could somehow convince Isadora to take me as an apprentice, it would be much better than whatever future would await me here.

'Alright, I've decided I will strive to be an herbalist!' I thought with determination.

I will need to gather as many herbs as I can and show Isadora my talent, convincing her that I have what it takes to be her apprentice. It wouldn't be easy, but I'm determined to make it happen.

As the winter dragged on, I spent my days planning for the future. It will be a monumental task to convince my parents to let me go to the city, but I have to try...

***

Finally, the first signs of spring appeared outside my window. The snow began to melt, revealing the fresh greenery beneath. It was time to show Isadora what I was made of. My future is within reach, and I am ready to seize it with both hands.

On the first nice day of spring, I was eager to go out and test my powers and see how my training progressed. After finishing breakfast, I gathered my things and ran out of the house.

Finding a quiet spot in a nearby field, I began practicing my spell, [Stone Bullet]. I gathered a handful of pebbles and focused my mana on shooting them.

To my surprise, I found that I seemed to have an almost endless supply of mana compared to last year.

I continued shooting pebbles for a whole hour, never running out of energy. It was only when the sun reached its highest point in the sky that I finally ran out of mana.

I knew that I had been able to maintain my energy for longer than ever before thanks to my new technique of compressing my mana.

My powers had grown stronger, and I felt invigorated. I knew that if I ever ran into that monster again, I would be able to defeat it with ease.

STATUS:-------------------------
Name: [Darian]Race: [Human]
Age: [5 years]-------------------------
Mana: 22 --> 67-------------------------
Spells: [Stone Bullet], [Small Flame], [Air Manipulation], [Water Manipulation]

Feeling confident, I headed into the forest. It was a familiar place to me now, but I never tired of the natural beauty that surrounded me. As I walked, I kept my eyes peeled for anything that might be of use to me. Soon, I spotted an umbrifila plant.

I knew that they were quite rare and difficult to find, so I happily went to collect them. It seems they grow back after some time, yay!

I sprinted into the forest, my gaze fixed firmly on the ground. I picked up herbs as I went, feeling a sense of satisfaction with each one I collected. However, I soon realized that it was not going to be an easy find. I spent hours searching, but it seemed to be nowhere to be found.

"Ah! Why must umbrifila be so hard to find?" I exclaimed, feeling frustrated and exhausted.

I slumped to the ground, completely drained from my long day of searching. Despite my disappointment, I knew that I would keep looking for the elusive plant, for it was my ticket out of the village.

It had been several weeks since I began my search for the herbs. My determination had paid off, as I had managed to clear the nearby forest of all the herbs I could find. I counted them one by one, and to my satisfaction, I found a total of 53 umbrifila.

It was less than what I had found last year, but I guessed that was because no one had picked them then and they couldn't repopulate so fast.

Aside from the umbrifila, I also managed to gather a few unknown plants that looked like herbs.

Maybe I could take them with me to the city and let Isadora tell me if they are worth anything.

But for that, I need to figure out a way to get to the city. If I come there only once a year for the market, there is no way in hell I will become her apprentice.

The thought of traveling alone on the dangerous road to the city was not something I relished. The entrance fee was no problem for me now that I had a lot of money, but the journey itself posed a real challenge.

It was long and filled with danger, and it would be impossible to make it there and back in a single day.

"I know!"

Myra's father transports goods to and from the city several times a year; I might somehow convince him to let me join him.

My father would never let me go alone, but still, I will need some really good reason why I have to go there for him to let me; no half-assed excuse would work; he would see right through me.

I must also find a way for Myra to introduce me to her father, but there is something else I must do first!

With a sense of purpose, I hid my herbs in the hollowed-out stump and made my way home. I was determined to find a way to make my journey to the city and meet with Isadora.

I then ran back to the forest early the next morning to dry the herbs. I spread them out in front of me and dried them in a now-familiar process. It didn't take me more than a few hours, and I was finished before midday.

"Drying them with magic is so easy now!" And they are apparently of much higher quality than if I had dried them normally. I then carefully stacked them together and hid them for when I went to the city.

The next day, I woke up early in the morning with excitement brimming inside me. I hastily dressed and headed towards the village to look for the hunter.

The morning sun was just beginning to rise, casting a warm orange glow across the sky. The air was crisp and filled with the sweet fragrance of blooming flowers. I enjoyed the peaceful walk, but my eagerness kept me from slowing down.

As I entered the village, I scanned the area for any signs of the hunter. Last year, throughout the summer, I couldn't find him, so he must spend a long time in the forest, but so early in the spring, he might be in the village.

And then I saw him. He was sitting in his favorite spot under a tree, repairing his traps. I quickened my pace and approached him.

"Good morning, mister, I finally managed to find you; I have so many questions to ask you!"

He looked up from his work and let out a hearty laugh. "Haha! Good to see ya, lad!"

"I thowt ya finally got some sense int'ya and lost interest in the Forest, and I'll neva see ya again, but ya seem as eager as always."

"So, what is it ya wanna know?"

"I was wondering if you could take me with you inside the Forest and teach me how to track animals."

"Into the Forest, are ya crazy, lad? Ya, Dad would have me head if I did that!"

I felt a pang of disappointment, but I refused to give up.

"But isn't the edge of the Forest safe? I saw a lot of villagers go there to gather firewood before the winter."

He stroked his chin thoughtfully. "Well, I suppose, the Beast hunters regularly scout the Forest near the village, so it should be safe, but still, there is the risk that some monster wanna go near the village, and that usually spells death for whoever is unfortunate enough to be inside the forest at that time."

I pleaded with him, "But you are still alive even after being a hunter for so long, and if I were there with you, you would protect me, right?"

He hesitated for a moment and then said, "Hmm, I suppose I could. It's been almost several years since the last time a monster attacked the village from the Forest."

I beamed with excitement. "Thank you, mister! I'm sure everything will be fine."

He held up his hand, signaling for me to slow down. "Hold ya horses, lad. Ya still need t'convince ya dad to let ya go there, and I won't help ya with that!"

I deflated a little, but I was not one to give up so easily. "I'm sure I could figure something out. I'll let you know soon!"

With that, I ran back home, my mind racing with ideas on how to convince my father to let me go to the forest. I was over the moon that the hunter had agreed to take me with him, but I knew that the real challenge would be convincing my father.

Nonetheless, I was determined to make it happen, and I was excited with the knowledge that everything was going according to plan.

            

    
        Chapter 13: Conversation with My Father

    
    
    
    
                As I made my way back home, my heart was pounding with nervous anticipation. I knew that I needed to find a way to convince my father, but that was easier said than done.

I waited patiently for the right moment to bring it up. When I saw him sweating in the forge alone, I knew that it was now or never.

Rolf was probably somewhere in the village, taking orders or delivering tools.

I paused for a moment to collect my thoughts, running through what I wanted to say in my head. I knew that I needed to appear confident and resolute if I was going to have any chance of convincing him.

With a deep breath, I gathered my courage and approached him.

"Ah, Darian, what brings you here?" My father asked, wiping his hands on a piece of cloth. "Finally showing some interest in my trade instead of running around the village with that girl of yours?"

"Her name is Myra, father, and no, that's not why I'm here," I replied, trying to keep the nervousness from my voice. "I have something different I want to talk about."

My father raised an eyebrow in surprise, clearly intrigued. "Alright, so tell me," he said, setting down his hammer.

"Do you remember those rabbits I managed to hunt by the stream?" I asked, hoping to ease into the conversation.

"Oh, yes, those were delicious. Did you manage to hunt some more?" he replied, with a hint of excitement in his voice.

"No, they seem to have stopped coming close to our house, so I was wondering if I could go into the Forest to try and hunt some more."

"Into the Forest? Don't even think about it! Didn't we tell you how dangerous it is for small kids to go there? Your mother wouldn't bear the thought of losing you."

"Wait, Father! I wouldn't go there alone. I met a hunter in the village, and he promised to teach me how to track animals. And we would only go to the edge where it's safe."

"Hunter? What hunter?"

"He never told me his name, but he's old and rugged-looking, and he's always sitting under a tree at the corner of the village square."

"Ah, you mean Old Sven. He still hasn't kicked the bucket? He's a sturdy old bastard, that one. You must leave it to him."

"But how did you manage to convince him, of all people, to teach you something? He's always so stubborn and keeps his distance from everyone."

"I guess he was impressed by my radiant personality!"

"Haha! You wish! Well, if it's he who we're talking about, then I might consider it. He's developed some crazy survival skills since he's managed to make it so far. And besides, I'd like some more meat at the table."

He then leaned forward and grabbed my shoulder, his expression becoming grave.

"But you mustn't tell anyone about this. Your mother would be sick with worry if she were to find out. Everything you hunt, you bring directly to me; do you hear me?" he whispered.

"Of course, I will take this secret to my grave," I promised.

"Haha! I'm sure you will. Now, run along, Darian. I have work to do," my father said, shooing me away.

I quickly ran away so that he didn't change his mind and then went back to the village to tell the happy news to the hunter, whose name was apparently Old Sven.

He then reluctantly agreed to take me with him, and I was supposed to meet him at the edge of the Forest in a week after he finishes repairing his traps. I can finally go into the Forest, yay!

It's not like I didn't sneak into the Forest all the time, but now I'm finally allowed to go there officially, so whatever I now find, be it more herbs or prey, I can bring with me home and then sell openly in the city without any need to cover it up.

Of course, I must make sure my mother never finds out about this, but that was not any different from what I was doing until now, so I wasn't too worried about it.

Meanwhile, as I waited for my first lesson with Old Sven, I decided to seek out Myra.

I hadn't seen her all winter, thanks to the snow that covered the entire village and forced us all to spend most of our time indoors.

Both my reading and writing studies have progressed greatly; only my writing is still a little shabby, but that will get better with enough practice.

I went to look for her, and sure enough, I found her sitting at our usual spot under the old tree.

When I arrived, Myra was looking angry and pouting her lips.

"Where were you? I was waiting for you here the whole week, and you never showed up!" she exclaimed.

"Sorry, I had a lot of work at home, so I couldn't come sooner," I apologized.

I then updated her on everything that had happened over the winter, carefully avoiding mentioning my powers or my trips to the Forest.

Since, unlike Helga, she wasn't my family, I still didn't know if I could trust her with any of my secrets.

Especially since she was the Vogt's daughter, I absolutely didn't want him or even our Lord, for whom he worked, to know about any of my abilities.

At least not until I made it to the city and learned more about magic.

"I still can't believe how fast you learned how to read. I've been learning it for almost two years and still can't read anything at all!" Myra exclaimed in amazement.

"I guess I have a talent for it," I replied with a shrug.

"You're so good at it, I think you could even work as a scribe in the city."

I shook my head. "Even if I wanted to, they would never take me as an apprentice."

Myra nodded in agreement. "Hmm, I guess so. So, have you decided where you want to start your apprenticeship?" she asked, curious.

"I have a few ideas," I replied mysteriously.

"Tell me! I want to know!" Myra demanded playfully.

"It's a secret for now. It all depends on whether my parents will allow me to go to the city or not. But I promise you'll be the first to know," I said, grinning.

Myra's pout quickly turned into a smile. "You better tell me, or I won't lend you any of my stuff ever again!"

"Sure, sure. Now, what do you want to do today?" I asked, trying to quickly change the subject.

We spent the rest of the day playing, our worries and troubles momentarily forgotten. But I knew that I couldn't let my dreams and ambitions fall by the wayside. I had to continue with my plans since time was of the essence.

***

Today is the day I've been waiting for. I woke up early and got ready for my first-ever hunting trip in the Forest with Old Sven. I was eager to learn how to properly lay traps and track animals in the Forest.

Back on Earth, I was never an adventurous type and spent most of my time behind a computer, so I never had the chance to do anything like go hunting or camping in the woods.

The morning was beautiful, the air was fresh, and the sun was just starting to rise. I made my way to the edge of the forest, where Old Sven was waiting for me. He looked grumpier than usual, which was saying something.

"Good morning, mister," I said, trying to be polite.

"Ay, lad, where were ya lazing about?" "We need to start early," he replied.

"Well, it is early, isn't it?"

"Early is when I say it's early! Now listen to me; ya will stick close to me and not leave ma sight in there, and ya won't go running alone. Is that clear?"

I nodded my head and followed after him.

As we entered the forest, I once again marveled at its natural beauty. The forests here are really something else. We moved slowly and carefully, and Old Sven showed me how to prepare and plant traps for rabbits.

Apparently, rabbits were abundant at the edge of the village and were easy to catch since they usually went to the fields for food.

I watched closely as Old Sven showed me how to set up the traps and committed everything to memory. Learning about traps would be very useful since the rabbits have been avoiding me lately for some reason.

We then moved deeper into the forest, and Old Sven showed me how to spot animal tracks and how to follow them. We found that a deer had passed through here recently and decided to go after it.

We moved for hours along the edges of the forest, completing a half-circle around the village. It seemed that the animals were also scared to go deep into the forest where the monsters lived.

In the end, we lost the track and never found the deer. However, it was an amazing experience watching Old Sven move quickly and silently between the trees.

His eyes were constantly scanning for any signs of tracks, and it was clear that he was an expert in his field.

We emerged from the forest shortly after midday, and I was exhausted but exhilarated by the experience.

"I'm quite surprised; ya weren't too shabby in there, lad," Old Sven said, a grin playing at the corners of his mouth. "It was like ya were going there for years."

I chuckled at his words: "Haha! You must be imagining things. This was definitely my first time."

"Ya must work on yer feet and learn how tae move silently; ya were stomping like a drunken soldier, but overall, ya would make a great hunter!" Old Sven replied.

I nodded, acknowledging his advice. "Well, my parents would never allow me to work as a hunter since it is too dangerous of a job, but I'm grateful if I can support my family with some meat."

"Ye're a good lad for thinking about yer family like that," Old Sven said with a nod of approval.

But in truth, I had other motives too. Besides my master plan of getting to the city, I was doing this mostly for myself.

Being forced to eat tasteless ertiber mush almost every day was a crime against humanity, but of course, I wasn't about to tell Old Sven that.

So, with a smile on my face, I nodded and bid him farewell before heading back home. I spent the rest of the spring going into the forest and honing my hunting skills.

My steps became more silent, and I learned how to lay traps. Though I still struggled with identifying the animal tracks, I was determined to master the craft.

One day, I managed to hunt a rabbit. I laid the trap exactly as Old Sven had taught me, and when we returned the next day, there was a rabbit caught in it.

Old Sven was kind enough to let me keep the rabbit, even though I had caught it with his trap. "Prey always belongs tae the one who hunts it," he said, with a twinkle in his eye.

With a sense of accomplishment, I happily brought the rabbit back to my father, who was equally excited about the prospect of more meat on the table. I preserved the hide for sale when I went to the city, but for now, my family and I will enjoy a delicious meal together.

As I sat by the fire, watching the flames dance in the hearth, I felt a sense of pride. It wasn't just about the meat; it was also about the knowledge that I could take care of myself and my family.

And with each day that passed, I felt myself getting closer to achieving my dream of leaving this village and exploring the world beyond.

            

    
        Chapter 14: Preparations for my Journey

    
    
    
    
                The last step of my plan was to figure out how to approach the Vogt and ask him if he would take me with him to the city.

But all my careful planning would be turned on its head one day when Myra cheerfully told me, "Darian, my father wants to meet you and has invited you for dinner tonight!"

"Ugh, What? Why does he want to meet me?" I asked with a puzzled face.

"I don't know, but I was telling him that you help with my studies, and I guess he got interested in you."

"Alright, sure, tell him I will be there." I nodded happily as the biggest hurdle seemed to have solved itself without me having to lift a finger.

I then ran back home to quickly wash and put on my best clothes so that I would make a good first impression.

My parents were equally surprised that he invited me. It is not often that someone from the village gets to dine with Vogt and his family.

Although we are all commoners from the perspective of the nobles, the Vogt, as an administrator of the village who collects taxes, holds the highest authority here, and the villagers treat him with respect.

He also comes from a rich, well-respected family of merchants and administrators, which puts him in a higher class than everyone else around here.

As the time for dinner came closer, I made my way to the Vogt's house to find out why he had taken an interest in me.

I was escorted to the dining hall by one of their servants, and everyone was already seated around a big wooden table.

I walked into the hall with a mix of excitement and nervousness. As I approached the table, I could see the curious eyes of everyone focused on me.

The Vogt himself was sitting at the head of the table. He was a middle-aged man with long hair the color of straw and a well-trimmed beard.

I had seen him around the village before, but never this close. He was studying me intently, his blue eyes piercing and cold.

Next to him sat a beautiful woman with the same fiery red hair and green eyes as Myra, his wife.

She gave me a slight nod of acknowledgment before losing interest in me and looking away. Myra, on the other hand, greeted me cheerfully with a wave and a big smile.

"Ah, so you are the Gorn's youngest son!" The Vogt greeted me, his voice low and measured. "Good evening, sir," I replied. "Good evening, my lady. I'm Darian, and I'm honored by your invitation."

I gave a slight bow, as my father had taught me to do when meeting someone of higher status.

The Vogt seemed pleased with my manners. "Good, good. Now come sit with us."

I took a seat next to Myra, and dinner was served. I was curious about the type of food that would be served in a rich family like this one, but it wasn't any better than what we had at our uncle's house in the city.

Don't get me wrong; it was great, but not the opulent feast I had imagined. It made sense, though. There wasn't much choice when it came to food variety in the village, and I wasn't important enough to warrant a feast.

As we ate, the Vogt asked me about my studies with Myra. "So I heard you are helping Myra with studying; is it true?" he inquired.

"Yes, sir," I replied. "I help her sometimes when she is stuck at something."

"I was very surprised," the Vogt continued. "Myra is constantly talking about you, and recently her progress has been much better thanks to you."

I felt a sense of pride in my chest. "Thank you, sir."

The Vogt continued his questioning. "But tell me, why do you want to learn to read? It will be useless to you in any job around here."

I hesitated for a moment before answering. "I'm not sure if I should tell you this since I haven't talked about it yet with my father, but I'd like to follow my brother Konrad and find an apprenticeship in the city."

"And I figured that knowing how to read would give me an advantage over other apprentices there."

The Vogt chuckled. "Haha! You are an interesting kid. Everyone else is running around the village playing, but you are already making plans for the future..."

"It seems that this village is too small for you, which kind of makes sense. Your father's family actually comes from the city, so it's not so surprising you find life here quite boring."

"Thank you, sir," I replied. "I actually quite like it here, but I feel like there is no future for me here. If you don't mind, I have a question of my own."

"Sure, ask me," the Vogt said.

"Old Sven is currently teaching me how to hunt, and I already managed to hunt a rabbit on my own."

"I wanted to ask you if I could accompany you on your trip to the city to sell my hide."

"But you are going to the city with your father to the autumn market, no?" the Vogt asked. "Why not wait till then?"

"Well," I replied, "I also miss my brother Konrad, and I'd like to spend more time with him."

"Hmm, family is important; fine. If your father agrees, I don't mind taking you with me since you already went there, know the road, and also have family there where you can spend the night."

"Thank you, sir."

"But you should know that the city is a dangerous and unforgiving place. If you're not careful, you could end up like so many others: lost, penniless, and alone. Are you willing to take that risk?"

I nodded, feeling determination coursing through me. "Yes, sir. I'm willing to take whatever risks are necessary to achieve my dreams."

The Vogt smiled then, a small smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.

"Very well, Darian, it's settled then."

We finished the dinner, and I excused myself since it was already getting quite late and ran home, the conversation with the Vogt echoing in my mind.

***

I could feel the tension in the air as my father exclaimed, "You want to do what now?!" his voice rising in disbelief.

It was early in the morning the following day, and I just told him the news of my wish to travel to the city and my arrangements with the Vogt.

His reaction was predictable, but it still stings.

"Not only did you come to me with that idea of yours that you wanted to go hunt in the forest, but now you even want to go to the city alone, and you even managed to convince the Vogt to agree to it?"

"Where do you even get all of these crazy ideas?"

I took a deep breath and tried to keep my cool. "But you quite liked the rabbit that I caught the other day, didn't you?"

My father's expression darkened. "That's not the point! With how things are going, the next month you will come to me and say, "I want to be a Beast hunter and go slaying monsters in the woods!"

"You think wrongly of me, Father! I would never do something as dangerous as that!"

I felt a little guilty for lying to him with a straight face like that, but what else was I supposed to say to him if I didn't want to be grounded for the rest of my childhood?

"It's just that I like it in the city, and I want to be an apprentice there like Konrad."

"What's this about? Aren't you a little young to think about an apprenticeship yet?"

"Besides, the only reason I was able to secure Konrad's place there is because your uncle is a family, and I knew he has no son of his own; getting some complete stranger to accept you without proper connections is an impossibility..."

"And even if by some miracle you would find someone who would be willing to take you, it would still require a huge sum of money, which we don't have!" My father exclaimed angrily.

"I know that; that's why I'm learning how to hunt so that I can make some money of my own. You must know that there is no future for me in the village..." I replied resolutely.

'I can't show any hesitation now...' I thought with determination, as this was the most critical moment.

"With Rolf inheriting the smithy, even if I trained to be a blacksmith, where would I even work? That's why I'm learning to read and want to go to the city to explore it; there is certainly something I could do there." I added with a somber tone.

My father looked at me for a long moment. "Hmm, so it is about the future, eh? Well, I was hoping to convince the Vogt to take you on as one of his servants..." He said bleakly.

"The pay is meager, but you would have a roof over your head and good food, and if you worked hard, you could even be promoted."

"But if you want to try your luck and find your own path, what kind of father would I be to stand in your way?" He smiled weakly at me.

I was quite moved that he would allow me to find my own path. "Thank you, Father. I will not disappoint you!"

"Heh, You better not. Run along now and make me proud." Father looked at me longingly at the end.

***

'Wow, that was intense!' I thought. But in the end, everything worked out, and I'm allowed to go to the city.

Although it was clear from my father's expression that he still doesn't believe I could succeed in my quest, he will at least let me try; that's all I'm asking for. If I don't try, how will I know if it's impossible or not?

Besides, even in the worst-case scenario, I can still become a beast hunter. I'm sure that with my magic, I can become very powerful very quickly, but let's keep it as a last resort for now.

I then went to find Myra to tell her the good news and ask that she relay my message to her father that I was allowed to go to the city.

"Wow! You've got to go to the city! I'm so jealous!" she exclaimed.

I grinned and said, "Well, I'm still nowhere near my goal, but now at least I can start."

"I'm so glad! But that means that if you manage to get an apprenticeship there, we get to see each other because when I turn 10, I will move to the city to go to the school there!"

"That's great, so will you tell your father that I got permission to go?"

"Of course! Now let's play some more!"

I was then informed when the trip would take place, which was right at the beginning of summer.

In the meantime, I continue to hone my hunting skills and look for more herbs.

I managed to hunt two more rabbits but didn't gather any umbrifila because they seem to grow deeper in the Forest, where I couldn't go while I was with Old Sven, but I didn't mind since I already got quite a bunch of them at the start of the spring.

The day of my journey came quickly, and it was time for me to go. My mother was very worried when she found out that I would be going there alone, but my father managed to calm her with the knowledge that I would be traveling with the Vogt, protected by beast hunters from the city.

She then gave me a little basket with gifts for Konrad and the rest of the uncle's family, and I was to relay my parent's regards. I nodded my head and quickly ran away before I had to hear for the umpteenth time how much I should be careful.

I met the little caravan in the village square. There were three wagons in total, each driven by a pair of oxen. Since horses were quite expensive, oxen were usually used for moving cargo.

The Vogt was already sitting in the front wagon with the driver. There were also three rough-looking men chatting among themselves.

These were probably those famous beast hunters from the city; it was the first time I got to see them up close, and I was curiously looking them over, but the Vogt beckoned to me to move quickly since it was time for us to move.

Myra waved at me, and I smiled at her as our small caravan headed out to the city.

            

    
        Chapter 15: The Craftsman District

    
    
    
    
                As our wagons approached the city gates, I couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement building within me. The prospect of spending two whole days exploring the city by myself filled me with anticipation.

We arrived without any problems; the city's streets were quieter than usual, a far cry from the bustling crowds that had filled the autumn market.

Thankfully, the reduced traffic meant that we didn't have to wait in line to enter. I discovered some good news: small kids like me didn't have to pay an entrance fee, and no one even bothered to check me on our way in.

After bidding farewell to the Vogt, I hopped down from the wagon and set off into the city.

He reminded me that I should meet him at the southern gate in the morning two days from now for our journey back to the village, and I shouldn't be late; otherwise, I would be going back alone.

As I made my way toward the market square, I could feel the weight of my bag, filled with rabbit hides and herbs for sale, pressing against my shoulder.

My main goal was to find a merchant who would buy the hides. I knew that it would be best to gauge offers from multiple merchants, but I didn't know the regular price for most things.

I remembered getting two pennies per hide when my father helped sell them, but that was back at the market when we were in a hurry. How could I know if it was a good price or not?

Dang, it! I should have asked the Vogt when I had the chance, but now I just have to figure it out myself.

Although the difference was just a few copper coins, I didn't like the idea of being ripped off. I made a mental note to pay more attention to pricing in the future. In the meantime, I needed to focus on finding a merchant who would give me a fair deal for my hides.

I decided to ask for directions from one of the older women selling at a nearby stall. She had a kind face, and I hoped she would be willing to help.

"Excuse me, madam," I said, approaching her. "Where could I find a merchant dealing with leather and furs?"

The woman paused, sizing me up for a moment before responding.

"It's down the road to the right on the main street," she said, pointing in the direction I needed to go.

Thanking her, I set off towards the main street. It didn't take me long to spot the store selling clothing and leather goods. I made my way inside and approached the older shopkeeper, who was standing behind a table.

"Good day, sir," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. "Do you perhaps buy rabbit hides?"

The shopkeeper looked me up and down before responding.

"You are not from the city, are you?"

"No, sir," I replied. "I'm visiting my relatives."

"I figured as much," he said with a chuckle. "If you want to sell your hides, you must go to the tanner in the Craftsman District or sell them to the merchant who deals in raw hides. Stores like mine deal only in finished products."

"Oh, I didn't know that," I said, feeling embarrassed. "Please forgive my intrusion."

"Haha! Don't mention it," the shopkeeper replied. "There's not much traffic this time of the year, so I'm happy for the distraction."

With that, I excused myself and set off in search of the tanner. As I walked through the winding streets of the city, I began to feel frustrated.

If I had known how hard it would be to sell a few stupid hides, I would have thrown them in a ditch somewhere. But then I reminded myself that I'm poor and every penny counts, so I gritted my teeth and continued my search.

After what felt like an eternity, I finally found the tannery. Hidden in a corner of the Craftsman District, the unimposing building bore no sign indicating what lay within.

The only telltale sign was the stench, an overpowering odor that assaulted my nostrils as I approached. I held my breath and entered the building, only to find vats everywhere and hides in various stages of processing.

As I scanned the room, my gaze fell upon a middle-aged man hard at work. I came closer to him and asked, "Good day, sir. Are you the tanner?"

He gave me a curt nod and asked, "What do you want, boy?"

"I'd like to show you my rabbit hides." "I want to sell them," I replied, removing the hides from my bag.

The tanner examined the hides with expert eyes, carefully scrutinizing their quality. "Hmm, these don't look too bad. I can give you three pennies for each," he said finally.

Without hesitation, I accepted the offer. Though I didn't know if it was a good price or not, the price was higher than what we had received at the market, and I was just glad to have sold the hides and be done with the ordeal.

The overpowering stench of urine permeating the air only added to my eagerness to leave. I quickly made my way out of the shop, taking deep breaths of fresh air as I put some distance between myself and the tanner's workshop.

With the hides sold, I turned my attention to the real reason for my visit to the city: the sale of my herbs. My heart raced with excitement at the prospect of making some real money.

As I stepped into Isadora's store, a sense of familiarity washed over me. The shop was filled to the brim with the unmistakable aroma of dried herbs and freshly brewed elixirs.

Isadora was already in her usual spot behind a table in the corner of the store, her eyes twinkling with recognition as she greeted me.

"Good day, Isadora. I'll bring you more herbs for sale," I said, placing my bag on the table.

"Oh, you're... Darian, right?" She asked, studying me for a moment before breaking into a smile. "I expected to see you at the autumn market. How come you're here so early?"

Wow, she finally remembered my name—that's a good start!

"I'm visiting my relatives in the city and used this opportunity to bring you more herbs," I replied, returning her smile.

"Come, come, show me. Your herbs are always something to look forward to!" Isadora exclaimed, beckoning me over.

With practiced ease, I began to unpack my herbs and spread them out on the table. Isadora's eyes widened in delight as she examined each of them with keen interest.

"Ahh, such amazing quality!" she exclaimed, running her fingers over the dried leaves and stems.

"Is the price the same as last time?"

"These are all perfect, so 5 copper marks per herb," she replied, her tone confident.

I nodded in agreement, relieved that all of them were of high quality.

"I also gathered some other plants, and I wanted to ask you if they're useful or not," I said, reaching for the bag containing the other herbs.

"Of course, show them to me," Isadora said, her eyes lighting up with curiosity.

I retrieved the other plants and placed them on the table. Isadora examined each of them with a discerning eye, separating the useless ones from the ones with potential.

"This one is useless; the same goes for that one. This is useful, but only the root, which you didn't bring. On the other hand, this one is very useful, but only the leaves. I can still use them, so I'll add them together with the umbrifila," she explained, pointing at each herb in turn.

I listened intently, committing the information to memory so that I could pick the herbs if I came across them in the future.

I then continued to ask more questions about various herbs on the shelves and their use, and Isadora happily told me that it seems she is very passionate about her craft.

As the sun began to set behind the towering buildings, casting long shadows on the crowded streets, I realized that I had lost track of time. I bid Isadora farewell and exited the shop.

As I made my way to my uncle's house to spend the night, my mind was racing with excitement and ambition. My encounter with Isadora had been fruitful.

I didn't tell her anything about apprenticeship yet; it was still a long time before I turned ten, and firstly, I wanted to form a better connection with her so that my chance of convincing her was as high as it could be before I revealed my real intentions.

The weight of the silver coins in my pocket was a tangible reminder of my success. I made another two marks and seven pennies of silver today.

If this continues, I'm going to be so rich even before I start my apprenticeship. I just made in a day what an apprentice would make in almost a year of work.

But my thoughts were quickly consumed by a newfound realization.

Wait a minute... Why do I even need to bother with work? I could just gather some herbs once in a while and live a comfortable life in the village.

For a moment, the idea seemed tempting—even seductive. But as quickly as the thought had come, it was banished by the memory of the bland and unappetizing ertiber mush that I was forced to eat every other day. The thought of such a monotonous existence was unbearable.

When I discovered my potential, I knew that I could never be satisfied with a mediocre life in the village, and I knew that I had to explore the limits of my abilities.

The world was vast and full of secrets waiting to be uncovered, and I wanted to be the one to uncover them. I wanted to become a powerful mage—one who could bend the elements to his will and command the forces of nature itself.

But I first needed to prove myself. I needed to gain the necessary knowledge and skills to master the arcane arts.

As I approached my uncle's house, I felt determination welling up inside me. I would not rest until I had achieved my goal, no matter the obstacles that lay ahead. For I was Darian, and I was destined for greatness.

            

    
        Chapter 16: Exploring the City

    
    
    
    
                I approached my uncle's house filled with nostalgia. It had been a while since I last visited. My heart was pounding as I knocked on the door, unsure of what kind of welcome I would receive. What if they didn't want to see me?

My aunt Ingrid opened the door, her eyes widening in surprise at the sight of me.

"Darian! What are you doing here alone? Where is your father?" she asked, her voice full of concern.

"Good evening, Aunt Ingrid," I said politely, hoping to calm her nerves.

"I'm sorry we couldn't give you notice that I was coming to the city, but you know how hard it is to get here. I got the opportunity to travel here with the Vogt of our village, and I wanted to come to visit you. Can I stay here for two nights?"

Her expression softened, and she smiled warmly at me. "Of course! But you must tell me everything," she said.

"Oh, before I forget, my parents send their regards, and here are gifts for your family and Konrad."

I handed her the basket my mother gave me.

Ingrid's face lit up with delight. "How thoughtful of her!" she exclaimed, ushering me inside.

"Quickly, come in; it's getting cold."

I followed her into the house, where I was greeted by the rest of my family, who were just getting ready for dinner.

"Darian! What a surprise! What are you doing here?" My uncle Leif's booming voice greeted me as I stepped inside the living room.

I told them how I persuaded my father to let me hunt in the forest and how I came to the city to sell my hides and explore.

"I'm still surprised Varya agreed to this; she is so protective of her children," Leif said, chuckling.

"Please keep this a secret; my mother doesn't know I'm hunting in the Forest. My father made me swear not to tell anyone. Otherwise, she would never let me," I whispered, hoping that they would understand the gravity of the situation.

"Haha! That sounds just like him! Doing reckless stuff behind her back. I guess he was swayed by the prospect of meat on the table, right?" Leif burst out laughing.

"Leif! That's not a laughing matter! What if something happens to Darian there?" Ingrid exclaimed, her face turning pale with worry.

"It's not dangerous at all!" I quickly interjected.

"I'm accompanied by a veteran hunter, and we only move at the edges where it's safe," I reassured them.

"Well, if your father agreed to it, then that's it. We won't be talking about it anymore. But know this: every secret will be sooner or later revealed, and the longer you keep things from your mother, the harder it will be to get her forgiveness afterward," Ingrid said to me with concern.

Hmm, that is kind of true. But what am I supposed to do about it? I don't like keeping things from my mother, but if I let her worries govern my life, I will never achieve anything at all. I would just have to address it when it came up.

"I will keep it in mind, Aunt Ingrid," I replied, hoping to placate her worries.

We then sat down to dinner, with the aroma of roasted meat and fresh bread filling the air. As we ate, we chatted and laughed, catching up on things that happened last year.

Afterward, we gathered around the hearth, the warmth of the fire flickering across our faces. I couldn't help but notice how much Konrad had grown. He was taller and stronger than before, and I found myself wondering how much he had changed in other ways too.

It seems that we grow distant from each other over time. I never spent much time with him since I was focused on honing my magic and exploring the Forest and didn't pay attention to anything else.

Even when I went to play with the other children, I spent most of my time with Helga and Myra.

"How is everything going?" I asked him, trying to start a conversation.

Konrad's chest swelled with pride as he replied, "Great! Uncle is teaching me everything he knows, and soon enough I will be the greatest carpenter in the city!"

I couldn't help but roll my eyes at his confidence. He had always been one to boast about his skills, but I had learned not to take him too seriously.

"And what about you?" he smirked, sensing an opportunity to take a jab at me. "With Rolf inheriting the smithy, it seems you won't get anything good. Even after our mother was doting on you despite all those weird things you did back then," he said with a bitter tone.

Is he mad that our mother gives me more attention than him? Even so, he got the best deal out of all of us; he gets to live in the city and will inherit the uncle's business in time, so what is his problem?

Well, it is a little my fault that we grow distant from each other, but is it enough of a reason to hate me even when I didn't do anything to him?

As I sat there, lost in my thoughts, I realized that I had no experience with siblings to draw from since I was an only child back on earth.

I didn't know what to do about this situation or how to mend our relationship. I decided not to push the issue. Maybe with time, Konrad would come to see things differently.

I smiled at him and said, "I'm sure something good will come to me." But instead of reciprocating, Konrad just glared at me and walked away.

I sat by the hearth alone, lost in thought, as the fire crackled and the warmth filled the room. My mind wandered, considering Konrad's bitter words. It wasn't the first time he had expressed resentment toward me, but I couldn't understand why.

Was it simply because I had received more attention from my mother when we were younger?

Was it because I had pursued my own interests, neglecting to spend time with him?

I had never been particularly close to Konrad. It wasn't that I didn't like him; I simply had other priorities. But now, as we were both growing older, it seemed that the rift between us was widening. I didn't know how to bridge that gap or if it was even worth trying.

For now, I decided to let it be, and I turned my attention to my uncle and aunt, who were engaged in a lively conversation about the city and the state of the kingdom.

My uncle Leif was a skilled carpenter and had built many of the houses and shops in the city, earning him a reputation as one of the best in the city.

As they spoke, I realized how little I knew about the world outside of our village. My father had always been reticent about discussing the affairs of the kingdom, and I had been too busy with my own pursuits to pay it any attention before.

But now, listening to my aunt and uncle, I felt curiosity stirring up within me. 'What lies beyond the borders of our village?' I wondered.

As the night wore on, the fire burned low, and the conversation dwindled. My aunt, Ingrid, rose from her seat and stretched.

"Well, it's getting late," she said, "and I'm sure you must be tired from your journey, Darian. We have a spare room for you to stay in."

"Thank you, Aunt Ingrid," I said, trying to sound grateful. With that, we all retired to bed.

***

I woke up early, full of excitement. Today, I had the entire day to explore the city on my own!

After breakfast, I couldn't wait any longer and ventured out into the bustling streets, where large crowds of people hurriedly made their way to work. The traffic was thick, but I managed to weave my way through it.

I was wondering what to do today. I briefly considered heading back to see Isadora to ask her more about herbs but then abandoned the idea as I had no more herbs to sell her and I didn't want to impose on her too much.

So I went along the main street to look for anything interesting.

I wasn't planning on buying anything. I didn't want to raise any suspicions with my parents about where I had gotten the money from. Plus, I wanted to keep my savings for when I truly needed them.

The city was divided into five distinct areas, each with its own unique vibe. The southern Merchant Quarter bustled with shops and inns, while the eastern Craftsman District was home to workshops and warehouses.

The Northern Residential District was filled with apartments and lodgings where the working class and poor lived. In contrast, the Western Quarter was where the rich resided in lavish houses and villas.

Finally, at the heart of the city sat the imposing Fortress, where the lord of the city and his soldiers resided. All these areas were connected by a main road that ran through the city from south to north.

My uncle's house was located at the edge of the merchant and craftsman districts, just a short distance from the Fortress. However, I was too intimidated to venture that far and chose to remain mostly in the merchant district.

The citizens around me didn't seem to care about my presence. I was just a small kid from a poor family, and they didn't give me a second glance. Not even in their wildest dreams could they imagine that my pockets are full of silver.

So I was never worried about being robbed. Of course, that doesn't mean I was being reckless; I always remained vigilant, getting out of the way of anyone who looked remotely suspicious.

In the end, I didn't find anything particularly captivating and returned to my uncle's house for the night before it was time for me to go back to the village.

I was grateful for this chance to acquaint myself with the city, as previous visits to the market had always been chaotic and stressful.

Everyone is in a hurry, so I never had the chance to look around undisturbed. Now that I had discovered a way to venture to the city alone, I planned to use it to the fullest.

My ultimate goal was to become an apprentice here, and I knew I needed to immerse myself in the city to make that happen. As I drifted off to sleep, I was content that I had accomplished everything I set out to do here.

            

    
        Chapter 17: Monsters are Coming!

    
    
    
    
                The journey back from the city was uneventful, and we made it back safely, protected by the Beast hunters.

During the summer, I spent most of my days hunting in the forest, honing my tracking skills through the thick underbrush.

Occasionally, I would venture into the village to spend time with Myra; together, we would run and play, exploring every nook and cranny of the village.

As the summer drew to a close, the harvest season was upon us, and the fields surrounding the village were bursting with ripe crops. It was the best time for hunting, as the rabbits and other animals ventured out of the forest to feast on the bountiful harvest.

Old Sven and I ventured out into the woods every day, our eyes sharp and our senses honed to detect the slightest movement.

Throughout the summer, I managed to catch twelve rabbits, a feat that left my mother wondering where all the meat was coming from.

My father would simply wave his hand and claim it was a gift from a hunter, but I knew the truth. I was the hunter who braved the dangers of the Forest to provide for my family.

One day at the end of the summer, as we walked along the animal's path, Forest's tranquility was suddenly shattered by a loud bustling in the underbrush behind us.

We quickly turned around, our senses focused, ready to fight or flee. To our great surprise, it was a human—a beast hunter—who had emerged from the bushes.

Relief flooded through me as I realized it wasn't a monster, but the relief was short-lived as I saw the state of the hunter. Bruised and battered, his clothes were in tatters, and he had a large, bleeding claw mark on his chest.

"Pl...please, help us," he gasped, his voice strained with effort.

Old Sven and I exchanged a quick glance before moving swiftly to help the hunter. "Wot happened? Where are the others?" Old Sven asked with concern.

"They...stayed behind. There is a swarm of monsters. Please, you have to save them," he wheezed before collapsing to the ground.

This is probably the moment where I should shout, 'I'm going to go save them!' and run to their rescue... If I were a hero, that is.

But, too bad for them... I'm not going to play the hero, so they are on their own. I'm not even sure if I could defeat a whole swarm of monsters.

So I did the best thing I could think of right now.

"I'm going to warn the Vogt!" I shouted as I turned to run back to the village.

My mind was racing with all possible scenarios, but I knew that warning the Vogt was the best course of action.

As I started running in the direction of the village, I could hear faint howls of monsters in the distance coming from the depths of the forest. I increased my speed until I was running as fast as I could.

I sprinted across the fields right into the village center, where the Vogt's house was.

Out of breath, I asked one of the servants, "Where can I find the Vogt?" He pointed inside the house, and I continued on my way.

I burst into the Vogt's office without any formalities; my voice was frantic as I shouted the urgent news. "Sir, there is trouble in the Forest! A swarm of monsters was spotted there, and we stumbled upon an injured beast hunter!"

The Vogt raised a hand—a gesture for me to slow down and start from the beginning. I took a deep breath and recounted the events that had unfolded in the forest just moments ago, my heart pounding in my chest.

Without a moment's hesitation, Vogt commanded, "Take me to the Beast hunter." His authoritative tone left no room for objections, and I knew I had no choice but to follow his orders, so I led him toward the forest at once.

As we approached the forest's edge, we spotted Old Sven supporting the injured beast hunter as they made their way across the fields toward the village. The Vogt wasted no time in questioning them, his gaze sharp as he assessed the situation.

"Is everything that Darian said true?" "About the monsters?" he asked, his eyes fixed on Old Sven.

The old man nodded, his expression grim. "I ne'er saw them meself, but I could hear their howls in the distance. And this lad seems pretty beat up, so no simple animal could have done it."

Vogt's face grew serious as he mulled over the information. "How long do you think we have?" he asked, his voice low.

"I'm not sure," Old Sven replied, his voice heavy with uncertainty.

"It all depends on whether the rest of the Beast hunters managed tae lure them away from the village or not."

*ROAR!*

Suddenly, a deafening roar echoed through the forest, sending shivers down our spines.

"This is bad," Vogt muttered, his face turning pale. "We must warn the garrison in the city."

He quickly ordered us to take the injured hunter to his house for treatment while he hurried back to the village to compose a message. For the first time, I could sense a slight fear in him.

I helped Old Sven carry his bow and traps while he helped the Beast hunter back to the village, my legs aching from the earlier sprint.

When we reached the Vogt's house, the injured Beast hunter was taken inside and attended to by one of the villagers.

I went to the kitchen to ask for a cup of water since I was totally parched from all the running. Luckily, I was a healthy boy, and running was not a problem for me.

As I left the house with my cup of water, I spotted the Vogt handing a message tablet to one of his servants. "Deliver this to the city as fast as you can," he ordered before the servant hopped onto a horse and galloped away in the direction of the city.

'Hmm, even if he runs to the city at full speed the whole time, it will still take at least half a day before any soldiers come to the village,’ I thought somberly.

If the monsters attack the village, there isn't anything that could stop them.

*ROAR!*

I then heard another roar that could be heard all the way in the center of the village, which meant it was coming closer. This time everyone heard it, and I could see their frightened faces.

The monsters were coming!

Standing in front of the Vogts' house, I could feel the palpable panic that had descended upon the village.

Shouts and screams echoed through the streets as people ran around in utter chaos. But it wasn't long before the Vogt, with his years of experience and natural leadership, broke out of his stupor and began shouting commands, trying to restore order.

I quickly made my way back home to check on my family. As I approached, I saw them all gathered in our garden, engaged in a heated discussion.

"Rolf! You must protect everyone. I need to go. All the men must report to the village's square. We need to stall for time before help arrives," my father commanded urgently.

Rolf tried to sound brave despite his trembling legs: "Yes, Father, I'll make sure everyone is safe!"

I managed to grab my improvised gun and a handful of pebbles from the garden before my mother ushered me inside the house.

We huddled together, waiting anxiously for what was to come. The waiting was excruciating, and a deadly silence descended upon the village.

Everyone had barricaded themselves inside their homes, except for the men, who were busy building makeshift defenses. Several hours passed by without anything happening, and the sun started setting over the hills.

Night came, and with it, the uncertainty and worries were only multiplied by the darkness.

I stood by the window, my heart racing with anticipation and my fingers clutching tightly onto my pebbles.

I was not particularly worried about the monsters, as I had faced one before in the Forest, and if the monsters weren't much stronger, I was confident I could protect myself and my family.

But my thoughts lingered on my father, who was not with us and had put himself in harm's way to keep everyone safe.

As I watched the village from my window, I couldn't help but wonder what would happen to the rest of the villagers and the potential consequences of the monsters' rampage.

With the end of summer nearing and the harvest approaching, the fields were brimming with ripe crops. If the monsters were to destroy them, the village would face starvation in the coming winter.

Once again, I was reminded of the harsh world in which we live.

The darkness was illuminated by an orange hue in the distance, with the village militia lighting pyres at the outskirts of the village to try and scare the monsters away. For a moment, the quiet returned, but it was just the calm before the storm.

Suddenly, frightening roars and howls shattered the silence. The monsters were here!

The howls were immediately followed by the shouting of men and the sound of shattering wood. The desperate fight to stall for the time had begun.

The light from the fires grew brighter, and I watched as some of the houses caught fire as the fighting went on. The villagers were no match for the monsters, who seemed to have endless stamina in their rampage and were impervious to their attacks.

The only thing that seemed to slow them down was the fire and the villagers' sheer will to defend their homes. The battle raged on for hours, and the outcome was far from certain.

But before dawn, when the horizon started turning slightly blue, a horn pierced the air, and the distant sound of hoofbeats accompanied it. Weak shouts of joy and relief sounded from the exhausted defenders. Reinforcements have come!

As the sound of neighing horses and steel hitting steel filled the air, the roars of the monsters intensified. But for the first time, they were the roars of pain instead.

I could see them now, their armor glinting in the light of the fires, their swords flashing in the darkness as they charged into battle. The monsters seemed to falter under the onslaught.

Suddenly the night was pierced by a bright flash of lightning, followed instantly by a deafening sound of thunder, and the following huge explosions shook our humble home.

They brought a mage with them!

I would have loved nothing more than to sneak out of the house and go look, but I couldn't leave my family alone until it was over.

I have zero confidence that Rolf would be able to put up any form of resistance to the monsters, despite his trying to put up a brave front.

My mother was huddled in bed with my sister, Helga, who was quietly sobbing. Tears were rolling down her beautiful face. No one had managed to sleep during the night, and I knew that it would take some time for us to recover from this.

I'd like to tell them that they have nothing to worry about with me here, but I knew that they would never believe me. So I couldn't do anything more than stay vigilant and wait until it was over.

The unmistakable metallic stench of blood and the smell of burning flesh drifted through the air, mingling with the smoke from the fires, and it was a smell that would haunt us for days to come...


            

    
        Chapter 18: Learning Blacksmithing with Rolf

    
    
    
    
                As the first rays of the morning sun broke through over the horizon, the battle was finally over. The roars of the monsters were no more, and heavy silence replaced them.

The villagers slowly emerged from their homes, looking at the aftermath of the battle with a mix of fear and relief. I too ventured out of my home, scanning the crowd for any signs of my father's presence.

I finally found him in the village square, lying on the ground, unmoving. My heart sank, and I froze in my tracks. I quickly ran up to him and checked if he was breathing. I let out a sigh of relief, as he was breathing at least, but he still seemed to be in pretty bad condition.

I didn't have any feelings toward my new parents at the beginning since I still had memories of my family back on Earth. However, I slowly came to respect and care for them with time, seeing how they did their best to provide for our family despite the countless challenges.

As I knelt by his side, someone placed a hand on my shoulder. I looked up to see Vogt, who was looking tired and covered in cuts and bruises.

"Darian, your father will live," he said, his voice tired but reassuring. "He fought bravely, and he is the only reason we managed to hold out all the way until help arrived."

I nodded, grateful for the news. "Thank you for taking care of him."

"It is I who should be thanking you," Vogt said. "If you hadn't warned me in time, a lot of lives would have been lost."

I used this opportunity to ask for more information. "What is the status of the village?" I asked.

"We lost a few men and have a lot of injuries, but most of them will live," he replied.

"Several houses burned down, and we lost some of our harvests, but the soldiers were kind enough to leave the monster corpses for us as compensation, so I'll make sure nobody starves during the winter."

I nodded. "I'm glad that I could be of help," I said to him, and then I went back home to tell my mother the happy news that my father had survived the night.

The village had survived, but not without paying a heavy price. I couldn't help but feel that this was just a taste of the harsh world we lived in, and I was left wondering what other trials I would have to face in the future.

***

As the dust settled from the battle, I realized that I had never even had a chance to look at the mage who had come to our village. The soldiers had left as soon as the fighting was over, leaving us to deal with the aftermath.

They had left only a few men behind to scout the nearby woods for any signs of the monsters returning, but in the end, they found nothing. It was as if the battle had never happened in the first place.

The rest of the beast hunters who were in the Forest that day never returned and were proclaimed dead. The only surviving member of their party is a sole reminder of their failure.

My father had survived the battle, but he was seriously injured and was slowly recovering at home. After he regained consciousness, he called me to his bedside.

As the start of the harvest season was quickly approaching, he asked me to help Rolf in the smithy. It was the busiest time of the year for them, and with my father's condition, he couldn't work at all.

"I know you don't know anything about blacksmithing," my father said, "but you are a clever boy; you always were. Rolf is a hard worker, but he isn't as smart as you. I need you to help him take orders, keep track of things, and help him with anything else he might need around the forge."

I was taken aback by the sudden responsibility that was thrust upon me. I had never even set foot in the smithy before, and now I was being asked to help run it. It meant the end of my hunting trips in the Forest, but I couldn't refuse my father's request.

"I'll do what I can, Father," I said weakly, unsure of myself.

But Rolf, who had been listening to our conversation, spoke up. "Father! I can manage the forge!"

My father sighed. "You know as well as I do that you can't do it alone,"

"I...I'm sure I could figure things out!" Rolf replied.

"Rolf, nobody is trying to steal your work; why don't you let Darian help and see how things are going?"

Rolf wanted to protest some more, but seeing that our father wouldn't change his mind, he released a sigh and seemed to accept it in the end. "Fine, come with me, Darian."

Rolf reluctantly agreed, and we made our way to the smithy together. I was nervous at first, but Rolf was patient and showed me what I needed to do.

As the days passed, I grew more confident in my abilities, and soon I was helping Rolf with everything from orders to repairs.

The work was hard, and the days were long, but I found a sense of satisfaction in it. It was different from the thrill of the hunt, but it was rewarding in its own way. And I knew that I was doing something important for my family and my village.

My days were filled with the constant clang of metal on metal and the searing heat of the forge. I worked alongside Rolf, starting with simple tasks such as hammering out nails and horseshoes, but with time he began to trust me with more important tasks.

As the days passed, I found myself becoming more and more interested in the art of blacksmithing.

'Well, if I'm here already, I might as well learn something new...' I thought, after about a week of working.

However, my true passion lay elsewhere. I longed to return to the Forest, to hunt and explore, and to practice my magic. And so, as I worked in the forge, my mind constantly whirred with ideas for new spells and ways to improve my hunting gear.

'Maybe I could have Rolf help me make my own animal traps...' Then I could go hunting on my own in the Forest and wouldn't have to rely on Old Sven. That would also mean I could go deeper to look for some herbs when I'm there and also freely practice my magic.

I was elated by the idea; I was still dutifully practicing magic every day, and it had almost become a routine, the same as eating. But I didn't have time to come up with any new spells in a while.

***

Since I decided I wanted to forge my own hunting gear, I tried to focus on learning more about blacksmithing itself before attempting any experiments.

Despite Rolf's initial reluctance to accept my help, he soon came to appreciate my assistance as the harvest season was in full swing and the villagers placed many orders for repairs and new tools.

But as I spent more time in the smithy, I realized that Rolf lacked a deeper understanding of the craft. He had simply been taught to repeat certain actions mechanically without any understanding of why they were done that way.

Whenever I asked him about the reasoning behind a particular technique or method, he would simply say, "It's done this way." It was frustrating, to say the least.

It seemed that I would have to wait until our father recovered and was able to start working again before I could gain any useful information about blacksmithing.

As the days turned into weeks, Rolf grew more and more appreciative of my help. However, I couldn't help but notice that he still seemed wary of me at times, as though he thought I was trying to steal his job or prove myself superior.

I didn't understand why he felt that way. I had no desire to become a blacksmith; I just wanted to learn enough to be able to make my own hunting gear. I guess his pride is acting up, and he wants to prove to our father that he is capable or something.

But I decided not to dwell on it too much. I was content to work in the forge, practice my magic, and dream of the adventures that awaited me in the Forest.

As the harvest season drew to a close, my father's health improved, and he was able to return to work. I was relieved to be able to return to my old routine, but I knew that I had gained a new respect for the hard work that went into running a forge.

I finally had some time for myself, so I seized the opportunity to take a break from the hustle and bustle of the village and venture into the Forest alone.

I wanted to look for any herbs for the last time before it was time to head to the city for the autumn market so that I could sell them to Isadora.

I was always vigilant, keeping the memory of the recent attack on the village fresh in my mind, but since then there have been no more incidents; it looked like all the nearby monsters were killed and the rest of them retreated deeper into the Forest.

As I walked in the Forest, my senses were on high alert, scanning the surroundings for any signs of danger.

I learned that the creatures in the Forest were not to be trifled with, and I knew that I was taking a risk by venturing out alone. But as luck would have it, there were no incidents on this trip.

I didn't find any umbrifila at all, which confirmed my suspicions that they regrow only once a year, which put an abrupt and unfortunate end to my "get rich quick" scheme.

But I took comfort in the fact that I found some other herbs that Isadora told me were useful; it seems I didn't pick them all up back in the spring.

I then dried them, and with my herbs in hand, I returned to the village and began the preparations for the autumn market.

My mind was dead set on becoming Isadora's apprentice and settling in the city so that I could find out more about magic.

With each passing day, I felt myself growing more confident and skilled, and I knew that I was one step closer to achieving my dream.


            

    
        Chapter 19: Back at the City's Autumn Market

    
    
    
    
                It seems it will be only me and Rolf traveling to the city this year since Father is still recovering. He was finally able to work again, but he still wouldn't make the long and difficult journey to the city.

Luckily, I was able to convince the Vogt to take both me and Rolf with him when he delivers part of the harvest as a tax to the city.

The Vogt was an imposing figure, and I had always been intimidated by him. But he had been more friendly toward me ever since the attack, and it seemed that he looked at me differently now.

We packed our bags with the essentials for the journey and set out early in the morning.

As we began our journey to the city, I couldn't help but feel excitement mixed with a bit of nervousness. This would be my first time handling the negotiations and bargaining with city merchants. The responsibility weighed heavily on me, but I was determined to prove myself capable.

Since Rolf, as it seems, knows only very limited math and is very lacking in basic economics, Father appointed me to represent our family and bring back what we needed to survive the winter.

It seems he was pleased with how I handled everything back at the smithy and ensured it ran smoothly the entire time.

Rolf, on the other hand, seemed to have hardly any interest or skill in anything beyond the smithy. It was as though he was content to spend his entire life hammering away at the forge.

I was getting very concerned about his future prospects as things stood. Although it is customary here, I never quite understood why the eldest son is the one who inherits everything and not the most capable one.

On the other hand, I was glad for it because if I had to carry the burden of my father's trade, I could never have the freedom to pursue my own path.

I heaved a sigh, feeling the rough jostling of the wagon as we made our way toward the city. My mind was a jumble of thoughts, worries, and plans swirling in my head like a chaotic storm. The journey was long and arduous, but thankfully, we arrived safely.

The Vogt had hired additional beast hunters this time around. I couldn't help but wonder if it was due to him being scarred by the recent attack or if it was because of the taxes he was transporting. Either way, I kept my thoughts to myself, not daring to ask him about it.

As we made our way into the city, the streets were crowded with people. The air was thick with the sound of chatter, merchants calling out their wares, and the clanging of metal.

Although Rolf had been here before, he seemed lost and unsure, so it was left up to me to navigate our way through the bustling streets to the market.

This time, without our own cart, we were limited in what we could buy. I contemplated what I should do first: sell my rabbit hides at the tannery or try to find a way to sneak into Isadora's shop.

I could sell the hides on the market, but I knew I could get a better price for the hides at the tannery, as I found out last time. But Isadora was still my priority.

Unfortunately, with Rolf following me around like a lost puppy, it seemed impossible to sneak away undisturbed. I found myself wondering who was the older brother in this situation.

Perhaps we should make our way to Uncle's first, and I could find a way to leave Rolf there for a bit. That way, I could conduct my business with Isadora without any distractions.

It seemed like an excellent plan, and I hoped that Rolf wouldn't object. After all, this was another chance to prove myself to Isadora, and I couldn't afford any hiccups.

We walked away from the bustling main street towards my uncle's house, our destination for the night.

As we walked, Rolf reminded me, "Aren't we supposed to find and buy supplies at the market?"

"I thought we could first go to greet Uncle and grab something to eat," I suggested. "Since we'll be here for two nights, we don't need to be in a hurry like in previous years."

"That sounds great! Let's go," Rolf agreed, his stomach rumbling at the thought of a warm meal.

We made our way through a maze of alleyways until we finally reached my uncle's house. Aunt Ingrid greeted us at the door. Her face lit up with a smile.

"Rolf! I haven't seen you in so long! You've grown so tall and strong!" she exclaimed. "And Darian, I'm so glad to see you both. We heard what had happened in your village, and we were so worried."

Aunt Ingrid ushered us inside, and as we stepped into the house, I was immediately hit by the familiar smell of wood smoke and cooking stew. The warmth of the hearth and the cozy interior of the house enveloped me, and I felt at ease.

"Thank you, Aunt Ingrid. It's good to see you too," I replied with a smile.

As we settled down at the table and started to enjoy the hot meal that Aunt Ingrid had prepared for us, I couldn't help but feel grateful for having such a caring relative. Uncle was not home yet, but I knew that he would be happy to see us too.

"So, how is everything in the village?" Aunt Ingrid asked, breaking the comfortable silence that had settled over us.

"Well, things are slowly getting back to normal after the attack. Our father is recovering, but he couldn't make the trip this time. "Rolf and I are here to take care of things," I explained.

"I see. Well, you know that you are always welcome here, both of you. And if there's anything we can do to help, just let us know," she said kindly.

As we were finishing our meal, Uncle returned from work together with Konrad, and we all settled around a table, also joined by our cousins Kari and Ylva. Everyone wanted to hear our account of the battle that had taken place in our village, and they listened with bated breath.

When we finished, my uncle released a deep sigh. "We didn't know what was happening at first. Alarm bells tolled for half a period," he explained.

"We later found out that there were troubles in your village, so we were very worried."

"Apparently, a whole third of the city garrison went there, and they even took a Lord's court wizard with them! So we knew it was something very serious."

"It wasn't until the next day that we found out that a battle had taken place there, and when we found out that none of your family members were on the list of the dead, we were so relieved," Aunt Ingrid added.

"I just hope that Gorn manages to make a full recovery and that we can see him soon," my uncle said with a heavy heart.

As the afternoon wore on, Rolf easily forgot about the market as he chatted with Konrad, catching up on old times. It was almost too easy to get rid of him.

I, of course, used this golden opportunity to slip out on my own. I told Aunt Ingrid that I wanted to check out the market prices before we made our purchases tomorrow.

She warned me not to stay out too late, and I promised her that I would be back before it got dark. I decided to leave the selling of hides for tomorrow and go directly to Isadora.

***

The city in the afternoon was alive with energy. The sun hung low in the sky, casting its golden rays across the cobblestone streets, illuminating the colorful buildings that lined them.

The air was filled with the scent of sizzling meat and baked goods wafting from the open doors of many inns and eateries in the Southern Quarter.

I made my way down the main street toward Isadora's store, my heart beating slightly faster with each step. I had been looking forward to this moment for weeks.

Not only was I eager to sell my herbs to the herbalist, but I was also excited to deepen our business connections and learn from her expertise.

As I stepped through the door of the shop, I was immediately enveloped in the familiar scent of dried herbs. The aroma was a mix of umbrifila with a hint of something earthy and mysterious that I couldn't quite place.

Isadora stood behind the counter, her eyes brightening as soon as she saw me. "Good afternoon, Isadora," I said, bowing slightly in greeting. "I've come to sell my herbs, as promised."

"Darian!" she exclaimed, her smile widening. "What a pleasant surprise! I was wondering when you were planning to show up. You're becoming quite a regular customer here."

"I'm glad to hear that," I replied, feeling a sense of accomplishment at her words.

"This time, I don't have any umbrifila; it seems I can only collect them once a year. But I managed to get some other herbs," I added, hoping that Isadora would still be interested in my offerings.

Isadora nodded, her eyes flickering over the bag of herbs I had brought with me. "Well, that's true. Umbrifila takes a whole year to grow," Isadora said, her face filled with thoughtfulness.

"Usually, when a herbalist or a hunter ventures to the forest to gather herbs, they only gather a few umbrifila at a time. This is why it's even more surprising that you're able to collect so many at once. It's extraordinary by itself."

I nodded, feeling a mix of pride and satisfaction at being praised like that by a Master herbalist.

"True herbs take a long time to grow and are very challenging to find for most people. The more potent and rare herbs can take several years to fully mature. That's the reason why they're so expensive and in short supply."

"And also a reason most people can't afford even the most basic of medicines," Isadora said, her tone serious.

Hmm, so that is the reason why Isadora always reacts so surprised every time I bring her herbs. I thought it was a normal amount, but apparently, it's not. I guess around the city it is a lot more difficult to find them since there are a lot of people looking for them.

The only reason I'm able to gather them in such quantities is because nobody else in our village gathers them except for me. It was true that gathering herbs was a difficult and time-consuming task, but it was a task that I had become quite proficient at.

'I need to use this advantage and gather even more of them before I leave the village!' I thought seriously

"But these herbs, which you brought, are also useful." She said.

"They are not as effective and sought-after as true herbs like umbrifila, but they have their uses too. They can help with stomach aches and pains, among other things. They are used in many medicinal concoctions and elixirs." Isadora mentioned

"Thank you for your kind words, Isadora," I said, feeling a sense of accomplishment.

"You have brought 23 herbs, all of excellent quality, so I can give you 2 copper marks for them. That will be 46 copper marks in total."

Such a huge price difference! Even though they look similar, umbrifila is more than double the price of these regular herbs.

No wonder everyone looks for them around the city. For the first time, I was glad to be living in such a backwater place where I had all the herbs to myself.

"Thank you." I finished the transaction and exited the shop since it was getting late, and I promised Aunt Ingrid I would be back before it got dark.


            

    
        Chapter 20: Crafting my own Hunting Gear

    
    
    
    
                I didn't have the time to look around the market any further, but I wasn't too discouraged as I will have a whole day tomorrow.

Sooner or later, I will have to disclose my herb-gathering business to my family, but I want to wait until I'm older and they are more comfortable with me traveling to the woods.

I need to be more low-key and not draw too much attention. I already do too many things that other kids my age wouldn't even think of doing.

But I can't wait until I'm an adult because, by then, my poor villager's fate would be sealed and I would lose all opportunities to advance my status.

I returned to my uncle's house to spend the night, happy with the knowledge that I had learned many useful things today.

The next day, I woke up before the sun had even risen, excited about the day ahead.

Today, I was heading to the market with Rolf to buy what we needed before the crowds arrived. It was always wise to get there early, while the stalls were still being set up and the merchants were eager for business.

As we walked through the market, I scanned the stalls for the goods we needed.

I did a mental calculation in my head and figured out that we wouldn't be able to buy much with the money we were given. With our father unable to work during the harvest season, we didn't have much money left.

I decided to splurge slightly and use some of my money to make up the difference just so that we wouldn't have to eat plain porridge all winter. I'd tell my parents I had managed to get some favorable deals if they asked.

But even with that, we will have to be quite frugal this year. I couldn't be too reckless with my spending. I had to be careful not to arouse any suspicions about where I was getting the money from. I made sure to keep my purchases modest and within reason.

Once we had finished our business at the market, I went to sell my rabbit hides to the tannery. Rolf followed me silently while being overwhelmed by the hustle and bustle of the city, but he was slowly getting used to it. We headed back to Uncle's house for dinner before returning to our village the next morning.

The rest of autumn was filled with preparations for winter. My parents were pleasantly surprised by everything we had managed to buy, and my father looked at me with a proud smile. It seemed that from now on, I would be in charge of all future purchases.

As my sixth birthday in this world approached, I didn't expect any grand celebrations or lavish presents. Given our circumstances, we had to be grateful for what we had—each other's company and good health. I was content with that and looked forward to the future with optimism.

Winter was harsher and colder than I was used to, but we managed to withstand it by mostly huddling around the hearth, and we waited eagerly for the first signs of spring.

***

When spring arrived once again, the world around me became alive again with vibrant colors and the sweet fragrance of blooming flowers. Spring is probably my favorite season here. Everything looks so fresh and new.

As a first step, I wanted to measure my progress with magic training, as it was now my custom every spring. But this time I decided to stop using my first-ever spell [Stone Bullet], as it would take me a very long time to deplete my mana with it. I now have quite a large amount of mana since I started compressing it.

I walked to the stream behind our house and utilized my [Water Manipulation]. This is because I got quite proficient with it all the time I was drying herbs in the forest.

It was still more difficult to use than manipulating air. However, that was due to the nature of water being much heavier, so there was nothing I could do about it other than train hard.

I used my [Water Manipulation] to create a small ball of water and lifted it gently from the surface of the stream. I found out that this consumed three times as much mana as a [Stone Bullet] would.

With this, I can keep my records consistent. Therefore, I jumped right at it and used it over and over until I was left gasping for air and totally exhausted a while later.

I calculated my mana consumption and recorded it on a piece of tree bark to keep track of my progress. This was my result, as I mentally imagined it as a status screen.

STATUS:

-------------------------

Name: [Darian]

Race: [Human]

Age:  [6 years]

-------------------------

Mana: 67 --> 136

-------------------------

Spells: [Stone Bullet], [Small Flame], [Air Manipulation], [Water Manipulation].

As I reflected on my progress, I couldn't help but feel a sense of satisfaction at how far I had come.

Last year, I made a breakthrough in compressing my mana, leading to a significant increase in my abilities. This year, the growth was more linear but no less impressive. I smiled as I waited to recover my strength, wondering how much I could increase it further.

***

My father had made a full recovery over the winter, and I was grateful to see him back at work in the forge. Though I no longer needed to work there myself, I decided to follow up on my idea and make my own hunting traps. This will enable me to be independent of Old Sven.

I made my way back to the smithy, where my father was busy hammering away.

"Darian! I didn't expect to see you back here so soon," he greeted me with a smile.

"I've been thinking that since I've already learned how to work here, I want to make use of my skills, and I was thinking of trying to make my own animal traps for hunting," I explained.

My father's eyes lit up. "You want to keep working at the forge? I'm glad to hear that! I'll make a blacksmith out of you after all!"

I hastened to clarify. "I haven't given up on my plan to find work in the city, Father. But I do want to learn all that I can while I'm here."

With his blessing, I picked up a hammer and began my education in the art of blacksmithing. My father was a wealth of knowledge, answering all my questions and guiding me through the process with patience and skill.

As the weeks turned into months, I toiled away at the forge, honing my craft and perfecting my technique. By the time spring was coming to an end, I was starting to get the hang of it, and I felt confident that I could finish my project. With each strike of the hammer, I felt a sense of purpose, knowing that I was getting closer to my goal.

When the day I was ready to take on the task arrived, I walked confidently into the smithy.

I made my way over to the anvil. The heat was oppressive, yet I had grown used to it over the months. As I picked up my hammer and tongs, I surveyed the materials in front of me: a pile of iron rods, a stack of wooden boards, and a few coils of wire.

My task was simple: to craft a set of iron animal traps.

I began by heating up the iron rods in the forge, stoking the flames until they glowed a bright orange. Once the iron was malleable, I took it out of the forge and placed it on the anvil, ready to shape it into the desired form.

The sound of the hammer striking the iron echoed through the smithy as I started to mold the metal into the delicate shapes required for the traps.

With each strike of my hammer, the metal changed and shifted, taking on a completely different form with every blow. I worked with the iron until it was thin enough to be bent yet still strong enough to withstand the weight of a struggling animal.

Once I had the basic shape of the trap, I began to add the intricate details that would make it effective at its supposed job of catching the prey.

Next, I moved onto the wooden base of the trap. I carefully measured and cut the wood to the exact size and then began drilling holes into it for the iron parts to be attached. As I worked, sweat dripped down my face, but I persisted, happy that I was just a short moment from completing it.

Once the wooden base was ready, I attached the iron components, making sure each piece was securely fastened in place. I then took the wire and wound it around the trap, creating the mechanism that would spring the trap shut when triggered. It was a delicate process, requiring skill and precision to get it just right.

Finally, after hours of arduous work, the traps were complete. They were sturdy, well-crafted, and ready to be put to the test. My father checked my work and nodded approvingly.

'I guess he can't wait to eat some rabbit stew,' I thought amusingly. I, too, was happy with the result and wanted to test it out in the Forest right away.

But first, I walked to the village to look for Old Sven and to tell him that I wouldn't be joining him anymore. I thanked him for all the valuable advice he had given me over the years. But I felt he didn't have anything more to teach me.

I was, of course, nowhere near as good as he was, but that wasn't the point. I wasn't planning to become a hunter in the first place. I was just using it as a cover for my herb-gathering.

However, since I was older and my father trusted me since I helped Rolf out last year, I now had more of a free hand, so I didn't need to continue with it.

I can now start hunting by myself. Obviously, I won't tell my parents about it. However, as long as everything stays the same, they won't suspect a thing.

So with that done, I can now finally delve into the Forest to test out my new traps and also gather some herbs for sale in the city while freely practicing my magic.


            

    
        Chapter 21: A Busy Harvest Season

    
    
    
    
                I made my way into the woods early in the morning the next day to test out my newly created traps and to once again look for umbrifila.

The crisp air of the Forest filled my lungs, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of liberation. This is something that I haven't been able to enjoy for a long time. I was no longer reliant on Old Sven, and I had proven to myself that I'm capable of hunting on my own.

Now that I know more about the difference between real herbs and regular herbs from Isadora, I am even more eager to gather as many as I can. For the rest of the spring and the beginning of summer, I scouted the Forest relentlessly while also testing my new traps.

I was quite surprised that I managed to catch a whopping five rabbits on my own during this time. I also gathered 48 umbrifila and 31 regular herbs.

I was getting a little bit concerned about being able to locate less and less umbrifila every year. It seems like they can't repopulate as fast as I was gathering them, but I'm hopeful it will stabilize soon and not decrease any further.

Lost in my own world, I completely forgot about helping Myra with her studies. I already mastered both writing and reading during the winter and was confident in my abilities, so I didn't need to learn them anymore.

It wasn't until she showed up at our doorstep one morning with a pouting face that I realized my grave mistake.

"Darian! I heard you're helping your father now, but you never came to see me even once!" Myra exclaimed in anger.

I widened my eyes as I realized my mistake. "I'm so sorry, Myra. I was so engrossed in learning so many new things that I completely forgot about our study sessions," I quickly apologized.

"You're terrible! I waited and waited, and you never showed up!" She scolded me.

Feeling slightly guilty that I ignored her despite my promise, I quickly offered to show her my latest creation—animal traps I had crafted on my own—and suggested we play in our garden by the stream.

"Hmm, fine, but you must promise me that you will never forget our playtime ever again!" she demanded.

"Of course, I promise." "Now, come with me," I said, trying to ease her anger.

In the garden, we were soon joined by Helga, who had come to investigate the commotion.

"Oh, you are the Vogt's daughter." Helga tried to sound polite as soon as she spotted Myra.

I introduced the two girls, surprised that they had never spoken before despite being of similar age.

Helga was now eight years old, and Myra was a little over seven.

Although Helga initially kept her distance like the other children, when she saw me acting informally around Myra, she quickly warmed up to her and started playing with us.

Helga was getting older and spending most of her time helping our mother with cooking and household chores. However, she was becoming more proficient at them, which gave her more free time.

As the summer progressed, Myra started coming over to our house more frequently, and we spent our time playing in the garden. It wasn't long before Myra and Helga had become good friends, and I was happy to see them enjoying each other's company.

I didn't mind spending my time with them since I had already finished my business in the Forest. I was waiting with expectations for the autumn market when I went back to the city. I didn't visit the city in the summer since I was still busy gathering the herbs, so I was even more excited about the market.

But luckily, I won't have to wait much longer because the summer is coming to an end and the harvest season is once again upon us.

***

As the harvest season approached, life in the village took on a frenzied pace. My playtime with Myra and Helga in the garden was relegated to the background as everyone focused on the harvest.

The sun beat down on the village mercilessly, but the villagers had no respite. The crops needed tending, and everyone was expected to make sure we had enough food to last us through the long winter ahead.

My father's work as a blacksmith was in high demand during this season. His work was primarily for the Vogt, who placed many orders regularly, mainly for horseshoes and repairs for his wagons, and my father worked tirelessly to fulfill them.

In exchange for his work, the Vogt provided him with all the iron he needed, which he then used to take orders from the rest of the village. Most of the villagers were poor, so they paid him in the form of crops rather than money.

As a result, even though we did not have to work in the fields, we still had to process and preserve the produce we received from others. We then had to sell any excess goods at the market in the city so that we had some money to buy other things.

I was getting older now, and it was time for me to join in too. I helped out with various tasks around the house and in the smithy, assisting my father and my older brother Rolf. It was tedious work, but it made me feel useful like I was doing my part for our family.

As the days passed, we worked long into the night, driven by the urgency of the season. I too continued to work each day, eagerly anticipating the end of the season and the respite that would follow.

When the last crops were finaly harvested, the entire village gathered on the village square for the annual harvest feast, a time of revelry and joy after months of hard work.

And so it was with great pleasure that I put down my tools and joined the rest of my family in the celebrations. We had been invited to dine with the Vogt and his family at their table, which was an honor for us and one that filled me with pride.

As we sat together, the priest gave a sermon about the gods and their benevolent hand in the harvest. He blessed the gathered crops, praying that they would last the whole winter, free from rot or decay. I listened intently, wondering if these blessings held any true power or if they were simply a custom passed down through the generations.

Despite my doubts, I could not help but be swept up in the fervor of the moment. The villagers around me were rapt with devotion, their faces shining with faith and joy. And so I decided to leave my judgment open, content to believe in the blessings for the time being.

With the formalities over, we feasted on the bounty of the land, filling our bellies to the brim. The tables were laden with roasted meats, steaming vegetables, and crusty loaves of bread, all prepared by the skilled hands of village women.

As we ate, we chatted long into the night. Our conversations ranged from the hardships during the harvest to the latest gossip and news from the city. I thoroughly enjoyed the experience.

Hearing all the different rumors from the other villagers, I was restlessly anticipating the journey to the city for the autumn market.

It was a rare opportunity to escape the confines of our small village and experience the sights and sounds of the outside world, and I couldn't wait to see what had changed within the city in the last year.

This time, it would be just my father and me making the journey. Rolf had opted to stay behind, preferring the quiet solitude of our home. So we prepared our cart and our goods for sale.

And we set off early in the morning, joining the group of villagers making their way to the market, eager to blend in with the crowd. Since there was safety in numbers.

The journey was long and arduous, with the wheels of our cart creaking and groaning beneath us as we made our way along the winding road. But despite the fatigue and the sweat, I felt a thrill of excitement building within me and a growing anticipation for the adventures to come.

As we finally arrived in the city, I gazed around at the towering buildings and bustling streets. But it will be just a short visit this time, so I won't get an opportunity to explore.

We walked directly to the market, and I helped Father with the purchases since I can do math much better than him. After that, I told him I still needed to sell my rabbit hides at the tannery. Because I already knew my way around the city, my father let me walk alone and continued ahead with our cart to my uncle's house.

The overpowering stench of the place made me feel sick to my stomach, and I hurried through my transaction as quickly as possible. But there was no time to rest. I still had herbs to sell.

As I walked through the lively streets of the city, the scent of spices and fragrant herbs filled my senses. The sun beat down on me, casting shadows across the winding streets. My heart raced with anticipation as I made my way toward Isadora's shop.

Today I only visited there to sell my herbs. I needed to get back to my uncle's house before dinner so as not to arouse any suspicions about my whereabouts. Therefore, I didn't have time to ask any questions about the herbs. But I think Isadora has started to become fond of me, which is an excellent sign because I need all the help I can get.

Getting such a prestigious apprenticeship without being related or without a recommendation is unheard of. If I were to tell my parents I wanted to be an herbalist, they would never believe that I had any semblance of a chance to get it. But I think I have a chance here. All I need to do is continue to be persistent and show Isadora I can be a hard worker.

I managed to obtain a little over 3 marks of silver today. This means that if I put all my savings together, I'm probably already the third richest person in our village after the Vogt and the priest. Even my father wouldn't dream of making that kind of money I had stashed under my bed.

I wondered why he decided to settle in such a small frontier village. Given that he originally came from the city—another mystery waiting to be unraveled. However, I don't dare to ask him about it directly because he never talks about his past.

            

    
        Chapter 22: Developing a New Ability

    
    
    
    
                After finishing my business in the city, I returned to my uncle's house. But as I stepped through the front doors, I found out I was just in time for dinner, but the atmosphere inside was quite different from the last time I visited.

My uncle's serious expression was apparent from the first moment I laid eyes on him, and I couldn't help but wonder what was troubling him. After we sat down to eat, the tension lingered. However, it was only after dinner, when we gathered around the flickering warmth of the fire, that I finally found out what was happening.

"Gorn, you and your family should be extra careful," my uncle said gravely. "In the capital, there's talk of a Red Fever spreading. Some are even calling it an epidemic. It's only a matter of time before it reaches here."

My father's expression turned serious right away, and I knew this wasn't just idle gossip. "Hmm, that's bad news. But I think we're quite safe in the village. We don't get many visitors there, and hopefully, by next year, it will have run its course."

But my mind was racing. What was red Fever? I thought, from the sound of it, that it was probably some kind of disease, but I had never heard of it.

I didn't want to interrupt the adults while they were in the midst of a serious discussion. Therefore, I decided to wait until it was time to retire for the night before asking.

"Father, what is this Red Fever? I never heard of it." I asked him as we were preparing for sleep.

"It's a nasty disease. You get a high fever for weeks and blisters all over your body, which often burst and bleed, hence the name."

"There isn't any effective cure for it. For the nobles, it's different; they have their wizards, who can cure them with magic, but us poor folk, especially those who can't afford even the basic medicines, are hit the hardest, and many don't make it."

Hmm, that sounds like an unpleasant disease, but my father is right—we are quite isolated in our village, so hopefully, it won't affect us.

I woke up early in the morning, eager to return home from our brief visit to the city. The journey was long and tiring, but finally, we made it back. Even the air felt different here—fresh and crisp.

"We have plenty of food for the winter season, Darian," my father said, pleased. I, too, felt relieved knowing that we would have enough to eat in the cold months ahead.

Together, my brother Rolf and I helped our father gather firewood. My mother and sister, Helga, worked hard preserving food and stocking up the house before snow and ice arrived.

As winter approached, I celebrated my seventh birthday in this world. Mother made me quite a feast this year, perhaps as compensation for the meager celebration I had the previous year. And I felt grateful to have such caring parents.

The rest of the winter passed uneventfully, just like the previous ones. I spent most of my time huddled around the warm fireplace, practicing my magic, and dreaming of all the things I wanted to accomplish in the coming year.

The long winter nights were perfect for exploring my abilities, and I worked hard to hone my skills, eager for the new adventures that awaited me in this realm.

***

As spring breathed life into the world and melted the snow, I ran out of my house to once again measure progress in my magic training.

With eager anticipation, I made my way toward the stream that flowed behind it. The stream was filled to the brim with water from the melting snow that flowed from the mountains and through the Forest. It was the right location for my magical experiments.

Without wasting a moment, I used my [Water Manipulation] and began to shape the water into countless small spheres, using them to measure the growth of my powers. This was the result:

STATUS:

-------------------------

Name: [Darian]

Race: [Human]

Age: [7 years]

-------------------------

Mana: 136 --> 206

-------------------------

Spells: [Stone Bullet], [Small Flame], [Air Manipulation], [Water Manipulation].

As I checked the experiment's result, both excitement and disappointment stirred within me. The growth of my powers was undeniably impressive. However, I couldn't shake the feeling that my progress was starting to slow down.

Despite my ongoing commitment to training every day, it seemed like my magical abilities were slowing down their growth. Perhaps my power had at last outgrown my body's potential, or maybe there was something else holding me back. Regardless, I refused to let this realization dampen my spirits. I was still growing stronger, and that was all that mattered.

As my powers continued to grow, my control over mana became increasingly precise. I felt a new kind of awareness within me, and I began to sense the magical energy that permeated the air all around me. I wondered if this was a result of my own training or if it was a natural gift that all mages possess.

I longed to ask someone, but I knew that reliable information about magic was scarce and elusive.

Even Isadora, who seemed to have more knowledge of magic than anyone else in the village, could only offer vague insights. It seemed that the secrets of magic were closely guarded, and the path to understanding them would be a difficult one.

For now, I will focus on my training, hoping that one day I will uncover all the magic's secrets. As I was thinking about this, my strength had recovered, so I could delve into the Forest to search for umbrifila.

I discovered that the traces of mana were much stronger here than in the village. I started to search and soon found the first herb. But as I saw it, I froze in my steps. The faint traces of magic I felt were much stronger here. And it was coming... from the herb?

The umbrifila was full of mana, and I could clearly feel it. So that's why!

I was always wondering what gave these real herbs their healing properties and why they were so much stronger than regular herbs. They have the ability to capture mana from the land around them and absorb it into their cells. And that is also why they grow only deep in the Forest since there seems to be a much denser amount of magic in the air.

I was filled with excitement as I realized the implications of this discovery. It was not enough for me to simply know things; I craved a deeper understanding of the processes and reasoning behind them. But right now, I felt enlightenment that filled me with joy.

But... wait a minute! I could use this!

If I could feel the magic coming from the herbs, couldn't I also use it to locate them?

No more aimlessly wandering through the dense forest, turning over every leaf in search of the elusive umbrifila.

Without hesitation, I set out to test my theory. Closing my eyes, I cleared my mind of all extraneous thoughts and focused solely on the faint sensation of magic in the air. With each step forward, the feeling grew stronger, leading me deeper into the dense thicket. Soon enough, I came across a hidden patch of umbrifila plants concealed behind a cluster of trees.

It works! I thought with excitement. Now I can locate them much quicker and easier than ever before! I then ran into the forest and picked up all the herbs I managed to find.

In the end, I found 83 umbrifila in total. The highest amount I ever found, and it took me only a single day!

As I was drying them the following day, I also found out that during the drying process, it's critical to dry them quickly and close all the pores in the plants, which also concentrates and preserves the mana inside them. If you wait too long for them to dry or if they start to rot, the mana dissipates and they lose all their properties.

That is also helpful to know; now I can focus on the mana inside and make sure to preserve it perfectly while preserving them, further increasing their quality. I can't wait to hear what Isadora says about these improved herbs; I'm sure she will be thrilled. But I doubt she will pay me more for them.

I was sitting there, surrounded by my precious bounty of herbs, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of accomplishment. The faint traces of magic that had led me to my discovery had opened up a world of possibilities.

I happily stowed the herbs for my future trip to the city and headed back home. The rest of the spring I spent helping my father in the smithy. I was getting better and better, but I was getting close to the limits of my father's forge.

You see, as a village blacksmith, he dealt mostly with simple tools and repairs and used mostly crude iron. Steel was very expensive, so he rarely used it. So if I wanted to craft anything more elaborate, like swords or armor, I would first have to obtain some steel.

Making weapons from crude iron was a possibility, but it would render them very brittle and easy to break. If I could somehow create a steel pipe, I would be able to use it as my gun. This would enable me to increase the strength of my [Stone Bullet] spell without worrying about shattering it.

But it was all the melody of a distant future where I would be rolling in cash and not worry about such expenses. For now, I had to make do with what I had.

This time around, I kept my promise to Myra and spent my free time playing with her and helping her with her studies. Despite her easily distracted nature, she was improving her reading and writing skills at a steady pace. I felt proud of her progress.

***

As spring drew to a close and summer loomed on the horizon, the news from the city grew increasingly dire. The dreaded red Fever was spreading like wildfire, with reports of infected travelers cropping up in our own city. The prospect of my usual summer travels to sell my herbs and explore was looking bleak.

Even the Vogt himself warned us to be extra cautious as he placed new orders at my father's smithy. I guess this year I will also be forced to stay at home.

It seemed like the disease was quickly closing in on us, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of unease settle in the pit of my stomach.

Despite our secluded location and relative safety, I knew that we couldn't afford to let our guard down. I was still not too concerned, but Red Fever appeared to be a deadly foe, and I wondered what the coming months would bring. For now, all I could do was stay vigilant and hope for the best.


            

    
        Chapter 23: The Red Fever

    
    
    
    
                The Red Fever arrived in our village like a thief in the night, stealing away the health of the villagers and that of my family alike. It crept its way along slowly and insidiously, and by the time the people noticed it, it was already too late.

Everyone was plunged into an unseen danger, where the very air they breathed was filled with a disease that didn't care if you were young or old, rich or poor, powerful or weak. Everyone was at its mercy.

Well, except for me, I guess. I was the only one who hadn't gotten sick. By now, I was certain that there was something different about me. I was always healthy and never once got sick.

At first, I thought I was just a healthy boy, so I didn't pay it too much attention, but by now it seemed outright unnatural. So the only possible explanation must be that my magic power somehow makes me immune to diseases.

During the summer, almost everyone in the village got infected. Even my family wasn't spared. First, it was my father and Rolf, followed by Helga and my mother. It was a heartbreaking experience to watch them suffer, to see the light in their eyes fade away and their bodies wither before my very eyes.

Of course, I wasn't the only one who remained healthy in the village. There were a few others beside me who didn't get sick either. And as I looked at them, I couldn't help but wonder if they too possessed some dormant magical power, or perhaps they were simply naturally immune.

Either way, it was clear to me that this was no ordinary sickness. The village was eerily quiet as if some terrible curse had fallen upon it. The usual joyful laughter of children or the chatter of women on the streets were heard no more. The only thing that could be heard was the howling of the wind as it blew through the empty and desolate streets.

In our village, there was no physician or herbalist to turn to for help. Everyone was left to attend to themselves as best they could, relying on their own wits and cunning to survive. It was a time of great hardship, and only the most resilient among the villagers could hope to survive.

I was the only one remaining to take care of my family. I had to draw water from the well and cook whatever food we had left. Though all they could stomach was a weak and watery soup so it wasn't too hard for me to prepare.

But as the weeks wore on, my worries began to mount. My family lay in bed, unmoving and unresponsive, their bodies wracked with a high fever and covered in blisters. It was a terrible sight to behold, and I feared that they might never recover.

Yet finally, after what felt like an eternity, they began to get better. Slowly but surely, their sickly color began to fade, being replaced by a healthier and more robust one. It was a small victory, but one that filled me with hope.

I knew that if my family could survive this terrible plague, then perhaps there was hope for our village as well. But despite our best efforts, Helga was not getting any better. In fact, she seemed to be getting more miserable with each passing day.

Her small body was covered in sweat and blood from her bleeding blisters, and she was constantly writhing in pain. I knew that she was always frailer than the rest of us and was prone to getting sick. But this time, it seemed as though she was not going to make it through.

As she grew increasingly weaker, my mother prayed fervently in the temple every day, begging for a miracle that never seemed to come. But I did not believe in miracles. Instead, I focused my mind on what else could be done to save my sister.

I began to think about a way for me to travel to the city in search of medicine or a potion that could help Helga. But the journey would be long and arduous, and I had no way to get there.

The Vogt, with his family, fled the village at the first signs of the Red Fever. He retreated to his house in the city, where he had access to a physician and all the medicine money could buy. And my father, still recovering and weak from the illness, was in no condition to make the journey.

I knew that I would never be able to make such a journey alone. But then I remembered my batch of umbrifila sitting in my hiding place, waiting for me to go to the city. I already have access to the finest ingredients one could obtain in these parts of the kingdom, so why can't I make some medicine on my own?

Although there was no direct cure for Red Fever itself, medicinal concoctions, especially those made from real herbs, were still somewhat effective; they could lessen the symptoms and strengthen the body, so those who could afford the cost rarely died from it.

I had a vague idea of how herbalists made their medicine from my discussions with Isadora. But, fearing that I would ruin my precious herbs, I never tried it myself, preferring to wait until I became an herbalist's apprentice before beginning any experiments.

The creation of real healing potions was even harder than this; it was done only by alchemists, and they did it by extracting the healing components from the ingredients, concentrating them to form an effective potion, and infusing them with their own magical powers.

I had no idea how to infuse magic into a potion; alchemists were very secretive about their craft, even more so than mages about magic, so there was no way for me to find out.

But making simple medicine couldn't be so hard, given that that is the only option I have to try. I couldn't bear the thought of losing my sister if there was anything I could do to prevent it.

With my recent discovery and improvements to my drying process, my herbs are already at least 50% more effective than anything you could find on the shelves of city stores.

With my mind made up, I went ahead and tried it immediately. I drew a bucket of water from the well and filled a small pot in the kitchen with water. I retrieved my herbs, ready to add them to the pot, but then I paused as I realized something.

I had to be precise in the amount I used. If I make the medicine too weak, it won't have any effect. But on the other hand, if I make it too strong, I have no idea what it will do to my sister's weakened body.

However, time was of the essence and I had to do something fast, so I decided to use ten at first to see how it worked and then either add more herbs or water it down if it turned out to be too strong. I then tore the herbs into small bits and threw them into a pot.

I set the pot over the fire to let the heat from the fire help extract it. I stirred it frequently and checked the temperature to avoid overheating the water, which could ruin the medicine. As I worked, my heart pounded with anxiety. The stakes were high, and I couldn't afford to make any mistakes.

While the medicine was heating up, I took out another ten herbs and tore them into small bits. Then I took a little bit of lard and mixed it together to make a healing paste out of it. After an intense moment of tension where I tried my best not to make any mistakes and ruin my precious concoction, our house was filled with an earthy umbrifila scent.

As the steam rose from the pot, I couldn't help but let out a sigh as the tension left my body. I had never tried my hand at making medicine before. However, now I was holding a clear, amber liquid that looked just like what I had seen in Isadora's shop.

I carefully poured the liquid into a cup. As I was holding the cup in my hand, I couldn't shake off the feeling that I had just accomplished something truly remarkable.

But then doubts started creeping in. What if the medicine didn't work? What if it made things worse for my sister? I couldn't bear the thought of being responsible for her death.

I decided to take a small sip of the medicine to test it on myself. It had a bitter taste but was not unbearable. As I swallowed, I felt warmth spreading through my body and a sense of clarity in my mind. It worked.

As night fell and the house grew quiet, I sat by Helga's bedside, watching her toss and turn in pain from the blisters that covered her body. I knew I had to act fast if I wanted to save her. Slowly, I applied the healing paste to a piece of cloth and covered her blisters with it. I could see the mixture starting to work its magic on her inflamed skin.

Helga crunched her mouth, weakly resisting as I fed her my medicine by spoonfuls, but I urged her to trust me and finish it. The potion was bitter and unpleasant, but I had tasted it myself, and I knew it worked.

Once she had finished the potion, I used my magic to draw the heat from a pot of water by her bed and make it icy cold. I then soaked a piece of cloth in it and placed it on her forehead to help lower her fever.

To my surprise, a blissful smile appeared on her face, and she fell into a deep slumber. Hours turned into days, and slowly but surely, Helga's condition began to improve. Her fever broke, and the blisters on her skin began to heal. I couldn't believe it—my potion had worked.

Her condition had improved sharply, and although she was still weak, she had gained enough strength to eat something. I repeated the same process for the next few days, making her drink the medicine and applying the paste to her wounds. Within a week, she was out of the worst and on the road to recovery, just like everyone else.

As the days passed, Helga's strength returned, and she was soon able to get out of bed. My mother was overjoyed, and she wept tears of gratitude. The village had been ravaged badly by the Red Fever, and many families had lost loved ones. But we overcame it, thanks to my determination and the power of the umbrifila.

To my mother, it was a miracle, and she believed her prayers had been answered. But I knew the truth. It wasn't a miracle; it was my magic and the medicine I had made that had saved Helga.

It had cost me thirty umbrifila herbs, an astounding amount of money that my family could never have afforded. However, it was a small price to pay for seeing Helga's grateful smile.

"You used your powers, didn't you?" Helga asked me, her eyes filled with gratitude.

"Yes, but let's keep it between us." "We don't want to scare our parents," I replied with a smile.

"Thank you," she whispered, and I knew that I had done the right thing.

In the end, more than thirty villagers perished from the red Fever and we were among the few lucky families who didn't lose anyone.

It was a sobering experience, and it made me realize that this peace and tranquility I have been enjoying in the village is nothing but an illusion, a fleeting feeling that can be taken away at any moment.

So now, I think it's time. It's time to take the reins of fate into my own hands. It's time for a talk with Isadora. The one that I have been both fearing and anticipating at the same time.

The conversation that will decide my fate in this world.

            

    
        Chapter 24: Apprenticeship Test

    
    
    
    
                With many villagers unable to work due to the Red Fever affecting our village, the harvest this year was very meager. This means that many families will starve in the winter. We were a few of the lucky ones who didn't lose anyone, and we aren't dependent on the land to provide our food.

And so, we traveled to the annual autumn market, where we could purchase what we needed to survive the coming winter. Followed by the heavy gazes of those who couldn't afford to go.

Rolf and I pushed the cart, our father walking alongside us, lost in his thoughts. The road was winding and treacherous, but we pressed on, the weight of our burden driving us forward. Finally, we arrived at the city gates shortly after midday and joined the line of weary travelers.

As we entered the city, I was struck by how different it looked from what I remembered. The once bustling streets were now deserted, and the air was heavy with uncertainty. The market stalls were fewer in number, and their wares were of poor quality. It was a far cry from last year's vibrant market.

My father shopped with a heavy heart, acutely aware of those less fortunate. Mothers begged shopkeepers for scraps of food to feed their starving children, and we saw many such scenes of suffering and despair in the city.

I quietly followed behind and watched it all without showing any emotions. I believe I've grown numb to other people's suffering. I guess this place does this to you. But what is the point of worrying about things you have no control over when there is nothing you can do to change them? You can only think of yourself and your family.

Speaking of things I can do for myself, I excused myself after we finished shopping, telling my father I wanted to look around the city, and made my way to Isadora's shop to finally tell her about my wish to be her apprentice, a moment I have been both looking forward to and dreading for the past several years.

***

Isadora's piercing gaze looked through me as she contemplated my request. I couldn't help but feel a twinge of anxiety as I awaited her response.

Her words hung in the air like a thick fog, and for a moment, I was unsure if I had heard her correctly.

"You want to become my apprentice, Darian?" she asked, her voice laced with a hint of disbelief.

I nodded, my heart racing with anticipation. It had taken me months to work up the courage to ask Isadora. Now that I had it, I was determined not to let this opportunity slip away.

"Didn't you tell me your father was a blacksmith? Weren't you supposed to inherit your father's trade?"

"Well, my oldest brother Rolf is set to inherit the smithy, and I want to follow my own path. And since you told me I have a talent, I want to try to be an herbalist," I explained, hoping my response would appease her.

Isadora's eyes flickered with understanding, and she nodded thoughtfully. "Well, you certainly have talent. But I wish you had told me that sooner. Your timing couldn't be more awful. I've already taken an apprentice in the spring and can't support another."

I felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. I guess this is just my bad luck. This was not the response I wanted. Had I waited too long? Was my chance at becoming an herbalist's apprentice lost?

"Oh, I didn't know that. But I wanted to wait until I'm old enough so that you take my request seriously and not as a child's telling," I said, trying to keep nervousness from creeping into my voice.

Isadora regarded me for a moment and said, "Hmm, you had reasonable intentions. I wish the circumstances were different," she said with a sigh.

My heart was pounding so loudly that I could barely hear her words as I was trying to figure out a way to convince her.

"Isn't there any way I could become your apprentice? I will work hard. You won't regret it," I implored her, hoping she would say yes.

Isadora grew silent as she contemplated my request. It was only a short moment, but It felt like an eternity to me.

Then she finally responded. "Well, I suppose there is a way. I wouldn't do it for anyone else, especially someone not from the city. But if it is you, I might make an exception." Isadora's words were measured and cautious, and I hung on to every one of them.

"It's only because I see tremendous potential in you, and it would be a pity not to nurture it," she added, her voice softening slightly.

My heart leaped with joy. Could it be true? Was she really intending to take me on as her apprentice?

"But it will be a harsh path for you," Isadora then continued, and my short-lived joy was tempered by a growing sense of trepidation.

"You see, I'm a small business and can't afford to support another apprentice. So you wouldn't be paid a wage for your work, and you would have to pay the full price for your training. Also, I don't have another spare room, so you must find accommodation elsewhere. Would you want to do it even under these conditions?"

Well, it is certainly harsh. No sound-minded person without rich parents to support him would ever agree to something like this. Luckily, I wasn't like most people and made a fortune selling herbs. I had the foresight to keep most of my savings intact, so I can certainly afford this.

Besides, it's not about the money. The main reason for doing this lies elsewhere, and this accomplishes two very significant objectives. Firstly, I become a resident of the city, which elevates my status from that of a simple villager. Second, I become an herbalist's apprentice, which increases my status even more.

Not only am I able to reside inside the city and not have to pay an entrance fee every time I come here, but, you see, in a status-based society, your social standing is everything. I could have as much money as I wanted, but without proper standing and connections, I wouldn't be able to accomplish anything at all.

So I wore a big smile on my face and nodded happily. "How much money will be required for my training?"

"Hmm, let's see, it will need to cover all the herbs and other ingredients during your training, along with my time spent teaching you..." Isadora thought out loud.

"It will cost you five marks of silver per year of training," she finally said after a while.

Wow, that's a lot of money; no wonder my father said we couldn't afford an apprenticeship in the city.

"Well, you know how much I made selling herbs to you, so I can certainly afford it. Would I be allowed to continue to sell the herbs I collect even after becoming your apprentice?"

"Normally it is part of apprentice work, and you wouldn't be paid extra for it. However, since I won't be paying you a wage if you collect them on your own during your free time, I will make an exception and give you a proper price for them."

Wow, you know, this is even better. Screw up a wage; with this, I will make much more money. But I didn't let it show on my face and just nodded, trying to look humble.

"Last thing, since you don't have a recommendation, you will need to undergo an apprenticeship test to see if you have the potential for the job; usually it contains identifying herbs and a short written exam, but given your unique circumstances, I will think of something else for you. Wait a moment; I will be right back." Isadora spoke mysteriously and disappeared into the back of the shop.

I couldn't help but feel growing excitement. This apprenticeship was a turning point in my life, and I couldn't afford to mess it up. I wasn't much interested in herbs at first, but it wasn't until I started selling them that I realized their true potential.

I spent years learning the properties and uses of every plant and herb that grew in the forest surrounding my village. And now, here I was, about to embark on a journey that would take my knowledge and abilities to a whole new level.

As I waited for Isadora to return, I couldn't help but think about the sacrifices I had made to get here. It wasn't easy to leave behind the comfort and familiarity of my village and venture into the unknown. But I knew this was my chance.

Isadora was taking her sweet time, and I wondered what kind of special test she had in mind for me. She returned after a while, carrying a piece of paper. I looked at it, and it was an exquisite illustration of a flower I had never seen before.

"This is called Moonlight Aster, and it is a rare flower that grows in shallow water in the woods around your village. It blooms only once a year on the night of the spring equinox, which is also when you must harvest it."

"Your task will be to find it, dry it, and bring it back to me. It is a very delicate flower, so any mistake during the drying process would ruin it."

"It shouldn't be very difficult to find if you look carefully and follow the instructions, but processing it is tricky. If you accomplish this, I will happily take you on as my apprentice." She finished her explanation and looked at me with the same mysterious smile.

What the hell? What is this crap? How come everyone else gets a nice and easy written exam and I must travel deep into the Forest full of bloodthirsty monsters in the middle of the night in search of a stupid flower? How is this fair? I was quietly seething with outrage and injustice, but of course, I didn't let it show on my face.

I smiled weakly and asked, "Isn't this too hard for an apprenticeship test?"

She looked at me and simply said, "It is hard, but I believe you have the right set of skills to accomplish it, and besides, I want to see the strength of your conviction to be an herbalist."

Ha! Strength of my conviction, my ass, you just figured that I didn't have any other option, and you can ask for whatever you want and I can't say no. Well... you're right, but still! I then reluctantly agreed.

"You can keep the illustration. Good luck to you, and I hope to see you soon," She said as we parted ways, smiling at me.

A sigh escaped my lips as I said my farewells and exited the shop. As I walked out of the door, the only thing I could feel was a growing sense of trepidation for the task she had set out for me.


            

    
        Chapter 25: Search for the Moonlight Aster

    
    
    
    
                Isadora's request seemed at first glance like an impossible feat, but I was determined to prove her wrong. My eyes were fixed on the illustration of the Moonlight Aster, observing its intricate details and committing them to memory. I knew finding it would not be easy, but I had never been one to shy away from a challenge.

We made our way back to the village, our cart filled to the brim with winter supplies. I walked silently as I thought about my task. The thought of venturing into the woods alone in search of a rare flower that only blooms under the moonlight was daunting. But I refused to let my fear get the best of me.

I was thinking about how to proceed from here. It will be difficult; there is no doubt about it. Luckily, thanks to our village priest and his endless array of religious rituals, I knew exactly when the spring equinox was, even though there was nothing like a calendar at home.

The hard part would be convincing my parents to let me go. I threw a glance at my father. He walked beside me with a gloomy face and heavy air around him. Yeah, no, there is no chance in hell I could convince my parents to let me go into the Forest in the middle of the night; no excuse in the world would work.

So I just have to do it and ask for forgiveness later. Not that I didn't do it before. Even though I will certainly be punished and probably forbidden to return to the Forest ever again, this is no time to hold back. This is the moment I have been waiting for ever since I decided to be an apprentice in the city. I need to go all out.

The most important task would be to find the herb. I need to locate it well in advance since I will have only one chance to get it right. I guess I could cheat and just buy it already dried up and pretend I harvested it.

Not that I would mind cheating, but given how rare it is, it would probably burn through all my savings, and I need the money to pay for my training and accommodations, so that is not going to work either.

'Shallow water... shallow water,' I pondered, and immediately the image of a lake under the waterfall at the edge of the Forest came to mind. 'No, it couldn't be that easy, could it?' I thought suspiciously.

As far as I recall, there was no herb like Moonlight Aster growing nearby, but of course, I could be mistaken and finally have some luck. I just have to search the lake when we return to the village.

Drying it will be the easiest part. With my mastery of magic and plenty of experience drying umbrifila over the years, that wouldn't pose any problems for me. The hard part will be doing it all without my parents noticing I'm gone. In addition, there is the small task of actually surviving the night in the Forest.

So with my mind made up, I decided to plan a course of action. First, I will search around the lake under the waterfall. If it is not there, I will search the rest of the forest come spring.

Then, on the night of the spring equinox, I need to sneak out of the house, harvest the flower, and quickly make my way back before anyone notices anything. And of course, I need to do it all while also avoiding getting eaten by any monstrosity living in the Forest.

Easy, right? What could possibly go wrong?

***

As we returned from the city to our quaint little village, I could feel the chilly air and see the first signs of winter creeping in. The trees at the edge of the Forest were turning auburn, and the leaves were starting to fall. It was time to start preparing for the long, harsh winter ahead.

Our provisions were meager, but we had enough to last us through the season. However, with my father present this time, I couldn't use my money to supplement our supplies.

It meant that this winter would be even tougher for us than usual, but we were luckier than many of the other families in our village. I had to be grateful for what we had, even if it wasn't much.

Days stretched on with monotony, filled with the sounds of wood chopping. As I was now old enough, I was expected to contribute to the household, and one of my duties was to prepare firewood. I spent long hours chopping and splitting wood, with the sound of the axe ringing in my ears and sweat falling down my back.

It was hard work, but it allowed me to take comfort in the routine and gave me a chance to clear my mind of constant thoughts about my upcoming quest.

As soon as we returned from the city, I went to the lake by the waterfall. I searched every nook and cranny of that place but couldn't find any traces of Moonlight Aster anywhere. I was right; it couldn't be so easy. I decided to follow the small river that feeds the waterfall upstream to see where it led, but it abruptly ended after a few hundred meters.

The river completely disappeared without a trace. It must flow somewhere underground, but where does it come from? I wondered what I should do while I looked around for any signs of water but couldn't find any. As it was getting late, I decided to abandon the search and return home.

Alas, in the following days, I was overwhelmed with work and didn't get any opportunity to explore the forest some more before the winter arrived.

Which leaves me in my current predicament. I have no idea where I could find Moonlight Aster or where to even look for another lake in the Forest. At least I managed to chop down a big pile of firewood, so we will be very warm during the winter.

Soon after that, winter was here. Snowflakes danced behind the windows of our humble home, and freezing winds howled across the fields. I celebrated my eighth birthday in this world. I was growing taller and stronger, and my face was becoming quite handsome as I saw myself in the reflection of water—not that we had any fancy mirrors in our house.

I also noticed some other subtle differences. My skin was smooth and radiant without any scars or imperfections, and my hands were soft, not calloused and worn like everyone else's who worked hard every day.

I guess this is another side effect of being a mage. Not that I'm complaining, but I'm glad that I will be going to the city before anyone notices that I look like some pampered nobleman who hasn't worked a day in his life.

That would certainly raise many questions, none of which I want to answer right now. My family certainly noticed, but they never thought about it since they see me every day and take it as a given.

The rest of winter, I practiced my spells until my fingers were numb and my breath was fogged by the cold air. My determination fueled me, driving me forward even when my body begged for rest as I tried to improve as much as I could before spring.

Thoughts about my upcoming quest to find the Moonlight Aster were constantly lurking like some predator at the edge of my mind, filling me with nervous anticipation.

But as winter dragged on, I couldn't shake the feeling of unease that settled in my gut. What if I couldn't find the Moonlight Aster in time? What if my journey ended in failure? The questions circled in my mind like vultures, waiting to feast on my doubts and fears.

And yet, I refused to give up. I knew that I had to keep searching and fighting, no matter how long it took. Even if it meant risking my own life, I would not rest until I had fulfilled my quest.

I won't be defeated by some stupid flower. I will find you; just wait!

***

As the snow melted away, spring colors once again emerged. The Forest, which was once a barren and lifeless place, was now teeming with life as the trees sprouted new leaves and the birds happily sang their melodies within them.

But I had no time to linger and observe any of this. My mind was preoccupied with my quest. I had been training my magic diligently during the winter, honing my skills in preparation for the journey ahead. I knew I had to be ready, both physically and mentally, for the dangers that awaited me.

My sister Helga turned ten recently. Normally, it would be time for her to start an apprenticeship, but here in the village, there weren't any opportunities for girls, and my parents didn't have the money to send her to the city, so she stayed at home instead, learning from our mother how to run a household while our parents focused on securing her a good marriage.

I was so glad to discover my magic talent. I didn't want to think about what kind of fate would have awaited me without it. Firstly, I tested the results of my training, as I do every spring. The results were quite good.

STATUS:

-------------------------

Name: [Darian]

Race: [Human]

Age: [8 years]

-------------------------

Mana: 206 --> 315

-------------------------

Spells: [Stone Bullet], [Small Flame], [Air Manipulation], [Water Manipulation].

My winter training results were there. I could feel the power coursing through my body.

This year I decided to abandon both harvesting umbrifila and working at the forge in favor of my search for the Moonlight Aster. Although there was still a long time until the spring equinox, I didn't want to leave anything to chance.

'I can rest after I find it...' I thought with determination.

I then ventured into the Forest to search for a lake. I decided to visit the spot where the river disappears underground to see if I overlooked something during my last visit and also to see if I could find any traces of where it flows from there.

I spent a couple of hours walking through the thick underbrush. Luckily, I got out early in the morning, so I had plenty of time today. I arrived at the spot but couldn't find anything at all.

So I decided to go forward in the general direction where the river flowed before it disappeared, hoping to find signs of it along the way. The Forest here continued on a slight slope upward. When most people talked about the Forest, they generally thought of an endless expanse of trees stretching towards the horizon and beyond, but that was not quite true.

The Forest was a diverse environment of wilderness, sometimes called Wild Lands by the inhabitants of this part of the kingdom. There were, of course, trees, but also murky swamps and huge mountains.

These mountains had valleys covered in grass and wild rivers flowing through them. The environment was full of rocky slopes and treacherous ravines. It was getting increasingly more challenging to pass through the tricky terrain the further you traveled from civilization.

The mountains were also the place where terrible monsters nested, and very few people who went there ever returned.

Luckily, I was a long way from the mountains. However, I could see their snowy caps in the distance, looming over us like silent guardians of the Forest.

The further I climbed, the steeper the slope became, and soon I was forced to stop my advance as it became impossible to continue.

            

    
        Chapter 26: Night of the Spring Equinox

    
    
    
    
                I arrived at a steep hill and decided to walk around it, as there was no way I could climb it. All this time, I was vigilant and ready to react to any sudden movement in the bushes. The deeper into the woods I went, the more anxious I was. By now, I was further out than I ever was before.

This is not counting that one time when I went too far and encountered that hulking bear-like monster. I still feel haunted by that memory. I would love to stay at the not-so-dangerous edges, but given what's at stake, I'm ready to accept more risks with the promise of a bountiful reward.

It's not like I'm not prepared for this; all this time, I've dutifully trained and mentally prepared for any eventuality. Now that I'm older and more formidable, I'm more inclined to venture deeper into the Forest.

Also, with my much-improved mana control and experience, I reached a level of control where I don't even need my old trusty gun. I can now both control and accelerate my pebbles without it. This means I can shoot them directly from my palm in every direction at a moment's notice.

All this makes me extremely deadly to any monster who is unfortunate enough to cross my path. Of course, there is a slight drawback in that the shot is about half as strong as it was previously. However, that can be mitigated by expending more mana, which I now have plenty of.

I walked and walked, but my goal was nowhere in sight. It is now midday, so I will need to turn around soon if I want to make it back before dusk. It was still early spring, so the days tended to be short and rainy. This was not ideal for long exploration trips, but it had to do.

I decided to take a slightly different path back home. Although there was a chance I would encounter some unexpected obstacles along the way, it would allow me to cover more ground, so I decided to take the risk.

After a few more hours of the same uneventful walking, I was now getting closer to the area where I battled the monster a few years ago. I'm hoping it doesn't have any relatives who would want to exact revenge on me. But luckily, the chances of that were slim. What I learned during our lessons with Old Sven was that most monsters tend to be territorial and solitary, except those who hunt in packs or are part of a monster's nest.

I came down the hill onto flat ground, which was both good and bad. It was easier to navigate than the hill slope, but it was also more overgrown with bushes, which made it more difficult to traverse. But it didn't stop me; I walked and walked. The sun started to slowly lower itself to the horizon, and I made haste to return in time. But as usual with my luck, I fell flat on my face after tripping over a hidden root.

"Crap!" I exclaimed as I slowly gathered myself up from the ground.

But as I was halfway up, I suddenly froze. I could see a glint reflecting between the trees not too far away. Among all the things in the forest, there is only one thing that can give such a reflection: water.

I quickly stood up and went in the opposite direction, where I saw the glint. Soon I discovered a clearing with a still lake sitting under ancient trees. I got out of my stupor and decided to quickly search for the place since I didn't have much time left.

As I circled the lake, I saw it. Several beautiful plants gently rested atop the lake surface in the shade of two majestic trees towering above. I checked the illustration, which I had safely hidden under my clothes. And there it was. It looked exactly like Moonlight Aster, minus the flower. I was overjoyed with my happiness. I found not just one, but three at once!

But my happiness was quickly diminished. This place was far away from home—at least four hours walking distance. No matter how I look at it, there is no way to get here and back in one night. Not to mention, I must be here before midnight to catch the full moon.

There is no other option but to come here during the day and spend the night here. I shuddered at the thought of it, but I had no other option. I released a heavy sigh and made my way back home while wondering what kind of monsters came out here at night.

***

"Ugh, it's so boring!" I exclaimed.

Sitting at the shore of a hidden lake deep within the Forest, I tossed pebbles into the water to pass the time. Today is the day of the spring equinox, and I spent the last few weeks preparing for this exact day, or more accurately, for the night, which was still several hours away.

Firstly, I scouted the way to the lake so that I would remember it perfectly and wouldn't get lost even in the dark of the night. I also prepared some food and other supplies so that I had everything I needed during the trip.

All in all, it didn't take me much time to prepare everything. So in the meantime, I also collected 67 umbrifila in the Forest and hunted 4 more rabbits to pass the time since I had nothing else to do.

This morning I was so excited that I headed out very early to not miss anything, which leads me to this moment. Everything is set up, and I'm sitting here bored as hell. All I want is for the night to finally come so that I can harvest this stupid flower and be done with it.

I can't even pass the time by training my magic since I have to stay vigilant in case some monster decides to come here to drink from the lake. But I have already been here for many hours, and it's strangely peaceful and quiet.

For some reason, it makes me even more nervous than if something happened. It makes me paranoid, and I jump at every sound. This lack of action gets on my nerves. I looked up, and the sun was directly above me.

So it is midday. It will still take at least six hours before the sun sets and a few more for the full moon to come out. Hopefully, there will be no clouds, and I will be able to finish my task before midnight and then hurry back home.

The idea of spending a whole night here is not something I want to experience, so I would rather not sleep at all. I'm sure my parents will be livid and worried about me. However, they shouldn't find out what I'm doing out here for their own good.

I'm still not sure what the treatment of mages is in this kingdom, but magic appears to be a taboo subject; nobody seems to talk about it ever. That is why I will try to keep my abilities a secret for as long as possible.

Maybe Isadora can give me some more information about it since she seems more informed about these topics than most people. She seems like an honest person, but I'm still not sure if I can trust her. That is why I will first become her apprentice and observe her for a bit before deciding what to do.

Time passed slowly but surely, and after a few hours of waiting, which felt like an eternity to me, it was finally night. The Forest at this time is a very different place than during the day. The trees' shadows twist and turn in the moonlight like beasts ready to pounce on me.

The darkness is almost palpable. There is a total, almost unnatural silence. This makes every sound even louder and makes me jump in fright. The full moon shines brightly upon the lake's surface, creating a mysterious, otherworldly ambiance.

Soon enough, the Moonlight Aster opened her petals to reveal a beautiful flower.

It was mesmerizing, with shimmering purple light dancing around the edges. I had never seen anything like this before. For a few minutes, I stood there looking at the flowers like I was in a trance. But then I remembered why I am here, and it isn't time to be idle.

I circled the lake to get to the plants and carefully harvested them one after another. My task is to bring one, but if I'm already here, why not gather them all?

I'm sure they will fetch a hefty price. I was grinning all this time, imagining the pile of coins I would be able to get for this. After harvesting the last one, I carefully looked around.

'It is about time, isn't it?' I thought somberly.

From how things usually unfold in books and stories, this is the time when some big, scary Guardian of the Lake is supposed to jump at me for stealing his flowers, right?

But surprisingly, nothing happened. Nothing disturbed the lake's peace and tranquility. I was almost disappointed that nothing had happened.

In order to avoid attempting fate, I fled the scene as quickly as possible. I gathered all my stuff and turned back under the shade of the ancient trees toward home.

But my brief happiness at completing my task did not last long. About half an hour later, when I was still deep inside the Forest, I heard the sound I was dreading.

A lone howl.

But it was not your typical wolf howl. No, this was the piercing and menacing type of howl that makes you shudder in fear and makes your hair stand out.

The type of howl only a monster can produce, and what was most annoying was that it was coming from right ahead in the direction I was heading.

Soon, several other howls joined the first. 'Oh, crap...!'

This is bad. I was confident about fighting a lone monster, but a whole pack of them? No thanks. I looked around, wondering in what direction I should go. Should I return to the lake? Or should I try to go around the monsters, hoping they will not notice me?

'Wait, is it just me, or are the howls getting closer?' I thought as I nervously looked around.

            

    
        Chapter 27: A Hidden Cave

    
    
    
    
                'Time to run...' Was the only thing that flashed in my mind after I heard the monster's howls.

I decided to try to get back home by going another way around the large hill I discovered the last time I was here. I ran as fast as I could. The full moon shone brightly upon the Forest, so the ground was still somewhat visible, but still, I had to be very careful not to trip.

Soon I arrived in a rocky area. The terrain here became rougher, and there were big boulders scattered all around me. ‘At least I’m somewhat hidden,' I thought as I carefully traversed the rough slope.

I was almost on the other side of the hill when my luck seemed to have run out. I saw several shadows moving between the trees down below, and when the moon shone at them, I finally got to see them in their harrowing beauty.

They looked like wolves but were twice the size of a regular wolf, with silvery fur and ruby-red eyes shining in the darkness.

I quickly turned around to fire my [Stone Bullet] at the closest one without slowing down. In the next moment, I heard a painful growl from behind. 'Yes! I hit him!'

My attack must have confused them because they seem to have stopped for a short while, which allowed me to get further away from them. But soon I could hear the howls again. 'Oh, crap! They are surrounding me,' I realized with horror.

I could see their shadows moving parallel to my position, but they kept their distance so that I couldn't get a good shot. 'These wolves are quite smart...' I had to admit. They cut me off from the way forward, and I was forced to change directions.

I desperately looked for a way to save myself from this hopeless situation. But then I widened my eyes as I realized I was at a dead end. In front of me was nothing but a rocky slope with no way around it, and there were no trees for me to climb on.

I heard a loud howl from behind me—the wolves were moments away from catching up. 'I guess that's it...' I thought bitterly. I turned around to at least make a last stand, determined to take as many of them with me as I could before they tore me to pieces.

But then I saw it—a dark hole between the rocks.

'Is it an entrance to a cave...? Should I run inside...? What if something else is in there...?'

My thoughts were a mess, but I decided to forget about caution, as this seems to be the only way for me to save myself right now.

I decided to take the risk and jump into the hole. What matters right now is that the hole is quite small, and they will have trouble pursuing me inside.

I quickly changed direction, running for the entrance with all my remaining strength. Soon I was enveloped by the darkness of the cave as I jumped right in.

I immediately turned around and cast my spell. It was just in time since one of the wolves was on my heels, and I managed to react at the last moment.

The wolf's head exploded and showered the walls of the small cave with blood and pieces of brain. His heavy body collapsed and blocked the entrance. I fell on my butt totally exhausted.

I can still hear growls coming from outside, but they've given up trying to get to the cave. That doesn't mean they're leaving. It was a stalemate that lasted for several hours. I was very tired, but I cannot afford to fall asleep now if I want to live.

I could see an occasional shadow moving across the trees outside. They were still out there waiting. I gathered a few twigs scattered on the ground and ignited them, making a makeshift torch. The cave wasn't too big—around three meters wide and six meters in length.

But it didn't end there. I could see the end of the cave disappearing into the darkness, indicating some sort of corridor going further in.

'So what do I do now...?' I wondered.

I can't just sit here forever. I couldn't see the wolves, but that doesn't mean they aren't out there waiting. I have food for a few days with me since I accounted for the possibility of having to stay in the Forest through the night, but what if something lives further in the cave and decides to come out?

Then I would be sandwiched on both sides. So I have to decide: do I face sure death outside or some unknown danger inside?

I sat there in the darkness for a while, contemplating my life choices. Then I released a long sigh as I stood up, ready to continue.

In the end, I decided to explore the cave. Not that it was the better option. But if there was one thing I was confident about, it was my magical abilities, so even if something jumps at me, I'm pretty confident I can defeat it.

The deciding factor is the cave itself. There is a limited amount of space here, which means only one monster can face me at a time. While outside, wolves can surround and attack me from all sides.

So I gathered my things, cut out a few strips of meat from the wolf's corpse, and stuffed them into my bag. I also gathered a few more twigs from the ground. And with a heavy heart, I carefully proceeded further inside the cave.

As I stepped cautiously into the dark corridor, I couldn't help but feel a shiver run down my spine. The air was thick and moldy, and there was an eerie, unnerving silence.

I took a deep breath and continued forward, my eyes straining to make out any sign of what lay ahead. The light from my torch flickered and danced along the walls, casting long shadows that moved with a life of their own.

I walked deeper into the cave; the ground beneath my feet became increasingly uneven, and the walls closed in around me. I could feel the weight of the darkness around me, pressing me into its embrace.

My heart raced as I heard something skittering across the floor. My grip tightened on my torch as I peered ahead into the darkness, trying to catch a glimpse of whatever was lurking there.

As I moved further into the cave, the air grew colder and damper. I stumbled over a loose rock and almost fell, my heart pounding in my chest. But I quickly regained my footing and pressed on, determined to discover another exit from this damn cave.

I continued forward through the downsloping corridor, and I could hear the sound of rushing water. It was growing louder with each step. I followed the sound, the darkness slowly giving way to the soft glow of reflected light.

'Could it be an underground river?' I thought curiously. And then I saw water flowing through the cave, its crystal clarity glimmering in my torch light.

I stood there for a moment. The underground river was like nothing I had ever seen before. The walls around it were covered in moss and ferns, and the water seemed to glow with otherworldly light.

No, not the water. The moss was glowing. I looked at it all in wonder. I guess I won't die of thirst, at least.

But the next moment, my breath caught in my throat as I saw movement out of the corner of my eyes. I spun around, my torch's light casting a beam across the cave. But there was nothing there—only shadows playing tricks on my mind.

'Ah! I hate this place...'

I can't wait to be back in our humble house and in my own bed. 'It must already be morning outside...' I figured. My parents are probably already looking for me all over the village. All I can do now is try to get out of here as fast as I can.

I decided to take a break on the river shore. I refilled my waterskin and then set out to eat a bit of my meager provisions. I still had the meat from the wolf I killed before, but I was too tired to bother cooking it.

After resting for a few minutes, I decided it was time to continue exploring. I was so tired and wanted nothing more than to sleep. However, I couldn't fall asleep here in this big cave with no protection and not knowing if there was any sort of danger.

I saw a small corridor diverging from the main cave and went forth to explore it. I took a few more steps forward, and suddenly the ground gave way beneath me.

I tumbled down a slope, my torch bouncing and rolling as I fell. When I finally stopped, I was in a small alcove, surrounded by nothing but darkness.

As I stood up, my heart pounding, I realized that my torch had gone out, leaving me in complete darkness. I fumbled to relight the torch, my fingers shaking with fear and adrenaline.

When I finally managed to ignite it, I looked around. The alcove was small, and I could see that there was only one way out - a narrow tunnel that led deeper into the cave.

Well, I guess this alcove will do. I was too tired to continue or to think clearly, so I might as well sleep here. It is better protected than the main cave, and the tunnel is small, so no big monster can come through it.

I used my bag as an improvised pillow, and in no time I fell asleep. The stress of the previous day left my body. I didn't know for how long I slept, but it must have been a while since I was hungry again when I woke up. I ate some more and looked at the tunnel.

I hesitated for a moment, feeling the weight of darkness pressing down on me again. But then I remembered why I had come here in the first place—to find an exit.

Taking a deep breath, I stepped into the tunnel, my torch held high. The walls were damp and slippery, and I had to use my hands and feet to crawl through the narrow passages.

I felt like I had been crawling for hours when I finally emerged into a large chamber. The air here was thick with a foul smell, and I could hear the sound of dripping water echoing off the walls.

As I straightened my battered body and walked further into the chamber, I saw something quickly moving out of the corner of my eye.

I spun around, my torch casting a dim light across the room. And that's when I saw it—several pairs of glowing red eyes staring back at me from the darkness.

It was as large as a full-grown man, and it had eight long, spindly legs that clicked and clanked against the rocky ground.

Its body was covered in a thick, mottled hide that seemed to shift and change color in the flickering torchlight. Its eyes were large and bulbous, glowing with a menacing red light that seemed to pierce right through me.

Its pincers were long and sharp, dripping with venom that glistened in the dim light. And its fangs were like two jagged daggers, poised to strike at any moment.

All I could think about in that fleeting moment before it lunged at me was, 'Why? Why does it have to be spiders!? I hate spiders!!!'

As it leaped at me, I could feel its powerful muscles tensing, ready to crush me with its weight.

For a moment, I froze, my mind unable to process what I was seeing. I stumbled backward, my heart pounding with fear. The monster was quick and agile, its legs moving at an almost impossible speed.

But then my survival instincts kicked in. I grabbed one of my pebbles, as I had done thousands of times before, and pointed my hands forward.

In order to keep this disgusting thing away, I didn't bother to measure my power at all and fired my spell at it with everything I had. My eyes glowed with ethereal light, and I was suddenly enveloped by a strong gust of wind.

The spider-like monster halted its attack at once. All its eyes narrowed, sensing an immense danger. It tried to lunge back, but it was too late.

I fired my spell at it at point-blank range with the speed of a falling meteorite. It connected almost instantly and went right through it.

The hulking monstrosity was splattered, the power of the impact turning it into a bloody mist. But the shot didn't stop there; it continued uninterrupted all the way to the wall of the cave, and then everything was drowned out by the sound of a huge explosion.

The wall gave in, and the whole cave collapsed around me, and I was once again surrounded by total darkness.

            

    
        Chapter 28: Den of Spiders

    
    
    
    
                When I came to my senses, I carefully patted myself down. Although my whole body was in pain as I was thrown back by the explosion, I didn't have anything broken or missing—at least I think I didn't.

"Ugh!" I groaned as I stretched my limbs, trying to feel the area around me as I was once again submerged in total darkness.

Luckily, only half of the chamber collapsed, so I was spared from being buried alive by a mountain of rocks. But I still had to deal with some pressing issues.

'Spiders, huh?' Now that I think about it, the idea of facing the wolves outside doesn't sound too bad anymore.

I conjured a small flame so that I could see where I was and try to find a way out.

Well... great. Now, even if I wanted to try my luck with the wolves outside, I couldn't. The tunnel I came from was buried by a collapsed cave wall.

The explosion had a bright side, too. When the wall collapsed, it uncovered yet another corridor. But to my dismay, it didn't lead to the surface. Instead, it led even deeper into the cave.

I was reluctant to explore it, but I had no other option since I couldn't find another way out of this cursed place.

I didn't think straight at that moment when I fired that shot. But now I regret losing control like that. I need to be more careful in the future; I could have killed myself along with the spider. Although obliterating it like that felt great.

With a long sigh, I gathered my stuff and proceeded to explore the uncovered corridor. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. Now that I knew there were monsters here too, the whole thing became a much more daunting ordeal than it already was.

The air was thick and musty, and the ground was slick with slime and moisture. Every step I took seemed to echo through the cave. I came to a bend in the tunnel. I carefully looked ahead, and then I caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my eye.

I turned to face it, my hand gripping tightly around my pebbles, ready to fire at a moment's notice. Out of the darkness emerged another spider-like monster, its eight legs clicking on the rocky ground. Its eyes glinted in the dim light, and I could see its venomous fangs poised to strike.

'I need to be very careful not to get bitten,' I thought somberly. That strange liquid dripping out of its fangs must be some sort of poison. Old Sven warned me that many monsters use poison in their attacks.

I stood my ground, trying to steady my nerves. I knew I had to be careful; one wrong move could mean the end of my journey and my life. Every step I took could mean the difference between life and death. And so I moved forward slowly, my eyes scanning the darkness for any sign of danger.

Before it had a chance to lunge at me, I had already fired my shot. Its body collapsed from the grievous wound in its chest. What I found out from our brief encounter previously is that although they are very swift and extremely deadly, their defenses are not strong. Their bodies are actually quite squishy.

But that doesn't mean I can take them lightly. 'One wrong move and I'm done...' I kept repeating myself as I slowly moved forward. I rounded another bend in the tunnel, and then I froze. I saw dozens of spiders, all scuttling towards me with their bared fangs ready to strike.

'They must have been lured here by the sound of the explosion,' I thought.

I quickly prepared for battle. I knew that this would not be an easy fight and that I would have to be quick and agile if I wanted to survive, but the corridor itself is quite narrow, so they can't surround me. And so, with fierce determination, I charged forward, the bangs of my shots merging with the hissing of the monsters.

The monsters in the front collapsed and blocked the way for the others. I used this opportunity to take a quick glance at my bag of pebbles. I refilled them back at the underground river shore, but I'm once again running low on ammo.

This is bad. The bodies of their fellows slowed them down, but it didn't stop them. They were already squeezing through. As I looked at the hopeless situation I found myself in, I got an idea. Taking advantage of the fact that they were so crammed together at the moment. I threw my torch at them.

I then poured as much mana into the fire as I could. I saw the torch turn into a big ball of flames right as it landed on the mass of spiders in front of me. I still couldn't control fire very well, and conjuring something akin to a fireball was well beyond my ability.

But igniting something, especially such a dry piece of wood like the improvised torch, was fine. I timed it so that the wood ignited a mere moment before the impact.

The second before the wood was consumed, it created quite a big flame fueled by my mana. This flame rained down upon the spiders' bodies, burning viciously.

It seems the spiders are quite afraid of the fire. They hissed and tried to escape the fire. However, before they got a chance, I poured even more mana into the fire, igniting the bodies of the dead spiders.

The fire spread quickly, engulfing the whole corridor. The spiders burned. A few of them who were in the back scurried away, but most of them didn't get away in time and were engulfed in flames. They squirmed and hissed, but they were too cramped together to get away, and soon the corridor was filled with the foul scent of burning meat.

In the end, I killed around twenty of them. Some were still alive, so I finished them with a shot of a [Stone Bullet] before everything was quiet once again. I sat on the ground. The mental strain of controlling such a big fire was heavy, and I also spent most of my mana.

For what seemed like hours, I rested until I recovered enough of my strength. The rest of the spiders didn't return, and there were no signs of them in the corridor. So I continued through the underground tunnel's twists and turns.

It was a daunting journey. I moved slowly with nervous anticipation, wondering what other dangers lurked in the shadows, and I knew that I would never forget this trip for as long as I lived.

After a long time, I stood before a massive opening in the rocky walls. I carefully peered inside, and I could see dozens of spiders scuttling about. Their eyes were glinting in the dim light, and I could feel their presence all around me.

It was the entrance to a spider's den. I finally found it. You see, I thought a lot about my current predicament. And I gathered that, with so many spiders here, they must have a den somewhere. And in order to feed themselves, they must have a way to get to the surface to hunt.

I felt a slight breeze blow across my skin. There is surely a way out of here. And so, I took a deep breath and stepped inside.

This den was truly something else. The walls were lined with thick webs, each glowing with soft blue light, and the spiders themselves were massive; their bodies were as large as horses, and their legs clicked against the rocky ground.

And in the midst of it all, there was me, a lone child exploring the dark depths of this underground world.

For hours, I wandered through the spider den, carefully avoiding the webs and the spiders themselves. I was covered in ash and dirt from my misadventures so far, which luckily seemed to block my scent from the spiders.

I knew that I had to be careful and navigate the spider's den without getting caught in their webs. And so I moved forward slowly, my eyes scanning the darkness for any sign of danger.

On the walls were also some kinds of glittering crystals, each sparkling with soft blue light. The ground was slick with moisture. They must have used these crystals to strengthen their webs.

I noticed that the webs were becoming denser and more intricate. But the breeze was stronger here. Suddenly, I heard a low hiss from behind me. I spun around and found myself face-to-face with a group of spiders, their eyes gleaming with malice.

I quickly fired at them before they had a chance to bite me. It was getting increasingly difficult to avoid them, but I was also getting better at aiming and firing my pebbles than ever before. Adrenaline and fear of death fuel me.

And then I saw it. A way out. The corridor sloped upwards, and in the distance, I could see faint rays of sunlight penetrating the darkness of the cave.

'Ah! I never thought how much I would miss the sun!' I thought happily.

But then I froze. I heard a sound that made my heart skip a beat. A low, threatening hiss. It made my skin crawl, and I felt immense danger right ahead.

A form lowered itself from the ceiling in front of me. It was the biggest spider I had seen so far. It projected an almost palpable aura of death. 'It must be the Spider Queen.' I thought bitterly, and what's more, she is blocking my only way out...

I could see it—a way home. It was right in front of me, and yet it could as well be hundreds of kilometers away.

The Queen herself was a terrifying sight to behold. She stood towering over me, her massive form reaching nearly five meters high. Her body was covered in thick, armored plates, each segment glistening in the dim light of the cave. Her eight legs were thick and muscular, each ending in a set of razor-sharp claws that glinted dangerously in the darkness.

And her head was the most horrifying part of her body. It was nearly as big as my entire torso and dominated by two enormous, multifaceted eyes that glowed menacingly at me. Her mandibles were long and sharp, dripping with venom that steamed in the cold air.

Despite her immense size, she seemed to move with a fluid grace that betrayed her monstrous form. She stepped forward, her eight legs moving in complete sync. I could hear her chitinous armor scraping against the rocky ground.

As she was approaching me, her mandibles clicked and clacked, and I could feel her hot, fetid breath on my face.

'Oh, crap!' I quickly lunged back, startled.

'After everything I've been through down here, right when the exit from this hellhole is in my sight, fate wants to play with me and place an impossible challenge in front of me.' I thought bitterly.

I was angry. Very, very angry. Soon, anger turned into determination.

"I refuse to die in this place!" I exclaimed loudly, prepared to fight to the death.

            

    
        Chapter 29: A Long Way Home

    
    
    
    
                "I refuse to die in this place!" I looked straight ahead, filled to the brim with anger and resentment.

After everything I have been through, I won't let this stop me. I faced the queen without taking a single step back.

She just continued to stand there, unmoving, as if she were mocking me.

I decided to not entertain her any further and break this stalemate. I fired at her at point-blank range, but my attack turned out to be useless against her strong exoskeleton. The Queen hissed at me dismissively, as if my attempt to defeat her was merely child's play.

I decided I wouldn't let it bother me and instead increased my spell strength as much as I could before firing again.

This time it seemed to work somehow, as the queen had finally moved. But the shot never connected, as she moved faster than I could follow. She dodged my shot without much effort and then rammed into me with one of her legs.

'Oh, crap...!' Was the only thing I could think of before I was tossed into the air and flew several meters before hitting the cave wall. Luckily, the walls were covered with webs and cocoons, which somehow dampened my fall; otherwise, I would surely break something.

But still, it hurt like hell nonetheless. I stood up, my muscles aching and my head spinning. I knew I had to think fast. I faced the Queen again, my eyes locked on hers.

"You think you can kill me so easily?" I shouted, my voice echoing through the cave.

The Queen hissed, her eight legs skittering across the ground as she lazily moved closer.

Why is she like that? Earlier, she could have easily killed me, but she didn't. And now she just stands there like that. But then it hit me. 'She's simply playing with me... She thinks of me as nothing but food.' I realized.

A vicious grin appeared on my face. 'Well, then I will show her I'm pretty hard to stomach.'

If she was underestimating me, that was something I could work with... It gives me time. Time to come up with a way to kill her—or die trying.

My trusty [Stone Bullet] is pretty useless here. Not only could she easily dodge it with her speed, but I'm pretty certain I won't be able to do much damage through that chitin armor of hers.

I wish I could have burned her like those other spiders before. But she is too clever and agile to get caught in a trap like that.

The queen narrowed her eyes and lunged at me. In desperation, I grabbed the last few wood twigs I was carrying. I lit them on fire and threw them at her right as she tried to bite off my head.

It somehow worked. I pumped a lot of mana into it, and it burned her a little bit, but it failed to do anything more than that.

She lunged back. 'It seems she is afraid of fire, like the others...' I realized with glee. This was great news. The queen stood there, looking at me warily. It gave me a little more time, but now she is angry.

It seems that playtime is over. She looked at me with narrowed eyes. I could feel that the next attack would be for real. And I also realized I have zero chance of surviving it.

My mind was in overdrive, and I scrambled to come up with any sort of plan.

'If only I could master fire like the other elements...' I thought bitterly. Every time I channel the heat, it is weak and costs so much mana that I can't sustain it for long. 'What am I doing wrong?' I thought desperately.

I watched the dying flames on the Queen's body dissipate into nothingness as I tried to come up with anything that I would be able to use against her.

Moving the air is easy, and magical fire is technically nothing more than burning gas, so why is it so much harder?

'Wait a minute... moving? That's it! I get it now!' I widened my eyes as I realized something.

You see, you can't create something from nothing. I'm always moving an existing air, not trying to create a new one. It's the same with fire. To make a fire, I need fuel. I'm subsidizing it by burning my mana and turning it into heat.

It works perfectly. I found out that you don't even need oxygen to do it; magic fire burns everywhere, even underwater. The problem is... me.

The heat still needs something to conduct it. In this case, it's me. The main problem is that I'm afraid of getting burned, so I always conjure it atop my palm as far away as I can. So I move the heat through the air, and the heat quickly dissipates before it has time to properly form into a flame.

I finally figured it out. To control the fire, I must embrace it. Channel the heat through my body and release it from within, like a dragon breathing fire.

But this is, of course, easier said than done. The idea of basically setting myself on fire is scary. My fear of getting burned didn't go away. So I'm still afraid—very much so.

But now, with the spider queen looming over me, I have no other choice if I want to live. I closed my eyes and focused on my mana.

I think I know how to do it. However, it will be the hardest thing I have ever done, and I won't be able to control it for long, so all I have is a single shot.

I felt the heat building up inside me, like a raging inferno waiting to be unleashed. The flames grew stronger and brighter with each moment, and I could feel my body beginning to change. My eyes snapped open, and I saw the queen hesitating, her eight legs twitching nervously.

I smiled as the flames erupted from my hands, engulfing my entire body. I felt the heat and power surging through me, and I walked confidently toward the spider queen. Her eyes widened in something that resembled fear for the first time, and she quickly tried to scurry back, her chittering legs slipping on the slick cave floor.

I laughed triumphantly as I advanced, the flames now swirling around me like a fiery vortex. I put everything into this spell. Every drop of mana I had left.

The queen tried to flee, but it was no use. The flames exploded outward with tremendous force, scorching her body and tearing into her flesh. She struggled furiously and tried to jump away, but she was a moment too late. With a final hiss of agony, she fell to the ground, her body twitching in the last throes of death.

I simply stood there for a moment, panting, the flames slowly subsiding. I look around the cave, and I can see the exit, now unobstructed. The sun's gentle glow beckons me to come. The tension finally left my body, and I looked around with a big grin plastered across my face.

I have done it. I won my ticket to freedom. I struggle to stay awake. I'm tired. So tired and hot at the same time. But I can't let myself pass out. Not yet. There are more spiders around.

I quickly looked back to check on the situation in the rest of the den. Luckily, the spiderwebs behind me caught fire, creating a wall of flames between me and the rest of the den.

I took a deep breath and looked around. The spider den was eerily quiet now, the other spiders having fled at the sight of their queen's defeat. The way ahead was clear now, and I could finally leave this cursed place.

I turned to the exit, but then I paused, looking back at the spider queen's body. Something caught my eye, and I moved closer—I saw a gem. A purple gem glinted in the dim light of the fire.

It's the same gem I discovered in the bear-like monster's corpse in the Forest. Although it is a little bigger and of a different color. I still didn't find a use for it. And it is only the second time I have ever found one.

It seems only some monsters have it. Not that I bothered to check every monster I killed. I decided now was not the time to think about this. I pocketed the gem, and then I turned and ran towards the exit, my heart pounding with the thrill of victory.

As I walked, I noticed that the air was fresher and the passage was growing wider. The darkness began to recede, replaced by dim, gray light that filtered in from an opening ahead.

With growing excitement, I quickened my pace, eager to see what lay beyond the cave's exit. And then, at last, I emerged into the light.

I found myself standing on a narrow ledge high above a deep chasm. Far below me, I could see a glittering river winding its way through a lush, green valley.

For a moment, I stood there, taking in the breathtaking view. The sun was just rising, casting a golden glow over the landscape. The air was cool and crisp, filled with the sweet scent of fresh flowers and the sound of birds singing.

And then, with a feeling of joy and relief, I realized that I had made it. I had conquered the cave, faced my fears, and emerged victorious. I had found my way out of the darkness and into the light.

With a deep sense of gratitude, I closed my eyes and breathed in the fresh, clean air. I knew I would never forget this journey or the lessons I had learned along the way.

And with a final glance back at the cave's entrance, I turned and began to walk down the narrow path toward the valley below.

I knew there would be more adventures waiting for me in the days ahead. However, for now, I was content to simply bask in the warmth of the rising sun.

***

Deep within the Northern mountains stood a tower, rising above the treeline and piercing the clouds. The tower was ancient, its walls etched with the scars of time, but even in its decrepit state, it exhaled an aura of majesty and power that could not be ignored.

On the highest floor of the tower, beyond winding stairs and hidden corridors, in a small round room, the Oracle sat.

Secluded from the rest of the world, she peered into the secrets of the universe, seeking knowledge that few could comprehend. Sitting in a circle of ancient runes, her plain gray robe blended into the shadows around her.

For how long she had sat there, she did not know. Time had little meaning for those who could see beyond it.

And then, with a sudden jolt, she snapped her eyes open. Her eyes were murky and lifeless, yet they saw with otherworldly clarity.

She was blind, and yet she could sense the flow of magic that formed our reality all around her. And just then, she felt it. A faint disruption occurring in the vast tapestry of fate.

"Interesting!" she creaked, her voice rough from disuse. With a knowing smile, she closed her eyes once more, as if nothing had happened at all.


*** End of Volume 1: A New Beginning ***


            

    
        Chapter 30: Apprentice

    
    
    
    
                When I opened my drowsy eyes, the sun was just rising, and its gentle beams crept inside my humble room.

My bed creaked as I stood up. I made sure I didn't bump my head into the sloping roof that pressed down on me. My nose was tickled by the musty scent of old wood and dust. The room was sparsely furnished, but what was there was carefully chosen.

A narrow bed stood in the center, its thin mattress covered in a patchwork quilt that seemed to have been sewn from scraps of every color imaginable.

At the foot of the bed sat a small wooden trunk, its lid propped open to reveal a few neatly folded garments.

'It is nothing fancy, but it is enough for my needs...' I thought with a smile. I looked out of my small window, which let in a sliver of light, casting long shadows across the room.

Down on the street, the morning bustle was in full swing, and crowds of people were heading for work. Just then, my stomach growled, and I walked toward my trunk to try to find something to eat, but the next moment, the tower bell rang, signaling the start of the first period.

"Oh, crap! I'm going to be late again!" I exclaimed as I froze in my steps.

I immediately forgot about the breakfast and threw a quick glance at a polished metal plate, which served as a mirror.

From it, a pale young boy looked back. I was quite handsome for my tender age of ten. With short auburn hair and bright green eyes. I smiled as I remembered everyone saying that I have eyes like my mother's.

I hurriedly adjusted my hair with my hand so that I looked at least somewhat presentable and bolted out of the doors. I ran down the creaking old stairs and into the narrow street below.

I rushed through the streets, my feet pounding the pavement as I tried to make it on time. I hated the fact that I had overslept once again. I knew that Elena was going to give me a hard time for it. She always did.

As I entered Isadora's shop from the back, I walked right into her herbalist workshop and was immediately enveloped by the scent of countless herbs.

I could already feel her eyes on me. She was standing there with her arms crossed, her expression one of disgust. I swallowed hard, trying to ignore her.

"Finally decided to join us, Darian?" Elena sneered at me.

I felt a knot form in my stomach. I didn't want to deal with her today. "I know I'm a little late, Elena. But you should know I live across the city, and it takes a while to get here..."

She rolled her eyes. "Of course, you're always making excuses."

"Why are you so fussy about it all the time? I always make up for it by staying late and working hard." I replied, spitting out my words at her while quickly preparing today's work before Isadora came.

"Hahaha! Working hard? You don't even know what you're doing, Darian." She burst into that annoyingly sweet laugh of hers.

I gritted my teeth, trying to keep my composure. It's not like I can tell her I stayed up late practicing my magic. I feel like I'm about to make a breakthrough, so right now I spend every free moment practicing.

The problem is that apprentices are supposed to start working before sunrise to prepare everything in the shop for opening. There isn't any convenient thing like an alarm clock to wake me, and since I'm used to waking up much later, I'm always getting to work late.

Normally, it wouldn't be much of a problem. Especially since Isadora doesn't come into the workshop until shortly before it's time to open up the shop.

Everything would be fine without this little vixen named Elena. She's Isadora's other apprentice, a girl about three years older than me. Her light brown hair was neatly braided into a ponytail, accentuating her doll-like face, but there was a coldness in her eyes that chilled me to the bone. She carried herself with a haughty arrogance that made it clear she thought herself above me.

Every time she spoke, her voice dripped with condescension, and I could feel my blood boiling with anger. It was clear that she despised me, and I couldn't help but wonder what I had done to earn her enmity.

As she moved about, she always emphasized her words with a dismissive wave of her hand. It was clear that she had no respect for me or my abilities. I couldn't help but feel frustration at her smug demeanor.

But despite her nasty personality, I could sense a flicker of fear in her eyes every time I challenged her. It was as if she knew that beneath my humble exterior, there was power and strength that she could never match.

I knew that I would have to be careful around her ever since I started working here as an apprentice a month ago. But I also knew I couldn't let her get the better of me.

I don't know what her problem is. Does she hate me because I'm a boy or because I'm from a poor family in the countryside?

I can't oppose her openly since she comes from a prominent family in the city, which she never hesitates to flaunt in my face at every opportunity. She is also my senior in the shop, having been here much longer than me.

I can't afford to lose this opportunity, so I try to mostly ignore her and focus on my work. This is easier said than done since Elena watches for every mistake and promptly reports it to Isadora.

But I learned most of the things about herbs in advance, making sure I never made any serious mistakes and giving her no room to snitch on me. That apparently made her even angrier. Luckily, tomorrow is my first day off, and it can't come soon enough.

All this time, as I was lost in my own thoughts, Elena stood there waiting for my response. But when she noticed I was ignoring her and preparing my work for the day, her eyes twitched. She uttered a simple "Hmph!" before stomping out of the room.

'Hmm, I wonder what she is going to tell Isadora this time...' I smiled in my head, finding this absurd situation quite funny.

When I presented Isadora with the Moonlight Aster after I escaped from the cave, she was surprised, to say the least. I was suspicious before, but now I was certain. She never expected me to complete the test. However, she had to make good on her word and accept me as her apprentice.

But unlike Elena, Isadora is quite a pragmatic person. She recognizes my talent and wants to make use of it. Not having to pay me a wage means I'm like cheap labor that she could use to prop up her business.

As long as I don't cause too much trouble for her, she will honor our arrangement despite Elena's constant effort to chase me off. I don't like it, but I'm fine with it. It gives me the freedom to earn money on the side, and when I finish my apprenticeship, I'm free to walk away.

I guess Vogt was right. What he said to me about the dangers of the city all those years ago when I had dinner with him. The city is a nest of vipers, and everyone here wants to take advantage of you just to improve their own standing.

'But I won't fight it. I will embrace it. I will become the biggest viper of them all.' I chuckled to myself as I sorted out the plethora of herbs in front of me.

***

The rest of the day passed uneventfully. "Finally, I'm done!" I exclaimed with a bright smile as the sun started lowering itself behind the buildings, signaling the approaching evening and the end of my work for the day.

I didn't mind the work per se. It was certainly one of the better places I could have chosen, but after a while, it tends to get quite repetitive and boring.

Not that it matters now. Tomorrow I finally have a day off, and I am very excited about it.

I said goodbye to Isadora, who was sorting out new medicine orders in the workshop and headed for the door. I went into the center of the city, which was illuminated by the setting sun.

I was really hungry since I was forced to skip breakfast again today. I found out that another perk of being a mage is that I don't need to eat often. Eating once a day seems enough. Even though I'm still feeling hungry, I can supplement my nutrition with mana.

I could probably go several days without food and still be fine, not that I want to. In this city, there is an excellent selection of delicious food, and I always enjoy the taste of good food. Something that was seriously lacking back in the village.

I bought two grilled skewers from one of my favorite stalls on the main street. I continued walking into the Northern Quarter, where my room was while enjoying my dinner.

My goal for the time being, besides getting stronger, is to gather knowledge. Right now, I'm trying to learn more about the Moonlight Aster. I gathered three flowers in total, and since to pass my apprentice exam I needed just one, I still have two of them hidden away.

I need to sell them to replenish my dwindling savings. After I paid Isadora for my apprenticeship and the rent for my room, I don't have much money left, and I'm poor once again.

When I remember the pouch full of shining silver coins, I want to cry. But that is all in the past. I need to look at the future. Given how difficult it was to get these flowers and how eager Isadora was to get her hands on them, they must be really precious, which means they are expensive.

But I want to find out exactly how expensive they are. Offering them to Isadora without knowing their real price means she could scam me, and I wouldn't even know.

The problem is that finding anything about them proved to be a challenge, to say the least. Vendors at the market don't know anything about it. And there is no mention of it in Isadora's book.

Yes, she has a book—a real book. It shouldn't surprise me since she is quite wealthy, but still. It is only the second book I have ever read in this world. I guess she must have more books hidden away since this one covers only the basics of herbalism, most of which I already know.

I would love to gather some information in a library, but unfortunately, there is no such thing in the city. Although I heard that the Count de Santis, our liege lord, has a private book collection in the fortress that is looked after by his court wizard, 'Ah, I wish I could have a peek at it!'

I also want to find out more about those mysterious gems I got from my battles in the Forest. I still hadn't discovered what to do with them. From the looks of it, they remind me of those monster cores I read about in novels back on Earth.

But even if I knew about them, it didn't tell me how I could use them. When I focused my magic sense on them, I could perceive two very bright lights, signaling they have a tremendous amount of magical energy stored inside.

However, that was all I was able to pry from them. I refrained from any further experiments that could potentially damage them until I found more information. Although that will probably take some time.

As I was thinking about all of this, I made it all the way through the winding streets of the Northern Residential Quarter of the city.

The buildings were old and decrepit, their roofs sagging under the weight of years of neglect. The walls were made of stone, but they were chipped and weathered, with moss and vines creeping up their sides.

Despite the shabbiness of the buildings, the quarter's residents were determined to make the most of their humble abodes.

I passed by a row of homes, and I could hear the sound of children laughing and playing in the narrow alleyways between the buildings. The streets were bustling with activity, with merchants hawking their wares and peasants hurrying to and fro.

The smell of fresh bread and roasted meat wafted through the air, a tantalizing aroma that made my stomach growl even though I had just finished my dinner.

I went to a small building situated in one of the alleyways at the edge of the quarter. It was made of wood with a thatched roof that looked like it might cave in at any moment. Despite all of this, it was one of the best-looking buildings in the district.

I really made the right decision to settle here, I thought as I remembered the set of events that led me to this place...

            

    
        Chapter 31: Northern Quarter

    
    
    
    
                I walked from Isadora's shop to my new apartment while reminiscing about the events that led me here...

***

After Isadora accepted me as her apprentice, I ran with a big grin plastered across my face to my uncle's house so I could tell everyone the exciting news.

I found most of my family seated around the table, as it was shortly before dinner. I looked at my father, who had accompanied me to the market. He was engaged in lively conversations with my uncle Leif. On the opposite side sit my cousins Kari and Ylva, as well as my brother Konrad. Aunt Ingrid was just starting to bring out the food from the kitchen, so I had made it just in time.

Sadly, my mother, as well as Helga and Rolf had stayed in the village, so I will have to tell them later. I waited until after dinner before breaking the news to them. At first, they thought I was joking, but when I took the freshly signed apprenticeship contract out of my pocket, their faces instantly paled, and everyone looked at me with widened eyes.

It was unheard of for someone from the countryside to land such a prestigious job in the city. But they soon regained their composure and began to congratulate me. My whole family was very excited that I was able to secure my future here.

Well, except for Konrad. He was the only one not particularly thrilled by this. That was not too surprising, as our relationship was far from healthy. He had always had a big ego and thought himself superior to me and Rolf.

For some strange reason, he was able to get along well with Helga. It was probably because he didn't see her as a competition. This behavior became even more exacerbated after he established himself in the city, and that was also the reason I mostly avoided him.

But now that I have secured an even better job than him, his pride must have been hit hard. He gritted his teeth as he forced out a smile and congratulated me too, as was expected of him, but I could see on his face that he didn't mean it one bit.

The simple dinner then instantly transformed into a celebration. Leif used this opportunity to hurriedly take out a bottle of mead and, together with my father, began to enthusiastically toast my achievement with big smiles. I was left wondering if they were truly so excited about my success or simply because they had a reason to get drunk.

I decided not to dwell on it and instead stuffed myself full of my aunt's delicious cooking while trying to ignore Konrad's angry looks.

I guess our relationship won't be mended anytime soon. Not that I care. If he wants to be petty and envy others, that's his problem. I won't let it ruin my mood.

I then asked my uncle if I could stay with them during my stay in the city. Aunt Ingrid looked at me with sad eyes and said that they couldn't afford to take care of both me and Konrad, so I had to look elsewhere.

I responded by saying that they don't need to take care of me and that I will pay them rent. However, my uncle didn't want to hear it. His honor would never allow him to take money from his nephew.

'So he can't take my money, but throwing me out and letting me fend for myself is fine?' I never understood such stupid reasoning, but there was nothing I could do about it. Seeing their resolve, there was no point in arguing. I had to find another place to stay.

I wondered for a bit if I should pay a visit to the Vogt in his house here in the city and try to convince him to let me stay there, but I declined the idea. I didn't know him too well, and although I was a good friend of Myra, I didn't want to look like I was taking advantage of that.

I could stay in an inn. I certainly had the money for it and wouldn't have to worry about food or laundry. But it was too expensive for me. There is no telling what may come in the future, and spending all my savings while my future remains uncertain is not a wise thing to do.

I vowed to abandon convenience in favor of frugality for the time being, and when my future is secured, there will be plenty of time to enjoy myself.

***

The next day, I asked my father to allow me to stay in the city for longer to look for a place to live. I said farewell to him. While he headed south along the main road out of the city back to our village, I turned north to look for a suitable place to stay.

The west quarter was out of the picture since only the rich and powerful lived there. Even if I could somehow convince someone to rent me a place there, it would be well outside my price range.

Staying in the south quarter would be most convenient since it was close to Isadora's shop. However, most of the places were taken by inns, and the rest were occupied by shop owners and their staff. Finding any accommodation here requires some connections, which I didn't have.

Staying in the craftsman district was out of the picture too. Despite it being relatively close and cheap, the constant noise and smells coming out of the plethora of workshops were something I couldn't tolerate. So that left only the northern quarter.

Now that I think about it, I never properly explored the Northern residential district as it was officially named, but the locals simply called it the Northern Quarter. It was a place filled to the brim with apartments and lodgings, where most workers and the poor lived.

When I was first exploring the city several years ago, it seemed too scary and dangerous to venture there. My uncle warned me that the plethora of dark alleyways behind the tall apartment buildings are swarming with beggars, criminals, and other questionable beings doing their shady dealings, and I should avoid them at all costs.

But despite the unflattering image the quarter had, I could feel the bustle of life all around me when I entered the quarter.

The streets were filled with people. Hawkers selling their wares, street performers entertaining the crowds with their music and dance, and children running around playing their games. The smell of delicious street food wafted through the air.

I looked at everything with interest, thoroughly enjoying my newfound freedom. When I returned from my ordeal in the Forest and told my parents, who were both worried and livid at the same time, that I got lost on a hunting trip, I was unsurprisingly grounded for a long while and forbidden to go hunting ever again. So this was my first opportunity to get to the city.

The buildings were crammed together, leaning precariously towards one another as if supporting each other in their dilapidated state. The upper floors jutted out over the streets below, casting shadows on the cobblestones. Laundry lines crisscrossed overhead, laden with clothes and linens of every color.

The apartments themselves were cramped and poorly lit, with small windows looking out onto the streets below. The district residents lived close to one another, often sharing their living spaces with several generations of family members.

I wandered through the quarter for hours, taking in all the sights while looking for a suitable place to rent.

I looked through several free apartments. They were small and cramped, with only a few rooms to accommodate entire families. Even though I could rent an apartment meant for a whole family for the price of a single inn room back in the Southern Quarter, it would still cost too much. All I needed was a suitable room, but I couldn't find any.

That is not too surprising since there is very little demand for them. Children usually stay with their parents until they are married, or at least until they start working and want to live on their own. Young single men often stay in shared rooms in one of the many worker's lodgings.

This option is certainly cheap, but it's not something I could accept. I need privacy to practice my magic in peace. Not to mention, not being constantly afraid of being robbed or attacked by drunks is a pleasant bonus.

As I was frustrated by not finding anything after a day of searching, the night began to descend upon the city.

The district took on a different, more eerie feel. The narrow streets became dark and shadowy, with only the dim light of flickering torches guiding the way.

I rushed through the streets with my heart pounding in my chest. The evening here was certainly scary, but I was determined to succeed. I didn't want to return to my uncle's house empty-handed, wasting a whole day for nothing.

I learned from one of the landlords about an old woman named Martha. She is one of the sellers at the local market, and apparently, she knows every gossip in the quarter.

So if anyone knew about a free room, it would be her.

As I entered the market, I was getting stares from several suspicious-looking people standing in a dark alcove. It was quite late for a lone kid to be out.

However, I was in my poor villager's clothes, so everyone thought of me as a nobody. I moved quickly while maintaining a low profile, so no one would think twice about me.

'Yeah, that's right, look away; there is nothing to see here,' I thought as I carefully and cautiously navigated the market.

Not that I was particularly afraid of random thugs trying to rob me. But I would gather a lot of unwanted attention if their heads suddenly exploded in the middle of the street. Not to mention the chore of cleaning all the blood off my clothes.

'Perhaps I should look for a way to kill without leaving a trace.'

'Wait... Why am I thinking about killing people?' I must be getting tired...

'Focus dammit!' I need to find that woman before it gets too dark to see since I don't have a torch with me.

I got to the center of the small plaza. There were still many stalls open despite the late hour, neatly arranged around an old water fountain. 'I found her!'

The old Martha stood there among the women selling food and other household items. Luckily, I was given her description, so I didn't have to ask around the market, and I headed straight to her.

"Good evening. Are you Martha?" I asked her, trying to sound polite so that I could make a good first impression.

"Yes, that's me." She replied with a perplexed look on her face.

She studied me for a while before asking, "What do you need, boy? Did you move here recently? I'm pretty sure I have never seen your face before..."

"And besides, what are you doing out so late? Did your parents not teach you that it's dangerous for a kid to walk alone at night around here?"

As soon as she recovered from her initial surprise, she threw me a barrage of questions without giving me time to respond. It was my turn to be surprised by her outgoing personality. No wonder she knows every gossip here, I thought, but I quickly recovered and told her my request.

"Ehm. I'm Darian. I'm not from here, but I will start an apprenticeship in the city. And I'm looking for a room to rent since my master doesn't have one in her shop. I was told that you know a lot of people around here, so you would know if there is anything."

"Hahaha! You make it sound like I'm some old gossip. But you're right. If you will move here, you should know that we are a tight-knit community and we care for our own."

She thought for a bit and then said, "I quite like you, Darian. You're very polite, not like those scoundrels who run around here all day and do mischief."

"Come back here tomorrow at noon. I will ask around for you."

"Now run along quickly; it's not safe for you to linger here at night!"

"Thank you, Martha; I will keep that in mind."

I ran back to my uncle's house, excited to be closer to my goal. It didn't mean I had a room yet, but it was a start.

The next day, Martha kept her word and introduced me to an old tailor. He was already retired, and after his wife died a few years ago, he lived alone.

It seems he and Martha were old acquaintances since they were quite familiar with each other. He had an empty attic room that he was willing to rent to help him make ends meet.

He was even willing to wait until I started my apprenticeship, under one condition. I had to help with shopping and running errands for him since he had trouble walking. I was fine with that.

Compared to the shabby apartments I saw before, this house was sturdy and well taken care of. The room was clean and fully furnished, which was a nice bonus. I thanked Martha for her help because, without her, I wouldn't be able to get such a nice place at such a low price.

She must have really liked me to arrange this.

***

I smiled as I lay in bed, remembering how I got here. Now that I had successfully finished my first month as an apprentice, I felt more confident that I could make a living in the city.

Despite the numerous challenges, there were also many possibilities before me, and all I needed to do was grab them. Tomorrow I will have my first chance to explore the city since I started working here. I can't wait to see what kind of adventures it will bring.

            

    
        Chapter 32: The City's Forest

    
    
    
    
                I was strolling along the cobblestone streets that run through the city center with a big smile plastered on my face. Today is my first day off!

When I used to live in the village, I never paid too much attention to the plethora of public holidays and religious ceremonies. But ever since I started working as an apprentice and discovered that I have to work every day from morning till dusk and there is no such thing as a free weekend, I was dismayed, to say the least.

I wondered every day how people could put up with such treatment. 'Where are the strikes or the unions?' However, I soon discovered that humans are surprisingly adaptive creatures. They can adapt to almost anything. I, too, adapted to this abysmal working schedule, although it was very hard for me at first.

This is why I now look forward to every free day with almost religious fervor. All around me, people are happily chatting while they busily prepare for some kind of celebration. I don't know what it is, and honestly, I don't care. All that matters to me is that I don't have work today and can do whatever I want.

But that also presents a dilemma: What should I do today to make the most of this opportunity? I don't know when the next free day will be, so I don't want to waste it.

I wanted to continue my investigations into the Moonlight Aster, but I don't know where else to look or with whom I could talk about this. There are a few other herbalists in the city besides Isadora, but I don't know them well, and I can't risk them telling Isadora about our conversation. She mustn't find out that I have more of these mysterious flowers until I know their true value and purpose.

With nothing better to do, I decided to go check out the city's forest. Despite its proximity to the city, I've never been there until now since it still takes at least an hour of walking and I didn't have a reason to go there before. But my savings are running out, and I need to find a way to replenish them.

It was nowhere near as dangerous as the Forest back at the frontier, where I came from, because it was right next to the city and regularly patrolled by the Beast Hunters.

And gathering herbs in the forest is the easiest way to make money that I know of. But I knew that this time it wouldn't be anywhere near as easy as back in the village.

As I walked out of the city through the massive frame of the northern gates, I could see crowds of people traveling in the same direction as me.

Contrary to what one might expect given the obvious dangers, the city's forest is immensely popular, especially among the city's poor.

While the majority of citizens were preparing to celebrate, there were whole families laden with carts and baskets trodding along the road toward the forest.

The forest is a trove of resources for the poorest of citizens. Adults work tirelessly to gather firewood while the children gather various berries and mushrooms to improve their meager meals.

It was also the place where the city's hunters and herbalists came to gather herbs. All this meant that, compared to the untamed wilderness back home, this forest was regularly picked clean of any valuable resources, and it would be hard to find anything.

Still, I wasn't worried that I would come back with nothing. I can use my magic sense to track down the traces of magic in the plants and use it to find any hidden patches of herbs others might have overlooked.

Also, at the very least, I need to familiarize myself with the forest. I've seen that Elena was sent here to gather herbs before. I'm pretty sure I too will be sent here during the course of my herbalist training. So the sooner I learn about this place, the better.

As I approached the edge of the forest, the sounds of bustling streets faded away, replaced by the rustling of leaves and birds chirping. The forest loomed ahead of me, its thick canopy casting dappled shadows on the ground.

I stepped onto the soft dirt path that wound its way through the trees. The air was thick with the scent of pine needles and damp earth. The trees towered above me, their trunks thick and gnarled, their branches stretching out like fingers reaching for the sky. Sunlight filtered through the leaves, dappling the forest floor with patches of light.

I walked deeper into the forest, and soon the path began to narrow. Bushes and brambles sprouted up on either side of me, their branches laden with plump berries, and deep brown mushrooms were growing in the shadows.

I knelt down and plucked a handful of berries, popping them into my mouth. They were tart and sweet all at once, exploding with flavor on my tongue. A smile spread across my face as I continued on my journey, gathering berries and mushrooms as I went.

Deeper into the forest, I noticed that the trees began to thin out, giving way to a clearing. In the center of the clearing was a small pond, its surface sparkling in the sunlight. I immediately saw several small fish darting through the water, their scales shimmering in the light.

'I guess this is a good spot for a break...' I thought as I sat down on the grassy bank of the pond. After I recovered my stamina from the long walk, I looked around to see if there was anyone else, but I was all alone.

Since I discovered this pond, I wanted to test out my mana capacity, as it had been a long time since I last did it. I closed my eyes and focused my energy.

It took a long time to create many water spheres before I ran out of mana, but I soon found out the answer:

STATUS:

-------------------------

Name: [Darian]

Race: [Human]

Age: [10 years]

-------------------------

Mana: 648

-------------------------

Spells: [Stone Bullet], [Fire Manipulation], [Air Manipulation], [Water Manipulation].

I remember that just a few years before this, I had trouble casting a single spell, and now I can cast hundreds of them without breaking a sweat. My growth over the years has been astounding. But I still don't have any comparisons with other mages to see if it is normal or not.

Well, as long as I'm still getting stronger, everything is fine. I will find other mages sooner or later, and I will have my answer then.

I then decided to continue exploring the forest. I noticed the forest floor was mostly clean without many leaves or twigs lying around, a testament to the activity that takes place here every day. The forest appeared to be the lifeblood of the city, providing the residents with many natural resources.

I turned to my right and saw a group of children playing among the trees. Their laughter echoed through the forest. I also watched as a group of women came to gather the fallen wood, their arms laden with branches and logs. They worked with practiced ease, their chatter ringing out through the forest as they went.

All this time I focused on my magic sense, trying to feel the traces of mana signaling the presence of true herbs, but until now I couldn't find any.

'They truly turn over every leaf in here.' I thought with growing frustration.

It took me many hours of scouting, and I had to venture deep into the forest until I couldn't hear the sounds of other people's activity anymore. But in the end, my perseverance paid off. I finally sensed something.

Hidden behind a small hill in the shade of a towering tree, I found a whole patch of umbrifila herbs. 'Bingo!'

I quickly gathered them while making sure I remembered their precise location. Knowing the hidden spots where the true herbs grow is a valuable secret for every herbalist, and they closely guard such knowledge.

I was grinning as I remembered the other day when Elena returned from the forest with a single umbrifila and how smugly she smiled while she presented it to Isadora.

'I'd love to see her face watching me with fifteen of them,' I thought. But I decided I wouldn't lower myself to her level.

However, that doesn't mean I will forgive her for her constant bullying. I will get back to her simply by showing her how inferior she is to me. I will work hard, and I will learn as much as I can.

I shall use my prior knowledge and experience of gathering herbs, combined with my mastery of magic, to my advantage. I will demonstrate that I'm better than her at every aspect of herbalism, despite her three-year head start.

Watching her slowly lose her sanity over it will be the best kind of revenge...

            

    
        Chapter 33: An Unexpected Visitor

    
    
    
    
                The next few weeks passed quickly and uneventfully. I was still adjusting to life in the city and to my new job as an herbalist's apprentice.

Spring went by almost unnoticed, and summer was already here. Although, with me being shut in the poorly lit workshop every day, it was hard to notice the passing seasons.

The only thing noticeable was the temperature increase. The blazing sun shone mercilessly on the city's stone buildings. The air trembled with an invisible weight.

Waves of heat rose from the sun-baked cobblestones, distorting the horizon and playing tricks on weary eyes.

Windows stood ajar, hoping for a refreshing breeze, but the air that seeped in offered no solace, only a suffocating embrace. The pungent smell of the city's streets, exacerbated by the heat, formed a heady bouquet that clung to the very fabric of existence.

Citizens sought respite wherever they could find it. They retreated to the cool shadows of narrow alleyways, fanning themselves with whatever meager tools they possessed, desperate to summon even the slightest breath of relief.

I quickly found a suitable solution to this problem. I focused my mind on the surrounding air and forced it to move with my magic while extracting the heat from it and funneling it into the ground.

The result was a very comfortable, cool breeze that soothed both my body and mind.

'Ah, that's much better!'

But I couldn't maintain it for too long, giving me only a short respite from the unbearable heat. I was forced to endure most of the day like everyone else.

'Damn this heat!' I thought bitterly as I continued my training in the workshop.

The only bright side to this ordeal was watching Elena sweat under her heavy linen garments without any respite. I smiled as I looked at her from my seat as she mumbled something while trying to focus on her task.

I'm not usually this petty, and I try to maintain my composure at all times. But since the start of summer, Elena's attitude towards me has become even more prickly and unreasonable than usual. If that was even possible.

So watching her suffer under the relentless onslaught of this heatwave as I secretly channeled my mana to cool myself off was my way of getting back at her.

Isadora meanwhile thought of our constant bickering only as a healthy competition between apprentices and didn't pay it any attention.

I need to endure it for now. Elena is not worth arguing with. I can never hope to win an argument with her. She has a phenomenal ability to spin everything in her favor, and in the end, it will only cause a headache for me.

So I will just continue to ignore her. As long as she's using only her words, she can never hurt me. 'And in the event, she tries to take this further... she will quickly discover I'm not as easy a target as she thinks...'

I continued to work relentlessly, trying to make a good impression on my master. I did it in the hope that she would soon give me more responsibility and that I could do things like deal with customers and run errands in the city for her. Getting out of this boring routine I am in right now.

My typical day went something like this: I woke shortly before dawn. Lately, I have finally managed to start waking up on time so I could have a quick breakfast before running to Isadora's shop.

Then I prepared for the day's work while trying my best to avoid Elena. She likes to pick on me early in the morning before Isadora enters the workshop. She is too cowardly to openly bully me in front of her, as she tries very hard to maintain her image as an elegant young lady.

'What a nasty personality!' I thought as I watched her masterful acting. So far, she has managed to fool everyone about her true nature.

'Maybe I should learn from her to act like this too...'

The ability to create a false image of yourself to fool your enemies seems like a useful ability to have.

'Sigh,' but that is something I don't want to bother with right now. I thought as I looked at the big pile of herbs in front of me.

My main task was to dry herbs. Every morning, we received fresh deliveries from the market. I have to sort them out, clean them, and get rid of any unnecessary or damaged parts along with all the residual dirt.

Then I hang them on specially-made drying racks to start the drying process. Under Elena's hard gaze, I have to do everything by hand without magic. If I accomplished something that normally takes days or, in some cases, weeks, in mere hours, it would be impossible to explain.

After that is done, I have to remove the dried herbs and grind them before filling them into storage jars.

Recently, I also started helping with medicine-making. Before I was allowed to try it on my own, I had to carefully watch Isadora precisely weigh out the exact quantities of herbs before combining them into an herb mixture.

The mixture can then be either made into an elixir to take internally or mixed with lard to make a healing paste to apply externally.

Having to memorize all the different herbs and their uses gave me a headache. But the hardest part of my training comes in the afternoon.

It was time to learn that weird, flowing script with which we labeled the jars. I don't understand why we have to do it since most of our customers can't read it anyway.

But apparently, our most valuable customers are the alchemists, who use herbs as one of the ingredients to make potions. And for their convenience, we need to do it, as it is standard practice to use this script in the art of alchemy.

It was an arduous task to learn all the weird shapes and lines of this ancient script. I needed to learn it as fast as I could before I could move further in my training.

Elena was having a much easier time since her family hired a private tutor for her. In addition, she had been learning it for several years already. I have no such luxury, only my determination to succeed.

Despite my commitment, it was slowly driving me crazy. My only consolidation was that this was the language of nobles. I'm very lucky to be able to learn it, as it will prove very useful for me in the future.

***

I continued this boring routine during the summer. But on one such day, I received an unexpected visitor.

Late in the evening, as I was preparing to start my magic training session, I heard a knock on the door to my humble room.

'Who could it be, so late?' I raised my eyebrows as I made my way toward the doors. I cautiously opened them and peeked outside.

What greeted me was my aunt Ingrid's smiling face. "Darian! It's so nice to see you!"

"Aunt Ingrid? What brought you here so late?" I asked her incredulously.

"Can I come inside? I have something important to tell you." She said as her eyes darted across my room.

"Well, sure, come inside." I stepped back to let her pass. I then offered her a chair while I sat on my bed.

"Here, take this. I brought you some sweets for you to enjoy." She presented me with a small satchel full of delicious-looking pastries.

"Thank you, Aunt Ingrid." I accepted it with delight, as it was very difficult to come across such expensive things here in the quarter.

"I'm sorry, but I didn't expect any visitors, so I don't have anything to offer you," I said hoping she wouldn't mind this lack of manners.

"Ah, don't worry about it! I'm sure it must be hard as it is to take care of yourself here all on your own..." Ingrid quickly interjected while waving her hand.

"So what did you want to tell me?" I asked her, not able to contain my curiosity any longer. I wanted to know what was so important that she traveled all the way to the Northern Quarter to see me so late in the day.

"Oh, I almost forgot! I came to invite you to your brother Konrad's wedding... He and Kari will be getting married at the end of next month. In the time before the harvest season begins, since it would be very difficult for your parents to make it here by then."

'Hmm, so it's already happening...'

'But wait... something about this doesn't feel right.'

"Aunt Ingrid, since it's my brother's wedding, why didn't he come to invite me himself?" I asked her politely, but I already suspected the answer.

"Well... he is very busy with preparations and everything, so he doesn't have the time." She said as she shifted uncomfortably in her chair.

'Ah, so I was right; he doesn't want me to come...' Well, that makes two of us. But not showing up would come across as very rude. Especially since everyone from our family will be there.

"Oh, then it's alright. Tell them I'm happy for them both, and I will come." I forced a smile as I replied to her.

"Great! Then it's settled!" Ingrid became visibly relieved. She then quickly got up from the chair and headed towards the door, as if afraid I would change my mind.

"I will be going then. It's getting late, and you must be tired from work. But next time, you must tell me all about it! Having an herbalist in our family will be such a great honor!"

"Sure, I don't mind telling you." I chuckled at her antics.

"Take care, Darian!"

"Take care too, Aunt Ingrid!" I shouted after her, as she was already disappearing down the creaking staircase. I closed the door behind her as I thought about the sudden development.

'Wonderful, now on top of everything else, I need to find a worthy wedding gift for a brother who doesn't even want me at his own wedding.' I thought bitterly as I returned to my training.

            

    
        Chapter 34: Konrad's Wedding

    
    
    
    
                The air in the Southern District's temple was heavy with anticipation as the hour approached for the wedding of Konrad and Kari.

I stood there at the entrance of the exquisitely decorated temple, sweat dripping from my forehead. My gaze was fixed on the young couple standing at the front, close to the altar. They wore nervous smiles as they awaited the arrival of Leif and the rest of the family.

'Ugh, I almost didn't make it,' I thought, releasing a sigh as I tried to steady my breathing after the long run.

I dusted off my tunic as I tried to squeeze through the crowd inside the temple. I forced out a smile as I greeted some of my distant relatives in the back. I knew most of them only by sight as I tried to avoid the family gatherings, but I knew it would be rude to simply pass them, so I smiled brightly at them but didn't stop for long enough to exchange words.

Contrary to my outward appearance, I was actually seething with rage. As with all my problems these days, the reason I almost didn't make it on time was that little vixen Elena's fault.

I asked Isadora for a day off almost a week ago when the wedding schedule was finalized so that I could attend it. It took some convincing, but in the end, she reluctantly agreed. However, it was under the condition that I still needed to come early in the morning to prepare the shop for the opening before I was allowed to go.

It meant I would be on a tight schedule to make it there, but there was nothing I could do about it. 'Unless I wanted to risk losing my job, that is...'

The wedding didn't start until the middle of the second period, so I still had some time to make it there.

I knew that there would be a lot of important guests gathered there, and I didn't want to disgrace my family by showing up in my work clothes. So I needed to run back to my apartment for a quick wash and to change into my best clothes before going back to the Southern District, where the wedding would take place.

'Why must everything be so complicated around here?' I thought bitterly.

I'm sure Elena could have handled this in my place for a single day, but I guess that would be asking too much...

But this was not something worth arguing about, even if I got there a little bit late. 'Not that I wanted to go there in the first place...'

It was still possible to make it there just fine. But when Elena heard about it, she smiled at me with that poisonous grin of hers, and I instantly knew I was in trouble. She then purposefully dragged out each task as slowly as she could, watching me suffer while smiling sweetly at me.

However, this dirty trick backfired spectacularly on her in the end. When I heard the ringing of bells signaling the start of the second period and also the time when the shop was supposed to be opened, I jumped out of the window on the first floor, generating a cushion of air to slow down my fall and then dashing out onto the street as fast as I could.

Elena was smart in her wickedness and was aware I could simply run away. So she locked the doors, planning to keep me there until all the preparations were done while also throwing all her work onto me.

But then, before she had a chance to react, I was gone in an instant, and now she was left with an unprepared store at her hands and also to be the one to receive the blunt of Isadora's rage when she comes downstairs and finds out.

I heard her shouting after me, but I didn't slow down one bit while grinning victoriously as I disappeared into the city's winding streets.

I knew she would try to get back to me for this and didn't want to find out what would await me in the store when I got back there the following day, but for now, I concentrated on the road in front of me as I tried to make it to the wedding in time. I noticed the bells had stopped ringing, so there wasn't much time left.

In this world, there was no precise timekeeping, or at least not any that I was aware of. Instead, there is a system of periods, each lasting about three hours.

The start of each period is signaled by the tolling of bells. The first period starts at sunrise, and the last fifth period signals the beginning of the night and the closing of shops and inns.

During the night, there are no bells as most people are sleeping, and only the night's watch and a few drunks roam the city. It's not a perfect system, but it also has its advantages.

The beginning of the first period is tied to the sunrise and not some fixed time. It naturally follows the changing of the seasons, making the working day shorter in the winter, meaning you don't have to move about in total darkness in the morning…

I usually travel through the city long before sunrise, as I already had to be in the shop by the start of the first period. This means I kind of underestimated the morning traffic, which slowed me down considerably.

That in turn led to this moment of me standing in the temple, still trying to catch my breath. 'Luckily, I'm not too late; the priest hasn't arrived yet...' I thought with relief as I silently stepped inside the temple.

I didn't want to face the judgmental gazes of my family for arriving late; that's why I tried to blend in with our distant relatives. But alas, my mother noticed me as soon as I entered and beckoned me to come to them.

"Sigh." Oh, well, that's my luck...

I reluctantly squeezed into the front, right next to the altar, where the rest of my family stood. Both of my parents wore their best clothes and were smiling proudly. Helga had a simple but elegant dress with her hair tied into a ponytail. She, too, smiled at me as I stood beside her.

My oldest brother, Rolf, was the only one who wasn't smiling. Instead, he wore an indifferent look, but underneath it, I could tell he was bored. It seems he too doesn't like family gatherings too much, and he would much rather be in his forge.

Konrad, with his unruly chestnut hair, wore a tunic, freshly cleaned for this momentous occasion. I then looked at Kari. She wore a simple gown spun from delicate linen that whispered of grace and humility.

A cascade of lace spilled from the neckline, accentuating her modesty with subtle elegance. Her eyes, a reflection of the clear summer sky, held a soft glow of anticipation as if the weight of her dreams rested on this sacred day.

The ceremony commenced with a gentle melody played on a wooden flute, its lilting notes floating through the air like whispers of the forest. A chorus of voices joined in, their harmonies weaving a tapestry of heartfelt hymns that resonated with the souls of all who bore witness to this union.

Soon the priest, draped in flowing robes of gold and crimson, began his speech, his voice carrying through the hallowed space. He spoke of love's endurance and the power of unity; his words were entwined with the whispers of the people gathered in the temple. The air itself seemed to shimmer with the magic of the moment, an intangible force binding us all together.

I watched it all with a curious gaze. I had never attended a wedding in this world before, and I watched everything with interest. As the vows were exchanged, I glanced at Konrad, searching for any sign of vulnerability beneath his stoic facade.

His gaze remained fixed on Kari, a flicker of tenderness replacing the stubbornness that usually defined him. At that moment, it was as if time stood still, and all the grievances and unspoken words between us were momentarily forgotten.

With the ceremony complete, the procession made its way to a nearby inn where the wedding feast will take place, as my uncle's house is too small to accommodate all the guests.

The hall, resplendent with weathered oak beams and a crackling hearth, welcomed us. Adorned with flickering candles and garlands of flowers, long oak tables stood there, overflowing with various dishes.

The scent of roasted meats and fresh bread filled the air, mingling with the chatter of family and friends. The guests took their seats, their faces bright with anticipation as they awaited the arrival of the newlyweds.

Konrad and Kari entered the hall; their hands were tightly intertwined, and they wore radiant smiles on their faces. The room erupted in applause and cheers, the sound enveloping the hall in a joyful symphony.

I watched Konrad's gaze meet Kari's, a flicker of uncertainty mixed with longing. It was a reflection of their complicated relationship. Their union was not one of love but rather an arranged one. Its sole purpose was to preserve the family's wealth. But it seems they have come to terms with it.

Konrad's eyes met mine for a fleeting moment, a hint of acknowledgment passing between us before he turned his attention back to Kari. The feast commenced, and platters of opulent dishes were served. The inn's servants, clad in humble attire, moved gracefully through the hall, bearing trays laden with savory treats.

Succulent boar, tender and golden, its skin crackling with flavorful delight, took its rightful place in the center of the table. Braised fowl, lovingly seasoned with fragrant herbs, nestled beside roasted vegetables that seemed to have been plucked from the fertile earth mere hours before.

Steaming bowls of hearty root soups and freshly churned butter were passed around, filling the air with a heady warmth. Goblets of mead, the liquid amber of honeyed dreams, were raised in celebratory toasts, the delicate bubbles cascading over the rims like promises whispered in secret.

The rich, velvety wines, aged in cellars hidden beneath the city, flowed freely, their ruby hues reflecting in the flickering glow of the hearth. As the feast progressed, the sounds of laughter from the growing number of inebriated guests echoed through the hall.

I used this opportunity to stuff myself full. My uncle outdid himself with such a feast. I can't even imagine how much all of this would cost. But I can understand his intentions. Such feasts are less about the food itself and more about a projection of power. Showing off his wealth to all his peers in the Craftsman's District.

Most of the faces here I didn't recognize. Some of them are my uncle's business partners, as well as many distant relatives. I lived most of my life secluded in our village, so it was the first time I met all of them.

As I discovered that my uncle is a very rich and respected person in the city, I couldn't help but wonder what made my father abandon everything here and settle in such a small village...

            

    
        Chapter 35: The Gifting Ceremony

    
    
    
    
                The feast continued long into the night, a symphony of flavors and aromas that tantalized the senses. I was not very good at small talk, so I blended into the crowd and observed everything from a corner.

Since I was just a small kid, nobody paid me any attention, which also meant I overheard many conversations.

"I must hand it to him; Leif surely made an impression on many people with such a feast."

"Hoh, that's for sure, but some of them won't be too happy about this. Many in the Guild are eyeing his business."

"Yeah, especially Rowan. He was trying pretty hard for Kari to marry one of his sons to get his hands on Leif's business..."

'Hmm, it seems Uncle's position isn't as strong as it seems...' I thought as I listened to some old men in expensive clothing talk nearby. However, I didn't pay much attention to it, as it didn't concern me.

But I perked my ears the next moment as I heard a few older women sitting close talking about me.

"Ah! Konrad looked so handsome and grown-up at the altar. I wonder when we can expect children..."

"Haha! I'm sure it will be soon... but what about their oldest Rolf? Wasn't he supposed to be married already?"

"Well, you didn't hear it from me, but his parents apparently tried to get him to marry for a long time. But so far, he has refused every girl! He's only interested in his work... If things continue like this, I wonder what will happen to their family's future."

"Didn't they have a third son, though?"

"Oh, you're right, but it seems that instead of learning his father's craft, they shipped him somewhere to the city."

"It must mean he wasn't very talented... Poor kid."

"It seems Konrad is the only responsible one. Such a shame he was a secondborn..."

My eyes twitched as I heard that. 'What do you mean by poor?' I'm very rich! Well, not right now, but I will be! Soon! Probably...

Not to mention, even Konrad gets jealous of my talent in everything I set my sights on...

I got up from my seat, not wanting to listen to such stupid rumors anymore. However, as I walked to the table for something to drink, the music suddenly stopped.

I looked around and could see the guests clearing the floor and making a big circle in the middle of the hall. 'Ah, it seems it is time for the gifting ceremony to commence.'

It was a tradition for the family and other guests to give something to the newlyweds to celebrate and commemorate their wedding. But what once started as a simple custom has turned over the ages into an intricate ritual of sorts.

Families and friends began to compete with each other to see who could give the most opulent and expensive gift. And it didn't take long before the gifts themselves became a symbol of wealth and status for the guests.

After all the gifts are collected, they are placed in the middle of the hall. The groom and bride then rate the gifts, and the person who is chosen as the winner with the most outstanding gift gets to sit at the place of honor right next to the couple, and a flower crown is placed upon his or her head.

To avoid bias during rating. The bride's father collects the gifts at the beginning of the feast, and the names of those who gave what gift are only revealed after the rating is done. And after that, it is finally time to officially present your gift to the newlywed couple in the order of your rating.

'What a stupid tradition...' Doesn't this just mean that the wealthiest person always wins?

Well, not really. Just because something is the most expensive doesn't always mean it is also the most useful. You also need to know the couple and what makes them the most happy.

Anyway, this doesn't concern me, as I'm currently almost broke. The only thing I'm worried about is that I don't embarrass myself too much in front of all those rich people by being the person with the worst gift.

The inn's staff brought all the gifts to the hall and placed them inside the circle. I watched Kari as she started looking them over one by one with a delighted expression. Konrad seems not to care much about this. He let Kari handle it alone while he helped himself to another glass of wine as he continued to chat with his friends.

Everyone in the crowd waited with bated breaths. Well, except for Rolf, I guess, who just stood there being indifferent. As it was acceptable to bring a single gift per family, Rolf didn't bother to bring his own gift and instead let our parents handle it.

'Lucky bastard...'

Ah, it seems they are done. I saw Kari talking to her father. Shortly after that, Leif started to loudly announce the results, as he was the one who collected the gifts.

'Whatever, let it be done already so I can return to eating...' I was pretty stuffed, but I still hadn't tasted all the dishes. I was intent on doing just that, as it was rare to attend such an extravagant feast.

So who is that lucky winner...? Darian, huh?

...

..

.

Wait... what...? I... won?

Is this some kind of joke? I looked up with wide eyes, and all I could see was Kari's radiant smile, beseeching me to come over.

I reluctantly started to walk over to the center of the hall. The corners of my mouth twitched as I tried my hardest not to burst into laughter as I observed the reactions of the crowd in front of me.

Konrad stared at me in utter bewilderment. His friends were hurriedly whispering to each other as they tried to figure out who I was.

I could feel everyone's eyes on me as the crowd cleared a path for me to the makeshift platform in the middle. I forced a smile while everyone smiled and clapped. But I could see that behind the thin veil of politeness, there was nothing but indifference or even envy on the faces of the people I passed.

I couldn't help but smirk internally: 'If that pile of trash was all it took to win this damn thing, I wonder what would happen if I brought some of the good stuff...'

Well, now that I think about it, I guess I went a little overboard with my gift.

Medicine can be expensive, after all. Compared to the price of herbs, elixirs, and herb mixtures, which can cost triple, sometimes even quadruple, that of the herbs themselves.

The reason for this is mainly because herbalists are few and far between. And as most humans are greedy by nature, the majority of herbalists seek the things that make them the most money.

This is primarily accomplished by working exclusively for Alchemists and Nobles. This, in turn, means that the amount of medicine that gets to the common people is far less than the demand for it. Which results in such high prices that most commoners can't afford.

I thought hard about what kind of gift I should bring. I was even thinking of gathering herbs in the city's forest, but the herbs themselves would be useless on their own.

Then it hit me. Since Isadora doesn't yet have the reputation to work directly for Nobles, most of her business still comes from commoners. And one of the most sought-after herb mixtures isn't even real medicine.

It's a simple painkiller that is highly popular among the rich women of the city, as it can alleviate some of the pain during childbirth and menstruation.

I know the recipe for it by heart by now, as we need to make several batches of it every month due to high demand.

And as Isadora mainly deals with the rich and powerful, she needs to maintain a high reputation. Meaning that every part of the herb that isn't flawless gets thrown away. This leads to a lot of trash, even though most of it is still perfectly usable, although slightly less effective.

That was why I asked Isadora if I could use this "trash" to train myself to make the herb mixture, and she agreed. But she warned me to properly clean the tools and discard everything afterward so that it wouldn't mix with real medicine.

That wasn't a problem for me, and I happily "discarded" it right inside my bag as I finally got my gift for Konrad and Kari.

So here I stand, in this grand hall, surrounded by all those fancy people whose gifts have lost to a small child. I tried my best to smile politely as Kari placed a flower crown on my head and took me to sit with them at the head of the table.

I guess Kari must have really liked it, as this amount of painkiller wasn't something Konrad or even Leif could easily afford. Not to mention men usually look at it as a frivolous expense, as this medicine didn't actually "heal" anything except the pain.

I found myself seated beside Konrad, our forced camaraderie tested under the watchful gazes of our parents. I studied him discreetly as the soft candlelight cast shadows across his face.

His eyes once filled with an impetuous fire, now held a softness I had never witnessed before. It seemed that he had forged a bond between himself and Kari, possibly tempering his contentious spirit a bit.

Leif, a jovial figure in his element, tried to dissolve the tension in the air by regaling the guests with tales of his craft and the trials he had overcome. His booming laughter resonated through the hall, drawing everyone's attention. Kari sat beside her father, her admiration evident in her eyes as she hung on his every word.

As the night wore on, the revelry continued, the music erupted, and the dancing began. I watched as my brother and his new bride eagerly danced across the floor. Konrad, usually reticent, seemed to have shed his reservations, joining the festivities with unexpected fervor.

I looked at it absentmindedly, lost in my thoughts. Seeing this unexpected side of my brother come to light, a spark of hope welled up within me. Maybe, just maybe, this union could help bridge the gap that has divided us for so long...
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                I excused myself from the feast shortly after the gifting ceremony as I had to work early in the morning. In the end, it wasn't anywhere near as bad as I thought it would be. Even Konrad behaved quite reasonably, even though I think it will still take some time before our relationship restores itself.

I then continued working through the rest of the summer, and the next few weeks passed quite uneventfully. But I was glad I could use the wedding as an opportunity to catch up with my family.

Despite it being only a few months since I last saw them, it felt like an eternity. My sister Helga turned twelve during that time, and she is already starting to look like a fine young lady.

She talked to me about how lonely she is now that both I and Konrad are in the city. It seems like she doesn't have many friends in the village, and it looked like she would love nothing more than to come to the city too.

However, there was nothing to be done about it. I made it seem like it was an easy thing, but getting a job in the city for the poor peasants is anything but. For most people from the countryside, it's an impossible task without any connections or family.

The only thing someone like us can do here is take the lowest-paying jobs, which nobody else is willing to do. But the pay is meager, and their prospects are bleak. This means that many, in the end, turn to crime or prostitution.

That is why my parents were so reluctant to let me come here on my own. And that is also why the only option for Helga to have a somewhat comfortable life is to secure a good marriage, as there is no suitable job for her back in the village.

But just because I managed to secure a prestigious apprenticeship against all odds doesn't mean all my problems are gone.

On the contrary, I face many problems. And all of them can be characterized by a single common cause: a lack of money. I have barely enough money left to pay the rent. I severely underestimated how much everything here would cost me...

And now that the summer is coming to an end and autumn is quickly approaching, I need to prepare for the winter. And for that, I need lots of money.

The culmination of the harvest season was most noticeable in the city by the increase in both quantity and variety of crops that were sold in the city's market.

Although it was still some time before the annual big autumn market, the local farmers were already setting up stalls inside the city. It was my first opportunity to see everything from the perspective of a city dweller. But I had no time to dwindle and look around.

This abundance is only a momentary thing. When winter arrives, all the merchants will be long gone, and the crops will be gone with them. That is why I need to stock up on enough food to last me the whole winter. Not to mention other things like warm clothes and plenty of firewood to keep me from freezing to death.

All the things I took for granted back in the village...

Now that I think about it, I never paid enough attention to my parent's resourcefulness and ingenuity to be able to provide everything for our whole family all those years.

'Ahh, how nice it would be to just sit down by the hearth in our humble home and not have to think about anything!' I allowed myself a moment to reminisce, but then I quickly snapped out of it.

Now is not the time to dwell on the past. I need to think about the future, I reminded myself. It was I who chose this path. And I knew it would be hard to live here on my own. Despite it, I convinced my father to let me pursue my dreams in the city, and it would be quite pathetic to run back home even before the first winter.

So the goal, for now, is to get enough money to survive. The only thing I can think of right now is to sell the rest of the Moonlight Aster. I hoped to save these peculiar flowers for later until I learned more about them, but given the situation, I have to sell them now.

'I'm sure I can gather some more in the future...' I thought with a sliver of hope.

There wasn't really any other option. The City's forest would be picked clean by now, and even if I could find anything there, it wouldn't be nearly enough. And those strange gems I got from the monsters I slew—yeah, that's a big no.

I could somewhat explain the herbs as a lucky find, no matter their rarity. But those gems... they come directly from the corpses of very ferocious monsters, and it would be impossible to explain how I obtained them without disclosing my secrets.

So selling Moonlight Aster it is. But there is still the problem that I don't know how much they are worth. All the merchants I spoke with didn't seem to know anything about it. They would regard them as true herbs... at best. And I'm sure they are worth much more than that. Given the ordeal it took me to gather them, I won't sell them cheaply. Not at all...

Now that the summer is ending, the number of herbs Isadora obtained each day from the market has decreased dramatically, and it won't be until the next spring before it picks up again.

That means my main task of drying the herbs is no more, and now I spend most of my time in the workshop helping make medicines and learning all there is to know about herbs. However, that doesn't take anywhere near as much time.

As I'm not paid a wage, I have no fixed work schedule. meaning that when I'm done with my tasks, I can leave the shop.

Before this, I used to spend all my time in the shop. Even when I was done drying the herbs, I tried to learn as much as I could. Not that there was anything better to do in the Northern Quarter anyway...

But now I've finished my work quickly and can leave the shop shortly after noon. This gives me plenty of time to continue my search for information. I walked around the market square, asking the merchants, but I didn't learn anything new.

'Hmm, what should I do?' I was getting frustrated by not finding any answers until now.

'There must be someone who knows something about this damn thing...'

Left with no other leads. I decided to pay a visit to my childhood friend, Myra. I figured that her father might know something since he has a thriving merchant business here in the city. Which also means he has access to a vast network of information and resources.

I knew I should have come to visit her sooner than this, but with everything going on in the past few months, I never found the time for it.

'I just hope she won't be too mad at me for not coming sooner...'

***

The next day after work, as the sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows over the city's cobblestone streets, I walked through the bustling crowds. My destination was the Vogt's house in the Western Quarter. I've never been there before, but I remember Myra describing it to me.

The Western Quarter was where the rich and powerful lived. It was a far cry from the rest of the city. The streets, paved with cobblestones polished to a lustrous sheen, guided my steps through this haven of the wealthy.

Buildings stood tall and proud, their architecture an homage to a bygone era. Mansions, fortified with sturdy stone walls, rose like noble titans, their grandeur accentuated by soaring towers and graceful spires that soared into the sky.

Intricate carvings adorned the facades, depicting scenes of heroic deeds and ancient legends. My heart quickened with anticipation as I approached Myra's family's opulent residence.

'Wow, it's so much bigger in person!' With trepidation clawing at my chest, I stood before the imposing doors.

Yet, as I raised my hand to knock, the weight of the present hung heavily upon me. I don't know if she still remembers me, as we haven't spoken for over a year since she left the village for the city.

After a while, the door creaked open, revealing an old butler, weathered and stern, his eyes clouded with the weight of years. His gaze, like a sentinel's, met mine with unwavering intensity.

I cleared my throat, my voice betraying a hint of apprehension. "Good afternoon, sir. My name is Darian, a childhood friend of Myra. May I please see her?"

The butler's eyes flickered with skepticism, his lips pursing in a tight line. He studied me from head to toe. Despite wearing my best clothes, I was acutely aware that they left a lot to be desired in a place like this.

A subtle sneer tugged at the corners of his mouth, and for a moment, I felt the weight of my humble origins press upon me like a branding iron. "Master... Darian, was it?" He drawled, his voice laced with a thinly veiled disdain.

"Miss Myra doesn't have any appointments scheduled for today. And pardon my words, but visitors of your stature do not typically grace us with their presence. I'm afraid I cannot simply grant you an audience with the young mistress."

'Wait, did he just insult me?' I thought as I squinted my eyes at him.

He used a lot of fancy words, but that was basically what they meant. I knew for a long time that there was a chasm that separated Myra and me. But still...

A flicker of determination ignited within my chest, fanning the flames of my resolve. I straightened my shoulders, meeting his gaze with a fire that defied the boundaries of my station.

"Sir, I understand the customs that govern this residence," I responded, trying to keep my voice steady. "However, at least deliver these words to Myra: Tell her that her friend Darian has come to visit her, and I would be honored if she could take a moment to see me."

'Ugh, it's hard to talk like that.' Luckily, I got to learn some basics of etiquette in the course of my herbalist training to prepare me for situations like these.

The butler's eyes widened for a moment, his stoic facade yielding to a flicker of surprise that I knew how to properly conduct myself. He hesitated, weighing my words against the rigid rules etched into his very being.

With a barely perceptible nod, he gestured for me to wait before disappearing into the depths of the mansion. The moments stretched on, each second an eternity until finally there was some commotion at the entrance.

I could hear the butler exclaim, "Miss Myra! This is highly inappropriate..."

Before he could finish, the heavy doors groaned open once more. Myra's smiling face stood before me, her eyes alight with a mix of surprise and nostalgia.

Her posture was a lot more refined than what I remember, and she carried herself with an air of elegance befitting her status. Yet underneath, she was still the same cheerful girl that I remembered from the village.

She just stood there for a short moment looking at me. Then, she pouted her lips and loudly exclaimed, "Darian! You finally showed up. I thought you had already forgotten me!"

            

    
        Chapter 37: Merchant's Guild

    
    
    
    
                I stood at the entrance of the Vogt's residence. My former nervousness dissipated at the sight of Myra's familiar face. A smile tugged at the corners of my lips, and I took a step forward, closing the distance between us.

"Forgotten you? Never!" I exclaimed. "Life has been... complicated lately, but I've thought of you often. How could I forget my dearest friend?"

Her pout transformed into a mischievous grin, and she playfully nudged my arm. "Well, it's about time you showed up!"

"Come inside, Darian," she beckoned.

With a nod of gratitude, I followed Myra into the opulent halls of her family's mansion. We walked through the elegant corridors, adorned with exquisite artwork and intricate tapestries.

"Life here is so boring without anything to do. I want to know everything you have been up to recently!"

Myra led me to one of the expensively decorated rooms, its walls adorned with tasteful artwork, and we settled into comfortable armchairs. The butler, whose name I learned was Sebastian, hovered in the background, his disapproving gaze never wavering.

"So what do you need from me?" she asked, her voice tinged with curiosity.

"What makes you think I need something?" I replied, feigning innocence.

Myra chuckled. "You always come to me only when you need something!"

She then winked at me mischievously. "Well, not that I mind."

"Is it really so boring here?" I asked while I looked around the lavishly decorated room.

"Didn't you make lots of friends at the school you told me about?"

Myra's smile faltered for a moment before she shrugged nonchalantly. "Those girls aren't really my friends. We talk a lot, but they aren't like you or the kids from the village."

Seeing her lose her smile, I figured out this wasn't something she wanted to talk about, so I quickly changed the subject. "You were right, you know."

"About what?" She looked at me with curiosity in her eyes.

"I actually need something." I grinned at her.

I then proceeded to tell her about my Moonlight Aster problem, and she listened attentively.

"If it's about an herb, why don't you ask your master?"

I hesitated for a moment, gathering my thoughts. "I can't; she won't tell me anything more about it."

Myra leaned back in her chair, contemplating the situation. "Well, my father isn't here. He is in the village collecting taxes and won't be back until the end of the harvest season..."

She then thought some more and exclaimed shortly afterward, "But I know someone who might be able to help you! My uncle Alaric works at the Merchant's Guild, so he certainly will know something!"

Myra then turned to me with a mischievous glint in her eyes. "So, Darian, do you want to go to the Merchant's Guild together?" She asked with a hint of excitement in her voice.

I grinned as I looked into Myra's expectant eyes. "Absolutely." It seems Myra didn't lose her adventurous spirit at all.

***

We set out for the Merchant's Guild shortly afterward. I wanted to wait till tomorrow as it was getting quite late in the afternoon, but Myra must have been really bored here as she wanted to go right now.

The butler, Sebastian, seemed even less enthusiastic about the idea. He tried very hard to dissuade Myra from going. He wanted to send a servant with a note instead to schedule an appointment with Alaric, as was customary.

But he couldn't do anything about it. As Myra's parents weren't here, she was the one with the highest authority in the house. In the end, he just looked at us with a defeated look and implored us to return before it got dark.

'Poor guy...' I thought. He must have known from the start that it was pointless trying to persuade Myra when she made up her mind about something, but he still tried his best.

'I almost want to pity him... Almost.'

'Not that I would forgive him for his attitude towards me anytime soon...'

With that, we headed out of the residence and into the city. As the day waned and dusk painted the sky in hues of gold and amethyst, the district took on a new aura.

Lanterns flickered to life, casting a warm glow on the streets. Shadows danced on the cobblestones, and we walked among them.

Our goal was the outer fortress in the center of the city. I have never been inside the fortress before. Apart from having no reason to go there, I was also afraid that someone there could sense my magic.

But I have been living in the city for many months now, and so far nobody has given me a second glance, which means I will be fine there.

We climbed the sloping hill and passed under the watchful eyes of the city guards inside the fortress itself.

It was unlike any typical castle. The tall outer walls surrounded a huge piece of land, and inside were many buildings and streets arranged into a huge square. It was like a small city inside a city.

The streets were filled with important-looking people in expensive attire bussing about despite the late hour.

As the fortress wasn't just the administrative center of the city itself but governed the whole region under the rule of our Lord, it housed many clerks and administrative officials in charge of it.

The fortress also housed the city's garrison alongside the Lord's army and his knights, so it was not surprising that it was filled to the brim with people.

Only the inner fortress stood silent, as it was the private residence of our Lord and his family, and no outsiders were allowed anywhere near it.

The Merchant's Guild was very easy to spot as it stood close to the main gates alongside the main road running through the center of the fortress, with many people going in and out.

We stepped through the imposing wooden doors of the Merchant's Guild. The air inside was heavy with the scent of aged parchment and the faint hint of mustiness that clung to the stone walls.

The dim light of flickering oil lamps cast eerie shadows, illuminating the grandeur of the guild's interior.

The room was full of activity as merchants in finely tailored garments huddled in small groups, discussing their latest acquisitions and bartering for better deals. The sound of clinking coins filled the air, accompanied by the occasional burst of laughter or heated debate.

It was a constant symphony of ambition and negotiation, a reminder that wealth and power were the currencies that ruled this building. Beyond the central hall, arched doorways led to a maze of smaller chambers and corridors, where Guild clerks conducted their affairs and managed the intricacies of the trade.

Among the main duties of the Guild was the collection of tariffs and various other fees placed upon the merchants by the city. The Guild also issued trade licenses that every merchant had to have if he wanted to set up a store or a stall inside the city.

We made our way deeper into the guild. Myra's confident steps echoed in the hallways. 'She must have gone here quite often.' I thought.

I was glad for it, as without her guidance, I would have lost myself right away in this peculiar maze of offices and hallways that didn't seem to follow any kind of logic. 'Would it be too much to ask for a simple floor plan and nameplates on the doors?'

I was wondering how anyone could find anything in this place.

But apparently, they could, as nobody here seems to be lost, and we too soon arrived in front of one of the fancier-looking offices. Myra knocked on the doors, and a young woman in a clerk's uniform opened the doors.

"We are here to see my uncle," Myra said with an authoritative voice.

The woman respectfully bowed and said, "Please wait a moment, Lady Myra. I will ask if Master Alaric can see you right now."

We were led into a waiting room, and soon enough, the women returned. "You can go inside. Master Alaric will see you now."

'Hmm, it seems they are quite used to Myra's sudden visits.'

We walked inside the spacious and elegant office, adorned with exquisite tapestries. Myra's uncle was seated behind a massive mahogany desk, engrossed in his work.

Myra knocked lightly on the doorframe, drawing his attention. He looked up; his face was stern, but as soon as he saw Myra, his expression softened into a smile.

"Ah! My favorite niece decided to honor me with her presence! And who's this?" His keen eyes were assessing me.

"Aren't you a little young to promenade yourself with a boy at your side?" He asked teasingly.

"Uncle! Don't say such things. He's Darian. My dear friend from the village I told you about!" Myra exclaimed with reddened cheeks.

"Haha! I was just jesting with you." Alaric chuckled, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

He then signaled for us to sit on a luxurious sofa in a corner, where we were served tea by one of the uncle's servants.

"So, what might you two require of me?" Alaric said as he sat across from us.

"I'm sure you wouldn't bring your friend here with you just for a simple conversation." He continued, his voice tinged with curiosity.

Myra looked at me and signaled for me to start talking. I cleared my throat as I tried not to sound nervous before I explained what I came here for.

After I finished, Alaric leaned back in his chair, contemplating the situation while stroking his silver beard.

"Hmm, Moonlight Aster, was it? It doesn't ring any bells for me, but if it is some kind of rare herb, I might be able to help you." Alaric finally said after a while.

"You see, there are special tariffs placed upon rare herbs and other kinds of unique materials. If it was sold within the city, there will be a mention of it in the Guild's records."

He then looked at me with the shrewd smile of a merchant. "But such an inquiry will cost you a hefty price."

My smile froze on my lips as I knew I had no money to offer him.

He then looked tenderly at Myra and added, "Normally... that is. But since this request comes from my niece, I will look into it myself free of charge."

"Thank you, uncle! You're the best!" Myra happily exclaimed

"You should go back. It's getting quite late. I will let you know what I found in a few days." Alarick said as he signaled to us that the meeting was over. We said our goodbyes and were on our way.

As we were leaving his office, he added, "You were lucky today as I had no other visitors but set up an appointment for the next time."

I just threw him a weak smile as I looked at Myra's happy strides.

'That would be a tall order, knowing her personality.' I thought as we disappeared back into the dimly lit city streets.

Little did I know that this meeting was the start of something that would completely change my life forever.
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                The night had now fully descended upon the city as I accompanied Myra back to her house. The sparsely placed lanterns were casting long shadows across the streets, creating an eerie atmosphere.

I kept silent as we walked. My mind was still consumed with thoughts of our recent meeting with Alaric. 'I hope he can find something...' I thought as I guided us back to the Western Quarter.

Myra, on the other hand, skipped along with a carefree smile, her excitement palpable. "Can you believe it, Darian?" she exclaimed. "Uncle will help us without charging a single coin! He's always been so kind to me..."

I nodded, trying to muster a smile. "Yes, you're fortunate to have such a caring relative."

She glanced at me, her eyes filled with concern. "Don't worry, Darian. We'll figure it out. You've been a true friend to me all those years, and I won't let you down!"

I smiled at her unwavering confidence. Myra had always been nothing but determined when she set out to do something.

As we arrived at her family's residence, Sebastian greeted us at the door, his countenance filled with relief. "Miss Myra, you've returned safely. I was so worried. It's not safe to be out after dark."

Myra dismissed his concerns with a quick wave of her hand. "Don't worry, Sebastian. We were just at the Merchant's Guild; there was nothing to be concerned about."

Sebastian didn't seem to stop worrying one bit, but nevertheless, he sighed and retreated back into the residence. Myra and I were left standing outside, the night's air growing colder.

"I should start heading home too; the Northern Quarter isn't a safe place at night," I said, glancing at the darkened path that led to my own humble dwelling.

"Thank you for helping me, Myra. It means a lot." I smiled at her.

Myra squeezed my arm affectionately. "Thank you for coming to visit me, Darian. We'll meet again soon, and I'll update you on what Alaric discovers."

I nodded as I gave Myra my address so that she could send me a message when Alaric found something, and then I began the long journey back home.

***

It wasn't until the next week that I heard back from Myra. I was almost starting to lose hope by that point. But when I hastily skimmed over her exquisite handwriting on the short message one of the errand boys delivered to me this morning, my mind was instantly filled to the brim with eager anticipation.

'I'm finally going to get to the bottom of this...' I thought as I hastily finished my boring tasks for the day in the workshop and then ran with a bright smile through the streets leading to the Western Quarter.

I quickly composed myself before knocking on the doors of Myra's home. I was greeted by the now-familiar face of Sebastian. Since he already knew who I was, he let me through without much fuss, although still somewhat reluctantly.

Myra happily told me her uncle had finished his investigation and we were to meet him later in the afternoon at the Merchant's guild.

This time, Sebastian scheduled an appointment with Alaric in advance to avoid any possible inconvenience caused by Myra's unannounced visit.

Later that day, we found ourselves sitting across from Alaric in his lavishly decorated office and eagerly waiting for him to finally tell me what he had found out about the Moonlight Aster.

"It was harder than I thought it would be, but in the end, I managed to find out what you wanted..." Alaric spoke thoughtfully as he stroked his beard.

"You see, the Moonlight Aster isn't an herb at all," he continued with a knowing smile.

"Then what is it?" I asked him. Now I was actually kind of intrigued. He looked at me with amusement, seemingly enjoying my curiosity.

"Well, although it is a plant, it doesn't have any useful abilities—for a herbalist, that is... It is, however, very useful as a catalyst in Alchemy to improve the quality of potions. It has something to do with the phases of the moon and the moon's energy captured inside the flower..."

He paused for a moment, gathering his thoughts, while both I and Myra hung up on his every word.

"I'm sorry, but that was all I managed to find out. You would have to talk with an actual Alchemist to learn more about this." He smiled at me apologetically.

"Although I doubt they would tell you anything as they are closely guarding their secrets... As for its price, it's hard to say, as such things very rarely appear on the market..."

"I didn't have the time to look through every record, but I would say it would be several times that of a True herb, as Alchemy ingredients tend to be much more expensive in general. That is all I can tell you..." Alaric said as he finished his explanation.

"Ah, don't worry about it! Thank you for all your efforts, Master Alaric. This is already much more than I was able to find out on my own..." I replied as I tried to digest all the new pieces of information I learned today.

***

'So I finally have my answer, huh?' I thought as I was laying in my bed later that evening. But this now brings even more trouble for me.

'I need to find an Alchemist… How the hell am I supposed to do something like this?' I thought bitterly.

Now that I think about it, it's not too surprising that Isadora knew about this plant, as she supplies herbs to the Alchemists quite regularly. Luckily, this may also prove to be the solution to my problem.

I know that an Alchemist comes to the shop every month to collect their orders and place new ones. On that particular day, Isadora always wears her best clothes, and we must flawlessly clean the shop beforehand.

I smiled as I realized that the date for this meeting is only a week away...

I, of course, wouldn't be able to schedule an appointment with an Alchemist myself, as they have a much higher status than me. Even if I employed the help of Myra's uncle, it would be impossible.

I am nothing but a simple apprentice without any reputation or strong family background to help me. And I can't simply bump into him in the street, as that would be highly suspicious and could be taken as harassment.

'I need to get into that meeting...' I can't do anything myself, but if I used Isadora's existing connections and approached him during that meeting, it might somehow work.

'But how do I sneak into that meeting and convince him to buy these flowers from me without Isadora noticing?'

I guess now that I know their value, I could sell them straight to Isadora and be done with it. But I would have to accept any price she would offer me, and as she is my master, I don't have any leverage over her...

If I sold it directly to an Alchemist, I could make a lot more money. 'Hmm, I need to first find out more information about this Alchemist before deciding on a course of action...'

'I wonder how Isadora established such a connection in the first place. Maybe I could just copy her approach...'

'So many questions and so few answers...' I sighed as I was slowly drifting off into the embrace of sleep.

'I guess I will have to figure everything out myself. And I need to do it all as soon as possible. If I don't sell them soon, I won't have enough money to prepare for the winter...'

***

I spent the next few days trying to get some information out of Isadora about this mysterious Alchemist of hers.

I asked many questions about random things and a few cleverly hidden questions about Alchemy in between so that she wouldn't become suspicious of me.

She raised her eyebrows at my unexpected eagerness, as most of the time I was quiet and focused on my tasks, but she didn't think much of it…

I didn't learn much from it, but I still learned a few useful things. Mainly, the person who comes to the shop isn't a real Alchemist but only an apprentice like me.

'That makes sense. Alchemists wouldn't waste their time running errands...' But this also plays in my favor. Approaching an apprentice will be much easier, as he doesn't have that much higher status than me.

However, there is still the main problem of how to get into that meeting. Isadora still doesn't trust me enough to let me deal with customers, given my humble origins and lack of education in etiquette.

'There is no way in hell I could convince her to let me meet such an important customer.' I would have to make sure that sending me to that meeting is her only option.

A mischievous grin slowly crept up on my face. 'Ah, so sabotage it is...' But how should I go about it?

Well, the simplest thing would be to add something to Isadora's food... I learned of several herbs that, in sufficient quantities, cause diarrhea, and a quite severe one at that.

'Hmm, but the timing would be off...' I need to "disable" both Isadora and Elena since it is more than likely that in case of any "accidents," Isadora would simply send Elena to the meeting as she is the senior apprentice.

I can't add anything to the water, as they would notice the bitter taste. But the problem is that they take their meals at different times, meaning I wouldn't be able to time it right...

There is also the chance that Isadora would cancel the meeting if something like this happened, so I need to make my move only shortly before the supposed time when Isadora wouldn't be able to send a message in time.

'Hmm, what to do... what to do...' I also can't do anything that would severely wound them. Not that I care too much about their well-being. Especially Elena's. But it would simply mean they would dump all their work on me until they recovered.

Even now, I am severely overworked for a 10-year-old child as it is. Elena even made me draw water in the morning, even though it was supposed to be her job... 'Wait, water? Muhahaha... I got it!'

"What are you staring at, you dimwit?" Elena said disdainfully as I was looking in her direction.

I quickly averted my eyes so that she wouldn't become too suspicious of me. I wasn't staring at her at all. In fact, I was staring at that big water container in the corner behind her.

Making medicines required a lot of water, and as there wasn't any plumbing in the building, we had to draw the water every morning from the well in the backyard by hand.

It used to be Elena's job, but as soon as I started being an apprentice here, she threw it on me. I tried to ignore it at first, as it was her job...

But then the container would be empty when it was time to make elixirs. That made Isadora very angry, and that vixen Elena always found a way to blame me for it.

So, in the end, I did it to have peace of mind. Unbeknownst to her, I simply drew the water from the well with my magic, with not much effort whatsoever. But now I can return the favor...

I don't know if it is a general trend among the city's women, but both Isadora and Elena are very particular about their appearances.

So, if, hypothetically, that big container full of water suddenly exploded and drenched both of them from head to toe shortly before the meeting with the Alchemist's apprentice...

'I wonder if any of them would be brave enough to meet him looking like a wet mouse...'

'Probably not... No, definitely not!' I thought excitedly.

This means I would be the only one who could go there, as Isadora couldn't cancel the meeting so abruptly without damaging her shop's reputation.

'Hehe... I can't wait to see the look on Elena's face after this...'

            

    
        Chapter 39: Meeting with an Alchemist

    
    
    
    
                The day of the highly anticipated meeting had arrived, and I shifted nervously on my stool as I was once again going over my daring scheme.

I was sure I could burst open the water container quite easily if I sufficiently increased the pressure inside of it. But for obvious reasons, I couldn't test it beforehand, so I need to be prepared for any kind of eventuality.

Both Isadora and Elena should be in the workshop shortly before the apprentice is scheduled to arrive to package the herbs his Master has ordered and to do final checks to make sure that everything is flawless.

That will also be the perfect time to enact my plan. The only thing I need to be careful about is making sure the water doesn't spill on the herbs, or they will be ruined. 'That should be doable.' I thought as I meticulously cleaned the shop since Isadora wanted everything to be spotless before such an important customer arrived.

I suppressed a yawn as I had to wake up very early today to manage all this extra work. But if everything works out today as planned, it will be more than worth it. As usual, Elena and Isadora were engrossed in their routine tasks, preparing for the day ahead. I made sure to stay out of their way, observing them discreetly.

Once we were finished with all the preparations and Isadora was getting ready to open the shop, it was time for me to put my plan into action. I quietly slipped out of the back door and made my way to the well, a mischievous grin playing on my lips.

I made sure the water container was full to the brim today. Normally, it takes a tremendous amount of effort to draw so much water by hand and then carry the buckets inside, but for me, it was an easy task.

I channeled my energy into the water inside the well, drawing it out. Instead of filling the nearby buckets, I made it flow into the air and then through the open window right inside the container.

The whole thing took only about half a minute to complete. 'I'm getting pretty good at this.' I nodded with satisfaction. I was pleased by the strength of my magic control, as it seems my powers still continue to grow. Even though my progress is slowing down as I don't have much time to train nowadays.

Several more hours passed in tense anticipation, and soon it was the time when the Alchemist's apprentice was supposed to come to the shop. Elena and Isadora stood by the table in the workshop, both oblivious to what was about to transpire as they were busy packing the herbs.

I stood at the back of the room, unnoticed, as I concentrated solely on my task. I channeled my magic into the container, aiming to create enough pressure to make it burst when they least expected it.

I focused, my hands slightly trembling with nervous anticipation. With a final surge, I released all the energy into the container.

*BOOOM*

The cries of shock echoed through the workshop as the container exploded, spraying the whole room and completely drenching both Isadora and Elena from head to toe with water.

I couldn't help but stifle a giggle. Isadora's hair clung to her face, and water dripped onto the floor. Elena didn't fare any better. Her elegant dress clung to her skin tightly, revealing both her underwear and her dismayed expression.

"What in the world just happened?" Isadora exclaimed, her voice a mixture of anger and confusion.

"I... I have no idea," Elena stuttered, wringing out her soaked dress.

I emerged from under my desk, where I quickly ducked for cover. I did it mostly for show, as I made sure not a drop of water landed either on me or the herbs on the table.

While I was pretending to be shocked by the scene, I exclaimed, "Master! Elena! What happened?"

Elena angrily turned towards me before shouting, "You!... What did you do?!"

"What do you mean? I didn't do anything!" I retorted

Isadora's gaze landed on me, suspicion flickering in her eyes. "Darian, you were the one who filled the container, no? Did you have something to do with this?"

I widened my eyes in feigned innocence. "Me? No, of course not! I just filled it with water like every morning, and when I saw it suddenly burst, I hid under my desk... I have no idea what just happened!"

Isadora sighed, frustration evident on her face as she looked at her soaked dress. But then her eyes widened in horror as she remembered the important meeting that was about to take place. It was the first time I'd ever seen her make a face like that.

Elena shot me a glare, clearly blaming me for the mishap. However, Isadora quickly snapped out of her stupor as she was aware of the dire consequences of this "accident."

While hastily checking the herbs and seeing that they were still in perfect condition, she quickly made a decision.

"Darian, you will have to go to the meeting in my place. Clean yourself up, and remember what I told you about being respectful to our customers. We cannot afford to fail."

'Hahaha! YES! It worked... It worked!' Suppressing my glee, I cleared my throat and nodded earnestly. "Of course, Master Isadora. I will do my best."

As Isadora and Elena hurriedly cleaned up the mess and tried to salvage what they could of their appearance, I quickly readied myself, knowing that this was just the opening act of my plan and the hard part was still in front of me.

I tried my hardest to suppress both my victorious smile and the nervous apprehension from the upcoming meeting from showing on my face as I projected an air of confidence. This turn of events presented a great opportunity, but it also carried risks, and I needed to make the most of it.

Before I stepped to the front of the shop, ready to greet our VIP customer, I noticed Isadora hurrying towards me. She leaned over and whispered to me, "Don't you dare mess this up, or it will be the last time you ever set foot inside my shop!"

I widened my eyes, as it was rare for her to threaten me like that. 'She really cares about this,' I realized. I still didn't know how she formed this connection in the first place, but it must mean a lot to her.

Well, not that I planned to mess this up. I needed it to work out too. Not only would I be able to establish my own connection to an Alchemist's workshop, which was invaluable by itself, but I could also learn some of their secrets. And perhaps I could even sell them some ingredients in the future, making a lot of money in the process.

I looked at Isadora with a serious face and simply nodded before stepping inside the shop. Both Isadora and Elena then retreated upstairs to dry themselves and change their drenched clothes. This was perfect for me, as I didn't have to worry about them eavesdropping on my conversation.

Shortly after I entered, I heard a knock on the doors, and I hurried to open them. Isadora closed the shop shortly beforehand so that no other customer would infringe upon this meeting.

Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the doors and immediately spotted a tall young man dressed in a pristine robe, standing outside with a carefree smile. He was completely unaware of the dramatic events that had unfolded here only a few moments ago.

Despite his youthful appearance, he seemed to possess an air of mystery and wisdom that surpassed his years. With a piercing gaze, he looked at me, and before I managed to gather my thoughts, he had already spoken.

"And who might you be? I was supposed to meet here with the herbalist, Isadora..."

"Uhm, please excuse me." I began, trying to sound confident. "My name is Darian, and I'm Isadora's most trusted apprentice."

"There was an unforeseen incident, and she couldn't attend the meeting herself. I've been entrusted to handle this matter in her stead..."

The apprentice eyed me skeptically, likely taken aback by my youthful appearance. "Is that so? I can come back another time if you are having problems..."

"Oh, that won't be necessary! It was only a small, insignificant inconvenience, and we already dealt with it. Please come inside! We have your order ready for you to look at it." I quickly stepped aside to let him through.

He seemed unconvinced but decided to entertain the situation. He stepped inside while his sharp gaze scrutinized the shop.

I showed him the herbs that Isadora prepared, and he carefully examined them. Everything seemed to be in order, as I could see his stern gaze softening.

'Now or never...' I thought nervously as I decided now was the right moment to show him the Moonlight Aster. I carefully laid the flowers on the table and signaled to him to get his attention.

"Besides your regular order, please look at this rare ingredient that I believe an Alchemist of your stature would find intriguing."

"Is this...?" He eagerly examined the flowers with a knowing look in his eyes.

"Yes, this is a Moonlight Aster," I replied, slightly surprised at how smoothly everything was going.

After he examined them, he placed the flowers back on the table. "But how come Isadora didn't mention this?"

"Well, you see, these flowers are mine. I picked and dried them myself."

"Is that so...? He looked at me with a puzzled face. "You would go behind your master's back to sell this to me?"

I smiled brightly. "This was a part of my apprenticeship test. When I gathered them, I wasn't an apprentice yet, meaning I'm not breaking any rules by selling them."

His confusion quickly gave way to a mischievous smile. "Is that so...? Not that I would care either way... My master will be pleased by this, as you don't see such a rare catalyst every day. So I will buy them from you."

I suppressed my glee as I tried to maintain a poker face and simply nodded in return. I reminded myself that he mustn't notice my eagerness to sell, or else he will try to scam me with a low price.

"I can offer you two marks of silver for both of them." He said after a while of thinking.

'Wow! That's a lot more than I was expecting. From his tone, I feel like I could haggle a little bit more. But given the fact that I don't know their exact value, I don't want to try my luck.'

So, in the end, I accepted his offer. Even so, just those two flowers cost almost as much as a whole batch of umbrifila from the Forest behind my village, so I was very pleased.

I then quickly wrapped things up in case Isadora came into the shop. We exchanged formal farewells, and he was on his way while I simply stood by the doors with a big smile plastered across my face.

            

    
        Chapter 40: A Celebratory Dinner

    
    
    
    
                As the Alchemist's apprentice disappeared in the distance, I couldn't contain my excitement any longer and let out a triumphant chuckle. My plan had gone even better than I thought it would.

Closing the doors, I quickly retreated back to the workshop. With the Moonlight Aster finally sold, not only had I made a handsome profit, but I had also caught the eye of a real Alchemist.

It was the first step towards forging my own connection with them and their secretive world. I don't know yet how advantageous it will turn out to be, but any kind of advantage over others in this regard will prove to be very useful as I try to establish myself in the city.

From a moral standpoint, it felt a bit wrong to take advantage of Isadora in this way. She has been nothing but helpful to me so far, despite my humble origins. However, I quickly brushed those thoughts aside. In this world, one has to seize opportunities whenever they present themselves.

Back in the village, I got to know many honest and hard-working people. But such people were usually taken advantage of and then tossed aside by those who were willing to do anything to further their own status.

If I want to succeed here, I need to let go of the values and morals I carry over from my previous life and become like that too. 'Not that I had any strong morals, to begin with.' I smirked.

Humans are the same everywhere. I realized a long time ago that the world is governed by endless greed. Greed for money, for power, for recognition...

Behind all the rules, the smiles, and the pretty words, there hides an ugly truth that everyone knows but nobody wants to acknowledge. That is why I never had much ambition in my previous life. I found it all quite pointless.

In a world where success was defined by an endless hunt for money, I didn't want any part of it... That was why I just did the bare minimum to live comfortably and instead focused on the few things I enjoyed.

Here, however, things were quite different. Greed remains the same, but society seems to be a lot more straightforward about it.

But the most important difference is the existence of magic. In this world, you can have power. Not just the illusion of power that society bestows upon you, but real power—power of your own.

And all those without it have to bow to you, no matter how much money or influence they have. That is what I realized the moment I was reborn here and found out that magic was real.

On that day, something within me changed, and I finally found my passion. I have no idea why I was brought to this strange world, but regardless, I intend to use this second chance at life as best I can and realize all the possibilities it has to offer...

***

The day then ended without any further incidents. Both Isadora and Elena returned to the shop shortly after, their appearances restored to their usual elegance.

They pretended like nothing happened at all. I, too, maintained an air of innocence and cluelessness to not give them any reasons to be suspicious of me.

Isadora approached me to ask about the meeting. I told her everything—well, most of it—and gave her the money for the herbs.

She studied me for a moment, but then she sighed, and I could see the almost palpable relief in her eyes.

'I hope I have proven myself to her and she will give me more important tasks in the future...'

As I was heading back home from the shop, I decided to celebrate today's great success by treating myself to dinner at an inn. I usually just buy some food at a stall along the way, but this time, I entered one of the more prestigious establishments in the Southern Quarter that cater to merchants and rich travelers.

'I know it is kind of a waste, but I think I earned it,' I thought as I reluctantly entered the elegantly decorated hall.

It was the first time I entered such a fine establishment, so I looked at everything with keen interest. The inn was bustling with activity at this hour as patrons dressed in expensive-looking attire enjoyed their meals and lively conversations filled the air.

I found a table near the corner, allowing me to observe the whole room. The savory aroma of roasted meats and fragrant spices wafted through the air, teasing my senses. The innkeeper, a quite plump man, approached my table. "What can I get for you, lad?" he asked with a hearty smile.

I ordered the daily special "Deer Stew" and some ale to go with it. Most people here chose to drink ale over water as it was a much safer option, and I kind of agree with them - given the state of hygiene in the city.

Plus, there aren't any restrictions on the drinking age. As long as you have the money, nobody here cares how old you are.

As I waited for my meal, I let my gaze wander around the room. Patrons chatted, their laughter mingling with the soft melodies played by a minstrel in the corner. Long gone were the days when most people here would look down upon me.

Now, nobody would mistake me for a poor kid from the village anymore, as I looked quite handsome being clad in my work clothes.

When I first started working as Isadora's apprentice, the first thing she told me was to go and get some proper clothes worthy of my status.

Back then, I thought of it as a waste of money, as I was shut in the workshop all day anyway and never interacted with any customers. But the longer I live here, the more I understand the importance of clothes.

Soon my dinner arrived, and I eagerly began to savor the food in front of me. The aroma alone told a tale of the great skill and effort of the chef. The fragrance of tender venison, slow-cooked to perfection, wafted enticingly from the bowl. I quickly took a spoonful of the tasty-looking meal with a smile.

The meat instantly melted in my mouth, both tender and succulent at the same time, mingling with the rich, earthy gravy that clung to each morsel. The flavors were deep, resonating with the essence of the wild. With each bite, the hardships of the day's hectic events slowly fade away.

As I ate, I listened to the conversations of other guests. I spend most of my time either working or practicing magic. So this was also a rare opportunity to learn about the latest news and rumors around the city.

At the neighboring table, a group of merchants were engaged in a heated debate.

"I tell you, the Count is plotting to raise taxes on all imported goods!" a portly merchant exclaimed, his face red with anger. "He seeks to line his own coffers while crushing our profits."

An elderly merchant stroked his beard thoughtfully. "I've heard whispers that the Count's coffers are running low," he said, leaning back in his chair. "They say a lot of monsters have been sighted in the northern mountains, and he will need plenty of money to pay the army sent out to suppress them."

The portly merchant replied to him angrily, "That is no concern of mine! But if these taxes come to pass, we'll all suffer."

'Well, you certainly could use a little diet.' I smirked amusingly.

Meanwhile, a young, curly merchant interjected. "It doesn't look like they are running out of coins! Word has it that the Countess has commissioned an opulent gown for the upcoming harvest festival." He said with excitement, eager to prove his knowledge.

They continued their conversation, but I didn't listen to it anymore as I was already finished with my meal and getting ready to head home. Most of it was of no interest to me, as I wasn't well-versed in either trade or politics, but one thing caught my attention.

'Harvest festival, huh? I suppose I can go there this year...'

I've never been there before, but I heard it is a big celebration marking the end of the harvest season and the start of the autumn market in the city. Something similar to the harvest feast we had back in the village, but on a much larger scale with plenty of food and entertainment to go around.

But the food isn't the main reason I want to go there. This is one of the few opportunities where you can see the Lord of the City in person, as he will address us, the subjects, at the start of the festival.

The rumor has it that he is a powerful mage, although no commoner has ever seen him cast any magic in public before. But that doesn't change the fact that he knows magic, as he wouldn't be in such a high position without it.

That is why I want to see him with my own eyes, as I have wanted to lay my eyes on a real mage for a long time.

Before my trip to the fortress, I was too afraid to go anywhere near the nobles, but they don't seem to have a way to detect someone's magic from a distance. That is why I think it will be fine for me to go.

'Besides, I could invite Myra to go there with me.' I thought with a smile.

She really helped me by introducing me to her uncle, so I owe her quite a bit. Her father should still be busy with tax collection for a while, and as she doesn't seem to have any other friends, I'm the only one who could take her.

'Yes, I think this will be the perfect opportunity to return her the favor,' I thought, as I didn't like to owe any debts to anyone.

At least that was what I told myself was the only reason for inviting her...

            

    
        Chapter 41: The Harvest Festival

    
    
    
    
                With the Harvest festival only a few days away, the city bustled with anticipation. The streets were filled with the quick footsteps of people hurriedly preparing for the upcoming festivities. Most of the buildings along the main street and the central square were adorned with colorful banners, which fluttered in the gentle breeze.

The centerpiece of the celebrations will be the central square in the heart of the city. Here, a grand stage was being erected, adorned with intricate wood carvings depicting scenes of a bountiful harvest.

Atop the stage, artisans meticulously arranged seating for the nobility, from which they will have the best view of the various ceremonies during the festival. I walked through all of this chaos on my way to Myra's house to share the great news of my recent success and also to invite her to the festival.

"Darian!" she greeted me, her eyes sparkling with curiosity. "How did it turn out? Did you really meet with an Alchemist?"

I smiled at her eagerness and then proceeded to tell her everything that happened in the shop. Of course, without mentioning the "accident" with the water container, I wanted to keep anything magic-related a secret since it is my greatest trump card.

"I'm so glad you managed to sell your herbs!" Myra happily exclaimed when I finished.

I eagerly nodded, "I'm glad too that everything worked out fine. So, now that I finally have some money, would you like to come with me to the Harvest Festival? You were of great help to me in all this, so the least I can do is treat you to some pastries at the stalls..."

Her eyes widened, and soon an expression of delight spread across her face. "Of course! I love the Harvest Festival! Usually, I go there with Sebastian, but he never lets me stay for long, so going there with you sounds wonderful! I will finally be able to look at all the stalls!"

I was glad that she was eager to accompany me. Although her reasoning left me worried about my poor purse, 'I just hope she isn't too big of an eater.' I thought somberly, but I didn't let anything show on my face. "Excellent! Then I will come pick you up in the morning on the day of the festival."

Myra nodded, her eyes sparkling with anticipation. I then said my farewells and left her house, as I still had many things to take care of.

***

Now that I have the money, I need to make a list of things I need to buy for the winter. I have no clue how much it will cost me, as I have never done this before on my own.

But I'm pretty sure my parents were never able to put together even a single silver mark for the winter preparations, and they were buying things for our whole family.

So with my two marks, I should be more than fine. I could even splurge a little and buy better stuff than we were able to afford back in the village...

'I should buy at least two bags of grain,' I thought excitedly.

Grain tends to be a lot more expensive than ertiber, but it also tastes much better, and as I am pretty fed up with ertiber after eating it all the time in the village, I had no qualms about replacing it with something better.

With the grain, I can also take it to the baker and exchange it for a freshly baked loaf of bread during the winter. You can, of course, buy bread without it, but it's sold at a premium. And sometimes, when the harvest is bad, they run out of supplies in the middle of winter.

Then they won't sell you anything unless you bring your own grain. My landlord was kind enough to allow me to store my supplies in his cellar. So I can buy everything I need without worrying about having enough space in my already cramped room.

However, in exchange, I had to draw water for him every morning from the public well. 'Again, what's with everyone wanting me to draw water for them?' I thought bitterly.

I kept wondering why no one here hadn't invented any kind of plumbing yet. 'It would save so much time and money.'

Many housewives were too busy in the morning to draw water themselves, so they usually paid a few pennies to the poor kids in the neighborhood to do it for them.

For many kids, this ended up being their only source of income, and there even seemed to be a complicated system in place for who could draw water and where.

Some entrepreneurial kids even formed whole gangs centered around this particular business and set up their own territories, which they fiercely protected from other gangs.

'...How stupid.' I knew all of this because, when I first went to draw the water from the public well for my landlord, some local orphans mistakenly thought I was one of them and tried to scare me away from the well.

This, of course, made me very angry. Not only did I have to carry out this stupid task, but on top of it, I had to argue with some random kids for the right to use the well. My first thought was to just tell them to bugger off, but that would probably result in a fight, so I did the second-best option...

That was to loudly exclaim that they were violating my right as an official resident of the city of Ereneth to access a public well and that I would call the city's guards on them. Which worked surprisingly well, as they scurried away in an instant. It seems that despite them putting on a brave front, they have a strong fear of the guards, as they haven't bothered me since.

While remembering this funny incident, I finished my shopping list for the market, and based on the regular prices, I should easily be able to afford everything on it. It is generally better to go to the market early in the morning before the big crowds get there. That is why I wanted to have everything ready so that I didn't run the risk of forgetting something.

'Oh right!' I also need some warm clothes. I can use my magic to warm the air around me, but I can't maintain it for a whole day, not to mention during the night. Besides, it would be quite suspicious if I walked around the city in summer clothes during the winter...

As twilight descended upon the city, the flickering glow of countless lanterns illuminated the streets, casting a warm and inviting light upon the scene.

The stage was set, and the preparations were complete. The harvest festival awaited, ready to welcome all the residents of the city. From far and wide, visitors would soon gather, drawn by the allure of this grand celebration...

***

"On this auspicious day, under the grace of the gods, we come together to celebrate the bountiful harvest of our lands... As we gather to honor the gifts of the earth, we must not forget the sacrifices made by our ancestors..."

Proclaimed the High Priest of the city's temple as he stood on the stage, his voice resonating through the air. The crowd before us erupted in joyous cheers, their faces filled with anticipation and gratitude. He waited for the people to quieten before continuing:

"They were the ones who toiled on the fields, with their hands bloodied and calloused, taming these treacherous lands... It was their determination, their unwavering spirit, that led us through the darkest nights, and we too must follow their example so that we can bring out the brighter dawn of tomorrow."

I stood amidst the crowd with Myra as I tried to maintain a veil of forced enthusiasm to not stand out. The irony of the situation made me snicker inwardly.

'It's funny that those who didn't work a single day in their lives are telling others about the virtues of hard work...' Not that I care either way about what others believe in...

The High Priest then continued his speech about the benevolence of the gods and other things, but I didn't pay much attention to it and eagerly anticipated what came next.

"And with this," the high priest continued, his voice filled with a mixture of pride and humility.

"It is my greatest honor and privilege to welcome among us our liege lord, his exalted excellency, the count of Ereneth, Gabriel de Santis!"

The crowd grew silent as everyone present bowed their heads toward the stage. I strained my neck to catch a glimpse of the Count as he made his grand entrance, but then I quickly copied what everyone else was doing.

The soldiers stood at attention as the Count, accompanied by a retinue of loyal knights and courtiers, ascended the podium. Clad in resplendent attire, he exuded an aura of authority and power, commanding the attention of all those present.

The Count stood at the center of the dais, a smile gracing his lips as he surveyed the sea of faces before him. His eyes, a piercing shade of blue, seemed to hold a spark of shrewdness.

'Wow, he sure knows how to make an entrance!' I thought approvingly as I observed him. I couldn't see him very well as we were standing far back. I didn't dare come close to the podium itself, just in case someone would be able to detect my magic.

The Count raised his hand, and a hush fell over the crowd, as if by some unspoken command. I watched with curiosity. His voice, smooth and commanding, filled the silence that descended on the square.

"My loyal subjects..." he began his speech with a firm voice. He spoke of unity, resilience, and the spirit of the harvest.

Myra and I exchanged glances; she seemed to share the feelings of reverence for our liege Lord with the rest of the people present here.

I didn't dare look at him through my magic sense. In fact, I did the exact opposite; I focused my powers inward, blocking any mana from radiating out of my body, in the hopes nobody would be able to notice me.

And it worked, though at one point I sensed that the Count looked in my direction. But luckily, I was just a young boy in a big crowd, so even if he was able to sense something, he wouldn't have a way to track me... At least that was what I hoped for.

After his speech, he disappeared somewhere as quickly as he first appeared, and we were free to enjoy the rest of the festival.

The main square was adorned with colorful banners, bunting, and booths selling an array of goods. The air was alive with the aroma of freshly baked bread, sweet pastries, and roasted meats.

Stalls displayed various trinkets, handmade crafts, and colorful tapestries. Musicians played lively tunes, and performers entertained the crowd with acrobatic feats and mesmerizing magic tricks.

Amidst the festive ambiance, we navigated through the bustling crowd, sampling delicious treats and admiring the craftsmanship of the local artisans. Myra's eyes sparkled with wonder as we strolled across the square, taking in the various sights and sounds of the festival.

I enjoyed it too, but I couldn't get rid of the feeling of being watched. However, every time I turned around, I didn't find anything out of place. So in the end, I stopped paying attention to it and focused on tasting the food.

My purse bled profoundly, but it was well worth it, as you can't normally try such a wide variety of tasty snacks and treats anywhere else. The festival continued long into the night, and as the hours grew late, we bid it farewell, full of happy memories.

            

    
        Chapter 42: Theodore

    
    
    
    
                We walked through the quiet streets on our way back, and the moon hung high in the sky, casting a gentle glow upon the city.

The festive atmosphere lingered in the air, and the distant laughter and music provided a soothing ambiance for our footsteps. Myra looked up at me, her eyes still shining with excitement.

"Thank you so much, Darian! I had such a wonderful time tasting all the food!"

"I'm glad you enjoyed it," I replied with a subtle smile, but my thoughts were somewhere else.

I couldn't help but come back to the moment the Count appeared on the stage. I waited for a long time to lay my eyes on a real mage, and I finally have someone to compare myself with. But all I could feel right now was anxiety stemming from my own powerlessness.

'I have a long way to go...' I thought bitterly. From a single glance, I could sense a feeling of unfathomable power radiating from him, and I knew right away that I was no match for him.

But every coin has two sides... That brief moment also helped me strengthen my determination. Now that I have a sense of what the real mages here look like, I will strive to train even harder. So that one day I may look into the Count's eyes without the slightest bit of fear...

We walked in silence for the rest of the way. The further we went from the main square, the quieter the streets became, and only a few stragglers roamed them, their voices fading into the distance.

As we approached Myra's house, I felt a pang of sadness that the day had come to an end. The festival had been a pleasant escape from the endless cycle of working and training.

Although I was determined to work hard to realize my dreams, I knew from my previous experiences that there had to be some kind of respite once in a while so that I didn't burn out. That is why I hope to embrace such moments of calmness in the future too.

"Goodnight, Darian," Myra said softly, breaking the silence. "Thank you again for everything." She looked at me for far longer than usual, as if she wanted to add something more, but then she just quickly turned her head away and ran inside her family residence without giving me a chance to reply.

I just stood there for a while under the moon's soft glow before I let the night embrace me as I disappeared into the alleyways on my way back to my own dwelling.

I wasn't dense like some novel protagonists. I was aware that Myra may have developed some kind of romantic feelings toward me. But I wasn't certain if I felt the same way about her. Sure, I enjoyed Myra's company and her outgoing personality, as I was able to forget about all my troubles when I was with her...

However, my true passion lies with magic, and I don't want any kind of distraction that would keep me away from my practice. Besides, as I didn't have much experience with romance and dating in my previous life, I was totally clueless about what to do about all this.

So in the end, I decided to stop thinking about it and not do anything for now. I will let it play out on its own, and I will decide what to do when the time comes...

***

The next day was the start of the annual Autumn Market. I took a day off from work since I wanted to get everything done before the crowds of peasants from the neighboring towns and villages arrived.

I woke up nice and early and equipped with my long shopping list, I made my way to the Market Square in the Southern Quarter, where it takes place every year.

Apparently, many residents had the same idea as me, so the square was already bustling with activity despite the early hour. Nevertheless, it wasn't anywhere near as cramped as it will be later in the day.

First, I went to my uncle's to ask if I could borrow one of their carts so that I had a way to transport my supplies back to my room in the Northern Quarter.

"Ah, Darian, what a pleasant surprise! Are you heading to the market?" My aunt warmly welcomed me as I knocked on the door of their house. She still seemed very pleased by the fact that I attended Konrad's wedding the other day, despite the somewhat strained relationship we had.

"Yes, can I please borrow one of your carts to transport the goods?" I asked her.

"Well, of course! You can pick any from the workshop's courtyard..."

"Thank you, Aunt Ingrid! I will return it before the end of the day."

I went through the passage to the courtyard of my uncle's carpentry workshop. I didn't bother with buying my own cart, as I knew Leif had plenty of carts available for transporting various tools and materials as he mainly worked on construction projects around the city.

On my way out, I also asked Ingrid when my father would arrive in the city for the market so that I could greet him.

I quickly found out that my father apparently has a lot of work right now and wouldn't be able to come until the day after tomorrow at the very least.

That worked for me just fine, as by then I would have finished all my winter preparations and could stop by my uncle's house in about two days.

On the market, I purchased two bags of grain, a smaller bag of dried meat, and some root vegetables that would last a long time. Firewood was cheaper to buy directly from the people who gather it in the City's forest, so I left it for later.

Instead, I went inside one of the shops on the main street and purchased a nice warm coat that I can wear over my regular clothes during the winter. It was kind of expensive as it was coated with fur, but I liked it, and I certainly can afford it now.

Happy with my new coat, I loaded everything on the cart and pulled it all the way back to my apartment. 'It's so nice to finally have some money...' I thought as I hummed a tune of my favorite song along the way.

***

As the autumn Market and all the festivities that come with it ended, I continued with my peaceful routine. I managed to finish all my winter preparations in time, and now I had enough food and firewood to last me the whole winter.

It made me feel proud of myself, as it was the first time I had ever done everything on my own. All that remained was to wait to see how harsh the winter would be this year.

On one of those particularly rainy days at the end of autumn, Isadora called for me. I apparently got a message.

'Hmm, who might it be?' I raised an eyebrow, as it was the first time someone had sent me a letter to the shop.

At first, I thought it was from Myra, as I hadn't stopped by to visit her in a while, but then I looked at the folded piece of paper and found out it was from the Alchemist's apprentice I sold my Moonlight Asters to. He apparently wanted to meet with me.

Isadora looked at me with suspicion in her eyes. As she was the one who received the letter from the messenger, she read it too.

'Hey, what about some privacy? I know that the letter wasn't sealed or anything, but still!' I complained internally, as I could already predict what her reaction was going to be like.

Isadora then promptly questioned me. "What is the meaning of this? Why does he want to meet with you?"

"I have no idea," I replied honestly, but my curiosity had been piqued by this nonetheless.

It was clear from Iasadora's expression that she didn't believe me. "I will allow you to go to that meeting, as it would be very rude to decline such an invitation."

"However," she quickly added, "you mustn't do anything that could damage the shop's reputation, and you will tell me everything you two talked about. Is that clear?"

"I promise," I replied as I tried to put up the best honest-looking expression I was capable of.

Promises carried a lot of weight around here, and it was very rare for someone to break one, as people in this world cared deeply about their honor and reputation. So Isadora seemed content with my response as she returned to her work.

I, of course, am not of this world, so lying comes quite naturally to me. I'm surprised every time by how easy it is to get away with a lie in such a truthful-speaking society...

Nevertheless, I was eager to find out what this meeting was all about. So, I set out to the address he provided, which turned out to be one of the inns in the Southern Quarter.

When I arrived, he was already seated in a corner. I recognized him at first glance as his piercing gaze landed upon me the moment I entered the hall.

I approached the table cautiously, still wondering why someone of his status would go out of his way to arrange a meeting with me.

He quickly stood up to welcome me, saying, "Ah! I'm glad you came. You're Darian, right?"

"Yes, that is me. Greetings, Master...?" I replied with a puzzled face. I realized he hadn't given me his name the last time we talked.

"Oh, please forgive my manners!" He quickly interjected.

"My name is Theodore von Stonfeld, but you can call me Theo as my friends do. Come sit with me; we have so much to talk about..."

            

    
        Chapter 43: A Wonderful Discovery

    
    
    
    
                I took a seat across from Theo in the inn's hall, studying his features as he settled back into his chair.

He was a young man, much older than myself, with sharp features and confident air about him.

His amber eyes gleamed with curiosity, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of nervous anticipation as I was eager to find out what he wanted to talk about.

"Since when are we friends?" I asked with slight confusion.

"Hahaha! Since you sold me such a potent ingredient." He laughed before leaning forward with a clear interest in his eyes. "So tell me, Darian, how did you make it?"

"What do you mean?" I was getting more and more confused, as the way he was acting didn't make much sense to me.

'Is he getting so worked up just for some stupid flower?' I thought briefly.

"How did you prepare that catalyst...? You told me that you gathered and dried it yourself, didn't you? The quality was higher than anything I'd seen before. Even my master was very pleased by it."

"Well... I guess I was just lucky. It was part of my apprenticeship test, so I tried very hard to do it well."

"Is that so...? Wait, an apprenticeship test...? I'm not too versed in the arts of herbalists myself, but wouldn't this be too advanced for a simple test like that?" Theo's eyes widened in surprise.

I leaned back, a mischievous smile playing on my lips. "Well, my master said that I'm very talented, and she wanted to see what I could do..."

He smiled at me in return, saying, "You certainly have a great talent; there are no doubts about it."

He then added, with a tinge of sadness in his voice, "With your talents, you could even be an Alchemist were your circumstances different..."

My interest was instantly piqued, and I wanted to find out more. "How does someone become an Alchemist?"

Theo chuckled at my eagerness before leaning forward and explaining in a low voice.

"Well, it's mostly the same as the other crafts. You have to find a master who would be willing to teach you."

"But there is one important difference that sets it apart from every other craft there is. Only those who can control the essence can do it..."

"Essence?" I asked as I had never heard of it before.

He paused for a moment, then continued. "Ah, sorry, I forgot you are a commoner, so you wouldn't know."

"It's the primordial energy of the world that the exalted ones can control and use."

'So the essence is basically mana. Got it!' I thought excitedly as I was learning so much new information.

"Are you one of the exalted?" I then asked him, as I wanted to learn as much as I could.

"Hahaha! I wish!" He laughed at my words before resuming his explanation.

"Although I come from a noble background, my family is of the lowest rank without a strong bloodline."

"Thus, my talents are quite weak. Being an Alchemist is the best I can do... There is no way I could compare myself to the exalted." He said with a hint of bitterness.

Understanding dawned on me. If it is just about the mana, or essence, as they call it here, then I could do alchemy without any problems...

"What do you mean by alchemy being the best you can do?"

"Oh, it's just that alchemy doesn't require much essence compared to other things. That is why those whose talents are too weak to become Magi choose to be Alchemists instead."

'Wow, I learned so much today!' I marveled at my newfound knowledge. I finally get to learn something about magic in this world.

I decided to try my utmost to befriend Theo, as he could provide me with knowledge I had no other way of knowing.

Hmm, maybe this wasn't any kind of secret after all, and it's all common knowledge, as Theo didn't hesitate to share it with me. It was just that until now I was too afraid to ask this kind of question...

***

With winter just around the corner, I have a lot of free time on my hands now. With no herbs to dry and having already learned all there is to know about the common herbs, there wasn't much work for me in the shop.

And when the blizzards hit and the streets disappear under an avalanche of snow, the shops in the city will remain closed for extended periods before the weather clears, giving me plenty of time to do other things.

Like reading, for example, which I am doing right now. I came to an agreement with Theo at the end of our meeting.

He wants to take advantage of my talents, so he will provide me with information about every alchemical ingredient that you can find in areas around Ereneth.

And if I stumble upon any of them, I will gather them, dry them, and sell them directly to Theo for a premium price.

This was perfect for me, as I could not only get a steady source of income but also learn much more about alchemy in the process.

Of course, I didn't tell Isadora about it so that I could keep all the profits for myself. Besides, as she deals mainly with herbs, she won't suffer in any way from this arrangement.

The other thing was that I could now focus fully on my magic training for extended periods without any distractions.

I've felt like I'm on the brink of a breakthrough for many months now, but every time I'm close to achieving it, it continues to elude me.

As I'm trying to master every element, the obvious next step would be the earth. But it proved to be the hardest one so far. I couldn't seem to shape it according to my will, no matter what I tried.

And when I try to force my essence into it, it simply shatters into dust.

I pondered the possibility of some kind of affinity for each element, as I'm having a much easier time trying to control the air. Even controlling fire after my initial setbacks is quite easy now.

'Perhaps there are some special requirements I'm unaware of?' I mused to myself often.

But no matter what I tried so far, it didn't seem to work. However, now that I'm equipped with the new knowledge provided by Theo, I think I've got it.

'All this time, I did it all wrong!' I was frustrated by all the time I had wasted so far.

Theo told me that essence is the primordial energy of the world; that means it must be contained in everything, right?

Instead of focusing on the matter, I must focus on the energy itself and try to connect with it. I think I'm already doing it unknowingly with the fire, as it is mostly made of energy...

I scowled at the lump of dirt I used for training that was sitting on my table while trying to feel something from it, but it just continued to sit there unmoving.

"Sigh." Whatever, Rome too wasn't built in a day...

It took me many days of trial and error before I was able to sense the slightest bit of essence in the dirt with my magic sense.

I focused on it intently, trying to make it move like the essence inside of my body, but as usual, it just continued to stand there without the slightest bit of change in it.

It wasn't until many hours later that I felt something connect, and then the lump of dirt suddenly melted into a puddle of brownish liquid.

And I felt a deep connection to it, allowing me to shape it according to my will.

"Muhahaha!" I laughed crazily as I finally succeeded after so long.

I was amazed by all the possibilities this wonderful discovery would bring me. If I apply the same principle to all the other elements, I feel like all the things that I found too tiring before will be a piece of cake going forward.

Having connected with Theo, I saw an opportunity to gather even more information about magic.

He seemed knowledgeable and might be able to provide insights into things I won't be able to get anywhere else as I'm still only a commoner...

I then spent the rest of the day shaping the lump of dirt into every kind of object I could imagine while grinning happily.

This continued for many days as I tried to apply my new insights to all the elements I knew of.

Meanwhile, the weather outside changed abruptly, and the dreaded winter was here. Soon I will celebrate my eleventh birthday in this world.

Although this year there won't be much of a celebration to speak of as I'm living alone and don't have anyone to celebrate this momentous occasion with...

Not to mention, as far as I know, celebrating someone's birthday was quite rare, at least among the peasants in the countryside.

My family was kind of an exception in this regard, probably because my parents came from the city themselves.

Still, the only time I got a big celebration was when I reached significant milestones, namely five and ten years of age.

This, of course, didn't stop me from anticipating and savoring each of my birthdays, as it helps remind me of who I am, where I came from, and that I was given this amazing opportunity to live in this world of magic.

'Another year, huh?" I smiled as I returned to my training.
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                Winter descended upon Ereneth, casting its icy grip upon the cobblestone streets with unforgiving ferocity. The air was crisp and biting, each inhale threatening to freeze the lungs. As the feeble sun struggled to pierce through the heavy clouds, daylight became a scarce commodity.

The days were reduced to mere slivers of pale light, offering little respite from the long, dark nights that seemed to stretch on forever.

The city residents huddled in their homes, seeking warmth and solace, while the streets lay desolate and shrouded in eerie silence as the wind howled through the narrow alleyways, carrying with it the haunting echoes of distant voices.

When the snow fell heavily upon the streets, blanketing the city in a pristine white so deep that venturing outside became impossible, I used this abundance of free time to deepen my connection to the essence.

It grew stronger with each passing day, and I reveled in the newfound power that surged within me. Immersed in my training, time seemed to fly by quickly. The snow gradually melted, giving way to the first signs of spring.

The city began to awaken from its slumber as buds bloomed on the skeletal branches of trees, painting the world in vibrant hues. 'Spring is here,' I thought with a hint of excitement.

This was great news for me, as I could finally venture into the forest again and test the results of my training. For obvious reasons, I couldn't conjure any sort of elemental magic inside my room, as I could easily destroy the house if I wasn't careful.

'Forget the house; I feel like I could now burn down the whole street if I used my full power...'

Not wanting to repeat my mistake from last year, I asked Isadora if I could move my renewed task of drying the herbs to the afternoon and travel to the City's forest in the morning to gather herbs.

She didn't mind it as long as I didn't slack on my work in the shop. I could go gather herbs in the forest. As I was now in my second year of apprenticeship, I had already learned all the basics of the trade. I could now move on to the more advanced aspects, and herb gathering was one of them.

'Perfect!' I smiled as I swiftly prepared some food and a satchel to store the herbs I would soon collect before embarking on my journey.

Time was of the essence since it wouldn't be long before a lot of people got the same idea as me to venture into the city's forest and pick up anything of value there.

As I walked from the shop in the direction of the forest, I watched as a group of beast hunters, armed to the teeth, were preparing to set out into the wilderness.

I have been curious about the Beast Hunter's Guild ever since I first set my sights on it. I always wondered how it looked inside. It was probably the closest thing here to an adventurer's guild, which was a trope in every Isekai story I ever read back on Earth.

However, I discovered early on that wanting to be a beast hunter was a foolish thing. They are at the bottom of the social ladder. In a status-based society, no matter how good you are at your job, you can never improve your standing beyond a certain point.

It is said that the dream of every beast hunter is to save enough money so that they can become normal citizens. So no regular person would willingly want to become a beast hunter if they had any other option.

This is why I stopped thinking about becoming one a long time ago, despite the obvious appeal. Most people would never think of willingly subjecting themselves to danger. I would never have thought of it too when I was still living comfortably back on Earth.

But since I had already experienced death once, something must have changed inside me. I was now much more willing to put myself in dangerous situations if there was enough to gain from them.

Not to mention, I was confident in my ability to protect myself with magic. Well, technically, it was not forbidden to become a beast hunter even if you had a normal job, and some people even did.

Every coin has two sides. Despite the bad reputation that the Guild has, there are some benefits that you can't find anywhere else. The most obvious benefit is money. The corpses of monsters are valuable. The more powerful the monster, the more bountiful the reward.

If you have the ability to slay powerful monsters, you can make more money than normal people can only dream of making. But that is something to think about later since the Guild accepts only adults. With these thoughts, I continued on my way, and soon the familiar shapes of the trees loomed above me.

When I went to the forest the last time, it was already picked up clean, and I couldn't gather many herbs or anything else for that matter. I still remembered the place where I found the hidden patch of umbrifila, so I hoped no one else found it and I could go gather it there.

With determination fueling my steps, I journeyed deep into the heart of the forest, evading the impoverished souls collecting firewood and other necessities along the outskirts. I didn't stop until I arrived at a secluded clearing nestled deep inside the forest.

'This is a good place,' I thought briefly before I started to test my magic.

[STATUS:]

-------------------------

Name: [Darian]

Race: [Human]

Age: [11 years]

-------------------------

Essence: 648 --> 2612

-------------------------

Spells:

[Air Manipulation] +++

[Water Manipulation] +

[Fire Manipulation] ++

[Earth Manipulation] +

Now that I understand the underlying principle of essence, my power seems to have quadrupled compared to last year. Although I have a feeling that it wasn't the size of my essence pool that increased so much, rather, the consumption of essence went down significantly.

However, as I had no other way to measure my progress, I had to stick to what I had been doing all those years: performing a simple action with my magic, which I could then define as a single unit of essence. And then simply continue doing it all over again until I run out of energy.

I'm sure the mages of this world have some better way to measure their power, but this was the best I could think of on my own...

After some rest, I decided to try something different this time. As I was still intrigued by the possibility of the existence of some kind of elemental affinity, I decided to also test each element separately.

And sure enough, I soon found out that the air was still the easiest for me to control. Of course, that on its own isn't conclusive enough. It could simply mean I'm the most proficient at it, as I use it the most, so I have to keep it in mind and perform more tests in the future to be sure.

I was immersed in my training, so I failed to notice the subtle sounds in the surrounding bushes that disrupted the peace and quiet of the clearing.

Suddenly, a loud squeak erupted from between the trees, breaking my concentration and startling me. Without warning, a boar burst forth from the underbrush, its hooves pounding the ground with an undeniable urgency.

'Haha! Look at that, a live target!' I thought excitedly after I recovered from the initial shock, as this was a great opportunity to test my powers.

I wanted to first master the element of earth, as I had the least amount of experience with it, so I focused on the ground in front of me, trying to feel the essence inside.

The boar didn't pay me any attention as it continued its mad dash across the clearing. In my excitement, I didn't notice the sword marks on its tough skin and the lone arrow sticking out of its back until it was too late.

I released my essence. The ground melted as it quickly transformed into a long, sharp spike before rapidly solidifying right in the boar's path. The creature, unable to react in time, impaled itself on the sharp point, its last squeals echoing through the clearing.

It was at that exact moment that a group of three beast hunters burst onto the scene. They froze in their tracks, their eyes widening at the spectacle in front of them.

'Oh crap...' was the only thing I could think of in that brief moment before everything went south.

"You...you're..." the one in the middle stammered, his voice filled with a mixture of awe and dread. But he never got to finish that sentence, as it all happened in an instant.

All I could feel at that moment was intense fear and apprehension about my secret being uncovered. Before I realized what I was doing, a huge torrent of bright flames exploded outward from within me, consuming the hunters with unstoppable ferocity.

Their screams were cut out in an instant as their bodies burned viciously until there was nothing but ash scattered upon the forest floor.

There was nothing left to remember the seasoned hunters that stood there only a few moments prior. Except for the few metal pieces of their gear, which melted into a small puddle on the ground.

Everything went silent. All I could hear was the sound of my heart pounding rapidly in my chest. I simply stood there with a mix of exhilaration and dread coursing through my veins.
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                The silence that followed the flame burst was deafening, and the once tranquil clearing now bore the grim consequences of my actions. The ashen remnants of the fallen hunters mingled with the scorch marks on the forest floor, creating a morbid symphony of destruction.

I stood in the midst of it all, struggling to comprehend what had just happened. Slowly, I started coming back to my senses. I looked down at my hands, which were slightly trembling, as I was replaying the course of events that led to this over and over in my head.

'They were simply at the wrong place at the wrong time,' I thought bitterly.

Everything unfolded so fast that I couldn't wrap my head around it until it was too late. When the hunters ran up to the clearing in pursuit of the boar, I was right in the middle of casting a spell. My essence was freely coursing through my body as I conjured the earth spike.

When I saw them appear in front of me, all I can remember was a sudden surge of fear that enveloped me due to my secret being discovered, and then I momentarily lost control of my magic.

Before I realized what I was doing, the flames had already burst forth and consumed the unfortunate hunters' lives...

I hate the fact that I lost control more than anything. It was similar to what happened back in that cave with the spider-like monster. I realize now that I will have to focus more on essence control than anything else so something like this doesn't happen again.


On the bright side, I got to keep my secrets, but the price for them was maybe too high. Killing a monster in the heat of battle that wants nothing else but to tear you apart feels justifiable and noble, even as you prevent it from attacking other people.

But to take the life of a fellow human, especially one who didn't do anything to you, was something entirely different. However, there was nothing I could do to take my actions back, and I will have to live with the consequences for the rest of my life...

I can now kind of understand why the nobles are monopolizing magic for themselves. Not that I agree with it or that I believe they are doing it from the goodness of their hearts. More likely, they are doing it out of greed to keep all the power for themselves.

Still, letting such a power land in the hands of criminals or, more likely, in the untrained hands of some commoners could spell disaster. 'It would be like letting a toddler play with a hand grenade,' I thought. All the more reason to keep my own powers a secret for now...

Full of guilt and also afraid that someone might have heard the sound of the explosion, I decided to quickly flee the scene and return to the city. Any thoughts of herb gathering that I was so eager for in the morning instantly vanished from my mind.

However, right before I started running in the direction of the city, I froze in my steps as I realized something. I then turned around and carefully observed the burned-out clearing.

'That's right, I have to get rid of the evidence...' Now that I could properly think it through, the situation wasn't as bad as it seemed at first glance.

It wasn't uncommon for a hunter's party to become "lost" during a hunting trip. However, if someone stumbled upon such a scene, they would instantly realize that no monster could have done it.

'I need to bury the ashes and somehow get rid of the smoldering trees...' I released a deep sigh as I went ahead with this morbid task so that I could get out of there as soon as possible.

I once again released my essence, plowing up the clearing and burying the hunter's remains into the ground. I then generated a pressure wave to shatter the few burned trees around the clearing, and then I buried the splinters too.

As a finishing touch, I compacted the top layer of the earth back to how it was before. Now everything looks as if a pack of boars has run over it.

'It is like nothing happened here at all, and there are no witnesses left to tell the tale...' I showed a small smile as I allowed myself to admire my handiwork for a second. I couldn't help but be amazed at how much my magic control has improved in the past few weeks due to my newfound understanding of magic...

On my way back to the city, I walked slowly, lost in my thoughts. I often wondered how it would feel to take the life of a human after I started my quest for power so that I could have a comfortable life here.

I'm quite aware that power is not something that is freely given here. You have to seize it for yourself and destroy anyone who stands in your way. And I wondered how hard it would be to take the life of another human.

Now I have the answer... It turns out it is, in fact, quite easy. Almost too easy...

I still remember the fear in the hunter's eyes as the flames consumed them, and there was nothing they could do about it. I'm aware that I may be forced to take more lives in the future if I continue on the path I have chosen.

However, on that day, I vowed to myself that I wouldn't kill others if there was any other way. I felt that if I resolved everything with murder, I wouldn't be any better than the mindless beasts roaming the woods...

***

I returned to the city while still lost in my thoughts. I mindlessly completed the rest of my work in the shop and then went straight back to my apartment. I felt empty inside and didn't feel like doing anything. So I just lay in bed for the rest of the day until I fell asleep.

The next morning, I already felt much better. After a long, dreamless night, I woke up feeling refreshed and decided to focus on my work to help clear my head of any unnecessary thoughts.

'There is no reason to dwell in the past. I need to focus on the future...' There is nothing I can do to reverse the hunters deaths, so drowning myself in guilt over it doesn't help with anything... But as I entered the shop, ready to embark on another journey to the forest to finally gather some herbs, I was stopped by Isadora.

"Darian, you can't go to the forest today." She said with a worried expression.

"A group of hunters didn't return from there yesterday, and there is some concern that it was the work of some powerful monster that found its way there. The magistrate closed off the forest for the public while the beast hunters were scouting it for any signs of the lost hunters."

'Oh crap...' was my first thought. But then I reminded myself that I had made sure to get rid of all the evidence. 'There is no way they could trace it back to me.' I reassured myself as I nodded at Isadora and returned to the workshop.

The forest remained closed for the rest of the week, but in the end, they didn't find anything—no monsters or any trace of what happened to the team of beast hunters. Which was to be expected as there was no monster in the first place...

While I was stuck inside the city, I decided to pay a visit to Myra. I was in dire need of some kind of distraction from the recent events. But as soon as I entered her family's residence, I was informed by Sebastian that Myra's father wanted to talk with me in his office.

'What does he want with me?' I wondered as I ascended the stairs to the upper floor, where his office was located.

Myra's father was a very busy man. With his title of Vogt, his duties kept him back in our village most of the time, which he administered in the name of the Count de Santis. So it was kind of rare to run into him here in the city.

I knocked on the door of his office, my mind filled with curiosity and a touch of apprehension. The door swung open, revealing a spacious room adorned with rich furnishings.

"Darian, come in." He beckoned, gesturing towards a chair opposite his desk. I stepped inside, closed the door behind me, and took a seat, trying to appear composed despite the racing thoughts in my mind.

"Sebastian told me you wanted to speak with me, sir," I said as I looked at him.

He looked at me with his piercing blue eyes. "Of course. In fact, I've been meaning to speak with you for some time now."

His words caught me off guard, and I couldn't help but wonder what business he could have with me.

"Darian," he began, his voice carrying a somber tone, "I trust you are aware of the differences in status between yourself and my daughter, Myra."

I nodded. It was never a problem when we were just kids in the village. Not that I care either way. 'Wait, does he think I have some feelings toward Myra?' I thought amusingly.

"Of course, sir, I'm aware. But Myra was nothing but a great friend to me all those years we spent together."

"I tolerated your relationship back then as you were just kids, and I was glad to see my daughter being happy like that..." He paused for a bit as he seemed lost in thoughts.

I could already see where this was going... He then continued, "But as you are both getting older, it would be inappropriate if you continued to see each other unsupervised."

"I trust that your intentions are nothing but pure, though others might not. And if you two were seen together in public too many times, it would damage Myra's reputation and ruin her future prospects..."

I was pretty fed up with being looked down upon once again just because of the circumstances of my birth. But there was no point in getting angry over something I could do nothing about right now. That, of course, doesn't mean I was just going to give up without a fight...

"But sir, I'm sure you're aware that I'm now a resident of the city, and as an herbalist's apprentice, my status isn't that much different from Myra's."

"Although I recognize your talents...," the Vogt replied, "it's not just a matter of your own standing but also your wealth and family reputation has to be taken into account as you are trying to establish yourself here."

I frowned at his words. 'Wait, so he is basically saying that no matter what I do, I will always be looked down upon as an upstart? Heh, just wait until you find out I'm one of the exalted... I wonder if you would dare talk to me like that again...'

But everything has its time, and I'm nothing but patient... For now, I had to accept his decision, and although I didn't like it, there was nothing I could do about it.

"You can write letters to her, and occasionally you can have dinner with us, but that is all." The Vogt said and stood up, signaling that our conversation was over.

On my way out, I ran into Myra in the hallway. "Darian!" she exclaimed. She had puffed cheeks and red eyes. She must have already gotten the news before I arrived.

I smiled at her in a poor attempt to cheer her up. "Don't worry about it, Myra. I will be sending you plenty of letters. And we will see each other from time to time..."

I could see tears starting to well up in her eyes before she ran away while crying. I turned away with a determined look in my eyes. 'I need more power... I need enough power that nobody will dare tell me that I'm not worthy of Myra's friendship ever again...'

            

    
        Chapter 46: My Search for Alchemical Ingredients

    
    
    
    
                "I finally found it!" I exclaimed with almost palpable excitement as I tightly clutched a weird-looking root full of thorny protrusions that I had just extracted from the rocky outcrop in front of me.

I had spent almost half a day trying to locate this little bugger until I finally found it with the help of my magic sense a few moments ago.

I climbed down from the outcrop back to the even ground as the sun relentlessly shone down upon me. I wiped the sweat from my forehead as I looked around, trying to find the best way back to the city.

It had now been several months since the unfortunate encounter with the group of hunters in the city's forest. The summer arrived, and I sweated profoundly under the sun's relentless onslaught.

In light of recent events, I decided to abandon my slow and steady approach to magic learning, and I'm ready to embrace more risks if they allow me to progress much faster.

I also figured out that my best chance would be to befriend Theo. He comes from a family of low-ranking nobles, so he can teach me more about magic than anyone else in the city that I know of.

And since he is only the second son of a Baronet, a non-hereditary title, his status is not that much higher than mine. That means I can interact with him without any obstacles.

This is why, in order to get closer to him, I decided to gather every alchemical ingredient I could find in the countryside around the city so that I had a valid reason to meet with him on a regular basis and could ask him questions about magic without him getting suspicious.

However, I very quickly realized that almost none of them could be found in the city's forest. That is why I started to venture further and further out of the city in search of these ingredients.

I was now in what was called Jagged Rocks by the locals. It was a barren landscape full of treacherous cliffs and deep ravines south of the city. The whole area was unsuitable for agriculture, so the few pieces of flat terrain were mostly used as pastures for livestock.

Having finished today's hunt, I was now happily strolling back to the city. I, of course, dutifully scanned the surrounding area with my magic sense every few hundred meters to avoid any animals or monsters along the way.

As this was a reality and not some sort of game, killing things didn't give me any obvious benefits, such as experience points, so there was no reason for me to go out of my way to hunt them. Of course, the corpses had some value, but sadly, I had no way of transporting them back to the city.

Besides, this tiny root, which was now safely tucked away inside my satchel, was several times more valuable than any monster's corpse I could hunt in these parts.

I arrived back in the city safely in the middle of the afternoon, and as there were still several hours of daylight left, I quickly composed a message to Theo, requesting another meeting. I couldn't help but smile as I handed my letter to the errand boy, imagining what kind of precious knowledge I would be able to pry from him this time.

During our recent encounters, I learned so many new things about Alchemy and, more importantly, about Magic that I didn't know before. Theo was at first taken aback by my sudden interest in such topics but then came to regard it with amusement as a child's curiosity and answered all my questions without reservation.

I learned, among other things, that every human has some amount of essence in their bodies, but only those with a talent could control it. It is said that only one in ten people have the talent, but most of them never find out about it.

That is because only those with the strongest talent would manifest their powers on their own. And such talent is very rare—around one in ten thousand people has it. That means the only way for everyone else to find out if they have the talent or not is to get tested by a master mage.

And as only nobles test all their descendants since it is apparently very expensive to do so, most commoners never discover they have the talent to be mages in the first place. But that itself doesn't explain the Nobles' total monopoly on magic; it has something to do with bloodlines.

Sadly, Theo didn't have the time to explain it to me previously. So being full of eager anticipation about today's meeting, I hurried through the streets as the evening began to descend on Ereneth. For some strange reason, we always met at the same inn in the Southern District, which has now become our regular spot.

'Theo must be really fond of that place...' I chuckled to myself as I walked through one of the back alleys I often used as a shortcut. But then I became alert as I sensed some movement in front of me.

And sure enough, as I turned a corner, I came face-to-face with a group of men. No, they are not adults. I corrected myself when I got a better look at them—they were just a group of boys a few years older than me.

'What do they want with me?' I wondered with a puzzled face as I was forced to stop in front of them. Soon, a chubby-looking boy in the middle comes forth with a smug grin plastered across his face.

"Well, well, if it isn't the lowly apprentice Darian," he sneered, his voice dripping with disdain.

'Huh? He knows who I am. Wait... is this some sort of ambush?' I immediately activated my magic sense at full power, scanning the whole alley for any signs of more hidden ambushers, but luckily there were none.

There was only Chubby and his entourage of lackeys that stood behind him, their eyes overflowing with malice. Hmm, now that I've had a chance to have a proper look at him, he seems somewhat familiar...

'Oh, right, I know who he is!' I widened my eyes in sudden realization. He was the son of one of the most prominent merchants in the Southern Quarter. We even met briefly at Konrad's wedding, although I never bothered to remember his name.

But that made this whole situation even more confusing than it already was. However, I don't have the time to ponder such things right now, or else I will be late for my meeting. So I looked at him evenly and simply asked, "What do you want from me?"

"Haha! You're quite brave. I thought you would be already shitting your pants by now..." He smirked at me before continuing,

"We came here to teach you a lesson. A poor peasant like you has no business meeting with Miss Myra. I was hoping the letter with my concerns about her well-being I wrote to her father would be enough, but you're still persisting..."

"So it was you all along?" I said as my eyes turned cold. Now that I think about it some more, it really didn't make much sense for Myra's father to act like this out of the blue, as he allowed our relationship all those years, but if someone from high society pressured him... I chuckled, as it now all makes perfect sense to me.

"What are you laughing at?" One of the boys exclaimed angrily.

"Oh, nothing..." I smirked at them. 'I just couldn't have imagined that my resolve not to kill mindlessly would be put to a test so soon...'

"Well, seeing that you act like this in front of your betters... we have no choice but to beat your arrogance out of you so that you know your place," Chubby said before he signaled for the other boys to come at me. They smiled viciously at me as they raised their wooden sticks, trying to surround me.

I simply stood there in the middle of the alley, unmoving, as I wasn't at all concerned about their feeble attempts to intimidate me. If I wanted, I could kill them all within a blink of an eye. The more important question was, Should I?

Although I couldn't stand his arrogant behavior, Chubby wasn't some random beast hunter. His father was rich and powerful... If I killed his son, he wouldn't spare any resources in finding his killer, bringing me even more trouble...

'Maybe I could just give them a good scare...' I thought amusingly, as the first boy was already throwing himself at me. I ducked and threw a punch at him. I, of course, wouldn't fight with my fists like some common rabble; they were there just to mask what happened next...

I created a shock wave in front of my fist directed at his arm right before the supposed impact. What followed was a satisfying crunch as his arm twisted at an unnatural angle before the boy crumbled to the ground. 'Hmm, maybe I overdid it a little, but he got what he deserved...'

I quickly dispatched the other four in the same manner, without giving them a chance to grasp what was happening. Seeing that all his lackeys were now lying unconscious on the ground, Chubby's high and mighty demeanor quickly dissipated, being replaced by intense fear.

He widened his eyes, struggling to realize what just happened, but then he hurriedly turned around and tried to run away. I chuckled at such cowardice, but what would you expect from a pampered merchant's son?

He only managed to make it a few meters across the alley before the ground in front of him turned soft, making him trip. As he lay sprawled on the ground, trying to figure out what had just happened, I slowly walked up to him while brandishing my old, trusty hunting knife.

"S...Stay back! I...I will tell my father about this!" He stammered

I just smiled at him as I crouched down next to him. He was so paralyzed by fear that he couldn't even move.

"Do you know what we did to such fat pigs back in the village?" I said this as I positioned the cold blade right under his chin. "We hung them up by the legs and sliced them open..."

Suddenly, the air was permeated by the sharp smell of urine as his bladder gave up. "Pl...Please don't kill me... I'll do whatever you want!"

I snickered at the sight of this brat, who was acting so arrogant just a short while ago, pleading for his life like that. I looked at him for a moment, reveling in my revenge, before I released a sigh as I relented.

"You're lucky... I will let you go today, but if you dare to cross my path ever again, I will butcher you like the pig you are... Is that clear?"

He hurriedly nodded before trying to stand up, but at that moment, the air around him grew heavy, immobilizing him. "What's the hurry? You think I will let you go just like that?" I then moved the knife closer to his face.

"I will give you something to remember me by so that you won't forget your words," I said, grinning mischievously. I then made a deep cut across his face, making sure that it would leave behind a nasty-looking scar. 'Good luck trying to woo Myra looking like that.'

He stopped screaming somewhere in the middle of it as he fainted from the combination of fear and pain. I manipulated the air around us in advance, creating a thin layer of vacuum so that no sound would escape.

Happy with my handiwork, I then simply stood up and quickly exited the alley. 'I hope I'm not too late for my meeting...'

            

    
        Chapter 47: Secret Alchemy Lab

    
    
    
    
                "You managed to find it?" Theo exclaimed as he began eagerly examining the weird-looking root I brought him from the Jagged Rocks.

"Not only do you have a talent to perfectly preserve herbs, but you also seem to be able to find rare ingredients with such ease..." He grinned at me.

I smiled at him without saying anything. 'Well, it's not that hard... for me, that is,' I thought.

In comparison to herbs, most alchemy ingredients don't seem to have any useful properties on their own. What they don't lack, however, is an abundance of essence. They are, in fact, full of it. This means I can easily spot them with my magic sense from afar.

Thanks to its constant use, I managed to improve my magic sense quite significantly over time. Now I can detect traces of essence up to one hundred meters in all directions.

"Thank you for such kind words; honestly, it is not that different from seeking out herbs," I said to him in the end.

Although getting praised for my efforts was nice, it wasn't why I came here, so I quickly changed the topic. "Previously, you mentioned the noble bloodlines; what are they?"

Theo chuckled while still examining the root. "Ah, it seems your curiosity is as strong as ever."

After a while, he carefully placed the root back on the table and looked at me. "Do you remember when I told you that only about one in ten people has the talent for magic naturally?"

"Yes." I nodded.

"So, if, for example, two powerful exalted get married together and have children, then the chance for their offspring to have the talent is much higher than it would be naturally... And if their heirs manage to maintain the purity of their bloodline over many generations by only marrying other exalted women, the strength of their children's talent will also slowly increase over time. That's basically how a noble bloodline is created," Theo explained to me.

"Does that mean every noble has a talent for magic?" I asked with curiosity.

"Hahaha! No, it's not as easy to maintain one's bloodline as you might think...Only those that hail from Legacy families can claim something like that."

He then quickly added, "Before you ask, Legacy families are those who have the oldest and most powerful bloodlines. But even then, it's not guaranteed. That is why their male heirs usually take multiple wives and have many children to ensure at least some of them have a potent talent and are worthy enough to become the next heir..."

"And how does someone find out if they have the talent or not?"

"Hahaha! Why do you think you have a talent for magic?" Theo winked at me amusingly.

I showed him a weak smile, trying to maintain my poker face without saying anything.

Theo observed me for a while before he sighed and said, "Don't worry about it; there is nothing wrong with being hopeful..."

He then continued, "There are in fact artifacts that can measure one's aptitude for magic. There is usually one in every major city operated by the court wizards. But to get examined would cost you a hefty sum of money..."

Hmm, that's interesting, so if I wanted to make my talents known, I would have to get examined... However, that is not too important for now. Even if I demonstrated my powers in public, almost all magical academies in the Kingdom take only nobles as students.

To get into a school of magic, I would probably have to travel to a different country where the rules are less strict. Which will in turn require even more money. That is why I'm now trying to learn the basics of alchemy.

While being an herbalist allows you to lead a somewhat comfortable life among the commoners, this alone could never cover the costs of something like magic training. Theo would, of course, never share any of the alchemist's secrets with me, but he doesn't have to. I can deduce many things on my own...

Alchemists are basically akin to glorified herbalists. They use many of the same ingredients and processes, with the only difference being the use of essence itself.

Whereas the herbalists could only employ the inherent properties of herbs to create their medicines. The alchemists use their own essence to infuse it into the potions, creating a much stronger effect. They also use something called alchemical formations, which are elaborate magic circles infused with their essence.

They then inscribe the properties of the desired potion into the circle, and if they want a stronger effect, they can place a catalyst there to enhance the enchantment. The potion is then placed in the middle of the formation, and the essence will slowly infuse into it.

However, I wasn't actually planning to use this method. Not only did the learning of these formations apparently take many years, but I had no way to learn them as they were one of the most guarded alchemical secrets.

But I figured I could try infusing the essence directly into the potion itself. I don't know yet if it is possible or not, but I wanted to try it nonetheless.

I would, of course, be able to infuse only the simplest of enchantments, as I have already figured out that the more complicated the spell, the harder it is, and it takes a lot of mental capacity to do it. 'That is probably why they use the magic circles in the first place...' I thought frustratedly.

***

After we finished our business, I went back to my apartment, as it was already getting quite late outside. Now that I had the money from selling the root, I could finally start with my alchemical experiments. But for that, I will first need to secure a few things...

The next day after work, I was on my way to the Craftsman's District to find myself a good blacksmith. I managed to learn a recipe for the most simple healing potion from Theo. He didn't mind telling me, as he thought it was useless on its own without knowing the proper inscriptions...

It was indeed very simple. I smiled as I recalled the recipe. It consisted of only two ingredients: umbrifila herbs, which I was already pretty familiar with, and something called "purified water."

That was apparently a special type of water purified with magic, and it was the most common alchemical ingredient there is. I had no idea how to make it, and buying it would be not only expensive but also suspicious, as it didn't have any other uses outside of alchemy itself.

'But if it is only some sort of clean water, why couldn't I replace it with distilled water?' I thought as I contemplated my dilemma. Making distilled water was quite easy. All you need to do is boil water and condense the steam afterward. I could even do it right now with my magic. But I didn't want to waste precious essence on something mundane like that.

That is why I am looking for a blacksmith right now to make me a simple funnel that I can place atop a pot and a curved pipe that could serve me as a simple condenser. I visited my uncle earlier to ask him if he could recommend me a blacksmith who takes custom requests, and he gave me a list of several names of reputable blacksmiths he often works with.

The narrow alleys then led me to a modest blacksmith's workshop tucked away in a quaint courtyard in the corner of the Craftsman District. I pushed open the heavy doors as I looked at the sign above, which read Gorin's Workshop, and as soon as I entered, a wave of heat and the clinging of metal greeted me.

I looked around, and I quickly spotted a middle-aged man with broad shoulders and a weathered face hammering away at an anvil, so I approached him.

"Welcome, lad, whaddya need?" Gorin boomed, his voice echoing within the workshop.

I put on a polite smile and said with a respectful tone. "Greetings, Master Gorin. I seek your skills for a custom order."

Gorin's eyes sparkled with curiosity. "A custom order, eh?" I then showed him the simple diagram that I had drawn while explaining to him what it was.

Gorin then shrugged his shoulders. "Sure, lad, I can make this. But whaddya want this for?"

"Ehm, it's for an experiment," I said with an innocent-looking face. He looked at me dubiously but didn't say anything else.

'I don't care what he thinks about it as long as he makes what I want...' I thought as I paid him an advance before quickly exiting the shop to escape the forge's heat. My next stop was a familiar glass maker's shop, as I also needed to buy some vials.

As the vials for medicinal elixirs and basic alchemy potions were mostly identical, I could just use the same supplier Isadora buys vials from and nobody would bat an eye. I already had plenty of umbrifila herbs, which I collected during the course of my ingredient-hunting expeditions, so this was the last thing that was missing before I could finally start...

***

It took about a week before Gorin finished my assignment, and I was ready to proceed with the making of distilled water. But as I assembled the crude distillation column together, I couldn't help but feel dissatisfied with its being so primitive.

'Oh well, it's not a perfect solution, but it doesn't have to be; all I need is a few liters of it...' I tried to reassure myself as I started a fire under the cauldron. I used the time before the water heated up to retrieve the herbs from my hiding place and lay them out on the table.

As the water started boiling and producing steam, I extracted the heat from the pipe with magic to cool it down, making the water condense much faster. Soon enough, the water started dripping into the small cauldron underneath the condenser.

When I felt the amount was sufficient for my needs, I moved the cauldron with the distilled water to the table and put the already prepared herbs right into it. I then started to heat it up over a fire to extract the healing properties of the umbrifila.

So far, it was the same as making an elixir for Isadora, and I was very familiar with the process as I did it every day in the workshop. Except for the addition of the purified water, that is.

Soon the water turned into a pure amber liquid, and the extraction was finished. I let the concoction cool down as I prepared for what came next. I felt both excited and nervous at the same time, as now comes the hard part...

I poured the liquid into the vials, and it was enough for about ten potions, giving me plenty of opportunities for experiments.

'Even if I fail a few times, as long as I manage to make a single potion, it will all be worth it,' I thought with satisfaction.

I then carefully took one vial and placed it at the center of the table while I focused intently, ready to try to infuse it with essence. But I couldn't simply pour it in as is, or else the essence would simply dissipate into nothingness, in the best-case scenario...

I knew I had to carefully replicate the same essence pattern the umbrifila herbs were exuding to achieve the healing properties of the potion and then slowly infuse it into the vial. I basically needed to replicate the effect of the alchemical formation inside my own mind and do it all without knowing a single inscription...

I smiled as I mentally prepared, 'What could possibly go wrong...? I just hope it won't explode right in my face...'

That was the day when my humble room transformed into a secret alchemy lab.

            

    
        Chapter 48: My Potion-Making Experiment

    
    
    
    
                The soft glow of the moon shone gently through the small window of my room. But I didn't pay it any attention as I sat slumped on the chair, drawing a shaky breath and trying hard not to faint from exhaustion.

I felt tired, so tired, but nevertheless, I was smiling, for I had finally succeeded in my task. In front of me was a vial. The previously amber liquid turned bright red as I successfully finished the infusion of essence into it.

'Wow, it actually turns red...' I widened my eyes in awe, as I had never seen a real healing potion before. They are too rare and expensive for me to buy one, so all I could go by was Theo's description of it.

This task, which sounded so simple at first, turned out to be almost impossible. The mental strain from trying to replicate the complicated essence pattern of the herb in my mind and maintaining it for long enough to be able to infuse it into the liquid was very tiring, to put it mildly.

All it took was a single mistake for the enchantment to fail. And I failed. I failed a lot, in fact. I succeeded only on my seventh attempt. The six failed potions stood in the corner of the table as a silent reminder of the hardships I had gone through these last few hours.

When I failed, the potions luckily didn't explode. Actually, there wasn't any visible change at all. The only way I could tell I failed was that the color didn't change. I hoped to be able to try it again on the same potion, but I discovered that the liquid inside has only a limited capacity to hold essence, and when the capacity is filled, you can't infuse it with any more of it no matter what you do.

There is not any way that I know of to remove the essence from the potions when I failed, so I had only a single chance to do it right. But now that I have succeeded, I am confident I can replicate it on the last three vials.

I stared at the unassuming vial filled with the amber liquid and took a deep breath, steadying my nerves. Closing my eyes, I visualized the essence pattern, picturing the delicate threads of magic intertwining within the liquid as I concentrated on the healing properties I wished to infuse.

The magic within me surged, flowing like a gentle breeze as I tried to channel the essence. Slowly, I started to blend it with the essence inside the potion. After about five minutes, it was done. I felt the liquid being fully saturated with essence, and the potion turned bright red like the one before it.

I released a long sigh as I slumped back in my chair. 'Two more to go...'

I repeated the whole process two more times, and soon four finished potions stood in front of me. 'Theo was right; it doesn't require much essence at all...' I needed a short rest between each attempt to alleviate the growing headache, but otherwise, I felt like I could keep going if I had more ingredients.

'Wait a minute...' I suddenly realized something. Didn't Theo say that it usually takes him half a day to craft a single potion? I looked at the flickering flame of the candle to see how much of it had burned away, as I had lost track of time.

'Yeah, I managed to churn out about three potions in under an hour...' I realized. "Hahaha! I'm gonna be so rich...!" I exclaimed, full of excitement. The previous exhaustion disappeared in an instant.

It wasn't so surprising now that I'd thought about it some more. As only those who had little to no essence at all chose to become alchemists, it was no wonder they struggled to make multiple potions at once.

Besides, since they used the alchemical formations, they actually needed even more essence than I did, as the formation itself needed a little bit of essence to activate... Those who have enough essence to become real mages think that such menial work as alchemy is beneath them, and as almost all of them are nobles, they don't have any need to earn money as I do...

Thus, I now have an amazing opportunity to get rid of my financial troubles once and for all. But before I can start thinking about selling the potions, I need to know if they actually work or not.

I looked at the vials neatly placed in a single line in front of me. 'What a waste...' I released a sigh as I took one potion vial and uncorked it.

I then carefully moved it closer to my face and sniffed it. "Hmm, it didn't smell like anything at all," I said, furrowing my brows a little.

I observed the red-colored liquid for a while with a hint of apprehension. 'I need to find someone else to be a test subject if I do any more experiments in the future...' I reminded myself as I closed my eyes and took a small sip, mentally preparing to spit it out if I felt anything wrong with it.

But my worries turned out to be unfounded as a mildly sweet taste with a hint of bitterness spread in my mouth, and when I swallowed it, a comfortable, warm feeling filled my stomach.

'Hmm, it tastes like cough syrup...' I thought as I waited for it to take effect. However, that was all that happened. I didn't feel any healing effects take place. 'Well, what did I expect? I'm perfectly healthy, so it can't actually heal me...'

I contemplated what to do for a while before throwing a sad glance at my hand as I took out my hunting knife. 'Yeah, I'm definitely going to find an assistant for the next time...' I thought as I made a shallow cut across my palm before quickly pouring a few drops of the potion on it.

The potion soaked into the wound, and within a blink of an eye, the cut disappeared without a trace. 'This is actually pretty cool...'

Finally, I have some way to heal myself, so I won't have to be so careful in the future when venturing out of the city. Now that I know it's working, the big question is: how could I sell these potions?

Every genuine potion from an alchemist comes with its own seal of authenticity inscribed on the vial. I can't fake it, as apparently, every alchemist has his own unique mark filled with essence. From a customer's standpoint, it's a great system since there is almost no chance of being sold a fake potion.

But it also presents a huge problem for me, as no respectable business would buy a random potion without the seal. 'So my only option is the black market...' I sighed as a somber realization dawned on me.

I live in the better part of the Northern Quarter, fairly close to the main road. But the deeper you go into the quarter through the plethora of dark alleyways away from the main road, the more slum-like the area becomes.

As the slums are inhabited mostly by the poor, the City's Guard doesn't seem to care much about what happens there. That makes it the perfect breeding ground for criminals of every kind. And somewhere in the slums, there is apparently a secret place where the different gangs and criminal organizations trade with each other—the black market.

I've never been in the slums before, but I've heard rumors that you can buy anything on the black market. You can find everything you can think of there, from stolen weapons and illegal drugs to slaves even. Although trading slaves is officially banned in the Kingdom, some apparently still do it in secret.

I'm pretty sure I would be able to sell my potions there. The criminals wouldn't care that my potions are without a seal, as long as they work that is. What's more, they will probably be pretty thrilled to be able to get their hands on a real potion given the nature of their work...

As most alchemists are either nobles themselves or descendants of nobles, they place a great deal of importance on their reputation, so they won't openly trade with criminals or any other less desirable customers.

I have no reputation, to begin with, so I don't care much about it as long as it brings me profit. Now that I've made up my mind, I need to figure out how to get to the black market. I can't just go to the slums and start asking around; that would be a sure way to get me into some trouble.

Not that I was afraid of the people there; after everything I went through recently, I'm sure no regular human here can hope to defeat me. But I still want to maintain a low profile, as I don't want to deal with any unnecessary drama if I can avoid it.

'Hmm, maybe I could go ask that old woman, Martha, who is selling vegetables by the fountain...' It was she who got me this apartment in the first place, and it is said that she knows of every rumor that goes around.

However, I would have to be clever about it. What I have noticed since the last time we spoke together is that under her grumpy shell, she is quite kind-hearted. And since she still sees me as nothing more than a small kid, she won't tell me anything that could lead me into trouble...

'Well, I guess it is time to put my acting skills to use...' I thought briefly before I succumbed to sleep.

            

    
        Chapter 49: The Black Market

    
    
    
    
                "It's about time..." I smiled with anticipation as I peeked out of the window of Isadora's workshop to see the sun directly above. Now that I've made up my mind to sell the potions on the black market, I need to carefully prepare for it.

That is why I rushed to finish today's work as fast as possible so that I had enough time to set my somewhat daring plan into motion.

The first thing to do after I excused myself from the workshop for the day was to visit the secondhand clothing store in the Northern Quarter to pick up some plain clothes so that I could blend in with the people in the slums.

I still had my poor-villager clothes at the bottom of my trunk from when I first came into the city, but I had already outgrown them, so I needed to buy something new—or, old in this case, to wear.

I entered the store and looked around. Well, more than anything, it looked more like a big warehouse than a regular shop, with plenty of people going in and out. But I didn't let its outward appearance confuse me, as I knew that this was one of the most popular shops in the quarter. Despite never going in here, I knew quite a bit about it as it was situated near my apartment.

Big, open boxes full of haphazardly placed clothes of every kind filled the open space of the warehouse, with dozens of people standing around and rummaging through them eagerly. As the new clothes were very expensive for the majority of people living in the northern parts of the city, they had no other option but to buy them secondhand.

When clothes became worn out but still somewhat usable, most people usually sold them in here and other similar shops around the city rather than straight out discarding them. So the clothes sold here were of varying degrees of quality, and it was up to your scavenging skills and quick hands to try to find a good deal.

I had the advantage that I didn't exactly need good clothes. On the contrary, the more rugged looking, the better, so I went to the less populated boxes in the corner. I picked a simple gray tunic with several holes in it and a pair of trousers that would match it.

I also picked a worn-out cloak with a hood that could hide my face, as I didn't want to take the risk of anyone recognizing me there. I paid a few copper coins for it to the women in charge of the warehouse and went back to my room to give my new disguise a quick wash, as it smelled pretty bad.

Now, dressed for the occasion, I made my way toward the water fountain, where the old Martha was selling vegetables. I quickly spotted her among the other sellers as she was standing there, arranging her goods.

I put on my best innocent-looking expression before cautiously approaching her. "Good afternoon, Martha," I greeted her, trying to sound as polite as possible.

"Ah, it's Darian! What brings you to me today? Are you once again buying vegetables for that grumpy old man?" Martha smiled at me.

"Oh, not today, Martha," I replied with a bright smile. We stumble upon each other here from time to time when I'm going to the market to run an errand for my landlord, so she has already known me pretty well over the last year I have been living in the quarter.

I then moved closer and lowered my voice so that no one else would hear me. "But there is something I want to talk with you about."

"Hmm?" Martha looked at me with a raised eyebrow.

"Martha, I heard a rumor. They say there's a hidden market somewhere in the slums where one can find rare and valuable items. Do you know anything about it?" I asked, trying to sound nothing but curious.

Martha's eyes widened. She glanced around, making sure no one else was listening, before leaning in closer to me. "You shouldn't be asking about such things, child. The black market is no place for someone like you," she whispered, her voice filled with concern.

"I know... It... It's just that I'm struggling..." I said as I tried to look desperate. "You know that I come from a poor family, and I don't have much money... I heard that you can find many rare ingredients for much cheaper prices than in normal shops, and I need them so that I can progress with my training and won't fall behind my fellow apprentices. Please, Martha, you have to help me!"

She released a long sigh: "Even if I wanted to tell you... I don't know how to access the black market."

She then paused for a bit before she looked into my eyes. "But seeing as you have already made up your mind, I will tell you about a place where you can learn more about it rather than seeing you get killed wandering through the slums..."

"Yes!" I exclaimed inwardly while making sure not to let it show on my face.

"There is a tavern in the slums where the locals go to quench their thirst...''She said as she explained to me how to get there. When you arrive, look for a man that goes by the name Limpy Sam, but just call him Sam; he is very touchy about the limpy part." Martha chuckled

"He's an old acquaintance of mine, but we don't see each other much nowadays since he started doing his shady dealings... Just tell him I sent you, and he will tell you what you want to know..." She said in the end.

I looked up at her, "Oh, thank you, Martha. You're the best!" I put on an excited expression that was actually genuine for the most part.

She chuckled, a rare glimmer of warmth in her eyes, before her face grew grim. "Darian... These men you are about to meet aren't like you and me. They are ruthless in what they do, and they will hurt you or even kill you if you do anything that displeases them, so tread very carefully."

I nodded somberly. "I will keep it in mind..." I then said my farewells and proceeded deeper into the dark alleys of the quarter toward the slums.

I wore my cloak, hiding my face, and my potions were safely tucked away under my tunic. The slums were a stark contrast to the streets I was familiar with. Poverty clung to the walls and the faces of the people I passed. I navigated cautiously, avoiding suspicious glances and blending into the shadows.

Dilapidated buildings leaned against each other for support, and everything was submerged in eerie silence as if everyone here was afraid of drawing any attention to them. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, I arrived at the place Martha described. Its entrance was unmarked, hidden away from prying eyes.

I opened the shabby-looking doors, and the sounds of raucous laughter and hushed conversations instantly filled my ears. The room was dimly lit, with smoke swirling in the air. About half the tables were taken, as it was still quite early in the day.

I looked at the mix of unsavory characters occupying the tables. I steeled myself and took a deep breath before moving further into the tavern. 'Hmm, so what now?' I wondered as I looked around the room.

'How am I supposed to find this man?' I was apprehensive to just start randomly asking around as I saw the hard look the locals were giving me. But then I noticed a man sitting quietly in the corner who looked somewhat similar to what Martha described.

I looked around one more time before gathering my courage and cautiously approaching him. "Are you Sam?"

He measured me with a hint of curiosity as he saw my short stature, but he couldn't guess my age as I had my face covered. "I might; it depends on who is asking." He said after a while.

"Martha told me you would be able to help me..." I said as I sat next to him and removed my hood to show him my sincerity.

"Martha, you said? Ah! That's a name I haven't heard in a long time. How is she?" Sam said as he looked at me, but then he furrowed his brows. "Wait... you're just a kid!" He said with surprise, "This is not a place for you... Get lost before you get yourself into some trouble!"

I, of course, wasn't going to get deterred so easily after everything I went through to get here. "I need to get to the black market, and I heard you were the one who might help me with that," I replied to him, trying to sound serious.

"Hahaha! You want to go to the market? That's the best joke I heard all day!" Sam said as he burst into a round of laughter. "Listen, kid, the market is invitation only, and there is no way they would let a child snoop around... Why would you even want to go there?"

I didn't want to reveal my cards so soon, but I think I have no choice given the course that the conversation is taking. So instead of replying, I just retrieved one of the vials and set it on the table between us. "I want to sell some potions there."

He looked at the potion before again bursting into laughter. "Hahaha! Kid, it looks like someone pulled one over you..." He then pointed at the vial and said, "There is no seal on the vial, see? It's a fake one. Probably just some colored water..." Sam said with a pitying look.

I just smiled at him before taking out my knife and repeating the same thing I did yesterday: making a small cut on my finger before carefully pouring a few drops of the potion on the wound. The wound disappeared without a trace in an instant. "See? It's real," I said with a smug face.

Sam's slightly amused expression instantly changed into one of utter disbelief. With widened eyes, he carefully looked around before leaning over the table and whispering to me.

"It's real...!? Quickly hide it and don't show it to anyone else around here... Many people would slit your throat for far less than something like this!"

I quickly put the vial back into my satchel and asked him, "So will you help me get to the market?"

Sam thought for a short while before he shook his head. "Well, the answer is still the same; they wouldn't let you in." However, he grinned at me and added, "But I will take you to someone who would be very interested in this potion of yours..."


            

    
        Chapter 50: Striking a Deal

    
    
    
    
                I sat in a dimly lit tavern deep within the city's slums, across from Sam, who was grinning at me mischievously. Almost palpable greed shone from his eyes. "I will take you to someone who would be very interested in this potion of yours..."

I furrowed my brows, not liking where this was going. "Who is it?"

Sam just shrugged his shoulders. "You'll see... Meet me here in two days at dusk, and I will take you to him..."

I released a sigh as I leaned back in my chair, contemplating my predicament. I didn't like this development one bit. But it was also my only clue for selling the potions...

In the end, I simply smirked at Sam and nodded. 'If he wants to lure me into some dark alley and rob me, he can try... I will give him a nasty surprise of my own.' I was getting up from my chair as I thought we were done, but Sam grabbed my arm, stopping me from leaving.

He then grinned at me. "However, as an intermediary, let's discuss my provision from the sale... I think fifty percent will do just fine..."

'He probably expects me to haggle for the size of his share,' I thought amusingly. 'Too bad for him; I'm not just some stupid kid...'

Instead of entertaining him, I pulled out a shiny coin from my pocket—a whole silver mark—and placed it on the table between us.

"Well, it's true that you would normally get a share from the sale..." I said while returning his smile. "But that would be true only if you administered the whole deal yourself on my behalf... Since you will be just taking me to someone with whom I must negotiate myself, that means you are just providing me with information, so here is a payment for it..."

Sam scowled before quickly grabbing the coin. Although it was incomparable to the price of a healing potion itself, a silver mark was still a fortune, especially for the people in the slums.

'Hmm, judging by his reaction, I could have paid him less than this, but whatever, it doesn't matter... Soon, hopefully, I will be swimming in coins.'

He chuckled as he looked at me. "You look like any other kid out there, but you are too clever for your age... All right, that will be all. Meet me here in two days." He finished and gestured for me to go.

I simply nodded, put the cloak back over my head, and left the tavern, quickly making my way out of the slums. 'Hmm, interesting. He was fine trying to scam me for a provision, but he never offered to administer the sale himself... I wonder who this mysterious buyer is.'

***

The next two days flew by quickly, as I spent them working in Isadora's shop in the morning and then working again in my room, making potions long into the night.

'Huh, who could have thought that being reincarnated into a fantasy world isn't any fun at all? Instead, I have to work double shifts as a child laborer...' I thought bitterly.

'But if everything works out, I'm gonna be so rich... So rich that I won't have to worry about money ever again.' I happily hummed a tune as I was finishing another batch of potions.

However, even if I have a lot of money, I will still have to keep my herbalist job. I need it to keep up appearances, among other things. If I were to abandon it, I would lose my city resident status, and in the worst case, they might even ship me back to the village...

That is why I need to grit my teeth and keep up with this crazy working schedule for as long as necessary. I was already getting pretty good at making the potions since I managed to perfectly memorize the complicated essence pattern. Meaning I can now start making the potions en masse.

I managed to save close to 300 umbrifila herbs during the course of my expeditions in the past few months. To make one vial of potion, I need two herbs. That means I can make around 150 potions in total just from my current stockpile of herbs.

I can, of course, gather or purchase even more herbs if it comes to that. The only limiting factor remains the mental strain of the process itself. But if I take a safe approach and give my mind enough time to regenerate between each infusion of essence, I'm confident that I can make around 30 potions per day.

That alone would be a mind-boggling amount for any alchemist. In fact, I can make about as many potions per day as all the alchemists in the city put together. So far, each potion is regarded as a rare treasure, and very few people can afford to buy them. This, of course, poses an important question...

Should I flood the market with cheap potions for a quick profit or sell them slowly over time, ensuring that the price stays high? I guess I will decide how to approach this issue after the meeting with the mysterious buyer...

***

As the sun started to disappear below the horizon on the day of the supposed meeting, casting an orange glow over the city, I made my way back to the slums.

Sam was already there, waiting at the corner table of the tavern where we had met before. 'It must be his favorite spot.' I thought briefly before his eyes met mine, and he nodded, silently acknowledging my arrival.

Without exchanging any words, he led me outside into the evening's embrace. Under the cover of darkness, we navigated the winding streets of the slums. There weren't any lamps like in the rest of the city, which meant we traversed in almost total darkness.

All I could do right now was put my faith in Sam, hoping that he knew where he was going. Nevertheless, this whole time I remained vigilant, prepared to react at the slightest sign that Sam was trying to betray me, but to my relief, nothing happened during our journey and we arrived at our destination—a seemingly abandoned warehouse somewhere in the city.

Sam glanced at me with something akin to apprehension in his eyes. "We are here," he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

I nodded in acknowledgment. "So when are you going to tell me who we are meeting?"

"You'll find out soon," Sam smirked as he opened the worn-out doors, their creaking breaking the eerie silence that surrounded the warehouse.

I reluctantly stepped inside, and the room revealed itself to be dimly lit by flickering torches, casting long shadows on the dirt floor. I caught a glimpse of several figures, some sitting and others standing, in the center of the room. The one in the middle beckoned us to come closer.

When I got a better look at him, I figured that he must be their leader. He exuded an aura of authority; his cold eyes were sharp and calculating. As I approached, the gang leader's gaze met mine, and a wry smile played on his lips. "So, you're the one with the potion..."

He observed me with keen interest while the men behind him were throwing amused looks my way. This whole scene screamed trouble. The only thing that kept me from running away was my faith in my own powers. I tried to steady myself as I warily responded, "Yes, I am."

The gang leader leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with amusement. "Very well, child. Show me what you've got."

'I don't like this. I don't like this at all...' I kept repeating to myself as I cautiously stepped closer to the center of the room before pulling out one of the potions from my satchel and setting it on a table in front of the gang leader. Who then lazily stood up and came closer to take a look at it.

With a hint of suspicion in his eyes, the gang leader examined the potion vial filled to the brim with velvety red liquid. After a short while, he squinted his eyes as he turned his head toward Sam, who stood behind him. "I must admit that it looks like a genuine potion... Do you swear it's real?"

"Yes, Dominic I swear it's real! I saw it with my own eyes." Sam nodded enthusiastically.

The gang's leader, who was apparently called Dominic, smirked, "Then you wouldn't mind testing it yourself, right?"

"Eh?" Sam wasn't given any time to respond. Before anyone realized what was happening, Dominic suddenly leaned forward with a knife that appeared in his hand out of nowhere and stabbed Sam right in the belly.

"B...Boss?" Sam stammered with a pained expression.

"Here, drink this." Dominic grinned as he gave him the potion.

Sam threw an angry look in my direction before he quickly grabbed the vial and gobbled it all up at once. He then tightly clutched his bleeding belly as he desperately waited for it to take effect. I slightly widened my eyes when I saw such a ruthless spectacle take place, but I made sure not to let anything show on my face.

After a short while, which felt like an eternity, Sam's pained expression gradually loosened, and he closed his eyes. His belly started to shine with a subtle red glow, and the grievous-looking wound sizzled and began disappearing at a speed visible to the eye.

I released a sigh of relief. I was sure my potions worked just fine, but I had no idea if they would be able to heal such a grave injury. Soon, a completely healthy Sam stood in front of us once again.

'He could have just cut his finger like I was doing and not wasted a whole potion...' I thought bitterly but decided not to dwell on it. Rather, I retrieved the last two potions from my pocket and placed them on the table.

"Now that you know they are working, would you be willing to buy them?" I smiled at him brightly.

Dominic turned back to me with greed visible in his eyes. "Tell me... What stops me from simply slitting your throat right now and taking them for myself?"

I instantly became alert, mentally preparing to burn the whole place down if he tried anything funny. But I didn't let it show; instead, I forced a smile and decided to play upon his greed: "Well, that would only get you two potions... I can get you much more than that."

He furrowed his brows. "Tell me... Who gave you all these potions?"

'It's good that it didn't even cross his mind that it was me who made them; otherwise, he would certainly try to kidnap me and force me to work for him...' I thought somberly.

"Ah, you see... I'm friends with a very talented alchemist's apprentice who wants to get some money on the side, but he is too afraid to go to the slums himself... That's why I offered to help him sell his potions in his place..." I said as I quickly tried to come up with a believable story, and by Dominic's looks, it seems it worked pretty well.

'Luckily, he seems not only greedy but shrewd enough that he can appreciate the benefits of long-term cooperation...'

Dominic thought for a while about it before he smirked at me and said, "Well, child, I think you got yourself a deal..."

            

    
        Chapter 51: So Much Money!

    
    
    
    
                "Muhahaha!" I started laughing crazily as soon as I was back in the safety of my apartment. 'This was the craziest thing I've ever done since I started living in the city...' I thought after a while when I managed to calm myself down and realized the implications of what I had just accomplished.

I still couldn't believe everything worked out fine. After the gang's leader, Dominic, agreed to the deal, we had a very intense round of negotiations. But in the end, we were able to settle on a price of 15 marks of silver per potion.

It was somewhat less than the current market price of about 20 marks, but nonetheless, I was extremely happy about it. The only thing I was adamant about during the negotiations was fixing the price per vial and preventing any changes later.

Dominic agreed to it, as he probably thought I would only be able to provide a few potions at a time, so it didn't matter too much to him, but the poor fool has no idea what I have in store for them... Not that I care about their profits. Besides, I'm sure they will be able to sell it for a much higher price on the black market given the scarcity and rarity of potions—for now, that is.

Just imagine it: for a single potion that takes me a few minutes to make, I get as much money as my father makes in a year working as a blacksmith. But that was, of course, only thanks to my unique circumstances. Any other alchemist, although rich, wasn't anywhere near as rich as I will soon be.

They had to first buy the ingredients and the vials, not to mention the special ink used to draw the alchemical formations themselves. They also had to pay wages to their apprentices and taxes to the city, plus any other living expenses they had. So in the end, I imagine their profits are a lot less than the price of the potion itself.

On the other hand, since I gather the ingredients myself and don't have any other expenses, almost all of the potion's price is pure profit for me. For now, I decided to sell them in batches of 10 every two days to not flood the market too much. However, I still got a huge pile of silver out of it.

I guess I'm lucky that the gang has seemingly no idea how many potions an alchemist can realistically make in a day; otherwise, I wouldn't be able to pull this off. Well, it's time to start making potions, then...

***

Absorbed in my new potion-making routine, time flew by quickly. It was now the end of summer, and I had finally run out of my huge herb stockpile. That is why I am now standing in front of Norbert, one of the few other herbalists in the city besides Isadora.

"Hmm? So, you want to buy my whole umbrifila stockpile?" He said incredulously. With furrowed brows, he observed me for a while before a sudden realization dawned on him.

"Wait, aren't you Isadora's new apprentice? Why do you want to buy herbs from me? Go ask your master for some, or even better, go gather them yourself..." He said dismissively.

I smiled innocently at him, "Please, Master Norbert, I need the herbs for my training. My master can't spare any more of them, and the forests are bare at this time of the year..."

"Hmm? But why do you want so many herbs?" He said, still not convinced.

"Well, it's difficult for me to admit it..." I tried my best to act pitifully. "But I seem to waste a lot of herbs while making elixirs. That is why my master told me to go practice and not return until I can brew the elixir perfectly..."

"Hahaha! "Alright, alright, I will sell them to you, but not all of them. I need to keep some for my own customers..." Norbert laughed merrily.

'Perfect...' I smirked in my mind as I walked out of the shop with a bag full of herbs. I repeated the same thing at every other herbalist store in the city, plus all the merchants I knew that traded in herbs, in the following days.

'I don't care that they think of me as a clumsy idiot who can't brew a simple elixir as long as I get my herbs...' I thought with amusement as I walked across the market square, carrying another bag of umbrifila back to my humble room.

But in the next moment, I stopped as I stumbled upon a commotion happening in front of me at one of the stalls lining the street. "What do you mean you are out of umbrifila?" A man clad in alchemist robes shouted angrily.

"My sincerest apologies, honorable sir, but someone is apparently buying out the whole city's stockpile. I'm unable to procure them from anywhere..." The portly merchant sweated profusely in front of the angry alchemist.

"What nonsense are you spouting? Who would even have the coins to buy so many herbs?" The man continued shouting.

'Ah, I guess that's it...' I thought somberly as I realized the possible implications of my shopping spree. It looks like I've already caused quite a commotion... I wondered why it was getting so much more difficult to come by umbrifila as of late. I guess now I have my answer. But I'd never thought there were so few of them in the whole city...

'Nevermind, what I already have should last me a long time...' I smiled as I exited the square without looking back at the squabbling merchants. Not many people knew me as Norbert did, so I gave the rest a fake name and told them a different story each time so that they wouldn't connect the dots.

'Hmm, I guess it's time,' I thought as I looked at the darkening sky behind the window of my room. I unloaded my latest haul, and now a significant portion of my apartment looks like a hoarder's dream.

Stacks on stacks of herbs piled up all the way to the ceiling. And the whole room was now permeated with a strong, heady smell of dried umbrifila. I chuckled as I imagined what my landlord downstairs must be thinking about it. But he didn't complain about it, so I guess he doesn't find it too annoying.

I picked up a worn-out-looking satchel and stuffed it with the batch of potions before exiting my room and disappearing into the dark alleyways of the Northern Quarter. I never met Dominic again after that day, when we struck a deal. Not that I'm complaining or anything; in fact, I'm more than glad for it, as that vicious grin of his gave me the creeps...

Instead, our exchanges worked in the same manner as with the rest of the gang's risky contraband—through their system of dead drops scattered across the quarter.

I was given a list of places where I periodically deliver my merchandise, and then I move to another location where I collect my money. The locations of the dead drops change quite regularly, following a specific pattern that I had to memorize.

'Why does it feel like I'm working for a cartel?' I thought amusingly as I placed the satchel with the potions at the designated spot while making sure nobody followed me. A few members of Dominic's gang tried to tail me to learn where I lived the first time I met with them.

And then they tried again when I visited one of the dead drops. But each time I managed to spot them without any trouble thanks to my magic sense. I'm forced to make a lengthy detour across the city every time something like this happens. But so far, I have been able to quickly lose them, as they seem to stumble upon a mysterious hole that opens right under their feet each time.

They seem to have stopped trying since then, but I'm still extremely vigilant just in case they want to try their luck again. So I quickly retrieved my money and hurried back to my apartment, as it was getting very dark outside and I still had potions to make...

***

'What to do... What to do...' One evening a few weeks later, I was sitting on my bed, scowling at the huge pile of silver in front of me. The situation has finally calmed down somehow, and I have found the time to count earnings from my potion-making business.

So far, I've just been stuffing them under my bed. However, when the pile became so big that the coins started falling out on the floor, I realized I had a problem.

I guess it was a different kind of problem than what I was used to until now, but a problem nonetheless. 'What the hell am I supposed to do with so many coins?' I couldn't possibly carry them around with me, and leaving them in my room unguarded was very risky.

Even after buying such an enormous amount of herbs and plenty of vials to last me a long time, I still had almost two thousand silver marks. It was a mind-boggling amount of coins that no normal person could make in their entire life.

Even the richest merchants in the city would instantly pale in envy if they saw me right now. There was a simple solution to this. I learned from Myra's uncle Alaric that there was something akin to a bank run by the Merchant's Guild where merchants could deposit their coins for safekeeping.

But I couldn't just walk in there with a cartload full of silver, as I wouldn't be able to explain their origins. I will first need to come up with a way to legalize my profits. 'How do people here even do something like money laundering? It's not like I could just go and buy a car wash or anything...'

Luckily, I might already know someone who can help me with this small problem of mine. I realized with a smile as I grabbed a pen and began to write a message to Alaric. He was very helpful to me the last time we met, so I was hoping he could give me some advice.

I won't tell him the true reason, of course. I will simply ask him a few hypothetical questions about how to appreciate the humble savings I accumulated during my apprenticeship...

Because what is it that rich people do with their money? They invest the money so that they have even more in the future...

            

    
        Chapter 52: Fiery Retribution

    
    
    
    
                I went on to send my message to Alaric first thing in the morning the following day, asking him for a meeting. And as I waited for his answer, I decided to make use of such a rare sunny day this time of the year to once again venture into the woods around the city to gather all the umbrifila herbs I might have previously missed.

I already had quite a large stockpile as I went on my shopping spree recently, buying every herb that I could get my hands on, but if I wanted to have enough to keep making the potions even during the entirety of winter, I still needed some more.

Thus I happily headed out of the city, still quite early in the morning, ready to spend the whole day searching, as I had taken a day off from the shop. I knew I wouldn't get many opportunities to gather any more herbs until the next year's spring, which is why I wanted to use this great opportunity to the fullest.

Fully absorbed in my search, I didn't pay any attention to the several people nearby. 'They are probably some hunters tracking their prey...' I thought as I carefully scanned the forest floor in front of me.

'Found it!' I thought with excitement as I turned to the left and located a whole patch of umbrifila right in front of me. I was getting ready to start gathering when I felt a strong sense of danger from behind me.

My heart skipped a beat as I tried to quickly jump away. The next moment, an arrow passed right where my head was just a second ago. Ever since I started filling my body with essence, I felt that my senses were getting better than those of other people. It wasn't too much of an improvement, but it still allowed me to somehow react in time.

However, the arrow still managed to scratch my cheek a little. I quickly turned around and tried to locate the hidden assailants. 'Wait, it's them?' I widened my eyes as the realization dawned on me.

'Hmm, it looks like the hunters I passed a short while ago actually managed to track their prey after all... I just never imagined it was me they were tracking. Did Dominic finally decide to betray me?' I thought briefly, but I didn't have the time to ponder this anymore as I saw several masked figures running between the trees toward me.

I decided not to bother with them for now, and instead, I hurriedly tried to locate the hidden archer who shot at me. 'It is much harder to avoid a flying arrow than a sword, so I need to deal with him first... Ah, found him!'

I located him hidden within a treetop a few dozen meters from me. I focused intently for a moment and sent a quick shockwave in his direction. I knew I couldn't hit him at such a distance, but that was not my intention. I just wanted to stop him from shooting.

In the next moment, the tree snapped in half like a toothpick, and the surprised archer fell down into the underbrush. It all took but a moment, but it was still enough time for the others to arrive, and they quickly surrounded me, cutting off any chance of escape.

'They are professionals...' I couldn't help but admire their skills. Even when their initial sneak attack failed, they still moved instantly, not giving me any time to react. Their ambush might have even worked—if it was anyone else, that is. 'Hmm, maybe I could try that...'

Ever since my confrontation with Chubby and his friends, I have become painfully aware that I lack any sort of area-of-effect spell. Although the shockwaves could affect multiple people at once, I could only send them in a single direction. And the fire explosion, although powerful, consumed a significant amount of essence, making it not very suitable for prolonged fights.

That is why I thought about it for a long time and, in the end, came up with a new spell, taking advantage of my otherworldly knowledge. Still, I hadn't had any opportunity to test it out so far on a real target. But seeing the hunters have formed almost a perfect circle around me, I decided this was a perfect opportunity...

I released my essence slowly in an omnidirectional wave, making the air molecules around me vibrate before sending them outward with me as the center. I hoped it would create a strong sound that would stun everyone who stood close to me, but I had no idea if it would work as I intended.

*hm...hmm...hmmm...HMMMMM* An intense humming sound gradually growing louder and louder stopped the masked men before they had a chance to lunge at me. They dropped their weapons before quickly grasping their heads. Their eardrums seemed to pop out as their ears started bleeding profusely. In the next moment, they dropped to their knees while screaming in agony.

I stopped the spell shortly afterward. I was actually very surprised at how well it seemed to work. 'This is actually pretty neat. I can just immobilize any attackers and then question them later about their motives...' I thought briefly while being quite pleased by the results of my experiment.

'But wait...' I suddenly stopped in my tracks. 'Since their ears seem to have been damaged, they wouldn't be able to answer any of my questions anyway...' I realized with frustration.

Well, unless I wanted to waste a whole healing potion on them. However, I decided it wasn't worth it, as I would still kill them anyway. Not only did they see me cast magic, but I wasn't planning to show mercy to anyone who would attack me. Besides seeing how professionally they acted during this short exchange, getting them to talk could prove to be quite a challenge.

'If they were ready to commit murder, they had to be ready to die themselves...' I thought with resentment as I sent a strong shockwave at each of them, killing them in an instant. I then run up to them to search their bodies for any clues as to who might have sent them. But when I removed their masks, I instantly realized they weren't members of Dominic's gang.

Most of the criminals kept their heads shaven, and there were often tattoos on their arms. Some were simple lines showing how many people they had killed; others were marks signaling which gang they belonged to.

These men, on the other hand, had long braided hair, and their arms were clean. In fact, they looked like any other beast hunters in the city. I furrowed my brows as I continued searching. Then I found a folded note in one of their pockets. It described how I looked and where I worked.

'Hmm, I'm pretty sure Dominic doesn't know my real name or anything else, as I made sure of that.'

That leaves only one option... Which I confirmed by looking at the neat handwriting on the note. Criminals who never attended some fancy school weren't capable of such writing skills.

'So in the end, Chubby didn't keep his mouth shut...' I thought bitterly but wasn't much surprised by the fact.

More than anything, it made me angry. I was angry about the fact that, despite my trying to maintain a low profile all this time and avoid any kind of trouble, I still had to deal with such unreasonable people.

It seems that both Chubby and his father are the sort of people who can't take a hint. They think that just because they have money and influence, they can do whatever they please and get away with it.

Well, not this time. This time, they picked the wrong target. If they want a war, I will give them one...

'Oh, I almost forgot about the archer,' I suddenly realized as I quickly made my way to the broken tree to look for him, as I didn't want any loose ends to come to bite me later.

It took some time, but in the end, I managed to find him. It seems he broke his neck as he fell from the tree, dying instantly. I released a sigh as I started heading back to the city.

I didn't bother with disposing of their bodies, as we were quite deep inside the woods and I was sure the local animals would take care of them. I only kept their coins because they didn't need them anymore. I also made a quick stop along the way to finish gathering the patch of herbs from which I was so disrespectfully disrupted earlier.

I arrived back at my apartment late in the afternoon. It took me a long time to get back, as I was feeling quite paranoid after the incident, so I carefully scanned every nook and cranny on my way back.

When I opened the doors to my room, I found a note that had been slipped under them. I quickly skimmed it, and my mood instantly improved, as it seems Alaric got my message, and I could meet with him tomorrow.

'Wonderful...' I thought happily as I unloaded today's spoils into the storage area. But before that, I have some unfinished business to take care of...

***

It was a quiet night. The moon hung high in the cloudless sky, casting an ethereal glow on the wide cobblestone streets of the Western Quarter. In front of a big mansion somewhere inside the quarter, two guards dutifully guarded its entrance. The night had been quite uneventful so far, the silence broken only by the distant chirping of birds.

The guards were already bored after many hours of standing watch, but they were experienced mercenaries, and they knew that they had to remain vigilant for a few more hours before their shift ended. Their eyes wandered aimlessly, scanning the quiet street in front of them. Suddenly, one of them straightened up.

"Do you smell that?" he asked.

The other guard caught off guard, glanced around in confusion. "Smell wha—" But before he could finish his sentence, a colossal torrent of fire erupted from the very heart of the mansion.

In an instant, an inferno devoured the grand structure with an insatiable hunger. Flames danced wildly, transforming the residence into a towering pyre of destruction.

The guards looked at the scene in front of them. Their eyes widened in horror. In the next moment, the more experienced of the two broke out of his stupor and started shouting.

"F... Fire! Fireee!"

At first, the guards wanted to run inside the burning residence despite the dangers to search for their master and his family, but the intensity of the flames was too great. Instead, they were forced to move back all the way to the street if they didn't want to burn too.

The city's guards posted on the walls quickly spotted the fire, and the tower bells started ringing an alarm. Soon, many guards came running to the scene, but when they arrived, there was nothing they could do.

The whole residence was enveloped in flames, and there was no way to save it. All they could do was set up a perimeter around it and make sure the fire didn't spread to other buildings. After a few hours, when the residence turned to nothing but ash, the city's Magistrate arrived to investigate.

"What happened here?" He asked the two frightened mercenaries who were being kept here for questioning with an authoritative voice.

"W... We don't know. Suddenly the whole house started burning; there was nothing we could have done!" one of them exclaimed. He then asked them a few more questions but didn't learn anything more.

The city guards who arrived at the scene later confirmed their story: the residence suddenly turned into a huge fireball, and none of the residents managed to get out in time.

'Did he store barrels with lamp oil in his house?' The Magistrate thought while furrowing his brows in confusion. He knew that houses wouldn't normally start burning like paper out of nowhere, so this whole situation was very confusing, to say the least.

He knew the former master of this house. Many did. He was one of the most prominent residents of the city, owning several flourishing businesses in the Southern Quarter.

'This will be a great tragedy for the whole city...' Even more so, his whole family seemed to have perished with him, so there was no one left to take over his business.

'Many people will be asking questions, so I need to properly investigate this matter...' were his last thoughts before he disappeared into the night.
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                I was currently on my way to the Merchant's Guild building located in the Outer Fortress to meet Alaric. It felt kind of weird going there without Myra's lively presence beside me, but there was nothing I could do about that.

For now, I try to at least write her a letter from time to time. Now that I have so much money, purchasing paper and ink is not a problem. I also hoped that her father would come around in time and allow us to meet once again now that Chubby and his shenanigans were no more.

He still appeared somewhat grateful to me for warning him about the monsters attacking the village a few years ago. So I had high expectations that everything would resolve favorably in the end. However, for the time being, I can't do anything about it but wait and see how it plays out...

Soon I was standing in front of the doors leading to Alaric's office. I somewhat remembered the way, but I still had to ask for directions once as I still couldn't quite figure out this maze of corridors in the Guild's building. Alaric's pretty assistant led me into his luxurious office and then left us alone after she served us tea.

"So what did you want to talk about?" Alaric said after we exchanged greetings, "I was quite surprised you reached out to me... However, I have to say right away that I can't do anything about your current situation with my niece."

"Oh, don't worry about it... I have already accepted the situation. Today I'm here to talk about something else." I smiled at him innocently.

"Hmm? What else might you need from this old merchant?" Alaric said curiously as he stroked his beard.

"Hahaha! You're not that old, Master Alaric, but that is exactly why I'm here." I replied respectfully. But when I saw Alaric's raised eyebrows, I quickly realized my mistake. "Oh, I'm sorry, I meant that you are a merchant; that is why I'm here."

"Hahaha! I was just jesting with you. But now you've made me curious..."

Seeing his interest, I nodded happily and quickly moved on to the main reason why I came here.

"You see, I have a special arrangement with my master, Isadora. She allows me to gather herbs in my free time, and I can sell them to her for a fair price..." I began my explanation.

"Recently, I managed to find quite an amount of precious herbs during one of my expeditions outside the city, which earned me a hefty profit... So what I wanted to ask you is how I could invest my money, as I have no need for so many coins at this time and I don't want them just laying there collecting dust." I said as I looked at him expectantly.

"Hmm? You are asking for investment advice?" He looked at me with wide eyes before bursting into hearty laughter. "Hahaha! I like you, boy! Most kids your age would have just spent it all on expensive clothes and other frivolous things, but you actually think about your future..."

Alaric thought for a bit and then said, "There are, of course, many options to appreciate your coins, and I'm more than happy to tell you all about them." He then explained various ways one could invest their money. The most common and safest option was to invest in one of the city's businesses.

Many business owners who were looking to expand their operations were often strained for cash, so you could provide them money in exchange for a share in the business and a portion of the future profits.

Another more riskier option, but with the promise of much better returns, was to invest in one of the merchants' caravans. It was apparently very risky for merchants to travel between cities over long distances because of the constant threat of monster or bandit attacks.

That is why the individual merchants often joined forces to form a caravan, and they hired experienced guards to protect them along the way. But it was very expensive for the merchants alone to procure all the goods and pay an advance for their protection...

That is why each caravan was considered a standalone business. And it offered shares that anyone could buy. When the caravan returned to the city in a few months, or even years in some cases, you would then be paid back your share along with a hefty profit.

Compared to owning a business, which can get you somewhere around 10 to 30 percent profit, caravans were a lot more lucrative as they offered anything between 30 and 100 percent returns depending on the length of the trip and the risks involved.

However, there were, of course, the risks of the caravan becoming "lost" along the way, which means you get nothing, so it was something to keep in mind.

I pondered it for some time. There were, of course, more options, like buying an apartment and becoming a landlord or starting a business of my own, but that was something I couldn't do right now as I was still considered a minor.

"But how do I get paid back if I have no idea when the caravan will come back to the city?" I asked Alaric.

"They would, of course, try to send you a message after their successful return." He said. "But the easiest way is to set up an account with the Merchants Guild, then they would just deposit your share there and you wouldn't have to worry about anything..." Alaric eagerly explained.

'It looks almost like talking about making money is his favorite topic.' I thought amusingly.

Alaric then looked at me thoughtfully while stroking his beard. "Hmm, but it might get a little complicated for you to set up an account as you are still a minor. However, if I set up your account myself in your name with me as a guarantor, I think it could work just fine..."

"You see, many wealthy merchants set up an account with the Guild for their kids so that they could practice making transactions while they were still apprentices before they inherited the family business. It would be a little unorthodox in your case as you are not a merchant, nor am I your parent, but with my reputation and position within the Guild, it will be enough so that nobody would make any fuss about it." Alaric explained

"Thank you very much, Master Alaric; this would mean a lot to me."

"Hahaha, don't worry about it! As I said, I quite like you. You remind me of myself when I was young and eager to make some money of my own. Ah. Those were the times..." Alaric smiled, full of nostalgia.

"So now that we have come to an agreement, how much money are we actually talking about?" You didn't tell me before..." He asked with curiosity.

My smile froze on my lips, and I sweated profusely because I wasn't sure what to do. 'I can't possibly tell him the real amount, as he would never believe me. Even I would struggle to believe it if I didn't see the pile of coins with my own eyes...' I thought.

I decided to play it safe and give him a modest amount. "I managed to save around 20 marks of silver so far..."

Alaric leaned forward; his eyes widened in disbelief. "So much...? How in the world have you managed to accomplish such a feat? Not even the heirs of the most prominent families in the city get such an allowance until they are much older than you..."

I smiled weakly. "As I said, I recently discovered several patches of precious herbs. Besides that, I work hard every day, saving as much money as I can."

"Even so... you're lucky you came to me first. If you tried to deposit such wealth on your own, it would raise a lot of questions." Alaric said.

He then continued, "Come back here tomorrow with the money, and I will handle everything else for you. We will pretend I provided you with a loan, as I saw tremendous potential in you, to avoid any questions about the origin of the coins. After you pay the taxes and fees to the Guild, you will be free to invest the money as you see fit, and all the profits from your future investments will be deposited directly into your account..."

I smiled with excitement, as this was as close to a perfect solution as one could get. Not only will I be able to directly launder a small portion of my coins, but I could then reinvest them, and all the interest I will get from it will be perfectly legal income.

Not to mention, with Alaric as a backer, I would be able to deposit a few silver marks each month to my account on top of it, and nobody would find it suspicious in any way. I will, of course, continue to pay for all my living expenses out of pocket, as there are usually no written records of what you buy and where unless it is something truly expensive.

With this, I will be able to slowly legalize all of my income, and within a few years, I'm pretty sure I will become one of the richest people in the whole city, second only to the Count itself. I was smiling the whole way back to my apartment after I left Alaric's office with the promise that I would come back tomorrow with the money.

But as I walked, I couldn't help but think about Dominic and his gang. 'If I'm making this kind of money, what about them?' He must already be one of the richest gang leaders in the city...

Since I didn't hear any rumors about a sudden increase in available potions in the city, that must only mean they are smuggling them out of the city and selling them somewhere else where they can get even more coins for them.

I was actually quite surprised that Dominic hadn't made any kind of move against me yet, given the amount of money this little side hustle was generating.

He is either fine with it as long as the money keeps coming, or he is wary that I have some powerful, noble backers behind me. Either way, I'm fine with it—for now, that is.

I know that I won't be making the potion forever. I also knew that there would be some kind of reckoning between me and Dominic on the day the potions stopped coming, and I needed to be ready for that...

            

    
        Chapter 54: My Transformation

    
    
    
    
                The next day, I eagerly returned to the Merchant's Guild, tightly clutching the small pouch of silver marks in my hand. I once again entered Alaric's office, and he greeted me with a wide smile.

"Ah, Darian, you're here quite early today! Are you so eager to set up your account?" He said amusingly as he stroked his beard.

I simply nodded without saying anything, not wanting to entertain his amusement, but he was right; I was very excited about this.

He chuckled a little. "Well, I don't blame you... If I were in your shoes, I would be as excited as you are. Anyway, I have all the documents ready. All you need to do is sign."

"Thank you, Master Alaric." I returned his smile as I went closer to take a look at the small pile of documents on the table.

I quickly skimmed through all of them before I grabbed the ornate pen laying on the table and signed it, as everything seemed to be in order. Not that I didn't trust Alaric specifically; he has been nothing but helpful to me so far, but I had a habit of carefully reading any contract thanks to my distrustful nature.

After making sure that everything was in order, Alaric then accompanied me to the main lobby, where there were several counters in front, each served by a pretty young lady as a clerk. We went straight to one of them while skipping the line of people waiting for their turn.

The lady smiled at us as soon as she saw Alaric. "Good day, master Alaric. What can I do for you today?"

"Nothing for me. but I want you to set up an account for this young man here. I have all the documents ready and will be serving as his guarantor." Alaric said as he handed out the stack of documents to her.

The lady clerk threw a quick glance at me before politely replied, "Certainly," and then she disappeared into the back room to process the paperwork Alaric handed her.

I watched it all unfold before me with a mix of confusion and awe. I guess I never properly understood what it meant to have high status in this city until now. I knew that the nobles held real power thanks to their control of essence. But every time I heard of commoners having a high standing before, I always thought it was just some abstract thing.

Like some courteous pretense that everyone else was doing but which didn't really mean anything. That was until now. There were many people in the lobby who were not peasants by any means. They were all merchants clad in expensive clothes who, by their looks, spent a long time waiting here, and we simply skipped them all just like that, and nobody dared to say a single word about it.

After about ten minutes, the clerk came back. I had to sign a few additional documents and finally gave her my hard-earned coins to deposit into my new account. She went to the back room once more, and after a short while, she returned with a plain-looking card, which she handed to me.

I looked at it, turning it over and over in my hands and curiously examining it. But it was just a simple metal card with the seal of the Merchant's Guild on one side and my name on the other, inscribed in neat handwriting.

Everyone in the line was throwing us looks of envy and hatred as we were walking away, but they still didn't dare say anything to us.

"This should be all. If you now excuse me, I have another meeting in a while, thus I have to leave you. But if you have any more questions, don't hesitate to ask one of the clerks." Alaric said to me with a smile.

I thanked him again, and then I was left standing alone in the Guild's lobby with a new shiny metal card, signaling I now had my very own bank account.

'Great, so what do I do now?' I wondered, feeling lost, as I looked around the lobby. I didn't want to sound like some idiot asking the obvious questions, so I stood in a corner for a while, observing what everyone else was doing.

I soon found out that investing in a caravan is actually quite easy. All you need to do is go to the big bulletin by the main entrance, where all the available investment opportunities are listed. You then took the pamphlet from the board of your choosing and went with it to the counter, where you select the number of shares you want to purchase, and they simply subtract the required amount from your account.

The shares will then be linked to your account so that all future profits are automatically deposited there. The Guild guaranteed you would be paid the full amount, protecting you from any dishonest merchants who would want to try scamming you of your shares. This was also one of the reasons why such investments were widely popular among the rich residents of the city.

I picked a few shares after skimming through the board that seemed to have the best risk-to-reward ratio, in my opinion, and went to the counter to buy them. I actually don't care if all of them fail. It was all just a drop in the bucket for me. All I needed was a good cover story so that I could explain where all my wealth has come from.

'Even if my supposed profits are a little too good to be true, as long as I properly pay my taxes and have Alaric as a backer, nobody will poke around in it...' I thought excitedly as I was leaving the Guild building.

***

"Hmm, this feels kind of weird..." I mumbled under my breath as I browsed the stalls at the market. It was once again autumn, and I needed to prepare for winter.

But now that I finally had enough money to buy anything I ever wanted and more, I was just mindlessly passing between the stalls while feeling lost. I was so used to living frugally all those years that I now had no idea what to buy...

In the end, I just bought the same things as last year, except for an extra bag of dried-up meat, to feel like a rich person who can eat meat every day.

However, the one thing I didn't skimp on was my clothes. After I began to regularly visit the Merchant's Guild, I became painfully aware that my clothes were quite undignified for that place, and I stuck out like a sore thumb among all the rich merchants there.

I realized that if I want everyone to accept my newfound wealth, I need to also start looking and behaving like a wealthy person. That is why, after careful deliberation, I made the painful decision to change most of my wardrobe.

After I safely stored all my winter supplies in my landlord's cellar, I went to the center of the city and entered the most luxurious clothing store in Ereneth, where you could buy the best clothes commoners have access to. The nobles and the Count's family had, of course, their own seamstresses, as it would be unthinkable for them to wear the same clothes as everyone else does.

As soon as I stepped into the lofty parlor, I unconsciously straightened up and couldn't help but feel a slight apprehension from the everpresent grandeur. The store itself was adorned with rich fabrics and colorful tapestries. On the walls hung finely crafted garments that whispered opulence. But before I had the time to properly take a look, I was quickly approached by one of the attendants, a middle-aged woman with keen eyes.

From the dismissive look she was giving me, I guessed she didn't think too highly of me based on my current clothes, but she still acted professionally nonetheless.

"Welcome, sir," she greeted me, her voice carrying an air of elegance. "How may I assist you on this fine day?"

I wanted to avoid any misunderstandings, so I just straight up took out a pouch full of silver and asked for an outfit based on the latest fashion made out of the finest cloth they had available.

The lady briefly widened her eyes in disbelief, but in the next moment, her demeanor underwent a rapid change. She smiled brightly at me before quickly ushering me to the back, where I spent the next few hours taking measurements and trying all kinds of clothes until she was happy with the result.

I left it mostly to her, as I was not at all knowledgeable about the latest fashion trends, nor did I care about them. I only added my input occasionally, stating my preferences and such. I also bought several pairs of elegant shirts to go with it and a few other accessories to complete the "son of a rich merchant look" I was going for.

In the end, I couldn't help but smirk as I looked into the mirror. I had to admit that I underwent a quite significant transformation. My village's origins were now all but forgotten. Even my own parents would have trouble recognizing me at first glance.

Dressed in my new midnight blue doublet quilted with silver, I looked nothing like before. Combining it with my magically enhanced looks thanks to me filling my body to the brim with essence every day, I was sure many girls would steal more than a few glances my way at the very least.

After about a week, when my new clothes were ready, I eagerly put them on, and then just for fun, I went to work in them, curious what Elena would say about my new outfit. The whole morning, she was throwing strange glances my way but didn't say anything. Only shortly before noon, she apparently couldn't hold it anymore and quietly uttered, "Hmpf! Just because you finally started dressing like a human doesn't mean you can wash the smell of manure out of you!"

I smiled brightly at her, imagining the turmoil she must be experiencing right about now as all of her previous arguments based on my lack of money and low status were crumbling right before her eyes...

            

    
        Chapter 55: Theo's Request

    
    
    
    
                Winter has once again come to Ereneth, and tiny snowflakes danced outside the window of Isadora's workshop. But despite the city being firmly in the winter's icy grip, I was sweating profusely as I listened to my master's heavy words.

"We have no other choice but to close the shop sooner than usual this year... Hopefully, by spring, everything will return to normal." Isadora spoke with a sigh as she gazed at the empty shelves.

'Oh crap, This is bad...' I thought as I tried my best not to let my growing anxiety show on my face. The reason for the empty shelves... was me. In my own recklessness, I never considered for a moment what my actions might actually do.

When I bought up all the umbrifila I could get my hands on in the market, I inadvertently caused a momentary shortage in the herb's supply within the city. That, by itself would normally be just a minor inconvenience at best, as the city was quite large and a single person couldn't buy out all the herbs as most herbalists maintained their own stockpiles throughout the year.

But such a thing could not have come out at a worse time. From what I later learned, there was already slightly less umbrifila going around since most beast hunters, who normally gather it in the surrounding woods, were sent out to quell the recent troubles with monsters rampaging in the Northern Mountains.

And when the rumors about the lack of medicines started going around the city shortly before the winter season came... Which is also the time of year when many people usually come down with various illnesses. The whole city subsequently succumbed into panic. People rushed to the stores, buying out all the medicines they could get their hands on. Even Isadora's shop was not an exception to this.

This brings us to this moment when most herbalists had no choice but to close the shop for the winter. I prayed to all the gods so that nobody would connect the dots and point at me as the culprit for this.

After Isadora told us the grim news and dismissed us for the rest of the winter, she left the workshop, leaving both me and Elena to our own devices. Contrary to my gloomy face, Elena seemed elated by the news. She's probably already imagining herself spending the whole of winter in her parent's house, letting herself be spoiled even more than she already is.

She never gave a damn about anyone else but herself, which left me wondering why she was so adamant about getting such a job where caring about other people's health was actually kind of expected...

'I guess she wants only the status and money that come with being an herbalist...' I chuckled to myself amusingly. But I quickly banished such useless thoughts, as I had much bigger worries to take care of first. With a deep breath, I tightened the scarf around my neck as I quickly left the shop and set off into the snow-covered streets.

That afternoon, I sat on my bed, deep in thought, looking through the window of my room at the heavy snowfall outside.

My situation was far from ideal. Not only was there the risk of some merchant recognizing me and blaming me for the umbrifila shortage, but I also learned that The Magistrate was going around the city asking questions about a certain incident involving a fire in the Western District...

There was, of course, no direct evidence connecting me to any of this, but I still need to be extra careful. 'I will have to lay low for a while before this blows over...' I thought somberly.

I even briefly considered leaving the city altogether and going back to the village to stay with my parents over the winter. But the roads leading there are not at all maintained over the winter season, turning the already arduous journey into an extremely difficult one. So in the end, I decided to simply stay holed in my room for the time being.

The only bright side to all of this was that I now had an abundance of free time, allowing me to once again fully focus on magic. I will also turn twelve soon, and now that I have enough money, I can finally begin to seriously think about my future. I didn't forget about my training at all during these past months. This whole potion-making business is nothing but a means to an end. A useful way to finance my true passion, which is magic.

The obvious next step would be to find a suitable magic academy that would be willing to accept me despite my commoner origins. However, not any academy would do; only the best of the best will be enough. After everything I went through these past years, I believe I deserve nothing less.

I certainly have enough money for it—at least I hope so. 'Well, even if I don't have enough, I can always just make more potions...' I smiled as I looked at the large pile of herbs stacked by the wall.

However, I still need a lot more pieces of information before I decide what to do next. I think the best course of action would be to schedule a meeting with Theo. I think we have become something akin to friends throughout the course of our somewhat short acquaintance. That is why I hope he won't mind too much meeting me for a simple talk, even if I have no ingredients to offer him this time.

Thus, I sent him a short message asking for a meeting, and while I waited for an answer, I thought about how much I should tell him. He was quite smart, so I couldn't come up with some cheap, made-up story, as he would see right through it.

In the end, I decided to tell him the truth. Not the whole truth, of course, but a part of it. There is no point in keeping my abilities a secret from him anymore, as he will still find out about them soon anyway.

Meanwhile, there wasn't much else to do. I already had quite a substantial stockpile of potions, so I don't have to bother brewing them each day.

That is why I did something I rarely do. I relaxed and didn't do anything at all for the rest of the day. 'Everyone needs some lazy time once in a while,' I thought blissfully as I lay in bed, looking out the window at the falling snow...

***

Theo's reply came early in the morning the following day, and now I was on my way to our usual meeting place. As I stepped through the doors of the inn, a gust of warm air embraced me, a stark contrast to the wintry chill that had enveloped the world outside.

I found Theo at our usual corner table, engrossed in the reading of some withered-looking scroll. I made my way across the hall, and his piercing eyes looked at me with curiosity as he spotted me coming closer.

"Ah, Darian! Tell me, my dear friend, what was so important you wanted to meet right away?" Theo greeted me with his typical mischievous smile.

"Did you manage to find another ingredient even in this god-forsaken weather?" He quickly added with a glint in his eyes.

"Good day, Theo, I'm afraid I don't have any ingredients for you this time, but there is indeed something I wanted to speak with you about." I smiled at him innocently.

"Is that so...? Does it have anything to do with your strange obsession with magic?" He raised his eyebrows amusingly.

"It's not an obsession, only a simple curiosity, and yes, I wanted to ask more about something we discussed previously."

"Hahaha! See? That's exactly what I'm talking about!" Theo burst out laughing.

I decided to get to the point quickly rather than allow him to continue laughing at my expense. "You told me before that there are ways to measure someone's magical talent; can you tell me how exactly it works?"

"Wait, do you seriously think you have a talent for magic? I thought you were joking." Theo widened his eyes.

"Well, I'm not certain that's why I want to get measured," I replied seriously.

Theo stopped smiling, and his face quickly turned serious too. "This is not something to be taken lightly, so if this is some kind of elaborate prank, then tell me right away."

I shook my head and said, "No, I'm serious."

Theo released a sigh as he slumped back in his chair. "As I already told you, most noble families have their own measuring artifacts so they can measure each of their children right after they are born. In your case, you would have to get an audience with Sir Roderick, Ereneth's Court wizard, to get measured."

He then smiled at me and said, "But you're in luck, as Sir Roderick, contrary to many other Court wizards, actually holds a public measuring every year. So you wouldn't need any special arrangements to be made. All you need to do is sign up and pay the fee. I believe the next one is only a few months away..."

"How much is the fee?" I asked eagerly.

Theo winked at me. "I will give you a good piece of advice. In high society, you don't ask about such things. If you have to ask, that usually means you can't afford it. But between us, it's only 10 silver marks."

I smiled at him. "Well, then I think I will be just fine... But what about those who can't afford to pay the fee?"

"Hahaha! Well, then they're out of luck. There is no point for someone who can't even afford the measuring fee to attempt to become a mage in the first place. They wouldn't be able to afford the required resources anyway..."

"Right..." I said. 'Good thing I'm not poor anymore,' I smirked inwardly. "So where do I sign up for the measuring?"

"Hmm, there might be a slight problem in your case... Since you are still a minor, it should normally be your parents who ask for such a thing in your place. But with your parents being only peasants from the countryside, their request might get overlooked without the right connections." Theo said thoughtfully

But then he grinned at me. "But you're in luck, as Sir Roderick is a friend of my father; he used to come to our house quite regularly. So if I hypothetically wrote him a letter asking for a small favor, I'm sure your request would be accepted right away..."

I furrowed my brows. "Oh, and if you were to hypothetically do such a thing, what would it cost me?"

"Hahaha! It seems you know how these things usually go... That's good!" Theo nodded, seemingly satisfied.

"Well, nothing comes freely, even among friends, especially among friends," Theo said with a distant look.

"Anyway..." He continued, "I recently came across a mention of a certain rare ingredient that grows only in winter. I'm sure with your special talents, it would be no problem to gather it for me." He grinned at me.

'Hmpf! What kind of friend would send a child into a blizzard to look for some stupid magical herb in exchange for a simple letter!?' I grumbled in my mind.

'But I really need that letter... Besides, this will give me a valid reason to get out of the city for a while before things calm down a bit...' I thought before I grudgingly accepted Theo's request.

"Perfect!" He exclaimed. "You can find everything that you need to know about it here..." he said as he passed me the very same scroll he was reading before.

            

    
        Chapter 56: The Northern Mountains

    
    
    
    
                I scowled as I reluctantly took the scroll from Theo's outstretched hand and unrolled it carefully. The parchment felt delicate; its edges were frayed with age. The script the text was written in was the very same flowing script I had so much trouble learning the previous year.

I quickly scanned the text, and my eyes widened as the ingredient Theo spoke of was a flower called Frost Blossom, a seemingly very rare ingredient said to bloom only in the harshest of winters in the frozen foothills of the Northern mountains. 'Is he serious?' I gave him an incredulous look.

"How much does it cost? Couldn't I just buy one for you in the market as a gift?" I smiled at him hopefully, which resulted in another burst of laughter.

"Hahaha! If this was something that could be obtained simply with coins, do you really believe I would ask you for it?"

"Hmm, I suppose not, but still, it was worth a try." I returned his smile.

"Don't worry; I wouldn't send you there if it was too dangerous. During the winter, most of the monsters in the woods are asleep in their nests, so you shouldn't stumble upon any of them out there." Theo explained

'Yeah, with my rotten luck, I have a feeling that I'm going to fall into a nest or two...' I thought dejectedly as I rolled back the scroll and said my farewells to Theo.

As I stepped out of the inn, the winter chill embraced me once again. The snowflakes drifted lazily from the sky, a somber reminder of what would await me out there in the wilderness...

***

"Hmm..." I furrowed my brows as I followed the rough lines with my finger. I was standing in a dimly lit room, leaning over a small table, looking at a map of the surrounding area.

I found out recently that the Merchant's Guild, among other things, also provided its members with information about various goods and, more importantly, maps of the trade routes going in and out of the city.

It was only a very crude map with little to no detail, but it still provided me with valuable insights as I had never been as far as the Northern Mountains before. It will take me at least two to three days to get there and several more to find what I'm looking for, so I need to prepare carefully for a long journey.

With this knowledge, I went to a general store to purchase a big travel bag, which I then filled with plenty of dried meat and a special kind of bread similar to hardtacks that local hunters are using as rations on long expeditions.

'This will give me enough food for at least two weeks...' I thought happily. I actually don't need so much food, but based on my previous experiences, it is better to be prepared for anything.

The good news is that I don't need to worry about water as I can just melt the snow along the way. I also bought some camping supplies, along with a warm blanket, If I needed to spend the night somewhere in the wilderness.

With my preparations complete, all that was left to do was wait for the weather to improve. I wasn't too bothered by the cold, as I could manipulate the air around me to create a small bubble of warm air, blocking the harsh winds and the snow from tormenting me.

However, I couldn't do anything about the visibility itself. Getting lost in a blizzard, stumbling in an endless expanse of white while slowly freezing to death, was not something I was keen to experience.

Thus I continued with my daily routine, carefully observing the heavy clouds hanging in the sky every day, and finally, after about a week, I was woken up by a rare sight: rays of sunlight slowly creeping into my humble room. When I hurriedly rubbed my sleepy eyes and looked out the window, I couldn't help but smile as I saw nothing but a cloudless sky stretching as far as the eye could see.

'Perfect...' I thought excitedly as I quickly gathered all my stuff, getting ready to head out of the city and at last start my quest for the Frost Blossom. Before I left, I also grabbed from the table the two messages I had prepared in advance, one for Isadora and the second for Sam, informing them I would be out of the city for a few days.

The snow-covered streets of Ereneth welcomed me, silent and still as if holding their breath in the icy grip of winter. I walked through them while the wind whispered to me through the narrow alleyways, carrying the faint scent of smoke and the distant promise of adventure.

My footsteps left a trail of fresh imprints on the pristine white canvas, marking my journey into the unknown. After sending my messages, I ventured beyond the familiar sights of the city, following the winding road that led to the outskirts, where the wilderness awaited.

As I was making my way through the massive frame of the city's gates out of the city, the guards standing watch threw me incredulous looks. It was a rare sight to see someone venture out in the middle of winter. Not to mention a lone child traveling on foot. But nobody tried to stop me, as it was not their problem what I did with my life.

I walked west along the main highway. It was kind of a detour compared to traveling straight north through the City's forest, but it promised a much more pleasant and safer journey.

After a whole day of nothing but walking, I finally arrived in a small village with a travel inn, used mainly by merchants to spend the night. I tiredly shuffled the last few steps, not being used to such long trips after several years of comfortable city life.

I hurriedly opened the doors, and a whiff of warm air embraced me, conjuring a small smile on my weary face. I walked into the inn's hall, finding it almost empty.

The innkeeper was surprised to see me, as they don't receive many visitors this time of year. Still, the inn remained open for the locals and the occasional traveler who needed a place to lay their head after a day of exhausting travel.

I settled into my room after a hearty dinner. 'Yeah, this is more like it... Who in their right mind would bother with traversing a snow-covered wilderness if you can travel comfortably like this?' I thought pleasantly as I drifted off into sleep's embrace.

The next day I woke up early, even before dawn, as I was painfully aware that I had a long journey ahead of me. I did my homework in the Guild's map room, and I remembered every road in the vicinity together with all the inns one could use to spend the night, as I didn't like the idea of sleeping outside in the cold.

So I continued walking west for several more kilometers before finally turning north, following a narrow path that would take me all the way to the foothills of the Northern Mountains. The further north I walked, the fewer signs of civilization I stumbled upon. I passed through several villages on my way whose main source of income seemed to be grazing cattle on the surrounding hillsides.

It was already the night before I arrived at the small village at the end of the road. Well, it looked more like a hamlet than a village, with only a few houses scattered here and there. A lonely inn stood in front of me. It looked old and not well-maintained, and It took me a while to locate it in the dark.

When I came closer and observed the dilapidated building, it didn't look very welcoming at all. Still, I loudly knocked on the worn-out doors, as I knew this was my last chance to sleep in a proper bed until I came back from the mountains.

It took a long time before anyone answered. But In the end, a middle-aged woman slowly opened the doors with a wary look on her face. When she saw that I was just a child, she released a sigh and loosened her expression.

"What do you want, boy?" She said, annoyed.

'I guess I must have woken her up...' I thought briefly before putting on a smile. "I'm sorry for the intrusion, madam. Could I get a room for the night?"

"You got money? I won't bother with freeloaders..." She replied, eyeing me warily.

"Sure, here, keep the change for your troubles..." I said as I took a silver penny out of my pocket with a smile.

She took the coin and moved it closer to the flickering torch to take a look at it. When she saw the unmistakable glint of silver, she widened her eyes and immediately changed her angry demeanor.

"Thank you, good sir! Please come inside; I will prepare a room for you right away!"

I walked into the dimly lit hall. It seems this inn is mainly for the hunters who hunt in the mountains, given the many trophies hung up on the walls. 'It makes sense; who else would travel so far up north?' I thought as I waited for the innkeeper to come back.

"Your room is ready." The woman said as she came back after a while. "But I'm afraid I can't serve you dinner as I didn't expect any guests tonight..."

"Oh, don't worry about it; a warm bed is fine," I replied with a smile, not particularly bothered by it as I still had my full bag of supplies with me.

"If you need anything, I will be in the back..." She added as we parted ways for the night.

I entered my room, which was very small but surprisingly clean. It felt pretty cold in there, but the innkeeper had already lit up the fireplace, so it should get warm soon. I quickly dove into bed, as I wanted to get plenty of rest before I headed up into the mountains tomorrow.

After I woke up the next day, I took a few pieces of jerky out of my bag as a quick breakfast before I resumed my journey. I looked up, and the Northern mountains loomed in the distance, their jagged peaks disappearing in the cloudy sky.

It was somewhere there, amidst the frozen wastelands and treacherous terrain, that the Frost Blossom was said to bloom, and I was determined to find it.

I tightened the straps of my bag and adjusted my cloak, ready to face the challenges that lay ahead. The village slowly faded behind me as I ventured deeper into the wilderness. I took out the scroll that Theo had given me and read the flower's description once again so that I didn't miss any clues about her possible whereabouts.

The path became steeper as I ascended toward the foothills. The air grew crisper, biting at my cheeks and causing my breath to form small clouds in front of me. I decided it was time to start manipulating the air around me with magic as I was now truly alone, which will make the rest of my journey much more comfortable.

As I climbed higher, the terrain became increasingly treacherous. The narrow path twisted and turned, flanked by sheer cliffs on one side and an abyss on the other. Loose rocks and patches of ice made each step dangerous.

After many hours, I found myself at the edge of a steep valley with a frozen lake in the middle. I looked around, trying to discern any signs of danger. 'Theo was right. I didn't stumble on a single monster this whole time...' I thought happily as I descended into the valley.

But as soon as I found myself standing once again on even ground, the wind seemed to pick up rapidly. I didn't feel it as I was still using magic to block it, but I could see the snow-laden trees around me swaying wildly.

And when I warily looked up, all I could see was an endless mass of dark gray clouds starting to quickly descend into the valley from behind the towering peaks of the mountains—another blizzard.

'Oh, crap...' All I could feel at that moment was a growing sense of trepidation, as, by the looks of it, this one promised to be even worse than all the previous ones I went through back in the safe confines of the city.

            

    
        Chapter 57: The Frost Blossom

    
    
    
    
                'Oh, crap...' That was the only coherent thought I could think of right now. I descended into the valley because it looked to me at first glance like the most likely place where one could find the Frost Blossom.

I read in Theo's scroll that it thrives amidst the frost. And the area around the frozen lake seems to perfectly fit that description. However, it was also the reason I found myself in this precarious situation in the first place.

As the valley was nestled right between the towering peaks of the mountains while also being surrounded by them on all sides, I couldn't spot the incoming blizzard until it was too late.

'I need some shelter, and I need it fast...' I thought as I hurriedly scanned my surroundings. The frozen lake offered no refuge, and the barren trees provided little to no protection against the impending storm. Still, I didn't let panic overtake me as I realized the gravity of the situation.

I tried to suppress my raging emotions, which were urging me to flee, as I looked around calmly. I figured the best course of action right now would be to move around the mountainside. I will try to find a cave or at least some overhanging rock under which I can hunker down for a bit until the storm passes.

Soon everything around me turned pure white. I moved carefully along the mountainside while touching the rocks to not get lost on my way. I anxiously searched around, trying to find any shelter.

'Got it...' I smiled victoriously as soon as I spotted it. A small cave tucked away beneath a rock overhang. It was barely noticeable, its opening partially obscured by snow and ice. Nevertheless, it would provide sufficient shelter to wait out the storm. So without hesitation, I rushed towards it, my boots crunching through the frozen ground.

Entering the cave, I discovered a small chamber barely wide enough to accommodate my body. The walls were damp and cold, but the narrow space offered at least some respite from the howling wind outside.

I knew I wouldn't be able to maintain my protective bubble of air for too long, which is why I needed to find a way to somehow block the entrance. I looked around the cave, but it was utterly empty. I then looked back out at the raging storm outside, and I smiled.

'There is one thing that there is plenty of, and I can make this frigid cold work in my favor for a change.' I thought as I summoned my essence.

I warmed the snow in front of the cave, melting it, and then moved the puddle of water closer to the entrance before pouring it into a thin layer, watching it freeze right in front of my eyes. Nodding happily, I repeated the process over and over again.

Slowly, I constructed a thin ice wall that almost completely blocked the cave entrance. I left only a small opening under the ceiling so I wouldn't suffocate. I looked happily at the result. I was now perfectly protected from the storm, and what's more, the wall was somewhat transparent, meaning I could see out of the cave when the weather improved.

I stopped channeling my essence and dissolved my protective bubble, as I wanted to conserve my essence for when I resumed my journey. Now there was nothing else but to wait. The minutes turned into hours, and the hours into an agonizing eternity.

It took the rest of the day and a whole night before the storm showed any signs of weakening its grip on the world. I didn't sleep at all the whole time, worried about freezing to death in my sleep. So I just sat on the frozen ground, clutching my coat tightly, as I coursed the essence through my body to keep myself warm.

The next morning, the weather improved somewhat. It was still difficult to see anything, but the raging winds calmed somehow. I decided to take advantage of this to start searching for the flower around the frozen lake.

'A little bit of snow won't stop me...' I thought with determination as I melted the ice wall blocking the entrance and left the safe haven of the cave. Now would actually be the perfect time for the flower to bloom, as the blizzard brought even colder temperatures than before—if that was even possible.

I walked deeper into the valley, stepping cautiously onto the icy terrain. The environment was completely transformed compared to yesterday. Everything as far as the eye could see was covered in a deep layer of fresh snow.

I spent many hours walking around the lake, trying to spot any signs of the elusive flower. The constant struggle against the avalanche of snow blocking my way forward was very tiring. After I made almost a full circle around the lake, I was ready to give up my search and return to the cave. However, I then saw something glint in the corner of my eye.

I quickly turned around, and I spotted a soft, ethereal glow that enveloped the surroundings despite the white haze. It emanated from a cluster of delicate white flowers that bloomed despite the harsh conditions at the shore of the lake, only a short distance away.

I hurriedly moved forward to gather them, but then I froze in my tracks. Beside the patch of delicate flowers, there was something else. I first thought it was just a small mound of snow...

However, when I got closer, I discovered with horror that it was, in fact, the body of a monster. Covered with white scales, an enormous snake coiled around the flower patch. I hadn't noticed it sooner, as it almost perfectly blended with the surrounding snow.

Normally, I would have been able to spot it a long time ago with my magic sense. However, I couldn't deploy it while I was already manipulating the air around me to protect myself from the storm.

'Wait a minute... Weren't snakes supposed to be cold-blooded? How could it move in such cold weather?' I thought confusedly, but then I realized there was no need for it to follow common sense since it is a monster fueled by essence. The sight before me sent chills down my spine.

Luckily, the colossal serpent seemed to be asleep—at least for now. Its rhythmic breaths formed frosty clouds in the frigid air. Its scales glistened like ice under the soft glow of the ethereal flowers.

'What the hell am I supposed to do now?' I thought with frustration. I wasn't worried too much about the monster itself since, as long as it was made of flesh, it could burn...

The real problem is that the snake seems too powerful to be killed with half-assed effort. And if I put my full power into it, I might evaporate the patch of precious flowers alongside the snake. But seeing that the snake hasn't reacted to my presence so far, maybe it is really asleep...

With cautious steps, I began to circle the monstrous snake, keeping my distance while also trying to avoid catching its attention. Every muscle in my body was tense, ready to react to the snake's slightest movements. However, the serpent's eyes remained closed, seemingly oblivious to my presence.

Finally, I reached the cluster of flowers, their sweet fragrance filling my senses. I carefully plucked a single blossom, its petals icy to the touch. Holding it delicately in my gloved hand, for that fleeting moment, I felt nothing but triumph and relief.

'I made it!' I thought happily as I quickly put the flower in my bag. But then I froze as the snake's eyelids snapped open at the exact moment I plucked the flower from the ground. 'Oh, crap...' Before I could move a muscle, the giant serpent raised his head, and a low rumble emanated from its throat.

Time seemed to slow as the serpent uncoiled its massive body, each movement deliberate and purposeful. Its eyes, a piercing shade of amber, were fixed on me with an intensity that sent a shiver down my spine. I guess there was no escaping its wrath now.

Before I had a chance to jump out of its reach, it had already lunged at me with an open maw full of razor-sharp fangs, each as long as my forearm. The monster was moving with tremendous speed, and it was hard to even follow its movement. Not able to escape, I at least transformed the ice in front of me into a long spike at the last moment.

But the snake somehow managed to react in time and then quickly moved back before it could impale itself on the spike. I decided to use this brief opportunity and quickly lunged forward, plucking another flower from the ground. 'Yes, just one more to go!'

For some reason, most herbs and other ingredients grow in groups of three, with Frost Blossoms not being an exception to this weird rule. And I was determined to gather them all. Seeing that another one of its precious flowers was gone, the serpent was now really mad at me.

The snake hissed angrily as it lunged at me again, now even faster than before. I summoned more ice spikes, but the snake was smart and wouldn't fall for the same trick a second time. He elegantly avoided all the spikes and moved to the side before smashing his tail at me.

I managed to spot it in time and jump back. Maintaining such a high flow of essence was very tiring, and I knew I had not much time left, so I had to end this quickly. Thus I made my essence surge forward and melt the snow underneath the snake before quickly freezing it again, encasing him in ice.

The monster seemed surprised at first when he lost his footing, but he reacted quickly, trying to break out of its brittle prison. The ice started to crack immediately, but I used this short moment to dash forward and pluck the final Frost Blossom from the frozen ground.

In the next moment, the snake broke out of the ice and lunged at me again with a seething hatred in its amber eyes. But I stood my ground firmly, not moving an inch. Now that I have successfully finished my task, nothing prevents me from unleashing my full power.

I inhaled deeply while closing my eyes. I made my essence flow freely through my body, making it move faster and faster with each revolution. Then I snapped open my eyes, and everything seemed to come to a halt as I smiled viciously at the giant serpent lunging at me.
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                I calmly watched as the giant snake's fangs quickly closed in on me. But I wasn't afraid. The air was buzzing with electricity as, in the next moment, I made most of my essence surge forward, and a huge fire torrent fiercely expanded outward. The snow and ice in a wide circle instantly evaporated, unearthing the bare rock beneath.

Contrary to my expectations, the snake was still able to somehow react in time. 'He must have a way to sense my attacks...' I realized this as he suddenly stopped his charge and twisted his body backward, trying his hardest to avoid the raging flames rapidly approaching him.

But the flames were still a tiny bit faster, and within a blink of an eye, he was fully enveloped by them. His scales started emanating a soft blue glow, deflecting some of the flames away, but it wasn't nearly enough.

Soon his pristine white scales turned black, charred by the fiery blaze around him. A profound silence descended upon the valley as the flames subsided, leaving only the crackling of embers and the scent of burnt flesh.

However, he was still somehow alive. I looked at him incredulously as I panted with exhaustion after the flames died out. The snake seemed to be heavily injured but managed to survive nonetheless.

'If this wasn't enough to finish him off, then how am I supposed to kill this damn thing?' I thought with frustration. The snake's scales then started glowing again, albeit weekly, and his wounds started closing right in front of my eyes. 'He is regenerating!' I thought with shock.

I knew I needed to do something, and I needed to do it fast, as I didn't have enough essence to fight him again. Luckily, he seemed to be unable to move while he was healing himself. So with the last few drops of my essence, I transformed the rock under the snake into several long spikes and drove them right through his head.

This seemed to finally finish the job, as the snake, after a few spasms, fell to the ground and stopped moving. Now it was truly dead. I dropped to my knees, utterly exhausted. And that was the moment I felt it—a slight tremor.

I quickly looked around, afraid that there was another monster hiding nearby, but there was nothing there. Then, with a bad premonition, I looked up and saw it. A huge avalanche was hurling down the side of the mountain into the valley.

'It seems the tremors from our battle with the snake must have triggered it.' I realized with horror. However, when I looked better at the path the avalanche was taking, I exhaled with relief as it was nowhere near me, so I slowly sat down on the frozen ground, trying to recuperate some energy.

After a while, I smiled as I felt my essence reserves starting to slowly replenish and my sore muscles loosening. Already feeling much better, I went on to examine the corpse of the giant snake. I figured that given its enormous size and the fact that it could use essence, its corpse must be quite valuable.

First, I carved open his elongated skull, wanting to see if I could find its monster core, and sure enough, a large, deep blue gem was nestled inside. 'Nice,' I thought as I went on to check its fangs. This snake didn't seem to have any poison, but I still knew that such things as fangs or claws were sometimes used in alchemy. Thus, I wanted to take a few of them with me to see if they had any value.

It took a lot of effort, but in the end, I managed to make two of them loose enough to extract them. I also collected a few of its scales that weren't burned and decided to call it a day as I didn't have any more room in my bags.

I then decided to start heading back to the small cave to get some more rest before I embarked on the journey back to civilization. But as I was nearing the edge of the valley, I widened my eyes as I realized something terrible.

I quickened my pace as I hurried to the steep mountainside. There, the path leading south, which I previously used to descend into the valley, was completely buried under tons of ice and stone. 'Oh no...' I thought as I looked at the harrowing sight in front of me. The narrow path was completely blocked by the avalanche, and I couldn't use it.

Well, I could theoretically slowly melt down the ice and try to burrow through it, but not only was I out of essence, but such an endeavor could trigger another avalanche... Thus, I had no other choice but to return to the cave, gloomily slumping down to the ground. 'What should I do now?' I wondered with frustration.

My only option was to try to find another path on the opposite side of the valley. One that would surely lead me even deeper into the mountains. 'Good thing I packed up so much food...' I smiled dejectedly. But it was getting late in the day, so I decided to spend the night in the cave rather than having to make a camp somewhere in the open.

After another night of restless sleep and shivering cold, I was already feeling much better than yesterday and ready to resume my journey. I took one last longing look at the remnants of the southern path and, with a sigh, headed out in the opposite direction.

It took me almost half a day to cross the valley to the northern side, where I spotted another path leading up further into the mountains. The climb itself was uneventful, but I still needed to proceed carefully so that I didn't slip on the ice-covered rocks, which meant It was already late in the afternoon before I climbed out of the valley.

I looked around, trying to find a path that would lead me back south, but there was none. My best option seemed to be to travel west, circumventing the valley, and then try to find a path leading south.

With no other option, I begrudgingly started walking, determined to make it back to civilization even if I had to walk a whole night. It was getting dark, and the winds seemed to pick up again. Now that I was out of the valley, I wasn't protected by the mountains, so the raging winds assaulted me from every direction.

My essence was running low, as I still hadn't managed to fully replenish it after the recent battle. However, fueled by desperation, I kept walking on the narrow mountain path, half buried in snow. I didn't know where I was heading or how long it would take, only that I kept traveling west, illuminating my path with an improvised torch.

I paused every now and then to do a quick scan of the environment with my magic sense so that no monster ambushed me, as it was very hard to see anything past the small circle of light around me. I was just in the middle of one such scan when I suddenly blinked a few times as I discovered something incredible right in front of me. 'What is that?' I widened my eyes in utter bewilderment.

What I detected was a huge amount of essence shining brightly, like a miniature sun. I stopped in my tracks, carefully observing it through my magic sense for a while, trying to figure out what I was looking at, but I couldn't figure it out at such a distance. However, if it was a monster, it hadn't detected me yet.

I wondered what to do. I couldn't circumvent it as there was only a single narrow path with an abyss on one side and a steep mountainside on the other, and I didn't want to go all the way back to the valley...

So after a while, I decided to cautiously move forward while also keeping my magic sense active. Without my protective bubble, the freezing wind was relentless, threatening to blow me away into the abyss below, but I somehow held on. After a few dozen meters, I stopped as there seemed to be a rock blocking my way. But when I got right to it, I realized it was not a rock at all.

'What is a wall doing out here?' I thought with a puzzled expression on my face. I tried to move around, but it was a quite long wall arching into a circle. After a while, I finally realized what I was looking at—a tower.

For some strange reason, there was a tower built here, deep within the mountains. I carefully walked around, trying to find an entrance, and soon I was standing in front of an ominous-looking door. I held my breath as I looked at them. 'I don't like this. I don't like this at all...'

This setting raised too many flags for me: an old tower in the middle of nowhere, me standing here in the middle of the night, and most of all, the huge amount of essence that seemed to emanate from the tower itself. All of it was giving me the creeps.

But on the other hand, I really needed some rest after the long journey. I was barely able to walk at this point, not to mention that my curiosity was gnawing at me, and I really wanted to know what the source of all that essence was. So with a heavy heart, I push open the ancient doors, revealing nothing but darkness behind. I raised my torch, revealing a big empty room and a staircase leading further up.

I walked in and closed the doors behind me, blocking the raging wind from getting in. I then slumped to the ground. 'Alright, maybe I can just wait here and then continue in the morning.' I thought happily.

But after a while of resting, I got restless and was not able to calm down at all. My curiosity was killing me. I wanted to know what was further up. Not to mention, I wouldn't be able to sleep at all, not knowing what kind of danger might lurk in this place.

So with a sigh, I gathered my courage and slowly started ascending the winding staircase. What followed was an unnerving silence, as I almost didn't dare to breathe as I arrived on the next floor, revealing more empty rooms and even more stairs leading further up.

Finding nothing of interest, I kept going. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, I was standing at the top of the staircase at the final level of the tower. In front of me were closed doors. The only closed door in this whole place. I also felt the source of all this essence was right beneath them. My heart was pounding as I slowly opened them with a held breath.

Behind them was only a small, dark room without any windows. I raised my hand, illuminating it with my torch. But when I saw what was in front of me, I stumbled backward.

There was an intricately carved magic circle in the middle of the room, and inside of it sat an old woman with her eyes closed, seemingly asleep...

            

    
        Chapter 59: A Strange Encounter

    
    
    
    
                The dark room was submerged in an eerie silence, broken only by the faint crackling of the torch. I cautiously approached the old woman. 'Who is she?' I thought with a mix of fear and curiosity.

Her appearance was kind of striking, with long silver hair cascading down her back and a weathered face that spoke of countless years. Her robes were tattered; their colors had faded a long time ago.

The room itself seemed to hum with energy as if the very air were infused with ancient power. I hesitated for a moment, unsure what to do. 'Should I wake her? Or should I run away and leave this weird place behind?' I pondered while my mind raced, overwhelmed by countless questions.

"Who...?" I nervously tried to ask the main thing on my mind right now, but before I had a chance to finish my sentence, her eyes snapped open. She then looked in my direction with her murky white eyes. 'She is blind.' I widened my eyes in sudden realization.

"It's you... You're the one who broke the balance..." The woman spoke with a creaking voice while her lifeless eyes bore deep into my very soul. I shuddered with discomfort. "W...Who are you?" I tried asking her again, but she didn't answer.

Instead, she furrowed her brows a little. "I can't perceive your fate... You're an anomaly..." I just continued to stand there with a puzzled face, as I had no idea what she was talking about.

"You do not belong here..." She continued after a short pause. "What do you mean?" I asked confusedly, but again she did not answer. It was almost like her mind was in some distant place.

'Wait, does she somehow know I came from another world...?' I looked at her incredulously for a while, but she didn't say anything else. Feeling creeped out by this whole situation, I wanted to quickly leave this place. 'She must be crazy...' I thought as I slowly started stepping backward toward the door.

But right then she looked intently at me, and her creepy eyes started glowing. At the same time, some strange pressure enveloped my body, stopping me in my tracks.

"Heed my warning... By breaking the balance, thou allowed the void to seep into this realm once more... Don't let the Tainted ones find thee... Don't let them take possession of thy soul... or all will be lost..." She said in a strange, deep voice.

"Huh?" I replied, feeling utterly confused. She then straightened her back and blinked a few times. "Now go and leave me... I need rest..." The woman said back in her rough, creaking voice.

As soon as she said that, the same strange pressure pushed me out of the room, and the doors slammed shut before me.

I just stood there for a bit before shaking my head, 'What was all this about?' I thought before turning around and making my way all the way back to the ground floor of the tower.

My head was once again full of questions with no answers to be had... I sat there on the ground floor for a long time wondering about this strange encounter before tiredness overtook me and I fell into a deep slumber, the tiredness of the last few days finally catching up with me.

My head was filled with fragments of strange dreams, but I didn't remember anything when I woke up the next day. But I felt well-rested and ready to continue my journey. The morning was crisp, and the winds seemed to quieten down somewhat. When I emerged out of the tower, the blizzard was gone and the heavy clouds had dissipated.

I could see the whole mountain range opening before me in all its majestic glory. And I couldn't help but smile as I saw that the narrow path I had been following all this time would begin to turn south after a few kilometers away from the ancient tower.

Thus I happily trudged on, leaving the tower behind me, and gradually the winding path started slowly sloping down, leading me out of the mountains back to civilization.

I walked quickly, eager to leave the frigid cold of the mountains. It was already dark before I left the rocky slopes and entered a forest somewhere in the foothills. I smiled victoriously as I settled into the crown of a tall tree for the night. This journey took way longer than I wanted it to, but in the end, I managed to complete my quest.

I even managed to gather three Frost Blossoms in total. I will give one of them to Theo in exchange for his letter to the Court wizard. But he would have to pay me a hefty price if he wanted to get his hands on the other two...

***

It took me another three days to get back to the city. One to get to the main highway through many small farming villages, and two more to arrive back to the city as I traveled much further west than when I first entered the mountains.

'I hope nothing bad happened while I was away,' I thought as I was passing through the mighty gates after being quickly inspected by the guards. When I got back to the warmth and comfort of my apartment, I released a heavy sigh. I was so glad that this ordeal was finally behind me.

The image of the strange old woman in the tower still lingered in my head, but I decided to put it aside for the time being as I had many things that needed my immediate attention.

I wrote a quick note to Isadora, informing her I was back in the city if she needed me. Then I went on to deliver a fresh supply of potions to one of the dead drops, along with a note that the regular delivery schedule would resume from now on.

'I gave them triple the amount of potions than I normally do before I left the city, so I hope my absence didn't pose much of a problem...' I thought as I was on my way back. However, the most important thing I needed to do was inform Theo that I had returned. I wrote only three words: "I got it!" on the short note I sent him. I smirked as I imagined Theo's expression when he read this...

***

Theo was very thrilled by the sight of the Frost Blossoms, to say the least. "Consider it done!" He exclaimed when I asked him about the letter as he carefully examined the delicate flowers with stars in his eyes. I, of course, gave him only one flower and sold him the other two for a considerable amount of silver.

The next few weeks passed quite uneventfully. Contrary to my earlier worries, the umbrifila shortage was, in the end, blamed on the beast hunters for not gathering enough of the herb in the months prior to the winter season. I also didn't hear any rumors about the Magistrate ever since I returned to the city, so his investigation must have ended in vain...

Before long, my request to be measured was accepted without a hitch. The public measuring was supposed to be held about a week before the spring equinox. Theo promised he would tell me all I needed to know well in advance, so for now, I continued my routine of working in the shop and making potions.

Spring eventually came to Ereneth, and with it came back several of the caravans I invested in the previous year. I was lucky as none of the caravans were attacked on their way, so my returns were higher than what was common, making me quite a profit.

'Has my luck finally improved?' I thought amusingly as I stood by the counter in the Merchant's Guild, reinvesting my coins. I needed to make it seem like I invested heavily so that any extra coins I deposited into my account from time to time wouldn't raise any suspicions.

I was quite a regular customer by now, so the lady clerk at the Guild who processed my instantly growing investment portfolio was very well acquainted with me. "Good day to you, Master Darian!" She greeted me with a big smile every time I came to the Guild.

'I guess I must already be one of her biggest clients,' I thought with amusement as I replied to her courteously. With all this extra profit, I decided to invest in a few of the businesses that were left vacant by the sudden demise of Chubby's father, which were then taken over by the city and whose shares were now available for purchase.

'This will come in handy later on...' I nodded with a subtle smile forming on my lips. The next item on my agenda was to obtain enough herbs for my potion-making business. This time, I didn't bother gathering them myself and just bought them all on the market. Even if my profit suffered, all the extra time this saved me was more than worth it.

After the events of the previous year, every merchant dealing with herbs wanted to restore their depleted stocks, placing many orders for umbrifila. Thus, many of the caravans bound for Ereneth promptly responded to the increased demand, bringing with them thousands upon thousands of herbs from the surrounding regions of the Kingdom.

So I was able to acquire as many herbs as I needed without hindering other businesses too much. Meanwhile, Elena finished her final year as an apprentice at Isadora's shop and successfully passed the herbalist trial, making her an official herbalist.

She would still need to spend at least another five years gathering experience before she could attempt her master's trial and become a Master herbalist, allowing her to open and operate her own herbalist shop.

For now, Elena continued working as an official employee, and given her great looks plus her training in etiquette, she was in charge of working behind the counter, dealing with customers together with Isadora.

I was elated by this news. Not only did I not have to deal with that annoying girl every morning, but as the sole apprentice remaining in the workshop, I had the whole place to myself most of the time.

It brought me great joy as I could now complete many of the annoying tasks that took me many hours before as I was forced to do them manually by hand to simply do them with magic, decreasing my workload even further.

Time flew by quickly, and before I realized it, the day I was so anxiously awaiting finally came. The day when my aptitude for magic will be measured—the day when I officially become a mage...

            

    
        Chapter 60: Talent Measuring Ceremony

    
    
    
    
                The day I had been waiting for so long was finally here. In just a few hours, the talent measuring ceremony will take place in the Great Hall of the Outer Fortress.

I woke up early in the morning with nervous anticipation coursing through my body, feeling both thrilled and terrified at the same time.

I knew that no matter how today went, my life would never be the same afterward. I stood for a long time before the mirror, adjusting my looks as I wore my best clothes. There would be a lot of important people attending, not to mention the Court wizard himself, so I needed to look the part.

After a small breakfast, I made my way through the bustling streets of Ereneth toward the center of the city, where the ceremony will take place. I tried to contain my growing excitement the whole time and maintain a somewhat dignified image.

Before long, I was nearing the grand entrance to the Fortress, looking at its majestic walls illuminated by the rising sun. There weren't that many people here this early, so I had no problems getting inside.

I looked around, finding my way to the small plaza before the entrance to the Great Hall. Spotting a bench in a quiet corner, I sat there and observed the small crowd forming before me. Despite the ceremony still being at least an hour away, many people apparently had the same idea as me.

I saw a plethora of rich merchants and city officials dressed in opulent attire proudly parading their children who were about to undergo the measuring and boasting about their undeniable magical talents to their friends, coworkers, and everyone else who was willing to listen.

I also saw one family cowering on the side, which stood out from everyone else there. Based on their plain clothing and frightened expressions, I concluded they must be peasants from the countryside. The parents were in their thirties with worn-out faces, accompanied by a girl around my age who was nervously looking at everything with wide eyes, shyly hiding behind her mother's back.

As I knew that no village peasant would be able to afford the measuring fee on their own, that left only one possible explanation. The girl must have demonstrated her magic in public, meaning she has a very strong talent, thus receiving a summons to take the measurement.

'Poor girl...' I sighed, knowing what fate now awaits her. I too would find myself in a similar situation if not for my distrustful nature, thanks to which I kept my magic a secret for so long, not even telling my parents about it...

I was curious about how much essence the peasant girl had, so I focused and employed my magic sense, enveloping the whole plaza. Through its constant use, my magic sense has improved significantly over the years.

Not only was I able to sense essence from far away, but I was also able to detect even the faintest traces of magic if I was sufficiently close. So I was hopeful that I would be able to sense something from her.

And sure enough, I was able to detect a small sphere of essence shining gently somewhere in her chest. But then I scowled as I realized something. 'Hmm, that's weird...' I thought as I looked around the crowded plaza.

When I sensed other people's essence before, it always looked like a dim cloud moving chaotically around the body; it never looked like a shining sphere of light. 'Wait... does this mean she is like that because she has a talent for magic?' I pondered while I looked at the other children gathered there.

I scanned the whole plaza, and after a while, I discovered that a few of them had the sphere too. Although a lot smaller and dimmer than the girl. However, the majority had nothing but a few specks of essence floating around their bodies.

I sat there on the bench, pondering this new discovery. I never noticed any of this as I haven't been around any mages before, and for some reason, I couldn't detect my own magic, so I couldn't check if I had the same sphere or not.

'But if it is so easy to tell if someone has a talent or not, why do we need to undergo the measuring anyway? Couldn't the Court wizard just come out and check us to see if we have the sphere or not?'

Then the corners of my mouth started twitching as the truth hit me, and I had to try very hard not to burst out laughing. 'I was so dumb...'

It was indeed a very easy thing to do, so the only reason for not doing it and having to resort to a special artifact is that the Court wizard can't use the magic sense at all... And since he is one of the most powerful mages in the whole of Ereneth, second only to the Count de Santis himself, I'm probably the only one in the whole city who can use it...

Thus, I was never in any danger of being discovered, and all the extra steps I took for my protection were for nothing. 'Well, there is no reason to cry over spilled milk...' I thought as a mischievous grin slowly crept up on my face.

'This is a game-changer... I can now use my abilities a lot more freely within the city without any fear of being discovered...' I chuckled to myself.

However, this knowledge also brings out a lot more problems than it solves, and I need to carefully decide how to proceed from here.

The Measuring may seem like a simple affair, but it is much more complicated than that. As I had learned from Theo beforehand, there are, in fact, five tiers of magical talent one could have.

The first tier was called "Insignificant," which was probably what Theo had. People with such low talent weren't able to become mages and could only do auxiliary jobs like alchemy.

The next tier was called "Common" and was... well, common. The majority of people who were discovered to have talent were in this tier. They could become mages but were able to do only the most rudimentary spells, designating them to be, at best, Court wizards for less significant nobles.

The third tier was called "Significant," and most of the powerful nobles were of this tier. They were able to cast strong spells and could even become Master wizards, turning into honorable lecturers and researchers.

The fourth tier was called "Rare," and such a talent could be found only in about one in ten thousand people. It was also a type of talent where those who had it could sometimes manifest their powers on their own without needing to be measured in the first place.

And lastly, the final fifth tier was called "Legendary," and those with such talent were hailed as the greatest prodigies of the entire generation.

The problem with this system was that it was believed that the strength of one's talent was something decided at birth by the gods and couldn't be changed afterward. While I agree that talent itself is something a person is born with, the size of one's essence pool is not.

I know this because I was able to increase my own essence pool quite significantly over the years through training. 'Does this mean that nobody here knows about circulating and compressing your essence?' I thought with a puzzled face.

Not that I care if others squander their potential or not. But if my current train of thought is correct, that would bring all kinds of trouble on its own. Following the same logic, I should already be at the highest tier of talent possible, as I have painstakingly worked to slowly improve it over the years.

That would, of course, come with all sorts of unwanted attention directed my way if brought to light. I can't even imagine the kind of uproar it would cause if I turned out to have the fourth or fifth tier of magic talent. So I need to come up with a way to influence the results of the Measuring in my favor.

As I don't have a strong background, I don't want to become a plaything in the hands of the nobles. I want to choose my own path in life. I knew that for a wealthy commoner, having a magical talent was a golden ticket straight into nobility, but for poor peasants, it was something entirely different.

Those who demonstrated high enough magic talent were awarded a stipend, and the Count then paid the cost of their training from his own coffers. However, nothing here comes for free...

They have to then swear an oath to the Count, and they basically turn into his slaves. Forever bound in service to him and his family. They, of course, enjoy a much better life than most commoners do, but still...

'Such fate probably awaits that peasant girl over there too...' I thought somberly. Being lost in my thoughts, I almost failed to notice when the large doors leading into the Great Hall finally opened and the city's Herald, dressed in his ceremonial uniform, came out onto the plaza.

He noisily struck his staff several times on the marble floor covering the entrance to the hall. The ubiquitous chatter on the plaza instantly went silent as everyone turned their heads toward him. When he saw he had everyone's attention, he then loudly proclaimed in a somewhat haughty voice:

"By the grace of our liege lord, his exalted excellency, Count de Santis, and under the supervision of Sir Roderick, Court Wizard of Ereneth, the Magic Talent Measuring Ceremony shall now commence..."

            

    
        Chapter 61: Aspirant

    
    
    
    
                Right after the Herald finished his short speech, he stepped aside as the small crowd on the plaza started rushing toward the entrance. For some strange reason, everyone wanted to be the first to step through the elaborate doors leading to the Great Hall.

I just shook my head as I observed the throng trying to push inside. 'It's probably some sort of prestige thing...' I thought. I, of course, didn't care about such things, so I opted to wait until the bulk of the crowd was inside before lazily getting up from my bench and walking in.

I and the poor peasant family were among the last ones to step into the parlor. I then presented my letter of acceptance to the attendant standing by the entrance and was ushered into a smaller room adjacent to the main hall, where all the candidates for Measuring gathered while the adults continued straight into the main hall.

I eagerly looked around the room, as this was my first opportunity to see all the kids who were about to undergo the Measuring gathered in one place. There were in total 16 other kids apart from me. I could tell at first glance that, aside from that one peasant girl, all of them belong to rich families based on their expensive clothing and how they conduct themselves.

Most of the kids appeared quite nervous and anxious, although they tried their best to mask it behind a veil of arrogance and indifference. I was probably the only one who looked around without any signs of fear, as I already knew I had a talent, so there was nothing for me to worry about in this regard.

Although I was still a little bit worried about the ceremony itself. Theo didn't tell me any details about how the measuring artifact works, so I have no idea if I will be able to alter the results...

I'm hoping that I would be able to somehow block a portion of my essence from being accessed by the artifact, as I now have quite delicate control over my essence thanks to my diligent training over the years. However, I can't be sure until I see the artifact in person and observe how it works, which was making me kind of nervous.

As we waited to be let into the main hall, most of the kids mingled with their peers, forming small groups as they chatted together. I had nothing to talk about with those rich kids from high society, so I quickly found myself standing in a corner with the peasant girl, at whom everyone looked with nothing but disgust and contempt.

I too was a poor peasant once, so I felt a sort of camaraderie with the girl, and as I was still a little bit curious about her since she appeared to have the strongest talent for magic among all the other candidates, I decided to talk to her and try to find out more about her abilities.

"Hello, what's your name?" I approached her with a smile. She looked up with a startled face, and it took some time before she gathered her courage to respond. "M...My name is Jenny, sir."

"A pleasure to meet you, Jenny. My name is Darian. You don't have to call me sir. I'm no one important... yet," I replied jovially.

"So how did you end up here?" I continued after a while as she didn't respond, pointing across the lavishly decorated room we were in. "If you don't mind telling me, of course..." I quickly added, trying to sound sincere, when I saw the apprehensive expression with which she was sizing me up.

"I...I don't mind, sir." She said weakly before continuing. "I was drawing water from the well behind our house like every morning when the other girls came... They often made fun of me, sir, but I learned not to take their words to heart..." She paused for a while as a pained expression crossed her face for a moment.

"But on that day, sir, they were especially vicious, and they started beating me up and tearing my dress, sir... I yelled at them to let me be, but they didn't listen..." Jenny said as she started quietly sobbing.

"I just wanted to make it stop, sir... I prayed to the merciful mother to make it stop... but then everything went black, and the next thing I knew, I smelled smoke and there were flames everywhere... One of the girls' dresses caught on fire, sir... and she screamed and screamed... She screamed so much that my head started to hurt, sir... The other girls put out the fire, but it was too late, sir... Her face was all black and blistered, and she wasn't breathing..."

She paused for a moment as she wiped her tears into the sleeve of her dress before continuing. "Then the other villagers came and locked me up in a barn for many days, sir... and then the scary men came to the village and ordered my father to take me to the city, sir... and they said I wouldn't be able to ever come back..." Jenny finished her sad tale and then started full-on crying.

"Ehm..." I cleared my throat as I looked at Jenny, dumbfounded. 'What a story...' I thought as I was quickly trying to come up with something to comfort her and stop her from crying. "Well, don't worry about it too much. I know the feeling of wanting to set someone on fire from time to time..."

"Huh?" Jenny looked up at me with her puffy red eyes as she blinked a few times and was observing me with a strange expression on her face.

'Hmm, I probably shouldn't say that... but she stopped crying at least,' I thought with an awkward smile as I scratched the back of my head.

But before the situation had a chance to become even weirder, the grand doors leading to the main hall swung open, revealing a vast chamber filled with various dignitaries, the candidates' families, and other curious onlookers.

Several attendants quickly lined us up in an orderly line before ushering us into the center of the hall. Seeing that the Court wizard hadn't arrived yet, I used this opportunity to look at the whole hall through my magic sense, trying to detect any signs of the measuring artifact.

However, I couldn't detect anything unusual, so I guess the Court wizard must have the artifact with him. 'What a bummer...' I thought bitterly, as this didn't give me much time to try and figure out how to cheat it.

'Nevermind if it works at least somewhat similar to my magic sense, I'm pretty confident I will be able to counter it...' I thought as we were lined up waiting in the center of the hall in front of a small stage. But we didn't have to wait for too long, as in the next moment everyone's attention was directed to a single figure emerging from the side entrance.

The Great Hall buzzed with anticipation as the Court wizard finally emerged. He looked like a venerable figure with a short gray beard and intricate robes adorned with mystical symbols. Sir Roderick then briskly ascended the stage in the center of the hall and looked at everyone with a heavy presence that commanded respect.

"Be welcome, candidates, to the annual Magic Talent Measuring ceremony. Let us begin..." Sir Roderick spoke with a deep, melodic voice before he turned around and carefully placed the Measuring artifact on a prepared stand in the middle of the stage. The artifact itself looked just like a simple crystal ball, and I couldn't detect any essence emanating from it.

The attendants began calling us one by one to come up to the stage. The tension in the air was almost palpable as each candidate stepped forward, nervously awaiting their fate. Luckily, I wasn't among the first ones, so I had the chance to look at everything that was happening before it was my turn.

The process itself looked very simple; you just place your hand on the crystal, and if you have a talent for magic, it will change color based on the tier of your talent. However, I still didn't have any clue how to cheat.

So when it was finally my turn, I was very nervous. I took a deep breath, steadying myself as I walked toward the Court wizard. His gaze pierced through me, studying my every move.

"State your name," Sir Roderick's voice boomed, reverberating through the hall.

"Darian, apprentice of Isadora," I replied, my voice steady.

"Very well, place your hand upon the crystal," He said as he pointed toward the crystal sitting on top of an elegant marble stand.

'Here we go...' I thought as I stepped forward, placing my hand on the polished surface of the artifact. At first, I didn't feel anything at all. But in the next moment, the ball started shining, and I began to feel a strong suction force that was rapidly draining all of my essence.

'Oh, crap...' I was startled at first, so it took me a moment before I was able to react and take control of my essence. I focused intently, forcing it to remain inside my body while at the same time trying to cut off my connection to the artifact.

The artifact, meanwhile, started shining even more brightly than before and rapidly changing colors. The first was yellow, which almost instantly turned orange, followed by red. Then the surface began to gain a purple hue when I finally managed to sever my connection, stopping the artifact from accessing my essence pool.

I released a sigh as I could now finally take a look at the artifact, which seemed in the end to settle at red. Although I didn't know what that meant as no one before got such color. Thus, I nervously looked up at the Court wizard to see his reaction, only to find him staring at me with almost palpable greed in his eyes.

I shuddered as I suddenly got a very bad feeling. Sir Roderick's previous indifference was instantly replaced by a bright smile, which didn't seem genuine at all.

"Well, how did you say your name was..." He said as he threw a quick glance into the documents into which the attendants recorded the results. "Ah, Darian, was it? I think that from now on we will get to know each other very well, Aspirant Darian," He said with a weird smile that made me unconsciously shiver.
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                'Ugh, that was close...' I sighed with relief while proudly examining the elegant letters written on soft parchment. After the Measuring ceremony ended, I received an official document stating that I was now an Aspirant of the Arcane arts, with my talent being "Significant."

Despite it being only the third tier of magical talent, it was apparently very rare for a commoner without a noble bloodline to get such a rating, thus prompting the Court wizard to take a keen interest in me.

I still get cold shivers every time I remember that creepy smile of his right after my results were announced. In that fleeting moment, I even briefly contemplated escaping the city altogether, but in the end, everything solved itself rather fortunately—for me, that is.

Sir Roderick knew very well who my parents were and that I was here on my own; therefore, he tried very hard to "persuade" me after the ceremony ended to accept the honor of serving the de Santis family.

I was able to somehow resist him, as I was not a poor peasant anymore but a wealthy landowner instead. By having shares in several prosperous businesses within the city and also being backed by Alaric, one of the most prominent merchants in all of Ereneth, he couldn't outright force me to accept it.

But what really saved me back then was, surprisingly, that peasant girl, Jenny. She was measured at the very end, when almost everyone in the audience stopped paying attention to the central stage and instead lively discussed the ramifications of this year's results on the power structure within the city and which family would benefit the most from them.

However, when the crystal shined dizzyingly as Jenny placed her small hand upon it, the whole hall was instantly submerged into utter silence. And when, with a bright purple color, the artifact announced to the world the emergence of a new "Rare" talent, it caused quite an uproar.

“What!? Who is that girl…?”

“This is unprecedented…”

“How could this dirty peasant have such a talent…?”

It had apparently been more than 15 years since the last time such a talent was discovered in Ereneth, and everyone in the audience was utterly flabbergasted by it.

So afterward, when Sir Roderick saw I was so vehemently resisting his advances and as he had a much better prey in his sights, one that promised even better prospects than me, I was able to get off the hook—for now. I was certain that the Court wizard wouldn't get deterred so easily, but if I'm able to increase my status a little bit further, he won't be able to do anything to me unless he somehow convinces the Count himself to take action personally.

Thus I was now sitting comfortably around a long table in a high chair inside the luxurious dining room where we, the new Aspirants, were taken after the Measuring ceremony concluded for a reception to celebrate this momentous occasion.

Sir Roderick, who sat at the head of the table, then gave us a long speech about the responsibilities and duties of a mage. "I want to congratulate each one of you once more. But this is only the first step on a long journey ahead of you..." He said in his deep, melodic voice as he keenly observed the young Aspirants. He then continued on with his speech, but it was nothing too interesting, so I didn't pay much attention to it.

Instead, I looked at the other kids seated around the table with me. From the original 17 candidates, including me, there were only six people left who demonstrated a talent for magic. Three of them were of the Insignificant rank, and one boy was of the Common rank. Which was a relatively normal result. But then there were the two outliers: me with a Significant talent and Jenny with a Rare one.

I looked at the girl in question, who sat in the place of honor at the head of the table, right beside the brightly smiling Sir Roderick himself, while looking quite miserably herself, probably overwhelmed by everything that was happening. I couldn't help but release a sigh as I raised a silent toast in her honor. 'I won't forget your noble sacrifice...'

After Sir Roderick finished his lofty speech, we were served an opulent lunch, and afterward, it was time to mingle and get to know each other. Everyone present except me and Jenny began excitedly talking and laughing together since they came from similar backgrounds and mostly knew each other. I didn't know anybody here, so I felt kind of left out.

But I wasn't bothered by this in the least, and instead, I used this wonderful opportunity to cautiously approach Sir Roderick and ask him if I could go take a look at his famous book collection.

As he was still in a very good mood thanks to him acquiring such a great talent as Jenny and also being slightly inebriated, I was able to easily convince him with a few cleverly placed compliments.

'I guess he is still hopeful that I'm going to accept his offer...' I thought amusingly as I quickly left the room, following a young attendant. 'Well, time to find me a good magical academy...'

***

I entered the dimly lit room, being led there by one of the servants, taking in the sights of dozens of elaborate tomes stacked upon the shelves in front of me. There were more books than I ever saw in one place in my short life in this world.

I looked around, noticing an older servant who was there cleaning the room, so I approached him. Now that I was an Aspirant with above-average talent at that, everyone started treating me differently. Even the castle servants were being extra polite toward me. So I had no problem gaining access to books about magic.

I asked the servant to bring me specific books that mentioned schools of magic. After a short while, he placed three tomes in front of me. One was a sort of biography of several famous wizards from the past, some of whom founded their own magical academies. It was a very thick book and also written in an archaic, hard-to-read language, so I set it aside for now.

The second one was something akin to a guidebook listing many famous places across our kingdom, among which were listed a few schools of magic. But I knew I couldn't get to any of them, so I set it aside too.

And the last one was a history book that wrote about famous events in the past. I opened the old, dusty tome and skimmed through it until I stopped at a certain page because there was something that caught my eye.

I paused for a moment as I pondered if I had enough time to read it, as I was supposed to only take a simple look. But then I smiled mischievously as I leaned closer to the page. 'The reception will continue for at least several more hours, so as long as I return before the end, nobody will bother to come looking for me...' I thought, and then eagerly started reading.

[Chapter IV: Origins and History of the Tower of Eluvius]

[Written by: Teclis Igentus, Imperial historian, In the year 1377 of the Current Era]

This chapter aims to illuminate the origins and tumultuous history of the Tower of Eluvius, known to many as the Grand Tower or simply the Tower.

Our tale begins with the birth of Eluvius, a mage of unparalleled strength and intellect whose name reverberated through the realms. He was known as the Great Magus, one of the most powerful magi ever to be born.

From the moment of his birth, his path was bound for greatness, for the heavens themselves whispered of his destiny. It was said that Eluvius possessed sacred knowledge gifted to him by the gods themselves that transcended the ages.

During the course of his studies, Eluvius delved deep into the ancient tomes, plumbing the depths of forgotten lore to harness the secrets locked within the arcane arts. Driven by an unquenchable thirst for power and the pursuit of mastery over the ethereal energies that course through the veins of creation itself.

Amid his pursuit, he stumbled upon an unfathomable enigma somewhere in the vast expanse of the untamed lands. A vast underground chasm of unknown depth, which later came to be known as the Great Labyrinthos.

But although it was similar in structure to other labyrinths of its kind, this Labyrinthos was an abyssal maze of unspeakable horrors. There were whispers of unimaginable treasures and arcane knowledge hidden somewhere within its depths. Alas, most of those who ventured there rarely came back.

This Labyrinthos became a lifelong obsession for Eluvius, who wanted to uncover its secrets and conquer the labyrinth's core at all costs, as he hoped it would bring him an unimaginable power if he were to do so.

He tried for many years, each time delving deeper and deeper into the dark abyss. But, in the end, he discovered that even his unparalleled prowess among his fellow men was not enough to tackle the Labyrinthos.

Eluvius surmised that in order to succeed, he needed even more power and thus decided to build a place for himself and his disciples to train. His pursuits have become widely known by this time across the whole realm.

Many who harbored the same ambitions for wealth and power would flock to that accursed place from all four corners of the world, earning Eluvius many loyal disciples. It was upon the foundations of those restless dreams that the Tower arose, a monument that reached for the heavens with audacious defiance.

Rising from the barren earth on top of the Labyrinthos like an indomitable titan, the tower's darkened spire pierced the skies, casting a foreboding shadow upon the lands below.

Amidst the hallowed halls of the Tower, the magi of prodigious talent honed their skills. Eluvius nurtured their talents, molding them into unparalleled wielders of magic and instilling in them the courage to face the abominable labyrinth that lay below.

After many years of training, Eluvius felt he was ready at last. He gathered his strongest disciples and began what was later known as the Great Expedition, whose only purpose was to find and conquer the core of the Great Labyrinthos.

They ventured into the depths, their footsteps echoing through the ancient corridors as they confronted the labyrinth's countless trials and tribulations. As each challenge was met and vanquished, their hunger for dominion over the labyrinth grew, an insatiable flame that consumed their reason and clouded their judgment.

All those who were unable to continue due to wounds or exhaustion were left behind. Until only Eluvius and his core disciples remained. Yet their spirits remained indomitable as they descended into the dark depths of the Labyrinthos.

The expedition lasted for many weeks, which then turned into months, and despite his loyal disciples never losing hope of their master returning, no one ever saw or heard of Eluvius and his disciples ever again.

Those few who managed to survive the horrors of the Great Expedition then decided to rename the Tower to bear the name of Eluvius in his honor, and realizing the insurmountable dangers of the labyrinth, they forbade any further expeditions into its depths.

The remaining disciples then became known as the Council of Mages, and they slowly, over the centuries that followed, transformed the Tower of Eluvius into the honorable institution of learning as it is known today, hailed as one of the best on the whole continent.

Honoring the legacy of the Great Magus, the Tower accepts anyone who demonstrates a sufficient talent to wield magic to this day. As it was the great Eluvius himself who said that it is the merit that matters, not the circumstances of one's birth.

And thus, amidst the hallowed halls of this hundred-floor behemoth, the brightest minds of each generation dedicate themselves to learning the arcane arts.

Many will fail along the way. But those blessed few who succeed in the Tower's trials are then allowed to bear the crimson robes of the exalted and carry the mantle of humanity forward.

And thus concludes the tale of the Tower of Eluvius, perched atop the Great Labyrinthos which continues to stand to this day as a testament to the fragility of mortal aspirations.

May it serve as a beacon of wisdom and enlightenment, guiding future generations away from the pitfalls of hubris and toward the noble pursuit of understanding the boundless mysteries of the arcane.

***

'Hmm, interesting...' I thought as I closed the ancient book and returned it to its rightful place atop the shelf.
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                I quickly returned to the reception after I finished reading the book, hoping that nobody there noticed my prolonged absence.

'What an interesting place!' I thought. Not only did the Tower of Eluvius apparently accept anyone with sufficient magical talent, but it was also said to be one of the best schools of magic on the entire continent...

'I will of course have to find out more information before I make any decision, as the book looked very old and may not have been up-to-date...' I pondered while silently sneaking back to my seat at the table.

I carefully observed the room, but luckily nobody seemed to notice my little excursion; therefore, I continued to happily stuff myself full of the plethora of delicious meals we were continuously being served and then slipped out of the reception at the first opportunity.

The next day, I ventured to the only place I knew would have the kind of information I was looking for: the Merchant's Guild.

I strode right into the map room and began to carefully study the large map of the Continent. Well, more like the parts of the Continent inhabited by humans, as there were still vast swaths of unexplored lands about which we had no knowledge.

After a short while of intensely studying the map, I grinned happily as I spotted a lone spire in the middle of a vast desert. 'Got it...' I thought excitedly. But my elation was short-lived as I traced my finger along the scattered, long, winding lines back to the small dot, which represented Ereneth, my smile slowly dissipating from my face.

'Curse it...' I slumped down on a nearby chair with a sigh. It was very far away; getting there would take at least a month, maybe even more... 'Whatever, at least I will get to travel and explore the world,' I chuckled to myself as I tried to give a positive spin to it before looking into the Guild's records to see if I could find out more information about the Tower itself.

Sadly, there was nothing, not that it was any surprise... Given how far it is, there wouldn't be any trade going between the Tower and Ereneth in the first place. Not discouraged, I went to the counter to try to ask the lady clerk if she could tell me something more.

"I'm terribly sorry, Master Darian, but unfortunately we don't have any records regarding that place..." The lady said with an apologetic look.

"Well, never mind then..." I replied. The disappointment I felt was almost palpable. I wondered if I would be forced to go back to Sir Roderick for more information regarding the Tower, but that was the one thing I absolutely wanted to avoid at all costs.

Luckily, before a depression managed to settle in, the lady smiled brightly and said: "But if you don't mind waiting for a bit and paying a small fee, we can send an inquiry to a branch that is near the Grand Tower, and I'm sure they will be able to provide you all the answers you need."

I widened my eyes. 'Wait, did I hear right? You can directly buy information through the Guild?' I looked at her incredulously, blinking a few times, before the realization of what this meant dawned on me, and I grinned at the clerk.

"Of course! Just a moment, please. I will write it down..." I said eagerly as I began to compose a list of questions about the Tower I wanted to know about. Which I then happily handed to the clerk.

As I was leaving the building, I whistled a happy tune, and I couldn't help but shake my head in amazement. Until now, it never even crossed my mind that you could directly buy information through the Guild. Then I chuckled, 'Why am I surprised?' The merchants would never miss an opportunity to make a profit...

However, it will take some time to receive an answer, so for now I decided to deal with the other pressing matters. Now that I was officially recognized as an Aspirant of the Arcane Arts, my residency status in Ereneth was set in stone.

Thus, I no longer needed to keep my herbalist job. I sighed when I thought about it. It will be quite a sorrowful sight to see Isadora's workshop for the last time, but I think it is time to move on...

Although it was quite boring at times and having to constantly deal with Elena's nonsense was mentally exhausting, I was glad I could work there nonetheless. Without it, I would never have met with Theo, which in turn led to me learning alchemy and thus amassing such wealth that, in the end, allowed me to finally break free of the constraints of my peasant origins.

Thus, with a heavy heart, I entered Isadora's shop for one last time to terminate my apprenticeship. I smiled as I heard the familiar doorbell, remembering the first time I stepped in here all those years ago.

By now, the news of this year's Measuring results was already spreading like wildfire all around the city, mainly due to the emergence of an extraordinary "Rare" talent within Ereneth.

And although my own result was nowhere near as exciting as Jenny's, it was still above average, so it was also mentioned alongside hers. Thus, when my eyes adjusted to the dimly lit interior of the shop, the first thing that I noticed was the sight of Elena's frightened face.

The corners of my mouth twitched as I had to try very hard not to burst out laughing at seeing her make such an expression. Long gone was her snooty and arrogant image, and instead there was, in front of me, a meek young woman shivering with fear.

She knows very well that, right now, if I wanted to get back to her, I could simply speak a few words to the right ears, which would then make her life quite miserable. She continued to stand there silently. Her widened eyes looked at me almost pleadingly. I enjoyed this moment of triumph for a brief moment, but then I snapped out of it.

I decided I didn't want to be petty and lower myself to her level. Instead, I will generously forget her past transgressions and move on, as she was not worth the trouble.

So I smiled brightly at her, which seemed to frighten her even more than she already was. "Hello, Elena. Could you call Master Isadora for me, please?" I asked her cheerfully.

"It is y-you..." She said in a shaky voice before bolting out to the back room. I chuckled to myself as I imagined the turmoil that must be going through her head right now.

After a short while, Isadora came out of the doors and greeted me respectfully. "Be welcome, Darian. Let me congratulate you on your achievement. I always knew you were someone special."

"Thank you, Master Isadora. I guess you already know why I came here today..."

She nodded solemnly. "Of course..." Isadora then took out a sheet of parchment from her pocket on which my apprenticeship contract was written and threw it into a fire. "With this, our contract is officially concluded, and I'm absolving you of all your duties as my apprentice."

Despite being of such a shrewd nature, Isadora looked at me quite proudly at that moment. 'I guess from now on she can boast to her fellow herbalists that she once had a real Magi as her apprentice,' I thought amusingly.

I then thanked Isadora once more for all that she has done for me and threw one last nostalgic look at the workshop where I spend so many hours diligently drying the herbs before promptly turning around and leaving the shop altogether. The tingling of the doorbell accompanied me for one last time...

***

While I continued patiently waiting to hear back from the Guild, I decided it was also time to deal with yet another issue that was long overdue: to travel back to our little village and tell my parents the truth about my abilities.

Before, I even briefly considered inviting them to the Measuring ceremony itself, but in the end, I decided not to. Which proved to be the right decision after all, as I saw how everyone treated Jenny there for being a peasant.

I also wanted to be the one who told them the happy news in person. I didn't want them to find out from some rumors they overheard. Now that I wasn't tied down working in Isadora's shop anymore, I could move around freely and do whatever I wanted.

I very much enjoyed this newfound freedom and wanted to make the most of it. But as I was preparing for my journey to the village, I also wondered what to do now. My parents will surely ask me about my future plans, so I had to figure it out beforehand.

Right now, I'm sure about one thing: I want to study magic. However, no matter how my inquiries into the Grand Tower pan out, I knew one thing for certain: most schools of magic accepted only adults, so I still had over two years before I could apply there.

So I had to figure out what to do in the meantime. My potion-making business was making me huge profits, although I had to scale it down a bit to not alert the powers that be as to why there were suddenly so many herbs disappearing from the market.

But I also can't just sit on my hands in my room all day doing nothing, as that would appear highly suspicious. Especially now that there will be many eyes directed my way thanks to my new status as an Aspirant.

'What to do... What to do...' I wondered as I went shopping for a few presents to take with me back to the village.
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                The journey to our village is a long one, so I had to wake up quite early to make it there in time for lunch. Not to mention, the summers in Ereneth are usually very hot, so I wanted to abstain from traveling under the scorching sun as much as I could.

I made my way through the quiet morning streets of the city. The air was filled with the scent of freshly baked bread, and the distant sound of merchants hawking their wares blended with the laughter of children playing in the winding alleyways of the quarter. Reaching the outskirts, I quickened my pace as I was not obstructed by the city's traffic any more.

As I was walking along the meandering road that went through the fields of ripening crops, I pondered how much I should tell my parents about what I was doing. I will certainly leave out all my illicit activities, along with my expeditions into the wilderness, as I don't want to worry them too much...

I will only tell them that I was discovered to have a talent for magic after I attended a public Measuring upon a recommendation by my friend Theo. And as to the source of my newfound wealth, it was a series of lucky investments with the help of Myra's uncle Alaric.

'Yeah, that should keep it simple and believable...' I thought happily. It is not like I'm lying or anything; all of it is nothing but the honest truth... I'm just leaving a few things out of it.

In regards to my future plans... I decided, after putting some serious thought into it, to do something that most noble families do for their children who have a magical talent: hire a private tutor.

I was still somewhat lacking in regards to magical knowledge, only getting second-hand information from Theo. Although it would be a stupidly expensive endeavor, it will give me something no amount of theory can: a practical experience and someone to compare myself to.

However, I soon realized another problem. Even if I managed to acquire a tutor, where would he teach me? I can't possibly take him to my humble room in the Northern Quarter.

Just the idea of a venerable Magi walking through the dirty alleyways of the quarter would be something unimaginable. 'I need to buy a house...' I quickly realized. I certainly had more than enough money for it...

If I counted all my profits from the potions I made so far plus all my profits from my ongoing investments, I was sitting at close to four thousand marks of silver. I could even buy several houses with this kind of money. In the Western District, no less.

But as I was still a minor, I couldn't do it on my own, and my parents lived too far away to take care of a house, not to mention they would freak out if I told them how much money I had.

Although they do love me, it is better to keep them away from such things, as they are quite content with their simple life in the village. The only other person in the city who I would trust with something like this was Myra, but she is still a minor like me, so that couldn't work either...

Then it hit me, 'Wait... what about Helga?' My sister will soon turn 15 and thus become an adult. Besides, she always wanted to live in the city with me and Konrad... Not to mention, she already knew about my magical talent for a long time and still didn't tell anyone, so I knew I could trust her with something like this...

Alright, I'll try to take Helga to the city with me... The only problem with this would be convincing my parents to allow something like this. 'It will be an interesting conversation, that is for sure...' I chuckled to myself.

I could already imagine my parents' faces when I told them that I was a mage... Not to mention the wonderful news that I want to steal Helga from them so that she could go purchase a mansion in my name with the silver I got by selling illicitly made potions to a bunch of criminals...

'Yeah, maybe I should leave that part out...' I thought with a weak smile.

***

I arrived in the village shortly after noon. I stopped a few times after I detected traces of herbs in the surrounding woods, and it felt like a waste to leave them there.

The village was still the same as I remembered it. Rows of wooden houses are surrounded by a vast expanse of fields and pastures, with the looming shapes of the ancient trees of the Forest on the horizon.

I arrived at our humble home and couldn't help but be surprised at how small it actually was. After two and a half years spent in the city, it felt kind of surreal looking at all the familiar sights through the lenses of a city dweller.

I instantly spotted my father and Rolf sweating away in the smithy. I also saw my mother tending to the vegetable patch in the garden. I couldn't see Helga; she was probably in the house helping in the kitchen.

My mother turned around as she heard the sound of my footsteps, and a smile instantly brightened her weathered face. "Ah, Darian!" she exclaimed before quickly running up to me and hugging me tightly.

After a while, she loosened her grip and started to look me over. "I almost didn't recognize you; you've grown so much!"

"Hello, Mother," I smiled at her, "It's good to be back."

My father came over from the smithy as soon as he heard the commotion. "Darian! That's enough that you paid a visit to your old parents," He said with a stern face before breaking into a smile. My brother Rolf didn't come to greet me as he was utterly focused on his work, so we exchanged nods before I went into the house after my parents.

Before I had a chance to adjust my eyes to the dark room, I suddenly saw a movement in the corner of my eye, of something lunging at me. "Darian!" It was my sister Helga who hung on to me with all her strength. When I came to my senses, I patted her on the back and signaled to her that she was squeezing me too much.

Helga reluctantly released me and stepped back. "Why are you here? Did something happen?" she asked me with a worried expression.

"Nothing happened. I just came for a visit. I'm sorry I didn't send a word, but I wanted to surprise you all." I said with a smile.

I then took out the gifts I brought from the city. A fine cloth for mother, a bottle of exquisite mead for father, and some sweets for Helga and Rolf to enjoy—all the things that were hard to come by in the village.

My mother then offered me something to eat, and I happily agreed, as it had been a long time since I had been able to eat my mother's cooking. After lunch, we sat around the table, and I decided that this was the best time to break the news to them.

"Y... You have a talent for magic? And the Court wizard himself has tried to personally recruit you into the service of our Lord, and you turned him down?" My mother said incredulously, her eyes wide.

Both of my parent's jaws were threatening to fall to the ground after I finished telling them everything that had happened so far. Only Helga wasn't surprised by this, as she already knew I had a talent for magic, so she was looking at me proudly instead.

"Well, as I told you already, I want to pursue my own path in life. Not to mention I have managed to get enough money to pay for my training on my own." I replied.

"That is actually another reason why I came here..." I then continued telling them about my plans involving Helga.

"Wait... Hold your horses, Darian." My father raised his hand to stop me. "You can't take Helga with you to the city. She has responsibilities here for our family, and she will be getting married soon. I have already talked with the potential suitors, and the arrangements have been made..."

Before I had a chance to reply, Helga suddenly exclaimed, "I won't marry any of those bumpkins you have talked to, Father! I want to go to the city with Darian!"

"Helga! That is not how you speak with your father!" my mother interjected angrily.

Helga wanted to retort, but my father released a sigh and raised his hand to stop them from arguing. 'It seems this was not the first time for such an argument...' I thought with furrowed brows.

My father then looked at me and said, "It's not like I don't want to respect Helga's wishes, but you can't just take her to the city. It would look like we couldn't even take care of our own daughter... Besides, what would she even do there? She wouldn't be able to get any respectable job, and it would be shameful for an unmarried girl to live without any means and be dependent on the mercy of others..."

"That would certainly cause rumors, and her reputation would be forever tarnished. And she wouldn't be able to marry anyone..." My father finished his explanation as he looked deep into my eyes with a stern face as if to make sure I understood the gravity of the situation.

"Well, if it is just about money, then that is not a problem at all. I can employ Helga as a housekeeper to take care of my new house so that she can make her own money, as I can certainly afford it... And I'm sure her marriage prospects will be much better in the city than if she remains here." I replied with a smile.

"How much money do you have?" My father asked as he furrowed his brows.

"Well, I have enough..." I replied as I shifted uncomfortably.

"How much?" My father insisted.

'Ugh, I guess there is no avoiding this subject...' I sighed with resignation, as I now had no other option but to tell the truth, as my parents would notice if I tried to lie to them.

"I have around 4000 marks," I said weakly.

"What!?" My father exclaimed, "Where by the gods have you come to such wealth? And why do you carry around so many coins? Can't you exchange them for silver?"

"Ehm, I have 4000 marks... of silver," I corrected myself.

*BOOM!* That was the sound of my father's jaw hitting the table—or at least it seemed like it, as I had never seen my father make such an incredulous expression before.

My mother and Helga were too, looking at me with wide eyes and open mouths. Well, it was not surprising, as I had just told them I had enough money to buy a whole village—maybe even several villages.

Thus, my parents in the end reluctantly agreed for Helga to come with me to the city after her 15th birthday in a month or so.

'Perfect...' I thought happily. Now the only thing left is to purchase a house with Helga's help, and then there would be nothing stopping me from hiring my very own magic tutor...

            

    
        Chapter 65: Peaceful Days

    
    
    
    
                After we finished our long talk and my parents reluctantly agreed to let Helga come with me to the city, I decided to take a small vacation from the hustle and bustle of the city and spend a few peaceful days in the village.

I stayed for the rest of the day at my parent's house. We talked and enjoyed each other's company, as no one knows when we will get a chance to meet again. The next day, I decided to take advantage of the nice sunny weather and venture into the Forest to look for umbrifila.

I walked under the dark foliage of the majestic trees, smiling as I took in the sight of all the familiar places I used to frequent in the past. I moved quickly between the trees, visiting all my old spots.

With both my magic sense and the fact that none of the villagers are gathering them, I was able to score a grand total of 90 herbs after only a half-day of searching. 'Not bad...' I thought excitedly, already imagining how many potions I would be able to make...

I looked at the big haul with amusement. A few years ago, this would have been a tremendous amount of money for me. But now this is just a drop in the bucket. Oh, how the times change...

Then I found a nice spot near the waterfall I used to play around with Helga when we were kids and went on to dry them, trying my best to preserve them perfectly. Although it was not necessary, as nobody is going to pay me extra for the slightly higher efficiency of the potions, I still didn't want to do a half-assed job.

As the sun began lowering itself behind the horizon, I decided to call it a day and start heading back to the village. I went through the center, taking in the familiar sights of the Vogt's house and the small wooden temple.

Several villagers who were returning home from their long day of work in the fields looked at me surprisingly with wide eyes as they recognized me, and so I greeted them.

"Good evening..." I said with a subtle smile as I was passing them. They stopped in their tracks, throwing confused looks at my new expensive clothes.

"Good evening to you too, boy... Wait, aren't you Gorn's youngest son?" An older farmer asked.

"We last heard that you moved to the city a few years back..." Another villager interjected.

"Yes, I live in the city now. I came back to see my family," I replied to them.

"Haha! And how come you now look like some pampered nobleman?" The older farmer laughed.

"Yeah, weren't you there learning some craft as an apprentice?" The other one asked.

I chuckled to myself when I saw them acting like a pair of gossipers. As I was still in a great mood after I managed to gather so many herbs, I decided to make a little joke, so I struck a confident pose and said in a deep voice:

"What do you mean? I'm now an Aspirant of the Arcane arts, recognized by our Liege Lord, the Count of Ereneth himself!"

Contrary to my expectations, they didn't laugh but instead took me seriously. They paled with horror and dropped to their knees.

"We are so sorry, Sir! Please forgive our rudeness!" They pleaded desperately.

I just stood there with a silent "Huh?" hanging on my lips. Then I just shook my head and smirked at their antics. I thanked the gods that I was gifted a talent for magic, as without it I would be one of those simple peasants forever bound in servitude...

I then quickly returned to my parent's house, and after spending another night there, it was time for me to return to the city. I was glad I could come here not only to catch up with my parents but also as it reminded me of my humble origins and the long way I went from where I started...

When I returned to the city in the afternoon the next day, the first thing that greeted me when I stepped into the doors of my humble room was the sight of three letters being slipped under them.

'Hmm, what is this all about?' I thought with curiosity, as it was kind of rare for me to get any message at all, and now I got three at once...

I looked at them one by one. The first was from the Merchants Guild, telling me to come by as the information I requested had finally arrived.

'Great! Some good news at last...' I thought happily. I quickly skimmed through the other two messages. One was from Myra's father, inviting me for dinner. The second was from the Court wizard, Sir Roderick... also invited me for dinner.

'Huh? What's with all those dinner invitations? When did I become so popular?' I thought incredulously. But then I smirked as I realized it probably had something to do with my newly discovered magic talent.

'This is exactly why I wanted to keep it secret in the first place. Now everyone will either try to befriend me or take advantage of me...' I sighed. But there is no point in crying over spilled milk; I just have to deal with it as it comes.

The invitation from the Vogt didn't have a set date, so it wasn't a pressing issue, and I can postpone it. The one from Sir Roderick however... It was set for tomorrow, and as it came from a noble, I couldn't refuse it, although I didn't want to come anywhere near that old creepy wizard.

'I should have stayed in the village for longer...' I thought frustratingly, as not being in the city would be a valid excuse. 'Hmm, maybe I'll be able to take a peek at his books once more.' I smiled mischievously.

Still, I decided to first take care of the matter with the Guild, so after a quick refreshment and a change of clothes, I was on my way to the Fortress.

"Good day to you, Master Darian!" The familiar lady clerk greeted me cheerfully. "The inquiry you have requested has arrived. I have it ready for you right here..."

I smiled as I accepted the long-awaited letter from her hands. "Thank you."

"If you need anything else in the future, don't hesitate to place a request with our Guild!" She smiled at me brightly as I was hurriedly leaving, eager to find out more about the Grand Tower.

'It had cost me a whole silver mark, so it better be worth it...' I thought as I broke the seal and started reading.

Slowly, a subtle smile crept up on my face as I found out that what I read in Sir Roderick's book was mostly true. It was in fact one of the most prestigious schools of magic on the whole continent, and they also accepted anyone who showed sufficient talent, even commoners.

If I managed to graduate from there, it would be a straight ticket into nobility, and due to the school's prestige, their graduates were highly valued and respected.

'Then it's settled...' I grinned from ear to ear. When I turn 15, I'm going to apply there, and I will finally become a real mage. I didn't worry too much about the supposed difficulty of the Tower.

Although I had no idea how good the kids from the Legacy families were, from what I was able to see at the Measuring ceremony, I was pretty sure my own talent was well above average, so I shouldn't have too much trouble at the academy—at least I hope so.

I then decided to write a message to Theo and ask him to meet with me, as I wanted to ask him about how to go about requesting a magic tutor and also how to deal with Sir Roderick, as he was a family friend of Theo's before I went to that dinner...

***

"Hahaha! Congratulations! It seems you will soon leave me in the dust." Theo said jokingly. It was the next day, and we were sitting in Theo's favorite inn while enjoying a cup of tea.

"Thank you, Theo. Honestly, I didn't think I had such a talent. Originally, I just wanted to try my luck..." I replied to his praise with a subtle smile while trying to appear humble.

"That was one hell of luck you had there..." He chuckled as he sipped his tea.

"Anyway, I wanted to ask you. How does one go about if he wants to place a request for a magic tutor?" I asked him eagerly.

"Hmm, if you want a magic tutor, you would need to send out a request through the Merchant's Guild network. That is how everyone does it." Theo told me after a while of pondering.

I blinked a few times, looking at him with a puzzled face. 'Wait... Does everything here happen through the Merchant's Guild?'

Theo then added with furrowed brows. "But are you sure you can afford it? Something like this will cost you a lot of silver..."

'Ugh, if Theo is telling me that it will cost me a lot, then it is probably enough to bankrupt most people...' I thought worriedly.

Luckily, my potion-making business was thriving like never before, and I was making so much money that I'm sure there was no chance I wouldn't be able to afford it. In the end, I just smiled at him smugly but didn't say anything.

Preferably, I wanted a graduate from the Grand Tower so that I could have the best possible preparation before I travel there in a few years...

            

    
        Chapter 66: Allure of the Night

    
    
    
    
                "Here we go..." I mumbled to myself, my heart beating loudly as I stood in front of the elaborate doors leading into Sir Roderick's private chambers.

The flickering flame of the torches hanging by the side of the doors cast eerie shadows across the fortress courtyard, adding to the already unsettling atmosphere. I didn't want to be here at all, but refusing an invitation from the Court wizard himself was not an option.

Gathering what courage I could muster, I cleared my throat and adjusted my finest attire that I put on for this occasion. Then I loudly knocked on the wooden doors, the sound echoing down the corridor. Soon, they creaked open, revealing a young attendant who regarded me with a respectful smile.

"Be welcome, Master Darian," he greeted, his voice soft yet carrying a hint of authority. "His Excellency is already expecting you..."

With a nod, he gestured for me to enter. The room beyond was a symphony of opulence, with tapestries and gilded frames adorning every surface. I stepped cautiously, feeling as if I had crossed into another realm entirely.

The attendant led me through the luxuriously decorated hallways until we reached a large dining hall. The room was abuzz with the murmur of conversation. I discreetly scanned the other guests' faces, quickly spotting the only familiar one, which was Jenny.

The young girl was almost unrecognizable. Her former tattered clothes of a simple peasant were replaced by an opulent gown, and her previously unkempt hair was now meticulously combed into an elegant hairstyle. I nodded at her with a smile. She seemed to notice me too and smiled brightly, giving me a small wave.

I was quite surprised by how well she was holding herself together despite being thrown into such an unfamiliar situation surrounded by strangers.

Looking around the hall, I shifted uncomfortably. My discomfort was almost palpable as I stood amidst the unfamiliar guests. I was an outsider in this type of society; I felt like a pawn in a game much larger than myself.

But luckily, I was among the last ones to arrive, so as soon as the last guests were seated, the herald promptly announced the commencement of the dinner. Sir Roderick then suddenly emerged from a side chamber with his typical overbearing aura. He greeted the attendees heartily, his laughter resonating through the hall.

I didn't forget to ask Theo to tell me more about the old wizard, and his advice is echoing in my mind at this very moment. In order to placate Sir Roderick, flattery was apparently the key. Compliments were the currency that unlocked his favor.

For this exact purpose, I bought him a bottle of an exquisite, aged liqueur, hoping that it would not only please him but also cloud his judgment like the last time when we met at the reception...

As the sumptuous dishes were continuously being served by a line of servants, I had to admit that Sir Roderick knows how to throw a party. Glistening platters overflowing with roasted meats, their skins crisped to perfection, sat alongside rich sauces that shimmered like liquid moonlight, and flagons of rich red wine lined the table.

The exquisite flavors danced upon my tongue, and my initial discomfort quickly dissipated as I succumbed to the allure of the feast, my senses awash with flavors that seemed to whisper tales of distant lands.

After the dinner concluded, the guests formed small groups, and the sounds of lively conversation and laughter soon filled the whole room. I shifted uncomfortably, not sure what to do as I wasn't very good at making small talk.

'Maybe I could go look for Jenny and ask her how she is doing...' I thought so, but before I got a chance to go seek her out, a corpulent figure blocked my way.

"Ah, Darian, here you are!" Sir Roderick's jovial voice greeted me as he keenly studied me with a glint in his eye.

'Oh, crap...' I swallowed nervously as I felt like a lamb being led for slaughter. "Sir Roderick, It is a great honor to be here," I replied with a respectful bow, trying to keep my voice steady.

"I brought you a little gift as thanks for your invitation..." I continued as I quickly presented him with the liqueur.

"Hahaha! What a great choice!" He laughed as he eagerly grabbed the bottle. "I invited you tonight as we didn't get a chance to finish our conversation last time..."

"You see... Now that you have been bestowed such a high status given your humble origins, there will be many who try to take advantage of you. You will need powerful allies..."

'Hmm, let me guess... you?' I scoffed dismissively in my head, but I didn't let anything show on my face.

Instead, I tried to look humble. "Your excellency, it honors me greatly that you take such great care about my well-being, but as I had already told you, I want to study at the Grand Tower, so I won't be staying in Ereneth for much longer..."

"Hahaha! Wouldn't we all want to study there?" He laughed merrily, but then he narrowed his eyes. "However, the journey there is very harsh and fraught with untold dangers. Not to mention, only a select few could ever find success there... Wouldn't you say it is much better to remain here where your great talent would surely shine a lot more brightly?"

I took a deep breath, my brain working in overdrive, hurriedly trying to figure out how to tell him, in the most polite way possible to bugger off. I was just opening my mouth to retort when I felt someone grab my arm from behind.

"Oh, what do we have here? You must be the new Aspirant the whole city is talking about!"

I quickly turned around, only to discover a stunningly beautiful middle-aged woman in an elegant red dress. Feeling something soft, I moved my eyes down, realizing that she was tightly pressing her well-endowed bosom against my arm.

I raised my eyebrows at her forwardness, finding myself momentarily lost for words. My deadpan expression was probably not the reaction she was expecting, making her furrow her brows for a fleeting moment, but then a flicker of amusement danced in her eyes, and she clutched my arm even more tightly.

"Ehm..." I cleared my throat. However, before I managed to find the right words, Sir Roderick interjected.

"Baroness de Fleur, we were just in the middle of something..." He scowled with displeasure.

"Oh, I'm sure you can finish it later..." She waved her hand dismissively before turning to me.

"Would you mind if I stole you for a bit? I'd love to introduce you to some of my friends." She winked at me, her lips curving into a smile that was both sultry and dangerous.

I swallowed nervously, feeling my heart quickening. I quickly moved my eyes between the two of them. 'What the hell...?' I felt like I was between a rock and a hard place.

If I go with her, I have a feeling that she might do something inappropriate to me, but on the other hand, if I stay here, Sir Roderick might coerce me into servitude...

In the end, I decided to take my chances with the Baroness, hoping I would be able to slip away before too long. I gave her a small nod, and her subtle smile instantly widened.

Sir Roderick's expression betrayed a hint of frustration when he realized he had lost. He then gave a gracious nod, his lips curving into a knowing smile. "Of course, Baroness de Fleur, I shall leave you in Master Darian's capable company..." With that, he promptly withdrew, leaving me alone with the enigmatic Baroness.

She extended her delicate hand towards me and said, "Elisa de Fleur, a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

I reluctantly took her hand and awkwardly kissed it while at the same time noticing the plethora of golden rings adorning it. "I'm Darian; the pleasure is mine, Baroness," I replied with a courtly bow.

A glimmer of satisfaction danced in her dark eyes, and she motioned for us to step away towards a secluded corner of the hall. I raised an eyebrow. "Didn't you say that you wanted to introduce me to some of your friends...?" I asked with a puzzled face.

"Oh, they can wait! I want to have you all for myself for a bit..." She chuckled, the sound a symphony of allure.

I tried to maintain my distance and, at the same time, to keep my guard up, as I quickly realized that Elisa was quite a dangerous woman. Her eyes were like two deep, dark wells, and I felt that I could very easily lose myself in them if I was not careful.

She looked at me with a gaze that lingered a heartbeat longer than necessary. Seeing my reluctance, the Baroness placed her delicate hand on my shoulder, leaning forward while whispering sweetly in my ear.

"Modesty suits you, Master Darian. But let us not dwell on such matters tonight. There are... other pleasures to be indulged in." Before I could respond, her hot breath brushed against my ear, sending a jolt of heat through my body.

At that moment, I couldn't help but feel that staying with Sir Roderick might have been a safer option after all. 'This is going to be a very long night...'

            

    
        Chapter 67: The Game had Changed

    
    
    
    
                'Ugh, what a crazy night!' I thought incredulously as I woke up the next morning. In my head, I could still smell the Baroness's overwhelming perfume. Luckily, I managed to slip away from her before things could get dangerous.

The one to save me was none other than Jenny. By now, I was starting to think that she must be my guardian angel. She came over at the exact moment when the Baroness became a little bit too touchy for my liking.

Jenny being the naive girl that she was, when presented with Elisa's forwardness, her cheeks instantly turned deep crimson, and she stuttered awkwardly, prompting the Baroness to turn her head toward her in displeasure.

I promptly used this wonderful opportunity to slip out of her reach and quickly grabbed Jenny's small hand while hurriedly apologizing to Elisa that I had something important that I needed to talk with Jenny about, and before the naughty Baroness had a chance to retort, I quickly bolted away while pulling Jenny away with me.

When things calmed down somewhat, Jenny shyly told me she wanted to thank me for keeping her company when everyone else was shunning her back at the Measuring. I simply smiled at her, telling her that it was not a big deal, before quickly slipping away from the party altogether to avoid any further encounters with either Sir Roderick or the naughty Baroness...

I was fairly certain that the old wizard wouldn't get dissuaded so easily and would keep pestering me. Thus, I needed to act quickly. Right after a small breakfast, I started heading out toward the Merchant's Guild to place an order for a magic tutor.

The process was pretty straightforward. I added a note that I would prefer a graduate of the Grand Tower, and after paying a small fee, it was done. Now there is nothing but to wait and see if someone is available...

'I also need to deal with that other invitation I got...' I reluctantly realized.

***

A few days have passed, and I am now standing in front of Myra's family residence once again wearing my best clothes. After I accepted the Vogt's dinner invitation, we very quickly settled on a date that worked for both of us.

I noticed with amusement how respectfully he now addressed me, although he didn't want to do anything with me just a few weeks ago.

I knocked on the wooden doors of the residence, and the familiar head of Sebastian greeted me. His previously haughty demeanor toward me seemed to have also completely changed as he smiled at me politely and offered a slight bow as he gestured for me to come in.

I was led to a large dining room where I had never been before, and I saw the whole family already seated and apparently waiting for me. Myra happily smiled at me as I entered the room. Her parents beckoned to me, and I greeted them politely. Lady Joana, Myra's mother, offered me a radiant smile, clearly pleased with my manners.

"Welcome, Darian." Joana greeted me with a gracious nod.

"Ah, there you are!" Myra's father exclaimed, rising from his seat at the head of the table. His name is Elmar, but I still keep thinking about him by his title of Vogt most of the time, as it is easier to remember.

"Thank you for inviting me," I replied with a smile. "It is an honor to be here."

I approached the table, conscious of the weight of my newfound status and the expectations that came with it. I settled at one end of the table opposite Master Elmar, feeling the weight of the ornate chair against my back.

Soon, dinner was being served. The conversation flowed with the usual polite small talk. The dinner was quite a sumptuous feast, with many exotic dishes being served. I raised my eyebrows a few times, imagining how much this must have cost them...

Although it couldn't compare to the grandeur of Sir Roderick's party, it was still outside of what most commoners could easily afford. I smirked amusingly in my head at such an obvious attempt to win my favor after the recent events, but I didn't let anything show on my face.

We chatted during the dinner, and I shared with them my intent of buying a house in the Western Quarter so that we will probably be neighbors very soon.

"You want to buy a house, and in the Western District no less...?" Joana inquired.

"Yes, that is true. My current accommodation is becoming quite inadequate for my needs as of late..." I replied.

I could see Myra's eyes sparkling with interest. She is probably imagining that we would be able to spend a lot more time together if I moved to the same quarter.

We continued the conversation. Lady Joana wanted to know everything I was up to lately. I gave her mostly generic answers because I wanted to keep most of what I was doing a secret.

After dinner, Elmar invited me to join him in his office for a private conversation. I already knew what to expect, as we had the same kind of conversation in the past. However, now it seems the roles have reversed. It was Master Elmar who seemed nervous and unsure.

As we settled into the elegant armchairs, Elmar regarded me thoughtfully. "Myra speaks highly of you, and your recent exploits do not go unnoticed."

"I'm sure she does." I smiled brightly at him. I was kind of enjoying this.

The sudden and unfortunate demise of Chubby and his family hit Elmar especially hard. It turned out that Chubby's father was, in fact, Elmar's most important business partner, so the aftermath of the whole situation hit his own business quite hard.

And now that I am rich and important thanks to my recently discovered magical talent, Elmar's attitude toward me seems to flip completely. 'He is probably thinking of using our friendship with Myra to bind me to his family and help him elevate his own status...' I thought with amusement.

But tough luck for him. I'm not the little, naive kid I was back in the village, oblivious to the way this society works. If he wants me to forget how he treated me like some trash not worthy of seeing his daughter, then it will take a lot more than a fancy dinner for me to forgive him...

I leaned back in the armchair, crossing one leg over the other, exuding an air of confidence. Elmar cleared his throat, his eyes darting nervously between me and the papers on his desk.

"Darian," he began, his voice slightly strained, "I must admit that I have underestimated you in the past. Your recent rise in status and your excellent talent for investing... have made me reconsider my previous judgments."

I arched an eyebrow, feigning surprise. "Oh, really? And what judgments might those be, Master Elmar?"

He sighed heavily, his gaze finally meeting mine. "I admit, I saw you as nothing more than a hindrance to Myra's future. But seeing the way you've grown and the influence you now hold... I now understand the potential you possess."

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Elmar's attempts at flattery were transparent, but I played along. "Should I take it that I'm now allowed to see Myra once again?"

"Oh, of course! You can see her as much as you like." Elmar replied, clearly pleased by the course of the conversation.

From the expectant look on his face, it almost seems like he wants something more than a simple visit to happen. I guess it would be quite advantageous if he could bind me to his family.

"Darian," he continued, his voice growing more earnest, "I have a proposition for you. My business suffered greatly after that unfortunate incident..."

'Ah, here we go...' I leaned forward, a hint of curiosity entering my expression. "Go on," I urged, pretending to be intrigued.

Elmar hesitated for a moment before continuing, choosing his words carefully. "You see, with your newfound magical talent and your rising position, I believe we could form a mutually beneficial partnership. If you were to align yourself with our family and use your position to aid our business ventures..."

A knowing smile tugged at the corners of my lips. Elmar's desperation had led him to reveal his true intentions. He sought to exploit my powers for his personal gain. Myra's presence in his proposition was merely a facade, a means to an end.

I leaned back, allowing a silence to settle between us. Elmar squirmed in his chair, clearly uncomfortable with my attitude. After a while, I said mockingly, "Master Elmar, I find your proposition rather intriguing," deliberately drawing out each word.

"But I must be clear about one thing. My loyalty lies with myself and my ambitions alone. If I were to consider this partnership, it would be on my terms, with my interests at the forefront."

Elmar's face fell, his desperation now evident. He stammered, searching for the right words to regain control of the conversation. "Darian, I assure you, I only wish what is best for you and my family... With your talents and my resources, we could achieve anything we set our sights on."

I raised a hand, cutting him off. "Save your desperate pleas, Master Elmar. I have no interest in binding myself to your family. I want to forge my own path. If you wish to enter into a partnership with me, it will be under my terms and with my goals in mind. Is that understood?"

Elmar's face contorted. "You... you arrogant fool! How dare you speak to me in such a manner? You were nothing before the magic found you!"

I looked at him with a grin, amusement dancing in my eyes. "Ah, Master Elmar, you were such an imposing figure to me back in the village, but look at you now..."

I rose from the chair, striking a confident pose. "Thank you for the invitation and the dinner, Master Elmar. But I'm afraid our conversation ends here. I have no interest in being your pawn, no matter how dire your situation may be."

As I made my way back to my apartment, I couldn't help but relish in the power I now held over those who had once looked down on me. The game had changed, and I was determined to play it by my own rules.

            

    
        Chapter 68: Procuring a House

    
    
    
    
                "Ah, finally some peace and quiet!" I exclaimed, lying in bed, humming a happy tune.

After the hectic past week where I had to deal with all the nonsense that had come my way in the wake of the Measuring ceremony's results, now I can finally enjoy the pleasant feeling of being holed up in my room and not having to deal with anything.

Thus, I remained blissfully unaware that my newfound idleness was not meant to last. Right after I decided to finally get up from the bed and began to lazily stretch my body while thinking about making myself a late breakfast, someone loudly knocked on my door.

'What is it this time?' I scowled as I reluctantly went on to see who it was, only to find a scrawny errand boy with a message.

'I swear if it is another dinner invitation...' I grumpily accepted the letter and proceeded to quickly skim its content. But before long, I widened my eyes as I read further. 'That's too soon...' I thought worriedly.

The letter was from the Guild... They had apparently found a magic tutor for me, which was quite a surprise since, from what I learned, such things usually take a lot of time. Magic tutors were a rare commodity, and most of them were already booked many years in advance.

Although Ereneth was quite a big city on its own, it was still only a small frontier town in the grand scheme of things, so it was not very often for a mage to travel here...

My former laziness instantly dissipated. I didn't bother with breakfast and instead started hurrying straight for the Merchant's Guild building in the center of the city.

***

"Master Darian! We have some great news for you..." The familiar lady clerk warmly greeted me.

I simply nodded, not at all sharing her enthusiasm, as I looked with furrowed brows at the documents she presented me. At first glance, this seemed too good to be true. Not only was there a magic tutor, but she was even a graduate of the Grand Tower...

"She is currently in the Kingdom's capital and should arrive in Ereneth by the end of the Harvest season." The lady said with a bright smile.

On the other hand, I was sweating bullets. 'Oh, crap! That's less than three months from now!' I realized with horror as I was still without a suitable house. I wanted to wait until Helga came to the city so that she could help me choose one, but that is certainly not an option now.

So, while trying very hard not to let my growing anxiety show on my face, I smiled back at her and asked, "Is Master Alaric here? I need to urgently speak with him."

"Oh, please wait a moment. I will send someone to check," she replied, oblivious to my inner turmoil.

Normally I would have to schedule a meeting and wouldn't be able to meet with him right away, but many people here knew that Alaric was my guarantor and we knew each other well, so I could skip the formalities...

After a while, the lady clerk confirmed that Alaric is indeed in the Guild today and doesn't currently have any meetings, so I can go to his office right away. I breathed a sigh of relief and, with hurried steps, headed straight for his office.

"Darian! What brings you here today?" Alaric greeted me warmly. "I heard some unbelievably amazing things about you... Not only are you apparently a genius investor, but you also seem to have a great talent for magic as well." He laughed as I entered his office.

"It's nothing much; I've just been a little bit lucky lately," I replied with an innocent smile on my face.

"Anyway..." I quickly tried to change the subject. "Wouldn't you by any chance know of any house for sale in the Western District?" I asked him with hopeful eyes.

"A house?" Alaric thought for a bit while stroking his beard.

"Sure, I would know of a few properties for sale, but buying a house is an expensive affair... Especially in the Western District, I'm afraid not even your exceptional profits would be enough to cover such an expense..." He looked at me with worry in his eyes.

However, his worry was quickly replaced by a bright smile: "But I might be able to help you get a great apartment for a fair rent, and in the Western District no less." He added while eyeing me carefully as if he didn't want to quench my hopes too much.

"Oh, don't worry about it... I managed to secure some funds from other sources, so all I need is someone to tell me who I should talk to if I wanted to buy a house." I replied with a mysterious smile.

Alaric raised his eyebrows. "Other sources...? Has it got anything to do with the recent rumors about you meeting with the venerable Sir Roderick?"

I kept smiling but didn't reply with anything, letting Alaric come to his own conclusions. After a moment of silence when Alaric realized that I wouldn't be answering him, he grinned at me and said, "Well, if it is like that, I can give you a list of houses for sale by tomorrow."

"Thank you very much, Master Alaric," I replied with a slight bow as a sign of respect.

"Oh, don't worry about it," Alaric said, waving his hand at me. "Something tells me you have a great future ahead of you, so helping you with a few things now and then is nothing..."

'Ah, so he wants to get to my good side now and then use my future influence in his favor... As expected of a shrewd merchant like him.' I thought amusingly.

But it didn't bother me, as I didn't mind helping Alaric with a thing or two in return for all his help so far...

The next day I returned to the Guild and saw Alaric already waiting for me in the lobby.

"Ah, here you are! I have the list of available properties right here with me, but I figured it would be quicker if I accompanied you so that we could go look at them right away," Alaric greeted me eagerly.

"Thank you, Master Alaric, for your consideration," I replied respectfully, trying to mask my growing excitement. We then exited the building, and to my astonishment, we were greeted by the sight of a luxurious carriage with a driver that would take us there.

'I feel like a rich kid already...' I thought with a grin as we settled on the generously padded seats inside. The first property we visited was an old house at the edge of the Western Quarter.

The property itself was very large. 'Hmm, this would be the perfect place for training without anyone bothering me...' I contemplated as I looked around eagerly.

But upon closer inspection, I quickly discovered that the house in question was not well maintained at all. Actually, it was extremely old. It was obvious at first glance that nobody had lived here for a very long time.

"This property comes quite cheaply given its large size at only 600 silver marks. But as you can see, it is quite dilapidated, so you would need to pay extra for repairs." Alaric explained.

'Haha, dilapidated is a very nice way to put it. It would actually be better to outright tear it down and build a new house instead...' I thought as I looked at it.

It would be a pretty good investment opportunity given the large size of the property itself, if I had enough time, that is, but as things currently stand, I need a house to which I can move right away thanks to my soon-to-arrive guest, so this one is a pass...

I promptly delivered my verdict to Alaric, who didn't seem surprised at all by my decision. Next, we arrived at a very nice house nestled between two larger mansions. It looked cozy and well-maintained. But it was like the polar opposite of the previous house. This one was very small, with only six rooms and little to no garden.

Despite those shortcomings, it cost a whopping 700 silver marks, probably since we were right in the middle of the quarter, close to the main road, so this must be quite a prime location... Still, it was utterly inadequate for my needs, so I simply looked at Alaric and shook my head.

'He must think I don't have much money, which is why he is showing me such cheap houses...' I realized with amusement. "Master Alaric, isn't there something with a big garden like the first house but well-maintained and fully furnished, as I want to move in very soon?" I looked at him expectantly.

Alaric stroked his beard as he thought about it. "There is one house that fits your description, but I must warn you that it would be very expensive, and you might not be able to afford it even with your extra funds..." He looked at me, worried.

"Can we look at it first? I will decide after I see it." I replied with a carefree smile. Alaric raised his eyebrows but didn't say anything, and then told the driver to take us to a certain address.

After a while, we arrived in front of a grand mansion. The whole property was surrounded by a tall fence overgrown with ivy, thus obscuring it from view. As we entered through the elaborate gate, we were in front of a large main building surrounded on the sides by several smaller ones that looked like stables and rooms for servants.

The garden was large and full of exotic-looking trees that were not typical for Ereneth at all. The mansion itself looked nothing like any other house I had been to so far. Everything seemed too opulent and excessive.

Alaric chuckled at my incredulous expression. "As you can see, this house is something else... It belonged to a certain nobleman. A Baron of exquisite tastes and extravagance... But he was also very prone to gambling, and thus he squandered his family's fortune and, in the end, even this sumptuous house."

"This property has now been owned by the city for many years, as there isn't anyone with enough resources or desire to acquire such an opulent and wasteful residence." Alaric finished his explanation.

"How much is it?" I asked as I was looking around at the many peculiar decorations scattered around the garden.

Alaric looked at me with wide eyes as if I were crazy to even consider this, but he still replied. "The current price is around 3400 marks of silver. Originally, it was much more than that, but as the city couldn't find anyone to buy for a long time, they decided to lower the price, although it still didn't attract any buyers nonetheless..."

"Well, although this is a little over the top, this fits my needs perfectly, so I will be buying it," I said confidently to the utterly flabbergasted Alaric.

            

    
        Chapter 69: The Art of Manipulation

    
    
    
    
                After I shared my intention to purchase the opulent mansion with Alaric, as we stood there in the lavish garden, his eyes widened, and he stammered in disbelief, "You... you're serious? This is such an exorbitant sum of money. Are you sure you can afford it?"

"Yes, but I might need your assistance with administering the payment..." I replied to him with an innocent face.

"You see... I need the source of my coins to remain a secret for now so that it doesn't cause a big commotion. Would it be possible to transfer the coins to you, and you would then administer the payment in my name?" I asked him with expectant eyes.

"Hmm..." Alaric thought for a bit while stroking his beard.

Seeing his hesitant expression, I quickly interjected. "I know I'm asking for a lot, but I promise you won't regret it. I will make it a worthwhile endeavor for you... What would you say to a 10% provision from the sale?" I smiled at him mischievously.

He instantly froze, and then he stared at me for a long time, seemingly going through some sort of inner battle, but in the end, he smiled brightly at me. "It would certainly cause some rumors if you started flaunting such wealth out of nowhere... If it was just about the payment itself, it could of course be arranged..."

"Thank you, Master Alaric!" I exclaimed happily.

But then Alaric raised his hand as he furrowed his brows. "Hold your horses, Darian. I said I would only help you with the formalities of the transaction, but as you are still a minor, you still need a guardian to sign the deed..."

"Don't worry about the rest; the payment is all I need... My sister will be joining me in the city in a few weeks, and she will sign the contract in my name." I replied with a carefree smile.

'Perfect...' I thought with a smirk after we shook hands, sealing our agreement. Now Alaric will think that my extra funds came from some sort of deal with the Court wizard in the wake of my talent's discovery, while everyone else will think it came from Alaric...

And since my newfound status was only a single step below being a noble, nobody would bother to investigate the real origin of the coins as long as I kept up my appearances...

Before we boarded the carriage and went back to the Guild, I smiled as I took one last look at the opulent mansion. I quite liked the place. Although it was kind of expensive, it will certainly make an impression on any future guests.

I personally don't care about the over-the-top decorations, but what I like about the place is the somewhat secluded location together with the high fence overgrown with ivy, which will block any curious onlookers from bothering me...

'Not to mention, given the huge size of the building itself, I will be able to take my potion-making business to a whole new level.' I thought happily.

When we got back, we settled on the details, and I returned to my apartment. Alaric promised to contact the caretaker of the property to arrange an official tour of the mansion with the city's representative so that we can proceed with the purchase.

It will still take some time before Helga arrives in the city, but I need to start the preparations as soon as possible so that I can move in quickly after the sale is concluded.

'That is one problem taken care of, but how should I deal with this?' I released a sigh as I looked at the huge pile of coins in front of me. I need to somehow secretly move them to Alaric's office without anyone seeing me.

Although we didn't discuss the transfer of coins in detail, I wanted to deal with it as soon as possible so that Alaric wouldn't be able to change his mind about our deal when he had an opportunity to think it through...

I wasn't afraid that Alaric would try to rob me as he believes the coins come in part from the Court wizard himself, so he wouldn't dare misappropriate a single coin as that would normally spell a death sentence for someone like him.

'But this is still too heavy to carry by myself, so I need a cart at least. Well, time to pay Aunt Ingrid a visit, then...' I smiled as I headed out into the city.

***

"Hello, Aunt Ingrid!" I said with a bright smile.

"Ah, Darian! What a pleasant surprise! What brings you here? It's rare for you to come for a visit," Ingrid chuckled amusingly.

"Could I borrow one of your carts again? I need to move some stuff..." I asked innocently.

"Sure, but isn't it a little bit early to be preparing for winter?" She replied with a perplexed face.

"Oh, it's not it; I just need to move some materials for work... When we are on this subject, is Uncle here? I would also like to buy a few boxes from him."

"Yes, he is with Konrad in the workshop... Come with me. I will tell him you are here." Ingrid blinked a few times before promptly showing me the way.

I then followed my aunt to the workshop. I could see it bustling with activity as several laborers were putting together pieces of furniture and other things.

'It seems uncle's business is booming...' I thought as I walked to the back, where I found Leif writing something in his office.

"Darian!" Uncle boomed. "What brings you here? Please forgive me that I can't meet you in a more pleasant setting, but as you can see, we are very busy..." Leif said apologetically.

"Oh, don't worry about it! I won't keep you for long. I was just wondering if I could buy some sturdy boxes or chests from you, something like you have here on your table but a little bit bigger..." I said as I sat on a rickety chair beside him while pointing at a small chest.

"Hmm?" Leif raised his eyebrows. "You mean this cash coffer? Why would you need something like that?"

"It doesn't have to be exactly like this, just something sturdy enough that I could use to carry heavy stuff. I have some materials that I need to move." I quickly added.

"Well, I can sell you a few boxes we use for storing nails during construction work; I'm sure they are sturdy enough. Come with me; I will show you." Leif said as he gestured for me to follow him.

"Here they are," said Uncle after we got to what looked like a storage area.

"These are perfect! I will take four of them." I replied with excitement.

Given their size, I guess that I could fit around a thousand coins into each one of them. I paid for them, and I added something extra on top for the borrowed cart.

Soon I was whistling a tune as I pushed the cart stacked with heavy construction boxes along the city streets on my way to the Northern Quarter.

I waited till the next morning so that there would be fewer people on the streets before I levitated the boxes filled to the brim with coins slowly, one by one, down the stairs and stacked them on top of the cart with the help of my magic, as they were too heavy for me.

'Ugh, I would never imagine that being rich was such hard work...' I thought as I panted heavily after I loaded the final box.

Then I pushed and pushed with all my might as I slowly made my way into the Guild's building to give the coins to Alaric. I manipulated the air around the cart so that no clinking sound would escape from the boxes, giving away their alluring contents.

The guards at the gates of the Fortress let me pass without a hitch when I showed them my Guild card and said that I had a delivery for Master Alaric.

'His influence seems high even outside the guild,' I thought pleasingly as I made my way to the back of the Guild's building. I then asked one of the clerks to send a word to Alaric and ask him to meet me here, as I didn't want to leave the cart unguarded.

After a while, a surprised-looking Alaric came to the courtyard. "Darian? What are you doing here so early? I thought we settled on a meeting with the city's representative for tomorrow..."

"Sorry for the intrusion, Master Alaric. I hope I didn't interrupt you from something important, but I brought the coins for the transaction we discussed yesterday..."

"Coins? What coins?" Alaric said with a puzzled face before he realized what I was talking about and instantly paled.

"Wait, you brought it here?" He whispered with wide eyes, "Where?"

I pointed toward the cart before slightly lifting one of the lids, showing him the insides overflowing with shiny silver. Alaric paled even more and carefully looked around to see if we were alone before leaning over and whispering.

"When you told me you would bring the coins, I thought it was just a manner of speaking." He said it, sounding frightened for the first time.

"I would never imagine that you would just walk in here like this. Such transports are usually done in armored carriages under heavy guard. Where did you even keep such a fortune?" He asked with exasperation.

"Hmm? I kept them in my room; obviously, where else should I keep them?" I replied matter-of-factly.

"You did what?" Alaric's eyes were threatening to pop out of their sockets.

"Do you imagine what kind of mayhem it would cause if someone found out you have such wealth lying around? Especially in the Northern District?"

"Well, that is exactly the point. Nobody could imagine I had such wealth laying in plain sight. That is why it was safe to leave it there for the time being." I said with a smug smile.

Alaric released a heavy sigh and shook his head. "Whatever's done is done. I will arrange for someone to move it to the Guild's vault, and I will come with some excuse later..."

"But you must be very careful about such things in the future. I know you don't have much experience in such matters given your age... But there are a lot of dangerous people in the city who wouldn't hesitate to hurt you for only a fraction of the coins you have in your possession," Alaric warned me in the end. His usually aloof face was replaced by a serious one.

I nodded with understanding, as I have already had my fair share of dangerous encounters, but that is something that Alaric doesn't need to know.

We spent the rest of the day discussing the logistics of the purchase. Alaric used his connections and expertise to ensure a smooth acquisition of the grand mansion.

Alaric had been true to his word, assisting me at every step of the way. It seemed my newfound wealth and influence had indeed piqued his interest.

I will still have to wait for the final contract to be drafted and then have Helga sign it when she gets to the city, but it shouldn't pose any problems. It looks like this opulent, unsaleable mansion will find a buyer after all...

            

    
        Chapter 70: Moving in

    
    
    
    
                "Wow!" Helga exclaimed with widened eyes as she laid her sight upon the opulent mansion that would soon become our new home for the first time.

We walked through the elaborate iron gate, and as we were coming close to the main building, we were welcomed by its unmistakable grandeur.

The mansion's imposing stone facade immediately grabbed your attention, adorned with intricate carvings and ornate detailing supplemented by tall, narrow windows. The main entrance was a masterpiece, featuring a towering arched doorway supported by several large columns.

"Did you really buy something like this?" Helga asked me as she looked at me with suspicion in her eyes.

"Well, of course, I did buy it; you signed the papers yourself, didn't you?" I chuckled.

"Yeah, but I still can't believe this..." Helga spoke absentmindedly as we entered the lavishly decorated parlor.

Stepping into it felt akin to entering a different realm. It was quite a spectacular display of luxury and extravagance. The breathtaking sight of a grand double staircase was right opposite the main entrance. Its balustrades, which were hand-carved, depicted scenes from some ancient myths.

When I looked up, I saw a majestic coffered ceiling, and even the walls were adorned with colorful tapestries and elaborate paintings.

I looked around in awe, as it was still quite hard to believe that I now owned a house like that...

About three weeks had passed since I was here with Alaric for the first time, and now all of this was officially mine.

With Alaric's help, I had to expedite the whole process, which would typically take several months, as my tutor was due to arrive in less than two months, so there was little time left.

That is why I hastily finished all the formalities right after Helga arrived in the city, and we came here the very next day. After we recovered from the initial amazement, we continued with the tour.

From the main entrance to the left were the doors that led to the great hall, which, when I looked at it, I couldn't help but admire the architect for designing such a masterpiece. It spanned at least 30 meters long and featured a soaring vaulted ceiling supported by intricately carved pillars.

Here, the former owner held lavish banquets and parties to entertain his many guests. However, I didn't plan on doing any of this, so I decided to leave it sealed for now.

On the opposite side, to the right of the main entrance, there were several smaller salons for receiving visitors and a private dining hall.

The kitchen, along with several storage rooms, was located in the basement. The servants had their own separate entrance that led straight to the kitchen so they wouldn't bother the masters of the house too much with their presence.

We ascended the double staircase and found ourselves on the upper floor. There was a long hallway that went across the whole floor. On the left side, it ended with another staircase that went straight to the great hall. That way, the masters could go there from their chambers without going through the parlor.

All along the long hallway were countless doors. Beside the master's bedroom, there were also many guest rooms, each with its own privy chamber. There were also children's rooms and changing rooms, as well as an office, a library, and a private study.

I wanted to go here first so Helga and I could pick our rooms. I didn't particularly care which one would be mine as all of them were pretty spacious. Still, Helga insisted I take the most enormous bedroom, which used to belong to the late Baron, as I was now the de facto Lord of the house.

I then went inside the chamber and instantly raised my eyebrows at the size of the bed. 'Who in their right mind needs such a large bed?' I wondered incredulously. It was more than enough for at least four people... I quickly made a mental note to replace the bed, as I didn't feel like sleeping in the same bed as some old, debauched noble.

When I returned to the hallway, I found out that Helga was also finished; she picked one of the guest rooms closest to my bedroom.

To my delight, I also found out that in the annex of the main building, there was even our own private bathing room that came with its own large bathtub, which was considered quite the luxury in Ereneth.

But there was not any plumbing anywhere in the house, so taking a bath required the herculean effort of slowly heating the water over the fire and then filling it up bucket by bucket. However, I couldn't help but smile at the prospect of taking a bath, as this was nothing a little bit of magic couldn't fix...

Adjacent to the main mansion were two smaller buildings. In one were the stables and several storage rooms, and in the other were the servants' rooms. By the looks of it, there was enough room to accommodate at least 20 people. I blinked a few times. 'How many servants does one need?' I wondered with a puzzled face.

Last but not least was the expansive garden. It was apparent that it was not being adequately taken care of, as the grass and plants were quite overgrown and unkempt.

The city took care of the building somewhat over the years, but that still left a lot to be desired. Everything was covered with a thick layer of dust and in dire need of maintenance. And some of the furniture was very worn out and would need to be replaced.

I released a sigh, wondering how much everything was going to cost me. I still had close to 300 silver marks left over after the purchase of the house, so it should be enough to take care of everything, not to mention I was still getting plenty of silver from my potion-making business every month.

Seeing the sad state of things, I decided to pay a visit to my uncle to ask him if he could take a look at the house, as he was quite a renowned master carpenter himself.

***

Leif widened his eyes as soon as I told him my request. "You managed to buy your own house at such a young age...?"

I smiled awkwardly as I scratched the back of my head. "Well, you see... I was very lucky lately, and I managed to make some great investments." I fidgeted as I quickly tried to come up with a suitable excuse.

My uncle's family was aware of my new status, but buying a house was still seen as a once-in-a-lifetime purchase by most of Ereneth's residents, whether rich or poor.

Leif decided not to dwell on the matter, seeing my reluctance, and instead smiled apologetically. "I wish I could help you, but I've got so many projects to finish, and I don't know what to do first..."

I sighed but wasn't too discouraged, as my uncle was one of the most sought-after craftsmen in the city, so I expected he might be busy.

However, he at least recommended another master carpenter who was apparently a good friend of his. I went to the address he gave me and was met with an unkempt middle-aged man with quite a large stature.

Right when I came in, the said carpenter was just in the middle of severely scolding a scrawny-looking apprentice, "Carefully with this, ya lazy mongrel!"

"Ehm." I cleared my throat, and he turned toward me. "Ah, a customer at last! What can I do for ya, lad?"

"Good day to you, Master Swen. My uncle Leif sent me here and said that you could take on my request..."

"Hmm?" He studied me with keen interest for a while before bursting into laughter. "Hahaha! So ya are a nephew of that rascal Leif... And he sent ya to me, of all places? It's rare for that old fox to forego a job, so he must be quite in demand these days." Swen said amusingly.

"Yes, he seemed really busy," I said, trying to maintain a steady voice as I felt quite overwhelmed by Swen's outgoing personality. "Anyway, could you come take a look at our new house? It requires some serious repairs, so it will be quite a large project... "

I specifically avoided mentioning it was my own house to prevent another round of questioning about how I could afford a house at such a young age.

"Sure, lad!" Swen exclaimed, seemingly happy about the prospect. When I gave him the address, he raised an eyebrow about it being in the Western District but said nothing.

The following day, I eagerly awaited him in front of the main gate, and soon enough, he was there, accompanied by that same scrawny apprentice I saw yesterday.

But when Swen laid his eyes upon the mansion itself, he froze in his steps and instantly paled. "Ehm." he cleared his throat and then somewhat reluctantly added. "Ya weren't lying when ya said it was a large project, that's for sure..."

Then he resumed his walk as if nothing had happened, but when we were close to the main entrance, I overheard him mumbling to himself, "A house? House, my ass..."

The corners of my mouth twitched, but I didn't say anything. I already admired Swen's courage for not outright running away when he saw the size of the "house." I purposefully avoided giving him any details beforehand, as I knew only a few people would be willing to take on such a project.

After Swen saw the state of things, he began to fidget and told me he, too, was swamped and that such a giant project would take many months, maybe even a whole year.

But if I learn one thing in this city, there seem to be no problems that couldn't be solved with enough silver, so after a little bit of persuasion, his attitude underwent a rapid change, and he promised everything would be done within two months.

Soon, the whole mansion was fully permeated by the sounds of a busy construction site. With all the extra silver I gave Swen as an advance, he went on to hire many workers, and the whole mansion was undergoing quite a significant transformation.

I smiled happily. Now, the only remaining issue was acquiring some staff to take care of the mansion itself. So I went to ask Alaric about where the rich get their servants from.

But when he told me about a certain widowed noblewoman, my smile froze on my lips...

"Baroness de Fleur runs the institution that provides servants to all people of renown in the whole of Ereneth," Alaric said matter-of-factly.

'Oh, crap.' was the only thing that came to mind as the memories about a certain debauched noblewoman in a red dress surfaced in my mind, and I instantly began sweating bullets. 'That will be quite an interesting conversation indeed...'

            

    
        Chapter 71: Nervous Anticipation

    
    
    
    
                "Make way!" a driver shouted as a luxurious carriage speeded right by me. I silently cursed at the driver for almost running me over as I dusted off my best clothes.

I was hurrying across the long cobblestone roads that span the Western Quarter, as today was the day Baroness de Fleur invited me into her residence.

'Hmm, I wonder if I too should obtain a carriage...' I pondered along the way. I don't mind walking, but it seems like nobody here seems to do so, and I don't want to stick out like a sore thumb among the high society...

I still didn't like all the attention I was now getting, but there was nothing that could be done about it other than get used to it, I guess...

Beside me, the only other people walking on the roads were the servants, and they were throwing curious glances my way, seeing my rich man's attire. I looked around at all the elegant houses and big mansions along the way. Many carriages were speeding on the cobblestone roads, and I often had to make way for them.

'I will also have to hire a gardener... or two, given the size of the garden in my new house.' I thought with exasperation. Not to mention a few maids and a cook, as I can't possibly have Helga take care of such a large building on her own.

I released a sigh as I slowly realized that obtaining a new house would turn out to be a lot more expensive than I originally thought. All of my mind-boggling amounts of coins, which I originally thought were impossible to spend, were disappearing right in front of my eyes, and very soon they would be all but gone.

'Ugh, and I will need even more coins to pay for all the maintenance!' I realized with horror as I looked at the large crowds of servants taking care of the many luxurious residences in the quarter. Luckily, I already have a few ideas in this regard, so all I need to do is wait until the repairs are done to set them in motion...

***

"Well, well, well, who do we have here? If it isn't the famous Darian!" The Baroness welcomed me with a beaming smile.

"My lady," I said, giving her a respectful bow while trying to suppress my nervousness.

"I almost started to think you had forgotten about me, but then, to my delight, I received your letter." She said in a pouting voice.

"I apologize for my sudden intrusion, but I have some matters to discuss with you," I replied seriously, not wanting to take part in any of her games.

She looked at me for a short while with amusement in her eyes. "Why so serious?" she chuckled. "I don't mind you visiting me one bit... It can be so boring at times in this god-forsaken town, so I welcome any distraction. The Baroness then winked at me while adding, "Especially such a pretty one..."

"Ehm," I cleared my throat as I quickly tried to gather my thoughts. "As you might have heard, I recently acquired a new house in the Western District, and I was told you are the person to go to if one requires some staff..."

She chuckled "Indeed, everyone gets their servants from me, but let's not dwell on such boring matters... You can discuss the details later with my custodian. For now, let's enjoy ourselves, and I want you to tell me all about yourself..."

Before I had a chance to protest, she dragged me into one of her salons, where I was presented with a lavish feast of delicious-looking pastries and one particularly large pot of tea with two very small cups placed by its side.

I swallowed nervously as she eagerly seated herself dangerously close to me while I had to somehow survive entertaining her for a long, long time.

By the fifth cup of tea, when I was seriously contemplating setting the room on fire just to get out of there, she finally relented, and seemingly satisfied, she signaled for one of her servants to take me to her custodian's office.

'Finally...' I released a sigh of relief as I hurriedly bolted out of the room in case she changed her mind.

Soon I was sitting across from a sly-looking man in his fifties who was dressed in butler's attire. His name was Albert, and he was the custodian I was supposed to meet with.

"Be welcomed, Master Darian. What can I do for you on this fine day?" He looked at me with the shrewd smile of a merchant.

I scoffed in my mind, as he must have known very well why I was here, as he came to the meeting already equipped with a stack of documents in his hands.

"Good day to you too, Master Albert. I'd like to acquire several servants for my new house." I replied to him.

A slight smile appeared on Albert's face. "Ah, so it was you who purchased that expensive, tasteless mansion... That was indeed a bold move, if I may say so myself. You've become the talk of the city recently..." He said with the same sly smile playing on his lips.

"I hope only good things are said about me..." I smiled brightly at him in return as I decided to entertain him, as it was apparently the norm here.

"Well, of course..." Albert replied with amusement. But in the next moment, his smile disappeared, and his face retained a neutral, businesslike expression.

"Now I know exactly what you might require. You see, we worked with the late Baron, who owned the mansion before you. So let me write it down for you..."

It seemed the small talk was over and we were down to business. Albert wrote something on a piece of paper before passing it over to me. I looked at it curiously before widening my eyes in disbelief.

"Are you serious...?" I muttered under my breath, but it seemed Albert heard it.

He looked at me with amusement. "Trust me, Master Darian, this is only the bare minimum of what you need. Taking care of such a house is no easy feat. Especially if you want to maintain your image in society. Don't worry, Lady Elisa already informed me to offer you only our best..."

"But if you want to make an impression, you will need even more than that. We would of course be more than happy to supply you with additional temporary staff if you decide to host a ball or similar occasion." He added matter-of-factly.

I released a sigh before looking at him. "Master Albert, although I appreciate your concern about my reputation, I don't plan to host any feasts or balls any time soon... Not to mention my tastes are in no manner similar to those of the previous occupant of my house..."

I looked at the provided list again and made some mental calculations before making a decision.

"I want only two gardeners, one driver, two errand boys, and four maids. I also think that a single cook with one kitchen helper would be more than enough. And to take care of everything, I also want one experienced servant who can serve as a head servant or a custodian."

Albert furrowed his brows as he heard my request and wanted to say something, but I raised my hand and interrupted him. "I'm sure this will be more than enough; thank you," I said with a voice that left no room for further negotiations.

He realized I was not the same as his typical customers, so he decided not to push his luck. In the end, he simply smiled and said, "Well, of course, if this is all that you require, we will make it happen."

I left his office feeling mentally drained but happy that everything worked out, and now everything is prepared to properly welcome my new tutor.

***

"This simply won't do!" My new custodian loudly exclaimed. She was an older woman with a very uptight personality named Bernadette. I released a sigh and asked with resignation, "What is it this time?"

A few days have passed, and the new servants have finally arrived. Bernadette was apparently a very experienced servant who had worked at several noble households previously and came with excellent recommendations.

That is why I didn't hesitate to hire her, despite the somewhat high cost. But now I was second-guessing my decision after seeing her antics.

"It's simply unacceptable for the young master's sister to not have any personal maid!"

"Ehm, didn't Helga say that she didn't need anyone to take care of her? Besides, I already hired four maids; couldn't any one of them do it?"

"You mean those clumsy geese? They seem to have not been properly trained at all! I will have to first put them through their paces before I can entrust them with any important tasks such as this." Bernadette said with a disapproving look.

'Poor girls...' I thought somberly as I imagined what they would soon go through.

Although I was technically her master, Bernadette genuinely frightened me. It was not like she was disrespectful toward me or anything; on the contrary, she was extremely polite.

It was those disapproving looks and her scary amber eyes that seemed to gaze deep into your soul and make you feel like a little kid who just did something bad and is awaiting punishment...

I know that Helga must harbor similar feelings to mine, as she seems to avoid Bernadette as much as she can.

Well, I couldn't replace her even if I wanted to. It was not easy to get your hands on an experienced custodian like her. Not to mention, my tutor is due to arrive in less than a week, so there is not much time to get the house in order.

It's not like Bernadette was a bad worker. If I overlooked her complicated personality, she was an excellent custodian. She managed to make the house quite habitable in a very short time after she arrived.

Not to mention, she also instantly managed to gain the respect of the other servants. I don't know how she does it, but even though only a few days have passed, she already has quite a reputation...

Every time I enter a room with Bernadette in tow, any servant who is lucky to be present instantly stands at attention with a cold sweat forming on their foreheads. So I guess there is no objective reason to replace her.

I also made Bernadette teach Helga some etiquette, much to my sister's dismay. But Helga must learn the city's customs, as she was raised as a village girl and has no idea how to act in high society.

And with my newly elevated status, she will inevitably find herself among the city's elite if she continues to live here, so she should learn everything now.

As I oversaw the house's repairs and dealt with any issues that seemed to pop up regularly, time seemed to fly by quickly, and before I realized it, I got a message from the Merchant's Guild that the magic tutor had arrived in the city.

'Ah, we made it just in time!' I thought with relief as I looked around the newly renovated parlor, which was now clean and resplendent. I replied to the message and sent them my new address. Now all that was left to do was wait for the tutor to arrive...

And after a few short hours of nervous anticipation that felt like an eternity, which I spent restlessly waiting with bated breath, my very own magic tutor was finally here.
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                At last, she was here—my very own magic tutor. I looked at her slender figure as she approached with both excitement and nervousness.

She carried a large backpack on her back, which looked way too heavy for her, yet she carried it with seemingly no trouble at all. As she was walking across the courtyard with confident steps, her elegant crimson robes gently fluttered in the wind.

When she got closer, I slightly raised my eyebrows, as she didn't look like I imagined a venerable mage to look at all. She was tiny—a good head shorter than me. Her big eyes and childlike face made her actually look kind of cute, not projecting an image of a powerful mage at all.

I stared at her for a short while before I broke out of my stupor and quickly cleared my throat. "Ehm..." I didn't want to appear rude, so I hurriedly offered a slight bow of respect and said politely,

"Be welcomed, venerable magi, to our humble estate."

"..."

'Huh? Did I say something wrong?' I wondered worriedly as I quickly raised my head to look at her. After a moment of awkward silence, she looked at me for a brief moment with a complicated face and muttered,

"... Lily"

"Excuse me?" I blinked a few times as I stared at her with a puzzled face.

"... My name is Liliam, but you can call me Lily," she muttered in a barely audible voice.

"Oh, it's a pleasure to meet you, Master Lily. I'm Darian." I said with a bright smile before remembering what was customary to say in such instances and quickly adding in a respectful tone.

"I'm the one who is seeking your invaluable guidance, and I humbly request that you bestow your illustrious knowledge upon me..."

"..."

The corners of my mouth twitched as I once again didn't receive any response from her. Not sure what to do, I simply smiled at her and pointed toward the house.

"Please let me give you a tour of the house, and then we can discuss the details," I said with a forced smile, as this first meeting was not going at all how I imagined it would go.

Lily simply nodded but didn't say anything else as she silently followed me inside. It turned out that my new Master was a person of very few words indeed. During the tour, it was me who did all the talking, while Lily maintained her silence, only offering a small nod of acknowledgment at best.

After I left her to settle in the guest room I assigned for her, I released a heavy sigh. 'Is this going to work...?' I furrowed my brows.

In my excitement, I didn't pay it any attention before, but now that I stopped to think about it... It was kind of suspicious—why would such an important person settle for the lowly job of tutoring a commoner in the first place?

I couldn't help but chuckle. 'I guess I have my answer already... What a weirdo.' I shook my head frustratingly as I walked back to my room.

My only consolation was that despite her antics, she was still a graduate of the Grand Tower, so she must have some sort of amazing ability, right? At least I hope she does...

***

It was now time for dinner, and I instructed the cook to prepare a sumptuous feast to impress my new tutor. However, Lily seems not to be impressed at all. She simply ate what the maids placed in front of her with a deadpan expression.

Helga, who was sitting beside me, was throwing covert glances at Lily, being both curious and afraid, as she had never met anyone of such high status before. I cleared my throat as I decided to break the awkward silence.

"So, Master Lily, can you tell us something about yourself? Where have you come from, and what did you do before?" I asked her, hoping I could pry some information out of her.

"...I studied"

"Wait... so this is your first job after graduating?" I asked with widened eyes.

Lily looked at me briefly before nodding. The corners of my mouth twitched as I forced a smile. 'Great, so not only is she a weirdo, but she doesn't have any experience with teaching at all...'

The rest of the dinner we spent in complete silence, as I didn't dare ask her anything else, as every time Lily spoke, any kind of expectations I might have had about her were always utterly shattered.

In the morning of the next day came the moment of truth—my first magic lesson. I prayed to all the gods so that it wouldn't turn out to be disastrous, but in the end, my fears seemed to have been unfounded.

Lily turned out to be a surprisingly competent teacher. I, of course, had no one to compare her to, as she was my very first teacher in this world. But she still seemed very knowledgeable about magic. And most importantly, when she explained things to me, she also seemed to lose her aversion to talking.

"...Aether essence, or simply essence, is believed to be the primordial energy of the world left over by the gods from the Creation itself," Lily explained as we sat in a spacious room on the second floor I designated as a study.

I already knew the basics, but I still listened attentively. Not just because Theo might have some inaccurate information as he was not a mage himself, but also because I didn't want Lily to know I learned to cast spells on my own.

The reason was quite simple. From everything that Theo told me plus the several magic theory books I had the opportunity to skim through in Sir Roderick's collection during my brief visit, I figured out that my approach to learning magic was quite unorthodox indeed.

As I didn't previously have access to any magical knowledge, I used the only thing I had access to: my memories from Earth. It worked somehow, but it was not even close to how magic is done here...

Thus, in order to not stick out like a sore thumb when I travel to the Grand Tower, I decided to forget all that I knew and start learning everything from scratch the proper way.

Of course, I won't simply discard everything I've learned so far, as I believe some of my own inventions are already quite an improvement over standard practice. But doing things this way will give me a better perspective on the two systems, and afterward, I can combine the best parts of each of them.

So I continued to listen to Lily's explanations for the rest of the lesson with keen interest. I also wondered if we would move on to some practical demonstration of the concepts she was explaining to me...

I was eagerly looking forward to seeing Lily cast some magic, but to my great disappointment, the first lesson turned out to be just a theory class.

'What a bummer...' I masked my disappointment behind a smile as Lily finished her lesson, and then she instantly reverted to her silent persona and left the room without uttering another word. I just shook my head in utter bewilderment and left the room too...

In the following days, I continued to have more lessons. But I couldn't help but feel a slight disappointment that it was all still only a theory.

However, it kind of makes sense. I had the hindsight of over ten years of self-study by trial and error, but everyone else wouldn't know the first thing about magic, so starting with the basics kind of made sense.

That doesn't mean I was bored; on the contrary, Lily turned out to be an excellent teacher and was able to explain things clearly and in a way that was easy to understand.

The ancient tongue was the language of magic, and each word was somehow able to control and shape the essence itself, requiring no extra effort on your part, which was kind of neat. This meant that even in the heat of battle, all you needed to do was chant the incantation, and it would always work perfectly.

I also learned an interesting piece of information that I didn't know before. There were two distinct ways to cast a spell: you either chanted an incantation with the ancient tongue or drew a magic circle using the ancient script.

I already knew that there were magic circles, as they are used in alchemy. But I always thought it was just a way for people with insignificant talents to utilize their limited essence. But apparently, they were also used to cast spells, and you could achieve the same result with either the circle or the incantation.

But this begged the question: if you can deploy your magic by simply chanting an incantation, then what is the point of the magic circles in the first place?

When I asked Lily about it, she showed a rare, subtle smile and explained that they are, in fact, very useful for complicated spells. In the case of incantations, you need to specify the effect precisely, and the more complicated the spell, the longer the incantation.

With the circle, however, it all depends on how well you design it. With a clever application, each symbol could then perform multiple functions, allowing you to achieve much more profound effects with less essence.

I continued to diligently digest all of Lily's theory lessons in the following weeks, and during this time I became all but convinced there wouldn't be any practical lessons at all.

But when I came to the study room on one sunny morning in the middle of autumn and was preparing to sit down to listen to my Master's teachings like usual, Lily suddenly raised her head and looked straight at me for a short while before pointing with her finger at the window.

"...We shall go out today. It is time for you to learn how to cast a spell."

            

    
        Chapter 73: Learning My First Incantation

    
    
    
    
                "...We shall go out today. It is time for you to learn how to cast a spell." Lily said nonchalantly.

"Huh?" I froze for a moment and simply stared at her. 'Wait, what did she just say...?'

I was almost losing faith by this point that we would ever move to any practice lessons, but then she just went and said something like this out of the blue...

But I was not one to squander a chance like that, so I quickly gathered my composure. "Ehm..." I cleared my throat as I tried to mask my growing excitement.

"Okay, then let's go to the garden. I already found a perfect place where we won't be disturbed..." I said with a smile.

Lily simply nodded and followed me as we went to a secluded spot at the edge of my property. I then made a final check to see if we were truly alone, and seeing that we were, I happily nodded and looked at Lily with expectant eyes.

She signaled to me that I should pay attention and then simply raised her hand in the air. "Flamis Aeternus, luvinthor valar aesir, velthyndor Pyrris minora!" Lily chanted loudly. Her essence flared for a moment before a small flame manifested itself on top of her palm.

'Wow, that's cool!' I thought as I watched Lily in awe, letting my nerdy side take over for a short moment. I, of course, wouldn't have any problems replicating what she just did even without the chant, but that wasn't the same thing.

For the first time, I was able to watch a real mage cast a spell with an incantation while she was dressed in a robe, carrying a staff, and everything else. Nothing screamed fantasy to me more than this.

Lily then turned to me and said, "...Your turn."

"Oh, right! Ehm... How was the incantation again?" I smiled awkwardly as I scratched the back of my head.

Lily released a sigh before repeating the chant to me over and over until I was able to chant it perfectly without any mistakes.

When I was ready to give it a try for real, I closed my eyes, focusing intently. I slowly pronounced each word, trying to give it my "intent" or whatever it was. Right after I did it, I felt some strange force sucking a small portion of my essence out of me.

At the next moment, the same small flame appeared on the top of my palm, although I felt it burned a little bit brighter than Lily's. As the realization that I was able to do it on the first try without any errors dawned on me, I couldn't help but smile with almost palpable excitement.

Lily, meanwhile, observed me carefully, and after she saw that I managed to cast the spell on the first attempt, she looked at me with a slight surprise before slowly nodding with what seemed like satisfaction.

Then she placed her finger on her cheek and seemed to be thinking about something for a bit before saying we would try the other elements as well. For the next hour or so, she taught me incantations for the beginner spells from all the basic elements.

I repeated what Lily was doing, and after a while of trying to remember the incantations, I was able to cast all of them without much trouble at all. As these were just simple spells like creating a light breeze and making a sphere of water, I didn't put much thought into them.

However, when we were done, Lily was left staring at me in what seemed like utter bewilderment. She looked at me with wide eyes while she muttered under her breath, "...That's impossible."

"Huh? What's impossible?" I asked her curiously.

Lily blinked a few times before realizing she had said her thoughts aloud. She then quickly gathered her composure while assuming her usual deadpan expression.

"...Nothing; don't worry about it. You just seem to have great talent, that's all."

I kept looking at her with a silent question on my face, so after a while, she relented and explained further.

"...Normally a person has an affinity for a single element, at best two. But you seem to have an affinity for all the basic elements." Lily said thoughtfully.

"...This indicates that you must have an affinity for one of the advanced elements instead." She added after a while.

'Oh, crap...' I thought nervously. I suspected there must be some kind of affinity system, as some elements were easier to control than others.

So far, I haven't had too much trouble controlling all of them with enough practice, so I never imagined it would turn out to be something extraordinary...

But then I stopped as I realized something. "Wait, but you were able to cast all those spells too. Does this mean that you too have an affinity for all the elements?" I asked Lily

"...I never said you can't cast spells without an affinity. However, casting a spell from an element you have no affinity with will take a lot more effort and concentration."

"...That is why novices like you wouldn't be able to cast a spell on their first try without an affinity to said element."

'Ah, now it all makes sense,' I thought.

However, it also means I still don't know my real affinity. Lily just wrongly assumed I was a total beginner, but I have plenty of experience with all the elements, so it could simply be the result of my previous practice.

Lily then continued with her explanation. "...As learning spells of higher tiers get progressively harder and takes a long time, all mages chose one main element they would study. Usually, the one they have the highest affinity for, as having an affinity makes mastering said element much easier."

"Wait, so I have to choose a single element to focus on? What if I want to use all of them?" I asked Lily.

I was panicking internally, as I didn't think I would be placed in front of such a grave decision out of the blue, and I didn't know yet what element would be the best one for me.

Lily looked at me like I was stupid. "...What's the point of wasting your precious time trying to learn elements without an affinity when any novice with one would be able to overtake you without any trouble?"

'Hmm, that's kind of true...' From Lily's words, I gathered that there seems to be a huge emphasis on specialization. While it is true that being a jack of all trades but master of none is kind of lame, I still didn't want to let go of the idea of mastering all the elements just yet...

"You also mentioned something about advanced elements just now, but you never mentioned them before during our lessons. What are those?"

"...Oh, you weren't supposed to know about them yet. But I guess I will tell you now..." Lily said with a sigh.

She then proceeded to give me a lengthy explanation of the various elements. Apart from the basic ones, which are the Air, Water, Fire, and Earth, there are also another four, the so-called advanced elements.

First of them is the element of Light, which is apparently a very versatile element as you can use it as both protection from malignant forces and also as a form of attack. Furthermore, its wielders can harness the power of the sun, making them much stronger during the day but weaker at night.

Next is the element of Life. It's mainly used as a form of healing magic, but it can also make plants grow faster, so it's very useful in agriculture.

Then there was the element of Darkness. Lily warned me that I shouldn't dabble in it too much, as using it was generally frowned upon by the majority of people. Mainly since it was a preferred element of criminals and assassins as it allowed its users to move unseen in the dark.

It was also the polar opposite of the element of Light, making its users stronger during the night but weaker in the daylight.

And lastly, there was the element of Death. Lily didn't say much about it, only that its practice was outright banned in most places due to its vile nature.

To learn any of the advanced elements, you apparently need extensive knowledge before even trying to practice them. This was also the main reason Lily didn't mention them to me previously.

The affinity for those elements is also extremely rare, and they are difficult to master, so novices like me aren't supposed to try casting them or even know about them in the first place.

"And how do I find out which element I have the strongest affinity for?" I asked another burning question I had after Lily finished her explanation.

"...There are special artifacts that can do that, similar to the one that measures your talent. Most schools of magic have it."

'Great! So I guess I will find out once I enroll at the Grand Tower. Until then, I will continue using all the elements as I have until now.' I thought.

With that, my first practical lesson with Lily has come to an end, and we have returned to the mansion.

I walked absentmindedly as my head was still full of thoughts about all the different elements, and I wondered which one of them I had the strongest affinity for and which one I should focus on...
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                As this year's harvest season was slowly coming to an end, I happily continued with my magic studies, completely oblivious to anything else.

Lily didn't teach me any new spells during this time; instead, she made me repeat relentlessly those few basic ones she showed me during our first practice lesson.

I didn't mind it, as I understood the importance of practice from my own experience. I noticed that casting spells with incantations felt both very similar and, at the same time, vastly different from conjuring them directly in my mind, as I did until now.

I couldn't quite understand exactly what that feeling was, so I decided not to dwell on it for now and kept practicing instead.

I also used this great opportunity to try to pry some information out of Lily about the Grand Tower itself so that I could be adequately prepared for it. It took a lot of effort to break through Lily's great wall of silence. However, my efforts weren't totally in vain, as she reluctantly told me some very interesting things.

From the few snippets of information she shared with me, I was able to deduce the following surprising fact: it looks like the majority of students at the Tower are actually commoners and not nobles.

It seems that due to the Tower's difficult curriculum and the fact that the nobles there can't enjoy many of the privileges they are used to due to the Tower's meritocratic nature, they rarely apply there and tend to prefer the comfort of the other academies that cater more toward them.

However, when I inquired as to what exactly makes studying at the Tower so challenging, Lily smiled mysteriously and replied, "...You'll find out." Whatever that's supposed to mean...

***

One morning at the beginning of autumn, I came down to the dining hall for breakfast like usual. I slightly raised my eyebrows as today the heavy wooden table in the center of the spacious room was once again overflowing with a plethora of delicious foods.

I couldn't help but chuckle at such a sight. My new chef was either making a very obvious attempt to impress me with his cooking skills or, more likely, he was terrified of Bernadette's scolding if she found him idling in the kitchen...

Not that I was complaining or anything on the contrary; I quite enjoyed having such luxurious meals all day long. I smiled bitterly as I remembered the meager breakfasts I used to prepare for myself just a few short months prior.

However, this morning I ate absentmindedly as I was still pondering about what element I should focus on... From the basic ones, I probably liked the element of Air the most, as I found it easiest to control.

Yet I was also quite intrigued by the allure of the advanced elements, as I found their properties very interesting. 'What to choose...? What to choose...?' I pondered as I nibbled at my food.

But my current train of thought was quickly broken by the sight of Helga's pouting face. I furrowed my brows since it was kind of rare to see Helga make a face like that.

'Is something wrong with the food...?' I wondered for a moment, but the plates we were being served were flawless, like usual. Left with no other clue, I decided to simply ask her, "What's wrong?"

She looked at me like I was an idiot for stating such an obvious question. She then jumped to her feet and loudly exclaimed, with an almost palpable exasperation in her voice, "I hate it here!"

Her booming voice reverberated across the hall. This, in turn, prompted every servant present here to look at her questioningly. Realizing that everyone was now staring at her, Helga's cheeks reddened, and she quickly sat back down.

She then released a sigh and added much more quietly. "I thought that when I finally moved to the city, we would go take a look around Ereneth and explore the markets together, and I could meet new people... but all I'm ever doing is sitting in the house all day long..."

Helga then looked at me with clearly visible frustration in her eyes. "And you... You are holed up all day with that Lady mage studying magic while I'm forced to learn etiquette!"

She then leaned forward and whispered to me, "Bernadette's crazy, you know? She doesn't like how I talk or even how I walk... She forces me to repeat every little gesture over and over until my whole body aches, and yet she is never satisfied..."

A sigh escaped my lips as I finally understood what was bothering her. But then a pang of guilt washed over me, as it was partially my fault she was feeling this way. I should have paid a lot more attention to my dear sister, but instead, I wholeheartedly submerged myself in my magic studies, not caring about anything else...

I failed to notice that Helga was not at all like me. While I had no problems shutting myself up and studying magic for weeks on end, I now realized that my sister was an energetic fifteen-year-old girl, so subjecting her to the same was probably very taxing on her mental state.

However, the main reason I kept her hidden in the house lay somewhere else. It stemmed from the fact that thanks to my newfound status, it was inevitable that she would be thrown right into the midst of high society. Thus, she needed to learn some etiquette first.

If she, for example, met with someone like Sir Roderick or, gods forbid, Baroness de Fleur without knowing how to properly conduct herself, they would eat her alive...

Although my sister was quite clever and sharp-witted, she was also raised as a simple village girl, and thanks to our parents, she was very kind-hearted at that.

This made her very naive when it came to certain things, and if she entered the city's society like that, everyone would try to take advantage of her, which in turn could spell disaster not only for her but also for me.

So my original plan was for her to stay hidden here until she was ready, but now I realize this wouldn't be nearly enough for her. After thinking about it for a bit, I soon came up with a solution.

'Hmm, I wonder if I should invite Myra here?' I thought as a subtle smile appeared on my face.

I knew that her father would be at this time back in our village gathering taxes, and although he was probably hating my guts right now since I turned down his outrageous offer, he wouldn't dare try to stop me from seeing his daughter...

I also knew that both Myra and Helga knew each other from the time we played together back in the village, so it might help my sister not to feel so lonely here, plus Myra might also help my sister with the etiquette she is so struggling with...

I then promptly asked Helga what she thought about it. "You know very well why you must stay at the house... but what would you say if I invited Myra for tea? She could help you with the etiquette. And I promise I will spend more time with you from now on..." I said with a subtle smile.

Helga's upset face instantly turned into a bright smile. "Really? I'd love to see Myra! I haven't seen her for so long..."

But then she looked straight into my eyes with a determined expression, saying, "But I want you to also promise me that you will take me to see the market!"

I chuckled. "Alright, alright, I promise."

After breakfast, I went to write a letter to Myra inviting her to our house, and while I waited for her to respond, I also needed to deal with other issues that I had postponed for far too long...

I thoroughly enjoyed this peaceful routine I subjected myself to for the past few weeks, but I knew it could not last for long. The world, sadly, won't stop turning just because of me.

The time for winter preparations was once again looming above us. Luckily, this year I could just leave everything to Bernadette, who turned out to be an exceptionally diligent custodian.

But there was, of course, a catch—as with everything else these days, it required money. As I had to now take care of many hungry mouths besides just myself, it also required exponentially more coins than when I lived alone in my humble room in the Northern Quarter.

Alas, I had spent almost all of my remaining coins renovating the mansion, so I was now facing the all-too-familiar feeling of being completely broke.

I could, of course, take a loan. As I was now a wealthy landowner and an Aspirant on top of that, there would be plenty of people more than happy to lend me some money. But if there was one thing I hated more than being broke, it was being in debt. So that would be something I would only consider as a last option.

Luckily, all was not lost, as my meticulous preparations were almost finished and my latest money-making scheme was now ready to be put into action...

I went down to the basement, where I had excavated a new section with the help of my earth magic when I first moved in, and then during the reconstruction, I asked Master Swen to build in there several spacious rooms and corridors, all according to my exact specifications.

He muttered a few silent curses, but in the end, he reluctantly accepted. After it was all done, I hid everything behind sturdy iron doors and forbade anyone but myself from entering the new section of the basement. This generated many outlandish rumors as all my servants fervently speculated about what I was hiding inside.

These rumors ranged from a simple treasury all the way to a secret love nest. The corners of my mouth twitched each time I heard such crazy tales, as they couldn't be further from the truth.

But I didn't say anything, finding the whole situation quite funny. The rumors got to the point that even Helga was throwing curious glances at the secret doors from time to time.

Of course, no servant dared disregard my orders and peek inside as Bernadette's shadow loomed above them, ready to punish the slightest disobedience.

I opened the heavy doors and stepped inside. I then checked everything one more time and happily nodded. 'Now all that remains is that thing, and it will be ready...'

Luckily, I didn't have to wait for long, as just earlier today I received a message from Master Gorin saying that he finished that weird-looking apparatus I ordered from him.

'Perfect...' I thought with a smirk. Now I can truly begin making some real money...
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                Myra's response arrived early the next day, and she happily accepted our invitation. I then suggested to Helga that she could showcase all that she has learned about etiquette until now by hosting a tea party for Myra as a practice.

She was extremely reluctant at first, afraid that she would screw it up, but with a bit of convincing, she embraced this opportunity in the end. I couldn't help but smile seeing her meticulously check every little detail over and over again, much to the dismay of our maids who were there assisting her.

Today I had intentionally sent Bernadette on an errand to the city so that Helga would be the one in charge of all the preparations, allowing her to gain some confidence and also so that she wouldn't be stressed out by Bernadette's presence.

Soon, there was a loud knock on the doors, and Myra arrived at last, accompanied by her family's loyal butler, Sebastian.

I was just dealing with my own little "project," and I couldn't meet with her right away, so when I finally came down to one of the saloons on the ground floor, I found both Helga and Myra laughing together as each of them enjoyed a steaming cup of tea.

I smiled at Myra. "Be welcomed in our humble abode..." I said the customary greeting, only to see both girls bursting with laughter.

"Darian! Here you are... I was just saying to Helga what an amazing home you have. I can't believe you haven't invited me here sooner!" Myra exclaimed.

"Well, we only finished renovating it a short while ago, and you are in fact the very first person we invited here..." I replied with a smile.

Helga then looked at me reproachfully and said, "Myra was also telling me about the upcoming Harvest Festival and how you took her there last year and how wonderful a time you had there together..."

Myra also looked at me with an expectant gaze. 'Oh, crap...' With everything that was going on, I completely forgot about the festival. I then chuckled amusingly at the expressions they were making.

"Then what about if we went there all together this year?" I said jovially, trying to placate the girls.

"Really?" Helga blurted out, stars forming in her eyes.

"How splendid!" Myra exclaimed happily soon afterward.

I smiled as I saw them both enjoying each other's company. It would be good if Helga managed to make some more friends in the city, as I won't be here forever to protect her, and she needs to learn how to take care of herself.

But then my smile froze on my lips as I realized Helga didn't have any proper dress for such an occasion. I bought her some new clothes when she first arrived here, but they were totally inadequate for something like the Harvest Festival.

I sighed as I imagined how much it would all cost me. Since Helga would be making her debut in the city's society, she needed to look splendid so that nobody would look down on her.

At that moment, while I was lost in my thoughts, a servant came to me and whispered to my ear that my other guest had arrived. 'Perfect...' I smiled, quite pleased with the timing. 'Hopefully, all my money troubles will soon be only a distant, unpleasant memory...'

I promptly stood up and said to the merry girls, "Please excuse me, something important just came up and it requires my immediate attention..."

Then I left the girls to their own shenanigans and quickly headed to the parlor, where I found no one other than my good friend Theo.

His piercing gaze landed on me the moment I entered the room. "Why did you call me here on such short notice?" Theo asked me with raised eyebrows.

"I know you are not the type of person who would invite me just to boast about your new house..." He added with a smirk.

I chuckled as I greeted him. "You're right. I have something I believe you might find interesting." I winked at him before guiding him through the hallway, leading him toward a particular door in the basement.

Theo silently followed me. It was evident he had many questions on his lips he wanted to ask me, yet he decided to keep his curiosity to himself for the time being.

We soon arrived in front of the heavy iron doors, and I, with some effort, opened them and led him into a spacious room on the other side.

"What's all of this?" Theo asked me with clear confusion etched on his face as he couldn't seem to hold his curiosity off any longer.

I simply smiled at him as I pointed my hand across the room with a glint in my eyes. "This, my friend, will make us a fortune..."

"Us?" He furrowed his brows in confusion as he looked at me.

"Didn't you write in your last letter that you recently passed your trial and became adept at alchemy? Congratulations on that, by the way..." I smiled at him.

"Hmm? Yes, I did. Thank you, but what does this have to do with anything?"

He then realized something and widened his eyes. "Wait, you couldn't possibly be thinking..."

My smile broadened as I nodded, confirming his suspicion.

"Wait, wait, wait..." Theo raised his hands in the air. "We can't open an alchemy workshop together! I still need to study under my Master for many years, and besides, I don't have the necessary funds or experience to open my own shop." Theo exclaimed while waving his hands dismissively.

"Well, although that might be true..." I looked him straight in the eyes, a subtle smile playing on my lips. "But you now have your own mark, don't you? You can still formally remain under your Master while at the same time making and selling your own potions..."

"Hmm, that's technically true, but still..." He scratched the back of his head.

'I think I cracked him, but he still needs a small nudge...' I thought briefly before I continued trying to persuade him: "I will, of course, provide all the necessary funds, and you, with your expertise and alchemist license, shall make us a fortune..."

Theo simply stared at me for a long time, seemingly thinking about it, before finally replying.

"Is that so? I won't deny that your proposal is quite intriguing, yet I think you are forgetting one small detail... I'm still only a single, inexperienced alchemist, and I can't make more than two low-tier potions a day. Without any apprentices, whom I still can't take on until I'm a master, there is no way to make a living out of it, not to mention any kind of fortune..."

Theo then paused before smirking at me. "But I'm sure you must know all of that... So would you mind telling me your real plan?"

I couldn't help but chuckle a little. 'He is pretty clever...' I tried to collect my thoughts while Theo continued to stare at me, his piercing gaze boring holes in my soul.

I released a sigh. He was still not convinced. Well, I didn't expect anything else. In fact, if anyone tried to recruit me for any "get rich quick scheme," I wouldn't trust them either...

But I wasn't trying to scam Theo or anything; I knew this would work as I had already been doing it for a long, long time.

I smiled confidently as I moved closer to the work table. "We don't need anyone else. Just you and I will be fine..."

"Yeah, that's right. I wanted to also ask you, what's the deal with all this stuff?" He squinted his eyes while pointing at the various pieces of equipment I had installed here. "This doesn't look like any Alchemist's workshop I have ever been to..."

"Well, of course not, as it is not meant to be an Alchemist workshop at all..." I replied to him matter-of-factly.

Theo was already opening his mouth to say something, but I signaled for him to stop. "Before you ask... this will be a semi-automatic, high-output potion manufacturing facility," I said proudly.

"Is that so...?" Theo looked at me strangely. "Excuse me, but I have no idea what any of those words mean..."

"Ehm..." I cleared my throat. 'Well, how could he know? It's not like they have any of those here...' I thought briefly before showing an awkward smile. "Never mind... All you need to know is that we will be making the potions here en masse." I stepped closer to the large cauldron in the middle of the room, caressing it tenderly. "You see, I found a way to make potions without an alchemy formation."

Theo looked at me like I was crazy. "Without a formation? That's impossible!" He exclaimed.

Well, maybe I was a little bit crazy to do any of this, as it had never been tried before. But I don't care what everyone else thinks. My heart beats faster just thinking about the mountain of coins this will bring me.

"Look at this then," I said with a chuckle as I passed him one of my potions.
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                We were standing in the dimly lit basement of my mansion. The flickering flames of the oil lamps cast long shadows across the rough walls of the spacious chamber.

I was leaning against the work table in the middle of the room as I silently observed, with slight amusement, Theo's bewildered reaction to the healing potion I had just handed him.

"This is...?" Theo scowled at the small vial as he carefully examined it from every angle. He then uncorked it, and with a slight hesitation, he briefly sniffed it before taking a small sip.

He then widened his eyes as he looked at me in utter disbelief: "It's a genuine potion, yet it doesn't bear any mark... Wait, are you trying to say it was you who made it?"

"That's right..." I smiled smugly at him as I pointed my finger at the potion in question.

"Like I said, I found a way to make potions without the formation... But I also found that making them one vial at a time like it is normally done is still quite slow, so I decided we would make them in large batches in this cauldron here and then fill them into the vials afterward."

Theo blinked a few times before looking at me like I was an idiot. "Is this some sort of elaborate prank, or are you actually serious?"

He then pointed at the vial. "If you truly made this potion, you must very well know that from the moment the potion is enchanted, it becomes extremely volatile... The essence contained within it will quickly dissipate if it comes into contact with the air. That is why it can only be stored within the vials, which are made from a special glass..."

Theo then sighed and shook his head. "And even then, the essence will slowly seep out, rendering the potion useless after a few months... so what you're suggesting is impossible."

I simply smiled and beckoned him to come closer. "Well, that would be true; normally that is..." I said as I pointed at the cauldron.

"Do you see that pipe leading out of the bottom? We will brew the herbs in this cauldron and then drain the elixir through the pipe leading into this closed vessel that has enough volume for exactly 200 doses of potion," I explained.

The cauldron was slightly elevated on a stand, with the connected vessel sitting much lower, so the whole process relied simply on gravity without the need for any pumps or such.

I then pointed at the shiny metal vessel. "See this vent at the very top? This is where we add this." I said as I put on a glove and retrieved a small white pellet from a container under the table.

"What is this? I never saw anything like it..." Theo looked at it with a puzzled face.

"This, my friend, is what will make this whole thing possible." I smiled brightly as the pellet slowly melted, turning into a cloud of white mist right before our eyes.

It was nothing else but good old dry ice. When I set out to acquire shares in several of the city's businesses earlier this year, one of them, to my surprise, turned out to be a mead brewery. It was a very prosperous establishment, supplying mead to many of the city's inns and eateries.

As a partial owner, I had no trouble gaining access to their cellars, where they fermented the honey, which in turn gave me this brilliant idea in the first place. All I needed to do was compress the carbon dioxide-rich air and then simply freeze it with my magic.

The biggest issue was figuring out a way to keep it cold enough so that it wouldn't vaporize on its own. With some trial and error, I made a double-layered container, filling the outer layer with dry ice as a coolant while keeping the rest in the inner layer frozen.

Snapping out of my thoughts, I turned back to the bewildered Theo and continued with the explanation.

"You see... this is a very rare magical substance that I read about in a certain ancient tome... It is believed to be the condensed breath of an ice dragon that lives in the boundless reaches of the Northern Wastelands. You can't imagine the lengths I had to go to acquire it..." I quickly spewed out some bullshit so that I could keep my know-how a secret.

And it seemed that it worked perfectly as Theo looked at the speck of dry ice with an almost religious reverence. 'Hmm, maybe it's working a little too well...'

"Ehm, anyway..." I cleared my throat. "After we add the substance to the vessel through the top vent, it will rapidly cool the elixir so that we can start injecting the essence into it almost immediately afterward... It will also release a special gas that will replace the normal air as it is slightly heavier." I said, pointing at the vessel.

"Is that so...?" Theo replied thoughtfully, yet his expression betrayed that he didn't quite understand my explanation one bit.

I smiled mischievously. 'Well, it doesn't matter if he understands the whole process; actually, it is much better if he doesn't...' I thought. What he actually needs to do is quite simple, and I'm sure he will get it after we make a few batches...

Then I pointed at the last part of the assembly—the part that I was the most proud of and also the one that Master Gorin had the most trouble making. "And lastly, this is the injector," I said.

At the bottom of the infusion vessel was another pipe leading slightly downward. It then split into several smaller pipes, each ending with a peculiar protrusion with a long needle sticking out of it.

"The finished potion will then flow through this pipeline into the injector," I said, pointing at the part in question.

"At the end is a small container, exactly the size of a potion vial. When it is filled, you simply close this inward valve and place a vial under the needle while opening this little valve at the end of the injector, filling the vial through the injection needle," I said proudly.

I had to order those injection needles as well as the valves separately from a goldsmith who made them out of copper for quite a hefty price as it required very precise craftsmanship.

Technically, I could have simply made a single valve at the end and then filled each vial manually, but doing it that way in the dimly lit basement would almost certainly assure some amount of spillage, as well as slow the whole process down. This improvement ensures that each vial will have the exact same amount of the precious liquid...

"But even if this by some miracle worked the way you are describing it, you still didn't say how exactly you intend to perform the essence infusion. Do you realize how much essence something like this would take?" Theo interjected with clear suspicion in his eyes as he finally broke out of his stupor and reversed back into his typical eloquent persona.

"That's a secret..." I winked at him. "But I know a mere word would never convince you, so what would you say if we gave it a try and made a batch of potions together? You can then see for yourself if it is real or not..." I smiled at him confidently.

Theo looked at me for a long time, contemplating it, but then his curiosity outweighed his reservations, and he reluctantly accepted.

'Perfect...' I thought as I went to another room where I stored all the necessary supplies. I told Lily earlier that I needed a break from my studies, so I had plenty of time today to thoroughly test out my potion-making factory. I already tested out some individual parts on their own, but never the whole assembly as the final piece—the injector arrived just recently.

I took the required amount of herbs and distilled water, which I had already prepared in advance, and promptly began to make the elixir. Since Theo knew I was an Aspirant, it made the whole thing a lot easier, as I could freely use my magic to quicken the whole process.

Soon the whole basement was fully permeated with an unmistakable scent of umbrifila as the steaming elixir changed its color to a deep amber one, signaling it was done. I then promptly opened the valve, thus draining the cauldron's contents into the infusion vessel.

I quickly added the dry ice and then waited a bit until I could sense it cooling off by touching the wall of the vessel.

'Alright, now is the hard part...' I thought as I fully concentrated on the task at hand. This will be the first time I try to infuse an amount equal to 200 potions at once.

Theo curiously observed me, but I didn't pay him any attention. 'It's not like he could find out what I'm doing just by looking at me...'

I closed my eyes and focused on my essence, gently guiding it into the vessel. I widened my eyes in slight surprise. It was actually not too different from infusing a single potion...

I realized that the mental strain was about the same; the only thing different was that the process itself required a much higher amount of essence than usual—about two hundred times more, to be exact.

However, I couldn't help but smile. 'If I learned one thing over the years I spent living here, it was how to control large amounts of essence thanks to my almost constant battles with the local monster population,' I thought amusingly.

Within a few minutes, it was all but finished. I felt a little bit drained, but nothing that would inconvenience me too much. Since the vessel was closed off, I wasn't able to see how it turned out. Not until we filled it into the vials, so that was exactly what I set out to do.

Without wasting any time, I opened another valve at the bottom of the infusion vessel, letting the liquid into the injector, before promptly filling one vial with the finished potion and quickly corking it.

'It worked!' I realized, full of happiness, as I carefully examined the crimson liquid. I then filled another vial and handed it to Theo to try it out.

Theo stared incredulously at the unassuming vial. He looked as if his whole world had suddenly crumbled before his very eyes.

But then he snapped out of it and exclaimed with unrestrained excitement, "This is revolutionary...!"

I chuckled with amusement as I went to examine my own sample. I did the same as I had many times before. I carefully uncorked the potion and sniffed it. Not noticing anything out of place, I then took a sip.

"Huh?" I furrowed my brows in confusion. 'Wait a minute...' The potion itself tasted the same as always, but there was something off about it... and it took me a moment to realize what it was.

'It's fizzy...' I widened my eyes in sudden realization. Not wanting to draw any premature conclusions, I promptly made a shallow cut on my finger with a knife before dropping a few droplets of the potion on it, quickly noticing it worked just fine.

Then I looked back at the vial before taking another sip. I thoughtfully rolled the peculiar liquid around my mouth, 'Hmm, interesting... I thought amusingly. I guess I just invented a fizzy healing potion.
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                When we were finished examining the potion's samples, Theo looked at me with a complicated face and said, "I still can't believe it... This turns everything I've learned so far about alchemy on its head."

Despite Theo's ongoing effort to carefully hide his growing elation behind a veil of detached curiosity, his shining eyes betrayed the fact that he was beyond excited about the possibilities this little side project of mine had now opened.

I simply smiled while I dutifully continued filling vial after vial, as I didn't want to waste any drop of the precious crimson liquid flowing through the pipes of the assembly.

But when I was about halfway done emptying the tank, I furrowed my brows as the liquid began losing its bright red color and slowly reverting back to its original amber one.

I released a sigh, 'Hmm, so it's still not enough...' I thought with frustration. The first half of the batch was just fine, but as soon as the vessel began to empty, some air must have got inside it as it was not exactly airtight, which in turn led to the degradation of the remaining liquid.

'If this is not enough, what else can I do?' I contemplated the issue as I looked at the whole assembly, deep in thought. I was wondering if I should add more of the dry ice pellets during the filling process, but I quickly discarded that idea as that would most certainly lead to the whole batch freezing solid.

But then another idea struck me as I remembered something Theo said to me a while back. He raised an eyebrow, as he must have noticed me staring at him. "What?" He asked curiously.

"Ehm..." I cleared my throat while I quickly organized my thoughts. "You told me during one of our conversations a few months ago that there are several types of potion vials, correct?"

"Yes, that's right... But why are you asking about that all of a sudden?" He replied with a slight confusion.

I smiled at him in return. "Do you see this?" I asked as I showed him one of the degraded potions. "It seems there is still some amount of degradation happening, and I was thinking..."

I then pointed at one of the vials, "You said that there are special vials for the high-tier potions that have some sort of inscription on them that slows down degradation."

"Yes, that's true..." He said but then he widened his eyes. "Wait... you can't possibly think of using it here! That would be imp..." Theo blurted out before promptly stopping himself and looking away in embarrassment.

He probably wanted to say it was impossible, but as I had already proven to him multiple times today that I had found a way to make the impossible quite possible, he quickly stopped himself.

He instead put on a thoughtful expression, contemplating my idea for a while before finally saying, "There is a reason those inscriptions are used only on the high-tier potions, you know..."

Theo then pointed at the infusion vessel, saying, "They are inscribed upon the vials using the very same magic ink that we use to draw the alchemical formations themselves, so you can imagine how expensive something like this is... Thus, to use it on something as big as this tank..."

He shook his head. "It would most certainly cost you a fortune... Besides, those inscriptions were never meant to be used on anything larger than a potion vial, so they might not even work properly. At the very least, you'd need a very powerful catalyst." He finished his explanation as he waved his hand dismissively.

I raised an eyebrow, seeing his obvious reluctance toward the idea. "But you didn't say it was impossible... so you must think there is a chance for it to work." I winked at him.

Theo showed an awkward smile as he scratched the back of his head. "Ehehe... normally I certainly would, but after today I'm a lot more reluctant to use that word when I'm with you... There is a slight chance it might work, but I never heard of anyone trying it."

He then paused for a second before adding in a slight embarrassment. "Not to mention, I don't know those particular inscriptions. They are an extremely difficult thing to learn, and although I don't want to admit it, I had trouble learning them, so the only person who would know them is my Master, and I'm pretty sure he won't help you with this..."

"Don't worry about it." I showed him a bright smile. "I'm sure that my new tutor would be able to help us with this problem as she is a real mage."

Theo widened his eyes for the umpteenth time. "Wait, that new magi everyone is talking about who recently arrived in Ereneth is your tutor?"

"That's right!" I proclaimed proudly. "Although she doesn't talk much, she is actually extremely knowledgeable," I said to the flabbergasted Theo, who was just staring at me in bewilderment.

"So what do you say? Will you help me with this?" I finally asked Theo the most important question and the main reason I invited him today.

Theo released a heavy sigh and showed a helpless smile. "You knew you had me after you showed me the finished potion, right? I can't miss something like this... This could be the most important breakthrough in the art of potion-making ever since the discovery of the alchemy formation itself."

However, in the next moment, he furrowed his brow as he seemed to remember something. "But wait... You never told me how you plan to sell them. Even if we use my Alchemist mark, if we flood the market with hundreds of potions, the Alchemist Guild will surely come after us."

"Don't worry about it. I know just the right person who will help us with this." I smiled mysteriously as the image of Dominic's domineering figure surfaced in my mind.

So in the end, Theo eagerly agreed that he would become my partner and that we would open an alchemist's workshop together under his name as a cover.

Having finished our discussion, I then went to promptly discard the rest of the degraded potions and clean everything up. And right after I said my farewells to Theo and saw him off, I went to the upper floor to seek out Lily so that I could ask her about those peculiar inscriptions.

I wanted to solve this issue quickly, as I desired to put the new potions on the market before the winter hit, as that is the one time of the year when many people get sick and consequently die without access to proper medicines.

I wasn't any sort of samaritan, so helping people wasn't my primary goal, although saving lives was a nice side effect to have. However, what I really cared about right now was quite simple: popularity.

If I flood the market with potions so cheap that even the lowest commoners would be able to afford them, I will consequently become immensely popular among the common folk, and many people will be indebted to me for saving their lives or the lives of their loved ones.

Thus, when the Alchemist's Guild finally comes after us for disrupting the market and damaging their profits, I will have the whole city on my side. And when the issue gets in front of the Count himself, he won't be able to shut us down, as he would then look like a heartless tyrant for denying his subjects access to cheap medicines, thus destroying his meticulously crafted persona of a benevolent ruler.

I couldn't help but smile as I imagined the chaos I would soon unleash upon Ereneth with this invention of mine.

I arrived in front of Lily's room, but when I knocked on the doors, there was no answer. 'Hmm, that's weird... She is normally holed up in her room every time she is not teaching me.' I thought confusedly before making a quick scan with my magic sense, confirming that her room was indeed empty.

So I went back downstairs, where I stumbled upon one of my maids, who told me that they had seen Lily leaving the house earlier and heading into the city. 'Interesting, never mind, I will ask her later, I thought as I decided to deal with the issue of distribution first.

Ever since I first struck the deal with Dominic, I never saw the man again and instead dealt only with Sam, who became something akin to my personal connection with Dominic's gang.

Thus I donned my plain, worn-out clothes, and using the servant's entrance in the kitchen, I disappeared into the winding streets of Ereneth, heading straight for the slums in the Northern Quarter.

Before I got to the hidden inn located deep within the slum area, the sun began lowering itself behind the horizon, and I had to carefully navigate the dangerous alleyways in the dim twilight.

But I wasn't complaining; on the contrary, I preferred it, as that way, being submerged in darkness, nobody would recognize me. Soon I entered the inn, and sure enough, I instantly spotted Sam's familiar figure crouching over a mug of ale at his favorite spot in the corner.

I quietly sat on the empty chair beside him and, without lowering my hood, addressed him. "Long time no see..."

He looked at me, startled by the sudden interruption, but then he recognized me. "It's you..." He carefully looked around before leaning closer and whispering. "What are you doing here...? We weren't supposed to meet today."

"I need to see Dominic," I replied in a confident voice.

Sam chuckled "You very well know that's not how it works... If you have something to say, you tell me, and I make sure it reaches his ears." He said as he took a swig of ale.

I smiled as I placed one of the newly made potions on the table between us. "I have a new product, and I'm sure he will want to hear all about it..."
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                I smiled as I placed one of the newly made potions on the table between us. Its precious contents glittered in the dim light of the tavern. "I have a new product, and I'm sure he will want to hear all about it..."

Sam's eyes flickered with avarice as he gazed at the potion in front of him. He quickly reached out, grabbing the small vial with his rough fingers. While he was examining the potion from every possible angle, he slightly tilted his head to the side.

"This looks exactly the same as the other potions..." Sam said with a slight confusion on his face before uncorking it and taking a small sip. However, as soon as he tasted the fizzy liquid, his eyes widened in astonishment.

I chuckled a little while observing his startled reaction. "Well, you're right; besides some minor details, it is basically the same thing. However, we are not talking about quality here... but rather about quantity instead."

I then looked at him with a subtle smile playing on my lips. "You see... My friend came up with a new method to mass produce the healing potions, allowing him to make dozens of them in the same amount of time any other alchemist would be able to craft a single one..."

"Are you serious?" Sam murmured, his voice filled with both wonder and greed.

I simply smiled at him. "So what about that meeting?"

Sam nodded, his eyes locking onto the vial as if it held the secrets of the universe. "Alright, I'll hold on to this one and try to arrange a meeting with the boss. But remember, you will owe me for this favor..."

I couldn't help but laugh as he seemed to be driven by nothing but greed. I promptly stood up, discreetly slipping a silver coin into his palm before heading straight for the door.

I hurried through the dark alleys back home to the Western District, making sure to carefully avoid anyone who might prowl the quiet streets of the city at this late hour.

I silently slipped back into the mansion's kitchen using the same side entrance, as I didn't want anyone to see me in my disguise. However, as soon as I stepped inside the house, I immediately noticed the enticing aroma permeating the whole building.

'Ah, perfect! I made it just in time for dinner.' I thought pleasantly as I headed straight for my room for a quick change of clothes before heading for dinner.

I arrived in the dining hall at the exact time the first course was being served. I quietly slipped into my seat at the head of the table, but my feeble attempt at discretion was not nearly enough to escape my sister's piercing gaze. Helga's wide eyes bore into me, and I shifted uncomfortably under their intensity.

"Where were you all day? She asked with a clear annoyance in her voice.

"You never come back to the tea party, leaving me to deal with everything on my own! Not to mention Miss Myra looked really sad that she couldn't say her goodbyes to you." Helga spoke reproachfully.

I gulped nervously while quickly trying to come up with a suitable excuse, as I wanted to keep my other activities a secret. 'Is it just me, or does she start to resemble our mother when she's angry?' I thought apprehensively as my sight traveled across the table, finally settling on Lily's small figure.

I silently pleaded for support, but Lily simply continued to eat quietly, her eyes fixed on her plate, while she pretended like I didn't exist at all.

With no other option, I shifted uncomfortably as I cleared my throat. "Ehm... I'm sorry I wasn't able to be there. But as I said before, I had to deal with some important matters, and the tea party slipped out of my mind..."

Wanting to placate her, I quickly added. "But I'm very much looking forward to going to the Harvest Festival with both of you! On the same note, you, as my sister, need to look splendid, so I was thinking of taking you to the city tomorrow to shop for some suitable dresses. What do you say?"

Helga's gaze softened a little, but she still looked at me admonishingly, not wanting to let me off the hook so easily. So I had to also promise her to write a letter to Myra apologizing for my unsightly behavior.

I sighed with resignation, shaking my head in slight amusement. 'She's really like our mother...'

"So, how did the rest of the tea party go?" I asked Helga, trying to quickly change the topic.

"It was amazing!" Helga exclaimed. "Miss Myra told me so many interesting things about the city, and I can't wait to see it all for myself!"

I simply smiled and said, "That's good to hear..."

After this, we continued eating in silence, but then I remembered that I wanted to ask Lily about those inscriptions...

I turned my head toward her, asking, "Master, would you have a moment after dinner? I'd like to ask you about something..."

Lily raised her head briefly, finally acknowledging my presence, and simply nodded. After the dinner ended, we took our seats in one of the adjacent solons, where we would have some peace and quiet.

I made sure nobody was eavesdropping before briefly telling her about the inscriptions used to preserve potion vials and that I wanted to try using them on something slightly bigger before finally asking the burning question if she would help me with it.

"...No."

I raised my eyebrows at such a blatant refusal. "You can't, or you won't?"

She looked at me like I was an idiot. "...I'm here to teach you, that's all."

I released a sigh. "So if I hypothetically hired you as a venerable researcher for a little side project, would you do it?"

She tilted her head to the side and seemed to briefly think about it before she nodded, saying, "...200 silver."

The corners of my mouth twitched a little. 'That greedy...,' I thought with clear indignation. I'm already paying her quite handsomely, so would it kill her to show a little appreciation toward her poor pupil?

But I knew very well that she wouldn't budge when she made a decision, so I had no choice but to agree to her outrageous demand.

I found out right away that Lily never lifts a finger to do anything not specifically written in our contract. It's a good thing I let the Merchant's Guild clerks craft the contract for me, specifying every little detail of our arrangement.

'I wonder what she needs all that money for as she rarely goes into the city and always wears the exact same clothes all the time...' Those were my last thoughts before I retired to my chambers for the night.

***

The following morning, I kept my promise to Helga and decided to take her to the same luxurious store where I bought my outfit. We took my brand new carriage for the journey to not draw any unnecessary attention by walking, as my face was now pretty recognizable.

Its sleek black lacquer glinted in the bright sunlight, and I looked out of the window with delight as the horses trotted along. Inside, crimson velvet seating cushioned us like a cloud, and Helga marveled at the opulence of it all.

The driver kept his eyes straight ahead, ever mindful of my request to go unnoticed. The road buzzed with life and activity on this beautiful morning, and I couldn't help but smile. It sure was a pleasant experience to have someone drive you around.

We soon arrived at the entrance of the store, its imposing facade adorned with intricate carvings. I promptly stepped out of the carriage, making sure there were no curious onlookers, before helping Helga out and quickly ushering her into the store's lofty parlor.

The store's heavy oak doors creaked open, welcoming us into a world of lavish elegance. Helga was looking at everything with a slightly startled expression, betraying her humble origins, as she had yet to be fully accustomed to the life of opulence and extravagance that awaited her from now on.

Before long, we were approached by the same middle-aged woman attendant with keen eyes who assisted me the last time I came here. However, as soon as she laid eyes on me, she instantly recognized me, and her demeanor couldn't be more different than the last time we met.

She quickly offered a polite bow, addressing me respectfully. "Welcome, young master Darian. We are so honored that you decided to grace us with your presence today."

Helga blinked a few times before turning her puzzled face toward me, probably wondering why the attendant was addressing me so respectfully. I realized that she didn't know how big of a deal being a mage actually was.

But I also couldn't help but roll my eyes at such a blatant attempt to win my favor. I released a sigh and simply nodded at the attendant before quickly stating my request, as I wanted to get out of this awkward situation as soon as possible.

"We're here to pick a dress for my sister. Something suitable for the Harvest Festival..." I said with an authoritative voice.
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                As I wanted to be quickly done with this, I didn't bother with the usual pleasantries and rather went straight to the point. "We're here to pick a dress for my sister. Something suitable for the Harvest Festival..." I said with an authoritative voice.

The attendant paled in horror. "But sir... the Harvest Festival is less than two weeks away! It's not nearly enough time to design a new dress fit for a lady!"

"Hmm?" I raised an eyebrow, as I didn't quite understand what she was fussing about. "I'm sure you must have some showcase dresses that could be adjusted for Helga..."

She shifted uncomfortably. "That we sure have... It's only that having to depend on such a troublesome solution could lead to an undesirable outcome..."

'What is she blabbing about? It's just a stupid dress,' I thought with growing irritation. But then a realization dawned on me as I remembered something. 'Ahh, it's that weird custom... It's apparently a disgrace for a woman from high society to be seen in the same dress as someone else...'

Throwing a covert glance at my sister, I chuckled a little, as I was pretty sure Helga wouldn't care about something frivolous like that, as she would be more than thrilled just to have any kind of frilly dress at all...

I then released a sigh as I looked at the attendant in front of me, who looked quite miserable in the difficult situation I had subjected her to. 'What to do...?' I wondered, as I didn't want to spend more money on this than was absolutely necessary, but on the other hand, I also couldn't afford to look like a cheapskate.

In high society, reputation was everything, and right now I needed to look nothing but wealthy and strong as I was about to release my new product to the market. Thus, in the end, I reluctantly agreed to order one pre-made dress for the festival and also order another one that would be designed from scratch exclusively for Helga.

The attendant nodded graciously and led us deeper into the store, where rows of luxurious fabrics in every shade imaginable lined the walls, and soon many elegant gowns were laid in front of us.

Helga's eyes widened in wonder as she was momentarily overwhelmed by the grandeur of it all. We then spent hours selecting the perfect fabric, discussing intricate details, and considering various styles. Well, more like Helga and the attendant did it, as I wasn't at all versed in the intricacies of the latest fashion, nor did I care for it.

I passed the time submerged in my own thoughts, repeating all the magical incantations I knew of over and over again to chase away boredom as I waited for my sister.

After a long while that felt like an eternity, Helga finally emerged from the back room, where another attendant took her measurements, and we were at last done.

As we were leaving the store, Helga's excitement was almost palpable. "Thank you so much, Darian!" she exclaimed with a radiant smile, her voice filled with gratitude.

I simply patted her shoulder. "Don't worry about it. You deserve nothing but the very best. I'm sure this year's Harvest Festival will be something to remember..."

***

The next day, my heart raced as I impatiently awaited Sam's reply about meeting Dominic. By now, everyone in the city knew who I was, so continuing to hide my identity from Dominic's gang was kind of pointless. Thus, I gave Sam my address so that he could contact me directly instead of relying on a dead drop like we had been doing up to this point.

But sadly, there was still no news, so for now, I decided to deal with other important matters, like, for example, finally figuring out how to preserve my potions. Thus, after a quick breakfast the next morning, I excused myself and said goodbye to Helga, who was eagerly preparing for her etiquette lesson.

As I was passing her on my way out of the dining hall, I couldn't help but raise an eyebrow, as I had never seen her go to her lessons with such vigor before. I chuckled to myself, thinking she must be really looking forward to the Harvest Festival...

I then went straight toward Lily's room, as my master rarely comes down for breakfast. I knocked on the door and patiently waited for Lily to respond. I didn't have to wait for long, as she opened the very next moment, and her small figure promptly emerged from within her room.

"Good morning, Master." I smiled at her. "I was thinking we could start with the research project today, as I need it to be done as soon as possible..."

Lily simply nodded. "...Okay. Wait a bit," she said, slipping back into her room.

I released a sigh as I thought, 'This has already cost me so much more than I anticipated, so it better be worth it...'

After a while, my Master emerged once again, but this time she was holding a large, ornate book in her short arms.

We then went to the study, and I was throwing curious glances at the tome, as I had never seen Lily with such an elaborate, expensive-looking book before. She laid it carefully on the table, and I could finally see what it was.

The title read: Anthology of Arcane Symbols, and like the majority of the magic tomes, it too was written in the same weird, flowing script I had so much trouble learning back at Isadora's shop.

I couldn't help but show a weary smile as I remembered all the sleepless nights I spent trying to memorize its weird shapes and contours. It was apparently called the ancient script, and it was the original language of magic. This means that all spells and inscriptions are also written in this very same script.

Since every mage on the Continent uses this ancient language to chant their spells and write inscriptions, the language itself has become a sign of power and status. This consequently led other nobles who weren't born as mages to start using the ancient script too.

They started transcribing the common tongue into the ancient script in order to appear somewhat connected to magic and keep their appearance as well as their status, thus making the ancient script widespread during the course of history.

Nowadays, every important text is written in the script, along with many mundane things like labels on medicine vials. I couldn't see any benefit in this, as both reading and writing in the script were much harder than normal letters, but oh well...

As I was submerged in my own thoughts, Lily promptly opened the book and threw me a questioning look.

'Oh, right!' I quickly realized and passed her a folded piece of paper I took out of my pocket. I wasn't able to secure a real high-tier potion as they were extremely rare and expensive, but I had Theo copy those symbols from his own notes.

Technically, it was forbidden to share such knowledge with any non-alchemists. However, ever since I demonstrated to him my potion-making skills, he has been a lot more open-minded, almost like a completely different person.

Lily carefully examined the notes and then furrowed her brows slightly. She then procured a pen out of nowhere and started making some changes. She sometimes compared the symbols to the ones in her book as she mumbled something intangible.

Before long, she nodded with what looked like satisfaction and said, "...This could work. But to use it on something larger than a vial, you will also need an essence gem."

"An essence gem?" I asked confusedly, as I had never heard of such a term.

Lily sighed "...This is not something a novice like you should concern himself with, but since you decided to meddle in such an advanced topic, I might as well tell you."

She then smoothly slipped into her "Professor Lily" persona and started explaining. I listened attentively, worrying about how much something like that might cost me. But the more she told me about those peculiar gems, the more I tilted my head to the side in confusion.

'Wait a minute...' I thought as a sudden realization dawned on me. I then broke into a wide smile. 'I think I already have those!'

My thoughts then quickly traveled to those small crystals I got from monster corpses during my adventures in the wilderness over the years. I had been meaning to ask Lily about those for a long time, but with how busy I was all the time, there was never a good opportunity for it.

Since I was now a wealthy landowner and an Aspirant on top of that, I could easily fabricate a story that I had bought them from a passing caravan. Not to mention that Lily had no idea about my humble origins, so she wouldn't think much about it...

Thus, I turned my head toward my still-explaining master and eagerly interjected in a confident tone, "I just now realized I might already have such a gem in my collection..."
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                "Wait... I think I already have such a gem in my collection...!" I exclaimed eagerly.

Lily, who was still explaining about the gem's properties, promptly stopped and looked at me in annoyance.

"Ah, sorry... I just remembered something," I quickly apologized with an awkward smile.

My master sighed and continued. For now, I decided to focus on Lily's lesson, as there will be plenty of time to fetch my gems later.

It was a very interesting topic, indeed. When a monster dies, there is a small chance that the residual essence inside its body will condense and subsequently harden in the form of an essence gem. They are extremely rare, and in order to form, they require a significant amount of residual essence to be present in the body; thus, they are usually found only in the bodies of very powerful monsters.

Their primary use was as a power source for artifacts and powerful enchantments. Not to mention that they could apparently also be used to strengthen the bodies of magi themselves. But Lily didn't go into much detail about it, as it is apparently a very advanced subject, so I would learn about it sometime later in the course of my studies.

They came in various shapes and sizes, so in order to standardize them, they were organized into several tiers, which are: Petty, Minor, Exquisite, Great, and lastly, the Legendary tier.

Every increase in tier means that the gem can hold exponentially more essence, which consequently means that the high-tier gems are also exponentially more expensive and precious.

'Hmm, I wonder to which tier my gems belong...' I thought excitedly. Apparently, it was the job of an Artificer to sort them out. I also learned that there is even supposed to be an Artificer right here in Ereneth, although I have never had the opportunity to meet him.

Artificers were another auxiliary magic craft alongside the Alchemists and Arcane scribes where those with insignificant magic talents could find their use. The main job of an Artificer was the crafting of artifacts, but they also appraised and traded essence gems.

After Lily finished her explanations, I couldn't help but smile as I promptly excused myself and hurried to my room, where I kept my own essence gems hidden inside a secret cavity beneath the floor that I myself created during the mansion's reconstruction. It was for the exact purpose of hiding my most prized possessions.

I carefully took out the unassuming pouch from its hiding place and emptied its precious contents into my hand. I gently caressed the three small gems as the light softly reflected from their pristine surfaces, each sporting different colors.

'So which one should I use?' I wondered with furrowed brows. I took out the smallest one, which I had obtained after fighting the bear-like monster all the way back in the Forest next to our village.

'Hmm, this should be enough...' I thought as I quickly put the other ones back into the pouch, which I then returned to its hiding place before returning to the study. I was hoping I would be able to use the bigger ones for something more momentous than a simple preservation spell.

I then proudly presented the essence gem to Lily, and I could clearly see that her indifferent face for the first time broke into a genuine surprise.

"...It's so big." She said with wide eyes. She ran her fingers gently over the surface as if it were an ancient artifact.

'Well, of course it is! It is after all one of my most prized possessions.' I thought with a proud smile.

Luckily, Lily didn't ask where I got it, and I was fine with that, so I took her straight to the basement into my makeshift laboratory, where I showed her the infusion vessel on which I wanted to perform the spell.

Lily simply nodded with a deadpan expression, apparently not in the least interested in what I was doing here.

'Huh?' I blinked a few times, looking at Lily's indifferent face. 'She really doesn't care...?' I thought incredulously. Then I couldn't help but laugh. 'So all the time I spent coming up with credible excuses was for nothing...?' I shook my head dejectedly.

But then I looked at Lily again, and my appreciation for her increased sharply. 'She really is the perfect worker... She does what is asked of her and never asks any questions.' I nodded with pleasure at how well things were going.

Lily, meanwhile, produced a small pouch with an unknown substance. She then procured a short mahogany wand out of nowhere and gently lowered its tip inside the pouch.

In the next moment, I was left staring at her with an open mouth as she began slowly raising her wand, to which a trail of golden dust was somehow connected.

She then started drawing intricate symbols in the air with the golden dust. As each individual symbol was completed, it briefly shone and proceeded to fly toward the wall of the infusion vessel.

Soon, they began to form an intricate magic circle. After it was done, Lily took out the essence gem before also touching it with the tip of the wand. The gem started shining and, like a magnet, stuck itself right into the center of the circle. The whole circle then shined brightly for a fleeting moment before slowly dimming until it was barely noticeable.

Lily looked at it briefly, and then she nodded with what seemed like satisfaction. "...It's done."

'Wait... that's all?' I thought after I composed myself from my awe, I paid her so much money expecting it would take a long time to research the inscription, and she simply went and did it just like that? 'Well, never mind, at least it is finally done...'

I then went to examine the magic circle in question. I ran my fingers across the symbols, which were perfectly inscribed into the metal surface of the vessel and were almost unnoticeable.

But what was very noticeable was the low hum that emanated from the circle, and the air itself was teeming with energy—a clear sign that the enchantment was working.

As I walked back to my room, I almost couldn't contain my growing excitement over the fact that nothing was stopping me from starting a full-scale production of the potions. Now, the final piece of the puzzle left is hearing back from Dominic...

***

It took almost a week until I received the message I was waiting for. It was just a simple piece of paper with an address and a time of day without any kind of signature. But I knew very well who sent it. 'Finally...' was my only thought as I went to quickly change into my plain clothes and head into the city.

When I arrived at the appointed location, instead of a familiar figure of Sam, there stood two menacing-looking men with broad shoulders and rough faces. They didn't say a single word; instead, they gave me a simple jute bag and motioned for me to put it over my head.

I smirked as I decided to entertain them. 'Fools...' I thought as they led me through the dark alleys. Even without my eyes, I could see perfectly well thanks to my magic sense.

The night air was cool and crisp, and the sounds of our footsteps echoed loudly across the empty streets. To my surprise, they didn't take me to the slums as I was expecting, but rather to an old warehouse in the craftsman's district.

Although I was unfamiliar with this part of the city, thanks to my magic sense, I could at least tell in which direction we were walking. Not to mention, I could sense anyone who might lurk in the darkness, so I would be able to quickly react to any unexpected situation.

About half an hour later, we finally stopped at a peculiar building. At first glance, it seemed abandoned, but it had light shining out from under the worn-out door on one side of it. After giving each other tense glances, the thugs promptly removed the bag from my head and gestured towards the door.

Taking a deep breath, I steeled my resolve and opened the old creaking door, which led to a large room where I immediately recognized Dominic's domineering figure standing in the center. But then I slightly furrowed my brows as beside him stood an unfamiliar man wearing fine merchant clothes, and both of them were surrounded by many guards armed to the teeth.

I couldn't help but smile with amusement, as they must now consider me quite a threat to warrant such precautions. 'Not that it would help them very much,' I thought as I closed the distance, coming within the circle of light created by the several torches placed around the warehouse.

The merchant looked at me appraisingly and said with a raised eyebrow, "So this is that wondrous child that you discovered?"

Dominic turned his head toward me and began laughing, "Hahaha! That's exactly him..." He then looked at me directly and addressed me with a vicious-looking smile, saying, "So you weren't a simple errand boy after all..."
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                I stood in the abandoned warehouse somewhere in the craftsman's district. The light from the few flickering torches cast long shadows across its rough, dilapidated walls. The scent of stale ale and damp wood permeated the air as I cautiously observed the small group of men before me.

The presence of an unfamiliar figure right beside Dominic made me even more guarded than I already was. 'Who is he?' I silently wondered while looking at the unassuming man. Still, I decided to let it be for now and focus on the others.

Although they all seemed slightly more cautious toward me, they didn't seem too bothered by my new status as an Aspirant, nor did they show me any respect for it, and I was fine with that... It actually made things a lot easier and more straightforward.

Dominic looked directly at me and said with a vicious-looking smile, "So you weren't a simple errand boy after all..."

I looked at him back and replied with a mysterious smile. "Well, of course not... How else could I become friends with an alchemist?"

Dominic was sizing me up for a while before finally bursting into laughter. "Hahaha! That's true. You got me good back then; I'll give you that..."

I couldn't help but smirk inwardly. 'It didn't even cross their minds that I was the one who made those potions in the first place...' I thought amusingly.

He then leaned forward, his smile disappearing from his face. "From now on, there won't be any more games... If you cross me in the future, there will be some very unpleasant consequences for you..."

My eyes narrowed as I listened to him while weighing my options. It was indeed a dangerous game that I was playing, one that could lead me to either riches beyond my wildest dreams or plunge me straight into a pit of treachery and deceit.

But before I had a chance to respond, he slipped back into his previous jovial mood as if nothing happened at all. "You wanted to talk with me?" He then spread out his arms theatrically. "So here I am!"

I could hear my heart pounding as I tried to steady my breathing. "Ehm," I cleared my throat and quickly gathered my thoughts.

I then looked at him with a courteous smile. "As you must already know, since you agreed to the meeting, my friend and I have created a new product..."

Dominic smirked as he took a small vial out of his pocket. Half of its contents were already gone, and the rest showed signs of severe degradation.

"You mean this, right?" He pointed at the vial before adding, "I had it appraised, you know... and it seems your friend's skills have somewhat numbed as this appears to be of a much lower quality, not to mention the weird taste..."

"As I have already mentioned to Sam, it's not about the quality but the fact that we now can make many of them," I replied smugly.

This prompted another round of laughter out of Dominic. "Hahaha! What's the point of having loads of them if the nobles won't buy..."

"That's why we lower their price and offer them to the commoners. They wouldn't care that the potions are a bit less efficient if they can save their lives..." I pointed out the main advantage of my plan.

Dominic widened his eyes. "When they made you into a mage, did they also drop you on your head? Why, by the gods, would we lower the price? This has been the biggest smash we ever had, and you want us to lower the price?"

I sighed as I realized this would be much more difficult than I initially anticipated. Dominic, as it seemed, had no education in basic economics. All he saw was the gold pile right before him, but he refused to see the even bigger pile of gold down the line if we implemented the economy of scale...

I threw a look at the merchant standing in the corner, who simply observed our exchange with a subtle smile playing on his lips, not saying anything.

I tried to make Dominic see the light a few more times, but I quickly realized that all my attempts were futile.

'I guess this puts a quick and unfortunate end to my original plan of working with Dominic to help me with the distribution and slowly transform my operations into a legitimate business…'

I couldn't help but furrow my brows as such an abrupt conclusion posed an important question - what to do now?

I won't abandon my plans as I have already invested too many resources, not to mention I didn't like relying solely on the black market or the people running it as it posed too much risk.

Thus, in the end, I simply decided to put him before a done deal as I was unwilling to compromise on this.

"You see… This is not negotiable. Now that my friend has become a true Alchemist, he wants to open his own Alchemist's workshop, so this matter is something that he is not willing to compromise on..."

Dominic instantly became alert, and he squinted his eyes at me. "That was not part of our deal..."

I looked straight into his eyes. "Well, it is now..."

"You think too much of yourself, boy..." He spat as he brandished a long hunting knife, pointing it at me.

"Are you sure you want to test me?" I said evenly as I flared my essence, making the air in the room crackle with static electricity.

This prompted the guards to instantly brandish their weapons, warily observing me, ready to strike at the slightest provocation.

'So what to do? Should I just kill him and be done with it?' I contemplated as I clenched my fists, mentally preparing for anything. But I was hesitant to make the first move as this could have unforeseeable circumstances, especially since a third party is present...

But before the situation could escalate further, the merchant, who was until now simply observing things, finally spoke.

He lazily raised his hand, trying to defuse the tense situation. "Gentlemen, let's not be hasty. I'm sure we can come to some mutually beneficial agreement..."

He attempted to appear amiable, but my gaze saw beyond the facade he was putting up. His shrewd gaze reminded me of a hawk eyeing its prey...

'This one is really dangerous,' I quickly realized. Dominic was also dangerous, but in a more straightforward way, so I knew what to expect. This merchant, however, always concealed his true thoughts behind a thick veil of politeness, leaving me in the dark about his real intentions.

But I couldn't deny that his words were quite effective. Dominic quickly sheathed his knife and signaled to the guards to do the same. It almost looked like he was Dominic's boss. However, it was not noticeable from the amicable way they were talking with each other.

'Never mind, that's not important right now...' All I wanted was to get this over with, as having to be constantly alert and ready for anything was very draining on my mind.

The merchant then turned his head toward me with a bright smile. "So please tell us what you have in mind?"

I exhaled with almost visible relief. 'Finally, we are getting somewhere...'

Since I resolved not to kill them all right now, which I gather would be a terrible decision as their organization must number dozens of people who would most likely want to exact revenge on me and my family - thus,I decided to put up an act and try to appease them.

I returned his smile, saying, "With the scale we're planning, it'll be impossible to hide who created the potions. So, we need to find a way to distribute them without the Alchemist Guild sniffing around..."

The merchant leaned closer, his voice a soft, honeyed whisper that dripped with both charm and threat. "Hmm, that is a very tall order, I must say... The Alchemist Guild is mighty and has eyes and ears all over the city..."

'Here we go,' I thought with a weary smile. I then looked him straight in the eyes and gave my offer.

"We can give the same amount of potions we were providing till now free of charge as a sign of appreciation for our ongoing partnership and the same amount on top of that for protecting our business from any meddling by the Alchemist Guild..."

The merchant threw a glance at Dominic, who was seething with anger beside us. "What do you say, my friend? Would that be acceptable?"

"Hmph!" Dominic scoffed as he regarded me with a calculating gaze. "Alright, I can agree to that... But try pulling such crap on me ever again, and you will wish you were never born..."

"Very well, we have a deal..." I said, my voice steady despite the uncertainty gnawing at my gut.

As we shook hands to seal the arrangement, I couldn't help but wonder if I had just made the proverbial deal with the devil.

We then parted ways. I hurried out of the building, wanting to be out of there as soon as possible. In front of the warehouse, I was once again forced to put the jute bag over my head and follow the pair of thugs into the dark, silent city.

It was almost dawn when I finally arrived home, but I was too distressed by the previous events to think about sleep right now. I was feeling both excited and nervous about the days to come. I managed to dodge a bullet back there as, at one point, it looked like things would turn south, but luckily, everything worked out fine.

I was happy with leaving things as they are for the time being. It was better dealing with the devil, you know, aka Dominic, than having someone else take his place, someone who might be even harder to deal with...
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                The sun shone brightly on the day of the Harvest Festival, causing a sparkle in Helga's eyes as she prepared for her momentous debut in the city's society. She hummed happily as the maids helped her put on her new dress, which I gifted her for this very occasion.

I couldn't help but shake my head, still flabbergasted by how much this damn thing had cost me. But, of course, I couldn't deny that it was indeed a splendid gown. It was made of deep burgundy velvet that emphasized my sister's graceful figure. The fabric flowed down in beautiful waves all the way to the floor, and it was decorated with intricate embroidery.

The sleeves were wide and flowing. They billowed gracefully as she moved, adding a touch of timeless beauty to her every gesture. The mere sight of it was enough to take Helga's breath away as she looked at herself in the mirror. I could tell by the look on her face that she was beyond excited for today.

Shortly after breakfast, we hopped into the carriage. We drove the short distance toward Myra's family residence to pick her up, as I promised her during the tea party that I would take her to the festival.

Myra also looked splendid, although her dress appeared much more modest than my sister's. Nevertheless, they both looked beautiful in their own way. It was almost inevitable that they would draw a lot of attention during the festivities, something that I was both glad for and slightly worried about at the same time.

"Darian! Helga!" Myra happily greeted us as she entered the carriage, sitting beside Helga across from me. But she then narrowed her eyes, looking at me admonishingly, "You are late! The ceremony will begin shortly..."

I couldn't help but show her a helpless smile. "There was nothing I could do about that. Helga took her sweet time getting ready."

This, in turn, prompted Helga to throw me an offended look. "How can you blame me? I have never worn such an elaborate dress before!" Helga interjected.

Myra, meanwhile, was silently admiring Helga's new dress. "I must say you look breathtakingly beautiful in such a dress! You're like a proper lady now..."

She then turned toward me and added with a confused look. "It never stops to amaze me how well you two have settled here... having such an amazing home, a carriage, and being able to afford such fine dresses; where do you get the money to pay for all of this?"

"Hahaha! You should ask your uncle, as it was he who introduced me to investing. And I've had quite a winning streak recently!" I replied, trying to appear confident, while on the inside, I was sweating nervously, hoping she wouldn't continue sniffing around such a dangerous topic."

But luckily, I was saved by the fact that we were already entering the main square area where the festival takes place. We couldn't get all the way there as the square itself was already packed full of people, so the driver dropped us off at the corner, and we made the rest of the way on foot.

With my status, we would be permitted to sit with all the nobles and dignitaries at the tribune. Still, I didn't like the attention that would be directed at me, not to mention I wanted to avoid meeting certain people there, so I opted to stay in the front rows of the crowd among the rich merchants and other wealthy citizens.

We arrived at the main square just as the festival began. I could feel the almost palpable excitement within the large crowd of people before us.

Before we had time to find a good spot, the High Priest had already ascended the main stage and began his long sermon, so we decided to stay at the crowd's edge.

The High Priest's speech was very similar to the one he gave the previous year, so I didn't pay much attention. On the other hand, Helga hung at his every word while she fervently prayed with the rest of the crowd for a bountiful harvest.

I raised my eyebrow at such an unexpected show of devotion. 'Hmm, now that I think about it, I had never noticed how religious my sister actually is...' I couldn't help but smile as Helga was starting to resemble our mother more and more since I knew that Mother frequented the village temple quite often.

While pretending to listen like everyone else, I threw a curious look at the tribune, where I recognized many important people. Among them was also the venerable Sir Roderick as well as the Baroness the Fleur. I quickly averted my eyes from them as I didn't want them to notice me. However, I didn't see my fellow Aspirant Jenny anywhere. 'Do they always keep her locked up in the fortress?' I wondered somberly.

I was hoping I could meet with her here and try to pry some pieces of information out of her about what Sir Roderick was teaching her about magic since he so graciously decided to take her under his wings...

But alas, it was not meant to happen today, so instead, I turned my attention back to the stage where the High Priest just finished his sermon, and it was time for the Count to appear to address his loyal subject.

When he took the stage, I noticed that he looked exactly as majestic and imposing as I remembered him. He was not showing any signs of aging at all, although I had learned that he had apparently ruled Ereneth for close to 30 years already.

The Count beckoned to the crowd while everyone happily clapped and shouted. I couldn't help but roll my eyes at such cheap theatrics as, from what I heard about the Count, he acted pretty differently behind the castle's walls than how he liked to present himself to the public.

After the ceremony had ended, it was finally time to enjoy the festival in full. As we waited for the festivities to begin and the stalls to open, we moved closer to the tribune to greet some important people. Since the primary purpose of today's outing was for Helga to debut in society, she needed to be seen.

And seen she was. Everyone's eyes were on my sister as we moved about. I managed to locate Myra's uncle Alaric within the crowd so that he could introduce us to some of his business partners. Although Helga looked slightly startled by all the attention she was now getting, thanks to her hard work in the past weeks, she managed to get through all her interactions with elegant grace, befitting a young lady.

I nodded happily, seeing her progress as she couldn't be more different from that shy village girl she was when she first arrived in the city...

As the day progressed, the festival grew even more lively. Merchants promoted their wares with loud shouts, adding to the already bustling atmosphere.

The air was filled with the aroma of spices, fruits, and freshly cooked meals for miles around. Brightly-colored banners hang from storefronts and stalls, each boasting a variety of dishes made from local ingredients.

The sounds of the festival could be heard all around as the drums beat out a steady rhythm while people happily sang and danced. Performers took to their stages, and we could listen to the lively conversations of people enjoying themselves.

We also took to the stalls, and everywhere we looked, vast arrays of delicious dishes were continuously served on steaming platters. The enticing aroma of grilled meats drifted through the air, beckoning us to come closer.

"Let's try to eat as much as we can!" Helga said eagerly, her eyes sparkling with anticipation. Seeing her behave like a small child in a candy store, I chuckled.

Helga then began busily exploring the various stalls, sampling their delicacies and examining their wares with an excited look in her eyes. At the same time, Myra and I simply watched her with amusement.

"I can't believe how bright and colorful it all looks!" Helga exclaimed in awe, her eyes growing wide with delight. "Look at all these amazing things! I've never seen anything like it." We slowly made our way through each stall in turn – stopping here and there to let my sister marvel at an especially intriguing item or sample yet another culinary delight.

I, too, partake in the food offerings as there are several unique dishes you couldn't taste anywhere else but right here at the festival. They have quite a complex flavor enhanced by adding local seasonal herbs, which I immensely enjoyed.

After a while, we decided to take a break and rest our tired feet. Spotting a small area with a few empty seats, we quickly made our way over and sat down. I lazily stretched my arms with a pleased expression. 'It was a long time since I stuffed myself so full.' I thought.

But right at that moment, my eyes narrowed as I spotted a figure of a man approaching us. I could smell the unmistakable odor of alcohol on his breath. I also saw the malicious intent in his eyes with which he was blatantly eyeing my sister, who was happily chatting with Myra, utterly oblivious to him.

            

    
        Chapter 83: An Unpleasant Situation

    
    
    
    
                Seeing the drunk man eagerly walking toward us, I instantly became alert as this smelled trouble - metaphorically and also literary. But at that moment, the man must have noticed me staring at him as he froze in his steps.

He quickly changed directions, and while pretending nothing had happened, he hurriedly scurried away. I couldn't help but smirk as he knew what was good for him, even in that state.

It was one thing trying to come after a lone woman. Still, it was an entirely different matter if she had an escort, especially someone dressed in expensive-looking clothes like mine. In a status-based society, angering the wrong person could very well cost you your neck.

Although he didn't look like he recognized me personally, he still had enough presence of mind to not risk it, and I was fine with that.

I lazily settled back into my chair, being quite pleased with how the situation resolved itself. Today was my day off, and I sought nothing more but to simply relax... I certainly didn't want to deal with any unreasonable people.

I glanced quickly at Helga, but it seemed she didn't notice anything, which was good. There was no reason to expose her to the ugly side of the city life so soon...

However, this newfound calmness didn't last long. The drunk seemed to pick out another target: a young woman in a light blue dress watching the nearby performers dance.

"Hey there, beautiful," the man slurred; his eyes, which gleamed with intense lust, were firmly fixed on the woman.

She quickly turned her head toward him with a scowl. "I'm not interested..."

The drunk didn't seem particularly bothered by her rejection and continued his advances. "It's a shame for such a pretty lady to be here alone..." He tried to touch her arm, but she managed to slip out of his reach before shouting, "Leave me be!"

I rolled my eyes at such an unsightly scene but decided to ignore it. 'Whatever, it's not my problem; let someone else deal with thi...'

However, before I had a chance to finish that thought, my sister quickly jumped to her feet and stomped in their direction.

I blinked a few times, taken by surprise, but then I once again became alert as this thing was quickly getting out of hand.

Helga took a step forward and planted herself firmly between the two of them, her eyes blazing with anger. "Leave her alone!" She shouted.

"Huh?" the man narrowed his eyes. "Who the hell do you think you are?! Don't meddle in other people's business, wench!" He spat out.

He then tried to brush Helga aside, but she didn't budge. Instead, she raised her fist and, being the strong village girl she was, punched him straight in his face while slightly tearing the edge of her expensive dress in the process.

The unpleasant crunching sound of a broken nose echoed across the area as the drunk widened his eyes in utter disbelief before he stumbled and fell to the ground, where his head collided with the hard cobblestone surface, and he instantly passed out unconscious.

I released a sigh as I loosened my clenched fist. I was ready to step in if things got out of control, but luckily, I didn't have to. But then I couldn't help but facepalm. 'What part about behaving like a proper lady does she not understand?' I thought in exasperation.

I was just about to quickly make my way toward Helga to take her away from the scene before things got even worse, as a crowd of curious onlookers was forming around us. 'There will be plenty of rumors after this, that's for sure...' I dejectedly realized.

But before I could take the first few steps, I caught the one sound I dreaded hearing - a soft, melodic laugh.

'Oh no...' I widened my eyes in horror. Right then, the Baroness de Fleur appeared seemingly out of nowhere, gently clapping her exquisite hands. "Oh my, what a spectacle!"

She quickly approached my startled-looking sister and promptly locked Helga's arm into hers. "I don't believe we have met, and I'm sure I would remember such a beautiful young lady, especially such a daring one..." The Baroness said, smiling from ear to ear.

"Ehm..." Helga cleared her throat and quickly darted her eyes around, trying to locate me. But she couldn't find me anywhere as I had already hidden myself deep within the crowd of people the moment I heard Lady Elisa's annoying laugh.

Observing my sister's startled expression with a slight amusement, the Baroness decided to take a step back and formally introduce herself. "Oh, please forget my manners. I'm Baroness Elisa de Fleur. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. And who you might be?"

Helga blinked a few times as she apparently had difficulty processing what was happening before finally realizing she was speaking with a noble.

She then hurriedly tried to perform an awkward-looking curtsy as she bashfully answered. "I'm Helga... I'm here with my brother and my friend..."

Lady Elisa glanced at her with a raised eyebrow. "Oh? And who is your brother?"

I instantly paled as I watched them from my hiding place. 'Oh no... Don't say it!' I screamed in my mind, yet my silent plea was completely ignored.

"My brother's name is Darian, and he is a real mage!" Helga said proudly.

Elisa's smile widened, and her previous mild curiosity was immediately replaced by a genuine interest. "What a wonderful coincidence! I was just searching for him myself! I wanted to invite him to my table to introduce him to some of my friends who are very eager to meet him..."

Helga tilted her head to the side in confusion. "You know my brother?"

"But of course! We know each other very well, and something tells me we will become good friends too." She then playfully winked at Helga.

Before my sister could react, Elisa locked her arm into Helga's again and said. "You must be parched after such an exhausting scuffle... Come let me invite you for a drink at my table. We can wait for that brother of yours together, and you will tell me all about him..."

She then dragged the bewildered-looking Helga away toward the area reserved for nobles and other dignitaries, which was located behind the tribune - the one place I was trying to avoid the whole morning.

I couldn't help but blink a few times in utter disbelief. 'Everything was so peaceful just a few moments ago. Why does everything have to go so wrong all of a sudden?' I wondered with a lost expression on my face.

Then I paled as I realized what they would probably discuss in there... I narrowed my eyes at the quickly disappearing silhouette of Lady Elisa. 'Get away from her! You'll corrupt her innocent soul!'

But once again, my silent plea was not heard. Now, the only way for me to get Helga back was to go there in person and most certainly have to suffer through another one of Elisa's famous tea parties.

I sighed heavily, wondering, 'What should I do now?' I absolutely didn't want to leave Helga there alone, as there was no telling what Elisa might do or say to my sister.

However, I also wanted to avoid going into the noble area myself since not only did I not desire another rendezvous with the Baroness, but thanks to my luck, I might also stumble upon Sir Roderick there.

While being deep in thought, I felt someone tug at my sleeve. I tensed up quickly, turning my head around, but then I exhaled with relief as I realized it was just Myra who seemed to finally find me after I disappeared from our previous spot.

She exclaimed. "There you are! I was worried as you both ran away and left me there all alone!"
A pang of guilt washed over me as I realized I seemed to have forgotten entirely about Myra in the whirlwind of events that happened in the past few minutes.

"Who was that woman? And where does she take Helga?" Myra asked with a puzzled face.
I leaned forward with a serious-looking face and whispered to her. "She's a certain noblewoman, but make sure to stay away from her; that woman is crazy."

Myra widened her eyes. "But what about Helga? We can't leave her there!"

I sighed. "No, we can't. I guess there is no other option but to fetch her ourselves..."

We then made our way toward the noble area, which was, at first glance, way more comfortable and opulent than the rest of the venue.

However, as soon as we entered, I noticed it was strangely deserted, with only a few people now and there. 'Hmm, that's weird... Where is everyone?' I thought before asking a nearby errand boy who told me that the Count apparently invited the most important guests to a private feast in the Fortress; among them was also the venerable Sir Roderick.

'Finally, some luck,' I thought happily as I gathered my courage and, with Myra in tow, headed toward one particular table where a small group of women were having a lively conversation...

            

    
        Chapter 84: Final Preparations

    
    
    
    
                "Ah, Darian, there you are!" Lady Elisa greeted me with a broad smile as soon as she spotted me.

"My lady." I bowed my head politely while throwing a quick glance at the other women seated around Elisa's table, trying to place them.

I recognized most of them from Sir Roderick's party I attended earlier. However, this is my first time speaking with any of them.

Meanwhile, Myra quickly followed my example and bowed, prompting Elisa to raise an eyebrow. "Another girl? You do seem to be quite the ladies' man, I must say, Master Darian," she teased.

Hearing this, Myra immediately blushed. "Ehm," I cleared my throat, wanting to quickly remove any possible misunderstanding."Hahaha! You jest, Lady Elisa. This is my childhood friend Myra. We explored the festival together before my dear sister seemed to wander off, so I came to collect her..."

I finally turned my head toward Helga, who looked at me with a pleading expression while firmly wedged between Elisa and another pretty woman.

Her cheeks have also turned deep crimson as she listened to the women's conversation. That made me narrow my eyes in suspicion as I wondered what they talked about before I managed to get here…

Elisa turned her head toward me while she playfully pouted her lips. "You never told me you had such a cute older sister! We had such a lovely talk together... But don't just stand there. Come join us!" She gestured at the only free seat conspicuously located right next to her.

Seeing this, I immediately took a step back. "I'm afraid I need to be somewhere else..." I quickly tried to turn down her offer, but before I had a chance to do so, Elisa interjected.

"Nonsense! Come sit with us, and let me introduce you to my friends." She winked at me before adding, "That's an order."

I released a sigh as I reluctantly took the seat. Now, I could do nothing about it, as refusing a direct order from a noble could have some dire consequences.

'All of this nonsense because some drunken bastard couldn't keep his pants shut. If I ever get my hands on him...' I thought spitefully as I had to once more endure Lady Elisa's unrestrained fondness.

As I begrudgingly settled into the chair she offered to me, I couldn't help but notice the suggestive glances that the other women were sending my way as Lady Elisa introduced them to me one by one.

I suddenly got a terrible feeling. 'Don't tell me that they all are just like her...' I shuddered with horror.

Having to deal with the naughty Baroness was already quite a chore, but a whole table of them? ...No, thank you.

There was no doubt that all of them were particularly interested in me as they seemed to completely ignore Myra and Helga's presence. I didn't dare look at the girl's faces, not wanting to imagine what they must be thinking now.

Lady Elisa meanwhile poured me a glass of expensive-looking wine and leaned in, especially close while doing so, "So Darian," she said sweetly. "What else did you forget to mention during our previous meeting?"

From the corner of my eye, I caught my sister's wide-eyed look, so I hurriedly took a sip of wine and cleared my throat. "Ehm, well, I'm pretty sure I already told you all there is to know about me..."

Lady Elisa leaned in even closer, her breath hot against my ear. "There is always more you could tell me..."

Seeing my uncomfortable expression, the other noblewomen giggled and flipped their hair playfully. Myra, meanwhile, looked incredibly uncomfortable as her eyes darted nervously around the table. 'She must be already regretting coming here with me...' I thought.

I took advantage of the situation when Elisa turned around to ask for more wine from one of her servants and jumped to my feet. "It was very nice to get to know all of you, but I'm afraid we must be going. It's getting late, and we have already made plans for dinner..." I said while looking intensely at Helga.

Thankfully, she seemed to get the hint, and she, too, jumped to her feet. I didn't have to tell Myra anything as she was already standing behind me, tugging at my sleeve, wanting to be out of there as soon as possible.

Lady Elisa pouted, but she didn't push the matter any further. Instead, she gave me a meaningful look. "Very well, Darian. It's a shame you can't stay, but I'm certain we will meet again soon..."

I gulped nervously as I bowed, and with Myra and Helga in tow, we quickly escaped. The girls didn't utter a single word during our ride back home. However, they were intensely blushing and making complicated faces the entire time.

I was more than glad they didn't ask me any questions, as I honestly had no idea what to tell them since any excuse would only complicate things even more…

As we arrived at the courtyard of our opulent mansion, I watched silently as Helga hurriedly ran away from the carriage, instantly disappearing behind the main entrance doors with a red face, and I couldn't help but chuckle.

In the end, as it turned out, I managed to fulfill my promise to her after all. Her debut in society was indeed an unforgettable experience.

***

The next day, it was the start of Ereneth's annual Autumn market.

During the next several days, the city's streets will transform into a bustling marketplace filled with a cacophony of sounds as countless merchants and farmers from a broad region around Ereneth will flock to the city to offer the fruits of this year's harvest to the eager residents who will be busily making their winter preparations.

I, however, had no thoughts about the coming winter and the need to fill our cellars with plenty of food to last us all the way to spring. This year, I decided to leave it entirely on Bernadette's shoulders as I now had a much more pressing issue to deal with. We were just about to launch our new product to the market.

A product that will undoubtedly take the whole city by storm. I decided to use this excellent opportunity when the city was full of people to do a little experiment, wanting to see how people would react to our potions.

Especially since during the market, the usual stringent rules regarding setting up stalls were laxer, so I had no problems with a little bit of Alaric's help obtaining a temporary trade license to set up a stall.

We will be selling under a pretty inconspicuous title of "medicinal products," which is quite a particular category of items where you can put basically anything that has any supposed healing effect, as there are apparently no laws regarding false advertisements.

So technically, selling a real healing potion under this title was totally fine, and we won't be breaking any laws. Although I chuckled with amusement thinking about it, I was pretty sure that this would cause quite a commotion among the venerable members of the Alchemist's Guild.

During the days leading to the Harvest festival, I completed two more batches of potions while testing the effect of my new enchantment.

It worked fabulously. The whole batch lasted long enough to finish bottling it without any signs of degradation.

I couldn't help but look with amazement at the intricate lines of Lily's magic circle inscribed on the wall of the infusion vessel every time I crafted the potions. It was way more complex than any alchemical inscription I had ever seen.

It made me wonder why the Alchemists were so adamant about keeping their secrets, as they obviously couldn't hold a candle to real magic.

Adding the newly made potions with those we made during our initial testing batch, we were now sitting at almost 500 potions in total, which would be a mind-boggling amount to any Alchemist.

I borrowed a wagon from my uncle, and with the help of my driver and a few other servants, we stacked the crates filled to the brim with potions, and just as the sun began to peak over the roofs, we headed toward the market square.

We found a nice spot close to the main street and set up a simple stall in front of our wagon. Now, we were finally ready to start making history.

When I looked around, I saw only a few people going about their business so early in the morning. Despite getting several curious glances directed at the small vials neatly lined on the counter, we still had to attract our first customer.

I smiled, glancing at the nervously shuffling Theo, who stood beside me. After a short moment of gathering my courage, I took a deep breath and by slightly modifying my sound wave spell to amplify my voice. I joined all the other bellowing merchants who loudly advertised their goods.

"Potions! Healing potions! Only 2 silver marks per bottle!"

            

    
        Chapter 85: Merchant For a Day

    
    
    
    
                "Potions! Healing potions! Only 2 silver marks per bottle!" I shouted, joining all the other merchants eagerly promoting their goods.

...

..

.

We waited and then waited some more, but nobody seemed to come to our stall despite offering such an enticing deal. Once in a while, we got a few strange looks from the passers-by, but that was about it.

This continued for some time, and as the morning progressed, the square began filling with people. Soon enough, a considerable crowd was already busily browsing the various stalls. Yet, we still waited to welcome our first customer.

Seeing this, I couldn't help but chuckle. 'I guess when something is too good to be true, people will more likely believe it is a scam...'

While I was submerged in my own thoughts, someone finally came. I eagerly looked at our very first customer. It was an unassuming old man who regarded us with a piercing gaze. "Aren't you ashamed of yourself? Trying so brazenly to fool people... But let me tell you, nobody is so stupid to believe such an obvious swindle!"

I raised an eyebrow in amusement. "What do you mean? All of our products are genuine. There is even an Alchemist's mark engraved on each vial, see?" I replied while pointing at the line of vials in front of me.

The man scoffed. "Hah! And I'm the High priest of Ereneth! As if a real Alchemist would lower himself to sell his products at the stall like some common rabble!"

I glanced covertly at Theo, who was awkwardly fidgeting beside me, looking miserable, like he would rather be anywhere else but here. I had to make quite an effort not to burst out laughing.

I almost wanted to tell the man that there was indeed a real Alchemist standing right before him, but then I opted not to as by his looks, he had already made up his mind about us, and nothing I could say would have convinced him otherwise.

So I simply smiled at him and said, "Well, that's how things are. If you are not satisfied with our product, go look elsewhere. Have a nice day..."

He looked at us angrily for a short while before scoffing again and stomping away.

'Hmm, not a great start...' I thought. But this also gave me an idea. Since we will unlikely get any customers like this, we will need to demonstrate the potion's effectiveness for people to start believing it.

The easiest way would be to simply flaunt our statuses around convincing people that way. But I wanted to avoid too much attention directed our way right from the start, so we came to the market dressed quite modestly, pretending to be simple merchants.

For this experiment, I wanted our potions to speak for themselves, as we won't be there in person the next time to promote them.

However, I also understood people's innate skepticism of new things, so some advertisement would be needed.

'What should I do? Should I just cut my finger and heal it like I did before? But then they could simply accuse me of faking it... No, it has to be someone actually injured or sick, but where to find someone like that at such short notice?'

I pondered about my current predicament with furrowed brows, but then I spotted something within the crowd that made me don a bright smile, and I immediately changed my promotion to "Free samples! We offer free healing! Come try it out!"

Soon, a young woman reluctantly approached us. She was tightly clutching a small boy in her arms who looked quite sick. I immediately noticed a nasty-looking wound on his left leg, which was already severely infected. By the reddened skin on his face, he seemed to have also developed a high fever.

The woman gave me a weary look and said weakly. "Please, can you help my son?"

I smiled at her reassuringly. "Well, of course, come closer, and I will take a look at him."

Her weary face softened in visible relief, but another woman approached us with a disapproving look before she could come closer. "How can you entrust your son's life to those two charlatans? You would do much better if you went to an actual herbalist!" She exclaimed.

The young woman blinked a few times, looking startled, but then she grimaced. "I went to an herbalist almost a week ago! I even gave him all my money... but my son's wound only got worse... and now he says he needs an elixir... but I have no more money to give!"

She then started sobbing, "I was just on my way to the temple to pray to the gods for my son's life, so excuse me if I'm going to take any chance, whatever slim to see him smiling again!" The woman said with a clear determination in her eyes, promptly brushing the other woman aside and coming to us.

'This is perfect...' I thought happily. This little commotion had already attracted a small crowd of onlookers who were tensely waiting to see how this would turn out.

I beckoned the young mother to come right next to the counter while I pretended to be examining her son. There was no actual need for it as the potion would work on almost any affection short of a mortal wound. Still, a little bit of theatrics wouldn't hurt as I threw a cover glance at the crowd, who was watching me with bated breath.

I removed the shabby-looking bandage on his leg. The area was instantly permeated with an unpleasant scent of infected flesh. I scrunched my nose and pulled away from him. 'This much should be enough...'

Then, with a subtle smile playing on my lips, I simply took one potion vial out of the crate and uncorked it. I made a sweeping gesture and poured a generous dose into the boy's mouth and the rest on his wound.

Nothing had happened for a few seconds, and I could see several people in the crowd throwing mocking looks my way, including the older woman who was so fervently arguing earlier. But then they froze and widened their eyes, as well as everyone else within the crowd.

The boy's leg shined with a subtle red glow as the potion got absorbed into his skin. The grievously looking wound sizzled and disappeared in front of everyone's eyes as the magic worked its... well, magic.

Soon, the boy's appearance became a healthy-looking one, and he smiled happily, squirming in his mother's arms.

The entire area around our stall submerged into complete silence as everyone stared at the scene in utter disbelief. They couldn't comprehend what had just happened as they had never seen anything like this before. A series of excited whispers quickly ensued.

"That's impossible!"

"It's a miracle!"

"Was this real magic?"

"How is this possible?"

However, the most surprised person was the boy's mother. She quickly recovered from her stupor and tightly hugged the boy, tears flowing freely down her cheeks, but she didn't care.

After a while, she finally looked at me and smiled brightly. "Thank you... Thank you so much..." I smiled back and simply nodded as there were no words needed.

I didn't mind helping her for free as this little spectacle promised to bring in a lot more profit than the price of a single potion.

In the next moment, I was already approached by another customer - an older gentleman dressed in fine clothes who seemed to have stopped by to see what the commotion was about. "You said 2 silver marks? I'll take one!"

Right after him came a slightly limping middle-aged man. "I'm injured too!" He said while busily pointing at his right leg.

I took a look at the long line that was already forming and showed him a shrewd smile. "I'm sorry. The demonstration is over. There won't be any more free samples. But you are more than welcome to buy one. I'm sure you will be cured in no time!"

"You...!" A hint of anger flashed through his eyes, but he could do nothing about it. Hence, he begrudgingly walked away as he apparently couldn't afford it.

Very soon, word that someone was selling real healing potions on the market for a fraction of the usual cost spread like wildfire, and soon, our small stall was besieged by an over-enthusiastic crowd. It was absolute mayhem.

"Give me one!"

"I want two...no scratch that, give me five!"

The nearby merchants were throwing me both envious and angry looks as everyone seemed to be ignoring them as they were all trying to get to our stall.

Before long, multiple traveling merchants who were in Ereneth with one of the several Caravans also got word about this, and they, too, descended upon our poor little stall.

But they, instead of buying just one or two potions like everyone else, started buying full crates of them. Thus, not too long before the noon bell rang, we were officially sold out...
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                When the last potion was purchased, and I looked at the empty table in front of me, I couldn't help but smirk as, at that moment, I felt nothing but satisfaction by how everything turned out. This went even better than I thought it would.

I still couldn't quite believe it; almost 500 potions were gone in a flash. 'It's a shame the Autumn market is only once a year...' I thought while grinning from ear to ear.

But no matter, we already made quite a profit, and if we manage to ramp up the production even further, we will soon be swimming in silver.

But to do that, we must secure a steady supply of herbs and vials and a few workers who will help us with the production.

The herb issue should be easy to solve. I exchanged a few words with one of the traveling merchants who bought potions from us not too long ago, and I managed to schedule a meeting with him this afternoon.

He is part of a Caravan regularly traveling to the Kingdom's capital. I was hopeful I could order a large shipment of herbs when they returned to Ereneth in the spring.

The vials are also not a huge problem. Since the identical vials are used for basic potions, elixirs, and other medicinal substances, they were already made in substantial quantities, so the glassmaker could quickly fulfill our request. At worst, we can also order them from another city.

However, the most challenging part would be obtaining the workers. Sure, we can get someone from the streets very easily if we pay them well enough, but what would stop them from simply selling out our secrets at the first opportunity?

Loyalty is a finicky thing, and gaining someone's respect is a long and arduous process. There are, of course, ways to deal with any traitors afterward, but it wouldn't solve the main issue as the damage would already be done.

Moreover, as there are exceptionally few written records kept about the commoner population of the city, it would be tough to do a thorough background check on someone, so we could as well hire some spy sent out by the Alchemist Guild or someone else who might want to learn our secrets.

'What to do... What to do...' I pondered as we packed up our little stall, preparing to return to our residence.

Then I paused as I remembered the orphans who used to roam the streets of the Northern Quarter when I lived there. 'Hmm, that could work...' I thought as a subtle smile formed on my lips.

If I, for example, approached some starving orphans and offered them delicious food and a warm bed, I'm sure they would be more than thrilled by the prospect.

Sadly, I couldn't adopt any of them as I'm still a minor. But then my smile widened as I realized something.

'Helga certainly could...' I thought with excitement. She's a kind girl, so it wouldn't be out of character for her. In fact, it would be the most charitable thing to do, and helping some poor orphans would help significantly boost our public image.

The orphans themselves would undoubtedly be very grateful to us. They would be more than eager to help us in any way, and I might just know the perfect way by which they can repay our kindness.

Nobody would be looking for them since they have no family, so I could keep them hidden in my mansion where no one could get to them to pry out any information about our operations.

And the best part about this is that I won't have to pay them much in the first place, so it wouldn't impact our bottom line.

'That's actually the closest to a perfect solution I could think of...' I hummed a happy tune as I was more than excited. I figured out all our current predicaments, and now that I have plenty of coins again, I could take our little alchemy startup to a whole new level.

However, my happiness didn't last for long. When we were packed up and ready to head back home, I noticed several shady-looking figures quietly observing us from a corner of a narrow alley adjacent to the Market Square.

'Hmm, I wonder who sent them?' I smiled mischievously. I knew our potential adversaries wouldn't let us move about freely for too long, so I was unfazed by their appearance.

'Whatever, let them watch for now...' I thought as the bustling marketplace disappeared behind us as our wagon slowly bumped along the uneven road.

***

"Be welcomed, Master Darian; I'm glad you could meet us at such short notice..." An older merchant in expensive-looking clothes greeted me warmly.

"My name is Clovis, and I'm the representative of our Caravan." He said as he gestured for me to sit down. We were in a private snug in one of the city's best inns in the Southern Quarter. He then turned and promptly introduced the other two men who were there with him.

"You already know Amand." He said while pointing at a young man in his twenties who smiled at me widely. It was he who bought potions from us earlier and also he who suggested we should meet with his colleagues.

"And this old gentleman on my right is Hugo." I nodded at the old man, who looked like he had his best days after him but still had the shrewd look of an experienced merchant.

I was facing them alone as Theo didn't want to deal with such things and opted to stay back at the mansion, which I didn't mind as I was used to such dealings.

Clovis then turned back to me and said, "We heard from Amand that you would like to do some business with us, and we'd be more than honored to offer you our services."

"I'm glad to hear that. I heard that you originate from the Kingdom's capital and have access to its vast markets. And I'd like to procure a large shipment of umbrifila." I replied with a smile.

"How large are we talking?" The older merchant Hugo interjected.

I pretended to think about it for a while before finally replying, "About twenty thousand herbs should be enough for now."

This prompted all of them to widen their eyes. "That much? I'm afraid that such an amount would take a significant effort to obtain even for us..."

I smirked inwardly as they basically said it wasn't a problem at all, but they wanted a lot of silver for their troubles.

"I know I'm asking for a lot, so what about I paid you an advance in potions? I'm sure that by now you could see their effectiveness for yourself, and given their low price, you can turn them over for a large premium in some other city."

They didn't respond at first, seemingly thinking about it, but seeing the apparent greed in all their eyes, no words were needed. It was more than obvious that my offer was very enticing to them.

In the end, Clovis looked in turns at both Amand and Hugo, and they both gave him a subtle nod. He then looked back at me with a bright smile playing on his lips. "There is no reason for us to turn down such a profitable agreement."

I almost couldn't contain my glee hearing his words. I just managed to secure a mind-boggling amount of herbs, and it didn't cost me even a single grain of silver.

Of course, my offer was far from advantageous for me as they could potentially gain a much bigger profit than if I simply paid them in coins. However, I didn't mind it at all. I can churn out as many potions as I want if I have enough ingredients.

The main issue was distributing them, which was a lot harder, thanks to all the provisions and regulations in place. If I could simply play the role of a wholesaler and transfer the issue of selling them to someone else, I wouldn't mind getting less profit.

I also couldn't tell them I was now totally broke and couldn't pay them in the first place. Even though we made quite a profit this morning, if I subtract Theo's share, all my other expenses, and my mansion maintenance cost, I only have a little left, not to mention having enough silver to purchase such a mountain of herbs.

Thus, I happily shook hands with Clovis and his associates. At the same time, we were both excited about the fantastic deal we just made, although both for different reasons.

I returned to the mansion, pleased by how well everything was going, but my smile soon froze on my lips as shortly before it was time for dinner, we received a visitor. 

And it was not any regular visitor but the esteemed Leopold von Scholl, the chancellor of the Alchemist Guild himself.

            

    
        Chapter 87: The Consequences of Success

    
    
    
    
                I was just getting ready for dinner when an agitated-looking Bernadette informed me we had a visitor.

'Hmm? Who might it be at this late hour? And why does she look so frightened all of a sudden?' I wondered, silently observing her.

"Well, who is it then?" I asked as she just stood there oddly quiet.

"It's his excellency Leopold von Scholl, the chancellor of the Alchemist Guild himself." She finally said, looking quite bewildered.

I simply raised an eyebrow in amusement as I didn't expect them to move so quickly. It was indeed odd for such an important person to come unannounced. But I guess the formalities are quickly forgotten when the money is on the line.

"Oh, what a pleasant surprise. Please go seat our esteemed guest in the large salon and tell the cook to prepare some refreshments. I'll be right there." I said confidently, trying to maintain a steady voice.

After Bernadette left, I slumped down and sighed. 'What a bothersome situation...'

I hurriedly changed out of my work clothes, putting on my expensive attire to properly play my role as the master of the house.

Before going to the parlor, I quickly stopped at Theo's room. After today's grand revelation at the market, we decided it would be better for Theo to stay here for the time being until things settle down a bit, as it will be much safer for him.

I knocked on his door, and after a short while, he answered. "Ah, it's you! I'm almost ready. I'll be joining you at dinner shortly."

I chuckled. "I'm not here to hurry you. I only wanted to let you know that your friend from the Guild, Leopold von Scholl, has paid us a visit."

Theo's carefree expression instantly disappeared. He widened his eyes and took a step back, looking startled. "He's here?"

"Yes, he's waiting downstairs as we speak, but don't worry. I know you don't like to deal with any drama, so what if you skipped dinner tonight and stayed in your room, and I'll deal with it? I will send you some food up here afterward."

Theo's tense face instantly loosened, and he showed me a relieved smile. "You'll do that for me? Thank you so much. I hate dealing with that stiff old man. Especially when he's angry."

The corners of my mouth twitched as I listened to him. 'What's the deal with that chancellor? Both Theo and Bernadette looked like a pair of scared chickens just at a mention of him.'

I gulped nervously, trying to keep a steady voice as I said a farewell to Theo. Suddenly, the notion of meeting the old Alchemist didn't seem so enticing anymore.

Alas, it was my idea to start selling the potions in the market, so it was also my duty to deal with the consequences. So there was nothing but to gather my courage and go downstairs to finally meet our guest.

I slowly descended the stairs, my heart loudly beating in my chest, but I was determined to see this through, no matter the cost.

Finally, I entered the salon and found our guest sitting in a richly decorated chair, unfazed, as he sipped a cup of tea.

When he spotted me, he promptly jumped to his feet, and I was met with a tall, imposing figure. The chancellor was quite a formidable man, with piercing amber eyes that seemed to bore into my very soul.

"Oh, so you are the brilliant upstart the whole city has been talking about recently," he said, his voice cold and unyielding.

"I'm Leopold von Scholl, the chancellor of the Alchemist Guild, but you probably already know that. As well as the reason for my visit, so I will keep it short. I was told I could find here one of our newest members, your friend Theodore. I need to speak with him urgently." He added in an authoritative voice.

I looked at him, forcing a smile. "I’m pleased to meet you. My name is Darian. Forgive me, but it won't be possible to fulfill your request. Theo is not feeling well right now and asked me to stand for him, so if you have something, tell it to me, and I will convey it to him when he is feeling well."

He scoffed. "He seemed quite fine this morning selling fraudulent potions at the market... I guess the magnitude of his crimes must weigh heavily on his conscience."

"What fraudulent potions are you talking about?" I said with a raised eyebrow. "All of our potions had the requisite mark of an Alchemist who made them, and we also had a valid trade license to set up a stall on the market, so we didn't break any law."

I then looked into his eyes as a subtle smile played on my lips. "But you must already know that otherwise, it wouldn't be you but the guards who would pay us a visit..."

The chancellor's face had a seemingly stern, calm expression. But underneath, I could see he was teeming with anger. He pierced me with his gaze as he spat, "You might have found a loophole and fooled the city's authorities. But you can't fool the Guild. There is no way for a single Alchemist to make so many potions. It is without a doubt that some kind of deception has been used."

I tilted my head to the side with a slight confusion. "I'm pretty sure that with your Guild's vast resources, you had already secured a sample and could see for yourself that our potions are genuine, so why don't you tell me the real reason why you came?"

He seemed slightly taken aback by my keen observations but quickly composed himself and showed me a cold smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.

"I have to give it to you. Your preparations were quite meticulous, but you had overlooked one small detail... It might seem that the potion's prices are set by the market, and we like to make it seem that way. But in fact, the Guild determines the prices, and all its members must adhere to them. Theodore wouldn't know this as he is with us only shortly. Still, by selling the potions so cheaply, you had violated the Guild's directive."

I blinked a few times as this was my first time hearing about this. He seemed to have noticed my confusion as his smile changed into a mocking one.

"Normally, this would only guarantee a stern warning and a fine, but given the severity of the offense and the potential damage this could have caused to the whole Guild, we called an emergency meeting this afternoon and decided to issue an exemplary punishment."

The chancellor then took out an official-looking document from his pocket and proclaimed.

"Theodore is hereby expelled from the Alchemist's Guild effective immediately and as an unrecognized Alchemist, thereby banned from conducting business anywhere within the boundaries of Ereneth. If we ever catch him selling unauthorized potions again, he will be outright banished from the city altogether and all his property confiscated."

I swallowed nervously, as I didn't expect such a harsh reaction. 'I guess we must have really provoked them to make such a decisive move so quickly... But wait,' I froze as I realized something. 'He had this document with him the whole time, but he still decided to play such theatrics?' I then looked at him with a clear annoyance. 'What an ugly personality.'

He meanwhile leaned closer and whispered to me. "And about you... Do you think you will get out of this unscathed? We know for some time about the illicit potions circulating around the black market and the suspicious amount of wealth you managed to amass so quickly."

I tried hard not to let anything show on my face, but I was sweating bullets inwardly.

The chancellor paused for a moment before adding with a hint of dissatisfaction in his voice. "Until now, we were unable to pin down the source, but from now on, we will be keeping a very close eye on both you and Theodore, and if we get the slightest suspicion any of you is involved, you will regret the day you set foot inside the city..."

He then threw one last look of contempt at me and briskly walked out of the room. I looked after him for a long while, contemplating my options before finally releasing a sigh and going upstairs to break the bad news to Theo.

To say he was devastated was an understatement of the century. But he knew it was a possibility ever since he decided to join hands with me in direct opposition to the Guild.

So now it was up to me to figure out how to deal with this unfortunate situation and move forward.

Not only was my future on the line here, but also Theo's, who had entrusted his destiny into my hands. Thus, I was determined to figure this out no matter the cost.

            

    
        Chapter 88: A Change of Plans

    
    
    
    
                The morning after the chancellor's brief visit was a grim one. During breakfast, nobody has uttered a single word.

Theo didn't even show up at all, instead choosing to remain holed up in his room, probably still mourning his once bright Alchemist carrier, which was so abruptly snuffed out before it even had time to properly start.

Helga was quite uncharacteristically quiet, too, as she still avoided eye contact ever since we returned from the Harvest Festival.

Not that I was in a talkative mood myself. I uninterestingly nibbled at my food, frowning gloomily. After a while, I set my plate aside as I had little to no appetite today.

I then stood up and decided to find some quiet place to think. When I was leaving the dining hall, I couldn't help but sigh as things were not going as I imagined at all. The only person totally unfazed by everything was Lily.

She just kept eating, pretending to be oblivious to all this drama. I chuckled to myself, looking at her indifferent face. 'Well, even if I suddenly went bankrupt, she would have no trouble finding another job...' I thought as I went to the basement, where I planned to hole up until I figured out what to do next.

The chancellor's poisonous words still echoed loudly in my mind. I didn't think the Guild would react so harshly, and it surprised me. I thought they would simply ask for a portion of the profits or, at worst, the disclosure of my production methods. Still, I severely underestimated the other Alchemists' close-mindedness.

Although it was not too shocking as I understood that the powers that be always feared any sudden change, and instead of seeing any new revolutionary inventions as the incredible opportunities they rightfully are, they chose to see it as a threat to their established order.

'Good thing I haven't yet shipped my new potions to Dominic's gang as I still had some remaining leftover stockpile of my original potions. I'm pretty sure that they would now be able to quickly identify that the potions came from me thanks to their unmistakable fizziness.

If my original plan had worked, it wouldn't have mattered whether they found out about my potions circulating around the black market.

I was, after all, only selling healing potions, not poison or any forbidden drugs. If I sold them on an open market, I could simply feign ignorance to any allegations of cooperating with criminals as they could, after all, merely acquire them through some intermediary without my knowledge.

But now that was no longer possible, and I was back where I started. However, now, I was in an even more precarious position as the Alchemists were closely watching my every step, so even if I reverted to my original recipe and sold it only at the black market, it would be just a matter of time before they would find out about it.

Nonetheless, this little experiment of mine was a glaring success. Not only was I able to secure enough funds to get me through the winter, but I also forced the Alchemist's Guild to show their hand.

Not that I would back down in the first place. I will see this through to the end one way or another. And I might already have some hints about how to circumvent their authority.

I smiled as I remembered how the chancellor said we are forbidden to operate anywhere within the boundaries of Ereneth. This statement alone already strongly implies that outside of Ereneth, they have little to no authority and wouldn't be able to meddle with our plans.

And I don't mean it just in terms of setting up shop in another city as they, too, would have their own Alchemist's Guilds, which wouldn't look too kindly on our shenanigans. No, I was thinking of something much more straightforward.

We could, for example, simply set up a stall outside the city's gates, and they wouldn't be able to do a thing about it. The Guild's jurisdiction didn't span there, and we wouldn't be bound by any of the city's laws...

But after I entertained the idea for a brief moment, I quickly discarded it. There was a very good reason no merchant ever did something like this despite the apparent benefits and instead opted to suffer through the regulations and whims of the city's authorities.

Unsurprisingly, such a workaround worked both ways. We wouldn't be subjected to the city's laws but also be deprived of its protection. So, any common rabble could simply assault us or rob us, and the city's guards wouldn't lift a finger to help us.

I could, of course, protect our stall with my magic if any dangerous situation occurred, but I wouldn't be able to stand there all day long as I now had many other duties to attend to, not to mention any such situation would force me to display my powers in the open for anyone to see which was the absolute last thing I wanted right now.

No, a much better thing would be to simply stop selling it as a potion altogether and sell it as something else. Something which was outside of the purview of Alchemist's Guild.

It was already somewhat different as I didn't use the alchemical formation in the first place, not to mention the added fizziness. And now that we were forbidden to use Theo's mark, it bears little resemblance to the original potion.

Of course, just changing its name wouldn't do us any good as it still looked like a potion and functioned as a potion, so simply changing its name wouldn't be nearly enough. I was sure the Guild had some other secret directives addressing this very issue.

But if we changed its appearance and taste enough so that it couldn't be mistaken for a regular potion at all, they wouldn't be able to do anything about it.

We could then simply sell them as a different form of elixir, which was just a category of an herbalist's medicine.

I couldn't open a real herbalist's store as I hadn't finished my apprenticeship. Still, there wouldn't be anything stopping us from selling them through the already existing herbalist's stores within the city.

The best part about it is that the herbalists don't have any herbalist guild, so there is no quality control or any standard practices herbalists must adhere to.

They are free to operate their stores as they see fit, so there would be nothing stopping us from supplying our product to them despite neither me nor Theo being actual herbalists.

However, each herbalist had their own reputation on the line, so it would take some convincing. Still, compared to all the other challenges I overcame till now, it wouldn't be anywhere as tricky.

I think the best way to start would be to approach my former master, Isadora. During my time in her shop, I discovered she was quite a pragmatic and profit-seeking woman. She already had her fair share of dealing with alchemists, so I presume it wouldn't be too hard to convince her.

'Alright, this could work...' I thought with a subtle smile playing on my lips as any traces of my former gloom quickly dissipated.

However, the main issue still remained. How to go about altering the potion itself?

Luckily, I might already have some ideas in this regard. During my tenure as Isadora's apprentice, I learned almost all there is to know about virtually every herb growing near Ereneth. And one of them especially stuck in my mind.

It was no rare, valuable plant. Not at all. It was just a plain common herb - a Wormvine. Really, it was treated almost as a weed. It grew everywhere around Ereneth. Its only useful ability is that it somehow helped alleviate stomach aches, so it was part of a recipe for a common digestive herb mixture.

However, Elena and I absolutely hated dealing with it as it also has one incredibly unpleasant property. It dirties everything it touches, so we had to treat it extra carefully to not stain our clothes as it was extremely difficult to clean them afterward.

Back then, it was nothing more than a glaring nuisance, but now it might prove to be the perfect solution to my current problem.

I smiled as it was all coming together. Of course, it would take some experimentation to make it just right, but I was on the right track.

Contrary to the standard way Alchemists make their potions, I have the amazing ability to add things to them after the potion is enchanted, which is not quite possible when the enchantment is done over a sealed vial.

It's also impossible to add anything before the enchantment, as it must be a pure solution for the enchantment to work correctly. Magic is a finicky thing, and it works in mysterious ways, so any substance present in the elixir before the infusion of essence could alter the resulting enchantment in unpredictable ways.

That is why it has to be pure. However, when the enchantment is set, if you have a way around the degradation issue, nothing prevents you from adding more things to it afterward.

Sure, every additive will dilute the potion, making it less effective. Still, a few percent drop in effectiveness would be virtually unrecognizable for an average person, so it should be fine.

Alright, so I guess it's off to the garden to help my gardeners with weeding... I can already imagine their surprised faces when they see me there.

            

    
        Chapter 89: A Brand New Product

    
    
    
    
                'Well, I think I can start...' I thought as I looked at the large pile of Wormvine before me.

Honestly, I didn't even know we had such a large amount growing in our garden, but at least I didn't have to look for it outside the city. I had no idea how much of it I would need, so I took a whole pile just in case.

'Alright, so how to go about it?' I wondered as I curiously examined the unassuming ivy-like stems. Back in Isadora's shop, we simply plucked out the leaves and discarded the rest. Then we merely ground everything in a mortar, and we were done.

However, I'm only interested in the color, not its medicinal properties, so I think it would be better to simply boil the whole thing and extract it that way.

As I said, I also did, and before long, the whole basement was permeated by a strong herbal scent somewhat different from a typical umbrifila one.

I let it simmer for a while as I observed the color of the water rapidly changing into a bright green one. 'Oh, yeah, this will be perfect...' I thought pleasantly as I stirred it.

When the color of the solution settled and didn't change any further, I removed the herbs from the cauldron. I promptly discarded them before they could smear everything they touched in green.

I was left with a cauldron full of dark green, almost black water. Of course, I couldn't add it as it is, as that would dilute the potion too much.

I could simply let the water boil off, but that would be risky as exposing it to too much heat could degrade the color. So, I instead opted to let it evaporate naturally, the same way the sea salt is made.

Since I didn't have suitable canisters in the basement, I went to the kitchen, where I borrowed several shallow pans and spread the liquid into them thinly.

I nodded happily as this way, the water would be able to quickly evaporate, and I could then simply scoop up what was left at the bottom.

But since I just wanted to test it out, I didn't feel like waiting until it evaporated naturally, so I employed my magic, quickening the whole process, and it took only a few minutes instead of hours.

What was left was a fine green dust, which I scooped into a jar. 'Perfect...' Now we are talking. I smiled as I curiously observed it.

All that was left was to test it out in the potion itself. I let Theo rest and decided to brew a batch myself, as I didn't want to give him false hope if it didn't work. After all, the potion's red color was a work of magic, so I wasn't sure if it would even be possible to alter it.

Thus, I started brewing like I did multiple times before. Now, the whole process was getting increasingly familiar. With each consequent batch of potions, I was getting better at it.

Before not even an hour had passed, I had the umbrifila elixir done, and it was time to move to the essence infusion.

After the infusion was done, then came the moment of truth. I carefully moved the opened jar with the coloring toward the top of the vessel as I didn't want to spill anything, as it would be a real chore to clean it afterward.

Mentally preparing myself, I quickly opened the top vent, instantly hearing the unmistakable sizzling of the escaping carbon dioxide as I hurriedly dropped the contents of the small jar into the vessel and then rapidly closed it while hoping the preservation enchantment would hold up.

After it was done, I simply touched the wall of the vessel. I focused on the liquid inside, taking control of it before gently circulating it around to properly mix it all together. Now, the only thing remaining was to see if it worked or not. Full of curiosity, I quickly filled up one vial and looked at it.

'Hmm, interesting...' I thought, eagerly examining the potion. It still had the distinctive red tinge of a potion, as that was the manifestation of magic, so it was impossible to get rid of completely.

However, a broad smile spread across my face as the underlying color was now distinctly yellow.

'Holy... It worked!' I widened my eyes, being pleasantly surprised. Then, I simply chuckled while shaking my head. 'If Wormvine was too weak to alter its color, then I couldn't think of anything else that could...'

Still, the test was not yet done. I also needed to know if the potion still worked as it should. Thus, I uncorked it and cautiously sniffed it. I smelled nothing unusual, so I quickly took a small sip.

At first impression, I didn't find anything out of the ordinary, but then I froze. 'Wait... this taste...' The potion's regular sweetness was drowned out by a distinctive herbal taste. It was very peculiar, almost pepperminty. It definitely tasted nothing like a normal potion would.

A victorious smile slowly crept up my face. 'This is it...' Now, nobody can claim it is a healing potion. 'Still the taste...' Feeling slightly confused, I immediately took another sip.

'Hmm, it's sweet and fizzy but also quite herbal... It tastes almost like a cola. A little bit of ice, and I could imagine myself sipping on it all day long.' I mused as I slowly rolled the peculiar liquid on my tongue.

However, right then, I couldn't help but burst out laughing. "Hahaha! I know! I'm gonna call it an Umbricola!"

So it came to be that on that auspicious day in late Autumn, in a hidden underground laboratory within the city of Ereneth, a new type of elixir came into existence - an elixir that would one day take the whole world by storm.

***

After I filled the rest of the vials and cleaned everything up, I went right to Theo's room to tell him the happy news that I figured out a way out of this mess we throw ourselves into.

I gave him one vial to test, and he instantly widened his eyes. "This... How did you make this? It looks and tastes nothing like a potion would, yet it still works just fine."

I chuckled, seeing his bewildered face. "I added a certain rare secret ingredient, and with a little bit of magic, it somehow worked."

Theo looked at me suspiciously but didn't say anything; instead, he asked. "So, how will we sell them now that I can no longer use my mark?"

I looked at him confidently. "That's very simple. We won't be selling them as potions but as a new type of elixir through the city's herbalists, thus outside the purview of the Guild and their meddling."

Theo seemed to think about it briefly before saying, "That's a pretty clever idea. You're right. They wouldn't be able to come after us like that. Still, are you sure it's a good idea? They won't let something like this slide..."

"I have no idea what will happen. We just have to make our move and then wait and see how the chancellor will react." I replied before a broad grin appeared on my face, and I quickly added. "What's the worst that can happen?"

Theo instantly paled while hurriedly exclaiming, "Don't jinx us!"

I simply waved my hand while chuckling and continued, "Oh, right! I almost forgot. I'd like you to accompany me tomorrow to go and see my former master, Isadora. I want to showcase to her our new elixir. Since you dealt with her quite regularly before, you might have an easier time convincing her to try it out."

"Sure, that's not a problem." He nodded.

"Great then. See you later." I waved him farewell and went to my room for a quick dress change out of my work clothes before it was time for lunch.

For the rest of the day, I decided to finally seek out Lily and catch up with my magic studies. Since she was very expensive and I had to pay her every day even if I didn't study, I had no time to idle.

I was so engrossed in it that I almost missed dinner. When I hurriedly arrived at the dining hall, the main course was already being served, and both Helga and Bernadette threw me disapproving looks.

I showed an awkward smile as I quickly apologized for the late arrival. But as I was taking my seat at the head of the table, Bernadette informed me I received a message.

I tensed up, worrying it might be another Guild plot, but to my relief, the letter was from Aunt Ingrid. She briefly informed me that my father would arrive in the city on the last day of the market.

'Oh, I almost forgot about that, too!' I realized with horror. We always met at my uncle's this time of the year as I couldn't possibly invite him to my tiny room when I used to live in the Northern Quarter.

But then I smiled as now the situation was quite different. 'Hmm, I could also invite him for dinner here instead of simply greeting him.' I thought while throwing a covert glance at my sister. 'Yes, having a family dinner after so long would be quite nice...'

            

    
        Chapter 90: Making Arrangements

    
    
    
    
                I woke up the next day early in the morning, eager to put my latest scheme into action and get back to those pompous Alchemists and their law-sanctioned monopoly on potions.

Theo seemed to share my sentiment as he, too, was already present when I arrived at the dining hall for breakfast. We simply nodded at ourselves with knowing smiles, much to the puzzlement of Helga, who regarded us with a raised eyebrow and a silent question.

I simply shrugged my shoulders as I didn't want the servants overhearing our plans since I still didn't know if I could trust them.

Before the sun managed to rise above the colorful roofs of the City, we were already on our way toward Isadora's shop.

I looked up at the unassuming building with a small garden full of nostalgia. As we were coming closer, I showed a wistful smile, remembering all those countless hours I spent working here before taking a deep breath and opening the creaking doors.

The soft tingling of the bells echoed throughout the store as they announced our arrival. Stepping inside, I immediately noticed Elena standing behind the counter, her eyes wide with recognition and surprise.

She had changed much since I last saw her, looking much more mature. Her long hair was pulled back in a neat bun, and her features had softened, becoming more defined. She was no longer that thin girl I remembered but a young woman.

I nodded at her with a knowing smile. I still hadn't forgotten all that torment she subjected me to when I used to be an apprentice here.

Still, I decided to let it be and not seek revenge as she was just a stupid girl back then, not knowing any better, so getting back at her would be petty and not worth it.

On the other hand, she didn't return a smile but instead paled as soon as she saw us entering. Without uttering a single word, she quickly escaped to the back room, looking distraught, presumably looking for Isadora.

I chuckled while shaking my head. 'Is that how you greet a customer?'

But I understood her sentiment. The boy she liked to torment so much turned out to be an Aspirant of the Arcane Arts, not to mention he was accompanied by an Alchemist who used to be their most valuable customer before he started working for the said boy...

As we waited, I curiously took a look around the shop. It didn't change much. The room was permeated with a light herbal scent, and the shelves were filled to the brim with countless jars and vials of various medicines.

'They will be soon joined with our very own elixir...' I thought, hopeful.

Before long, the doors leading to the back room swung open, and an agitated-looking Isadora promptly emerged from within.

She threw us a guarded look and, with slightly widened eyes, hurriedly greeted us. "Be welcomed, honorable guests. What do we owe the pleasure of welcoming you at our humble shop?"

I could see a mix of concern and eagerness in her eyes, much in line with her character as she was cautious but also opportunistic, and I hoped to exploit that part of her today.

Elena didn't come back, probably shivering with fear somewhere in the back. But I didn't care. She was not crucial to our plans, so I simply looked Isadora in the eyes and smiled confidently. "We came to make you a certain offer..."

"Oh?" She raised her eyebrows as she looked around before quickly locking the doors. "You should have sent a word that you would come. I would make arrangements to receive such important guests..." She added after she made sure we were truly alone.

I simply waved my hand dismissively. "Oh, don't worry about it. That's precisely why we didn't announce us as we wanted to keep our visit a secret."

"Can I ask what you might require from an old herbalist like myself?" She asked with a puzzled face.
I couldn't help but chuckle. "Don't sell yourself so short. I realized you were quite a resourceful woman a long time ago. That is why we came first to you."

I paused for a short while, trying to organize my thoughts as now will come the hard part. "You see... You might have heard about the potions we sold at the market the other day."

Isadora's eyes narrowed, and a knowing smile appeared on her lips. "Well, I'm sure the whole City had heard about that by now. Quite a bold move, I must say. But what has any of this to do with me?"

I smiled at her. "That's why we are here. Since the Alchemist Guild expelled my friend Theodore here from their ranks and stopped us from selling our potions, we had to make some changes..." I said as I took a vial of our new elixir out of my pocket.

As soon as Isadora laid her eyes on the vial, she instantly paled and took a step back. "You can't possibly mean to sell your potions in my store... I don't want any trouble with the Alchemists!"

I quickly raised my hand to stop her from making premature conclusions. "What do you mean? We can't legally sell any potions now, and we intend to fully adhere to the Guild's decision, although we are not happy with it."

"This..." I said while pointing at the unassuming vial, "is our brand new product. We combined my knowledge of herbalism and Theodore's knowledge of alchemy to create a new form of elixir - an enhanced elixir. It's much more potent than a normal elixir, but not as much as a real healing potion would. Here, see for yourself."

I handed the vial to Isadora, and she reluctantly accepted it. She scowled at the elixir in her hand, examining it with a great deal of suspicion. However, I could also see a slight curiosity in her eyes.

"Please feel free to taste it too. I'm sure you would be able to instantly notice that it tastes nothing like a healing potion." I encouraged her.

After tasting it, she widened her eyes in surprise, and I could see a pleased expression spreading across her face. "Ehm," she quickly cleared her throat and said. "I must say that it has a very peculiar taste but an enjoyable one."

I took out another vial, and by cutting my finger and healing it, I also demonstrated that they worked just as well as they tasted.

"I'm sure that your customers will appreciate it very much. Since we will be selling it as a simple elixir, it is outside the purview of the Alchemist Guild, so they wouldn't be able to cause you any trouble."

Isadora was seemingly thinking about it for a long time. I could see the hesitation in her eyes. However, I knew Isadora was an intelligent woman.

Although she still appeared quite reluctant to the whole idea, I was able to notice the subtle smile forming on her lips as she was probably already imagining how much she could rake in by selling this.

"Well, I'm immensely flattered by such an offer. But I'm just a simple merchant. I can't hold a candle to the Alchemists..." She started fidgeting. But I could see it was just an act. She saw the opportunity before her and was just weighing the risks, so I decided to ease her worries.

"Isadora, you have a reputation of being one of the best herbalists in the whole of Ereneth. If you started selling our elixir in your store, every other herbalist would soon follow your lead. And we are not talking about just any elixir... This is an enhanced elixir that will undoubtedly attract the attention of many."

I then looked her square in the eyes with a knowing smile. "And for every elixir sold, you'll get a percentage of the profits. I'm sure you can imagine that the potential for profit is immense with a product like this."

Isadora's eyes glinted with almost palpable greed, and I knew we had her. She simply extended her hand towards us, and we shook on the deal.

'Perfect...' I thought as we finalized the details of our arrangement. The Alchemists won't like this one bit, but there was nothing they could do about this, and if they tried anything underhanded, we had the protection of Dominic's gang, so I wasn't too worried about them.

'Still, I think hiring some guards around our premises would be better just in case...'

As we were coming back, I was thinking about the dinner I wanted to prepare for my father when he arrived in the City.

I knew he was very fond of meat, so a big roasted slab of meat would be a great choice. However, meat was a costly thing in the City, especially now that everyone was making their winter preparations.

'Hmm, I guess I could simply go hunt something in the forest. In the past, I didn't bother bringing any animal carcasses to the City as they were too heavy for me, and I couldn't possibly levitate them as that would expose my magic.

Now, however, I have my very own driver, and I also still have the wagon I borrowed from my uncle to transport the potions to the market, so it would pose no problem at all to make a quick hunting trip to the City's forest...

            

    
        Chapter 91: Silent Observation

    
    
    
    
                After we returned to the mansion, it was already too late to go hunting, so I put it off for tomorrow, but that didn't mean I would be idling for the rest of the day. On the contrary, I had a crucial task in mind, a task that I didn't dare to delegate to anyone but myself.

In light of the previous events and the heat that will undoubtedly come our way after our latest scheme comes to light, I desperately needed some guards to protect our secrets and, most importantly, my sister from any harm that could come our way.

For a moment, I considered going through the same agency where I got all my servants, as that would be the easiest solution. But I quickly discarded that idea as that would mean putting our safety in the hands of the Baroness de Fleur.

And I didn't trust that woman one bit, especially in such a sensitive matter. Thus, the only option was to take things into my own hands and look for someone myself.

However, that was easier said than done. I had no idea where to start. Where does one go to look for suitable guards? Particularly those who I could trust. Finding someone like that seemed all but an impossible endeavor.

Still, it needed to be done, so I had to figure it out somehow. The most common approach seems to be hiring mercenaries, as I saw many merchants do so in the past.

But that was also something I was reluctant to do since mercenaries cared only about money, so I couldn't count on them to put their lives on the line for me, not to mention there was a risk of someone overpaying them to double cross me.

Now that I think about it, the best option would probably be to approach some beast hunters who had bad luck recently and were currently without means and desperate for a job.

Not that I would trust them more, but they at least had some sense of honor and duty, so they would be less likely to betray me.

'Alright, but how to go about it?' I thought somberly. It was not like I could just go and approach someone randomly on the street, as that would be seen as extremely rude.

But then I remembered a particular large inn close to the southern gates, which I knew was frequented by beast hunters. 'Hmm. I guess it's worth a try...' I thought with a slight reluctance.

I looked out of the window of my room, and I could see plenty of daylight left. Since I had already decided, I promptly informed my servants that I had some dealings outside and would probably be late for dinner, so they shouldn't wait for me.

I then donned modest clothes to not draw attention and headed toward the Southern Quarter to try and see if I could find someone who would fit the bill of a competent guard.

I trudged down the cobblestone path with purposeful steps. Before long, I found myself standing in front of a sizable building.

Drawing a deep breath, I steadied myself and pushed open the creaking door. The air inside was heavy with the smell of booze and smoke, and it momentarily overwhelmed my sensitive senses.

A few people threw me guarded looks, and I quickly broke out of my stupor. While clearing my throat from all that smoke, I quickly made my way toward the counter.

All around me, the roars of laughter loudly echoed across the hall, and lively conversation could be heard around various tables.

The mead flowed freely, and I smiled pleasantly as I knew this inn was one of the places my new meadery was delivering. I watched as the innkeeper filled several mugs with the golden liquid to the brim before providing them to the eager patrons.

A subtle smile appeared on my lips as I was delighted to see the business booming - all the more profit for me.

I sat at a corner table and, too, ordered a pint of mead to avoid appearing suspicious, although I didn't plan on drinking as I wanted to keep my head clear. Instead, I carefully observed the hall and paid close attention to the people present.

My gaze swept across the hall, taking in every detail. The local patrons were a rough bunch. Most of them were hulking brutes, their muscles straining against tight-fitting clothes. Some of them could be found in the embrace of women of questionable character while making lewd gestures.

I didn't flinch from what I saw; after all, those were quite common sights in this part of the town, and I was not one to judge how people spend their time.

I could also see multiple people with worn-out clothes who were gloomily staring at the bottom of their mugs, looking miserable.

Still, I didn't approach anyone yet as I wanted to avoid any simple muscle-head. I needed someone who could also think for himself and wouldn't be easily deceived.

It was already close to the evening before I narrowed my selection to several people who looked promising.

One of them, a man with a bushy beard and a scar running down his cheek, caught my eye. He looked like he'd seen his fair share of battles, but there's a certain glint in his eye that suggests he's more than just a mindless brute.

I watch as he downs his mug of ale and slams it down on the table, grinning at his companions.

"Don't worry, Brunhilde. I know we had a streak of bad luck recently, but with your tracking skills, I'm sure we will make a good catch soon..."

"I'm always astonished by your boundless optimism, Jorn, but I'm afraid that won't pay our bills..." A young woman sitting beside him replied with a raised eyebrow.

I looked at the scene with interest. Just the fact that they had a woman in their party must mean that she is a very capable one, as only a very few women could ever hope to push through such a harsh environment as the Beast Hunter's Guild.

And the fact that the man Jorn picked her up must mean he has a keen eye for choosing his subordinates. But then I chuckled to myself. Unless... She employed her womanly assets to secure the spot in their party.

But the way they talked and the fact that the woman Brunhilde was far from a feminine beauty spoke against this theory.

A few other people, who were presumably other party members, also sat around their table. They all looked like competent fighters, so I simply smiled and stood up from my seat, heading toward them... before promptly passing them up and leaving the place altogether.

I, of course, wouldn't take a first impression as a certainty. Before I approach them with my offer, for real, I'm going to run a much more thorough background check on them. Today, I was simply gathering information.

I already remembered their names and faces. That was enough, as this was something I couldn't mess up by acting rashly. Thus, I tightened the edge of my coat closer to my neck as it was getting cold this late in autumn, and headed back home.

***

Early in the morning the next day, I sent a message to my good friend Alaric asking for a meeting on a certain private matter. Then, I ordered my driver to prepare the horses.

Soon, we were on our way to the city's forest as I wanted to make a real feast for my father, who was scheduled to arrive in the city by tomorrow.

I also sent a word to Aunt Ingrid informing her I was planning a dinner and that they were invited too.

Still, they turned down my invitation, probably thanks to Konrad, who bears quite heavily my recent accomplishments and my sudden rise in status. He heartily avoids me at every opportunity while slandering me at every turn.

Seeing such petty behavior from him, I only smiled, as that was just how he was. My aunt probably didn't want to add fuel to the fire by accepting my invitation, so it would be just Helga, me, our father, and also Theo, who ended up staying with me permanently for now as his family bears especially heavily his expulsion from the Guild.

His father particularly was very angry with him. He kicked him out of the house until he begged Chancellor Leopold for forgiveness and his reinstatement into the Guild.

Something Theo didn't want to do thanks to his pride and also the fact that only a few weeks with me already broadened his horizons regarding Alchemy more than all the previous half a year studying under his master from the Guild so he didn't have any regrets.

This early in the morning, the traffic was light, so we very soon arrived at the edge of the forest, and I ordered the driver to stop and wait for me there. This close to the city was still pretty safe, so I wasn't worried he would be attacked or anything.

I quickly disappeared into the underbrush, and immediately, I could feel the soft moss spring under my feet, and the sounds of birds chirping filled me with familiarity and peace. 'Ah, it's good to be back...'

            

    
        Chapter 92: Heavy Lifting

    
    
    
    
                I stood still for a short moment, taking in the sights of the autumn forest. But then, I quickly broke out of my stupor and started walking since I didn't have that much time to idle, and I had other things to take care of today.

Thus, I immediately used my magic sense and spread it across the forest floor in all directions, scanning it for any signs of suitable prey.

I wanted something with enough meat on its bones to have a real feast tonight. With a single thought, my magic sense intensified, and my vision expanded. Each leaf on every tree appeared like a fine engraving in front of me; each blade of grass stood out like a line drawn in ink.

The previously quiet forest instantly came to life. I could feel the animals moving through the underbrush and insects crawling over the forest floor.

Still, not counting the few people gathering wood nearby and the several rabbits hopping around in the bushes, I didn't notice anything worth hunting yet, so with a sigh, I ventured further into the forest, quickly disappearing under its majestic trees.

I trudged through the undergrowth, pushing aside thick brush and avoiding overhanging branches as I searched for signs of wildlife. It took me almost an hour to locate a quite sizeable boar sniffing around some bushes fairly deep within the forest.

Since it was very close before the advent of winter, the local animals were hunted on a regular basis around the city, so they must have learned to retreat deep into the woods. However, it still surprised me how hard it was to track something here despite using such a cheat like the magic sense.

Now, I quite understood the beast hunter's plight from yesterday's conversation. 'Being a regular hunter, it would probably take me a very long time to track something like this...' I thought somberly as I was coming to a small clearing.

Remembering my past mistakes, I first made absolutely sure no other humans were around before I focused my essence, quickly killing the unsuspecting boar. He didn't even have time to squeal before his head was run through a long spike made out of hardened soil.

'Great... I'm getting better at this,' I thought, pleased by my performance as I approached the dead boar.

Looking at the large carcass, I sighed as I realized I would also have to disembowel the boar. I couldn't bring it back as it was, or its organs could rupture during transport, spilling their contents, which could ruin the meat.

Thus, I quickly set to work on the boar, making a precise cut along its abdomen and carefully removing its organs. I still felt slightly disgusted doing this, but I knew it was necessary. It was a messy process but one I had grown accustomed to hunting in the Forest back in the village over the years.

I finished it as fast as possible, just as Old Swen taught me, while holding my breath from the foul smell. I couldn't help but smile as I remembered all the rabbits we hunted together, although we never caught something as big as this boar.

After I buried the innards into the ground, I promptly levitated the now disemboweled boar and started heading back toward the forest's edge, where my driver waited for me.

It was somewhat challenging trying to lift something so heavy solely with magic. Still, thanks to my constant practice, it was nothing I couldn't handle.

But as soon as I made the first few tentative steps, I froze in my tracks, noticing some sort of movement before quickly looking up. My eyes widened as I saw a flock of majestic birds soaring high in the sky.

'Are those Entfliegs?' A shiver ran through my back as I suddenly got a very bad feeling. Their sharp claws glinted like knives in the sunlight, and their screeches echoed through the forest.

I involuntarily took a few steps back as I observed them circling above me, as these were no ordinary birds.

They were known as ruthless predators with prolonged necks and long claws with which they hunted their prey. The best way to describe them would be a mix between a duck and a falcon but much larger.

'What are they doing here?' I wondered as I quickly dropped the boar to the ground and readied myself for a battle.

Chances of encountering them were scarce as they nested deep within the Northern mountains. I only knew about them because I thoroughly prepared for my last year's trip and made an effort to learn about every animal and monster living in the mountains.

But then I remembered they were migratory birds. 'Ah, so they must be flying south directly over my head right at the exact moment I decided to go hunting, and when they smelled the blood from the boar, they decided to have a little snack along the way... what are the chances of that? Again that damned luck of mine...'

I had heard tales of how they occasionally descended from the mountains snatching a sheep or a goat from some poor herdsboy, tearing them limb from limb without mercy, sometimes even hunting the herdsboy himself if he had terrible luck. And now, here they were, circling over my head... ready to strike. 

I could probably make a run for it if I left the boar here. I would make it just fine since they were still fairly high in the sky. But like hell if I left them the boar. This is my prey; they shall get it only over my dead body.

Right at that moment, I could see them loudly screeching and diving straight for me. 'Hmm, they seem to really want that boar.' I thought while I hurriedly circulated my essence, focusing every bit of my strength on the coming battle.

Most people wouldn't stand the slightest chance against them... but I was not most people. Still, there was a whole flock of them, and I was alone. All they needed was a single strike, and I would be done for.

Then, a cold smile formed on my lips since I also read that the Entfliegs were considered quite delicious, and their meat was seemingly very tender. 'You think you are hunting me, but you just served yourself to me on a silver platter...'

I waited until only a few meters were separating their sharp claws from my neck before I made my essence surge forth.

*Hm, Hm, HM, HMMM*

I attacked them with my [Sound wave] spell, hoping to disorient them and break their momentum before finishing them one by one with a [Stone bullet] to the head.

But my plan was quickly thwarted before it could even properly begin. As soon as the sound wave hit them, they started screeching with all their might, waving their wings frantically, convulsing in agony before they stopped flying altogether and simply started falling directly on my head.

'Oh, crap!' Was the only thing that came to my mind before I had to jump under the nearest tree to protect myself from the rain of dead birds.

'What the hell... it was such nice weather just a short while ago. Who could have thought there would be birds raining on my head...'

After the last bird had fallen from the sky, I emerged from my temporary shelter and smiled victoriously. Why was I so scared again? They literally went and died just like that. They must have been really sensitive to loud sounds.

'Hmm, so what now?' I thought hopelessly. In front of me was a clearing full of dead birds. Few of them were not quite dead, as they still flinched from time to time, so I quickly put them out of their misery.

'How am I going to transport all that meat?' I wondered, feeling lost. A short while ago, I was worried I wouldn't be able to hunt enough for us to stuff our bellies, and now this...

In the end, I simply put them all on one big pile alongside the boar and levitated them all at once. I huffed with exertion, barely able to move at all as I had never tried to lift something so heavy.

With slow, pained steps where every meter felt like an eternity, I slowly emerged from the forest. When my driver spotted the massive pile of feathers and claws emerging from the underbrush, he almost got a heart attack.

With eyes widened in utter disbelief, he blinked a few times, simply looking as I dumped my haul onto the wagon and dropped to the ground, totally exhausted.

As we were driving back to the city, the driver threw covert glances at me and the pile of Entfliegs on the wagon, gulping nervously.

I was, meanwhile, simply happy to be sitting after such an ordeal. Still, I couldn't help but show a subtle smile. 'I can already tell this will be a pretty amazing feast...'

            

    
        Chapter 93: Family Dinner

    
    
    
    
                Today was the last day of Ereneth's Autumn market, and also the day my father was scheduled to come to the city to buy winter supplies.

I sent him a word in advance inviting him for dinner instead of meeting him at my uncle's place like always, and he eagerly agreed, apparently wanting to come take a look at my new house.

I smiled nervously since, till now, I referred to this opulent mansion as a simple house in my correspondence with him to not appear too extravagant in my parent's eyes. Thus, I was slightly nervous about how he would take all this since I knew about my father's frugal nature.

Not that I was any sort of prodigal son. On the contrary, I knew the actual value of money and the hardships one must go through to acquire it in this world. Still, this property allowed me a lot of privacy and plenty of room to both train my magic and experiment with my potion crafting, so I was happy with it.

Not to mention, the money I spent to purchase this mansion was something I will be able to quickly gain back, and then some after my potion business gets back on track. But I couldn't tell my father the details of my dealing for his and my mother's safety, so I guess I would have to simply endure the weight of his judgmental eyes.

I stretched my arms lazily, wondering what to do in the meantime. Alaric was apparently too busy to meet me as during the market, the Merchant's Guild was swarmed with requests and complaints of every kind, so I will have to meet him tomorrow. That was not a problem; what I wanted from him was not urgent.

'Hmm, I guess I can take a look at the kitchen to see how the preparations are going...' I mused as I started heading toward the basement with a slight curiosity. I instructed the chef to make a real effort for tonight's feast since I had to go through so much trouble yesterday to secure such a pile of meat.

But when I set foot into the kitchen, I paused and blinked a few times, surprised by the sight before me. The usually serene place has now transformed into a literal battlefield.

An intense smell of roasting meat hung in the air, competing with the sharp clanging of pots and pans being banged around. The kitchen was a flurry of activity accompanied by constant puffs of steam hissing from the stove.

In the middle of it all stood the chef, a broad figure with a thick gray mustache and a bald head that glistened from sweat. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows as he surveyed his work until his eyes fell on me and he gave a slight nod in greeting before turning back to continue cooking.

As I turned my head to the right, looking into a storage room adjacent to the kitchen, I could see my maids having an intensive battle with the flock of Entfliegs, whom they were tasked to scald and pluck.

Even though the dreadful birds were long dead, they still gave quite a fight, and the maids were sweating profusely while heartily cursing their present task with all their might.

It was no wonder the Entfliegs were regarded as vicious predators since even their feathers were quite tough and sharp, like knives, so plucking them was no easy thing.

Still, I found out that their feathers were actually quite valuable thanks to their toughness, which made them a prized material for both quills and arrows, so I will be able to easily cover all my extra expenses with this unexpected boon.

And despite their constant cursing, the maids were performing this unpleasant task with an eager glint in their eyes as I had promised each of them half a bird to take to their families for their troubles.

Their help was necessary as without it, the chef and his helper alone couldn't possibly process all this meat on their own. I still remember my chef's dumbfounded expression when I returned from the hunt and dropped my bountiful catch onto the kitchen floor.

At first, he simply stared at me with wide eyes, but when he finally broke out of his stupor, he smiled brightly, promising me a feast I won't forget anytime soon.

Helga, meanwhile, was upstairs helping with setting up the table. Since the maids were helping in the kitchen, no one could prepare the dining hall, so it would be quite a tough race to make everything ready in time.

I knew this was a direct consequence of me skimping out on the servants and getting only the bare minimum of staff, but it was not like we would hold another feast anytime soon, so I was content with a little bit of chaos now and then.

Helga originally wanted to go fetch our father to the market herself. Still, it would be too dangerous for her to go anywhere in the city alone, especially now that she had made her debut and many people could recognize her face. Hence, I ordered her to remain here and gave her that task so she wouldn't get any funny ideas.

Not to mention, I sent out my driver to the market earlier to escort father here when he's done shopping, so that should be already taken care of...

Seeing that everything was progressing nicely given the circumstances, I nodded happily as I went back upstairs, spending the remaining few hours resting by the fireplace while I was revising the new incantations I was given by Lily in our previous lesson.

Before I knew it, the delicious aroma wafting through the air had roused me from my reverie. I opened my eyes and saw a magnificent table spread out before me. The roasted boar, glistening with fat and covered in herbs and spices, was at its center. It was surrounded by vegetables cooked to perfection, steaming bowls of hot broth, and freshly baked loaves of bread.

At the side were the Entfliegs, their skin impeccably crispy. They came both roasted and steamed, accompanied by rich sauces and plenty of vegetables. Just the smell of it all was more than tantalizing, and my mouth watered in anticipation. 

The chef beamed proudly as he presented his masterpiece to me. I couldn't help but smile seeing his proud expression. I made my way towards him, thanking him for his effort, and he bowed before me in appreciation. He had truly outdone himself this time - this feast was fit for a king.

Right at that moment, I could hear the sound of hoofbeats from the courtyard. 'Ah, it seems we managed to finish it all in time.' I thought pleasantly as I went to the parlor to welcome my father.

Helga eagerly trodded behind me with a bright smile on her face. She, too, wanted to make an impression so she donned her finest dress and carried herself like a true lady. I chuckled to myself, wondering what Father would say to all of this.

As soon as the main doors opened and Gorn stepped through, Helga happily shouted, "Father!" and jumped into his arms. He at first looked surprised, but then an affectionate smile spread across his face.

"Look at you, Helga. What a fine dress... I almost didn't recognize you." He said while patting Helga's back.

He then looked at me, and I smiled at him. "Welcome, Father; it's good to see you after so long."

"Darian." He nodded back, and we heartily shook hands. But then his smile disappeared, and he looked at me strangely. "When you said you bought a house, I never could have imagined something like this."

I smiled nervously as I scratched the back of my head, trying to avoid my father's inquisitive gaze. "It was a great deal; I got it for half price!" I proclaimed with a forced smile before quickly adding, "Let's go eat dinner before the food gets cold... I can show you around afterward."

Without waiting for a response, I ushered both Father and Helga into the dining hall, seating them around the large table laden with a literal mountain of food. The tantalizing aroma of the countless delicacies caused our stomachs to grumble in anticipation.

Before we dug in, I also introduced Theo, who was seated on my right, salivating at the sumptuous-looking boar.

My master, Lily, opted to remain in her room as she apparently didn't want to intrude on our family reunion. At least that was what she said, but I guess she is just a loner who isn't too comfortable around people.

We then feasted until our stomachs threatened to burst, and our laughs echoed loudly across the hall as we chatted merrily, enjoying each other's company. But as the evening progressed, I could see from my father's expression that I couldn't escape his burning questions for long.

After the maids cleaned the last plate from the table and we all sat with pleased expressions, Father finally turned toward me and asked. "So now that we ate, why don't you tell me what you have been doing lately?"

            

    
        Chapter 94: Father's Inquiry

    
    
    
    
                "So now that we ate, why don't you tell me what you have been doing lately?" My father's question hung in the air as he looked at me with inquisitive eyes.

The corners of my mouth twitched as I looked at him with an awkward smile. What a seemingly innocent question... yet there were multiple ways to answer him. Each of them hiding potential landmines I wanted to avoid at all costs.

I shifted nervously, trying to quickly come up with an acceptable answer. I felt a bead of cold sweat trickle down my back while my father's piercing gaze bore holes into my soul.

With a deep sigh, I hesitantly began speaking, "Well, nothing much... I was simply studying magic like always with my master, Lily, while also taking care of the house. Oh, and Helga recently made her debut in society..."

I then told him about how we attended the Harvest Festival and how everyone's eyes were on Helga as she made her debut, hoping to divert the conversation to a safer topic.

My father listened with a keen interest to my tale. However, I couldn't help but notice that the longer I spoke, the harder he furrowed his brows. Finally, he wasn't able to hold his apparent frustration any longer, and with a raised hand, he interrupted me.

"Didn't you promise us you would provide Helga with a respectful job? All I hear is you two fooling around attending parties..."

"Father!" Helga exclaimed. "I'm not fooling around! I was studying etiquette all day long for weeks!" She said, looking outraged.

"That's true... she was studying quite hard these last few weeks." I nodded in agreement.

He raised an eyebrow. "And what about her job?"

I sighed before looking at him with a perplexed expression. 'Why is he so adamant about this? With my earnings, I can easily support Helga without any problems." I thought with frustration.

Then I smiled at him as I tried to make him see the light. "You see... Father. It's not easy to find a job that is both respectable and suitable for Helga's skills."

He wanted to interject, but I didn't give him an opportunity. "Helga's debut was quite important for her and our family's reputation. With the right connections, she could make it much further in society than she could ever dream of otherwise..."

Father scoffed, "A steady income is more important than some empty dreams."

Seeing his stubbornness, I gathered this led nowhere, so I simply shook my head and looked at Helga. "Why don't we ask Helga what she wants to do? She is an adult, after all..."

I could see Helga's eyes brighten at my remark. "Ever since I came to the city, Darian showed me there is so much more to life than I could ever know in the village. I want to explore every nook of the city and make many new friends... I don't want to settle anytime soon!" she passionately proclaimed.

I chuckled at her enthusiasm as I looked back at our father. "See? She is happy here, so why can't we leave her to enjoy herself for a little while longer..."

Father huffed in annoyance, clearly not satisfied. He then looked at Helga. "Fine, I won't speak of this anymore. It is, after all, your life, and since you no longer live under my roof, I can only give you some advice. But remember, tread very carefully here. Believe me, I've seen what an unbounded hubris leads to, and it is not a pretty sight..."

He then turned to me. "And you... You now have responsibility for Helga, so make sure she doesn't do anything stupid."

I gulped nervously, sweating under the weight of his gaze. I nodded solemnly, promising him I would take care of Helga and ensure no harm would befall her.

But then I tilted my head questioningly as something Father said stuck in my mind. "You still never told me what led you to settle in such a small village instead of opening a shop in the city. Here, you could have so many opportunities and also so much more money."

Father simply smiled and shook his head. "Money is not everything, Darian," he said softly. "Sometimes it's more important to focus on what matters most - your family."

I looked curiously at him, sensing there was something he wasn't telling me. He chuckled softly and ruffled my hair. "Perhaps someday when you are older, I will tell you more about this, but not now..." he said with a wink. 

I showed a weary smile but didn't pursue the topic any further. The gods know I have plenty of secrets of my own, so it would be hypocritical of me to try to pry out his.

Instead, I asked him. "So, how's life in the village?"

He laughed as he took a large gulp of mead. "Oh, you know it's still the same, and I like it that way."

We then talked some more before it was time to go to bed. Father had a long journey ahead of him back to the village, so we couldn't speak for too long.

***

'Well, that was quite a success.' I smiled as I woke up the following day. The soft light filtered in through the curtains. I quickly put on my clothes and went to an early breakfast.

The chef, by now, knew my habits quite well, so he started preparing breakfast long before sunrise, as he knew I was an early bird. Not that I didn't like to rest a bit longer, but I had plenty to do today.

Shortly after breakfast, as the sun rose over the roofs, it was time to say goodbye to Father. He hugged me, and while I returned the embrace, I thanked him for his brief but fond visit.

He then ruffled my hair before releasing me with one final word of caution: "Be careful, Darian. I know that the city life can have an irresistible allure, but for people like us, it can also cause ruin and destruction."

And with that, he set into the city streets, pulling his small cart full of supplies. I looked at him with a silent question hanging on my lips.

'What was that about? It is quite unlike him to be so full of doom and gloom.' I thought as I looked at his silhouette disappearing in the distance.

I guess it has something to do with his past, but it will probably take some time before he is ready to talk about it. With this, I went back inside to prepare for the day ahead.

Soon after, I was already on my way to the Merchant's Guild to meet with Alaric. I knew he was well-connected, so I was hoping he could obtain the kind of information I was looking for.

When I arrived at the Guild's opulent building, Alaric was already waiting for me. He welcomed me with a warm smile on his face and offered me a seat in his impeccably decorated office.

He motioned for me to sit in one of the two elegant armchairs before his large mahogany desk.

"So what can I do for you on this fine day? I'm sorry that I couldn't meet with you sooner, but there was simply utter chaos yesterday. I hope there were no problems with the trade license?" He probed.

"Not in the least, thank you again for arranging it on such a short notice. Ultimately, our sale didn't pan out exactly how I was hoping for, but I won't bother you with the boring details. Instead, I wanted to ask you about something I'm currently struggling with..."

"Oh? do tell..." He smiled as he stroked his beard.

"I recently met several beast hunters who caught my eye, and I want to hire them for a certain request. Yet I'm not sure about the strength of their character if you know what I mean... And I would like to learn more about them before considering them for the job."

Alaric nodded with a knowing smile. "Ah, I know exactly what you mean. Many merchants deal with similar problems when hiring guards for their caravans, so there is a demand for this kind of information."

He then leaned forward and added in a quiet voice. "And where there is a demand, there is also an offer. But it will cost you quite a bit, I'm afraid."

"Oh, that's not a problem at all..." I replied with a subtle smile.

We discussed the details of my request, and after I provided him the names, he agreed that he would do some background checks on the said beast hunters.

After reviewing a few details regarding the payment, Alaric shuffled the papers on his table and nodded before gathering them up and tucking them inside his robe.

He stood up and extended his hand to me, and I accepted it gratefully. I left his office with a broad smile, feeling excited that all my plans were progressing smoothly.

Now, all that is left are a few willing workers to help us with the potion... ehm, the enhanced elixir production, and we can finally start making some real money...

            

    
        Chapter 95: Mysterious Message

    
    
    
    
                'Now, all that is left are a few willing workers to help us with the potion... ehm, the enhanced elixir production, and we can finally start making some real money.' I thought pleasantly as I was leaving the Fortress.

I was just thinking about how to go about the next step of my plan when I bumped into someone. 'Huh?' I blinked a few times, wondering how it could happen, as I was pretty sure I always kept track of my environment even when submerged in my thoughts.

But then I instantly became alert as it became quite apparent the person in question must have bumped into me on purpose. I squinted at the small figure in front of me as I hurriedly patted myself down, ensuring that all my belongings were still with me.

However, when I took a better look at the perpetrator, I paused as in front of me stood an unassuming old woman with a kind face.

'Huh? Why would someone like her bump into me?' I was left staring at her in utter bewilderment. It was evident that she didn't try to rob me or do anything.

In fact, she was simply standing there with a small smile on her face before theatrically falling down on her knees.

"Ah! Honourable Sir, please forgive this old woman her transgression. My eyes are getting bad, and I couldn't see the road very well." She loudly pleaded with her head lowered to the ground.

This situation was getting weirder and weirder by the second. 'What is her reason for doing all this?' I wondered but decided to forget my curiosity and quickly get out of there as a small crowd of onlookers was already forming around, pointing their fingers at us.

'Whatever it is you are trying to accomplish here, I'm not interested as I have enough problems as it is...' were my last thoughts before I quickly tried to move past her.

But right as I was squeezing through, she suddenly grabbed the hem of my sleeve, and before I could react, she slipped a small piece of paper into my hand.

She then quickly stood up and disappeared into the crowd of people. I couldn't help but blink a few times as I was left standing there wondering what all this was about.

I moved out of the way of the ongoing traffic and hurriedly examined the piece of paper she had left me. I realized it was some sort of message.

'Why did she play such theatrics just to give me a message? She could simply give it to me normally...' I shook my head as I placed the message into my pocket and continued walking like nothing had happened.

Before I looked at it, I wanted to get someplace safe and quiet as I knew it surely wasn't any regular message since she went through all that trouble just to give it to me.

I left the Fortress and continued until I arrived in a secluded alleyway a short distance from the main road. I carefully unwrapped the meticulously folded list of paper and began reading.

I couldn't help but furrow my brows as soon as I managed to read the first few words. It was written in a very crude way, almost like it was written by a child's hand or, more likely, a person who only recently learned how to write. Right then, a subtle smile appeared on my face as I finally realized who had sent it.

It was from none other than my fellow Aspirant Jenny, from whom I hadn't heard anything from when we attended Sir Roderick's party together. Finished with the letter, I first employed my magic sense again to check I was truly alone before quickly extending my hand with the said letter placed on top of my palm.

I then simply focused my essence and burned it until nothing but ashes remained. Throwing one last look at the grains of dust fluttering in the wind, I promptly exited the alley while trying my best to maintain a poker face. However, inwardly, I was far from calm.

The content of the letter was very peculiar, to say the least... In general, what Jenny wanted was to meet with me. That, of course, by itself wouldn't be anything too outrageous.

In fact, I was still mildly curious about her and all the information she could provide me about the venerable Sir Roderick and what he was teaching her about magic.

Still, the way she wanted to meet was as far from ordinary as one could get. She asked me to meet her at midnight at a particular place within the Fortress. Not suspicious at all...

It would mean breaking into the Fortress at night - something which was strictly forbidden. During the night, the Fortress was all but closed shut while being under heavy guard with no civilians allowed.

Of course, sneaking in would be pretty easy for someone like me. All I needed to do was manipulate the air around me to help lift me over the walls during the changing of the guards. But if something went wrong and I got caught inside after dark without permission, it would be pretty tough to explain...

I couldn't help but wonder if this was some sort of trap, but despite going through every possible scenario in my head, I couldn't think of how getting caught inside would benefit Jenny in any way.

Not to mention, she didn't come across as someone who would be skilled in intrigues and subterfuge. Thus, I decided to risk it and meet with her.

My reasoning was simple. Even if it is a trap, no one knows about my magic sense, so I would be able to notice any kind of ambush from a mile away...

***

'Alright, time to go look for some orphans...' I thought as I put on my poor man disguise. I then carefully hid my face under a plain-looking hood before promptly exiting the mansion by a side entrance heading for the Northern Quarter.

It was shortly after noon, and I had just had a quick lunch. I would love to enjoy some afternoon rest, but I needed to deal with this as soon as possible since we were scheduled to start delivering elixirs to Isadora within a few days.

Thus, with a sense of purpose, I diligently trodded along the cobblestone streets. I decided to follow my original plan to try to employ several orphans as I'm sure they would be much easier to manage than adults and less likely to betray me.

Before long, I arrived at my destination and began looking around the familiar streets. I knew plenty of orphans were busy drawing water in various groups around the public wells. Sadly, here in the quarter, there were very few work opportunities for them besides running simple errands and drawing water.

This meant that the majority of them would turn to crime long before they grew up joining the various gangs in the slums and surrounding areas.

I already came across several boys who joined Dominic's gang, running errands for them and slowly working their way up the gang's hierarchy, hoping to one day join as a full member - if they lived long enough, that is.

I wandered the streets of the Northern Quarter for some time, looking at the kids hanging out by the public wells. So far, I haven't discovered anyone who caught my eye. All of them were either too violent or simple-minded to do the type of tasks I had in mind.

But as I was coming close to the center of the quarter, not too far from the fountain where Old Martha was selling her vegetables, I stumbled upon a particular scene.

"Mister, please, a little food for my sister..." A young boy, around ten years old, passionately pleaded.

"Get lost!" The middle-aged man the boy had just approached shouted angrily and kicked the poor boy, who instantly bent over, holding his stomach in visible pain.

Such sights were quite common in this part of the city. But what caught my attention was the articulate way the boy was speaking, which was rare in this part of the city. Most people here spoke in a rough, vernacular way, making the residents of the Northern District very distinctive compared to the rest of the residents.

The way he was talking suggested there was more to him than what meets the eye. Not to mention the little girl cowering behind him...

'Ah, this is perfect!' I thought pleasantly. A small boy with a starving little sister. On top of it, she even looks quite pale, suggesting some sort of illness. And by the look of things, he is apparently very attached to her and also quite protective, given all that he is willing to suffer through for her sake.

So if I, for example, healed and fed her, he would undoubtedly be very grateful to me. And in my generosity, I could even suggest they can both stay in my house where I can keep his sister safe and well-fed, while also ensuring that she stays healthy - as long as he works for me, that is.
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                I crouched in the shadows at the corner of a small plaza behind a few shabby-looking crates, my eyes fixed on two scrawny children begging for food nearby.

I could see the dejection in their eyes as they desperately pleaded. It was indeed a sorrowful sight. Yet, despite the apparent futility of their plight, they kept at it. As if they were grasping for hope in a cruel and indifferent world.

There was no way to run a background check on a pair of homeless orphans, so I could only approach them directly and see how things went from there.

Thus, while staying hidden, I quietly retreated, tracing back my steps to the main road where I purchased a delicious-looking meat skewer from a nearby stall before quickly returning to the plaza and casually walking in the orphan's direction.

I tried not to look at them but rather to keep my eyes fixed on the road before me to not appear suspicious while theatrically gnawing at the skewer, hoping that the boy would approach me on his own.

And sure, he did. I could see his sight focused on me from the corner of my eye while he helplessly gulped. I had to make a conscious effort to suppress the victorious grin creeping up my face as he pleaded. "Sir, please, a little bit of food..."

I put on a benevolent-looking smile and stretched out my hand toward him. He instantly cowered while shutting his eyes, preparing to receive a hit. But the strike never came. He cautiously opened his eyes only to see a crispy, fat-dripping meat skewer right in front of him.

He widened his eyes in utter bewilderment before quickly raising his eyes to look at me, afraid it was some sort of guise. But it wasn't. I nodded with encouragement and handed him the rest of the skewer.

He smiled brightly for the first time and bowed to me respectfully. "Thank you so much, sir! The gods will repay your generosity."

He paused, and despite his grumbling stomach, he turned and gave the skewer first to the small girl standing right behind him.

I observed her silently. She looked around 6 or 7 years old, but it was hard to tell since she was malnourished. Her complexion also looked extremely pale, with cold sweat glistening on her forehead. She was undoubtedly suffering from some sort of illness.

"Is that your sister?" I asked the boy, and he nodded. "Greta always had poor health, but I'm sure some food will make her better." He said with hopeful eyes.

However, from one look at her, I knew instantly that no amount of food would cure something like this. Luckily, I had something much better.

I searched my pocket before taking out one of my elixirs and offering it to the girl. "Drink this. It will help you."

The boy looked suspiciously at the small vial in my hands and said. "What is it?"

"It's a medicine that will cure her illness," I said reassuringly.

He blinked a few times. "But I heard medicines are really expensive. Why would you give us something so precious?"

I perfectly understood his skepticism as it was indeed quite weird for a stranger to just hand him something so precious. Thus, I donned what I hoped looked like a zealous expression and enthusiastically proclaimed.

"The Lord of Light teaches us that we should always strive to help those in need. As all your good deeds during one's life will be repaid a thousandfold when you ascend to Caelis."

I remember this from when the local priest used to give sermons back in the village, so I hoped it might somewhat dissolve his worries.

He once again blinked a few times and looked at me like I was crazy. Such gospels apparently didn't stop others from completely ignoring them until now, which meant he didn't look particularly convinced.

So I simply uncorked the vial and offered it to the girl. She moved her eyes between the vial and her brother, seemingly unsure what to do.

The boy looked at me for a short while, hesitant, but then he simply smiled at her and gave her a slight nod. After that, the girl finally accepted the potion and took a small sip.

But as soon as she tasted it, her dull eyes brightened, and she enthusiastically gulped the whole thing down in the blink of an eye.

She then looked at me with big eyes and asked, "Sir, What is it? It was so yummy!"

It was apparent the elixir immediately began working its magic. Her pale complexion receded somewhat, replaced by a much more healthy shade of red. But it was evident that only a single potion wouldn't cut it.

I couldn't help but chuckle, seeing her make such an expression. "It's a new type of elixir. It's not on the market yet, so you had the amazing opportunity to be among the very first people to try it."

She looked at the empty vial with an almost religious fervor. I smiled and turned my head toward the boy. "What is your name?"

"It's Hans, sir," He answered absentmindedly, still looking quite startled by everything that was happening.

I nodded at his response, and after a moment to gather my thoughts, I gave him my offer. "You know Hans, Your sister will get better after this, but only this much won't be nearly enough to cure her fully, and as you said, she is sickly. Staying here isn't good for her..."

After I gave him the cruel truth, he lowered his head with a gloomy expression. "But we have nowhere to go..."

I smiled at him and continued. "Fortunately for you, I'm just now seeking a new errand boy, and I kind of like your enthusiasm. So what would you say if I employed you, and then you and your sister could stay at my place sleeping in a warm bed and where you'd have a roof over your heads? I will, of course, continue taking care of Greta, and I'm sure she will be perfectly healthy in no time."

He widened his eyes. "Really? You would take us?"

"Of course! Now come with me. I'm sure you are still quite hungry..."

Not giving them any time to change their minds, I quickly grabbed Greta's tiny hand and began walking in the direction of home.

Hans simply stood there bewildered for a short moment before he, too, jogged after us.

We arrived at the mansion shortly after, and as soon as they laid their eyes on the opulent building, they froze in their tracks and looked at me with wide eyes. "Is it really okay for us to stay at a place like this?"

"Well, of course! It is my house, after all, so you don't have to worry about a thing."

I could see that their reverence toward me, which was already relatively high, increased a notch further. They realized I must be someone really important to live in such a house.

'Well, that's not entirely true, but it's better if they look up to me. Gaining their trust that way will be much easier.' I smiled pleasantly as we entered through the side entrance.

I first took them to the kitchen when I asked the cook to prepare them a late lunch before ordering my maids to prepare a bath to wash away the stench of the slums from them.

The siblings walked around like they were in some sort of dream. Not quite believing what was happening to them.

I looked at their scrawny figures as they ate. 'Hmm, they seem to be severely malnourished. I guess I will first have to fatten them up a little before they can be of any use.' I thought.

For now, I decided to limit their food intake so their stomachs could get used to a regular diet so that they wouldn't get sick from overeating.

As they were bathing, I also sent one of my errand boys to fetch some appropriate clothes from the nearby clothing store, and shortly before it was time for dinner, both Hans and Greta looked nothing like when I first found them.

At dinner, I introduced them to Helga, who instantly began drooling over Greta and how "cute" she apparently looked. Seeing this, I showed a subtle smile and promptly placed the startled-looking girl into the care of my sister as she seemed to immediately take a liking to her.

After the dinner, I waited until Helga took Greta upstairs to show her around before taking Hans to the side, and I looked at him with a stern face. "Although I love seeing both you and your sister getting clean and healthy, keeping you with us won't be a cheap affair. Especially given the cost of the medicines your sister requires..."

Hans looked at me with his big eyes and gulped nervously. "I'm so sorry, sir, but we have nothing to repay your generosity..." He said as he lowered his head.

"Well, then you will have to simply work for it, and I will subtract the expenses from your payment. What do you say?"

"Of course, sir! I will do anything you ask of me! Just please heal my sister." Hans exclaimed.

'Perfect,' I thought pleasantly, as this was even easier than I thought. His love for his sister seems even greater than I initially thought.

I smiled at him reassuringly. "Oh, I think I might have a perfect job for you. But you must swear to me you won't tell a living soul about it; otherwise, I would have to throw both of you back onto the street."

He immediately dropped to his knees. "Anything Sir. I swear I won't say anything!"

"Good. Now come with me..." I said as I led him to the basement.
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                When I finished showing Hans the ropes of his new job, it was already quite late in the night. Thus, I led the siblings to the servant's building in the courtyard, their new home from now on, and assigned them their very own private room to keep them separate from my other servants.

As soon as both of them lay their exhausted bodies in their new beds, they immediately dropped off as all the fatigue from their misadventures so far seemed to finally catch up.

I couldn't help but smile as I looked at the peaceful expressions on their faces as they slept while tightly clutching to one another. I then silently retreated from the room and closed the doors behind me so that they could rest undisturbed since there was much they needed to do in the coming days.

I took a deep breath, looking at the large silhouette of the moon hanging in the sky above. For some reason, it looked exactly the same as the moon I remembered from Earth, and it made me reminisce about this new, strange world that is so similar to my old one yet, at the same time, so vastly different.

Throwing one last look at the beautiful sky, I lowered my head and narrowed my eyes as I employed my magic sense, making sure I was truly alone before I embarked on another journey today.

But this one promised to be much more perilous as I was about to break into the Fortress, the most secure complex in the whole of Ereneth.

I looked in its direction and could see its mighty walls overlooking the entire city, even from all the way here. I sighed before lowering the hood over my face and disappearing into the dark, quiet alleys of the city.

I traversed the Western Quarter without any incidents, keeping to the shadows the entire time, and before long, I stood in front of the hill on which the Fortress stood.

Sneaking around the wall's perimeter, I came across a particular section arching under a sharp angle that created a blind spot hidden from the nearby guard tower and the watchful patrols on top of the walls.

I waited patiently until shortly before midnight; I finally heard the sound I was waiting for - the horn signaling the changing of the guards.

I knew that right then, there was a short window of opportunity when the guards' attention would be diverted, and there would be a slight gap in the patrols, allowing me to scale the walls without anyone noticing.

Not that I was studying how to break into the Fortress in particular, but it was kind of similar to how the guards on the main city's walls operated. I liked to be ready just in case I needed to leave Ereneth in a hurry. Which, given the nature of my recent business ventures, was a real possibility I had to account for.

Making sure once again, with the help of magic sense that no guards were in the vicinity, I immediately focused on the air around me, concentrating it around my feet and then pushing it hard against the ground, generating enough force to shoot me upward.

I could feel the air swishing around me, and in that fleeting moment, I truly felt like a bird unburdened by gravity. It was an exhilarating feeling, for sure. It was similar to being on a roller coaster, but I had no time to enjoy the ride as the top of the wall was approaching dangerously fast.

I had to focus intently, quickly generating a cushion of air to slow me down, and just as I was right next to the battlements, I came to a stop. I grabbed the edge of the wall, pulling myself over the top and onto the narrow walkway behind them.

Taking a short moment to catch my breath, I quickly sprang up on my feet as I didn't have much time before the guards came back, so while trying my best to not look down, I jumped over the edge on the inner side of the wall and experienced a short freefall.

Shortly before I would have smashed myself on the hard stone surface, I again generated a cushion of air, slowing me down until I gently touched my feet upon the cobblestones below.

I sighed as I was glad to be on firm ground again. This was the closest I could get to an actual flight as I still couldn't find a way to levitate my body or generate enough lift to stay in the air for long.

Not that I was too keen to be able to; I didn't like heights very much, so I much prefer to stay on the ground if possible.

Steadying my rugged breath, I immediately started moving again, trying to escape from the open space and move deeper into the dark corridors where I would be safe from the guards' prying eyes.

But before I made the first few steps, I came to a sudden halt as I noticed several guards approaching my position.

A chill ran down my spine as I realized they were coming from both sides of the walkway, thus trapping me in between them, giving me no room to avoid them.

'Oh, crap.' I instantly became alert as my brain worked in overdrive, trying to find a way out of this tricky situation. I could already hear them in the distance, quickly coming closer.

Thus, with no more time and no other option, I hurriedly propelled myself onto the roof of a nearby guardhouse, tightly pressing my body against the cold stone surface while holding my breath, hoping they would simply pass me up and not notice me.

I listened to their steps and armor clinging as they walked under me, the light from their torches casting long shadows across the sturdy walls.

Every second felt like an eternity. 'Don't look up... Don't look up...' I silently prayed while I didn't dare to move a muscle.

A few harrowing moments later, they were gone just as fast as they came. I stayed hidden for a while longer until I was absolutely sure I was genuinely alone before jumping down from the roof and continuing on my way.

'That was really close.' I exhaled with visible relief. I then silently sneaked around the Fortress's countless courtyards and corridors. Luckily, I didn't come across any more guards, so before long, I arrived at a secluded alcove close to Sir Roderick's chambers.

There, I could already see a small figure crouching against the wall, which I identified as Jenny, thanks to the abundance of essence she radiated from her core.

I nodded at her and whispered. "Quite an unusual place for a meetup, don't you think?"

She showed me a weary smile. "Oh, Darian, I'm so glad to see you! They won't allow me to leave the Fortress or meet anybody Sir Roderick doesn't approve of, so this was the only way we could meet..."

She looked down with a sad expression on her face before adding. "I asked Old Wilma to give you my letter, hoping you could make it here. If anyone could, it would be you..."

I raised an eyebrow, surprised by her abundant confidence in my abilities. "And you trust her?" I asked with a slight suspicion in my voice.

Jenny confidently nodded. "She is one of the cooks here and came from the same village as me. Old Wilma took pity on me, helping me wherever she could, but there isn't much she can do..."

I once again raised an eyebrow as simply originating from the same place doesn't instill much confidence to trust someone with your life. Still, since it's not really my problem, I decided to let it be and instead asked her the most crucial question: "So why did you want to meet?"

She looked at me, seemingly hesitant, not saying anything for a while, before finally answering in a small voice,

"I know it's a lot to ask. But you're the only one I can ask this... and I would be forever grateful to you. Could you go look into my village and ensure my family is safe? They said they would take care of them, but they won't allow me to meet with them, and simply knowing my parents are fine would mean a lot to me."

I just stood there under the moon's soft glow, looking at her, silently considering her request. I knew she came from one of the northern villages close to the mountains in the same area I traversed last year in my quest for Frost Blossom, so I knew the area pretty well; thus, going there would not pose much of a problem.

Still, the better question would be, should I? That depends... Doing this would make Jenny indebted to me, which might prove useful, but on the other hand, too much meddling in her affairs might attract the attention of Sir Roderick.

Even simply meeting her right now is immensely risky, not to mention traveling to her former village and asking around about her family... 'Hmm, I guess this is the no risk, no reward type of situation...' I quietly wondered.

In the end, I simply smiled at her and said, "I will do it. But I want something in return..."
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                The next few days were quite hectic, to say the least. First, I had to teach Theo and Hans the secrets of the elixir production so that we could finally start supplying Isadora with our new product.

I also received word that Alaric finished his background checks on those beast hunters I asked about. Not to mention there was also Jenny's request to travel to her former village in the mountains and make sure her parents were safe.

Although I promised her I would do it at the first opportunity I could, the money was, of course, a top priority for me, so I wouldn't leave the city until we had mastered the manufacturing process and Isadora's shelves were overflowing with our elixirs.

Besides, I also needed to hire those guards before I left as it will surely take me at least a few days, and without me, there won't be anyone to protect our assets and, most importantly, my sister from any potential dangers.

Thus, early in the morning, the next day after my midnight outing with Jenny, I, alongside Theo and Hans, could be found in the basement of my mansion busily working to craft batch after batch of elixirs so that we could begin shipping them to Isadora as soon as possible.

With each subsequent cycle, we got better and more efficient at it. Even Hans, after his initial fears subsided, quickly got used to his new role and filled and bottled vials like there was no tomorrow.

However, what surprised me the most was the small figure who promptly blocked my way to the kitchen as we left the basement for a lunch break.

I blinked a few times in confusion before realizing it was just Hans's little sister, Greta, with a determined-looking face. "I wanna help too!"

I smiled at her, pleased by her enthusiasm, before replying, "Well, I'm glad to hear that, but you are still too young for this, not to mention it will take some time before you are fully healthy, so in the meantime, why don't you, for example, go play in the garden?"

Greta pouted her tiny lips, which looked kind of cute and confidently proclaimed. "I feel a lot better already! Hans told me that he helps you make those yummy drinks that make me better, and I wanna learn how to make them too!"

Hearing this, I turned my head toward Hans, who looked down in embarrassment.

'Didn't he just promise me he wouldn't tell a living soul about this?' I pierced the boy with a cold gaze, and he quickly averted his eyes while acting like he didn't hear anything.

I simply shook my head, second-guessing my choice of a helper, but in the end, I decided to let it be as it was already too late to change my mind.

'It looks like the siblings didn't keep any secrets between themselves, so this is something I need to keep in mind...' I silently pondered while we ate.

After lunch, I decided to take both children to the basement as leaving Greta running about freely would pose a high risk of her spilling the beans about our operation to someone unwanted. And since she was so enthusiastic about it, I might as well let her try.

For the rest of the day, I carefully observed Greta trying her best to replicate what Hans was doing. Although she was a little bit clumsy at first, she was apparently a quick learner, and by the end of the day, her speed of filling the vials increased significantly, almost catching up to Hans - much to his dismay.

I smiled pleasantly, looking at the scene in front of me. 'Perfect; if we continue like this, we will soon be able to make a whopping three batches in a single day.'

I hummed a tune as I stacked the crates full of elixir on top of each other, ready to be shipped out the following day.

I didn't plan to perform any more demonstrations as I did back on the market. One reason was that I didn't want to bring too much attention our way after our recent blunder with the Alchemists, but also because it wasn't needed.

The main difference now is Isadora's own reputation. It was one thing trying to sell potions pretending to be simple merchants... However, with her being a reputable herbalist like she is, whatever she decides to put on the shelves, nobody will question its effectiveness or authenticity.

Happy with our progress so far, I left Theo in charge of the children and entrusted them with cleaning the lab. I then promptly exited the basement and briefly stopped in my room for a quick change of clothes before I could finally meet with Alaric to find out what he managed to get for me.





"Ah, Darian! It's good to see you." Alaric warmly greeted me. I smiled and greeted him in return before sitting in a chair in front of his grand desk.

"I have the information you asked for..." He continued and handed me a densely written piece of paper.

I studied it with intense curiosity. Jorn was apparently a nameless orphan who, despite his humble origins, was able to overcome many hardships and slowly worked his way up the hierarchy to become a party leader.

His records were seemingly impeccable, and no crimes were mentioned, which was kind of rare in his line of work. There was little information about the other party members, but they all seemed like experienced fighters.

The longer I read the letter in front of me, the broader my smile became. 'It seems I really struck gold with this one...' I thought pleasantly.

Armed with this newfound knowledge and lighter of a pouch of silver, I left the Merchant's Guild, and seeing it was already close to evening, I decided to strike the iron when it was hot.

Thus, with confident strides, I made my way right into the same tavern where I found Jorn previously, hoping I could make him my offer right then.

I found him at the same table in the company of Brunhilde and the others. This time, however, they all looked even more miserable and worn out than the last time I saw them.

I once again sat at the corner, and while pretending to drink, I silently observed them as I tried to devise the best way to approach them.

I noticed that Jorn wasn't smiling anymore but rather gloomily staring into his mug with slumped shoulders.

After a while, he sighed and said weakly, "I guess this is it... we gave it our best shot, but now we have no other choice but to accept the offer of that sly merchant." I could see the look of disgust on Jorn's face as he took a large gulp of mead.

Brunhilde leaned in and patted him on the shoulder. "Don't worry about it; you did your best. But now we must think about how to pay for our next meal."

Slowly, a subtle smile crept up my face. 'They seem to be really desperate. This will be even easier than I thought...'

I promptly got up from my seat and started making my way toward them. Since I overheard them discussing some sort of job, I decided to take action right now before they could make some bad decision.

"Hello there, might I have a moment of your time?" I cheerfully greeted them and sat beside Jorn.

I could see a mix of wariness and suspicion in the beast hunters' eyes as they measured me with guarded looks. 

"What do you want?" Brunhilde spat out.

I simply smiled and tried to appear amicable. "I couldn't help but overhear you talking about taking a job. If you are still not fully decided, I might have an offer for you... I'm in urgent need of some guards, and you all look like a capable bunch."

Brunhilde scoffed and replied dismissively, "We're not intere..." But before she had a chance to finish, Jorn raised his hand and interrupted her. "What sort of job?"

Seeing the tiny flicker of interest in his eyes, I quickly tried to grab it. "It's a simple job, really. Mainly guarding a mansion in the Western Quarter and occasionally escorting a carriage within the city limits."

Brunhilde wanted to say something, but seeing her apparent indifference, I didn't give her a chance and quickly added. "This job also has excellent pay - one silver penny per day for each of you plus three warm meals a day for free and comfortable lodging alongside it."

They all widened their eyes at such an outrageous offer, as not even captains of the city guard were paid so handsomely.

However, such an expense was nothing for me, not to mention I was well aware from my memories of Earth's history that paying your soldiers generously was one of the best ways to ensure loyalty and obedience.

A broad smile instantly appeared on Jorn's face, his former gloominess nowhere to be found. "Only a fool would say no to such an offer!" he merrily exclaimed.

Brunhilde widened her eyes. "Wait! We can't accept a job we know nothing about! This all seems highly suspicious..."

Jorn simply raised an eyebrow before bursting into laughter. "Hahaha! You are always so tense! For so much money, I don't care even if I had to shuffle manure all day long... Besides, it can't be worse than that other offer we got."

In the end, Brunhilde simply shook her head in resignation. "Whatever, you're the party leader, so it's your choice. I just hope it won't turn out like last time..."

Jorn nodded with visible excitement. "Don't worry! I have learned my lesson, but this fellow looks like a decent person, and don't forget that I have a nose for people!"

            

    
        Chapter 99: My First Customer

    
    
    
    
                Seeing Jorn so enthusiastically accept my offer, I couldn't help but don a victorious smirk. We shook hands while both looking excited, although for entirely different reasons.

Jorn nodded in agreement and said, "I'll make sure everyone knows we are gathering tomorrow at the address you provided us."

"Perfect, as for the payment..." I replied as we proceeded to discuss the details of our contract.

I found out that Jorn's party has eight members in total, which is excellent because that way, they can simply split into two shifts of four, ensuring complete protection of the premises both during the day and, more importantly, during the night as well.

Pleased with how well everything went, I left the inn and hurried back home to rest, as tomorrow promised to be quite a hectic day.

The following morning, even before the sun had a chance to peak out over the city's roofs, I was already in the lab, busily brewing another batch of elixirs together with Theo and the kids, who, while still looking quite sleepy, didn't complain one bit.

Today was the last day of our elixir brewing as I planned to finally set out on my journey into the mountains tomorrow.

Initially, I wanted to simply pay someone to go there in my place, but after some careful deliberation, I concluded it would be much wiser to go there in person.

I had no idea if the Court wizard had Jenny's parents under surveillance or not, but I didn't want to take any chances.

And I especially didn't trust anyone but myself with any clandestine operations. If, for example, my messenger got caught, there would be a high risk of him disclosing my involvement - something I wanted to avoid at all costs.

I continued to diligently brew another batch, and right as we were taking a lunch break, I got word that my new guards had finally arrived.

Thus, I quickly gulped down the last few bits of the hearty stew in front of me, and while ordering Theo to start preparing another batch of umbrifila, I hurried to the front gate, where a group of beast hunters was already waiting.

As I approached, I could see them nervously shuffling about, unsure what to do. "Hello there, Jorn. I presume you can start right away, yes?"

The stout beast hunter moved his eyes between the opulent mansion behind me and myself a few times before replying. "Ah, sure, we just didn't expect to be guarding such a lavish house, that's all."

But then, a sudden realization dawned on him. "Wait, if you live here, that means you are..."

He widened his eyes and immediately straightened his posture as he seemed to figure out who I was. I raised an eyebrow in amusement. "Is that a problem?"

He looked at me, and he nervously laughed. He then said while scratching the back of his head. "No, not at all. Working for someone like you would be a great honor, sir."

I simply nodded, and not wanting to drag this on as I still had plenty of work, I promptly took them inside and showed them around the house.

Since they realized who I was, I noticed that even Brunhilde started to be much more respectful toward me, although she still kept her distance, trying to maintain an air of indifference around her.

Right as we finished the tour, I curiously observed how Jorn briskly began issuing orders and placing his people around the premises.

I nodded with appreciation, seeing his evident professionalism. He seemed to take his new duties quite seriously, and I liked that.

I demanded that there be a guard in front of the entrance to our laboratory at all times and that nobody without my direct authorization be allowed inside - that also applies to the guard itself.

Jorn raised an eyebrow but didn't say anything, but I could see him covertly glance at the sturdy door, probably wondering what I was hiding there.

Another guard will also be standing in front of the main entrance, and the remaining two will be doing rounds around the premises, ensuring nobody uninvited trespasses.

Seeing everything was in order, I quickly returned to the basement and continued crafting elixirs until the evening.

As we filled and corked the last vial, I sighed with relief. I threw a look at the crates of elixirs stacked all the way to the ceiling and couldn't help but smile.

During the last two days, we were able to make a whopping 1200 elixirs in total. There will be only a few batches now and then after this, as we were already running low on herbs, so we will have to wait all the way until spring when my large shipment of herbs is scheduled to arrive.

Speaking of which, I promptly set aside 600 potions that I would deliver to Clovis's Merchant caravan as an advance for the said herbs first thing in the morning.

The rest will go straight to Isadora so that she can begin to sell them to her customers. I grinned as I couldn't wait to see the look on the Chancellor's haughty face when he found out about this.

I had already set aside the elixirs for Dominic and his gang so that they would not bother us for the time being. I, of course, didn't plan on giving them free potions forever, as that would be pretty stupid.

But before I could consider a more permanent solution of how to deal with them, I first need to strengthen my own position, as trying to fight on multiple fronts at the same time is not something I can afford right now.

After cleaning the lab, I skipped dinner and crashed into my bed, totally spent and slept without a care in the world.

The following morning, I levitated the crates full of elixirs to the courtyard and ordered my driver to stack them on the carriage while I went to inform Jorn that I would be out of town for some time and that no visitors are allowed on the premises while I'm gone.

I also told both Helga and Theo to be extra careful and that they shouldn't leave the house for the time being. I threw one last look at the mansion, hoping nothing disastrous would happen while I was gone, and hopped on the carriage.

We arrived at the Southern Gates just in time, as the caravan was already forming and preparing to leave. Today was coincidentally the day when they were scheduled to leave Ereneth for the Kingdom's capital, so right after I spotted Clovis's familiar figure in the crowd busily issuing orders to his people, I hurried toward him.

He at first looked more than excited to see me, but as soon as he saw the color of the vials, he furrowed his brows. "These are not the potions we bought from you at the market..."

I expected such a reaction, so I nodded with a smile. "Indeed. We ran into some unexpected troubles with the Alchemist's guild, so we had to slightly alter our recipe, but I can assure you they work exactly the same as regular potions, and now they even taste much better."

He measured me thoughtfully, not quite convinced, so I took one elixir out of my pocket and offered it to him. "Here, you can try it yourself. Free of charge, of course." I showed him a confident smile.

Clovis accepted the elixir and reluctantly took a sip. His eyes widened as he swallowed the first gulp, and he looked at me with a clear surprise. "This tastes surprisingly good. Still, without an Alchemist's mark, we can't sell them as potions..."

I nodded. "I'm afraid not. But this, my friend, is a brand-new type of elixir. I can assure you won't find something like this anywhere else in the Kingdom!"

This seemed to crack him, but he still looked hesitant. Thus, as a finishing blow, I quickly added something I thought up during the short ride here.

"And since I greatly value your foresight and courage to enter riskier ventures in the promise of even greater returns, I can also offer you an exclusivity contract so you'll be the only one able to sell those outside of Ereneth."

He pondered this for a while before finally he took an appraisal artifact out of his pocket and examined the elixir in great detail. I watched him silently, trying to devise more ways to convince him if this didn't work out, but in the end, I didn't have to as he soon donned a broad smile and offered me a hand.

"Alright, you have yourself a deal. But forgive me if I look too cautious, but I want what you just said in writing." He said with a shrewd look of a merchant.

I happily agreed, as I didn't plan to deceive him either way. I knew how hard it was to secure such a contract in the first place, so I was simply glad I could gain my first customer.

            

    
        Chapter 100: Reconnaissance Mission

    
    
    
    
                After we came to an agreement with Clovis, I sent out my driver to deliver the rest of the elixirs to Isadora while I asked the plump merchant if I could catch a ride with them for a short while since we were traveling in the same direction.

He eagerly agreed, and I hopped on one of their carriages, loaded with various goods. Before long, the caravan was on its way, heading along the main highway in a western direction.

I used this time to rest and gaze at the autumn countryside around us as the carriage bumped along the way.

I quite enjoyed this short respite as I knew that in a few days' time, when Isadora's customers discover our elixir's miraculous capabilities, there will be a repeat of what transpired previously at the market.

But this time, the Guild won't be able to do anything about it - unless they plan to play dirty, that is. However, in that case, they will find out that I have a few tricks up my sleeve as well...

Riding a carriage was much faster than going on foot, so by midday, we had already arrived at the same travel inn I spent a night previously during my last year's expedition. I thanked Clovis and jumped off the carriage as the caravan continued their long journey west into the heart of the Kingdom.

Looking up at the gray clouds that threatened to start pouring rain any moment, I didn't waste any time and hurriedly followed the same narrow path leading north into the mountains as before.

The path was surrounded by tall trees that stretched up into the sky. Soon, to my dismay, it began raining, prompting me to tighten my coat around my body, and with a sullen determination to get this over with, I braved the elements.

The rain that fell slowly and steadily made the pathway slick, and the grey clouds above cast a dull light over the area. While making sure not to slip on the abundant moss that clung to the rocks, I slowly made my way up the mountain.

However, this time, I didn't follow the road all the way to the end but turned left after a few kilometers. As the loose stones crunched lightly under my feet, I continued until finally, by afternoon, I arrived in a tiny village built on a slight slope beside a mountainside.

Evidently, the villagers were quite impoverished here, which made me wonder what made them stay in such an inhospitable environment and not try their fortune in one of the newly built frontier villages like, for example, my own former village.

However, I wasn't here to ponder someone's life decisions but to try to find Jenny's parents. By the description she gave me, I followed the trail all the way to the communal well at the edge of the village - the very same well where the unfortunate incident took place, which started Jenny's current troubles.

The well, made of meticulously placed rocks, stood quietly with a bucket dangling off a pulley from its side. Nearby was a small cottage with a thatched roof, which looked cozy despite its small size. It was evident that someone was living here, given the fact that the house was well taken care of and the small garden beside it was freshly plowed.

But only this much wasn't nearly enough to satisfy Jenny's worries, so I activated my magic sense, ensuring no one was around before I carefully approached. I adjusted the heavy backpack on my back as I walked.

Before I left, I filled my bag to the brim with herbs. Also, I made some simple ointments to present myself as a traveling merchant selling medicines to not appear too suspicious to the villagers or any potential spies the people from the court might have left here.

I carefully walked forward, and before long, I noticed two people inside the house. I peeked through the opened window, and I recognized Jenny's parents from the time I saw them at the plaza before the Measuring ceremony.

However, this time, they looked even more weary, and from their look, something had to be bothering them. Realizing I wouldn't find out more by simply looking at them and noticing no one else around, I came to the front doors and loudly knocked.

"What do you want?" Jenny's mother warily asked after she opened the doors.

I put on an amicable smile as I greeted them. "Good day. Please forgive me for my intrusion. I'm a traveling merchant and come to ask if you are perhaps in need of some medicines? I have both herbs and ointments that will cure any ills!"

When I told her I was a merchant, she seemed to lose some of her tension, but then she simply shook her head. "We are healthy and don't have any spare money. Go away!"

Seeing her dismissive posture, I didn't want to push my luck further and promptly said my goodbyes. But before I left, I gave her some ointments as a gift so that she could try them out and told her neighbors about them - or that was what I told her. In reality, I felt pity for them seeing them living like that and I didn’t have any need for them myself.

But as I was leaving, I smiled. 'She clearly said they are healthy, so this much will suffice...'

However, I couldn't help but furrow my brows slightly as the next thing she said didn't make much sense. 'The Court wizard was supposed to pay them a hefty sum for taking Jenny in. Unless...'

They were either lying to me about their monetary situation, or they didn't get anything. I recognized the need to keep such things a secret as any newfound wealth could bring envy from the other villagers, but given their thin statures and the worn-out look on their faces, it didn't appear like they had much money going around.

I knew there was probably more to their story than what they were letting out, but it was getting late, and staying here any longer would be pointless. On the way back, I pondered what made Jenny fear for her parents in the first place. Was it something Sir Roderick said to her? I guess I will have to ask her about it when I get back...

The journey back to the highway was just as miserable as before. Maybe even more so as it was getting dark, and it was especially challenging to not slip on the wet rocks, but I somehow managed to get back to the inn without any incidents.

I paid the innkeeper for a room and spent the night there before returning to Ereneth the next day. To my great surprise, nothing disastrous happened while I was gone, and everything was as peaceful as possible, given the circumstances.

Now that Hans and Greta didn't have to work, I found them merrily playing in the garden. "Mister! You're back!" They happily run up to me. "Will we be making more of those fizzy drinks?" Greta asked with big eyes.

I chuckled at her enthusiasm but shook my head. "No, we made enough for now. You can go play..."
I then nodded at Jorn, who patrolled around the perimeter with another hunter whom I still didn't know the name of.

I went inside, and noticing everything was in order, I happily strode to my room to change out of my wet travel clothes into something more comfortable and spend the rest of the day resting after the long journey.

But I didn't rest for long as shortly after nightfall, I sneaked out of the house, navigating the dark alleyways until I arrived at the Fortress. Now that I already knew the way and the pattern of the guard's patrols, breaking in was much easier, and this time, I didn't encounter any problems.

Before long, I was already standing under the now familiar alcove face to face with Jenny. I didn't know how long it would take me, so Jenny promised she would be waiting here every night until I returned. I was impressed by her commitment. That was why I went to meet her right away after I returned to not let her wait unnecessarily.

She was more than happy to learn that her family was sound and safe, and I could see a visible relief in her eyes. I didn't tell her about the money issue as that was simply my assumption, and I didn't have any proof, so I didn't want to give her any more reasons to worry about.

However, seeing relief like that made me curious, so I asked the question that had been nabbing me ever since I left the village. "Why were you so worried about your parents in the first place? Didn't Sir Roderick say he would take care of them?"

She looked down for a while before replying. "Yes, he did... It was just something that he said to me after...But don't worry about it. I'm just glad they are well. Let's talk about something else. That reminds me, I have what you asked for!"

She forced out a smile and presented to me a richly decorated book. She evidently didn't want to talk about her parents, so I didn't press the matter any further, and instead, I let my lips curl into a grin as I accepted the book.

This was the price I asked Jenny for my service - unrestricted access to Sir Roderick's famous book collection. Now I could finally learn all the old wizard's secrets...

            

    
        Chapter 101: Accusation

    
    
    
    
                I accepted the richly bound book from Jenny's outstretched hands and quickly incanted the very first spell Lily taught me. Before long, a small flame appeared at the top of my palm, and full of curiosity, I eagerly began reading.

Jenny simply stared at me in confusion as I was engrossed in the book. Apparently, she hated reading and only did it during her study lessons with the esteemed Court wizard. So she couldn't quite understand what I found so interesting in those old books.

I simply smiled, throwing a look at her bewildered face. I was a firm believer in that old saying that knowledge was power. And I also knew that books were the greatest source of knowledge known to men. Not to mention I quite like reading.

But there was no point explaining that to the young girl, so I instead thanked her again for doing this. I knew that Jenny took on a tremendous amount of risk stealing the book from the Bookroom.

Yet, it wasn't as complicated as it may have seemed at first glance, as most servants in the keep didn't know how to read. This meant that only a single custodian took care of the whole book room.

In time, Jenny also quickly learned that the old servant liked to drink and get merry with the maids in the evening.

Thus, it was pretty easy for her to come and "borrow" a few books without anyone noticing during the night, as despite being a de facto prisoner in the keep, she had the privilege of unrestricted access to the book room. 

Jenny was apprehensive at first about this but, in the end, agreed. And now I can read whatever I want.

We were hiding in a secluded courtyard, and the guards didn't patrol all the way there, so during the night, we were totally alone, making it a perfect place for some light reading before bed.

As I skimmed the book's contents, looking for something interesting, I told Jenny about the city and its people and how they were preparing for winter. I also told her tales about the Harvest Festival and all the colorful stalls filled to the brim with many delicious treats, and she hung on my every word.

She, in turn, told me most of what Sir Roderick was teaching her, which was mainly similar to Lily's own lessons, although there were some slight differences.

Where Lily enthusiastically explained the concepts behind the various spells and gave me vivid examples of their possible applications, Sir Roderick relied primarily on simply memorizing the book's boring contents.

So I was again reminded how lucky I was I could stumble upon such a fantastic teacher as Lily and couldn't wait for winter when all this craze around the launch of our new elixir would be gone, and I could wholeheartedly focus on my own studies.

We sat there chatting for hours, and only when the horizon started getting a hint of blue, signaling the coming of dawn, did I realize that we had talked almost a whole night.

Thus, I quickly wrapped things up and said goodbyes to Jenny with a promise I would meet her here again in a week, and she happily agreed, promising she would bring me more books to read.

I then hurried through the dim streets back home, hoping to steal a few hours of sleep before having to attend to my duties.

Finally lying in my bed, I slowly drifted to sleep while thinking about how well everything had been going for me so far. However, my wishes for a nice sleep were brutally interrupted not even an hour later.

I snapped my eyes open as I heard a loud banging on my door. "Master Darian! Master Darian! Please, it's urgent!"

I groggily got up from my bed and hurriedly donned a dressing gown; I then reluctantly opened the doors only to find an agitated-looking maid, her eyes wide with fear. "Please, Master Darian, you are needed downstairs. There are some guests..."

I instantly frowned as it was very early to be receiving any guests, signaling this would not be any sort of pleasant visit. "Tell them I will be there in a minute."

I quickly dressed myself and headed downstairs. And indeed, it wasn't. As soon as I arrived downstairs, I saw Jorn desperately trying to bar our old acquaintance, Leopold von Scholl, from entering.

However, this time, he wasn't alone but accompanied by someone else... I narrowed my eyes at the tall, imposing figure, who was flanked by two guards on each side, all dressed in a uniform bearing the Count's insignia on their capes.

I could tell at first glance by the stranger's hard, piercing gaze that he was a seasoned warrior, and although I had never met him in person, I couldn't help but gulp nervously as I instantly recognized him by his elaborate uniform - the Magistrate.

"Make way in the name of the count!" The Magistrate bellowed. I frowned as I noticed the guards were already reaching for their weapons, and Jorn was doing the same.

I quickly raised my hand, stopping Jorn from doing anything rash, and hurriedly addressed our new guests. "What is the meaning of this?"

The chancellor stepped forward, wearing an intricate black robe and donning a victorious smirk. "I told you there would be consequences if you didn't comply! But clearly, you weren't listening and tried selling potions once again."

I finally realized what this was about, so I quickly gathered my composure and looked at the chancellor steadily. "What do you mean? We aren't selling any potions. It was you who explicitly forbade us from doing this very thing, no?"

He moved closer to me with a clear annoyance. "Then what is this?" He said as he produced a small vial from his pocket.

I instantly recognized the vial's contents and put on an air of confidence. "Ah, that is our new elixir! As you can see, it clearly looks and tastes nothing like a potion would. We also didn't make it with any alchemy - it is purely an herbalist concoction that solely relies on the natural qualities of herbs..."

The chancellor frowned. "You're lying! Even though I can't yet say for certain how you managed to alter it - this is clearly a potion!"

I shook my head. "I'm telling you the truth. We simply found a way to unlock the herbs' full potential..."

"Then you surely wouldn't mind if we looked around, would you?" The Magistrate interjected with a subtle smile playing on his lips.

I frowned as I turned my head toward this mysterious upholder of justice, and I couldn't help but wonder how the haughty chancellor managed to convince someone like him to entertain this farce.

"Of course not," I replied, forcing a smile while trying to keep my voice steady. "You're welcome to inspect everything we have. But I can assure you, you will find nothing illegal here."

The Magistrate snorted, clearly unconvinced. "We'll see about that," he muttered, turning to his men. "Search the premises! Check everything, leave no stone unturned."

I froze as I imagined them rummaging through all our things and staining our valuable carpets with their dirty boots. Thus, I quickly raised my hand, stopping them. "Please, that won't be necessary. I will take you to our laboratory..."

I then reluctantly took them directly into the basement as I knew it was the only way to get rid of them without any violence.

I could see their suspicion mixed with curiosity with which they observed all those weird apparitions in there.

"As you can see, there are no inscriptions or Alchemical formations..." I confidently proclaimed with a subtle smile playing on my lips. "In fact, we are not using any Alchemy whatsoever, so your accusations have nothing to stand on..."

They obviously didn't believe me, so they meticulously checked every nook and cranny of the basement. I stood in the corner the whole time, ensuring they didn't damage anything while silently praying they would overlook Lily's magical circle.

Luckily, they didn't seem to notice it, as the engraved symbols appeared extremely dim when the enchantment wasn't activated, almost invisible if you didn't know what to look for.

Ultimately, they found nothing incriminating, only the same things you would find at any other herbalist workshop.

Putting aside the Alchemical formations, we didn't even use the fancy Alchemical scales and other precise measuring instruments that most Alchemists used in their workshops.

For one, they were overpriced and extremely complicated to get. But the main reason was that because we were making a single type of basic elixir that didn't require any precise dosage, thus it was acceptable to measure things simply by eye.

I could see the chancellor's annoyed face as he talked with the Magistrate, and I had to try very hard not to burst out laughing. I inconspicuously moved closer to listen to their conversation.

"...I'm sorry, Leopold, but given his status, I can't simply arrest him on nothing but assumptions without any concrete evidence." The Magistrate whispered apologetically.

I didn't catch what the chancellor replied to him, but by his enraged look, it wasn't anything pleasant.

In the next moment, he turned his head toward me and bellowed. "You think that you won today, but don't be mistaken... We won't let something like this slide! I will personally take this matter to the Count himself, and let's see what he has to say about this...!"

I swallowed nervously, seeing his indignant eyes, and at that moment, I realized this issue wouldn't be solved anytime soon.

Indeed, only a few short days after this incident, I received an official summons to the Court to attend a public hearing instigated by the Alchemist Guild, which was accusing both me and Theo of fraud and obstruction of the Guild's directives, which was to be presided by his exalted majesty - the Count of Ereneth himself.

            

    
        Chapter 102: The Count's Verdict

    
    
    
    
                I found myself standing at the entrance to the Great Hall, my heart pounding with nervousness.

This was the very same place where I underwent the Measuring Ceremony not that long ago. Yet now, it gave off an entirely different vibe.

I hesitantly stepped in and immediately noticed the tension in the air. Rows of dignitaries and nobles stood silently. Their eyes were fixed on me, watching my every move as I made my way toward the center.

Some looked with open curiosity, others with hardly disguised hostility - especially the Alchemists. I could feel their menacing glances boring holes into my back the whole time.

I tried my best to ignore their piercing gazes, but it was impossible. Luckily, before this situation could become unbearable, I had already arrived at the raised platform in the center of the hall.

To my right, I could see the haughty chancellor, the venerable Leopold von Scholl, standing arrogantly in the middle of his peers with a smug smile like he had already won.

My lips curled into a subtle smirk as I gave him a curt nod, silently daring him to try his best.

Although our chances of success weren't high, I refused to surrender without a fight. After all, it was the Count who had the last word.

Everyone in the city perceived him to be a shrewd and pragmatic leader. Still, it was hard to tell how much he was genuinely devoted to his people and how much of it was just an act.

Not to mention, despite the Alchemist Guild's undeniable influence and might, at the end of the day, they were still only mere Alchemists... I, on the other hand, had the talent of a real mage, and a significant one at that.

Sure, in the eyes of the public, my talent was crude and unrefined, and I had a long way to go before I could be perceived as someone formidable. Yet, in terms of raw power, I was unmatched.

That means my potential worth for Ereneth was incomparable to someone like the haughty chancellor. Plus, we could make in a single day as many pseudo-potions as the whole Alchemist Guild in a month, meaning strictly from merit alone; choosing us was a no-brainer.

Still, the chancellor looked confident, as if he was sure of his victory. This made me wonder if he was indeed so arrogant or if he really believed that the power of his mighty connections would be enough to crush us.

This left only one question... will our Lord choose to maintain the status quo by placating the Alchemists, or will he choose the unpopular decision of favoring us upstarts, something that would shatter the current distribution of power within the city but bring him much greater profit in the long run.

Before long, a booming voice of the city's Herald announced the entrance of the Count. Everyone bowed their heads as the liege lord entered, accompanied by his knights and closest advisors.

I watched him walk nonchalantly, taking in the sight in front of him before sitting on his throne without uttering a single word. He then simply nodded at the Herald, who promptly announced the start of the proceedings.

The chancellor's eyes brightened, and he immediately took the stage since he played the role of a plaintiff. "My lord, your excellencies and all honorable citizens who come here today to witness righteous justice being served!"

He theatrically addressed the whole room before finally turning toward me and pointing a finger. 

"This arrogant upstart and his Alchemist friend had brought massive harm to our Guild and subsequently to the whole of Ereneth itself! They administered fraudulent potions without Guild's sanction and in direct violation of Guild's directives..."

He then continued to accuse us of every possible crime we apparently committed, painting us like some heinous devils who were luring money from clueless citizens and sabotaging the Guild.

I couldn't help but smile listening to his tirade as he was extremely careful never to explicitly say that our potions didn’t actually work.

I stole a glance at Theo, who was quivering beside me under the immense weight of all the stares directed at us. He was not at all accustomed to being in the spotlight, and I feared his fragile composure would snap under the strain.

Yet it was impossible to leave him out of this one as everyone assumed it was he who crafted all those potions in the first place.

If it came to light that I had crafted them without an alchemist license, it would be total mayhem, and there would be no way to avoid some sort of punishment; thus, I was determined to prevent that from happening at all costs. Even if I had to lie to the Count himself.

Soon, it was our turn, and I assumed the stage as Theo was in no shape to defend himself, so I will be talking for both of us today.

I greeted everyone respectfully, putting on a confident smile before I began my carefully prepared speech.

"I appreciate this most excellent opportunity to defend both my and Theodore's honors before all of you today against those baseless accusations!" I began, my voice echoing throughout the Great Hall.

"Firstly, I would like to state that the accusations levied against us by the Alchemist Guild are not only baseless but also a complete fabrication!"

A murmur went through the crowd, and I could see the chancellor's face turn red with anger. I knew he was not expecting me to take such a bold stance. He probably thought I would beg for mercy or something along those lines.

Meanwhile, I continued my speech. "Our new elixir is entirely a herbalist concoction in nature. In his brilliance, Theodore invented a new process that unlocks the herb's true potential, thus enhancing the effects of a regular elixir tenfold! And he did it all without using any Alchemy whatsoever..."

I then grinned at the chancellor and declared. "This, in turn, means that this matter is entirely outside the purview of the Alchemist Guild and, as such, comes under the Merchant's Guild's agenda as any other new product would!"

I could see a slight surprise in the Count's eyes as he saw me talking so confidently despite the majority of nobles gathered here opposed to us, and I felt a twinge of satisfaction in my chest. It seems I had managed to catch his attention with my words, after all.

I paused for a moment, gauging the reactions of everyone. The tension in the air was so thick it was almost palpable, and I could feel the gazes of the whole hall directed at me.

"I can assure you that our new elixir is genuine and effective, as can be testified by the hundreds of people who have already tried it. And I'm sure that the honorable Magistrate can testify that even though he invaded the sanctity of our home without a proper warrant, he didn't find anything incriminating. That is all I have to say..."

I finished and stepped out of the stage as the whole hall submerged into utter silence. I could see the Count contemplating my words, his brow furrowed as he thought deeply.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he raised an eyebrow in amusement and addressed the chancellor. "Well, Do you have something to say to this?" 

"My Lord! Those are clearly potions! We couldn't find out how they are making them yet, but I can recognize a potion when I see one!" The chancellor spat in clear annoyance.

"Yet you didn't find any evidence of any Alchemy being used, is that right?" The Count asked.

The chancellor turned toward me with a smirk. "Then we demand to reveal their methods to the public so we can assess its merit!"

I simply smiled as I expected something like this. "Well, you want me to reveal my secret, yet you keep all your recipes and alchemical formations a guarded secret yourself."

"Hahahaha! He has a point, venerable master." The Count burst out laughing.

"That's outrageous! generations of Alchemists built our knowledge over many centuries, and this arrogant upstart thinks he can simply come and put everything on its head!" The chancellor angrily replied, and I could see all his colleagues nodding in agreement.

The Count must have noticed it, too, as he sighed and said. "Very well, as you all seem unable to come to a compromise, it is up to me to declare a verdict..."

Everyone tensed up, waiting for the Count’s next words with bated breaths. But when he finally spoke, the whole hall gasped in surprise.

“After carefully weighing all the evidence… I found the Alchemist Theodore and Aspirant Darian not guilty of any crimes. They are, therefore, acquitted of all charges levied against them!”

I couldn’t help but blink in confusion as, at that point, I was almost sure we would lose, seeing the overwhelming opposition from all the nobles present. Yet, for some strange reason, the Count chose to favor us.

Thus, in the end, we somehow prevailed, much to the dismay of the Alchemists. However, it wasn't without certain provisions in place that ensured the continuation of their Guild's monopoly on potions.

Firstly, it was declared that we cannot use the word "potion" in any correlation with our product or advertisement or that we can't utilize any alchemical knowledge during manufacturing, including using an Alchemist mark on the vials. This was mainly a formality as we were already doing just that.

However, the main concession we had to make was that every physician in the city must use only official healing potions in any treatments requiring the use of a potion and that our elixirs can't be used as a substitute in any form.

I couldn't help but smile hearing this. Sure, it would prevent us from any future contract with Ereneth's army or the Beast's hunter Guild, who were the two biggest consumers of potions in the whole city.

Yet this would also only affect the nobles or the wealthy as they were the only ones who could afford the services of a physician in the first place.

Everyone else could simply learn of our elixir by word of mouth and buy them themselves to cure their ills. This means that the Alchemists will be literally shooting themselves in the foot here.

Soon, the nobles will be asking themselves why they are the only ones who had to pay ten times more for what was basically the same treatment, and many, alongside the physicians, will begin to buy our product in secret as well, bypassing the Alchemists altogether.

It will also affect the herbalists as all their elixirs and ointments will become useless. But I could simply offer them to sell our product, giving them a portion of the profits to compensate for that.

Those who would be too stubborn to cling to their own pride would, of course, inevitably go bankrupt, which in turn would allow me to buy out their workshops for cheap, thus expanding our own production.

But despite our unquestionable victory, I couldn't help but get a cold shiver every time I remembered that unsettling cold smile the Count cast in my direction right as we were leaving the Great Hall.
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                I felt like a weight had been lifted from my chest as we quickly made our way out of the Great Hall, but my heart remained heavy, and I didn't dare to lower my guard for one bit.

We had won this battle, but I knew that we had just made a lot of enemies there. As I glanced back over my shoulder, I could feel their menacing stares burning into my skin. This was a victory, but at what cost?

Theo looked at me with almost visible relief in his eyes. He appeared more than happy that this ordeal was over us and offered me a nervous smile. "Did we truly win? I still can't quite believe it..."

I didn't want to muddle his mood with my worries, so I forced out a smile and nodded. "It appears that way."

It must have been really hard for him back there, especially since his own father was among the dignitaries watching the proceedings. But it seemed like Theo didn't want to discuss it, so I didn't push him.

The rest of the way back to the mansion we spent in silence, both submerged in our own thoughts, contemplating the consequences of our actions today.

That was especially true for Theo, who, after this, burned every last bridge that would allow him to get back into the Alchemist's good graces, closing his access to the Guild once and for all. There was no way they would let him back - not after the humiliation they suffered today.

But that was okay. We could simply carve out our own path, and if we achieved success with our elixir, it would shatter the Guild's monopoly on potions once and for all.

***

Soon after the conclusion of the public hearing, winter finally came once again to Ereneth, blanketing the city in a thick layer of fresh snow.

I had to stop visiting Jenny in the Fortress as it was getting too cold to be outside in this weather despite our bodies being strengthened by the abundance of essence flowing through them.

I dedicated most of my time to ensuring our elixir-making operation progressed smoothly. There were a few instances where some people tried to harass Isadora's customers in front of her store from buying our elixir.

Still, Dominic held up his end of the bargain and dealt with those slight disturbances before they could become something serious.

It seemed as though no love was lost between the Alchemists and the gangs as they apparently never get along too well in the first place, so our "friends" didn't have to go out of their way to assist us too much.

Still, the gang didn't take the change in our recipe too well, as now they couldn't pass it out as a real potion. Thus forcing them to sell them for a much lower price.

But since they were getting twice as many elixirs as before and for free on top of that, they couldn't complain as their profits were basically the same as before. I thought this out in advance to avoid agitating Dominic too much, and it seems like it worked out quite well.

However, in a funny twist of fate, the Guild's fierce opposition actually made even the people who were originally skeptical about our new elixir believe there must be something to it if it made even the Alchemist so anxious.

So in the end our sales skyrocketed. This meant that the Guild did more to promote our new elixir than we could ever have done by ourselves.

I was more than happy to take advantage of that, although I will have to wait until spring when we receive our massive order of herbs, before we can ramp up our production even further.

Still, I didn't like our adversaries' weird lack of activity, always wondering what they were up to and if this was the proverbial quiet before the storm.

But no matter how long I pondered about it, I couldn't come up with anything, and with each passing day of peaceful routine, my paranoia increased further until I felt like I needed a break or I would go mad.

Thus, as the winter blizzards descended upon the city and the world outside was engulfed in biting cold and howling winds, I cuddled beside a fire in my favorite chair as I finally decided to focus solely on my magic studies once again, hoping it would help me come to different thoughts.

During the past two months, I learned nothing new and simply repeated the few basic spells I already knew.

I tried to look for some interesting magic in the books from Sir Roderick's collection Jenny had brought for me, but all I found was magic theory and explanations about various magical concepts I already knew.

After meticulously reading various books on the subject, I finally learned that the incantations themselves are recorded in special tomes called grimoires.

They seem to be every mage's most guarded secret, and they apparently never allow anyone else to read them except for their successor, who would inherit their legacy.

This was true even for Lily as she never showed me her own grimoire despite the fact that she must have one for sure but instead opted to teach me each incantation by word of mouth only.

Such excessive need for secrecy was a completely foreign concept to me as I vividly remembered those wondrous inventions like the internet and public libraries from my previous life; thus, I didn't understand this stupid conduct one bit.

If, for example, every known spell could be cataloged and freely accessed by each student of magic, wouldn't this mean not only a much higher standard of knowledge but also much faster research and discovery of new spells?

Instead, every mage and magical academy treated the advanced spells as some sort of perpetual patent passed out only to their apprentices.

This was also one of the reasons the Grand Tower was so sought after, as they apparently boasted one of the largest collections of arcane knowledge on the whole Continent.

Still, there was nothing I could do about the lack of spells for now, and I had to simply accept the fact that I could only learn what Lily decided to teach me.

There was, however, one thing I was most curious about and wanted to get my hands on - that particular book Lily had shown me when she helped me with that preservation enchantment.

I had a feeling I could learn so much from it about magical circles and arcane symbols that I would be able to come up with my own enchantments in no time, yet she didn't let me see it not once, even though I asked her about it.

I would love to acquire it for myself even if I had to buy it. Still, there was not a single bookstore in Ereneth, and apparently, if you wanted to purchase a book, the most common way was to borrow a copy while hiring a skillful scribe who would transcribe it for you and then have it bound.

This all apparently cost an insane amount of money, not to mention the trouble of securing a suitable copy in the first place.

That was especially true for books about magic, which you couldn't get even if you had the money. So it was even more of a feat for someone like Sir Roderick to boast such a sizable collection of books and the mind-boggling amount of wealth it must have cost him.

So again, I was stuck with what I got; thus, I simply passed the days engrossed in my routine. By now, I had all those incantations Lily had taught me perfectly memorized, and I felt it was time to move to something a little bit more advanced.

Luckily, I didn't have to wait for too long. One day, shortly before my thirteenth birthday, Lily addressed me out of the blue at our morning lesson.

"...It is time for you to learn new spells." She said matter-of-factly.

I blinked a few times, wondering if I heard right, but then a wave of excitement surged through me like electricity, and I gaped in shock as I realized that my prayers had finally been answered. My heart raced wildly as I beamed with joy that I could finally start learning something new.

Lily's delicate hands drew lines and circles in the air as she started explaining the concept of spell tiers. Some of it I already knew from the books I read, but many things I was hearing for the first time.

She told me that what I was taught until now were spells of the lowest first tier. Well, since there were already tiers for talents and essence gems, it didn't surprise me that there would also be tiers for spells.

I listened attentively, hanging on her every word as I was finally learning something interesting again.

Apparently, the first two tiers were the general spells every mage could learn. But the spells of the third tier and higher were taught only to those specialized in the said element.

I still needed to figure out what element I wanted to specialize in, not to mention Lily wouldn't be teaching me any advanced spells as those could apparently only be taught at an academy.

"...Since you seem to be so good with the fire, I will now teach you an incantation for the most common fire spell of the second tier - Fireball."
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                "...Since you seem to be so good with the fire, I will now teach you an incantation for the most common fire spell of the second tier - Fireball."

I eagerly leaned forward as the promise of learning a tier two spell left me waiting in nervous anticipation.

I knew it wouldn't be anything groundbreaking as Fireball was still only a basic spell after all, but nonetheless, it would give me a tremendous advantage over others who would enroll in the Grand Tower in the same year as me since not many commoners could afford to hire a private tutor to teach them the basics in advance.

We moved to the frosty garden for the demonstration. As we walked, our steps were leaving deep footprints in the freshly fallen snow. I shuddered in the cold air, tightening my coat around my body.

The trees glistened in the glimmering light, their branches draped in a thick white blanket of snow. We trudged through the narrow path cleared by the gardeners toward our usual spot some distance from the house, which was hidden from prying eyes and where nobody would disturb us.

The ground crunched beneath our feet, and small streams of steam escaped from our mouths as we breathed in the frigid air. Luckily, it wasn't snowing today, and the rare winter sun rays shone gently upon the snow-laden garden, which created a glistening spectacle in front of us.

But I didn't have time to admire the beautiful sights all around us as Lily began casting as soon as we arrived at our destination.

I held my breath, observing Lily's hands, which moved gracefully as she slowly articulated the incantation so that I could repeat it afterward.

Each word seemed to carry an unmistakable power that resonated in the surrounding air. Soon, a bright torrent of flames erupted in front of us into a beautiful stream before quickly compressing into the shape of a small ball.

It would surely be a powerful and mesmerizing spectacle for most people. I, however, couldn't help but blink a few times in confusion. 'Huh, is that it?'

This tiny ball of fire looked exactly like I imagined a fireball would look like. But despite it being a tier-two spell, the result turned out to be quite underwhelming, to say the least.

Still, I couldn't stop looking in wonder at the tiny fireball as I found myself weirdly fascinated by the small sphere of flames that formed almost a perfect globe - something I never attempted before.

I quickly realized that despite its small size, it holds more power than it might seem at first glance. Indeed, it was much more powerful than a flame this size ought to be.

Not to mention its spherical shape that I wasn't even sure if I could accomplish something like this without an incantation with my current understanding of magic.

Not that I ever tried, as I always preferred raw power compared to trying to form such exquisite shapes with my own spells.

The fireball lingered in the air for a short moment before bursting forth at tremendous speed, hitting the large pile of snow nearby, which was left over by the gardeners when they shoveled the snow earlier.

At impact, the fireball exploded, scattering the snow all over. 'Wow!' I stared at it in surprise, not expecting it to be so strong at all. 'So this is a tier two spell, huh...' I pondered silently.

Lily turned over, and seeing my surprised face, her lips formed into a subtle smile. "...Your turn."

Full of renewed anticipation, I hurriedly began casting myself fascinated by the small fireball whose power seemed to defy the laws of physics.

I wanted to experience its might for myself, and before long, a similar-sized ball of fire as Lily's appeared in front of me.

Lily seemed surprised that I managed to cast a tier two spell on the first try, but I didn't pay any attention as I was entirely focused on casting.

I aimed the fireball at the remnants of the same snow pile Lily had shot at previously, and it burst forth, hitting its mark within the blink of an eye.

The poor pile of snow exploded in an avalanche of snow and water, erasing any notion that there was ever any pile at all.

I beamed with pride, feeling my chest swell with a sense of accomplishment as it was the first time I had ever cast a spell of a second tier myself.

Lily looked at me with what seemed like approval in her eyes and said. "...Well done." She then pointed at another snow pile and said: "...Again."

I sighed as I realized she wouldn't let me off the hook that easily and started casting fireballs until I was left panting with exhaustion.

***

Over the next few days, I practiced the incantation over and over until I knew it by heart, as I knew Lily wouldn't teach me new spells until I perfectly mastered each subsequent incantation.

Thus, when I finally felt like I had it perfectly engraved in my memory, I immediately went to seek out my hard-to-please master, but as I came to her room, I quickly found out she wasn't there.

'Hmm, that's weird... Where could she go?' I wondered. I threw a look outside the window, and it was snowing again, so I was pretty sure she wouldn't go outside in such weather; thus, I went searching for her.

I arrived downstairs and immediately overheard Helga's melodic laugh coming from one of the salons to my right. Feeling a slight intrigue, I decided to check it out. However, when I entered, I stopped in surprise.

"Huh? Myra... What are you doing here?"

The two girls immediately stopped their excited chatter and turned their heads toward me with widened eyes.

"Darian! What are you doing here? Weren't you just now holed up in your room studying?" Helga hurriedly blurted out.

Myra, on the other hand, showed me a bright smile. "Oh, Darian! It's good to see you after so long! Helga was feeling lonely, so I suggested we should organize another tea party!"

I was glad to see Myra after so long. I haven't seen her since the Harvest Festival. I wanted to leave her out of the mess created by selling our potions; thus, I didn't seek her out previously, but now that she was here, I was glad I could catch up with her.

Still, I couldn't help but furrow my brows. "But how did you get here in such a blizzard? You shouldn't leave your house. You could easily get sick..."

"Don't worry about it! Our houses are very close, and Sebastian accompanied me the whole way here."

"Hmm, if you say so, but still be careful out there..." I replied, deciding to not dwell on it. If she had Sebastian with her, then it was fine.

Instead, I decided to change the topic. "So, what were you two talking about?"

I was curious as when I entered a short moment ago, I noticed that they were leaning close to each other while whispering something seemingly important, given their focused expressions.

They exchanged startled glances before nervously fidgeting. Myra tried to salvage the situation, so she raised her hands dismissively and hurriedly exclaimed. "Oh, nothing, just some girl's talk!"

I raised an eyebrow in amusement as how they were acting was highly suspicious. Still, I decided to leave them to their shenanigans as I turned toward the doors, remembering my previous task of finding Lily.

"Alright, then, I will leave you to it. Just remember to get home before it gets dark..." I said and continued in my search.

Since they were making sure I didn't hear what they were talking about, and with only a few days remaining until my birthday, it was easy to figure out what they were most likely discussing.

I couldn't help but smile seeing them acting like that. I quite liked that they managed to become so close as Helga will benefit from having some friends on her own when I go to the Grand Tower.

While pondering this, I meticulously searched every room but couldn't find my master anywhere. 'Where could she go?'

Despite the bad weather, I began seriously contemplating that she had left the house altogether. Not that a bit of snow would hamper a mage of her caliber that much. Still, I couldn't find a single reason for her to go anywhere.

In the end, I decided to even check out the kitchen to see if she perhaps got hungry, yet I couldn't find her there either. But from the servants there, I finally learned where she was. Lady Lilian was apparently taking a bath and was not to be disturbed.

'Huh?' I blinked a few times as this was the first time I ever heard that she took a bath. Since she rarely left her room, I always thought she was cleaning herself with magic somehow, but apparently, she sometimes partakes in human pleasures like the rest of us.

As I was returning to my room to wait for her to finish, I sighed with relief. 'Good thing I didn't think about this possibility myself and didn't go check out the bathing chamber...'

If I barged in on her bathing, I couldn't begin to imagine how she would probably react, but it would undoubtedly be quite awkward between us afterward...

I shook my head deciding to quickly put such dangerous thoughts out of my head, and I contemplated what the girls were probably discussing.

'Hmm, I wonder what kind of surprise they are planning for my birthday...'
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                On the morning of my thirteenth birthday, I woke up and went to breakfast as usual. Ever since I came into the city, I never put much emphasis on my birthdays, so I simply took it as any other day.

But when I sat to eat at the table, I couldn't help but notice the pleading looks Helga was throwing at Lily, who tried her best to ignore them. 'What is this about?' I silently wondered as I was spreading some butter on a piece of bread.

After a while, however, Lily apparently couldn't bear it anymore, and with a heavy sigh, she turned toward me and said. "...Today, we are going to learn a new spell."

I paused with a spoon halfway toward my mouth and looked at her in confusion, pondering if I heard it right. 'A new spell?'

It wasn't even a whole week since she taught me the fireball spell, so I was certain it would take at least another week or so, but she just went and said something exciting like this out of the blue.

'Who are you, and what did you do with Lily?' I thought while staring at her slender figure. Lily, however, didn't elaborate further and simply stood up, signaling for me to follow her.

For now, I decided to stop thinking about it and go with the flow. Although this all seemed somewhat suspicious, I was not one who would discard such a wondrous opportunity in front of me to learn a new spell.

Still, as we were leaving for the garden, I couldn't help but notice Helga's pleased smile, and I was left wondering what is all this about.

After we arrived at our usual spot, Lily turned toward me and said, "...I will now teach you the simplest but one of the most used defensive spells - An Earth Wall."

I listened with interest as Lily began her lesson. She explained the principle behind the spell and then demonstrated it to me.

I tried my best to memorize the incantation as it was soon time to perform it myself. I focused intently, concentrating on the movement of my essence, visualizing the movement of the earth beneath my feet while I spoke the incantation aloud.

I soon discovered that this spell was a lot more complicated than the fireball. Still, despite my difficulties, I managed to cast it on my first try.

A slight tremor ran through the ground as I finished, but nothing else seemed to be happening. I threw an inquisitive look at Lily, who was observing me, but her expression didn't change. In the next moment, to my surprise, a wall of earth rose up in front of me, towering over my head.

I blinked a few times as it came out of nowhere, not at all like my own earth manipulations usually went. Still, I had to admit it was quite a formidable defense, and I could see why it was so commonly used.

I wanted to move past the wall to ask Lily if I did a good job, but before I could make a first step, I felt a surge of essence from the other side of the wall, and in the next moment, my wall shattered into countless pieces, crumbling to the ground and I was quickly enveloped by a searing heatwave that passed by me.

I froze, unsure of what had happened, but the next moment, I finally realized Lily had just now sent a fireball at me. Her usually deadpan face sported an ominous-looking grin as she uttered. "...We will now play a game."

I watched in shock as a new fireball began manifesting before her. "W-wait...!" I blurted out.

My wicked master, however, didn't stop her casting at all as she simply said: "...Defend."

I gulped and hurriedly began summoning another Earth Wall. The earth started rising, but Lily's fireball was already hurling in my direction before my spell even had time to properly manifest itself.

Realizing with horror that I would not make it, I abandoned all caution and simply jumped to the side with all my might.

I was still mid-jump when the half-finished wall instantly shattered, and the fireball continued almost unimpeded on its way, narrowly missing me.

'What the hell...' Was the only thing I could think at that moment, but then I saw Lily begin summoning yet another fireball. "...Again." She said, with the same menacing smile, and what followed was a frenzied shootout. 

Each impact of her fireballs sent shockwaves across the garden, scattering dirt mixed with snow all over the place.

I gritted my teeth, determined not to let Lily win. I focused all my energy on my defenses, creating walls of earth faster and more efficiently than before. I could feel the heat of her flames on my skin, but I refused to let it distract me as I cast one spell after another.

'How come she has so much essence?' I frantically pondered as I was dodging her fireballs left and right.

By all accounts, my own pool of essence should be second to none in Ereneth as I had spent many years painstakingly enlarging it as much as I could, yet Lily still could cast spells one after another without breaking a sweat.

'I guess in the end, it all comes down to one's control over essence and your magic mastery...' I realized that I had much more to learn in this regard.

Our little game lasted for many hours, ending in a draw, after which I was left utterly exhausted. Yet, I could see the frustration in Lily's eyes as she failed to land a single hit on me.

"...That is all for today," She said while approaching me with something that looked like a victorious smirk on her delicate face.

'Again, what was all this about? She was totally outside her character today...' I shook my head and headed toward the bathing chamber to wash myself as I was sweating buckets.

However, I couldn't deny that this was quite an effective exercise. Now, I could cast Earth Walls at a moment's notice, which made my chest swell in pride.

When I came out of the bath, it was already late afternoon. I then decided to retreat to my room to rest as it was still a few hours until dinner.

But when I walked into the main hallway, I couldn't help but notice that something was off. Beside the doors, I found an agitated-looking Helga, her eyes avoiding mine as she fidgeted with her dress. I frowned, wondering what was going on with her.

"Come with me, Darian! I want to show you something," she said with hardly-contained excitement.
"Where to?" I asked with a raised eyebrow.

"You'll see!" She exclaimed before grabbing my hand and pulling me with her.

Helga dragged me across the empty hallways all the way toward the parlor. Seeing my sister agitated like that, I couldn't help but chuckle a little. But then I remembered how she was plotting something with Myra the other day. 'Is this some sort of surprise for my birthday?' I wondered.

I initially thought she would make me something special for dinner, but now it all started to make sense. I didn't want to spoil her expectations, so I pretended to be oblivious to her objective as we approached the large door leading into the Main Hall.

'Huh? They set it up here?' I had trouble hiding my surprise, which by now was becoming genuine. I left the Main Hall originally sealed up as it was too oversized for our needs, and I didn't plan to hold any balls or receptions anytime soon.

Before I could even ask, Helga pushed the door open and dragged me inside. Immediately, I was enveloped in a gust of warm air carrying an enticing aroma of roasted meat.

I blinked a few times as we stepped inside. On the walls were drawn exquisite magical circles that hummed with magic. The whole place was heated up and illuminated by mysterious orbs bathing the entire place in incandescent light.

In the center was a large table bending under many heavy platters overflowing with delicious-looking foods.

At the head of the table, I instantly recognized Myra, who was smiling warmly at me. There was also Theo and Lily alongside all our servants, who were standing at attention in a long line along the wall.

Even the orphans Hans and Greta were among the servants, grinning at me from a corner.
"Happy birthday, Darian!" Helga exclaimed, grasping my hand tightly.

"Thank you, Helga," I said, still recovering from the sudden development. I wanted to ask her how she managed to pull something like this off and, most importantly, how she managed to convince Lily, of all people, to help her with it.

But I didn't get a chance as Helga quickly passed her spot to others who were beginning to line up to congratulate me.

Myra brought me plenty of expensive-looking sweet pastries, which I happily accepted alongside all my other gifts. I was happy that everyone was so thoughtful of me despite me not being a very social person.

We celebrated long into the evening, as I was not a guy who would pass up an opportunity to stuff myself full of delicious treats.

Thus, my thirteenth birthday turned out to be a celebration I won't forget anytime soon. 'Still, the best gift for me today was that Earth Wall spell I got to learn despite it being just a ruse to get me out of the house for the day...' I thought happily as I was drifting to sleep later that night.

            

    
        Chapter 106: Expanding Our Business

    
    
    
    
                Shortly after my birthdays, the winter struck, with its full might, thus forcing us to remain inside. As the relentless blizzards raged on, I spent most of my days curling up near the fireplace, watching the endless stream of snowflakes pounding against the glass.

During this time, I dutifully continued my quest to master the second-tier spells without fail, enjoying the rare moments of peace and quiet when nothing disturbed me.

Like this, the rest of the winter passed out uneventfully, and before I noticed it, the first signs of coming spring were manifesting all around the city. I couldn't wait to continue my efforts to expand our elixir-making business as I began to plan out my next steps.

The first order of business was to get hold of my massive herb order. I couldn't help but clench my fists as I anxiously waited for a word that Clovis's caravan had made it safely to Ereneth.

As the first caravans began arriving in the city, my heart raced in anticipation. Every passing day without any news felt like an eternity.

The uncertainty was killing me, and I was going through everything that could go wrong in my head, being painfully aware that our fortunes rested upon the success of this transaction as I had no more money to procure the herbs elsewhere.

Then, finally, I received a message informing me that the caravan had made it unscathed. Relief swept over me as I rushed toward the western gates to welcome the merchants, not waiting until they got in touch with me themselves.

"It's good to see you, Master Clovis!" A wide smile spread across my face as the portly merchant stepped out from one of the armored carriages in front of me.

"Oh! If it isn't the honorable Master Darian!" He chuckled with amusement as he quickly moved forward to greet me and extended his hand in a warm welcome.

He then pointed at the rest of the caravan and said, "The gods were merciful to us, and we didn't encounter any problems on our journey."

He then started walking toward one particular carriage, and I quickly followed him. "I'm guessing you would like to see your order, right?" He smiled mischievously before lifting the canvas.

"Here it is! You can't imagine how much trouble we had to procure so many herbs, but seeing the miraculous effects of your elixir kept us going, and we managed to get it all."

"Perfect." I nodded happily. "Can you deliver them to my house? I'd like to begin production as soon as possible since we have many outstanding orders..."

"Of course!" He eagerly agreed before ordering a driver to take it to my address.

I then turned back toward Clovis and asked."How long will you be staying for?"

Clovis thought about it for a short while and then said. "I'm guessing for about a week. We need some rest after the long journey and to refill our stocks."

"That's perfect." I smiled at him. "In a week, I will prepare for you a carriage full of elixirs to take with you back to the Capital."

The portly merchant froze momentarily, looking at me in confusion, not quite believing me. But since my expression was sincere, he quickly stopped doubting my words, and his face broke into a wide grin. "My friend, I have a feeling we are going to make a lot of money together..."

I simply chuckled and said my goodbyes to Clovis as I was hurrying after the carriage so that I could make sure all the herbs would be properly stored in my basement.

As I made my way back home, I couldn't help but feel a sense of satisfaction. The future of our elixir-making business looked nothing but promising, and my previous anxiousness was all but forgotten.

Upon reaching my house, I quickly inspected the herbs to ensure their quality before ordering my servants to deliver the boxes to the workshop entrance, from where I transported them with my magic into the storage room as I didn't allow anyone except Theo and the orphans to step inside.

After a quick lunch, I decided to take care of the next step of my plan. Now that I had the herbs, it was finally time to approach the other herbalists in Ereneth.

Seeing our trial run at Isadora's store being a glaring success, I was in no doubt that the rest of them would jump at the opportunity to get hold of our elixir themselves despite the inevitable backlash they would receive from the Alchemist Guild.

First, I decided to seek out Norbert, the very same person I used to buy umbrifila some time ago when I was still an apprentice at Isadora's. I remember him being quite rude toward me the last time we spoke, but I noticed that his current attitude couldn't be more different.

"Sir! It's such an honor you decided to bless us with your visit!" He began as soon as I stepped foot inside his store.

I smiled at Norbert's sudden change of attitude towards me. However, I was in no doubt it was only because of my new status as an Aspirant.

Nonetheless, I smiled at him amicably and said, "Thank you for such a warm welcome, Norbert. I was hoping we could discuss the possibility of a partnership..."

His eyes widened in surprise, but he quickly composed himself and ushered me to a back room. "Of course, sir. Please, have a seat."

I sat down, and he disappeared briefly before returning with some refreshments. "What do you have in mind, sir?"

I was pleased by his apparent eagerness. It seemed that the word about our success had already spread, which should make my job much easier.

"We are in the process of expanding our business, and I'm hoping you would be open to entering a partnership with us... I'm sure you already heard that we had great success with Isadora, and I'm hoping we can work together to create even greater profits for both of us."

Norbert nodded thoughtfully. "I see. I heard about that... But forgive me for my boldness, sir. I also heard about your run-in with the Alchemist Guild. You have to understand I'm but a simple herbalist. I don't want any trouble..."

I looked at him with a mischievous smile as I very much expected such a response. 

"Ah, well, I'm sure you are well acquainted with our elixir and how effective it is, rendering all other elixirs and ointments meaningless... You can either join us and enjoy a steady income stream or be left behind..."

My words seemed more than effective as Norbert's eyes widened, and he leaned back in his chair, sweat appearing on his forehead. "I see..."

Seeing him squirming under my gaze, I decided to deliver a finishing blow. "But I'm sure if you decide to join us, I'll be able to make it worth your while."

This seemed to do the trick as the doubt in his eyes was replaced with hardly disguised expectation. 

"How much are we talking about?"

I leaned forward, realizing I had him hooked. "What would you say to a 20% margin?"


***

With Norbert's cooperation secured, I was able to use this fact to convert two more herbalists to our cause in the following days, so now almost half of Ereneth's herbalist shops will be offering our elixir.

With such large orders, we couldn't dilly-dally, so I quickly delivered the exciting news to Theo and Hans so that we could prepare to start mass-producing our elixirs.

They, however, didn't seem to share my optimism. When I told them how many elixirs we needed to make, they visibly paled and tried to talk me out of it.

Well, mostly Theo, as Hans was still more than grateful to me for saving his sister, so despite his initial reluctance, he was willing to give it his all.

Seeing Hans's enthusiasm, Theo eventually relented, too, and we promptly began crafting. As I took in the sight of our storage overflowing with so many herbs, I was in no doubt that we could rake in a mind-boggling amount of coins.

Thus, our new routine of daily elixir-making was born, and we sweated in our workshop from morning till dusk, dutifully crafting hundreds upon hundreds of elixirs. Seeing how everything progressed smoothly, I couldn't help but hum a happy tune.

However, I didn't forget to practice magic even during our surge. I also once again began meeting with Jenny in the Fortress during the night. It seemed like she carried her solitude harshly, although she did her best to hide it.

I tried to compensate her for the books she was bringing me with tales about city life and anything exciting I could think of that happened recently, and Jenny very much enjoyed it.

And we began to develop a certain kinship that I hoped could turn into a friendship one day, as I would very much like to have a friend inside the Fortress.

Still, my newfound routine didn't last for long, as shortly before the spring equinox, I received an official invitation to attend a ball in the Fortress' Keep organized by the Count himself.

I gulped nervously as I read the fancy letter, immediately realizing with dread that I wouldn't be able to wiggle my way out of this one.

            

    
        Chapter 107: The Spring Ball

    
    
    
    
                I looked at the invitation in my hands while wondering, 'What do they want this time?' I was trying my best to avoid any noble gatherings as much as I could, hoping they would leave me alone, but they seemed insistent on keeping at it no matter what I did.

Still, I couldn't refuse a direct invitation from the Count, so I will have to endure it somehow. I briefly considered taking Helga with me as attending a ball would be an excellent opportunity for her to practice etiquette, but as I read further, I discovered that the invitation was directly for me and only me.

'Ah, so this will be one of those posh events where no commoners are allowed...' I thought dejectedly, as this meant I would be surrounded by no one but pampered nobles the whole time, who would undoubtedly regard me as something akin to an unwanted vermin.

'Well... whatever. I have no idea why I'm being invited, but I will show them that I'm not some pushover they can bully as they please.' I resolved myself as I went back to crafting elixirs.

The ball was still a few days away, so I won't let it spoil my mood, especially since we are making such great progress.

***

Unfortunately, the time flew quickly, and before I realized it, the time to head to the Fortress was upon me. Thus, with great reluctance, I rummaged through my belongings to find something suitable to wear.

Considering my options for a while, I finally settled on a richly embroidered black tunic that was somewhat inconspicuous, which would allow me to blend in with my surroundings, helping me to not stick out too much but, on the other hand, also showcase my status as a rich upstart.

Satisfied with my looks, I headed to the courtyard after informing Helga and my servants that I would be late and hopped onto the carriage. The driver then spurred the horses, and we were on our way.

Before long, I found myself standing in front of the massive gate leading to the Fortress' Keep, and despite my previous nonchalance, my nerves were starting to get the better of me. However, I tried my best to not let anything show on my face as I entered the richly decorated ballroom.

After my eyes adjusted to the bright light inside, I curiously looked around. The walls were adorned with rich tapestries depicting scenes of some ancient battles. The floor was made of large tiles of white marble, perfectly polished so it shone like glass.

As I looked up, I saw elaborate chandeliers hanging overhead, lit with countless candles, casting a warm glow over everything in the spacious hall.

Yet, I realized that such brightness couldn't be attributed to only candles, and as I looked closer, I discovered many magic orbs floating under the ceiling while shining brightly.

'They didn't skimp on anything, it seems...' I wondered in awe as I looked at the exuberant opulence all around.

I then turned my eyes toward the ornate furniture that lined the walls. On it, a plethora of delicious-looking foods were constantly being replenished by many busy-looking servants.

And finally, in the center of the hall was a large empty space filled with many pairs elegantly dancing to the tunes of soft music played by a band of experienced musicians from an alcove on an upper floor.

I promptly made my way to the refreshment table, securing a glass of spiced wine to quench my dry throat. This drink seems to be fairly popular among the city's elite, as I found it at any such event I attended previously. I didn't mind it, although I found it too sweet for my tastes.

While I slowly sipped on my wine, I cautiously observed the crowd of nobles before me. I felt like a small fish in a big pond. Everyone was dressed in their finest clothes, carrying themselves like peacocks. However, I didn't try to socialize with anyone besides the bare minimum greetings required of me.

I also managed to catch the sight of Jenny sitting at one of the tables on the other side of the room. I nodded at her with a smile, and she seemed to notice me and gave me a small wave in return.

That was the best we could do as I very much felt being constantly watched from the shadows by the castle servants, so I didn't dare to approach her, fearing they would soon realize we were meeting in secret.

With a heavy sigh, I turned away and decided to try out some of the sumptuous-looking food. I kept my poker face while I ate, but I was in turmoil on the inside.

As I previously observed the multitude of dancing couples, I realized with horror another grave mistake on my part. So far, I dedicated all my free time to studying magic, so I didn't bother to learn how to dance at all. Thus, I wanted especially hard to stay as far away as possible from the dance floor.

Retreating to a corner, I tried to keep to myself, hoping nobody would notice me. I couldn't leave too soon as that would be seen as disrespectful, so I simply had to bide my time.

'Luckily, it was the duty of a gentleman to ask the lady for a dance, so as long as I don't talk to anybody, I'm pretty safe...' I thought pleasantly.

However, as soon as I finished that thought, I heard a soft cough from behind me. I quickly spun around, only to find a young-looking servant who promptly bowed to me. 

"Excuse me, sir, but you are being summoned."

"By whom?" I raised an eyebrow as I suddenly got a very bad feeling.

"By his Grace, the Count of Ereneth." the boy said matter-of-factly.

'Oh, crap...' Was the only thing on my mind at that moment. Still, I had no other option but to reluctantly follow the servant who led me to the area at the head of the hall reserved for the Count's family.

Before long, I found myself standing before a tall, regal-looking man with piercing blue eyes and a well-groomed beard - it was the Count himself.

"Welcome, Darian," he said, his voice smooth as silk. "I'm glad you could make it tonight..." He added while smiling brightly at me.

'As if I had any choice.' I scoffed inwardly but made sure it didn't show on my face as I hurriedly bowed. "Thank you for your invitation, your Grace. It is a great honor for me."

I kept my pose for a moment, but then I raised my head, looking questioningly at the Count as he didn't say anything else, simply studying me with his gaze.

I gulped nervously as I still had no idea why he wanted to meet with me, but I didn't dare to speak first as I was afraid I might offend him somehow.

The Count's gaze seemed to pierce me like he was looking straight into my soul. After what felt like an eternity, he gave a slight nod as if he had come to terms with something, beckoning me to sit beside him at his table.

"So," the Count began, "I heard you wish to leave Ereneth and study magic elsewhere. Is this true?"

"Yes, your grace." I nodded, my voice resolute.

A hint of amusement flickered behind his eyes. "Hmm, I wonder if that is truly the best use for your talents... There is so much you could do here."

It was apparent he didn't believe I would make it, but I didn't let his words affect me. I locked eyes with him and spoke in a steady voice, "Well, I intend to return after I graduate at the Grand Tower."

My response seemed only to amuse him further. "Hahaha! How optimistic! You think that you will be accepted in the first place..."

"Well, I won't know until I try," I said, slightly annoyed by his condescending tone.

"Hmm, that's true... Still, that is not why I called you today." He said mysteriously.

I once again looked at him with a silent question in my eyes but didn't dare to ask him.

He must have noticed my uncertainty as he smiled and stood up. "Come with me. There is someone I want to introduce you to."

I cautiously followed him, keeping my guard up the whole time as I didn't like this sudden development one bit.

"Allow me to introduce my daughter Margarette," he said with a proud smile. As a girl around my age stepped forward. I couldn't help but gulp as I found myself momentarily mesmerized by her beauty.

She was gorgeous, to say the least, her long blond hair cascading down her back like silk, and her bright blue eyes shimmered in the light.

Her delicate features were accentuated by a beautiful gown that seemed to move gently as she walked. She carried herself with a grace befitting a Count's daughter, her posture dignified and regal.

I quickly snapped out of my daze and slightly bowed. "It's an honor to meet you, my lady. My name is Darian."

"It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Master Darian." She replied with a subtle smile playing on her lips.

She then looked questioningly at her father as she also didn't seem to understand why she was being summoned.

'What is this about?' I wondered as I observed this strange exchange between them.

The Count didn't say anything and simply smiled at her before signaling Margarette that she could return to her friends. He then turned back toward me when we were once again alone.

"You see... I'd like you to join my family and marry my daughter."

            

    
        Chapter 108: Difficult Decision

    
    
    
    
                'W-What?!' I was left staring at him in utter bewilderment as the Count's outrageous words continued to echo in my mind.

At first, I simply thought it was some sort of elaborate joke on his part, but seeing his solemn expression, I quickly realized he was earnest.

I looked covertly at Margarette's beautiful figure, laughing pleasantly as she talked with another noble girl nearby, and couldn't help but gulp nervously. 'I'm to marry her?'

My mind raced, trying to process what the Count had just said. It was unheard of for a commoner to marry into a Count's family, so he must see tremendous potential in me to justify the inevitable backlash he would get from other nobles for this move.

This made me feel immensely proud that all my hard work so far has finally paid off and my efforts are being noticed and rightfully rewarded, yet on the other hand, I wasn't happy about it at all.

Sure, this would undoubtedly cement my position in high society for good and allow me to become one of the most influential people in the whole of Ereneth. On the other hand, however, I wouldn't be able to pursue my dreams of becoming a mage and studying at the Grand Tower.

I looked back at the Count evasively, carefully weighing my options as I was unsure how to respond.

I couldn't outright say no to him; that would be preposterous, given my commoner's status, but still, I couldn't say yes as I also valued my freedom above all else, not wanting to become a puppet in the hands of the nobles.

So, in the end, I simply tried to stall for time, hoping I could find some way to get out of this predicament.

I cleared my throat, and while doing my best to keep my voice steady, I gave him my response. "I'm immensely honored, your Grace, for such an offer, yet I feel it is too sudden for me to think about marriage at my age... besides, I am not sure if I am worthy of becoming a part of your distinguished family."

The Count's smile died down, and his expression turned cold. "Do not underestimate yourself, Darian," he said sharply. "You are very talented, and I can see a great potential in you if nurtured properly..."

He paused momentarily, looking directly into my eyes before continuing. "What I'm offering you is an opportunity many would kill for, and you would be a fool to turn it down." His words dripped with arrogance, and I could tell he was not used to being denied.

At that moment, I knew that I would have no choice but to accept if I didn't want to make an enemy out of him, which would be disastrous for someone like me.

Still, I didn't want to give up this easily. Thus, I took a deep breath as I gathered my courage before answering. "Your Grace, please forgive my previous imprudence. I'd like to humbly accept your gracious offer..."

I could see the Count's face contorting into a victorious smile, but I wasn't yet done, and my following words made that smile freeze on his lips. "But as you very well know, I'm still only a minor, so I will have to first discuss this matter with my family and gain my parent's blessing before I can give you my final answer."

The Count glared at me for a long moment, his eyes burning with fury as he was very well aware that I was only buying some time as my parents' approval was only a formality as they had no say in such matters given their low status.

I braced myself for an inevitable outburst for defying him, but to my surprise, he suddenly laughed.

"Hahaha! They were right... You are too clever for your age. Alright, take your time, but don't take too long, as it may be too late by then. I'm going to leave the city soon for another expedition into the Northern mountains, and when I return, I will hear your answer..."

After he said that, he turned away, which was apparently a signal that the short audience was over, and the same young servant immediately appeared beside me, ready to escort me back to my seat.

I quietly followed him while being submerged in my own thoughts. I shook my head dejectedly as now I had to deal with another pressing dilemma that promised nothing but a severe headache the longer I thought about it.

I left the ball altogether shortly after as I had already lost my appetite and wanted nothing more than to simply lay in my own bed and forget everything that just happened, if only for the night.

***

A few days after, the Count left the city for the mountains and took half the city's garrison with him. Many citizens lined the streets of Ereneth as they excitedly waved at the rows of passing troops, grateful that they would keep them safe and protect them from the rampaging monsters.

This was quite a recurrent sight as every year at the height of spring, the monster's activity was the greatest, and they descended from the mountains while viciously attacking the farming villages in the valley, so it was necessary to cull their population regularly to prevent a stampede.

After the soldiers left and the festivities surrounding their departure died down, the city returned to its previous peace and quiet. I, too, returned to my regular routine, yet the difficult decision I faced weighed heavily on my heart, and I had much trouble focusing on my work.

So far, I didn't tell anyone about the Count's offer, not even my parents. I already knew what my god-fearing, law-abiding parents would say to me, so there was no point asking for their advice. No, this was something I needed to figure out on my own.

While thinking about it, I couldn't help but chuckle as I imagined what expression Konrad would probably make if he learned that I was about to marry into the Count's family. 'He would be green with envy, no doubt...'

Still, despite my current conundrum, I felt extremely pleased as we had finally managed to turn all the herbs I got from Clovis into elixirs.

The sales were booming, and I even managed to sell a full cart of them - a whopping thousand elixirs to Clovis as he was leaving for the Capital, so my coffers were once again overflowing with shiny silver.

However, my own indecisiveness soon came to bite me in the ass as right the very next day, during breakfast, I received a message. It was a very short message - truly only a few words yet it made my skin crawl, and my eyes widened with horror. 'She is coming here...?!'

Helga noticed my startled look and leaned forward with curiosity. "What is it?"

"Ehm, someone is coming for a visit..." I said evasively.

Since my sister was a very sociable person, this made her even more curious. "Who?"

"A girl..." I said weakly while my brain was in overdrive trying to devise a suitable way of how to best deal with this.

"A girl?" Helga furrowed her brows, clearly not satisfied with my answer.

I sighed, realizing there was no point in coming up with excuses as she would learn the truth soon either way, so I gathered my courage and looked at her. "The girl... I'm about to be betrothed with."

Helga immediately spitted out the tea she was just drinking all over the table, which prompted Lily to throw her an offended look, yet Helga didn't seem to care as she stared at me in utter shock.

"B-betrothed?!" She exclaimed.

I sighed once again as I very much expected such a reaction. 'Still, she could have acted more elegantly about it...' I thought with exasperation as I was cleaning the droplets of tea that landed on my plate with a napkin.

I then proceeded to tell her about the events that transpired at the Spring ball, and after I finished, Helga's face was left utterly pale. "The Count's daughter is coming for a visit?" My sister said with a shaky voice.

She then lowered her head while mumbling for herself. "We need some treats... but we have not enough sugar... what will she think of us... we also need... Ah, we are not nearly ready!"

Before I could say anything, Helga hurriedly jumped to her feet and bolted out of the dining room, heading for the kitchen.

I simply shook my head, seeing her acting like that. I wanted to tell her not to stress herself so much over it, but she probably wouldn't listen anyway, so instead, I, too, got up and went to my room to put on more representative clothes while at the same time wondering what Margarette might want from me.

Before long, an elaborate carriage flanked from both sides by mounted knights carrying the Count's family banner arrived at the mansion, stopping in front of the main entrance.

A servant promptly opened the carriage's doors, and with his help, Margarette emerged from within.

In daylight, she seemed even more beautiful than before, and seeing Helga's incredulous look and how even my maids were drooling over her, it looked like I wasn't alone in this assessment.

Still, I wasn't a person who would judge the book by its cover, so I kept my composure and respectfully offered a slight bow. "My lady."

She looked around, measuring everyone present with an inquisitive gaze before finally settling her eyes on me. "So we meet again, Master Darian. What a pleasant surprise."

'Huh?' I raised an eyebrow. 'Wasn't it you who just now barged in here uninvited?' I grumbled inwardly but didn't let anything show on my face.

Instead, I smiled at her and asked. "What do we owe the honor of enjoying your presence on this fine day?"

She smiled gently, offering me her hand. "Oh, Why, you ask? I simply wanted to get to know my groom-to-be..."

I gulped reluctantly, accepting her exquisite arm before leading her inside, feeling for some strange reason as if I was heading for my own execution.
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                "Oh, Why, you ask? I simply wanted to get to know my groom-to-be..."

With those words still echoing in my head, I reluctantly led Margarette inside the mansion and toward our finest guest's room, where Helga hurriedly prepared some delicious-looking refreshments with the help of our immensely stressed-out chef.

As we walked, I couldn't help but steal glances at Margarette's delicate features, which were further accentuated by her exquisite dress made out of the finest cloth. I had to admit that she truly looked like some princess from a fairytale.

We soon arrived at the guest's room, and I offered her a seat. Margarette sat down gracefully, her kind smile never leaving her face.

I sat opposite her while I studied her intensely, still wondering about her motive for coming here on such short notice.

With both of us seated, the maids then promptly served us tea. I quietly sipped on my cup as I continued to observe my presumed fiancee doing the same.

However, I couldn't help but take note of the meaningful look Margarette was giving me the whole time. I raised an eyebrow, wondering what she might mean by it, but then a realization dawned on me as I looked around the room.

With a wave of my hand, I ordered all the servants out. I noticed before that Margarette's own servants and knights all stayed outside the house and didn't follow us to the guest's room. I found it slightly weird at first, but I didn't give it too much meaning.

But now I finally understood that she probably wanted to talk in private. Soon, we found ourselves entirely alone for the very first time, and an awkward silence filled the room.

I shifted uncomfortably, wondering if I should start the conversation or not. I wasn't very good with the small talk, especially the kind nobles usually entertained themselves with, so I hesitated for a bit.

Margarette seemed to notice my current predicament, and a hint of amusement reflected in her eyes. I finally mustered my courage to break the uncomfortable silence, but then I paused as I suddenly realized. 'Wait, isn't this like a... date?'

I gulped nervously as this was utterly new territory for me, and I had no idea what was customary to do in such situations. I leaned back in my chair, wondering what I should do.

But before I had a chance to come up with a suitable way to start the conversation, my dilemma resolved itself as Margarette's smile disappeared from her face the moment she ensured we were alone.

She then leaned forward while saying in a low voice. "I don't know what tricks you pulled, but you can be certain that I will never marry a dirty peasant like you!"

I blinked a few times as I struggled to accept such harsh words coming from such a lovely mouth. Her eyes were suddenly cold and calculating, and her former grace was nowhere to be found.

Still, I couldn't help but smile as, by now, my former nervousness was all but gone. Seeing Margarette throw away her beautiful yet deceptive mask surely made things much easier and more straightforward.

She stared at me in confusion, probably expecting an entirely different reaction. "What are you smiling about?" She spat angrily.

I quickly broke from my stupor, straightening my posture as I cleared my throat. "Ehm... Nothing. Don't worry about it."

My eyes continued observing her, now with even more intrigue than before. At first, I was afraid she was some obedient, naive girl who would simply do her duty and marry me without a second thought, but now my previous worries were all but gone, and things have become laughably simple.

'If those are her true feelings, then I don't have to lift a finger, and she can take care of the whole betrothal business herself. And what's more... in the Count's eyes, I will be completely innocent of sabotaging this proposed union.' I thought pleasantly.

I struggled to maintain my composure and not break into a wide grin as I entertained all the possibilities this would open for me.

Margarette, on the other hand, took my silence as a sign of defeat, and a wicked smirk crept on her lips, which didn't suit her angelic face one bit.

"When my father returns, you will tell him that you are not worthy of my hand and break up the engagement." She said arrogantly.

"And why exactly should I do that? If you don't want to continue with the engagement, then say so yourself..." I countered, narrowing my eyes as I won't let her get her way.

She was slightly taken aback by the confidence in my voice but still tried to maintain the air of superiority. "Hmph! As if I lowered myself to doing something humiliating like that!"

Seeing that this led nowhere, I tried to reason with her. "Although I'm also not very pleased with this arrangement, I'm in no position to turn down this offer, so unless you speak with your father yourself, we will simply have to proceed with it..."

Margarette's face contorted. It looks like she wasn't at all used to people defying her, especially someone she considered a "dirty peasant." Still behind her arrogant facade, there were slight signs of fear in her eyes at the mention of her father.

It seems that the Count wouldn't look too kindly upon her throwing a tantrum like this, and seeing how she stubbornly insisted on me calling it off, it appears that her chances of persuading her father to cancel the engagement were nonexistent.

This made me slightly worried about the whole deal, as getting forcefully married was terrible enough, but being forcefully married to someone like Margarette would undoubtedly be nothing but a horrifying nightmare.

Of course, most of my peers would give anything to be able to marry such a beautiful and wealthy noble girl like her, but I was not like most. I'm not someone who would be enchanted by a pretty face, and when her real personality showed itself, I was glad I kept my cool about this affair the whole time.

However, before I could come up with another strategy to approach this issue, Margarette couldn't seem to bear this situation anymore, and she jumped to her feet and exclaimed, "We'll see about that!" before storming out of the room altogether.

I simply shook my head in exasperation, and with a sigh, I hurriedly decided to follow after her as until we can find a way to convince the Count to end this charade, we need to keep up appearances.

However, as I was walking out of the room in my pursuit of Margarette, I almost bumped into Helga, who was coming in from the kitchen while carrying a large plate with what seemed like a freshly made cake. I exhaled in relief as I managed to notice my sister at the very last moment coming to a sudden halt. 

"Huh? Darian! What happened?" Helga blinked confusedly as she carefully balanced the cake on the top of her palms.

"Well... Lady Margarette apparently had somewhere else to be, so she couldn't stay too long." I quickly tried to come up with a suitable excuse.

My sister widened her eyes. "What! Lady Margarette already left? But she didn't even try the cake..."

She lowered her head with an apparent sadness in her eyes, so I quickly tried to cheer her up. "I'm sure she would have loved it! Still, it would be a shame to let such a great-looking cake go to waste, so why don't we invite Myra for a visit in the afternoon, and then we can all eat the cake together?"

I was well aware of Helga's sweet tooth, so the idea of eating the cake immediately brightened her face. "Oh, that sounds wonderful! Alright, then, I will take it back to the kitchen for now..." She said happily.

I nodded encouragingly, following her with my eyes for a moment as she hurried back to the kitchen before remembering what I wanted to do in the first place and quickly making my way outside so that I could give my farewells to Margarette.

Although she seemed to secretly despise me, she still waved her tiny hand at me from the window of her elaborate carriage while smiling pleasantly. I returned her a smile as she left through the main gate before I went back inside.

Still, despite this not being quite an enjoyable meeting, I felt pleased as I had learned not only about Margarette's true personality but also about her seemingly strained relationship with her noble father - both things that I could use to my advantage in the future.

Late in the afternoon, as the sun was starting to set and a warm breeze rustled the young leaves upon the many exotic trees in our garden, Myra arrived eager to be able to spend her time in our company.

With Helga's help, we set up a picnic on the lush grass, sitting down in a circle around a plain blanket Helga borrowed from one of our maids as we promptly stuffed ourselves full of an overly sweet yet delicious cake.

We laughed and shared stories until our bellies were so full we could hardly move. While looking at the darkness slowly descending, I smiled with satisfaction as, in the end, my hectic day ended quite greatly indeed.

            

    
        Chapter 110: Plea for Help

    
    
    
    
                It was currently deep night, and I was now once again sitting in a certain hidden alcove deep within the Fortress. The crescent moon's glow was bathing me in its soft light as I was fully engrossed in reading a thick old book.

A few days had passed since Margarette's unpleasant visit, and she hadn't made any effort to contact me ever since.

Thus, with almost visible relief, I was able to put my worries about what she might do next to the back of my mind and instead focus on trying to find a way out of this predicament.

This meant that I was now reading a very different book than I usually did. To Jenny's utter bewilderment, I asked her at our last meeting to bring me this exact tome, which contained all the laws governing the city.

I was particularly interested in the section concerning marriage laws, which I was now meticulously studying. I desperately searched for any possible loophole within the laws that would allow me to escape this betrothal without having to make an enemy of the Count.

However, so far, I have had no such luck and was forced to admit that the person who had written this clearly knew what he was doing.

'I guess they must have already thought about all the loopholes over time and fixed them, as I'm certainly not the first one to harbor such thoughts...' I thought dejectedly.

Meanwhile, Jenny sat beside me, watching as I read with clear perplexion on her unassuming face, as if she was struggling to understand why I wanted to read such a difficult book as this one.

Still, I couldn't help but notice that beneath Jenny's bewilderment, there was also something else. It almost looked like... longing, and it seemed like her spirit was in some faraway place.

Thus, with a sense of curiosity, I looked up from the book and asked her, "What's wrong?"

She blinked a few times as if surprised I noticed it, but then she forced out a smile, saying, "Nothing... Don't worry about it."

I furrowed my brows as this didn't seem like nothing since I had never seen her make such an expression before. But I didn't force her, and instead, we sat in silence for a while, gazing at the beautiful moon.

Finally, after a long while, Jenny sighed and looked at me. "I just wish for everything to return to how it was before... How I was before. I don't care about magic or power... I simply want to return to sitting in my little garden in the mountains while watching the cows graze the slopes behind our house and not worry about a thing..."

I quietly listened to her reminiscing about her lost home. I could sympathize with such feelings as I, too, sometimes fondly remembered the peace and quiet of the Forest behind our village and how I used to escape there at every opportunity.

'I guess all the pressure of court life must have finally caught up with her...' I realized.

However, her longing look and tender smile soon disappeared from her face as she dejectedly said. "But it's already too late..."

'What's that supposed to mean?' I wondered, but Jenny didn't elaborate further and returned to silently staring at the moon.

Well, I was in a different situation than her, but still, I wanted to get as far away from the Nobless’ intrigues as I could; thus, I returned to my desperate search in the law book.

However, in the end, I couldn't find anything that would allow me to get out of the betrothal without causing a scandal at the court.

I was reluctantly forced to admit that my only remaining hope was that Margarette wouldn't be able to stand it and break up with me herself.

'Well, whatever...' I closed the book with a resentful sigh. Still, simply getting engaged doesn't mean I would have to marry her anytime soon, certainly not until I come of age at least, and by then, I'm confident I will be able to find a way to cancel it, whatever the cost may be...

Thus, while resolving myself to stop worrying about this engagement business altogether, I said my goodbyes to Jenny and returned home to settle into my usual routine.

I decided to put all my thoughts about the threat of marriage to the back of my head as I once again focused wholeheartedly on my magic training now that we were finished with the elixir crafting for the time being.

Still, at that moment, I had no idea that my much-welcomed respite wouldn't last for long, and not even a week later, my peaceful routine would be cruelly interrupted right when I least expected it.

***

It was late at night, and I was just preparing for tomorrow's lesson when I heard a heavy pounding on my door.

I instantly straightened up while slightly startled from being so abruptly interrupted. Then, with a silent curse, I went to open them while furrowing my brows, wondering who it might be so late, only to find an agitated-looking Jorn who regarded me with an apologetic look.

"I'm sorry for disturbing you, Sir, but there is this weird girl waiting at the entrance, refusing to leave until she sees you... What are your orders?"

'Huh?' I blinked a few times in confusion as I didn't expect anybody tonight, let alone some lone girl.

"Who is she?" I asked with a hint of curiosity.

Jorn threw me an awkward look as he scratched the back of his head. "Well... She didn't give us her name, and I couldn't take a good look at her face as she was wearing a hood."

I raised an eyebrow as this whole situation was getting weirder and weirder.

Then, with a sigh, I decided to go check it out for myself as I quickly realized I wouldn't get any helpful intel from Jorn, who, as it stands, is an outstanding fighter, but when it comes to information gathering, he still had a long way to go.

Thus, I quickly put on a light coat and followed after Jorn, who led me to the main entrance area, where I immediately spotted a small figure cowering in a corner under the watchful gaze of another of Jorn's men who was making sure she didn't do anything funny.

But right as I was in the middle of the staircase, I froze in my steps as I already knew who it was. "Jenny?" I asked in utter bewilderment, "What are you doing here?"

Both the guards and Jenny raised their heads and looked at me in confusion. I instantly realized my blunder and quickly made my way down while pretending like Nothing had happened.

I realized it was her right away as I had already, from an abundance of caution, activated my magic sense while I was still on the staircase and saw the waves of essence radiating from her core.

I knew right away it was her as she was the only person in Ereneth apart from the Count himself who had such vast reserves.

Disregarding my confused guards, I quickly grabbed Jenny's forearm and dragged her to the adjacent room.

When we were finally alone, I furrowed my brows and repeated my previous question with a sense of urgency. "What are you doing here?"

However, instead of replying, Jenny grabbed my hands and pleaded. "Please, you have to help me!"

I was slightly taken aback by the evident desperation in her voice. But then I straightened up and asked, "Help you with what?"

"My parents! They captured them and are holding them in the dungeons under the Fortress! They said that if I don't do as they say, they will hurt them!" Jenny exclaimed.

"Wait, wait... What? Start from the beginning. Who are "they," and why would they want to capture your parents?" I raised my hand, stopping Jenny's incoherent rambling as I tried to make sense of it all.

She saw that I wouldn't budge on this, so ultimately, she sighed and slumped her shoulders while saying.

"Well, it's mostly Sir Roderick... but there are others. You see, there is a certain faction of nobles at the court, working together to strengthen their positions, and Sir Roderick sometimes works with them when it's advantageous for him, but he also tries to keep his distance from them... It's complicated."

She paused while she gathered her thoughts, and I nodded at her encouragingly for her to continue.

"Lately, Sir Roderick's lessons were becoming too difficult for me, and I had trouble keeping up with them... I tried to tell him that I'm trying my best, but he wouldn't listen... for some reason, he is convinced that I'm slacking on purpose to sabotage him..."

Jenny then started sobbing. "At our last lesson, I couldn't go on any further, and I collapsed, which made him angry... I never saw him so angry before. He stormed out of the room and said I will regret it... And then he kept me locked up in my room until one day when some other noble came and took me to the dungeons... I finally saw my parents after so long... but they didn't let me talk to them and said that if I cause any more problems, I will never see them again..."

She then raised her head to look straight at me. "That was when I decided to find a way to rescue my parents and escape the city altogether... And I need your help!"

            

    
        Chapter 111: Rescue Mission

    
    
    
    
                I was slightly taken aback for a moment seeing Jenny as she made her desperate plea, but then I broke out of my stupor and asked, "Why me?"

We were total strangers not even a year ago, and initially, I only tried to befriend her for my own selfish reasons, trying to exploit her connection to Sir Roderick.

I won't deny that we have grown somewhat closer since then, but still... I had difficulty accepting that she would turn to me in such a grave matter.

'But I guess she must see it differently...' I silently wondered as I looked at her puffed-up eyes.

A pained expression then flashed across Jenny's face before she lowered her head, keeping silent for a long while, seemingly struggling to find the right words before finally answering me.

"I don't have anyone else to ask for something like this... But I can now see that coming here was a mistake... Don't worry; I will come up with something on my own."

She showed me a pained smile before she quickly turned around and started heading for the doors while saying. "Please forgive me for bothering you with this unreasonable request and take care... You were a true friend to me, Darian. "

However, she didn't make it far as I quickly grabbed her arm, stopping Jenny in her tracks. "No, wait! I didn't say I won't help you. I was just curious..." I hurriedly blurted out, trying to stop her from leaving.

Right then, seeing the resigned expression on her face, I realized that she would probably do something stupid and most likely get caught while doing it.

And when the guards would inevitably interrogate her, there was a very high probability she would be forced to reveal the fact I was meeting with her in secret for all those months, which would undoubtedly paint me as an accomplice even though I would have nothing to do with her escape.

Thus, I reluctantly realized that my only options would be to either help her... or to make sure she wouldn't leave this room at all.

But I quickly discarded the second option as that would be a truly despicable thing to do after all the things she had done for me and right after she placed her complete trust in me.

"You will help me...?" A mix of surprise and joy appeared on her face, but then the same pained expression reappeared on her face for some reason, and she started crying.

"I-I never met someone like you... someone who would be so kind to me..."

I quickly patted her on the shoulder in a futile attempt to calm her down. "Sure, sure, don't worry about it, everything will be fine..."

I felt a pang of guilt course through me as I was once again helping her for my own selfish reasons, but she didn't need to know that. When Jenny finally calmed down, I looked her in the eyes and said seriously.

"Still, if I'm going to help you with this... it has to be done properly. And you have to tell me everything from the very start... You can begin by telling me how you got here in the first place. Didn't you just say that you were locked up in your room this whole time?"

Jenny slumped down against a nearby wall before saying in a low voice. "Yes, I was locked up... But Old Wilma helped me. She was the one who was bringing me my meals, and earlier today, she managed to smuggle me the key to my room."

She then raised her head, looking straight into my eyes. "Wilma had also written me a note about a secret passage under the Fortress' walls that the guards don't know about... That was how I could escape and come here so quickly, but they will soon realize I'm gone and raise the alarm, so we must hurry!"

'Her again...?' I thought as an image of a particular old cook bumping into me surfaced in my mind.

I was still not entirely convinced that she did all of this simply out of the goodness of her heart, so I couldn't help but ask Jenny about something that didn't quite add up. "And how come she knows about that secret passage?"

Jenny chuckled, seeing my overly guarded expression. "It's not that big of a secret. Many servants know about that passage since it is a shortcut that leads directly into the Northern Quarter where most of them live, so they don't have to go around the whole Fortress to get home at night."

'Ah, so it's like that...' I nodded, accepting such an explanation as it quite made sense. The soldiers wouldn't know about it as they lived directly in the Fortress' barracks, and the higher-ups probably tolerated it to keep the servants happy.

I tried my best to digest all this new information while at the same time coming up with the best course of action.

First of all, I dismissed Jorn and the other guard, who were still waiting in the parlor, while ordering them to stay extra vigilant tonight as I needed to leave for a bit.

Jorn nodded with a somber expression, realizing it had probably something to do with the girl, but he didn't question me any further as, by now, he was accustomed to the fact that I kept many things to myself.

I then returned to my room to wear more inconspicuous clothing while hiding my face under a hood. I also equipped a few other useful things just in case I needed them.

With my preparations done, I stealthily sneaked out of my room and headed back downstairs. While I walked, I sighed with relief as everyone seemed already sleeping, so I didn't have to answer any uncomfortable questions.

Returning to the parlor, I spotted Jenny nervously fidgeting around, so I signaled for her it was time to move, and she quickly ran up to me.

We quietly slipped out of the house, disappearing into the moonless night. I smiled as I saw the city submerged in utter darkness, making it a perfect time for such a clandestine operation.

I cautiously followed after Jenny as she led me through the city's empty streets toward an inconspicuous sewer outlet in the Fortress' moat right under its mighty walls.

'Hmm, this is quite smart...' I thought, admiring the ingenuity of the secret passage as we squeezed through the narrow opening.

Behind the rusty iron gate was a short, sloping tunnel that surfaced right behind the walls beside an empty guardhouse.

Once inside, moving about was much more manageable. The guards patrolled mainly on the walls so we could traverse the Fortress' winding corridors and hallways, mostly unperturbed.

But the main reason something like this was even remotely possible was thanks to the fact I had the guard's movements perfectly memorized by now since I was coming here quite regularly. This was also why Jenny apparently needed my help despite having a much better knowledge of the Fortress than I did.

We carefully sneaked across the Fortress right into the central part of the complex. Sometimes, we had to find a cover or choose a different route when my magic sense detected someone coming in our direction, but in the end, we made it safely without anyone noticing our presence.

Looking at the massive structure of the Keep in front of me, I realized that I had never ventured into this part of the Fortress as it was very close to the Knights barracks and the inner Keep, which was the home of the Count's family.

Usually, even at this late hour, this area would be teeming with activity, but since the majority of troops left for the mountains, everything was eerily quiet.

Soon, we came to a small enclosed courtyard, and right before us stood our goal - the massive doors that barred the path which led down into the dungeons.

Jenny and I exchanged an eager smile, but as we came closer, we realized that there was a slight problem. In front of the doors stood a pair of heavy-armored guards vigilantly observing their surroundings, ensuring no one passed them unnoticed.

'Oh crap...' I quickly looked around, looking for another way in, but this seemed like the only entrance to where we needed to go.

I immediately realized we had to somehow deal with them and do it fast, as we couldn't linger here. The longer we took, the bigger the chance someone might discover that Jenny wasn't in her bed and raise the alarm.

"Wait here..." I whispered to Jenny as I sneaked forward alongside the courtyard's wall, keeping in the shadows until I was as close as I could get to the guards without getting discovered.

I then stood motionlessly for a while, observing them. The guards looked quite bored as they lazily watched without much interest the little courtyard in front of them where seemingly nothing ever happened, but still, they evidently didn't dare to slack on their duty and remained alert at all times.

Soon, however, their eyes grew heavy for some strange reason, and an intense headache assaulted them. Both men blinked in confusion, not quite understanding what was happening to them as they swayed helplessly, gasping for air before finally passing out unconscious and unceremoniously collapsing onto the ground.

I emerged from the small alcove I was hiding in just now with a big smile. 'Hmm, this turned out even better than I had hoped for...'

At first, I simply wanted to make a bubble of air around them that would stop their screams as I hit them over the head with something, but then I realized that if I could make the bubble small enough, they would soon run out of air and suffocate.

I never tried it before, so I was wondering if it would work or not, but it worked flawlessly. I checked on the unmoving guards, who were still breathing, although shallowly.

'I'm guessing they will be out cold for at least an hour, maybe even more...' I thought with a pleased smile. That is plenty of time to make it into the dungeons and back to the surface long before they wake up.

Thus, I signaled for Jenny to quickly come over while I took the key from one of the guard's belts and opened the gate.

Jenny looked at me incredulously and whispered. "What did you do?"

I simply smiled as I quickly passed through the opened gate and disappeared inside the dark corridor without saying anything. The fact that I could do chantless casting was my biggest trump card and something I will never share with anyone, not even with her.

We descended into the dungeons, and the air became heavy with the smell of mold and decay. The thinly spread torches lining the rough stone walls were the only source of light, casting eerie shadows along the musty corridor.

I walked up front while being overly cautious about my surroundings; since my magic sense couldn't pass through solid walls, I was forced to go room by room, not knowing when we might stumble upon more guards.

Jenny was quietly following me the whole time, but then she placed a hand on my shoulder, pointing at a certain door at the end of the corridor. "It's down there..."

I nodded as I moved closer in that direction. I unlocked the cell's doors with one of the keys I took from the guards out front and carefully opened them.

I moved in to check it out, but then I paused as something felt wrong. The cell was submerged in total darkness with only a sliver of light permeating from the hallway, so I couldn't be sure, but still - the cell was empty.

"Wha..." I turned around, but before I had a chance to finish, I felt something cold as Jenny plunged a long knife straight through my chest.

Her previous distress was now replaced by a cold resolve. Yet she still sobbed as she whispered, "Forgive me, but this is the only way... The only way I can see my family..."

Jenny then pulled the knife out while shoving me into the cell. I stumbled backward as I looked down absentmindedly at the hot blood freely flowing out of the gaping wound in my chest, quickly painting my shirt crimson.

            

    
        Chapter 112: Breakout

    
    
    
    
                As a searing pain assaulted me, I staggered backward into the damp, dark cell.

In that fleeting moment, looking at the gaping wound in my chest, a thousand burning questions flashed through my mind, yet I didn't have time to ponder any of them.

Seeing that I was still standing, Jenny momentarily froze as if unsure what to do, but then the same cold determination seemed to overcome her uncertainty, and she resumed her attack, resolved to finish me off.

Not that I was going to let it happen... Previously, I was taken entirely by surprise, so I couldn't gather enough essence in time to stop Jenny's strike.

The only thing I could do was to slightly alter the knife's course so that it narrowly missed my heart.

But now I was ready for it. I tightly pressed my left hand against my wound, trying my best to slow down the bleeding as I moved further back.

Meanwhile, with my other hand, I quickly drew my trusty old hunting knife and pointed it straight at Jenny to prevent her from getting close to me.

This forced her to retreat a bit as, despite me being injured, she seemed to realize that she wouldn't stand a chance in hand-to-hand combat.

What ensued was a tense stalemate as both of us were hesitant to make the first move. But this momentary pause finally gave me some time to consider my options.

There was no point in trying to talk it out as she had clearly made her choice, and there was no going back from something like this. Not that I would forgive her even if she tried.

Before we left, I briefly entertained the possibility of this being a trap. Yet the mere implications of such were so harrowing that I rather chose to cling to the hope that it wasn't.

Still, I could never imagine that it would be Jenny who would stab me in the back... or the front, in this case.

However, something about this whole situation didn't add up. Even if the nobles wanted me dead, why would they risk the life of Sir Roderick's prized apprentice to do so?

'Ah, whatever...' I grunted in pain as I started feeling light headed from the blood loss. I can think about all of this later. First, I need to do something about this bleeding, or I'm done for.

Jenny also seemed to have realized that this led nowhere, so she dropped her knife and instead started mumbling something as the air around her swirled.

I widened my eyes as I quickly realized she was casting a spell, and by the amount of essence gathering around her, it was something big.

I silently cursed, but then a subtle smirk appeared on my face as this had bought me the few moments I desperately needed to finally do something about my wound.

Not having enough time to search for a potion, I did the second-best thing. While intently focusing on the knife in my hands, I made my essence seep into it.

The essence swirled and began to rapidly turn into heat. I kept at it, not stopping until the knife was glowing red.

Then, with desperate determination, I tightly clenched my teeth, and with a quick motion, I cauterized my wound.

"AHHHHH!" Screaming with all my might, I incredulously watched as the wound sizzled and the cell was immediately permeated with the smell of burning meat.

'It hurts, it hurts so much...' The pain was all I could think of at that moment. It hurt like nothing I had ever felt before. Yet this indescribable suffering also helped to clear my head of all unnecessary thoughts, leaving only a raw, primal desire for survival.

The bleeding seemed to have stopped for now, and I immediately narrowed my eyes at Jenny, who was currently finishing her incantation, and I knew that I needed to end this quickly.

Right now, my body was pumped full of adrenaline, yet I was aware that it wouldn't last for long, and in my current condition, I couldn't afford to fight a prolonged battle. Thus, I once again pointed my knife at Jenny's slender figure, and with a clear intent, I filled it with essence.

Then, without wasting a single moment, I send it hurling straight at her. She widened her eyes a little but, for some strange reason, didn't move and kept casting.

I only intended to break her concentration; thus, I couldn't quite understand why she wouldn't do anything to stop it or dodge it, but I quickly got my answer.

A mere moment before the knife plunged right through her chest, the small necklace she wore on her neck shined, and a translucent shield appeared in front of her, sapping the knife of all its energy.

The knife then fell uselessly onto the ground below. Jenny meanwhile managed to finish her incantation, and long tongues of flame began manifesting before her.

'Oh, crap!' I thought as I realized I was now in real trouble. I didn't have time to cast another spell, not to mention that Jenny seemed to have some sort of artifact that could block magic.

Everything seemed to have slowed down as I watched the torrent of vicious-looking flames that were mere moments from consuming me.

Yet I couldn't help but smile as I remembered my master's harrowing training I went through on my birthday not so long ago. 'This is nothing...'

I hurriedly manipulated the earth under my feet, making it rise up while it formed a makeshift wall. Without the proper incantation, I could do only an imperfect copy of the real spell; thus, when the flame tongue collided with it, the wall instantly shattered.

Still, it was enough as it slowed Jenny's spell down, allowing me to jump out of the way in time. When I landed, I only felt a whiff of hot air on my back, but otherwise, I was unharmed.

The hungry flames then quickly dissipated as even though Jenny had enormous talent, she still couldn't maintain such an elaborate spell for too long. However, she began casting another one as soon as the previous one ended.

'She's strong...' I had to admit watching her put out such vast quantities of essence like it was nothing.

I then took a deep breath while closing my eyes and focusing on circulating the essence in my body. By now, I managed to mostly recover from the previous shock and to calm my raging emotions.

'I really didn't want it to come to this, yet she is giving me no choice...'

My essence surged forth, compressing the air in front of me. Then I opened my eyes and released a massive shockwave directed straight at the still-casting Jenny.

*BOOOM!*

A massive explosion ensued, shaking up the entire prison. Jenny's pendant shined again, blocking the spell's energy from shattering her organs, yet it couldn't block the physical force behind it.

The moment before it hit her, Jenny lost her concentration, looking at me with an incredulous expression as she seemed to realize that I just released a spell without an incantation.

But before she could begin to comprehend what just happened, she was promptly lifted up by the shockwave and thrown against the cell's door.

The shockwave, however, didn't stop there. It blew out the heavy wooden doors alongside a portion of the cell's wall, throwing everything into the hallway.

Jenny was smashed against the opposing wall. Her protective pendant seemed to have reached its limit as it shined for one last time before the crystal in the middle cracked and turned to dust.

The explosion also gave rise to a large cloud of dust, which restricted my view and made me cough.

However, I noticed that despite all of this, Jenny didn't seem to lose her resolve as she immediately tried to stand up and once again began chanting a spell.

Yet she never managed to finish it as in the next moment, a lone knife appeared out of nowhere, soaring through the air with tremendous speed before it plunged into her chest and pierced her heart.

Jenny slumped down against the nearby wall and blinked in confusion, not quite understanding what had just happened. However, she then lowered her head, looked at the knife which was sunk into her chest, and showed a painful smile.

"Ah, it seems that you were stronger after all..." She whispered with great effort.

I came next to her, kneeling at her side as I grabbed her small hand. 

At that moment, I felt no hatred toward her for betraying me as I rather chose to remember her as that honest, naive girl I met at the Measuring ceremony.

I realized almost instantly that she must have been manipulated somehow into doing this. Yet that was also precisely why I couldn't let her live as she knew too much and I wouldn't be able to trust her ever again...

She looked calm in her final moments. Her previous desperate determination was all but gone, replaced by a serene expression.

"...I only wanted to save my family... But it's too late now." She mumbled before raising her head and looking straight into my eyes. "I'm sorry..." Those were her final words before she breathed out for the last time.

I offered her a smile, keeping her company as she left this world. 'What a waste...' I couldn't help but shake my head dejectedly as I tiredly slumped against an opposing wall.

The exhaustion from the previous fight seemed to have finally caught up with me. My head was spinning, and my whole body hurt, yet I knew I couldn't afford to rest.

Right at that moment, I heard a loud bang coming from somewhere above, followed by the sound of hurried footsteps. The sound of the explosion must have already reached the guards, and they will be here soon enough.

With a trembling hand, I reached into my pouch and took out an elixir. 'Good thing I always carry them with me just in case...' I thought as I hurriedly uncorked it and downed all of it in one go.

'Ah, so that's how it feels...' I smiled pleasantly as the pain was quickly subsiding, slowly being replaced by a cool, numb feeling, and I instantly felt much better.

I still had a nasty scar running across my chest, but that could wait for later as I now had much more important things to worry about...

            

    
        Chapter 113: Trapped

    
    
    
    
                I threw one last look at Jenny's lifeless body, and then, with a heavy sigh, I stood up. 'I need to get moving...'

With a sense of urgency, I tried my best to overcome my tiredness as I started making my way back toward the surface.

But as I was approaching the spiraling staircase that would take me out of the dungeons, I heard the unmistakable sound of clinking armor.

I widened my eyes as I came to a sudden stop. 'They're already here...' I hurriedly looked around, searching for some hideout, but I couldn't find any.

'Ah, whatever… I'm so tired of always running away. If they want to take me out so badly, they might as well try!’ I smiled with cold resolve as I assumed a wide stance at the base of the staircase.

Right now, I stopped caring about keeping my abilities a secret as I knew there was no point in holding anything back.

Not after I broke into the Fortress in the middle of the night and killed Sir Roderick's prized apprentice - despite it being only self-defense. So, I might as well show them that they should never have picked a fight with me in the first place.

With the help of my earth magic, I ripped out a few sizable-sized stones from the nearby wall and then simply waited for the guards to show up.

I didn't have to wait for long as, very soon, several guards appeared on top of the staircase. After making a quick turn, they continued to hurry down, not slowing at all.

Alas, before they had a chance to realize what was happening, the couple of stones I was holding just a moment ago were already hurling at them at tremendous speed like an oddly shaped cannonball.

The guards didn't even have time to widen their eyes before a gaping hole appeared in the middle of their chests. The stone projectiles then went right through them before splattering at the opposing wall, raising a cloud of dust.

They were dead in an instant. Their corpses lifelessly rolled down the remaining few meters of the staircase, coming to an abrupt stop right before me. I only spared them a single glance before I overstepped them and hurried upstairs.

'Hmm, I thought there would be more of them...' I wondered as I scaled the long, winding staircase.

When I finally made it to the ground floor of the barracks, I was left panting with exhaustion. Yet I couldn't afford to linger as I heard more footsteps, and by the sound of it, this time, there were a lot of them.

I desperately searched for a way out, but there was none. With horror, I suddenly realized that they were coming from all directions, and I had nowhere left to go.

I could, of course, decide to make a stand here and fight them. Yet I knew very well that I couldn't afford to let myself be bogged down here while fighting dozens of guards as my reserves of essence were not endless.

Especially since I had already spent a significant portion of it while fighting Jenny a short time ago.

'Well, if there's no way out, I will simply have to make my own...' I chuckled as I looked up at the vaulted ceiling.

I focused intently, using earth manipulation to collapse a part of the ceiling in front of me, creating a large hole in the process.

"Cough, cough, this will do..." I cleared my throat, quickly summoning a small gust of wind to remove the massive cloud of dust this had generated before compressing the air around my feet and propelling myself onto the upper floor.

After I landed, I quickly dusted myself off before I started running across the long hallway. I sprinted without rest, trying to get as far away as possible from my relentless pursuers.

However, as I turned a corner, I came face to face with three unsuspecting maids who were holding baskets full of freshly washed clothes.

They stared at me for a moment in utter bewilderment before they dropped their loads to the ground, scattering clothes all around as they began screaming with all their might.

I uttered a silent curse, as this certainly must have alerted all the guards in the vicinity about my current location.

Yet despite this, I donned a victorious smile as behind the terrified maids, I spotted a lone window at the end of the hallway large enough to squeeze through. 'Ah, finally...' I thought with elation.

Not paying any attention to the maids, I simply pushed them out of my way and kept running, heading straight for the window.

Taking a deep breath, I briefly focused before sending a small shockwave forward. As the window instantly shattered, I jumped through without any hesitation.

Feeling a cool air brushing against my skin, I quickly generated a cushion of air beneath my feet to slow me down, and in the next moment, I gently landed on the cobblestones below.

I raised my head cautiously, observing my surroundings as I wondered where I ended up. At first, I couldn't recognize the place as I was looking at it from a different angle.

But then a subtle smile crept up on my face as I realized it was the same courtyard where I had taken down the two guards not so long ago. And surely, as I turned my head to the right, I spotted them still lying motionlessly some distance away.

I then turned my head toward the still fully opened gate that led out of the barracks area and away from all those pesky guards still pursuing me. Not wasting a single moment, I quickly made my way toward it.

'Could it be... that I finally got lucky?' I thought with elation as I ran across the courtyard.

But my joy didn't last for long. Before I could even make it halfway toward it - the gate suddenly creaked, shutting down right in front of my eyes.

I came to an abrupt stop as I instantly became alert. Activating my magic sense, I frantically searched for any signs of danger.

At first, I couldn't detect anything. The whole area seemed quiet and peaceful as when I checked it just a moment ago.

But then I paled as guards began swarming out of the surrounding buildings, quickly surrounding me from every direction.

Archers took positions in the courtyard gallery above while the infantrymen formed a tight line in the barracks courtyard, pointing their spears at me - there were dozens of them.

I watched everything unfold in awe, unable to move a muscle as a sudden realization dawned on me. 'Ah, so this was the trap all along...'

From the very start, I thought it was quite odd that the nobles would entrust such an elaborate scheme to a young, inexperienced girl. Not to mention that right after our battle, there should have been a lot more guards coming into the dungeons, given the fact that I was right under their living quarters.

But it all made sense now... Jenny's task was probably only to lure me here, and those two guards were placed in front of the gate to slow us down before they could close the trap.

Yet I threw a wrench into their plan because I was able to take those two out too quickly, thus forcing Jenny to improvise.

A bitter smile forced itself on my lips as I realized I had just walked straight into the supposed trap on my own.

'Well, not like there was any other convenient way out of the dungeons. That's probably why they still waited here instead of running after me...'

I watched the somber expressions on the guard's faces as they prepared for battle. However, I couldn't help but notice these looked much different than any other guards I had seen until now.

All of them were tall and muscular, with an unmistakable look of seasoned warriors. They were also armed to the teeth, all wearing matching capes, signaling these were not any regular guards but instead elite soldiers.

I gulped nervously, not sure if I still had enough essence left to take on all of them. Looking around, I slightly tilted my head to the side, wondering what they were waiting for and why they were not attacking.

Not that I was complaining, as every second of extra rest allowed me to restore a small part of my depleted energy, so I simply waited to see what they were up to, not keen on making the first move.

But I soon got my answer as, after a few tense moments of utter silence, the front row of the soldiers slightly swayed before separating as they all made way for a tall, imposing figure who regarded me with a hard, piercing gaze.

I widened my eyes as I instantly recognized him from our previous encounter - the Magistrate.

Not to mention, seeing the large bastard sword leaning against his broad shoulder, I could tell at first glance that he didn't come here for a small talk.

Dressed in full plate armor, he was nonchalantly walking toward me. "So, we meet again..." He greeted me with a strange glint in his eyes.
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                My heart raced as the Magistrate's domineering figure slowly strode toward me with measured steps. I gulped, trying to steady my nerves while, at the same time, I frantically searched for a way to overcome these insane odds.

It was clear that I had walked right into their trap, but I couldn't help but wonder why they wanted to get rid of me so badly to warrant such excessive force?

"...I must say," the Magistrate began in a low voice, coming to a sudden stop a short distance away as a wicked grin played on his lips. 

"I could've never imagined that a person of your status would turn into such a vile murderer... Truly, butchering Sir Roderick's poor apprentice like that... and now you're even resisting arrest. You’re giving me no other option but to slay you right here and now." he said, raising his sword and pointing its tip at me.

'He didn't even offer me the option to surrender...' I donned a bitter smile upon hearing his outrageous words. I then straightened my posture while I focused on gathering every bit of my remaining essence.

'...Not that I would accept it in the first place. I'm officially done playing games with all those scheming treacherous Noble bastards!'

I still don't know who was behind this plot in the first place, as I've certainly had no shortage of enemies, and it seems they used the Count's prolonged absence to launch their attack.

'Whatever... I'll have time to think about all this later. Right now, I need to make it out of here alive.'
I narrowed my eyes at the Magistrate, who frankly didn't deserve such a noble title as, in the end, he turned out to be nothing more than the Nobles's loyal lapdog.

So I decided not to entertain this farce any longer by rebuking any of those outlandish accusations he threw at me and rather chose to prepare for the inevitable battle that would soon commence.

Seeing the apparent defiance in my eyes, he raised an eyebrow in amusement and then turned to his right, making a subtle, almost imperceivable nod. 'I guess this is it...' I thought somberly.

Without hesitation, I gathered a large amount of my essence before unleashing a deafening shockwave that rippled through the courtyard like a sonic boom in a wide arc targeting the archers stationed above at the courtyard gallery.

The archers had already released a volley of arrows targeting me just a few moments prior, right after they received their orders.

Yet, every one of their arrows instantly shattered into countless splinters, raining down harmlessly around me long before they had a chance to reach my location.

Still, since I had to spread it so wide, the strength of the shockwave was depleted much faster; thus, when it finally reached the archers, it didn't have enough strength to take them out, only to make them stumble a bit.

At least it broke their stance, buying me a few precious moments. However, since I had to divert my attention, I couldn't react in time to the Magistrate, who by now already managed to cover the short distance separating us and his sword was raised, ready to deliver a crushing blow.

Bending my body, I managed to narrowly evade the vicious blade, yet my escape was short-lived as before I had time to react, he was already going for a follow-up strike. I tensed, realizing I couldn't evade this one in time.

However, that didn't mean I couldn't do anything about it. Since I'd already dealt with the annoying archers, I could now focus all my attention on the Magistrate, so a moment before his sword could slice me in half, I quickly released a shockwave aimed directly at him.

But then, to my utter horror, right as the shockwave was about to blow him away, his armor suddenly shined, and I noticed a similar pendant around his neck as Jenny had.

His, however, seemed an even more potent version as it not only stopped the shockwave from harming him but also absorbed most of the force behind it, making him only stumble a little without any visible injury.

I uttered a silent curse as I hurriedly summoned an earth spike before quickly jumping backward, creating some space between us.

The Magistrate appeared slightly shaken by the unexpected strength I seemed to possess, plus my strange ability to instantaneously cast spells confused him. Yet, thanks to his vast battle experiences, he was able to quickly adapt to this unexpected development and didn't allow me any reprieve.

I also noticed that the archers had recovered and were again drawing their bows, aiming straight at me.

At the same time, the other soldiers were slowly surrounding me, blocking any possible escape routes. 'Curse it all...'

"Hahaha! I carry the protection of the Lord of Light, so your vile sorcery won't affect me! I've hunted countless rogue witches in my days, and there is only one way this will end..." The Magistrate shouted with a wide grin as he shattered the earth spike with his sword.

For some reason, that wicked grin made me fuming with anger, and I wanted nothing more than to wipe it out from his ugly face, yet I forced myself to calm down as I couldn't afford to act recklessly right now.

I quickly summoned more earth spikes to slow down the Magistrate while, at the same time, I levitated a few sizable cobblestones I unearthed just a moment prior from the courtyard's pavement.

I focused intently, trying my best to ignore all those soldiers closing in on me, charging with their swords raised as I took aim. Taking a deep breath, I released my essence, propelling the heavy projectiles forward.

Yet I didn't aim at the annoying archers as there were too many of them to take care of at once. Instead, I aimed at the aged wooden beams supporting the upper gallery.

The next moment, the five massive beams exploded, sending wooden splinters flying everywhere.

The gallery trembled. However, it still seemed to somehow hold out for a short moment despite losing its support. But then, the unforgiving physic started working, and the gallery, still full of anxious-looking archers, groaned in protest.

Every soldier in the courtyard momentarily froze, utter terror, reflecting in their wide eyes as the captain of the archers screamed desperately, "Retreat!"

Then, as the soldiers broke out of their stupor and started frantically running, the added dynamic force of the dozens of stomping feet was the last straw.

One final tremor ran through the whole gallery before it at last broke, and the entire structure came crashing down right on top of the poor, unsuspecting soldiers below.

The little courtyard underwent a rapid change as it instantly transformed into a scene of pure chaos.

Countless screams of the injured soldiers echoed as most of the archers broke their limbs when they fell.

Yet they could be counted as the lucky ones as those poor infantrymen who found themselves on the receiving end of the falling mountain of debris were instantly mangled and buried under countless tons of rubble.

The Magistrate watched it all unfold with an open mouth, and for the first time, his wide grin was replaced with shock.

But then his eyes gleamed with rage and he instantly smashed the closest earth spike blocking his way. Then, without wasting a breath, he ran straight at me with murder in his eyes.

'He looks really furious now...' I gulped nervously as, despite all my powers, such an unnerving sight was still not something I would get used to anytime soon.

Still, as I was watching the scenes of destruction all around a sudden idea came to my mind. I turned toward the mighty warrior and donned a cold smile.

"I wonder if that pendant of yours will also allow you to breathe..." I addressed the Magistrate as he smashed the final earth spike and was only a mere moment from being able to strike me with his vicious-looking sword.

He looked at me with a slight confusion but didn't stop his mad dash toward me. However, a few moments later a large hole opened beneath his feet shortly before he could make the last few remaining steps.

He blinked a few times, not quite understanding what just happened, but then he looked down and widened his eyes in horror as he realized there was nothing beneath him, only a deep, empty void.

Yet he still didn't succumb to panic as he was quickly disappearing inside; instead, stabbing his sword into the loose soil, the Magistrate tried to slow down his fall, and to my great surprise, he succeeded, coming to an abrupt stop right as his head disappeared beneath the courtyard's floor.

But before he could find a stable hold and begin to pull himself up, I released the spell and collapsed to the ground, totally drained.

The countless tons of compressed earth held in place with nothing but my willpower were suddenly freed and immediately rushed to fill the large cavity.

"Noooo!" The Magistrate shouted desperately while his arms were frantically waving around, trying to grab onto something, yet he could do nothing.

His pendant shined once again, saving him from the earth's relentless pressure, yet it could do nothing to prevent him from being buried alive.

I panted with exhaustion as I kneeled on the cold, hard ground, realizing my reserves of essence were all but gone. 'Maintaining such a large-scale spell for too long is still too challenging for me...' I thought bitterly as I looked around the dismal battlefield.

The remaining soldiers who were still standing looked at me with dread in their eyes as they started slowly backing out.

'Not that I would allow them to run away in the first place...' I knew that I couldn't let them escape and bring reinforcements. Thus, I focused intently, summoning the last remnants of my essence from deep within my core.

Taking a deep breath, I unleashed a powerful shockwave that shattered the windows in a wide area, making large cracks appear in the Barracks building and sending the rest of the soldiers flying backward onto the big pile of rubble at the edge of the courtyard.

With a cold determination, I then picked up some pebbles and finished them off one by one. Although I had nothing against the ordinary soldiers who were most likely only following orders, I needed to make sure that there were no witnesses left to tell the tale of what had transpired here.

'I'm already so deep in trouble that a few more dead guards won't make a difference...' I smiled bitterly as I was all but done with the grim task. Sitting on a large boulder at the edge of the courtyard, I looked once more at the utter devastation in front of me.

The only people left alive were me, the Magistrate who was buried underneath the courtyard, and those two poor guards I knocked out when I first came here who, by some miracle, somehow managed to survive the onslaught and were still out cold in front of the remnants of the collapsed dungeon entrance.
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                The once unassuming courtyard had been turned into a scene of pure chaos. The Barracks' formerly pristine white facade was dented by countless holes, and several large cracks ran across it.

Windows were shattered, and the ground was littered with pieces of broken glass and plenty of other debris from the dire battle that took place here just a few moments ago.

Dozens of lifeless soldiers' bodies were unceremoniously piled upon the heaps of rubble at the edge of the courtyard, and everything was permeated by a heavy scent of death.

I watched it all in somber silence while sitting on a lone boulder at the courtyard's edge, stealing a few precious moments of rest to recover my depleted energy.

Closing my eyes, I focused on my core, meditating as I circulated the few remaining wisps of essence through my battered body to speed up my recovery.

In a short while, I could already feel my sore muscles loosening as the rejuvenating stream of essence began slowly flowing into me.

After I felt that I had recovered enough to be able to continue, I promptly stopped and stood back up. I was very well aware that I couldn't linger here as it was only a matter of time until more guards came here and raised the alarm.

Not to mention, I had to hurry home to make sure everyone was okay. Still, I paused for a bit as I realized there was still the issue of the Magistrate and the two knocked-out guards.

I quickly glanced at the two unmoving figures and decided to let the guards live as they were out cold long before everything went south, so they couldn't tell anyone what happened here.

As for the Magistrate... I looked in the direction of the small patch of upturned earth and then shook my head.

He was as good as dead. Even if he - by some miracle - survived the initial cave-in, he would have already suffocated by now, so he may as well stay there for all eternity for all I care.

Besides, I had neither the time nor the energy to dig him back up, only to make sure he was truly dead. Plus, there was no one left who knew of his fate besides me, so nobody would even know where to dig.

‘Heh, at least I saved them some time with the funeral…’

Not wasting another moment, I climbed over the rubble before propelling myself onto the barracks' roof.

'What a waste...' I sighed as I looked down at the courtyard. 'So many lives lost... all for the greed and hubris of some old farts who think that they could do whatever they want.'

Shaking my head dejectedly, I threw one last look at the shadow of the mighty Keep some distance away as I contemplated the consequences of everything that just transpired in the past hour.

I couldn't help but smile bitterly, thinking about that annoying Count’s daughter, Margarette.

'Who could have thought that the marriage I worked so hard to get out of would, in the end, be dissolved in such an abrupt and brutal manner?'

Taking a deep breath, I looked west. Everything seemed eerily quiet and peaceful, and nothing gave the impression that a battle had just occurred in the courtyard below.

While cautiously observing my surroundings, I desperately searched for the best way out of the Fortress. I needed to get out of there as soon as possible, not wanting to discover what other tricks the nobles might have prepared for me here.

I deployed my magic sense, scanning the whole area around me. But then I narrowed my eyes, becoming alert. 'Something feels wrong...'

I wondered what it might be that made me uneasy for a moment, but then it dawned on me. 'There are no enemies...'

By now, the whole area should have been swarmed by countless guards, yet there was not a soul around. I cautiously looked around some more but couldn't find any signs of danger.

Then I widened my eyes briefly as another realization struck me before a wide grin spread across my face.

There wasn't anyone because the conspirators probably didn't want any unwanted witnesses, so they ordered all the regular guards out of this area. I guess they didn't consider the possibility of me being able to overcome the Magistrate and all his men.

'Yet, I did, and now there was nothing left that would block my path back home...' With a smirk, I hurriedly jumped over the rooftops. Heading in a straight line for the outer walls and out of the Fortress.

However, as I approached the walls, I had to stop because I stumbled upon a group of guards standing on the nearby tower, throwing nervous looks at one another as if unsure of what to do.

They didn't seem to notice my presence, so I carefully snuck past them, hiding in the shadows. The guards probably heard the sound of the explosions, yet they couldn't leave their post and go investigate without the direct order of an officer.

But with the Magistrate gone and most other senior captains away on the Count's expedition, there was no one left who could immediately assume command, which worked perfectly in my favor.

Thus, I hurriedly jumped over the walls without any delays before slowing down my descent shortly before I jumped into the overgrown moat below.

Then, I simply ran like the wind back home. I was lucky that so far nobody had raised the alarm yet, but it won't take long... I had, at best, an hour before the nobles figured out what happened and sent the guards after me.

I ran through the side alleys, ensuring I avoided any people as I was quickly approaching the mansion.

But as I was coming toward the main gate, I froze as I noticed too many lit torches in the courtyard, and beneath their flickering flames, dozens of unknown figures were hurriedly moving around the premises.

My heart skipped a beat as a dark premonition took hold of me. Gritting my teeth, I hurried forward. I moved to the side a little before jumping over the tall fence and taking cover behind the nearby bush, silently observing the large group of intruders.

There were about two dozen of them, all masked. This fact alone removed any possible doubts about their nefarious intentions.

'Where is Jorn and the rest of my guards?' I wondered as I suddenly got a very bad feeling about this.

The assailants didn't seem to notice my presence yet, as they were moving about confidently as if they owned the place, which, for some reason, made me extremely mad.

I wanted nothing more but to run up to them and rip them all limb from limb, yet I had to remind myself to keep calm and to first find out their motives before I made a move.

As I was observing them, I quickly noticed that the majority of them were coming over to the left side, so I moved closer, and there I spotted many carriages parked next to the side entrance.

The masked men were busily coming out of the basement carrying crates full of elixirs and loading them onto the carriages. 'Those bastards...'

Yet again, I forced myself to take a deep breath, reminding myself not to do anything stupid and keep to the shadows.

I looked at them as they busily moved about while searching for more information. I repeatedly scanned the whole area with my magic sense but found no mages among them or anyone who looked particularly formidable.

Thus, I decided to move even closer. However, as I turned a corner, the grim answer to what had happened to my guards was revealed to me.

Two of Jorn’s men lay dead on the ground in front of the main entrance. That wouldn't be too surprising since I already anticipated such an outcome from the moment I arrived here.

Still, I couldn't help but furrow my brows as there was something strange about how the guards died. They seemed like they weren't fighting at all... Instead, it looked like someone slit their throats from behind.

'How could they take them all out by surprise like that?' I felt like something didn't quite add up, as it seemed that whoever took them out must have come from inside the mansion.

‘Whatever… there is no time to ponder it right now, I need to go inside and rescue Helga and the others.

With that, I sprung up to my feet and ran into the courtyard. Fueled with dire urgency, I decided to forget caution and simply blast away anyone who would stand in my way.
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                What followed after my sudden appearance was a quick, one-sided massacre.

When I jumped out of the thicket and sent a massive, rippling shockwave at the largest group beside the carriages, it immediately became quite clear that my masked opponents were no seasoned warriors.

The shockwave hit the carriages at point-blank range, smashing all the precious elixirs to bits. 

At that moment, everything was drowned with the sound of shattering glass as the crates full of vials exploded, sending a wave of shrapnels in all directions, piercing all those unlucky enough to stand in the immediate vicinity.

As the quiet night quickly turned into a scene of pure chaos, I began mercilessly slaughtering all those who survived the initial blast with a combination of earth spikes and stone bullets.

Seeing this, the thugs who were not hit by the shrapnels and were still standing promptly dropped their weapons to the ground and began running in all directions like headless chickens.

"P-Please... don't kill me!"

'Huh?' I furrowed my brows, finding this voice weirdly familiar. I ripped the mask from the kneeling person's face and froze. "Sam?"

"Please! You have to understand... I was just following orders! They said you are already out of the picture... if I knew you were still alive, I would never have come here!"

My eyes turned cold as the identity of the assailants became quite clear. "Where is Dominic?"

"I-I don't know... He took the Alchemist with him and skipped the town... I was told to get the elixirs and follow after him." Sam hurriedly answered. He looked utterly terrified from seeing me effortlessly slay all his men.

"To where?"

"He didn't tell me! Only that I should wait for him in the next town down the main road!"

‘So Dominic's gang had some sort of agreement with whoever was behind the plot... But then he decided to double-cross the nobles and steal Theodore for himself? How gracious of him...'

I couldn't help but burst out laughing as I found this whole situation absurdly hilarious for some strange reason. They still seem to have no idea it was me who was crafting the potions in the first place.

I would find it extremely funny if it weren't such a horrifying situation for poor Theo, and I would give anything to see those bastards' faces when they finally find out the truth and realize that all those hefty profits they imagined for themselves are gone.

Looking back at the cowering figure of Sam, who appeared to be in a state of shock, I knew I wouldn't be able to get anything else out of him.

Thus, I finished him off with a quick hand gesture as an earth spike manifested behind him, running him through, 'I won't be leaving alive anyone who could threaten the lives of my family or me...'

I looked around once more while making sure that every attacker was dead before I hurried forward.

As I ran across the spacious courtyard, everything was eerily quiet. The only thing I could hear was the sound of crunching glass underneath my feet.

There were countless broken vials everywhere I looked. Usually, losing such a mind-boggling amount of money would make me furious, yet right now, I didn't care at all as I had much bigger worries.

First, I threw a quick glance into the servant's building on the left side of the courtyard to see if any of my servants had survived.

Yet, as soon as I entered, an unmistakable stench of blood struck me. I widened my eyes as everyone who slept there was dead, including the rest of Jorn’s party who were off-duty.

They once again slit everyone's throats. Still, as I looked at all the bodies, one particular was missing. 'Where is Bernadette?'

There was no reason for her to be anywhere else in the middle of the night, and if she heard the attackers and woke up, there was no reason not to warn the other servants before making her escape. Unless...

A gnawing suspicion began to manifest in me. However, I didn't want to come to any premature conclusions before I learned all the facts, so I exited the building and ran across the courtyard into the mansion without wasting a breath.

A sense of dread grasped my heart as I entered, not detecting any signs of life anywhere on the ground floor.

But I reassured myself that this didn't have to mean anything as my magic sense couldn't pass through walls, so there was still hope. Therefore, I hurried toward the winding staircase that led upstairs.

Ascending the last few steps, I came to a sudden halt as a horrifying image welcomed me. The hallway in front of me was full of charred corpses. 'What happened here?'

Yet the grim answer was quickly revealed to me as I stepped forward. Some distance away, in front of my sister's room, Lily’s dead body lay in the middle of a circle of mangled corpses. I released a wistful sigh as I ran up and kneeled beside her.

She always acted so cold and indifferent... I had no doubts that she certainly must have been given the option to stay out of this given her exalted status, or even if she didn't, she was more than capable of escaping... yet in the end, she chose to stay and fight.

I couldn't help but smile bitterly as I stretched out my hand to close her eyes. "Thank you... for everything..." I whispered softly.

Even though they must have taken her by surprise and forced her to fight against overwhelming odds in close quarters, which was the worst possible situation for a mage, she still managed to take out a whole dozen of them before they seemed to finally overcome her with numbers.

With another sigh, I quickly sprang back to my feet as there was nothing else I could do for her, and I didn’t have time to linger.

Without wasting a breath, I traversed the few remaining steps before barging into Helga's room, terrified of what I would find inside.

Yet, as soon as I entered the dimly lit room and spotted my sister sitting on a chair, I exhaled in relief as I immediately noticed her chest slowly moving, signaling she was alive.

'Thank the gods...' I quickly ran up to her to make sure she was okay.

Helga raised her head, looking at me with a distant look in her eyes. "Darian… Y-you came…" She whispered with great effort as she showed a weak smile.

It was then that I noticed the large wound in her belly and the small pool of blood underneath her.

'Oh no... I hurriedly took out an elixir from my satchel, and without wasting a moment, I poured it all over her belly.

The wound softly glowed red, sizzling as it slowly disappeared. Yet Helga's body remained cold, and her condition wasn't improving at all.

With horror grasping my heart, I realized that she must have lost too much blood. I began to panic, and for the first time, I didn't know what to do.

I briefly considered giving her some of my own blood, yet I didn’t know if our blood types were the same, not to mention I had already lost too much blood back in the Fortress’ dungeons, so I, too, would risk passing out.

Helga, on the other hand, kept smiling the whole time and then, with her last remaining strength, took my hand. "It's alright... Tell our parents... that I love them."

She then paused for a moment before looking into my eyes and saying. "I'm so glad... that I got to spend all this time... with you..."

At some point, I started crying. My tears slowly dropped from my face, mixing with the crimson blood beneath us as I held Helga in my arms as she breathed for the last time.

I stayed like that for some time. I had no idea for how long, at that moment, I didn't care about anything, but then... I overheard a sound that finally brought me back from the depths of my grief.

I blinked a few times as I couldn't place it at first, but then a realization dawned on me - the bells were loudly tolling with insistent urgency.

'Ah, at last, they decided to sound the alarm...'

I stood up before looking again at the tragic scene before me. I clenched my fists as the images of my enemies flashed before my eyes.

Dominic and his mysterious merchant friend... Sir Roderick... The haughty Chancellor... And finally, the mighty Count, who I hated the most as he got me to this situation in the first place by making me into a target of hatred and envy of all the nobles with that damned betrothal of his.

My eyes shone with incandescent light in the dark. 'I will kill them… I will kill them all…'

Overcame with hatred and grief, my essence surged forth, and everything around me was enveloped by hungry flames. 'If I can't have this... nobody will.'

Throwing one last look at the burning room, I tenderly picked up Helga's lifeless body and jumped out of the opened window, quickly disappearing into the darkness of the moonless night.


***End of Volume 2: Apprentice***

            

    
        Chapter 117: A Solemn Promise

    
    
    
    
                I stood silently under a mighty silhouette of an aged tree at the edge of my formerly lavish garden. Which was now reduced to a mere shadow of its former glory by the fierce shockwaves unleashed by me a short while ago.

It was evident that the tree had its best years behind it, yet it still soared high into the heavens as if in defiance of its inevitable fate.

'This place will do...' I nodded, my heart heavy with grief as I stood in front of a freshly dug grave carved between its sizable roots.

Helga, my dear sister, lay at the edge of the gaping hole, her once vibrant spirit now extinguished by the cruel hands of my enemies.

The world seemed to hold its breath as I gently lowered my sister's body into her final resting place. The distant echo of the tolling bells provided a somber ambiance for this grim task.

I knew that time was running short, and the whole area would be swarmed by guards before long.

Yet I couldn't help but remain still for a few moments longer until finally, with a heavy sigh, I commanded my essence to surge forth, filling the hole with the surrounding soil.

Then, I leveled the site meticulously, erasing any signs of my recent activity so that nobody would disturb Helga's grave.

When I was finished, I tightly clutched the small lock of Helga's hair I took as a keepsake as I threw one last look at the unassuming patch of earth in front of me.

"Rest well, my dear sister," I whispered, my voice barely audible. "I promise you, I will find those bastards who did this to you, and they will pay dearly for what they've done..."

With that, I turned around and started walking away. Behind me, a mighty blaze raged. The hungry flames soared dozens of meters into the air, illuminating the entire Western Quarter and quickly reducing my former luxurious home to nothing but ash.

 A similar blaze also raged in the depths of my heart. It was a fire fueled by loss, anger, and a fierce determination to avenge Helga's death.

Yet before I could entertain any thoughts for revenge, I first needed to seek out my parents and convince them to escape, as I was more than sure that the village would be the first place where the soldiers would come looking for me.

Right now, I had no hopes of contending with the Count's army as simply fighting a small portion of the Fortress' garrison almost cost me my life.

Besides, the more soldiers I kill, the bigger threat I would become in the eyes of my enemies, which will then prompt them to go to great lengths in order to get rid of me.

So, my only option for now is to flee the city and lay low, biding my time until an opportunity for revenge presents itself.

There was nothing I could do to protect my uncle's family as, by now, all the gates leading out of the city would be shut down and under a heavy guard, so they wouldn't be able to escape even if they wanted to.

But I was hoping that since we weren't that close and given my uncle's high standing, they would be able to somehow withstand the aftermath without too severe repercussions.

The same applies to Myra and her uncle Alaric, as they, too, will surely be drawn into this mess, but there was no time left to warn them.

'There is nothing I can do about it... Saving my parents is a top priority for now.' I nodded with renewed determination as I jumped over the mansion's fence and headed into the city.

Yet I didn't turn south, heading for the gate that would take me out of the city and onto the familiar path leading to my former village, but instead, I turned north as there was still one place I needed to stop by.

I crept through the city, keeping to the shadows. However, thanks to the insistent ringing of bells and the massive blaze coloring the cityscape in a faint orange glow, there was an unexpected number of people in the streets as everyone was frantically scrambling to find out what was happening.

This made it somewhat difficult to avoid the panicking crowds, yet this ruckus also worked in my favor as my apparent hurry didn't seem all that suspicious.

Soon, I stood in front of a small, unassuming building amid the Northern Quarter. Without wasting a breath, I opened the creaking doors and quickly ascended the narrow, winding staircase.

A familiar scent of aged wood and dust welcomed me as I opened the door leading into the attic. Seeing that everything was exactly as I left it, I donned a victorious smile.

Unbeknownst to anyone, I kept my tiny old room in the Northern Quarter all this time as a secret hideout just in case something disastrous happened.

I quickly made my way to the back wall, which was right under the rafters. With a trembling hand, I pushed aside the numerous cobwebs and reached between the ancient beams all the way to the very back until I felt the opening of a small concealed cavity.

I continued to stretch my hand until, at last, I rested my fingers upon the sizeable pouch that was hidden within.

The weight of it felt extremely heavy in my outstretched palm as I began slowly retrieving it. "Come on," I whispered, "just a little further."

Then, with one last push, I finally got it out of the cavity and into my eager hands. I wanted to ensure that nothing was missing, so I quickly checked its precious contents.

A glint of satisfaction flashed across my eyes as soon as I opened it when my eyes rested upon the dozens of shiny golden coins inside.

'There's simply no way I would ever leave you behind...' I thought excitedly as I went on to count the coins, and after making sure nothing was missing, I quickly tied it up and secured it inside the inner pocket of my coat.

I didn't trust the Merchant Guild that they would keep my money safe if something happened, so for the last few months, ever since my feud with the Alchemists first started, I was inconspicuously retrieving the profits from all my investments plus the profits from the elixir sales and turning them into gold.

At first, I kept it locked in a secured coffer inside my room at the mansion. But thanks to my growing paranoia, I was constantly afraid someone might try to rob me, so in the end, I decided to stash everything in here, not only the small pouch of silver I kept here originally as an emergency escape fund.

'63 marks of gold... With this kind of money, I can easily start over somewhere else.' I reassured myself as I retrieved the large backpack with my emergency supplies.

I took out the plain, inconspicuous gray clothes and changed my outfit, discarding my expensive, luxurious attire without any hesitation as to where I was going. I would have no need for it.

At the bottom, there were some long-lasting rations and basic camping supplies, which will also come in handy. I rearranged everything, ensuring I had everything I needed before I quietly exited the room, saying final goodbye to this nostalgic place where I spent so much time.

Before I left the building, I slipped a few pieces of silver under my former landlord's doors as a token of gratitude for all those years he let me stay here.

With that, I descended the creaking stairs into the sprawling chaos of the city below. I once again delved into the dark alleyways of the Northern Quarter.

'Trust no one...' became my mantra as I navigated the narrow passages, steeling my resolve with each step.

I didn't go back toward the main road, where I would run the risk of getting discovered. Instead, I delved into the dilapidated scenery of the slums, where nobody cared who I was, as I made my way toward the city walls.

There, I briefly paused as I thoroughly scanned the whole area before hurriedly propelling myself onto the nearest roof and, from there, onto the top of the mighty walls.

The walls themselves were as majestic and sturdy as always, yet contrary to any other time, I found them strangely deserted.

Which was not that surprising. With the army gone and a significant portion of the remaining Fortress' garrison slaughtered, there were not many guards left that could both maintain the order inside the city and guard the walls at the same time.

Thus, I jumped over the edge without wasting a single moment of this wondrous opportunity. After a soft landing in the deep moat on the other side, I quickly disappeared onto the well-beaten path leading into the City's forest.

Going through the forest was a little bit of a walk around, but on the other hand, it was pretty safe as, at this hour, there was zero chance of encountering anyone.

I took a deep breath as I focused my still mostly depleted reserves of essence and directed them into my sore legs, rejuvenating them somewhat before I started running east toward the frontier villages.

'Please let me make it in time...' Was the only thing I could think of at that moment.

            

    
        Chapter 118: Running Away

    
    
    
    
                It was almost dawn when I saw the familiar sights of my old village. I paused at the edge of the forest, resting my tired back against the mighty trunk of an ancient tree, panting heavily.

I ran through the forest for hours, only making a few short stops along the way to catch my labored breath while relying primarily on the rejuvenating qualities of my essence to keep me going.

Looking cautiously across the dark silhouette of the village, I exhaled with relief as, so far, there were no signs of any pursuers. But I knew I couldn't afford to relent, not yet, as it wouldn't be long before the soldiers showed themselves.

I had no doubts that I would be able to take them on as, by now, I had almost wholly replenished my sizable reserves of essence. Still, I couldn't afford to take any unnecessary risks.

Not when my parents are close by, and they could very easily come into harm's way. However, as I entered the familiar road running through the middle of the village, walking toward my parent's house, I couldn't help but pause a bit.

I knew I had to warn them quickly, but on the other hand, I would also have to break to them the horrible news about Helga's death. This burden weighed heavily on my heart, slowing me down.

After all, it was I who convinced them to allow my sister to move into the city and put her well-being into my hands, and in the end, I let my parents down in such a disastrous way.

But then I released a heavy sigh as I steeled my resolve. 'Well... if they want to be mad at me, they must be alive first... I can't bear the thought of losing them, too.'

Thus, with dire urgency, I hurried the rest of the way until I finally stood in front of the plain, unassuming doors that brought back so many memories.

Everyone seemed to be still asleep, which didn't surprise me as it was very early in the morning. Still, I couldn't wait for my family to arise on their own, and instead, I loudly pounced on the creaky doors in front of me.

After a while, the door slowly opened, revealing my mother's drowsy face. But then her eyes widened as she took in my disheveled appearance, and she regarded me with a deep frown.

"D-Darian! What happened to you?"

"Hello, mother..." I greeted her, showing a weak smile. "We don't have much time, and there is something important I have to tell you..." I hurriedly said, and without waiting for her response, I pushed past her before collapsing on a nearby chair, overcome with exhaustion.

My mother looked at me with an apparent worry etched on her sleepy face as she quickly closed the door behind me with a soft click.

I looked around the room inquisitively and instantly spotted the burly figure of my father coming into view.

"Darian! What happened? By the gods, you scared us..." Father said reproachfully.

I also noticed Rolf standing in the background, but when my oldest brother saw no apparent danger and it was only me, he seemed to have lost any interest and, with an annoyed grunt, went back to sleep.

I looked at my parents apologetically, but no words came out when I finally gathered my courage and opened my mouth to explain myself.

I lowered my head down, smiling self-deprecatingly. 'How pathetic...'

I hurried all night long to save my parents with everything I had. But now... I can't even look into their eyes and tell them the truth.

By now, my parents seemed to have noticed something was very wrong, and they came closer, obvious concern painted across their faces, yet they kept their worries to themselves, not pushing me to speak, and instead waited until I found my own words.

Seeing such kind consideration brought me out of the depths of my internal struggle as I clenched my fists tightly, steeling my resolve.

Then, without further delay, I cleared my parched throat and weakly proclaimed.

"Helga... is dead."

They both blinked a few times in confusion, seemingly struggling to understand what I was saying.

"W-What did you say?" My mother grasped Father's shoulder for support as she looked at me with empty eyes.

I realized that after I had just told them, I couldn't beat around the bush anymore, so I promptly began telling them what had happened to me last night, with, of course, omitting the gruesome details.

After I was finished, I could see the confusion in my parent's faces slowly turning into shock and then utter horror.

My mother couldn't endure it any longer, and she collapsed into Father's embrace, quietly sobbing.

"I couldn't save her..." I continued, my voice barely above a whisper. "But we don't have any time to mourn. We have to leave this village. The Count's soldiers are after me... and they will be here before long."

My father's face hardened. "We can't simply leave. I'm sure we can reason with the Count - he is reasonable, and he will hear you out. After all, you did nothing wrong..."

I couldn't help but chuckle, listening to my father's naivety. "They wouldn't let us live long enough to see the Count in the first place... Not to mention, the Nobles will find a way to blame me for everything that happened back there."

"Still..." My father replied, seemingly still trying to cling to any remaining hope of resolving this peacefully, not wanting to admit we were long past this point.

"Father..." I interjected quickly, trying to come up with something that would convince him. But in the next moment, I tensed up as I overheard a faint sound of heighing horses. 'They're already here!'

I signaled to my parents to keep quiet as I ran up to the door, opening it just a tiny bit to see what was happening outside.

The house was built on a slight hill overseeing the whole village, so I could clearly see the large group of riders gathered at the village square.

Luckily, they didn't seem to know where my parents lived, so they were forced to dismount their vigorous horses and head first toward the Vogt's residence in the center of the square.

I had no idea if Myra's father was currently in the village, but I knew for sure that there was no love lost between us, and he wouldn't be coming to our help anytime soon.

Thus, with dire urgency, I turned toward my scared-looking parents and whispered. "The soldiers are here... We need to get out now! Gather your belongings and meet me behind the house as soon as possible."

I used my most authoritative voice, which gave no room for any further discussion, so although my parents still seemed very reluctant, they didn't argue any longer and simply nodded and began to frantically gather anything of value around the house, which was not much.

Father also woke up Rolf hurriedly, whispering something to his ear. Personally, I didn't care about my dense, indifferent brother one bit, so if he, for some reason, didn't want to leave his precious forge behind, I wouldn't be bothered trying to convince him.

Still, Father wouldn't budge, and after a short, intense argument, I could see Rolf hurrying toward the smithy to gather his beloved tools.

I, too, slipped out of the house and cowered behind the nearby fence as I observed the soldiers moving about the square.

From what I could see, it appeared that the Vogt wasn't here, and his poor servants, whom they dragged out of their beds, only stared at them in utter confusion.

The young Captain of the hunting party proudly sitting atop his horse in richly decorated armor seemed to have lost his patience, and he loudly barked out some orders in clear annoyance.

I didn't catch what it was as they were still too far away, but shortly after, the soldiers separated into small groups and began searching the houses one by one, slowly advancing toward my position.

'Time is up...' I realized and then sneaked away toward the back of the house, where I, with relief, noticed that my parents seemed to have finished their preparations.

Thus, without wasting a breath, I hurriedly pointed toward the Forest's dense foliage some distance away behind the house, and we began running away.

We jumped across the small stream, continued over the meadow, and finally into the Forest itself.

After we disappeared under the shadow of the mighty trees, I signaled for my frightened family to keep running as I stayed near the edge for a while longer, looking back toward the village to see if someone had noticed our escape.

I exhaled in relief as, so far, there were no signs of any pursuers. But as I was preparing to follow after my parents, I saw that in the distance, a thin column of smoke began lazily rising over the horizon right where our old house was supposed to be.

With a heavy heart, I quickly realized that there wouldn't be any place for us to return to.

            

    
        Chapter 119: Parting Ways

    
    
    
    
                My heart raced as I rushed through the lush Forest with Rolf and my parents in a row. The sun was still low on the horizon, and its rays shined softly through the dense canopy, bathing everything in a golden hue.

I smiled as I remembered these wondrous sights, spending many happy days running under the mighty foliage all those years back when I still used to live in the village.

Yet now, the atmosphere was solemn, and nobody uttered a single word, as my parents still seemed to be struggling to comprehend the dire circumstances we found ourselves in.

'They are also probably pondering what they are going to do now when they lost everything...' I thought, looking back at their gloomy expressions.

On the other hand, I wasn't anywhere that pessimistic - a house can always be rebuilt. What mattered the most was that we all made it out of there alive.

So, like that, we continued onward. We quickly left the relatively safe edges behind and were coming toward the inner Forest.

The surrounding trees have become ancient and enormous. Their trunks were rising into the heavens, blocking out the sky and submerging everything into darkness, except for the occasional shaft of light that broke through the thick branches.

Even the air turned damp and heavy, smelling of moss and decay. I cautiously continued onward, constantly on guard as we were entering the monster's territory.

Right then, I tensed and quickly turned around as my magic sense detected someone or something not too far away.

For a brief moment, I was worried that the soldiers had already found us. But then I shook my head as I realized they couldn't possibly move that fast.

Not to mention, the signal was coming from the depths of the Forest - the opposite side from where the village was.

I readied myself for anything as whatever that was; it must have noticed our presence as it began quickly approaching us.

I raised my hand, signaling everyone to take a cower and be quiet. By now, the rest of my family had noticed the rustling of the bushes before us, and Mother widened her eyes as she began stumbling back in panic.

Father and Rolf readied the sizable hammers they equipped themselves briefly before we escaped from the village.

I couldn't help but smile seeing their determined expressions despite the sad fact that it wouldn't make any difference if we stumbled on a real monster, yet I was still impressed by their apparent courage in the face of coming danger.

I knew that the only thing that could protect us in this situation was my magic; thus, I closed my eyes, focusing on my core, and quickly began gathering my essence, ready to blow away anything that might appear between the towering trees.

We all held our breaths for a second as we anxiously waited, and then, finally, the nearby bushes parted before a lone figure emerged.

'Huh?' I blinked a few times in confusion as a silhouette of an old, disheveled hunter appeared before us.

"Old Swen?" Father asked incredulously, visibly relieved.

"Whadya all doing here?" Old Swen widened his eyes; an evident disappointment appeared on his wrinkled face. "I thought I caught a big boar from all that stomping I heard..."

I breathed a sigh of relief as I lowered my hand, glad it was just Old Swen and not a monster. I opened my mouth to explain our situation, but Father beat me to it.

"The soldiers are coming after us. We barely made it out alive," he said in a low voice.

This statement apparently made Old Swen even more confused. "Soldiers? What Soldiers?"

While Father began hurriedly explaining our situation to the old hunter, I couldn't help but smile.

'This is perfect...' I thought. So far, I hadn't had time to think this whole mess through, but it was more than apparent we couldn't keep going like this for much longer.

Firstly, I needed to follow after the bastards who were responsible for Helga's death before they had time to disappear forever, but most importantly, it was me whom the soldiers were after, so by traveling with the rest of my family, I was only painting a big target on everyone's backs.

Thus, if Old Swen could guide them through the Forest and lead them somewhere safe where they could all wait until the situation calms down, it would be for the best.

I got to know him quite well from all the time we were hunting together all those years back, so I was sure he wouldn't betray us. Not to mention, Father and he apparently knew each other very well for some strange reason.

Thus, the only thing left was somehow convincing the grumpy old hunter to go along with this…

I looked over at Old Swen, seeing the traces of concern etched across his face as he listened to what happened. I cleared my throat, drawing his attention to me.

"Swen, I know this is a lot to ask, but we need your help," I said, meeting his gaze steadily as I explained to him the plan I just came up with.

Old Swen's gaze shifted from me to my family, taking in their weary and anxious expressions. He stayed quiet for a while, seemingly thinking it through, but in the end, he sighed heavily and gave a short nod.

"I reckon I might know someone who could set ya up in another village for shelter." 

Old Swen said thoughtfully before continuing. "But it's too late to start heading that way now; we betta find a place to spend a night in the Forest."

Seeing his agreement, I showed a bright smile as I pointed in a particular direction. "I know a good spot... It shouldn't be too far from here!"

Everyone immediately turned their heads toward me with a silent question on their lips, and I paled as I realized that I had said something I shouldn't have.

My father furrowed his brow and was already opening his mouth to ask the question on everyone's minds since I never shared my adventures in the Forest with anyone except Helga.

So, to buy myself some precious time to come up with a suitable response, I hurriedly said, "We don't have much time before it gets dark... Follow me!" and began walking forward, thus forcing everyone to follow after me.

Soon, we came to a small clearing with a still lake sitting under a pair of enormous ancient trees. I looked around, taking in the sights as I vividly remembered the last time I came here while searching for the Moonlight Aster.

Sadly, this time, no beautiful flowers were floating atop the lake's shining surface; however, it didn't change the fact that the two gigantic trees provided a perfect hiding place for the night.

"What a wondrous sight," Mother murmured, her gaze wandering over the canopy above.

"How did you learn of this place?" Father inquired with narrowed eyes, and I sighed as I couldn't escape his question this time.

"Well, you see... actually, it was by complete accident! Last time I visited you in the village, I went to the Forest to look for some herbs I had read about in one of Isadora's books and stumbled upon this lake."

I was mostly telling the truth since I actually found this place by accident, only much sooner. This answer seemed to placate him, although Father still looked at me with a mild suspicion, but I decided to ignore it.

We then made a small fire in the tree's shadow and sat closely around it to keep ourselves warm.
I decided to also stay here and leave in the morning to keep everyone safe during the night.

Although I kept my decision to leave to myself for the time to not worry my mother more than she already was.

"Swen, we are grateful for your help," my father said solemnly.

"Ya betta be," Swen laughed, his eyes twinkling as he cut open a rabbit he managed to catch previously and began preparing a deliciously smelling dinner.

Moonlight pierced the darkness, casting ghostly shadows on the forest floor as we ate silently, everyone submerged in their own thoughts.

Shortly after, we went to sleep as my family was too tired and not at all used to such a heavy strain of continuous travel.

I volunteered to take the first watch as my mind was still too agitated by everything that happened recently, so I had no thoughts of sleep.

As they settled down, wrapping themselves in blankets against the chill of the night, I took a position at the edge of the clearing. My eyes were scanning the darkness while I was trying to catch every strange sound that would signal a potential danger.

Luckily, the night passed out uneventfully, and I even managed to steal a few hours of restless sleep after I changed my watch with the Old Swen after midnight.

As dawn's light seeped across the sky, I knew it was time to say goodbye. Mother's face contorted in grief as she grabbed my arm, pleading for me to stay, saying she couldn't bear the thought of losing me, too.

Father stood behind her, his strong arms cradling her shaking body as tears streamed down her weary face. She knew that this moment of separation had been inevitable, yet still begged for it not to be.

I wrapped my arms around Mother and Father, feeling their warmth and love seep into my bones.

"I'll come back, I promise," I whispered, knowing full well that there was a chance I might never return.

Before I left, I placed a small pouch with all my remaining silver into my father's hands as a small compensation for all the trouble I caused them.

Initially reluctant, he swallowed his pride and accepted it, as it would be very tough to start over without any money.

I couldn't give them any of my gold coins as typically only nobles used them, and it would be too dangerous for them if someone would start asking around.

Then, with one final nod at Old Swen, I turned around and headed straight into the untamed wilderness of the ancient Forest.

            

    
        Chapter 120: Pursuit

    
    
    
    
                After saying farewells to my family, I delved into the dangerous depths of the Forest, walking back in the direction of the frontier villages.

I had decided to follow the only clue Sam gave me before I killed him: to go west into the next large city along the main highway.

That also meant going back toward Ereneth, where, by now, every single guard must have been searching for me.

Getting inside unnoticed would be next to impossible, so my only option was to circumvent the city before joining the main highway further down the road.

The one remaining question was... 'Should I go north or south?' I pondered.

Going through the north would undoubtedly be easier. Even though the mountain terrain was much more treacherous and challenging, I already knew the area pretty well thanks to the multiple trips I made there, meaning I could navigate it without any serious problems.

However, it was also where the Count's army currently was, and by now, they would have undoubtedly received the news and be hurrying back to Ereneth, so given my luck, the chances of running right into their grasp would be quite high.

This leaves only the south... 'Jagged Rocks, huh.' I was also familiar with the area, although not as well as with the mountains.

It was full of treacherous cliffs and steep ravines, and the idea of going through there didn't improve my mood one bit, yet there was nothing I could do about it but endure it.

Thus, with somber determination, I soldiered on, trudging along the narrow animal trails while meticulously avoiding any local fauna who might want to eat me since I wanted to conserve my essence, as I knew I would need every drop of it for what was to come.

Shortly before noon, I emerged from the shadows of the ancient trees onto the fields and meadows of the Frontier.

I could see farmers tending to their crops in the distance as they toiled under the relentless assault of the midday sun.

I kept to the shadows, cautiously walking along the trenches and shrubs to avoid detection heading in a southerly direction.

As I walked, the sun's heat beat down on me mercilessly. Sweat rolled down my back and dripped from my chin. I was grateful for the shade of the occasional tree that crossed my path, but they were few and far between.

After several hours, I finally left the Frontier behind and, before me, stretched the Jagged Rocks as far as the eye could see.

I had come across a small stream that ran parallel to my path and followed it as it snaked between the rocks and narrow cliffs while keeping a gentle pace.

The sun was already beginning to lower itself toward the western horizon, and I realized I would soon need to start finding shelter for the night.

I was getting tired after a whole day of walking and would love nothing else but a nice night's sleep.

But first, I had to do something with those pesky soldiers who appeared to have caught my scent and been relentlessly pursuing me for the past several hours.

I paused and turned backward with a heavy sigh, briefly considering my options before I walked out of the trail and propelled myself atop a nearby tree.

'They're already here...' I narrowed my eyes as I finally caught a glimpse of my enemies.

From the elevated position in the tree's crown, I noticed a large cloud of dust rising a short distance away. As I focused on it, straining my eyes to their limit, I managed to spot many large silhouettes moving in my direction between the towering trees.

I counted about twenty horses and several massive hounds running at the head of the hunting party.

'That's probably how they found me in the first place...' I thought soberly.

As I looked further back, there was also a small unit of infantry surrounding the fancy-looking Captain I saw back in the village; his expensive armor glinted in the setting sun.

Overall, there were about fifty or so soldiers and, to my great surprise, exactly zero mages.

Seeing this, I couldn't help but smirk as I watched the hunting party eagerly closing in on my position.

'That Captain is either too arrogant or plain stupid... or more likely both. Well, if they are so eager to meet me, I shouldn't let them wait.' I donned a wicked smile as I jumped down and started, heading in their direction.

There was simply no way for a group of regular soldiers to stand the slightest chance against me, yet they still acted as if I was some common rabble whom they could hunt down.

Unless Sir Roderick or the Count himself decided to personally join in, I had nothing to worry about.

First, there were the hounds. I heard their insistent barking long before I finally saw them bolt out of the underbrush in their mad pursuit.

But when they finally arrived at the small clearing where I decided to make my stand, they instantly lost their previous vigor as they laid their beady eyes on me.

I simply stood there, not yet paying them any attention as I was busy controlling the vast quantity of essence I had just gathered. The air buzzed with static electricity, and my hair fluttered in the wind.

The hounds instantly stopped in their tracks, not daring to advance any further, simply staring at me, growling menacingly. But with each passing second, their courage seemed to be leaving them, and then they began whining and slowly retreating.

I smirked. 'As if I let you...' The next moment, several long spikes rose from the ground, skewering the unassuming dogs and tearing them limb from limb.

I briefly looked at the gruesome sight before shattering the spikes and manipulating the patch of earth, quickly burying the hound's remains and flattening the area, erasing any signs of what happened before continuing onward.

Although it was a waste killing such majestic-looking hounds, I couldn't risk leaving them alive as their tracking skills seemed to be the only way the soldiers had of pursuing me.

Without wasting a breath, I ran in the same direction from where the hounds appeared for a short while, but then I jumped upward, propelling myself onto a nearby tree where I tightly clutched the rough trunk, holding my breath.

In the next moment, several riders appeared from between the trees and, without stopping, continued forward.

'What a bunch of morons...' I smiled before lowering myself to the ground and resuming my advance.

Before long, I met the main force. About two dozen lightly armored infantrymen, several hunters and dog-handlers, and the rest of the riders centered around a richly decorated figure of the young Captain who apparently wanted to make a name for himself by bringing my head back to Ereneth.

'I'm sure he will make a name for himself, alright... I'm just not sure if he will like the story's end.'

When I emerged right in front of the small host, everyone looked at me like I was a ghost. Yet before they could comprehend what was happening, a massive shockwave rippled across the forest floor, crushing everything in its path.

What followed was a total mayhem. The young Captain began hurriedly barking orders, a panic evident in his eyes, but there was nothing he could do.

The horses become frightened, wildly jumping around. But before their riders could calm them down, many earth spikes rose from the ground, impaling both the horses and their riders alike.

I wasn't planning to show any mercy to those who wanted me dead or who could pose a threat to my family, so even though the soldiers who survived the initial blast began hurriedly dropping their weapons to the ground and running away in horror, I promptly finished them all one by one.

Soon, only the young Captain was left alive, and it was only thanks to that same annoying pendant similar to what the Magistrate had.

But this only made me grin as I slowly began walking toward him. Contrary to back then, I now still had plenty of essence left, and he was alone, which meant I could finally do a little experiment and find out the pendant's limit.

"S-stay away, you despicable witch!" The Captain shouted in desperation, crawling backward.

I chuckled as I took measured, menacing steps toward the Captain. "Witch? I prefer to be called a mage, mind you."

I raised my right hand, promptly gathering my essence. "Now, let's see what this little pendant of yours can withstand."

The surrounding air began to compress around the thin outlines of the translucent shield as the pressure slowly increased.

At first, it seemed like the shield held just fine, but as I released more and more of my power, several narrow cracks began forming on the shield's surface.

The Captain scrambled backward, his eyes wide with fear as he tried to crawl away. "Please, have mercy! I surrender! I'll do any...!"

But before he could finish his desperate plea, the abused pendant seemed to have finally reached its limit, and as the shield cracked, the surrounding pressure instantly crushed the Captain's body.

I released my hold on the spell, panting with exhaustion. This has taken a much larger toll on me than I had thought it would. 'No wonder he was so confident previously... it would be nearly impossible to get past this for any common mage.'

Right then, the scouts I had previously passed by returned, probably to report that they seemed to have lost the track, but as they appeared between the trees, their jaws dropped, and they simply stared at me in utter shock, struggling to comprehend the gruesome sight before them.

However, they didn't get the chance to gather their thoughts as, in the next moment, they joined their comrades in their eternal sleep.

I sighed, dragging my exhausted body away as I had used too much essence and was overcome with tiredness. 'Now I can finally get some sleep...'
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                Even though I could barely move my exhausted body after such a tiring fight, I forced myself to walk some distance away from the gruesome battlefield before I settled in a nearby tree's crown for the night.

I had no doubts that the whole area would soon be swarmed with countless monsters, fighting over the remains of the small host they sent after me, and I needed to quickly leave the area as I had no more energy left to fight.

But then, unable to sleep despite my intense fatigue, I simply lay in my makeshift shelter, staring at the stars above.

'Ah, what a mess...' Everything was going so perfectly until just two days ago... 'Wait, it was only two days ago?' I silently wondered.

It felt like an eternity back when I enjoyed a good dinner in the mansion, seeing everyone's happy smiles. Especially Helga's...

I clenched my fist as an unquenchable anger began filling me up. 'I hate those damned nobles and their wicked intrigues!'

But before the anger could overcome me, I took a deep breath, forcing myself to calm down.

'I need to let go of such thoughts, or I would never be able to sleep at all.' I reminded myself as tomorrow promised to be an equally challenging day as today and I needed as much rest as I could get.

The following days will perhaps be even more difficult as I must find a way to cross the border unnoticed.

Thus, I cleared my head of all unnecessary thoughts, yet the sleep still didn't come. 'Ah, and I also want to find out more about those protective pendants...'

Today, I finally figured out its limits, but that also filled me with even more questions. I realized that there seemed to be multiple grades of these things, as Jenny possessed a much weaker version than both the Magistrate and the young Captain had.

This, of course, raised even more burning questions. How are they being made? And who makes them?

I heard the Magistrate mentioning the Sun god, so perhaps they come from the church of light...
Anyway, I have to find out more about them as I have a feeling I will have to face them a lot more from now on.

I sighed, staring at the softly shining moon's crescent. I lay there for hours, but somewhere during that time, my tiredness finally overcame my agitated mind, and I fell asleep.

When I woke up in the morning, shortly after sunrise, I continued through the Jagged Rocks, and after a few more hours of traversing the rugged terrain, I noticed the area becoming flatter and flatter.

Shortly before noon, I finally emerged on the extensive plateau, which was Ereneth's main farming area located at its western borders.

I sighed in relief as this meant I had at last left the city of Ereneth behind me, and it wouldn't be long until the border.

I promptly turned north, walking across the vast green fields and the well-maintained roads between them.

The fields were seemingly endless, and I was still trapped between their vibrant colors when the night hit me.

Noticing a light in the distance, I sneaked along the nearby road, approaching a small farming hamlet.

I wondered for a moment if I should risk it and try to ask for lodging for the night, but in the end, I decided not to and rather chose to settle in a nearby hay rack, hoping to be on the road before anyone noticed me.

When I opened my eyes the following morning, I let out a displeased grunt as I was hurting all over. I blinked a few times, wondering where I was for a moment, but then I remembered and quickly jumped out of the hay rack, cautiously looking around.

Luckily, nobody had noticed me yet, and my powerful magical aura seemed to keep all farm animals a generous distance away from me.

But since they couldn't access their primary food source, they were loudly giving away their displeasure, and I realized it would be only a matter of time before some farmer would come to check what was happening.

Thus, I quickly exited the pasture without wasting a moment, jumping over the small fence and returning onto the road while I tried to walk off my sore muscles.

'Ah, what would I give for a soft, warm bed!' I sighed as I resumed my long journey westward, and after a few more hours of walking, I finally hit the main highway.

I cautiously looked across the wide cobblestone road, but I couldn't see anybody, and most importantly, there were no signs of a coming patrol, which made me smile broadly, and I exhaled in relief.

'Finally, some good news...' I had no idea where I was as this was the first time I had ventured so far, but I figured I couldn't be too far from the border, so with renewed determination, I started walking west.

***

'What a sight...' I stared in amazement at a wide river cutting through the countryside in the orange glow of a setting sun.

I finally made it to the border. Yet the biggest challenge still awaited me. The aforementioned river was the natural border between Ereneth and the neighboring region of the Kingdom, and I had to somehow find a way to make it across.

A lone massive wooden bridge ran across the span of the river, serving as the only convenient crossing point in this area.

Before the bridge along the highway stood a long line of carriages of all sizes and shapes waiting for their turn to be inspected and to pay the toll.

From my short observation, I discovered that the bridge was heavily guarded on both sides, and my chances of getting across unnoticed were all but nonexistent. Thus, my only option left was to either swim across or create a makeshift raft.

I shuddered with the thought of jumping into the turbulent waters, but I was slowly beginning to realize it was probably the only option to move across unseen.

I could potentially freeze a portion of the river and then use the resulting iceberg as a makeshift raft. But a large piece of ice floating atop the river at the precipice of summer would be a dead giveaway of something unnatural taking place.

And even though I was planning to make it across during the dead of the night, I had no doubts they must have patrols along the shores, too, so doing this would be extremely risky.

Thus, after waiting some more before the sun disappeared entirely behind the distant horizon, I took a deep breath before plunging straight into the dark, cold waters below.

After submerging under the river's surface, I was immediately gripped by an intense cold feeling, and I noticed my body growing numb.

I swam, battling against the river's current with all my strength. Still, it wasn't nearly enough to overcome the river's tremendous power.

At this point, any mundane person would already be drowning and frantically gasping for air. Yet I wasn't alarmed by this in the least, as I had expected something like this to happen. Thus, I never counted on my own strength in the first place.

Instead, I focused inward, gathering my essence before sending it into the surrounding water, and I used water manipulation to create a current of my own.

Then, I propelled myself across like a human submarine, emerging on the other side not even two minutes after I entered the river.

'I made it!' I donned a victorious smile as I waded through the shallow waters on the river shore.

Firstly, I cautiously looked around but didn't see anyone; thus, I quickly settled behind a nearby bush, promptly generating a funnel of hot air to dry my drenched clothes so I would not become sick.

Although I wasn't sure if I could even become sick in the first place. Still, I didn't want to risk it, so I meticulously dried myself before continuing.

Carefully avoiding any signs of life I detected with my magic sense, I moved away from the road and into a small forest between the fields, where I decided to settle for the night.

Surrounded by towering trees, I made a small fire to keep me warm, and while taking out some of my supplies of dried meat for late dinner, I pondered about what to do next.

I knew that simply escaping into another region of the Kingdom didn't mean I was out of the woods.

Although the local soldiers wouldn't be actively looking for me, there were still the bounty hunters and roaming witch hunters, so I needed to keep low and not bring any attention to myself for the time being.

Still, I can now also move a lot more openly, not having to be constantly afraid of being spotted by a random traveler along the way... as long as I have a good cover story, that is.

'I need a new identity...' I realized. However, I wasn't any good with coming up with some elaborate backstory, not to mention I still didn't know much about the outside world to not make some glaring blunder that would instantly give me away.

Thus, after a while of thinking about it, I came up with the easiest and, at the same time, the most believable solution to my problem - assuming the identity of a nameless orphan.

'Hmm, but I still need a new name...' I wondered.

But then I remembered the late leader of my guards, who too was a nameless orphan before making a name for himself.

'Alright! From now on, I'm going to be... Jorn the orphan!'
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                After deciding to assume a new identity for the time being, I now need to figure out what to do next.

I knew that pretending to be an orphan came with its own difficulties - for example, I wouldn't be able to get any reasonable job.

And I certainly needed some sort of a day job as my pouch was now all but empty, and I was down to my last few coins since I gave most of my silver to Father back in the Forest.

'I should have left some silver marks in my stash...' I thought with exasperation. However, it was too late to cry over spilled milk.

I still had my bag of gold safely tucked away in my innermost pocket, but I couldn't possibly take out any of it while dressed like a poor commoner, as everyone would automatically assume I stole it somewhere.

Not to mention, I couldn't simply live in an inn while flaunting my sizable wealth, as that would be highly suspicious, and someone might begin to ask some dangerous questions.

Thus, if I want to truly blend in with the crowds, I need to wholeheartedly adapt to my new reality and refrain from using my magic so that nobody can recognize me.

That also meant I couldn't take advantage of my extensive knowledge of herbs and potions, as that, too, could give me away.

So what I was left with was... nothing. I smiled bitterly as I painfully realized that I had focused all my time studying magic and hadn't bothered to learn anything else.

'Whatever, I will figure something out...' I thought dejectedly as I sat beside the small fire, staring at the stars.

But then I widened my eyes as I realized something else. Assuming a new identity was fine and all, but if I looked the same, then somebody might still recognize me as my face was pretty famous around Ereneth.

However, this was something that could be easily solved even right now... I briefly looked at the flickering flames before getting up with a wistful sigh.

I wasn't too happy with what I was about to do, but I knew it was necessary. I approached the glowing fireplace and made a small pit next to it.

Then I scooped some ash into the pit and filled it with a generous dose of water from my waterskin before stirring it with a stick until I was left with a thick grey goo.

I furrowed my brows as it still wasn't exactly what I was hoping for. Yet I didn't let it discourage me as I previously noticed a thicket of wormvine growing nearby.

So, without wasting a breath, I quickly picked out some vines before carefully slicing them into tiny bits and squeezing their potent juice into my disgusting creation. I added some more water and continued stirring until I was finally happy with it.

The result was a thick, black, slimy solution that I wasn't attracted to in the slightest. Yet I still overcame my strong reluctance out of sheer necessity and picked a sizable chunk of it with my bare hands before meticulously spreading it across my head, coloring my hair black.

I let it soak in for a while before I conjured more water, as my waterskin was almost empty at this point, and then proceeded to thoroughly wash myself.

Some of it also stuck to my fingers, and I couldn't wash it out, but that was fine as it only added to my image of a dirty peasant, so I didn't mind it.

I haven't got a mirror with me, so I couldn't check how I looked, but I could imagine that not even my parents would be able to recognize me now, at least from afar.

I finished my transformation by making a few ash smudges across my face, and then, with a pleased smile, I succumbed to a long, dreamless sleep.

***

'This is wonderful...' I smirked, looking at my reflection in the calm surface of a small pool I discovered next to the road the following day.

My hair was an ugly mess - wild, unkempt, and completely black. When I combined this with the fact that I hadn't bathed for almost a week and my clothes were severely stained with plenty of dirt from the many days spent on the road, I now truly looked like some poor orphan.

With a satisfied nod, I resumed my journey, eagerly following the paved road, and as I was nearing the new town, the traffic thickened.

I noticed that the town's walls were not as tall and majestic as those of Ereneth, but they still posed a significant obstacle. Thus, I patiently stood in the long line of people before it was my turn to be inspected by the guards.

The road to the town was bustling with many people, carts, and animals, all trying to get closer to the gates. There was a sense of anticipation in the air as the people eagerly chatted among themselves.

'There must be some sort of market or other special occasion going on today, as there seem to be too many people trying to get inside so early in the morning...' I thought while cautiously observing my surroundings.

This situation actually worked perfectly in my favor as it allowed me to effortlessly blend in with the large crowd.

Still, I anxiously looked at the two watchmen standing at the entrance doing their inspections, and before I noticed, it was already my turn.

Seeing my miserable appearance, one of the weary-looking guards furrowed his brows as he regarded me with obvious disdain. "What is the purpose of your visit? Mind you, we won't tolerate any beggars inside the city's walls!"

I widened my eyes and hurriedly replied. "I'm not a beggar, mister! I'm going to the market to look for a job!"

I knew nothing about this town, but seeing all those people, I gambled on the possibility of a market taking place today. And by the looks of it, it must have worked as the watchman's guarded expression visibly softened.

Yet he still narrowed his eyes on me. "Alright then, but be warned, If we catch you loitering or doing anything suspicious, you will be flogged and thrown out of Ostengard without any fuss. Is that clear?"

"Yes, sir!" I eagerly nodded and wanted to proceed inside, but the watchman promptly placed his spear in my way.

"Hold your horses, lad! Since you're not a citizen, the entrance fee is two copper marks... You got any money?"

'Ah, I almost forgot. There's always an entrance fee...' I sighed with exasperation before taking out a few of the last precious copper coins in my possession and placing them into his outstretched hand while thinking, ’I need to quickly find a place where I can exchange my silver…’

"Here it is..." I said, and after I saw the watchman reluctantly retracting his spear, I quickly squeezed through the narrow side entrance before he had time to change his mind.

'Ugh, the hardest part is behind me. And now I at least know what this place is called.' I exhaled in almost visible relief as I eagerly walked across the main street.

I immediately realized that there was undoubtedly some festive occasion taking place here as I took in my surroundings.

The streets were bustling with activity, and there was an almost palpable atmosphere of excitement in the sizable crowds of people, who all moved in a singular direction toward the town's center.

With mild curiosity, I let myself be carried with the throng while at the same time quickly committing to memory every interesting sight along the way.

I quickly noticed that Ostengard was a far cry from Ereneth, with its muddy streets and shabby huts. Yet, despite its somewhat rugged exterior, it had a certain charm.

The low buildings made of wood and stone, with simple thatched roofs, were arranged into very narrow streets winding through the town, seemingly without any apparent order.

'This seems like a perfect place to lay low for a time...' I thought as I curiously took in the new sights all around.

Soon, I was already at the main square, where a bustling market was taking place. The merchants sold various items from the surrounding villages, ranging from simple vegetables to clothes and even weapons.

The things on display here were the cheapest of goods. Yet even with such shabby offerings, the local merchants still haggled aggressively, trying their best to squeeze out every last copper from the passers-by.

I walked among the various stalls, browsing around to familiarize myself with the local prices and see if I could find some good deals as I sought to replenish my own dwindling food supplies.

But then I got to the very center of the muddy square where the town crier was just making an announcement in front of a small crowd.

"Good people of Ostengard! Be aware of the despicable witch named Darian, last seen south of Ereneth... He is a heinous criminal who murdered his own master in cold blood, the venerable mage Liliam, and who then massacred all the brave guards trying to apprehend him!

In his madness, he burned everything in his path before cowardly escaping into the woods. A generous reward is being offered by the city of Ereneth to anyone who could provide information about his current whereabouts."

'Oh, crap!' I widened my eyes as I cautiously looked around at the people's agitated faces. They were enthusiastically cursing me, not realizing that the target of their snares was standing right there with them.

'Well, If I wasn't famous before, then I certainly am now...'
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                I stood in the middle of Ostengard's muddy main square, listening to the town crier's preposterous speech with a deadpan face.

'Good thing I decided to take on a new identity... With such an announcement, I'll now have all the bounty hunters in the whole region on my ass.'

I tried my best not to let any emotion show on my face as I slowly moved to the side and promptly left the area.

I only stopped when I entered a dark, empty alleyway some distance away from the market. There, making sure I was truly alone, I leaned over some empty barrels as I finally allowed myself to release my panned-up emotions.

I ground my teeth against each other, suppressing my growing anger. 'They not only took everything from me... But now they even want to treat me like some sort of outlaw with bogus accusations!'

Yet there was nothing I could do about it as instead of standing my ground and defending my honor, I cowardly ran out of the city, giving my enemies free rein to spin the story however they liked.

'Not that staying would make much of a difference...' I donned a bitter smile, realizing that the result would have been the same no matter what I did back then.

So, in the end, simply running away was perhaps the best option after all. Still, something about this didn't quite add up. '

I widened my eyes as I realized that the Town Crier never mentioned Jenny or anything that happened in the Fortress... 'Did they cover it up?'

Well, whatever they did, it didn't change my current situation one bit, so I was still standing in front of the same problem - what to do now?

'Should I run or should I hide...? Or should I simply accept the role of a heinous monster they are trying so hard to portray me as and simply burn Ereneth to the ground and be done with it?'

After a while of pondering, my head started hurting from all these difficult thoughts, so I took a deep breath and decided to take it a step at a time.

'No matter what, my priority right now is to find that bastard Dominic and all his cronies to show them that they should never have crossed me... and after that, I will have all the time to think about what happens next.' I clenched my fists, happy with my decision, as it greatly simplified things.

Still, before I can do that, I first need to find some sort of a job to act as a cover so that my clandestine activities wouldn't cause too much suspicion.

However, from my short observation, I discovered that getting any decent job in this town was all but impossible, given the ever-present poverty all around.

This town didn't even have a dedicated craftsman's district. Instead, the few businesses the Ostengard had were spread out between the shabby houses of the residential area, and none of them looked like they were particularly thriving.

I smiled bitterly, realizing my only remaining option seemed to be the Beast Hunter's Guild.
I still remember my utmost fascination with that place back when I first came to Ereneth all those years ago, shortly before I realized the grim reality of being a beast hunter.

'Well, at least it will be somewhat advantageous as it would allow me to walk in and out of Ostengard as I please without any questions asked.'

Thus, finally coming to a decision about what to do next, I retraced my steps, coming back onto the main street that ran through the middle of Ostengard and following it for a bit until I found myself standing in front of a quite large building which dwarfed all the small cottages surrounding it.

Despite this being one of the largest buildings in town, I noticed it was still significantly smaller than the one they had back in Ereneth. 'It's probably because Ostengard isn't on the Frontier, so there is little job to be had.'

Having already made a decision, I didn't want to prolong this moment any longer, so I took a deep breath and opened the sturdy-looking doors.

Stepping in, I looked around, filled with curiosity, as this was the very first time I had ever set foot inside a Beast Hunter's Guild.

Yet it wasn't what I imagined at all. I instantly crouched my nose as I was assaulted by a poignant stench. The air inside smelled of nothing but stale booze and smoke like I was entering some low-grade tavern.

The interior of the guild was dimly lit, with only a few torches now and there. Still, I could make out the outlines of a spacious room with several long tables sprawled across. Beside them was something that looked like a large map of the area hung on one of the walls and a lone wooden counter at the very back.

As I made my way toward the counter, I noticed that the walls were coated in a thick layer of grime and dust. Cobwebs hung in every corner, giving the impression that whoever was in charge of this place wasn't a great fan of cleaning.

Perhaps my perception was somewhat skewed by my experiences with the Merchant's Guild, which was always kept in pristine condition. Still, despite this being such an honorable institution, it was not well maintained at all.

I also noticed some rough-looking hunters sitting around in small groups, chatting among themselves. Yet nobody seemed to pay me any attention, which I greatly appreciated.

I cautiously approached the counter, deciding to keep an open mind and look past the shabby interior. Instead, I focused my attention on the old, wrinkled receptionist who sat there with closed eyes, seemingly asleep.

I stood there for a moment, looking at him incredulously before I loudly cleared my throat to attract his attention. "Excuse me, sir..."

The receptionist lazily opened his eyes and, with a raised eyebrow, looked me over. "What do you want, boy?"

I smiled broadly, trying my best to act with the utmost respect as I remembered the role I now must play. "Good day, mister; I'd like to register myself as a beast hunter."

"You, a hunter?" A crackling of laughter escaped his aged lips as he measured me with his sharp eyes.

I fought back the urge to scowl at his condescending tone. Instead, I straightened my back, trying to project nothing but confidence. "Yes, sir, I want to become a hunter."

The receptionist snorted, "You don't look like a hunter, boy. You look like a scrawny little runt who's never held a sword in his life."

'Well, that's kind of true, but still...! You don't have to say it like this.' I felt a twinge of annoyance but did not show it and kept my tone polite, "With all due respect, sir, I believe I have what it takes to become a hunter!"

"Oh? It seems you have some spirit, at least." He chuckled, looking at me with sparks of amusement in his eyes.

"Alright, if you are so eager, I guess there's no harm in putting you through the test." The receptionist added after a moment of silence.

"A test? What kind of test?" I asked cautiously, fearing that I would have to trudge again into some god-forsaken wasteland to prove myself.

Seeing my guarded expression, the old receptionist laughed. "What? Did you seriously think we would just accept any stray kid from the street? You'll first have to prove to us you have what it takes to be a hunter..."

"Oh, don't worry! it's nothing too dangerous..." He grinned with a toothless smile. "One of our Instructors will simply test your mettle with a sword."

Hearing this, I exhaled with visible relief and nodded with a smile.

"Although it's a shame..." He looked into the distance with a wistful look. "Back in my days, they used to send the recruits into the woods to hunt monsters, but the Guild recently changed it as not many would come back alive."

I exhaled in relief, happy that I didn't have to go out again so soon after finally getting back to civilization.

"Anyway, follow me. I'll take you to the training grounds." He gestured as he promptly stood up and began heading toward the back entrance, and I hurriedly followed after him.

Soon, we came to what looked like a sizable courtyard behind the main building. I could see rows of training dummies on one side and several fenced-out areas reserved for training on the other.

There was also a tiny archery range and some other training equipment whose purpose I wasn't sure of.

At least two dozen people were busy training, with several seasoned-looking veterans giving tips and recommendations.

"Hey, Wolf! I've got something for ya!" The receptionist shouted in a certain direction.

I turned around and then froze. 'What is this?'

When I laid my eyes on the Instructor who would be testing me, I couldn't help but blink a few times.

If I could describe him in a single word, he looked menacing. He was a half-naked mountain of a man with huge bulging muscles glistening in the morning sun.

Walking over with slow, measured steps, he seemed to pay me no attention as he smiled at the old receptionist. "Hey, Gramps! What brings ya here so early in the morning?"

"I brought ya a new recruit to be tested..." The receptionist replied with a mild annoyance as if he couldn't wait to sit back in his creaking chair behind a counter and doze off.

"Who? Wait... ya don't mean this little runt over here, do ya?" The Instructor regarded me with nothing but amusement, as if this whole notion was one big joke. "I swear, Gramps... Each new recruit ya bring me lately is scrawnier and scrawnier."

The old receptions burst out laughing. "Hahaha! Well, this one has some spirit in him, at least."

"Spirit, eh? I'd wager three coppers that he won't be able to take a single hit." The Instructor snickered.

"Hmph! As if... I won't let ya manipulate me into another stupid wager!" The receptionist spat out and hurriedly exited the training area.

"Hey, wait! Ya're no fun! Oh, whatever..." While shaking his head dejectedly, the giant Instructor finally turned toward me with a raised eyebrow.

"Huh? Ya didn't run away yet? Well, maybe there is some courage in ya after all... Alright, grab whatever weapon ya like from the stand over there and get ready." He smiled at me with a menacing-looking grin.

I raised my head, taking in his massive frame, and I couldn't help but break down in a cold sweat.

'Am I really supposed to fight someone like him with nothing but a flimsy training sword?'
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                Standing in one of the fenced-out sections of the training grounds, I sweated profusely as I tightly grasped a wooden sword with both my trembling hands.

When I went to pick out a weapon a moment ago from the nearby stall, I pondered for a while what I should choose from the wide selection of battle instruments presented to me - some of which I saw for the first time in my life.

But then I looked around and decided to settle upon a simple sword as it seemed to be highly popular with the other recruits, and I also knew it was among the most versatile of weapons.

Yet I immediately discovered that the practice sword was surprisingly heavy for its size, so I had slight trouble swinging it with my untrained hands.

"Are ya ready?" The Instructor asked me with a broad smile playing on his lips, which I found highly unnerving for some reason.

Before I even managed to finish my weak nod, he had already closed the short distance that separated us.

With lightning speed, he raised his own sword high over his shoulder and brought it down with deadly force. I barely had time to blink before it was already a mere moment from smashing into my head.

'Is he for real?' I widened my eyes as I instantly realized that he wasn't holding back at all and was swinging at me with all his might.

I somehow managed to raise my own sword in time to meet his, but at that moment, I knew that if I let him hit me, I would undoubtedly get blown away and perhaps even get seriously injured.

Still, there was no time for me to evade, so in that fraction of a second before our swords connected in a bout of panic, my instincts took over, and I sent a surge of essence into my arms, strengthening my poor joints well past their natural limits.

A loud bang echoed across the training grounds as our swords clashed, sending wooden splinters flying everywhere. My hands grew numb, and I powerlessly staggered back as, despite being able to block his vicious strike, I was still overwhelmed by its sheer power.

When I came to a stop, I quickly straightened my posture, nervously awaiting a follow-up strike as I still vividly remembered the dire battle I had fought with the Magistrate not that long ago.

However, for some strange reason, the follow-up never came. I looked up, slightly confused, and saw the Instructor simply standing there with a raised eyebrow and surprise in his eyes.

Then he burst out laughing. "Hahaha! It looks like there is something in ya, after all, boy!"

I blinked a few times in utter confusion. 'Wait, did I do something weird? Did he seriously expect I'll let myself be blown away? Was I supposed to let myself be blown away?'

Many burning questions crossed my agitated mind at that moment, yet I had no time to ponder them as right then, the Instructor came over and looked me in the eyes with what appeared to be genuine recognition.

"Despite being such a scrawny runt, ya are surprisingly strong... Ya have a real talent, boy! Alright, I've decided... I'm gonna personally train ya!" He then gave me a wicked smile, to which I could only gulp nervously as a cold shiver ran through my spine.

'Now that I think about it, perhaps letting him blow me away would be a much better option because now I feel like I'm about to enter hell...'

***

After receiving a small wooden token from the Brawny Instructor signifying I passed the test, I reluctantly returned to the main building to finish the registration.

When I presented the token to the old receptions, which everyone around here was apparently calling Gramps, he looked at me with an evident surprise in his murky eyes. "Ya passed?"

'Huh? Weren't you just now praising my strong resolve?' I looked at him dubiously, but I decided to not say anything and simply nodded while smiling widely, pretending to be overcome with joy.

"So, what is yer name?" Gramps asked me as he took out some papers from under the counter and began filling out what appeared to be a registration card.

"I'm Jorn, sir." I readily replied, as I had already rehearsed this kind of question well in advance.

"Jorn, eh?" He looked at me strangely but didn't say anything.

'What's that supposed to mean?' I tilted my head to the side, yet I kept a deadpan expression the whole time, not letting him gleam anything that could give away my pretense.

Gramps only chuckled in response as he looked at the card before him again. "And how old are ya... Jorn?"

"I'm fifteen!" I said confidently while straightening my lean figure as much as I could muster.

I was well aware that trying to pretend I was an adult could lead me into a load of trouble, yet at the same time, it's not like they could check it anyway besides my looks, that is.

However, thanks to my recent essence-fueled growth spurt, I was now much taller and more masculine-looking, which made me appear older than I actually was.

Thus, Gramps only nodded and wrote it down without any evident suspicion in his aged eyes.

I knew that this trick could only work in such a backwater dump like this one as anywhere else, for example, in some fancy place like the Grand Tower - they would undoubtedly have an artifact that could measure your actual age, so I wasn't planning to push my luck too far with this.

After that, the last few questions he asked me were about my preferred weapon and fighting style - to which I decided to stick with the sword and the role of a warrior.

Not that it mattered too much, as going forward, I still planned to focus solely on the path of a mage. Still, it can be extremely useful to learn sword fighting as it will allow me to continue fighting even if I, for example, run out of essence.

When Gramps finally finished filling out the registration card, he passed it for me to sign, and we were done.

As I was returning him the signed card, he grumpily accepted it, and I overheard him mumbling to himself. "Why did I not accept that wager... it could have been such an easy win with this one!"

But as he caught me staring at him with a silent question, he quickly cleared his throat and loudly proclaimed. "Congratulations, pup! You're now officially a member of our esteemed Guild with the rank of Recruit."

"Right... So what happens now?" I asked cautiously.

"Well, since you're still an inexperienced kid, you'll first have to go through the basic training and prove to us you're capable enough before we let ya do any serious job."

Hearing this, I couldn't help but sigh, realizing I wouldn't be able to escape that crazy Instructor after all. "When do I start?"

"Be here tomorrow at sunrise." Gramps said before looking at me knowingly, adding, "Do ya have a place to stay?"

I shook my head as, so far, I had yet to look for an inn or any other similar establishment they had in this god-forsaken place.

Gramps looked over my dirty clothes and unkempt appearance with furrowed brows before nodding to himself and saying, "During the course of your training, ya can sleep in here for free. However, ya still have to pay for the food!"

This made me widen my eyes with joy, as I didn't expect the Guild to be so generous. Not to mention, it also solved one of my most dire conundrums.

I was painfully aware that it would be very suspicious for a penniless orphan to be able to afford a private room at an inn, so this worked out perfectly.

I happily nodded at his generous offer, and he chuckled in return. I noticed that behind his prickly and grumpy exterior, a certain warmness emanated from his murky eyes as he presented me with such unexpected compassion.

I felt a pang of guilt wash over me as he led me toward one of the communal resting places on the upper floor.

I knew that I was richer and more powerful than any of the local beast hunters could ever hope to be, and yet everyone I met here so far was so kind and generous while sharing their limited resources and welcoming me with open arms.

So, as I laid to rest that night atop the extremely uncomfortable plank bed covered with rough, dusty cloth, I resolved to put my all into the upcoming training, and although temporarily, I would strive to become the perfect beast hunter in order to not waste all the precious resources the Ostengard's Guild had invested in me.

Thus became my new life as the best hunter's Recruit, and from that moment on, my days became filled with nothing but endless training and exercise while I tried my best to master the art of the sword.

Yet my nights hadn't become any less peaceful as when the sun disappeared behind the Ostengard's shabby huts, I had transformed back into the despicable witch Darian and relentlessly searched the dark, muddy streets for any signs of Dominic's gang so that I could enact my revenge.
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                "Ugh," I couldn't help but groan as I opened my eyes the following day. It was shortly before dawn, and one of the Guild's clerks had just barged into the resting area to wake us Recruits up.

I groggily rose to my feet, and my joints cracked with displeasure as I tried to stretch my hurting body.

This made me scowl at the hard plank that they were, for some strange reason, calling a "bed" in here, which made my back throb with severe pain.

Not to mention, I barely got a wink of sleep last night, thanks to the everpresent stench and snoring of my fellow Recruits.

'Not even a full day has passed, and I already hate it here...' I grumbled as I reluctantly followed after the others for what seemed like a quick wash in a communal trough and a meager breakfast.

All we got was a watery soup that barely managed to satiate my quickly growing body. Therefore, when I was done with it, I first ensured that nobody paid me any attention before sneaking out to quickly gobble a few pieces of the highly nutritious dried-out meat from my bag.

Yet there was no time to savor it as before long, I heard the unmistakable sounds of clinging swords as the Guild's training regimen had already started. Thus, I quickly finished up and hurried onto the training grounds.

When I arrived there, I was immediately met with the broadly smiling face of Wolf - my new personal trainer. "What are ya waiting for? Grab a sword, and let's make ya sweat!"

I sighed, not at all enthusiastic about what was to come. Still, I swallowed all my complaints and mentally prepared myself.

Grabbing a training sword from the rack, I felt its sizable weight as I made some feeble swings to warm me up.

Wolf came to me, tilting his head thoughtfully as he observed me for a bit before saying. "Let's start with the basics..."

He then stepped back to demonstrate a proper stance, which I tried to replicate to the best of my ability.

I planted my feet firmly on the thin layer of fine sand covering the courtyard, adopting a wide stance with my knees slightly bent and the sword extended forward.

Wolf nodded, satisfied with my posture. He then began to walk around me, making minor adjustments here and there as he explained the importance of balance and how it could determine the outcome of a battle.

"Now, let's work on your grip," he said as he stepped closer. "Ya want to make sure your fingers are wrapped firmly around the handle, but not so tight that ya lose control!"

I tried to convert what he just said into practice, but it only resulted in Wolf's amused chuckle as he looked at me rigidly grasping the handle.

He then leaned over and promptly adjusted my fingers until they were in the correct position. As his massive hands made brief contact with mine, I instantly felt his rock-hard callouses, realizing that this man must have seen his fair share of battles.

"Next, we'll work on your swing," Wolf continued. "Ya swinging it like a little girl. Always strike like ya mean it and let the momentum come from your entire body!"

I took a deep breath and swung the sword with all my might while trying my best to keep the proper stance. The wooden blade cut through the air with a satisfying whoosh sound, which made me smile.

"Good, good," Wolf nodded in approval. "At least ya got the movement right; now ya need to also add some force behind it; otherwise, ya wouldn't make a dent into a monster's skin!"

He then made me swing the sword over and over until I couldn't feel my poor arms at all.

After what felt like an eternity, he finally seemed satisfied with my performance and told me to stop. "For a first-timer, ya make good progress, but I want ya to practice your strikes at least an hour each day!"

I happily nodded, eagerly expecting him to say that our training session was finally over, but his next words made me break into a cold sweat.

"Now that ya know the basics, let's go for a round! Nothin' teaches ya like a proper fight!" He grinned at me, and before I could process what he was saying, he was already coming at me with his sword raised high.

What followed was a brutal spar that I only made through unharmed, thanks to my magically improved senses and the rejuvenating qualities of my essence that I made to circulate through my suffering muscles all the time, alleviating some of the relentless pressure Wolf was subjecting me to.

Wolf's movements were quick and sure, and I found myself struggling to keep up. I looked at him in utter bewilderment as I had never before seen somebody so vigorously swinging a sword as he did.

We continued to fight for what felt like hours, sweat pouring down my face as I desperately deflected one vicious blow after another.

Yet even struggling like this, I could feel that Wolf was clearly holding back as he never exploited any of the countless openings I made with my poorly executed swings.

I noticed that he was expertly exerting exactly enough pressure to make me stretch to my limit, yet never too much so I would break.

In the end, realizing that the spar wouldn't otherwise end, I simply collapsed to the ground, pretending to be utterly exhausted despite the fact I could still continue just fine.

Not that I was being a defeatist, but I noticed that by now, our spar had attracted plenty of attention from both the Recruits and the other Instructors, and everyone was stealing glances in our direction with utmost interest.

I knew that attracting too much attention could be a very bad idea, not to mention showcasing any kind of unnatural strength or stamina would be highly suspicious.

Thus, I endured the painful smack of Wolf's sword before he, too, reluctantly came to a stop and then, for some strange reason, looked at me with what seemed almost an admiration in his eyes.

"Hah! You're really something, boy! I wanted to push ya to the edge to see your limits, but I've never seen a Recruit who could keep up with me for so long... I feel like I finally found a kindred spirit!"

'Wait! Don't get any wrong ideas! I'm not like you at all... and I'm definitely not some battle junkie!' I screamed inwardly with wide eyes, not liking that affectionate look Wolf was giving me one bit.

Luckily, it was already time for lunch. I used this opportunity to promptly excuse myself and run away from the still-smiling Wolf to join the long line of Recruits patiently waiting for the small lamentable ration.

Finding a quiet place under the shadow of a large tree growing in one corner of the huge training ground, I hungrily bit into the stale piece of bread they had provided us, together with a bowl of the same tasteless, watery soup as before. 'How could anyone gain any muscles with food like this?'

As I was eating, I went over the brutal training regimen I had experienced that morning, and despite hating every second of it, I couldn't deny it was very effective.

After those few hours of defending against Wolf's vicious strikes, I felt like my almost non-existent sword-fighting ability improved by leaps and bounds.

I knew it was only possible thanks to me constantly circulating my essence throughout my body and rejuvenating my abused muscles, allowing me to continue well past the point where any other mundane person would long collapse from exhaustion.

Although many would call this cheating, I didn't care a single bit. I will take any advantage I can get since my enemies won't be showing me any consideration, either.

Somewhat satiated, I then returned to continue with the afternoon training. To my great relief, it seemed that Wolf had other duties, so he would only instruct me in the morning.

Thus, with a sigh, I joined the other Recruits standing before the long row of training dummies to practice my swings until sunset.

Having finished my training for the day, I collapsed onto my bed, not even bothering with dinner as I could already imagine what we would probably get, so I rather took some of my remaining rations out of my bag.

After meditating for a bit, I felt much better as most of the exhaustion left my body, although my muscles were still somewhat sore.

Not paying it any attention for the time being, I carefully sneaked out of the sizable building onto the busy evening street below.

I still remember the main reason why I was here, so while during the day, I will dutifully pretend to be a diligent Recruit. At night, I will search for that bastard Dominic and his gang.

'Alright... time to explore the city.'
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                Sneaking out of the Guild's building, I eagerly delved into the Ostengard's main street, which was bustling with activity despite the late hour.

I pushed through the evening crowds as there were many people who were returning from work or decided to have some fun in one of the many taverns lining the main street.

Everywhere I went, I could hear the sounds of laughter and music as people of all ages and walks of life were enjoying themselves despite having to put up with such meager living conditions.

The street was illuminated by many flickering torches, which cast a warm glow upon the lively scene. I could smell the unmistakable scent of ale and roasted meats, which permeated the whole area, making me drool.

Still, I didn't let myself be tempted by the allure of the surrounding revelry as my purposeful steps led me straight toward the market.

I desperately needed to replenish my dwindling food supplies since I realized there was no way I could survive with only the meager rations we were provided in the Guild.

Thus, I quickly rummaged through the several still-open stalls and bought some more dried meat and plenty of crackers to go with it.

After I was done, it was finally time for me to delve into the quiet, dark alleyways while dutifully mapping out the surrounding area as I needed to familiarize myself with the city.

I already learned that the local lord lived in another place, so there was no grand castle or palace in the center, just more of the identical shabby cottages.

Only a few buildings looked like they could pass as the home of someone important, and they were all centered around the main road close to the town's square. Among them, the Beast Hunter's Guild and the residence of the Mayor were the largest.

To my delight, there was also no substantial garrison, only a dozen or so watchmen to guard the gates and uphold the peace.

Still, they mostly protected only the center, adding to the sense of lawlessness throughout the town.

As soon as I left the well-lit square, I instantly noticed that the further I went from the main street, the more it reminded me of Ereneth's slums. 'No wonder the gang chose to relocate here.'

The contrast between this part of the town and the main street was stark. The dark alleyways were narrow and cramped, with long shadows dancing along the dilapidated walls. Garbage and debris littered the ground, giving off a putrid scent.

As I cautiously walked onward, I noticed that the streets were mostly empty, with only the occasional stray cat darting by, and the buildings began to grow older and more rundown, their windows boarded up or straight shattered.

Yet, so far, I haven't caught a single glimpse of anything nefarious taking place. It seemed that the gang must have been extra cautious after what happened in Ereneth. 

As they not only stabbed me in the back, but they further double-crossed whoever was behind this plot and stole Theo and my elixirs for themselves.

I was hoping to set Theo free if I managed to find him. I owed him at least that much as it was partially my fault that they targeted him, as I made everyone think it was him who crafted the elixirs.

Thus, I continued prowling the streets some more, hoping to spot some suspicious-looking characters or any secret establishments like they were in Ereneth's slums.

Yet, in the end, I didn't find anything promising, and I was forced to return to the Beast Hunter's Guild with empty hands.

***

"Okay, now let's work on your footwork!" Wolf said, demonstrating a series of fluid movements. I mimicked him, my feet clumsily following his lead initially but gradually finding rhythm with each repetition.

"Nicely done," he grinned, "Now let's put it into practice!"

I gulped nervously but tried my best to hide my apprehension as I tightly grasped the now familiar wooden sword.

It was the following day, and I was once again being subjected to the "privilege" of Wolf's undivided attention as he was beating me into shape.

We slowly began circling each other. I tried to remember the basics he had taught me - keep my feet moving, watch my opponent's movements, and strike when the opportunity presented itself.

But as soon as we began, I realized I was woefully unprepared. Wolf moved with a fluid grace that I couldn't quite replicate, and his sword seemed to find every gap in my defense.

I stumbled back, feeling foolish and exposed as Wolf pressed his attack relentlessly. I could feel the sweat beading on my forehead as I tried to keep up with his vicious movements.

"Come on, boy!" Wolf taunted while grinning, "Are ya going to just let me beat ya like that?"

I gritted my teeth, determined not to give up. 'He's enjoying this a little too much...' I sighed with exasperation.

This time, I felt even more drained than yesterday as Wolf expected me not only to passively defend against him but also to actively use my footwork.

Yet, I was undeterred as I, too, had a few tricks in my sleeve. Taking a deep breath, I sent a surge of essence into my feet before exploding with rapid movement as I effortlessly matched Wolf's speed and then some.

I swung my sword in a wide arc, and with a satisfying smack, it connected with Wolf's shoulder. He grunted in pain and stepped back, his face twisted in a mixture of surprise and pride.

"Not bad, boy!" he said, shaking his head in amazement. "You're a natural."

I grinned, feeling immense satisfaction at the compliment and also as I was finally able to get back at him.

We then continued our sparring match; Wolf was pushing me to my limits while I surprised even myself with how well I was doing. Soon, the sun was at its highest, and it was finally time for lunch.

"I'm starving," I said, and Wolf chuckled in response. "Let's get something to eat then! Ya need to build those muscles!"

I simply nodded in response, immensely happy that the lesson was finally over. I took the small bowl of the mushy, disgusting gruel and sat at my usual spot in the corner of the training grounds.

Yet my pleasant respite was abruptly interrupted when one young Recruit who seemed a few years older than me came closer and tried to start a conversation.

"Hey..."

I raised my head with a guarded expression, silently wondering what he might want from me, but from the carefree smile he was giving me, it was evident that he didn't have any nefarious intentions.

Thus, I decided to be polite and returned his greeting with a nod. "Hey..."

He looked around to make sure nobody was listening, and then, with a serious expression, leaned closer and whispered, "Listen... What did you do to get Wolf to personally train you?"

At first, I tensed, seeing him acting like that, but as I listened to his weird question, I couldn't help but blink a few times. "Ehm... nothing?"

However, this answer didn't seem to satisfy him as he kept staring at me with narrowed eyes. It was evident that he didn't quite believe me, so I shrugged my shoulders as I added. "I guess he must have liked my spirit..."

This must have done the trick as the Recruit finally relaxed, and while repeatedly nodding, he mumbled something to himself.

But now, it was my turn to ask some questions. "Why are you so interested in him?"

He widened his eyes, looking at me like I was stupid. "What do you mean? It's Wolf who we're talking about!"

"And? What's so special about him?" I asked, as this was my chance to finally learn something about my burly Instructor.

He sighed as he shook his head. "You really don't know who he is?"

'Isn't it obvious? Why else would I be asking...' I thought but decided to remain polite. "I guess not... Is he famous or something?"

"Of course, he's famous! He's the most famous beast hunter in the whole of Ostengard!" He looked at me with pride in his eyes.

"Hmm, okay." I simply nodded, as in my humble opinion, being the best in such a dump like Ostengard wasn't something to write home about.

However, the young Recruit didn't seem to notice my indifference, and in his fervor, he leaned even closer and whispered. "I heard that he even single-handedly defeated a raging Warrhog!"

"Oh, really? That's impressive..." I said with a polite smile while simultaneously thinking, 'What the hell is a Warrhog?'

Still, I didn't want to show even more of my blatant ignorance about anything beast-hunter related, so I kept quiet.

An uncomfortable silence set in between us as I wasn't sure how to continue the conversation, but in the next moment, I was rescued by a loud shout, which was apparently directed at the young Recruit standing before me.

"Hey! How long are you going to laze about over there?"
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                "Hey! How long are you going to laze about over there?" A sharp voice sounded from somewhere behind us, and we both promptly turned our heads.

'Huh? It's a girl?' I widened my eyes in clear surprise as there stood a young woman with folded arms and a determined expression on her face.

Although rare, it was not unheard of for women to become beast hunters. Yet so far, I met only one back in Ereneth, which was no other than Brunhilde.

That's why I turned back toward the young Recruit with piqued interest. "Who's that?"

He showed me an awkward smile as he scratched the back of his head. "Oh, that's just Vixen. Don't mind her. She can be a little rough at first, but when you get to know her better, she'll grow on you!"

Slightly confused, I tilted my head to the side. "Wait, her name is... Vixen?"

"That's her Battle name! I'm Ram, by the way; how're you called?" He proudly proclaimed.

Now was my time to smile awkwardly. "Ehm, my name's Jorn... I don't have a Battle name."

Ram blinked a few times, looking at me in apparent confusion."What do you mean? Everyone has to have a Battle name! You did your registration, no?"

"Yes, I did." I nodded.

"So? What did you put there?"

"Well, my name... Jorn."

Ram gave me a weird look before bursting out laughing.

'Wait... was I supposed to choose some beast as my name? Was this why Gramps gave me that funny look? That old goat... he didn't say anything about that!'

Well, it was too late to do anything about it, so I simply shrugged my shoulders and decided to let it be.

Still, I found it weird that Jorn's party back in Ereneth didn't have any Battle names, or at least they didn't give me any.

Was this just a local thing? I wanted to ask Ram some more questions, but he had already waved goodbye to me and ran up to that girl with a sharp look as the lunch break was over, and it was time to resume the intense workout the Guild was subjecting us to.

'They seem kind of close...' These were my last thoughts before I, too, returned to training.

After the day finally ended, I didn't have an ounce of strength left in me, so I simply collapsed onto my plank bed, content to stare into the ceiling while wondering how many days of this hellish training I would be able to endure.

Wolf was steadily increasing the intensity of the spars, adding new elements each subsequent day, not giving me a single moment of respite. Thus, for now, I decided to forego my evening strolls around the town, at least not until I get the hang of the new routine a little better.

My appreciation for the beast hunters only increased after experiencing this crazy boot camp as I realized what lengths they go to ensure the slightest chance of survival against the powerful monsters teeming the wilderness.

***

I dutifully continued my training in the following days and was slowly improving my abysmal sword skills while at the same time enhancing my overall physique.

During this time, I discovered that Ram was hell-bent on befriending me for some strange reason. I guess he thought I could help him get closer to Wolf, who he was apparently a huge fan of.

He followed me at every opportunity during the short breaks or in the evenings, thus giving me no room to conduct any clandestine operations.

This meant that during this time, I didn't manage to get any new leads on any potential hideouts or criminal gatherings throughout the town.

I knew that I had to act fast as, by now, they must have found out that Sam, along with the rest of the elixirs, was gone, and my window of opportunity before I would lose the gang for good was quickly closing.

The only piece of good news was that the Town Crier's announcement didn't have any substantial effect, and my previous fears about crowds of bounty hunters swarming the town were unfounded.

I didn't notice any suspicious-looking characters turning into town recently or any increase in watchmen's patrols.

Perhaps they were all searching for me in the woods surrounding Ereneth, and they couldn't imagine I would be so bold as to sneak into a city and stroll around in plain sight of everyone.

So, like that, the time moved quickly and uneventfully, and before I noticed, a whole week had passed since I began my new life as a Recruit.

***

I yawned as I walked at the back of the small column of Recruits promptly heading out of the still-sleeping town and into the wilderness.

I eagerly looked ahead into the towering pine woods, shrouded in a thick morning fog, giving the surroundings an eerie and mysterious feel. It was finally time to put my new skills into practice.

I still remember the pleasant surprise when I learned that the Guild organized a monthly supervised hunt for the Recruits.

Usually, I wouldn't be able to attend only after a mere week of training and would have to wait for the next one, yet given my rapid progress Wolf had vouched for me so that I could join this one.

I was the youngest, both figuratively and literally, so I tried my best to not stick out too much and mostly kept to myself.

Just the fact that I was allowed to go on the Hunt, despite my evident lack of experience, was enough for the others to despise me and accuse me of favoritism.

If you add to it my private lessons with Wolf and my rapid progress, it was no wonder I got plenty of mean looks directed my way.

Not that I asked for any of it, yet I would be a fool not to use any advantage. Besides, I knew that I had the most battle experience out of all the Recruits present. Even most of the Instructors couldn't match my past feats.

But today, I couldn't use magic, at least not visibly, so I moved extra carefully, reminding myself that the flimsy sword fastened to my belt was the only thing standing between me and a sure death from the monster's jaws.

The trees towered above us, their branches creating a dense canopy overhead that let only an occasional ray of sunlight pass through them, thus submerging everything into perpetual semi-darkness.

The forest floor was covered with countless fallen leaves and twigs, crunching under our feet as we made our way through the thick underbrush.

I cautiously scanned the area with my magic sense, yet there were no signs of danger so far. I sighed with relief as I weighed the rusty sword at my side.

For this Hunt, we were allowed to pick real weapons and not the usual wooden ones. I noticed that the iron sword was significantly lighter and easier to swing.

Yet this unfamiliarity also meant I would first have to get used to it, so I wasn't planning to recklessly run ahead into the fray.

Soon enough, we reached our designated hunting ground - a vast swath of swampy land east of Ostengard.

"Alright! We're here. Now organize yourselves into hunting parties, and we can begin!" A burly instructor loudly bellowed.

'Huh? A hunting party?' I helplessly looked around. Since I made a conscious effort to stay as far away from the others as possible, I hadn't befriended anyone so far.

But before I could start to panic, a familiar, carefree voice sounded from behind me. "Hey! It looks like you still don't have a party, so why don't you join us?"

I turned around, smiling helplessly. "Hey Ram... I guess I will."

With a sigh, I reluctantly approached the broadly smiling Ram.

"Perfect! You've already met Vixen, and behind her is Weasel." He happily said while pointing at the other party members.

I looked where he was pointing and saw a petite young woman hiding behind Vixen's back. 'Another girl?'

Vixen looked at me with evident suspicion in her sharp eyes but didn't say anything, only offering me a subtle nod before taking Weasel's hand and going ahead.

It looked like the new girl was extremely shy for some reason, as she hadn't uttered a word since I came here.

Ram offered me an encouraging nod before he, too, ran up to the girls. So I simply followed after them at the back. Vixen confidently led the way, as they had apparently already been here a few times before.

As we made our way through the swampland, the air grew heavy with moisture and insects buzzing. The ground beneath us squelched with each step as we had to follow a narrow trail between the marshes which threatened to suck us into their muddy depths.

The swamp seemed to stretch endlessly, with murky waters and thick undergrowth obscuring our path. Occasionally, a hiss or a rustle would break the silence, reminding us that we were not alone.

The further we went, the more I questioned the sanity of the Instructors who had sent us into such a hazardous quagmire.

The Instructors were supposed to keep an eye on us, yet I doubted anyone would be able to get to us in time if we found ourselves in some kind of mortal danger.

Thus, I tightly clutched the hilt of my sword as it was evident we were on our own. Vixen led us deeper into the swamp, following a faint trail only she seemed to know.

Shortly before noon, we reached a small elevated clearing, where we finally decided to take a break. Not that I was too tired to continue, but the sultry weather and the constant grim expectation of an inevitable ambush was taking its toll.

After a quick lunch, we were back on the trail, but we didn't make it far as only a few minutes after leaving the clearing, we all heard a loud rustling sound that echoed through the ever present silence, prompting us to an abrupt stop.

Ram raised a hand, signaling for us to stay still and quiet. We held our breaths, straining to listen for any further signs of movement.

I sensed several life signs in the vicinity with my magic sense, yet with all the fog around, it was hard to tell how far they were or what type of monster it was.

Then, without warning, a massive creature burst through the thick foliage, its snarling jaws and razor-sharp teeth on full display.
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                Seeing the monstrous form emerge from the fog, we all jumped back, hurriedly raising our swords in a defensive stance.

All except Weasel, who quickly drew a small composite bow while positioning herself at the back of our haphazard formation.

A putrid stench emanated from the creature's every pore, assaulting our senses and making me gag. I couldn't quite see what it was, but it definitely looked big and dangerous.

However, before I could react, Ram sprang into action, lunging forward with his sizable shield and ramming the monster's soft underbelly. Vixen swiftly followed suit, her sword glinting in the dim light as she aimed for the creature's eyes.

I watched in awe as they both moved, rapidly attacking with the kind of precision that could only be gained by spending countless hours diligently practicing.

I didn't want to get in their way, so I moved slightly to the side, and then I finally got a clear view of the creature in all its hideous glory.

It looked like some kind of lizard the size of a horse covered in a layer of thick armored scales that protected most of its elongated body.

Its legs were short but muscular, ending in sharp claws that dug into the soft ground. Rows of razor-sharp teeth protruded from its mouth that dripped with saliva.

At first, it looked like Ram and Vixen's attacks managed to hold it at bay, yet at a closer look, I noticed it didn't even leave a scratch on its scaly skin. The only thing our party's attacks seemed to accomplish so far was to make the monster mad.

The lizard's eyes glowed with an insatiable hunger, and I could feel my heart race as it locked its malicious gaze onto us.

In the next moment, the lizard's serpentine tail lashed through the air like a monstrous whip. With a deafening whoosh, it effortlessly snapped the nearby reeds in half before unleashing a powerful gust of wind, nearly knocking us off our feet.

I could see the almost palpable distress in Vixen's amber eyes as it was evident this monster was well above our party's capabilities. Yet despite the futility of her attacks, she continued to struggle, swinging her sword with all her might.

From the corner of my eye, I also saw Weasel standing behind us and shooting arrow after arrow in quick succession. I noticed that she expertly aimed at the small gaps between the monster's impenetrable scales, but she, too, failed to puncture its tough skin.

It looked like Weasel was the first to realize the mortal danger we found ourselves in, and with widened eyes and trembling hands, she hurriedly grasped the tiny whistle we all were made to wear around our necks just for these types of situations.

She blew into it with all her might, producing a loud pitched sound that reverberated far and wide, announcing our party's distress. Still, it would take a while before any Instructor would make it here, so we were on our own for now.

As I watched the hopeless battle unfold right before my eyes, a sudden surge of adrenaline coursed through my veins, and I raised my sword.

Although my fellow party members were total strangers to me, I couldn't simply stand there and do nothing while they fought for their lives.

Not after they so eagerly accepted me without any reservations despite my apparent lack of experience with the sword. To see them all die like that when I could do something about it wouldn't sit right with me.

Gripping my sword tightly, I took a deep breath and charged forward, determination fueling my every step. 

Dodging the creature's thrashing tail, I darted in close, my eyes glued to the lizard's sickly green scales as I tried my best to find an opening between them.

I knew I could easily slay it with magic, but trying to deliver a killing blow with a sword was a totally new experience for me.

I patiently waited for the exact moment when it was being distracted by Vixen's strike before closing in.

I focused inwardly, sending a surge of essence to my trembling legs. With a burst of energy, I leaped forward, my sword aimed straight at the lizard's vulnerable underbelly.

Being well aware that simply hitting it wouldn't amount to anything, as evidenced by Ram and Vixen's futile attempts, I coated my sword with essence, forming a blade of compressed air around it as I swung the sword with everything I had.

Yet a moment before I could deliver my deadly strike, the lizard sensed the imminent danger it found itself in and instantly turned toward me.

Then, it lashed at me viciously, disregarding the others as it must have realized I posed the most prominent threat.

I widened my eyes as it was already too late to change directions. So I clenched my teeth as I prepared myself for the inevitable clash.

Everything seemed to slow down when we collided, resulting in a huge bang as we both came to an abrupt stop.

Still, my power wasn't anything to scoff at. As my air blade connected with the lizard's body, its mighty armored scales instantly cracked, and the sword went right in, slicing through the tough hide and drawing first blood.

Yet the cheap sword provided by the Guild couldn't hope to endure such enormous pressure, and it too broke in half but not before lodging itself deep inside the lizard's flesh.

The creature let out a monstrous roar of pain, mindlessly thrashing about as it writhed in agony. My joy at delivering a successful strike didn't last long as I was thrown back before crashing into a nearby bush.

However, this slight distraction was enough for Ram, who seized the opportunity. 

While throwing away his mangled shield, he grasped his broadsword in both hands as he jumped up before delivering a powerful strike on the lizard's neck, almost half-severing its head in the process.

This kind of wound seemed too much even for the mighty lizard, as the monster weakly convulsed a few times before it stopped moving altogether.

Finally, the lizard was dead. I uttered a silent curse as I laboriously collected myself from the ground before wincing away in pain.

Looking at my left arm, I realized that my previous achievement wasn't without a price.

'The lizard's sharp scales must have brushed against me as it was thrashing about...' I thought as I looked at the deep gash on my forearm.

After briefly examining my wound, noting that it was not too serious, I quickly tried to hide it before anyone noticed it so that I could take care of it later with my elixir.

But before I had a chance to do any of that, a concerned voice sounded from behind me. "Let me see that."

'Oh, crap!' With a sigh, I reluctantly turned around, only to find a tired-looking Vixen pointing at my forearm with a slight worry in her eyes.

'Huh? Why are you so caring all of a sudden?' I silently questioned her as she barely spoke to me at all throughout the entire morning.

Yet I still let her take a look at it as I couldn't possibly say no without it being suspicious.

"This looks bad... We need to quickly clean it and bandage it. Hey Ram! Give me a hand!"

"Aaaargh!" I couldn't help but scream in pain as Vixen promptly washed my wound with water and then, with Ram's eager help, tightly bandaged it with a clean piece of linen she was probably carrying for this exact purpose.

It was then that the Instructors finally made it to us, and as they saw the massive monster lying motionlessly across the small clearing, they all widened their eyes in horror.

They quickly ran up to us; however, as if by a miracle, we were all alive and mostly okay. They then helped us carry the lizard's carcass back toward the rendezvous point, as we weren't in any condition to continue.

'Oh no...' As we were slowly trudging back through the muddy terrain, I realized that I would now have to bear with this the whole way back to the town.

'It hurts, it really hurts...' When we finally came all the way back to the spot where we started this stupid Hunt, I couldn't endure it anymore.

So I tried to covertly remove the tightly wrapped bandage to at least apply a few drops of the elixir to partially close the gaping scratch and somehow alleviate the throbbing pain. Yet I couldn't even do that.

"Don't touch that!" Vixen's sharp eyes never left me the whole way back as she vigilantly observed me, ensuring my wound stayed nice and clean.

'Oh, how I hate parties!' I grumbled all the way back into Ostengard.

***

After we made it safely back to the Guild, it was already evening, and I was utterly spent as I had never had to endure such intense pain for so long.

Sending a resentful glare in Vixen's direction, I collapsed on a nearby bench, clutching my teeth, trying my best to endure this agony.

I was hoping that they would leave me alone after we came back so that I could heal it and then pretend there was no wound in the first place, yet once more, I was painstakingly mistaken as Vixen never left my side the whole time while we waited until Ram sold the lizard's carcass to the Guild.

With a bitter smile, I couldn't help but wonder, 'Is this what they call a camaraderie?' It was baffling to me that someone who was not family would show such a keen interest in my well-being as I have never encountered anything like this so far in this world.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Ram returned with concern etched onto his round face.

"Come, the Guild doesn't have its own physician, but we have a barber, and he agreed to see you!"

            

    
        Chapter 129: The First Clue

    
    
    
    
                "That's one hella nasty gash ya got there, boy!" The Guild's Barber spat out in a raspy voice as his rough, calloused hands examined my wound.

'No shit... Thanks for stating the obvious, you old fart...' I cursed inwardly as I tried to endure the throbbing pain in my arm.

I raised my head to look at the old Barber, who appeared kind of menacing as he stood between the flickering shadows that danced upon the walls of the dimly lit closet we found ourselves in.

His face was wrinkled, with a few missing teeth and a scruffy beard. Yet he still exuded a certain aura of confidence as he moved about - an unmistakable evidence of his countless years of wielding the blade.

When he finally finished his examination, he muttered a curse under his breath and shook his head.

"I've got too little ointments as it is... I can't spare any for ya Recruits! Ya gotta keep it clean and hope yer hand won't rot away. But don't ya worry! If it comes to that, I can always help ya out with my blade, hahaha!"

The Barber's face twisted into a sly grin before letting out a loud, hearty laugh. I widened my eyes in horror as I quickly backed out of the nasty, cramped closet, which was apparently his office.

'What's this quack blabbing about? There's no way I would let him touch me!' I ran from there as fast as I could, not stopping until I was all the way back in the Guild's parlor.

Vixen, who had been waiting there for us, noticed the apparent distress on my face and rushed to my side. "What did he say?" she asked, her voice full of concern.

I didn't answer her as I was still livid from that unnerving experience. Instead, I threw an accusing look at the nervously smiling Ram, who hurried after me.

"Sorry! I had no idea he would be like that!" Ram apologized before quickly adding. "I know it isn't much, but I also heard of a certain place where you can get ointments for cheap! And with such nice profits from the Hunt, I'm sure we could afford some!"

I eyed him suspiciously, not trusting him with any further treatment. Yet, seeing his pleading face, I couldn't help but give him a short, reluctant nod as I had a feeling I wouldn't be able to get rid of him otherwise.

Besides, if I bought some cheap medicine, it doesn't matter if it is effective or not; I can simply heal it myself and then pretend it was the ointment doing.

Having come up with such a convenient solution, I happily nodded to myself and followed after Ram, who interpreted my eagerness to be finally done with this charade as gratitude and smiled excitedly.

"Don't worry! I'll make sure you fully recover!" He proclaimed as we quickly exited the Guild and delved into the Ostengard's bustling streets.

Seeing his contagious, carefree smile, I sighed and hurried after him as, despite the dismal encounter with the Guild's Barber, I couldn't bring myself to hold it against him since he had proven himself to be nothing but a helpful comrade throughout our journey so far.

Noticing that Vixen was following after us, too, I raised an eyebrow, but then I also spotted Weasel emerging from somewhere and quietly joining our evening outing.

Vixen saw my silent question and simply smiled. "What? We're a party, after all... Besides, we owe you our lives. You've really saved us back there, so making sure you'll be okay is the least we can do."

Weasel, although remaining silent, eagerly nodded, offering a shy smile before quickly hiding behind Vixen's back.

I couldn't help but blink a few times as being faced with such unexpected camaraderie was a totally new experience for me, and I didn't know what to do.

But I was quickly thrown out of my confusion by Ram's impatient voice, who urged us forward. Thus, I could only shake my head as I quickly turned back toward the dimly lit street and hurried after Ram.

The air was filled with the enticing aroma of roasted meat wafting from the nearby taverns as we navigated the dense traffic on the lively main street full of people.

Vixen kept a watchful eye on our surroundings, her hand always touching the hilt of her dagger. I admired her constant vigilance as it reminded me there was always danger lurking, even in such a seemingly peaceful environment.

Ram guided us towards a small, rundown shop that was tucked away in a narrow alleyway some distance from the Town's square.

The doors bore no sign, and the worn-out setting seemed sketchy. Still, I swallowed my doubts and cautiously squeezed through the narrow entrance.

Inside the cramped shop, a wrinkled man with a sly look and a thin thatch of gray hair greeted us from behind the counter.

"Welcome, welcome," he said in a raspy voice. "What brings you to my humble shop on this fine evening?"

His eyes, sharp and observant, seemed to size us up as we approached. I was actually kind of impressed with his visage as the shopkeeper looked like the epitome of a snake oil salesman.

The air inside the shop was thick with the scent of dried herbs and stale booze. As I looked around, it was evident by the piles of haphazardly placed items with no prices on them that this was no lawful establishment.

I glanced at Ram, who cleared his throat before stepping forward. "We're in need of some ointments for a wound," he replied, gesturing to the bandaged gash on my hand.

The old man's eyes flickered with interest as he examined my injury. "Ah, a nasty deep cut. Looks like you've had quite the adventure," he remarked, his sly smile widening. "But fear not, young ones. I have just the remedy for such wounds!"

With a quick shuffle, he moved behind the counter and rummaged through his disorganized assortment of jars and vials.

His hands danced among them for a brief moment before picking out several suspicious-looking substances, measuring precise amounts, and mixing them all together.

Finally, he emerged with a small jar filled with a thick, green ointment.

"This here is my special healing salve!" he declared, proudly presenting the jar to us. "It's made from a rare blend of herbs, guaranteed to heal any mild injury!"

Vixen, ever cautious, eyed the ointment skeptically. "What's in it?" she asked, her voice laden with suspicion.

The old man chuckled, revealing a row of yellowed teeth. "Ah, my dear, that's a trade secret," he replied, his voice dripping with mischief. "But rest assured, I have only the finest medicines you'll find in all of Ostengard!"

Vixen glanced at me, probably wanting to hear my thoughts on this. Yet I paid no attention to the sketchy substance before me. Instead, my sight was firmly glued onto the top shelf.

A particular vial caught my eye, hidden all the way in the very back. It was a bright yellowish concoction that seemed weirdly familiar. 'Wait a second... That's one of my elixirs!'

I jerked my head down, focusing again on the scene before me. Then, with a bright smile, I addressed the sly merchant. "How much?"

He blinked a few times in confusion, probably not expecting such a quick agreement, before breaking into a pleased grin. "Huh? Oh... For such a prospective young hunter, I'll give you a discount! A mere three silver pennies! It's a steal, really!"

'It sure is...' I thought. Still, without breaking my smile, I promptly produced the coins from my pocket before placing them on the counter.

Vixen widened her eyes and said. "You're really going to buy it? It seems kind of suspicious to me..."

I quickly pocketed the ointment and turned toward the confused-looking Vixen. "What do you mean? You heard the man... He has the best medicines in all of Ostengard!"

Then I turned back toward the merchant and added with the same bright smile as before. "I'm sure we'll be seeing each other a lot in the future!"

While taken aback, the merchant only offered me a nervous smile, overwhelmed by my sudden forwardness.

As we were exiting the hidden alley, I glanced back at the rundown store, imprinting its precise location to memory.

'It cost me almost all my profits from the Hunt, but it doesn't matter. Now, at last, I have my first real lead...' I thought on the way back with a mischievous smile playing on my lips.

Later that night, I finally managed to get rid of my overly caring comrades and found myself in a nice, quiet corner where nobody disturbed me.

I then eagerly ripped off the dirty bandage and quickly wiped off the weirdly smelling concoction before meticulously cleaning the already festering wound with plenty of water until no traces of the substance were left.

'Let's just say this ointment proved to be much more effective than it might seem at first glance...' I smiled mischievously as I quickly applied a generous dose of my elixir to the wound,

"Ahhhh! That's more like it!" I gasped pleasantly as both the pain and the gash itself quickly faded away.

***

"Ya okay to train, kid? I heard ya got some nasty wound on the Hunt the other day..." Wolf said with a raised eyebrow and concerned voice as he saw me preparing for my morning lesson.

"Oh, it was nothing! Just a small scratch...See? It's already gone!" I laughed heartily as I pointed at my fully healed arm.

I gave a thought or two about skipping the training for a few days to keep up appearances, but if the recent battle taught me something, it was the fact that I was still very much lacking in the art of the sword; thus, I didn't want to pass up any opportunity to get better at it.

Unbeknownst to me then, this miraculous recovery apparently became a widely-discussed sensation among the Recruits, and the supposed qualities of the sly merchant's concoctions quickly attracted large crowds of excited beast hunters into his humble store.

            

    
        Chapter 130: Gathering Evidence

    
    
    
    
                "Ah! If it's not the illustrious young beast hunter! What can I do for you this time?" The sly merchant greeted me amicably, all smiles.

It was the very next day, and I had just returned to the rundown shop to confront the sly merchant directly, trying to get some information out of him.

"Well, I'm here because your special ointment proved quite extraordinary indeed. It healed my injury in a flash!" I grinned at him, showing him my fully healed arm.

"Is that so?" He showed me a stiff smile, visibly nervous, "I'm glad to hear that!"

"You see... That is why I came here. Soon, we will be sent on another hunt, so I wanted to ask you about a healing elixir I could take with me, just in case."

"Oh, I'm afraid I can't serve you in that regard... I'm but a simple peddler. You'd have to speak to a Herbalist in that regard, but something like that will cost you a fortune."

'Hmm, so you won't admit to it... interesting.' I thought as I scooped the messy interior with keen eyes, trying to spot the particular vial, but it wasn't there anymore.

Thus, seeing his suddenly guarded attitude, I decided not to push it any further and said my goodbyes to not alert him about my real intentions.

Exiting the store, I took a deep breath, wiping off the sweat from my forehead. The warm afternoon sun shone mercilessly upon the shabby Town, and the sky was a vibrant shade of blue.

I smiled, noting that the summer was already here and, with it, the insistent heat that would seep into everything and everyone.

As I walked through the Ostengard's bustling streets, my mind couldn't help but wander back to the merchant's peculiar behavior. His nervousness, his deflection. There was definitely something more to him than met the eye.

***

A few days had passed from my encounter with the sly merchant, and this whole time, I was busy pondering how to pry the information I needed out of him.

Of course, the simplest solution would be to just bust in there and beat it out of him with force.

But such a crude approach could very easily backfire, and I would also have to get rid of him afterward, together with all potential witnesses; otherwise, I would risk blowing out my cover.

Not to mention, I had no solid proof connecting him with Dominic's gang except for the sole elixir... which he could have easily purchased from one of Ereneth's herbalist stores.

I felt like I was at a dead end, and I realized I needed to employ some more subtle approach to this problem of mine.

Meanwhile, however, I didn't idle and was asking around about him. Well, I mainly questioned Ram, who introduced the sly merchant to me in the first place.

I didn't learn much as it seemed he mostly kept his dealings to himself, but what I found was that he liked to frequent a certain tavern.

This worked perfectly in my favor since I was getting a lot more confident with the sword lately.

My physique had also significantly improved in the mere two weeks of training I underwent, so I could now finish up my lessons early and had more free time and energy to wander the Town in the evenings.

Thus, I decided to adopt the same technique as when I went looking for my guards and did what most beast hunters like to do - go drinking.

My target turned out to be a fairly popular tavern at the corner of the Town's square that was always teeming with locals.

Entering the dimly lit establishment, the scent of ale and roasted meat filled my nostrils, mingling with the chatter and laughter of patrons.

I made my way to a corner table strategically positioned to eavesdrop on any interesting conversations without drawing too much attention.

Ordering a drink, I leaned back in my chair, feigning disinterest while my ears remained attentive to the conversations around me.

Hopefully, I would be able to pick out something interesting, giving me some clue as to where to look next.

I waited a long time, watching the patrons get increasingly drunk as the night wore on.
Then, finally, I spotted the merchant's familiar figure entering the tavern.

He seemed to effortlessly blend into the crowd, his presence almost unnoticeable if one didn't know what to look for.

My eyes were firmly fixed on him, studying his every move as he amicably chatted with a few regulars at the bar before settling down at a table near the back. But then he simply sat there, content to enjoy his drink in silence.

I was getting impatient, yet I still decided to bide my time observing him from afar to avoid appearing suspicious.

At last, a cloaked figure emerged from the shadows, sitting nonchalantly at his table. I tensed, straining my ears to catch what they were saying, but there was too much noise, rendering my effort useless.

However, they only exchanged a few short words before both of them got up, and while maintaining ample spacing, they left the tavern one after another.

I hurriedly followed after them, keeping to the shadows and observing the rugged duo from a distance, only to see them disappear inside the sly merchant shop.

I furrowed my brows, thinking, 'Should I break in to listen to their conversation?'

If something screamed shady dealings, it was this, yet that could also be said about half of Ostengard's population, so...

'Ah damn it! Why am I acting like a scarred chicken? I'll go in there, and if something happens, I'll deal with it...'

Resolving myself, I approached the locked doors, manipulating the air inside the lock mechanism to move the latch slightly until I heard the satisfying clink, and then quietly slipped inside.

Treading carefully, I moved to the very back, where a tiny sliver of light filtered through another closed door.

With a mischievous smile, I eagerly pressed my ear against the wooden door, straining to catch any snippets of conversation that might reveal the connection between the merchant and Dominic's gang.

The voices inside were hushed, making it difficult to make out their words. Frustration bubbled within me, but I remained patient, determined to uncover the truth.

"...more difficult than we anticipated," the mysterious man murmured.

"What do you mean?" the sly merchant asked, his voice laced with confusion.

"...Our big shipment was lost, and some unforeseen issues popped up along the way as we tried to restore production, but don't worry, we are working on it."

"But what should I tell my clients? They were counting on it!"

"That's not my problem! Just secure the ingredients, and I will ensure you move up the ladder for new deliveries..."

I heard some shuffling inside, so I quickly made my way out of there, not hearing the sly merchant's final reply.

Hiding in the shadow of a nearby building, I pondered about what I had just learned. Their conversation didn't make much sense without proper context, but they certainly mentioned some shipment of ingredients.

Before I could figure out what to think about it, the shady figure emerged from the store, and after making sure there was nobody around, he hurriedly started walking away.

He moved with a quiet grace, his steps barely making a sound on the cobblestone street.

Smiling, I watched him disappear into the night. 'Or I could simply ask that guy...'

***

'Hmm, still nothing...' I looked ahead with furrowed brows.

It was currently late in the evening, and the pale crescent moon that hung low upon the inky black sky was casting a soft glow over the still buildings.

The streets were abandoned and silent as shadows danced across the worn-out facades, adding an eerie touch to the peaceful scene.

I was standing still at a hidden alcove at the corner of a narrow alley, watching an unassuming warehouse on the outskirts of Ostengard, patiently waiting.

Observing this warehouse has become a habit of mine lately, and I have dedicated every free moment of my time to it.

It was right here where the shady-looking character I followed from the store ended up.

In previous days, I managed to spot many suspicious-looking characters going in and out, confirming my inkling that I was on the right track.

Yet, so far, I haven't made my way inside, being aware of the excessive security all around the compound.

Not that they were anything I couldn't handle, but I opted to patiently observe, noting everyone who entered so that I wouldn't miss anyone when I finally made my move.

'Here you are...' I smiled, looking at the shady character as he emerged into the small courtyard and promptly entered the warehouse.

Tonight, everyone I saw around here in the past few days was inside as they were apparently processing some large shipment from the Capital.

'Time to get some answers.' I jumped down from my hiding spot and onto the street below, quickly making my way across.

            

    
        Chapter 131: Another Clue

    
    
    
    
                Running across the dim-lit street, I silently approached the unassuming warehouse while keeping to the shadows. The night air was cool against my skin, and my heart raced with anticipation as I inched closer.

I proceeded cautiously, avoiding any squeaky floorboards or loose stones that might give away my presence. At the same time, my eyes were firmly glued to the inconspicuous side entrance marked by a single flickering torch.

Yet before I could attempt to enter the warehouse itself, I had to do something about all those pesky guards prowling around the perimeter.

It was already a small miracle they hadn't spotted me until now, but I knew that my luck was bound to run dry as soon as I tried to approach the tightly guarded door.

So, since I didn't plan to leave any one of them alive anyway, I took care of them one by one with a stone bullet working from the most secluded corner of the small courtyard up to the front gate so they wouldn't notice anything being amiss until it was too late.

I was aware that they most likely hadn't taken part in the assault on our mansion. However, since they chose to work for the bastards who did, I wasn't planning to show them any mercy tonight.

When the last of the poorly equipped thugs fell to the ground with a quiet thud, I eagerly emerged from my hideout.

With the way cleared, I could finally make my way inside. So, I slowly crept toward the door, halfway expecting another guard to pop out, but to my surprise, the whole place seemed totally deserted.

Thus, before long, I found myself in a vast, dimly lit space filled with countless crates and barrels stacked all the way to the ceiling, creating a maze of narrow alleys and passageways.

The air was heavy with the smell of musty wood and a faint odor of dried herbs. My eyes darted around, searching for any signs of the thugs I saw entering earlier.

Creeping deeper into the eerie hall, my footsteps were barely making a sound as I moved through this wooden maze.

As I continued exploring, I noticed a faint flickering light coming from the very back of the warehouse.

With my curiosity piqued, I carefully made my way towards it, and before long, the soft murmurs of hushed voices filled my ears, growing more apparent with each consequent step.

'Gotcha...'

I could see many figures huddled around a small table covered in documents and maps.

One of them - the same shady-looking character from before, was just about to admonish the others about something, looking at them with a stern face and a distinct air of authority around him.

"...if we don't fulfill our mission perfectly this time around, the consequences will be dire," he said threateningly, his face hidden under a dark cloak with intricate embroidery.

The others looked at him apprehensively, offering him short, nervous nods as if nobody dared to voice their opinions.

But before the dark-cloaked man could say anything else, the nervous silence was abruptly shattered by several earth spikes skewering his underlings left and right.

I wasn't interested in listening to their illicit dealings and didn't bother making a grand entrance or doing some righteous speech; rather, I began slaying the thugs without mercy.

Some tried to escape, some tried to fight back, but I would be giving them too much credit if I said they stood any chance.

The air took on a distinct metallic odor as the blood soaked into the ground. Before long, the horrified screams subsided, and it was just me and the shady character in a room full of corpses.

"W-Who are you?" He shouted, stumbling backward. His previous arrogance was nowhere to be found.

"Where is Theodore?" I asked with a low, measured voice.

He blinked, acting confused for a moment, but then a sudden realization dawned on him, and he bursted out laughing.

"Hahaha! It's you! You've got some courage to come out here. I got to hand it to you... but you'll get nothing out of me!"

Seeing his resolved, furious look, I couldn't help but sigh, and despite knowing it was most likely a futile effort, I tried to reason with him.

"It's just you and me now... How about you tell me what I want to know, and I can promise you a swift death."

"Hahahaha!" He started maniacally laughing but didn't say anything else.

After that, an awkward silence followed as the thug only deigned to faintly smile while keeping his mouth firmly shut. I sighed again, wondering how to get the needed information out of him.

I had no experience with torture, and although I had a general idea of how it was usually done, thanks to the movies I watched back on Earth, it would be an entirely different thing doing it in real life.

I sported no affinity for the thugs, yet I was reluctant to do anything too drastic, knowing it would probably haunt me in my dreams afterward.

But before I could come to a satisfying decision, I noticed that the thug started wildly thrashing about while a white foam pooled at his mouth.

I widened my eyes, realizing he must have somehow taken poison to end his own life.

'Oh, crap!' I thought, watching incredulously as the thug's lips began turning blue while he gasped for air, yet there was nothing I could do about it. I had no antidote and was unsure if a healing potion would work against a poison.

'So, that prolonged silence and the mysterious smile... he was just buying time until the poison started working!' I cursed as I shook my head, astonished by the lengths these people would go to ensure their secrets stayed hidden.

'Whatever... it's not like I would get much out of him anyway.' With yet another sigh, I left him slowly choking to death with that poison of his, and instead, I went on to inspect that mysterious shipment they were talking about.

Approaching the half-unloaded carriage, I removed the tilt and looked inside.

'Huh? What's this?' I narrowed my eyes, watching rows upon rows of exquisite bottles. I took one out, and at close examination, I found a small label that read "Purified water."

'Oh, so this is what this is about!' I widened my eyes in realization before grimacing. I should have guessed something like this... Theo doesn't know how to make distilled water, so if they are forcing him to produce potions for them, they would need those.

Now, everything was beginning to make perfect sense. Still, they couldn't order such a massive quantity out of the blue... There must have been some records about such an expensive shipment taking place.

The Alchemists mostly come from noble households, and they were well-known for their insistence on rules and proper etiquette, so they wouldn't sell something like this off the book.

'Where could such records be kept in this god-forsaken town?' I pondered, looking at the pristine bottles with furrowed brows.

But then a realization dawned on me. 'That's right! The Mayor's residence...'

Usually, the idea of breaking into the most protected building in the whole of Ostengard would make me slightly apprehensive, but I was already a wanted criminal, so adding another offense on top of everything else wouldn't make much of a difference.

Yet I still wanted to keep my cover for a bit longer, not eager to be forced to sleep on the cold hard ground in the wild once again.

Thus, I first pocketed a bottle of the purified water as evidence, together with some spare change I found lying around on the table in the back room, before quickly making my way out to collect the guards' bodies and levitating them inside.

Then, with a flick of a wrist, I summoned a bundle of hungry flames, which I then unleashed upon the warehouse's wooden interior.

It didn't take long before the whole building went up in flames. The blaze flared dozens of meters into the night sky, announcing a dire crisis for the Small Town.

Smoke billowed out from the windows and doors, darkening the sky and filling the air with a pungent smell.

Soon, the bells were loudly tolling, urgently calling for the people to come to help fight the fire before it could spread.

I could feel the heat from the flames licking at my skin as I made my way out of the warehouse, quickly disappearing into the night.

I watched from afar for a while as the panicked people rushed out of their homes, alarmed by the sight and sound of the roaring blaze.

Turning around, I left the shocked Watchmen and the rest of the onlookers to deal with the chaos I had caused as I made my way to the Town square while thinking.

'I guess now would be the perfect time to pay a visit to the Mayor's office...'
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                I narrowed my eyes, calmly watching the Mayor's residence, faintly illuminated by the ongoing blaze as it loomed before me. Its mighty stone walls and iron gates stood tall and unyielding.

But for a mage like myself, such an obstacle wasn't anything insurmountable. I quietly jumped over the main gate before propelling myself onto the roof.

Grabbing the protruding edge of the roof with one hand, I pulled myself upward, carefully balancing on the ledge.

There, I noticed a small window on the second floor, slightly ajar. With a mischievous smile, I carefully climbed toward it and squeezed myself through, landing softly on the cold wooden floorboards below.

Tiptoing my way through the dimly lit halls, I meticulously searched the mansion for any sign of the evidence I was looking for. Not finding anything on the upper floor, I quickly went downstairs, aware that the Mayor might return any moment.

While cautiously watching my surroundings, I continued my search and soon arrived at what seemed like the Mayor's office.

'Perfect...' the corners of my mouth lifted upward as I saw stacks upon stacks of documents lying about.

A faint candlelight flickered from a sconce on the wall, casting eerie shadows around the spacious room.

Without wasting a breath, I began skimming through the documents. I knew that if I was going to find any answers in this god-forsaken Town, it would be here.

Thus, I carefully picked up scroll after scroll, my eyes scanning the yellowed parchment with eager anticipation.

Still, so far, I've had no luck finding anything interesting but some courteous letters and the Watchmen's reports.

Well, I guess I could probably learn something interesting from those, yet I had no time to read through them all. However, as I started to go through the following stack, I couldn't help but smile victoriously. 'Bingo...'

It was a list of imported goods and collected fees. I hurriedly picked up the latest one, but before I could read it, I heard a bang from the hallway and the sound of hurried footsteps accompanying it.

'Tsk!' I cursed inwardly, realizing I was out of time. Originally, I only wanted to read through the documents, not leaving any traces of me being here.

But at that moment I realized it wouldn't be possible so I quickly stuck the report into my pocket and ran up to the window.

Lifting the latch, I threw it open, and after making absolutely sure there was no one on the other side, I jumped through and bolted across the courtyard and back into the chaos of the roused Town.

Ignoring the commotions around me, I quietly sneaked back into my shared room in the Guild, slipping into my bunk bed.

There I simply lay, looking at the worn-out wooden ceiling while replaying the insane events of the past hours as I listened to the agitated shouts on the streets, knowing I probably wouldn't get a wink of sleep.

The next morning, I carefully emerged into the main hall, acting inconspicuously, and by listening to the excited conversations of my fellow hunters, I got a sense of what happened afterward.

The massive fire was obviously the main topic of discussion. Still, it seemed that thanks to the warehouse being secluded on the outskirts of Town, it didn't spread out onto other buildings, although the whole place continued to smolder even now, so they had to leave several people to watch it just in case.

I noticed there were no mentions of any casualties, but since nobody could investigate the site until the fire completely burned out and the area cooled off, it would take some time.

There were also a few rumors about someone breaking into the Mayor's office last night, but given the ever-present chaos, nobody saw anything amiss until the following morning.

Realizing that my cover was safe, I released a sigh of relief and went about my usual business as if nothing happened.

***

Finished with my morning training routine, I secluded myself in a quiet corner as I finally had the time to carefully study the vital document I had procured at such great lengths the night before.

I furrowed my brows, going through the rows of notes while thinking. 'It must be here somewhere...'

Even though the gang would undoubtedly try to hide it, they couldn't possibly smuggle such a huge shipment through the gate unnoticed.

And as it turned out, I was right on the money. 'What do we have here... a shipment of fine mead from... Weisberg?'

That was truly odd. I knew that Weisberg was a major city west of here, thanks to the research I did on the main trade routes back when I was investing in merchant caravans.

That's why I also knew importing mead from such a faraway place would be a pretty stupid idea, especially since Ereneth produced mead, too, and was right next door.

Not to mention, there wouldn't be many customers for a fine mead in this shabby Town.

However, an ordinary guard inspecting a carriage wouldn't be able to tell the difference between a bottle of mead and a bottle of purified water at a glance.

I broke into a grin as I began putting the pieces together. Weisberg was also a significant trading hub close to the Kingdom's capital and undoubtedly had its own Alchemist's Guild, so it would be a no-brainer for the gang to set up its base there.

It was also probably where all the potions I sold to Dominic ended up. Still, the question was why they were sending purified water to Ostengard, of all places.

If they wanted to set up a workshop here, why did I not find any traces of Theo or Dominic?

'Hmm, they must have skipped Town when they learned about me escaping, probably not wanting to be so close to Ereneth in case I would want revenge... Well, they were right on that.'

Anyway, whatever the reason, I now have a new target to investigate. The question was how to get there.

It was too far for a simple trip... It will require some serious preparation and planning, not to mention that I still have my obligations in the Guild.

I knew I couldn't just disappear from Ostengard like steam over the kettle. I had already sacrificed too much time and energy to become a beast hunter, so I didn't want to simply throw it all away.

Besides, I needed some alibi to freely travel between the various cities, and being a wandering beast hunter looking for work was the best excuse one could hope for.

Thus, all I need is to somehow convince Wolf to let me take the final exam ahead of time and become a real beast hunter. Then, I could freely travel across the Kingdom unimpeded.

***

"Ya want what?!" Wolf exclaimed, his eyes wide open as I informed him of my decision.

"I know ya are eager for adventure, but hold ya horses, lad! Ya still had plenty of training left in front of ya before it's time to let ya into the wild!" Wolf continued admonishing me, a tinge of worry coloring his voice.

"It's not like I'm unprepared or anything... I spent my whole childhood running across woods, so my tracking skills aren't too shabby, and you said it yourself that I'm one of the best recruits you ever trained." I tried to reason with him.

"Even so..." He grimaced, still looking quite unconvinced.

"Hahaha! If the lad is so eager, then let him prove himself. Didn't you also finish your training a month early while sneaking into the forest to slay monsters on your own?" An elderly instructor who was nearby chimed in while laughing heartily.

Wolf threw him an annoyed look before looking back at me as he scratched the back of his head.

"Well, I was young and stupid... it took several run-ins with death before I realized the importance of proper training. That's why I don't want ya to repeat the same mistakes I did!"

I sighed, realizing this might be harder than I initially thought. "I know you mean well, but I feel I'm ready and need the money... it's not like I will stop practicing with you even after being a proper hunter."

I said that even though I knew I would probably never see him again after I left the Town for good.

Wolf then looked at me for a long while, being uncharacteristically deep in thought before saying.

"Alright, ya can take the test! But if ya get anything other than a perfect score, ya will dutifully train for another two months without any complaints. Is that clear?"

"Of course! Thank you! You're the best." I grinned at him, overcome with happiness, to which Wolf only showed me an awkward smile before he urged me back into the training grounds, determined to beat into me as much as he possibly could before the upcoming test.

With Wolf's blessing, I eagerly applied for the next hunter exam that would take place at the end of the month, determined to pass it with flying colors even if I had to cheat a little with magic to make it happen.
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                The days leading up to the beast hunter exam were a whirlwind of relentless training and exercise.

Well, it was to be expected as I was trying to cram two months' worth of preparations into a single week. But with my mind made up and not wanting to waste any more time, I diligently soldiered on.

Wolf seemed to share my sentiment as he pushed me harder than ever before, teaching me every combat technique he knew of, determined to ensure that I was truly ready for any possible challenge.

Alongside the combat training, we were also supposed to learn to recognize the local monsters and their weak points.

For that exact purpose, the Guild set up a small study on the upper floor for the more advanced Recruits who were preparing for their exams.

Hearing about this for the first time, I perked up my ears as excitement washed over me. I hurried toward the study at the first opportunity, hoping I could read some books about the local fauna and geography.

But as I eagerly barged into the small, cramped room, my smile froze on my lips. 

There were no books. There were not even any scrolls... just a few large crude illustrations of the most common monsters in the area, each adorned with a distinct red cross signifying their weak spot.

Seeing this, I couldn't help but don a bitter smile as, at that moment, I had realized that most Recruits were either orphans or poor farmers and thus illiterate, so in hindsight, it was kind of obvious there wouldn't be any books here.

'Well, whatever...' With a sigh, I made an effort to memorize the names and appearance of the monsters before returning to the training grounds.

Like this, the time flew by, and before I noticed it, the day of the test had arrived.

***

I patiently stood on the Guild's training grounds, where the Recruits taking the test were told to assemble early in the morning.

The sun's golden glow flickered from behind, and the air was filled with countless hushed whispers.

Contrary to my fellow Recruits, who fidgeted about restlessly, I felt no nervousness at all and calmly observed the proceedings.

I knew that I had no reason to worry, for I was confident that if we were told to face something that I myself couldn't handle, there was no chance in hell nobody here could.

Looking around, I noticed the familiar faces of my other party members, all wearing expressions of determination.

Earlier on, I found out that I would be taking the exam together with Ram and Vixen as they both came to the end of their training period. On the other hand, Weasel wasn't too confident of her abilities, so she would spend another month training.

Still, my comrade's presence here didn't matter that much as, contrary to the hunt we went on previously; this test would apparently be a solo mission.

I furrowed my brows, listening to the stout-looking branch leader briefing us on the details of what was expected of us today.

'Huh?' blinking a few times in confusion, I couldn't help but show a dumbfounded expression as what he said next broke all my expectations.

This famous beast hunter exam, which every fellow Recruit was so worried about, turned out to be just a grand name for a normal extermination-type job.

As I later found out, the Guild apparently had no budget or capacity to hold a dedicated exam, so all of us would be simply picking one task out of the regular available jobs.

There was, however, a slight twist to it. Apart from being unable to rely on any outside help, you will draw your task based on a lottery system to make it somewhat fair, as the available jobs weren't all the same.

Thus, we formed a single long line and came one by one toward the branch leader, who would present us with an ordinary wooden box from which we would select our task.

The line moved slowly as everyone took their sweet time drawing, but before long, it was finally my turn.

"Next... Jorn!" The branch leader, an old veteran hunter with a big bushy beard, exclaimed.

"Yes, sir!" I replied as I eagerly came forward.

Without wasting a breath, I stuck my hand inside the box and took out the first card I came across, not particularly caring about which one I picked.

Yet, as I presented my choice to the branch leader, I could see his stoic face visibly pale, and he widened his eyes.

"A Warrhog, eh? Are you sure about this lad? You can always try your luck next time..." He said, eyeing me with a worry etched into his wrinkled face.

I tilted my head to the side, wondering what this was all about. I had never met this "Warrhog" monster, but I saw its illustration in the Guild's study, and it looked just like an overgrown pig with large tusks, so I reckon it couldn't be that hard to hunt.

'Is he worried because I had only one month's worth of training?' I wondered silently. Nevertheless, I smiled brightly at the venerable hunter before me and loudly said. "Yes, sir!"

I could hear the other recruits mumbling something behind me, but I didn't pay it much attention as I threw a passing nod at Ram and then hurried toward the study to take another look at the beast I was supposed to hunt and where I might find it.

***

'Ah! What a pain in the but!' I cursed inwardly, weaving my way through the thick underbrush.

It was close to noon, and I was currently deep in the forest somewhere north of Ostengard frantically trying to locate this Warrhog I was supposed to hunt, yet I had no such luck so far.

I threw a worried look toward the clear summer sky to see how much time I had left, as we were supposed to complete our tasks before nightfall.

Realizing I only had a few more hours left before I would need to turn back, I sighed helplessly and then delved back into the thicket. 'This is proving to be much more challenging than I originally anticipated...'

I knew those pigs must be somewhere around here as this was supposed to be their natural habitat. Apparently, sometimes they could even be seen leaving the forest altogether in search of food.

That is also when they are the most dangerous and why there is an order for their extermination, as they were recently seen attacking the livestock on a nearby farm.

I doubted that this Warrhog would be any tougher than that lizard we faced in the marches last time, so at first, I didn't take this too seriously and took my sweet time strolling out of the Town, but now I realized that finding this stupid pig was an ordeal of its own.

I employed my magic sense at its maximum capacity while trudging through the rugged terrain as fast as possible.

So far, I had located plenty of animals and monsters alike, yet when I got close, none of them resembled my supposed target.

At first, I simply left them alone and walked away, but as I delved deeper into the forest, I began losing my sense of direction, forgetting which signal I had already checked.

Thus, before long, out of frustration, I began indiscriminately slaughtering every monster I came across, leaving a trail of corpses behind.

Like that, I dutifully continued my maiden hunt as a beast hunter while sweating and cursing my fate. 'Just you wait, you stupid pigs...'

Ultimately, it took me another three hours until I finally found them. At first, I got scared, freezing in my tracks as I was afraid I stumbled upon some powerful monster given the strong signal I got.

But as I carefully sneaked closer, I realized it was many weaker signals huddled closely together. Thus, I slowly approached a large clearing next to a tiny lake hidden deep within the forest.

Emerging from between the trees, I quickly crouched behind a nearby rock, and then, while peaking out my head, I finally saw them.

'Wha-? So many!' I widened my eyes. Dozens upon dozens of Warrhogs lazily wallowed in the mud, their long tails swinging in the wind.

I immediately realized that by how they were all snuggled closely together, it would be next to impossible to pick just one of them without the rest jumping in on me, too.

And right in the middle of the clearing, on a small mound, I saw something that made me gulp.

It was the largest Warrhog I had ever seen - not that I had seen many of them, but I could tell this one was quite special.

Their supposed leader was truly a magnificent pig the size of a small elephant, its mighty muscles glistening in the afternoon sun.

Now, I finally understood the worry in the branch leader's eyes. This was not something any mundane human could face alone and live to tell the tale. Heh, not even a small army would be enough to clear this mess.

Still, I was not a mere beast hunter, and right now, I was pretty pissed, having to trudge through the mud all day long.

'So, how should I go about this?' I wondered, donning a smile.
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                I quietly watched the massive pigs joyfully wallowing in the mud from my hideout behind a protruding rock.

At first glance, they didn't look like monsters at all - if you overlook their unnatural size, that is.

But looking closely, I could clearly see their at least half-a-meter-long tusks, sharp as a razor blade reflecting in the sun.

If you paired it together with the vicious-looking fangs protruding from their maws, it was clear as day that they would be able to tear me limb from limb without much effort given the opportunity - not that I would give them one, of course.

While realizing I wouldn't stand a chance at a direct confrontation, I decided to first reduce their numbers.

Emerging from the rock's shadow, I quickly propelled myself atop it. As I looked ahead, I now had a clear line of sight overlooking the entire area. Thus, smiling happily, I hurriedly began gathering my essence to prepare for the upcoming battle.

However, even before I could make my first move, I saw the closest Warrhogs raising their ugly heads warily and looking in my direction as they must have either felt my presence or registered the vast amount of magic power circulating around me.

They immediately released a warning screeches that didn't sound like a pig at all.

The whole herd responded instantly, springing up to their hoofs and raising their own roars. And before I knew it, they all began charging at me with mad hunger burning in their beady eyes.

Their leader, however, opted to stay where he was, only deigning to slowly turn his head in my direction, not showing any intention to join in on the fight personally- at least for now.

The horrifying sight of at least three dozen raging Warrhogs charging at me was truly a sight to behold.

Any other hunter would, at this point, be already shiting their pants and running away in panic, but I only don a subtle smirk as my preparations were all but ready.

Seeing how many Warrhogs there actually were, I decided to fight at full power from the very start. Not only did I want to avoid taking any unnecessary risks, but I wasn't in the least interested in getting dirty in some prolonged mud fight.

So I narrowed my eyes, getting ready to release a massive shockwave to break up their charge, but then I paused, letting my gathered essence dissipate as a particular realization dawned on me.

'That won't do...that certainly won't do...' Noting that I didn't have much time, my brain went into overdrive as I struggled to solve my latest problem. The problem was - I was currently undercover, pretending to be an ordinary beast hunter.

So if I blew those ugly overgrown pigs to smithereens with magic, sooner or later, someone would undoubtedly stumble upon the scene, and my carefully built cover story would be instantly destroyed.

I did not have enough essence to make so many monsters disappear without a trace, so I needed to make it look like the work of a weapon so that anyone investigating would assume the pigs were dispatched by some high-level wandering beast hunter party.

But the question was how... I thought briefly about what to do, realizing that my present spell repertoire wasn't particularly built for such a purpose.

Using a combination of shockwaves and earth spikes would work just fine, but it would be too obvious. I needed something that could be at least distantly passed as a sword wound.

Then, however, I widened my eyes as I remembered one particular spell my master, Lily, taught me. 'I guess I could try that thing...'

It was actually one of the very last spells she ever taught me. Grimacing, I chased away the ugly memory of her unmoving body lying on the cold floor of my mansion and began incanting as I still couldn't quite replicate its effects in my mind.

"Aeris Divinus, arcus Ventus, Aeris vitam ventis tempestatem!" My voice echoed across the lush forest, carried far and wide by the gentle breeze.

Each word resonated with sheer power as it quickly began shaping the surrounding air and promptly forming long, thin blades of furious wind.

Yet, contrary to my previous humble attempts in the garden of my mansion, this time, I put as much essence as I could muster into it.

The air hummed with static electricity as I released the spell, aiming at the closest group of Warrhogs that were only mere meters from the rock I was standing on.

The wind blades fell from the sky like an executioner's axe. It sliced through the raging Warrhogs like a knife through butter, instantly bisecting them into two neat halves.

They were dead before they even had a chance to realize what had happened. I blinked a few times, taken aback by the spell's brutal simplicity.

I quickly began chanting again, summoning more wind blades in rapid succession while unleashing them upon the confused pigs.

After the first successful strike that killed many Warrhogs and broke their charge's momentum, the pigs seemed to realize they didn't stand a chance and, contrary to many other monsters who would keep attacking to the bitter end, began loudly screeching and running in all directions in panic.

Meanwhile, I kept releasing more and more wind blades, slicing up the poor pigs while smiling menacingly, quite enjoying this moment of triumph after a whole day of wading through mud and bushes.

There was, however, one downside to it. As I wasn't very skilled at the spell due to using it very sparsely, the wind blades often missed their mark, leaving only a huge scar on the forest floor while scattering mud and blood in all directions, with some of it landing on me, which only added to my already sour mood.

'I hate this stupid quest!' I cursed, wiping a particularly large piece of mud that had just landed on my face as I scowled at the remaining pigs.

Ultimately, I decided to stop trying to aim at the scurrying Warrhogs. Instead, I released the wind blades horizontally, mowing down everything in a straight line, quickly transforming the area into something reminiscing a windfall.

This finally did the trick, so I promptly summoned more wind blades, hoping to eliminate the rest of the monsters quickly. But contrary to my expectations, my attack didn't finish them off.

*RAAAAGH!*

The Warrhog's leader, enraged by his kin's deaths, finally stood up and raised an earth-shattering roar. Its eyes shone with crimson light, and he discharged a shockwave of his own, destroying my wind blades long before they could reach him.

Then, before I could comprehend what had just happened, it charged straight at me with murder in its eyes.

'Oh, crap!' Not having enough time to chant another spell, I jumped out of my elevated position upon the rock and ran into the forest, hoping for the towering trees to slow him down before I could figure out how to kill him as he seemed on an entirely different level compared to the other pigs.

*CRAAASH*

But the few remaining trees that withstood my previous attacks snapped like toothpicks as the huge Warrhog rampaged around.

'Ugh, You're quite tough, aren't you?' I thought with exasperation. Initially, I wanted to leave him for the last to train my sword skills on him for a bit, but as things currently stand, I guess I will have to get serious if I want to beat this thing and not get hurt while doing so.

While throwing away my previous resolution to avoid using any too-obvious magic, I promptly turned around and summoned several earth spikes to slow him down.

Yet, the raging Warrhog merely swung its massive head, instantly shattering them.

But this brief moment of distraction was more than enough for me to come to an abrupt stop and rapidly turn around while focusing my agitated mind on gathering as much essence as I could muster.

And as the gigantic pig turned its head in my direction and was but a moment from skewering me with its vicious-looking tusk, I released a massive torrent of fire at point-blank range right to its face.

The pig squealed in agony, thrashing around in a vain effort to douse the hungry flames, yet was unable to.

Contrary to its enormous size and monstrous bloodlust, it was still a pig and, as such, was covered in bristles that burned very well. Soon, it was fully enveloped in flames, and the air filled with the smell of roasted pork.

Exhausted, I plopped on the ground, watching as the burning torso of the Warrhog's leader slowly transformed to nothing but ash.

With their leader dead, the rest of the Warrhogs instantly scattered, running as far away as they could.

After recovering enough energy to continue, I approached the charred remains as I previously noticed a distinct glint within, and surely, between the ashes, I found another essence gem seemingly untouched by the flames.

'Nice...' I thought as I pocketed it before disposing of the ashes, burying them underground as well as any other too-evident traces of magic.

'Hmm, as for the rest... let's just say a sudden windstorm has passed through here if anyone asked.' I thought on the way back with a mischievous smile.


***

'Ahh! I made it just in time!' I exhaled with visible relief.

However, as I entered the darkened interior of the Guild, I was surprised by the commotion despite the late hour.

"Oh, there you are, lad! I was getting worried for ya!" Gramps called from the counter in the back.

"What's happening here?" I furrowed my brows as I quickly made my way toward the counter.

"Well, some hunters found a huge trail of corpses in the woods. The branch leader is worried some powerful monster made a lair north of the town, so he ordered a general sweep of the forest."

'Hmm, I have a feeling they won't find a thing...' I averted my eyes awkwardly but kept silent.

"I completed my trial; here is the proof," I said, trying to quickly change the topic, presenting Gramps with a pair of Warrhog's tusks.

Gramps widened his eyes, clearly surprised I had managed to pull it off. It was more than apparent that not many people believed I could do it. Seeing his reaction, I could only offer him a wry smile.

I made a conscious effort to pick out the smallest Warrhog tusks I could find amidst the sea of corpses in anticipation of such a reaction.

I couldn't even begin to imagine the uproar if I brought the tusks of the Warrhog's leader.

Luckily, my glorious feat of slaying an actual Warrhog was drowned by the sudden commotion caused by my inadvertent slaughter of the local monster population earlier, so nobody paid me any attention, allowing me to quietly slip away from the main hall.
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                Shortly after the Guild swept the northern forest and found nothing, life slowly returned to normal.

In two days, those who successfully completed their task were therefore promoted to Fledglings and received their badges, signifying their new status as official members of the Beast Hunter Guild.

"Wow, you really managed to pull it off?" Ram looked at me with stars in his eyes.

Thanks to my grand feat of slaying a Warrhog, I received the best possible score despite finishing my task among the last.

"Mhmh..." I replied to him while busily examining the simple wooden badge in my hands.

The badge was a simple plaque of wood with the Guild insignia on one side and our names on the other that we could hang around our necks so we wouldn't lose it.

The badge's material also signified which rank you were, and you would receive better ones as you moved through the ranks.

As Gramps previously explained to me, there were, in total, five ranks a beast hunter could achieve.

Starting from the bottom, there was the more than familiar Recruit, followed by Fledgling, Tracker, Hunter, and Master Hunter - the highest rank one can achieve through their feats alone.

Apart from that, there was also the council of elders comprised of the most prominent Master Hunters and branch leaders who then selected one of their members to become the Grandmaster of the Guild.

However, that was more of an administrative role focusing primarily on politics and bootlicking than anything involving an actual skill.

Not that I was interested in climbing the ladder; I was fine with being a Fledling for the time being as it allowed me to travel unimpeded across the Kingdom, which was more than enough.

"So what are you going to do now?" Ram asked, disturbing my current train of thought.

As I turned my head toward him and saw his expectant look, I couldn't help but chuckle. 'He probably thinks I will join his party, but I must disappoint him...'

"I want to travel and see the land... so I will be going on my own from now on..." I said firmly.

"What a coincidence! Vixen and I were just thinking the same! So why won't we go together?"

"Huh?" Hearing this, I grimaced. 'Oh, no... I don't like where this is going.'

Noting my apparent hesitation, Ram pushed further. "We were all so impressed by your sword skills on the hunt the other day! You're, like, super strong! And we would be honored if you could join us."

Seeing his determined look, I sighed quickly, realizing that he wouldn't stop pestering me about this. "But I need to get to Weisberg as soon as possible!"

"Weisberg? I have no idea where that is, but why not? We hadn't thought much about where we go yet, so we might as well join you!"

In the end, I was forced to dejectedly accept his offer since he so carefreely destroyed my every argument, and before long, I didn't have the mental strength to keep refuting him. 

'Ugh, great, now I will have to babysit two rookies who want to play hunters...'

Well, it's not like this arrangement was without benefits. As Ram so vehemently pointed out, in a party, we could, for example, take on much bigger jobs that nobody in their right mind would dare to entrust to a solo hunter.

Plus, as they say, there was a strength in numbers, and traveling in the group would allow me to seamlessly blend in the crowds without any issues, as right now, everyone was looking for a sole witch, Darian.

Therefore, nobody would give a second thought to a wandering party of beast hunters.

Having decided on the course of action, it was time to prepare for a long journey ahead.

I was aware that I promised Wolf I would continue my training even after my promotion, but since I was no longer subjected to him as my instructor, he had no way to hold me to my promise.

But I didn't want to part ways on bad terms as he had been more than helpful to me so far, so I agreed to come to one last training session after explaining to him that I would be joining a party.

As I walked through the familiar path to the training grounds the following morning, my thoughts drifted back to the first time I had come here.

I smiled wistfully, remembering the nervous anticipation as we crossed swords with Wolf for the very first time.

When I arrived at the fenced-out area used for practice, Wolf was already waiting for me, his tall, stacked figure silhouetted against the rising sun. His piercing eyes met mine, eager as always, yet his expression had a touch of sadness.

"Hey there, lad!" He greeted me, "So this is the last lesson, eh?"

I simply nodded. "That's right, sir! I'm grateful for all you've taught me so far; it helped me a lot."

A small smile tugged at the corners of my mouth as I positioned myself, sword at the ready.

"Then what are ya waiting for? Show me what ya got!" Wolf shouted as he sprung forward.

***

'Ugh, that was intense...' I was still reeling from the morning training session as I slowly walked across Ostengard's main street.

It was a lovely summer afternoon, not a cloud in the sky, meaning it was a bloody scorcher. So I quickly escaped into the shadow of a sizable building a short distance from the Guild.

Looking up, I took note of the large, worn-out sign of two crossed swords. It was time to finally visit an equipment shop to buy myself a proper sword.

So far, I have gotten by with the Guild-issued training weapons, but I was well aware that going forward, I would need to buy a sword of my own.

Thus, I eagerly entered the local equipment shop before me. Stepping inside, I was immediately enveloped by a pleasant, cool air that carried a sharp scent of polished metal.

The shop was well-lit, with every wall lined to the brim with countless shelves bearing various weapons and many types of armor.

This particular shop was recommended to me by both Wolf and Ram, as it was apparently the best weapon shop in the whole of Ostengard.

Not that I could tell, as till now, I focused solely on magic and didn't need any weapon.

Theoretically, all I needed was some cheap sword to keep up appearances, but since I had already put so much effort into training, I might as well get myself something good as I wasn't lacking for money.

Looking around, I noticed that the armor racks were filled with many different types, ranging from light leather all the way to heavy steel plate.

Continuing with my observation, I turned toward the weapons section, which had everything from swords to axes, maces, and even bows, all neatly arranged on various shelves.

Soon, a burly shopkeeper approached me, his bushy mustache twitching as he sized me up. "Ah, a young hunter, I see," he said with a gruff voice. "Looking for a weapon, are ya?"

"Good day, sir. Yes, I'm looking for a weapon."

"What kind of weapon are ya using? We got swords, spears, maces, and plenty of others to choose from."

"Ehm, a sword." I blurted out, overwhelmed by the man's outgoing personality, then quickly added. "Something sturdy and reliable."

The shopkeeper let out a hearty chuckle, revealing a missing tooth. "Well, you've come to the right place, lad. We've got a fine selection of swords for hunters like yourself. Follow me, follow me."

As he took me toward a section dedicated solely to swords, the shopkeeper paused and gestured toward a display stand. "Here we have some of our finest blades," he said, his voice filled with pride.

At first, I eagerly followed him, but as I laid my eyes on the price tags, I couldn't help but take a step back and widen my eyes.

Even the cheapest sword here cost at least ten silver marks, more than a whole year's worth of income for most commoners.

Not to mention, this was just a poor provincial Town shop catered toward beast hunters. I couldn't even begin to imagine the price of the finest noble swords in the Kingdom's capital.

I instantly realized that if I wanted something better than a rusty iron rod, I would have to reach into my precious gold reserves.

With a sigh, I began trying one sword after another, and at the same time, my brain was frantically trying to come up with a believable story.

"Ah, what a fine weapons you have here, mister! They are a bit pricey for my liking, but thanks to that rare drop our party sold to the nobles in Ereneth the other day, I can finally upgrade my sword!" I exclaimed, pretending to be overflowing with happiness.

"Eh, is that so? Good for ya, lad..." The shopkeeper blinked, not sure how to respond.

Ultimately, I selected a sturdy-looking steel broadsword. I should have no problems swinging it around with my current strength, and it would provide me with a much better reach when fighting monsters.

The price tag was a whopping 150 silver marks, so I took out two shiny gold coins, prompting the shopkeeper to exclaim in surprise. "Whoa! A real gold!"

But thanks to my previous story, he accepted it without much fuss while mumbling something about a lucky bastard. I even got a 50 silver back, so I will have plenty of coins going forward.

Equipped with my new sword, I promptly left the shop, eager to finally hit the road once again.

            

    
        Chapter 136: On the Road

    
    
    
    
                "Ugh, what would I give right now to have some convenient inventory system..." I grumbled, lugging a heavy backpack filled to the brim with weeks' worth of food and other necessities since it would be some time before I could refill my stock after we hit the road.

Sighing, I raised my head, looking at the clear, dark sky, and smiled. 'At least it will be a nice weather today.'

It was shortly before dawn the day after I bought my new sword, which was now gently swaying on my hip while I slowly trudged toward a sizeable plot of land right next to the Ostengard's southern gate.

Finally arriving at my destination, I happily lowered my heavy backpack to the ground and looked around, searching for my companions-to-be among the myriad of carriages.

This whole area was mainly used as a carriage parking lot, and right now, dozens of merchants and their escorts were waiting for the gates to be opened.

Vixen, resourceful as always, managed to find us a job guarding a traveling merchant's wagon so we would get a free ride and even get paid for our effort.

At first, I was slightly surprised why would a simple merchant need a whole beast hunter party to protect him, but I soon learned that there were apparently a lot of bandits in the area, so it wasn't as safe traveling on the roads as around Ereneth.

Most merchants nowadays tended to stay on the main highway, which was regularly patrolled by soldiers or traveled as part of a caravan.

Yet our new employer was a pretty shrewd individual keen on visiting all the neighboring villages, buying out their cheap produce, and then selling it back for a huge markup in the city.

He was also bringing with him many essential goods that the neighboring peasants had no other way to get their hands on, like clothes, various tools, and, last but not least, several kegs of mead.

And since he seemed to be among the very few merchants in Ostengard who were brave enough to do something like this, he could charge exorbitant prices for his services, leaving him with a hefty profit even after paying our wages.

We won't be going to Weisberg with him all the way, but we should cover about two-thirds of our journey, which was fine with me.

Noticing Ram, who was waving at me eagerly a short distance away, I quickly walked over, and while greeting my fellow party members, I hopped onto the merchant's wagon, and before long, we were on our way.

Bumping along the winding road, I lazily watched the colorful fields and lush forests as they came into view. I immensely enjoyed this most welcomed respite after those grueling past weeks, which I mainly spent training with the sword.

The sun slowly began rising over the eastern horizon, and the world was bathed in its glorious light. The cloudless sky indicated beyond all doubt that today promised to be another hot summer day.

Thus, while enjoying the pleasant, cool morning breeze while it lasted, we continued riding forward.

Yet our smooth journey didn't last. Shortly before noon, when we were about halfway toward the first village on our itinerary, our wagon came to an abrupt stop when we came across a tree blocking our way right after a sharp bend.

As the merchant was busy reigning in the roused horses, many rugged-looking figures jumped out of the surrounding bushes, instantly surrounding us.

"AHHHH! Bandits!" The merchant's frightened scream echoed through the forest while, at the same time, I couldn't help but sigh.

'Ah! It has to be bandits, won't they? Of all the carriages on the road, they had to pick the one I'm in... again, with this crap luck of mine!'

With a clear annoyance reflecting in my eyes, I jumped off the wagon, joining the startled-looking Ram and Vixen, who were already standing in the middle of the road, their swords at the ready.

One of the bandits then lazily stepped forward, playing with a dagger while smiling menacingly.

"What do we have here? A lone merchant and a bunch of kids... Boys! It looks like we are in luck today!"

""Hahaha!"" The others immediately bursted out laughing, probably already imagining their bountiful loot.

The merchant seemed to finally gather his composure and looked at us, shouting desperately. "Y-You! Defend me! What are you waiting for? Don't you dare to run away!"

""Hahahaha!"" This prompted the bandits to laugh again while slowly creeping forward.

Contrary to my calm observation, Ram and Vixen looked ahead with startled faces, unsure what to do, as this seemed to be the first time they faced other humans.

Seeing their trembling hands, I immediately realized that this would turn ugly and fast if I didn't step in personally.

With yet another sigh, I slowly drew my own weapon while positioning myself to the side at the back end of the wagon.

At first, I was quite surprised that our rookie party could get their hands on such a lucrative job. But now, seeing the dozen or so bandits surrounding us, I finally understood why nobody else wanted to do it.

But I had no time to calmly analyze the situation as the smirking Bandit leader sneered while pointing his knife at us.

"This is your last chance - drop your weapons and give us all you have, or else..."

'What a bother... ' This was one of the reasons I originally wanted to travel alone, as it would be so much easier to avoid these types of troubles.

And in the unlikely event that some bandits would still want to bother me, they would immediately suffer an unfortunate case of an earth spike up their ass.

But now, I would have to defeat them with nothing but a sword and courage. 'Well, not that I wouldn't cheat a little....' I smirked as I carefully moved forward with measured steps.

Being stuck in the wagon all day, I hadn't had the time to do any of my regular exercises, which meant I was overflowing with essence.

Focusing, I quickly began circulating the essence, coursing it through all my muscles, strengthening them.

Then, I coated my blade with compressed air as I stepped forward, eyeing the bandits with cold determination.

"What do you stare at, brat!" An older thug with a large scar across his face barked at me.

But I didn't pay him attention as I wasn't interested in any unnecessary babbling. Before anyone could react, I lunged forward, cleanly bisecting the closest opponent.

The shockwave of my slash traveled forward, causing a sharp whistling sound, making the fallen leaves flutter in the wind. A fountain of blood erupted, showering all who stood in the vicinity with the crimson liquid.

Everyone froze, not being able to believe their own eyes. Looking closely, it was more than obvious that the bandits weren't any battle-hardened warriors, only some rabble from the surrounding villages hoping to get some quick buck.

Despite their previous bravado when they were faced with a scene of such merciless slaughter, they could only stare in horror.

Without wasting a breath, I jumped forward as my blade found another target close by, and in the blink of an eye, I, too, cut him in half.

It was at this precise moment that the bandit leader realized they had picked a fight with someone they shouldn't.

As I furiously dispatched everyone who stood in my way, he quickly began raising his hands while shouting, "Wai-!" Yet I was already next to him, and my sword passed cleanly through his throat, killing him in an instant.

With their leader's death, the rest of the bandits seemed to finally break out of their stupor, as they did the only thing they could think of - dropping their weapons to the ground and bolting in all directions.

Still, they didn't get far as the earth in front of their feet mysteriously caved in, making them trip and fall.

I wasn't planning on letting them escape as that would run the risk of them either getting reinforcements and bothering us again down the road or, even worse, spreading some wild tales about me, directing plenty of unwanted attention my way.

So I promptly finished every last one of them, not giving them any chance to run away.

"Y-You kill them!" Vixen stammered, horrified by the gruesome sight before her.

"Sure I did...." I replied matter-of-factly while cleaning my blade of any residual blood. 

"They ambushed us, didn't they? Slaying bandits in self-defense is a perfectly justifiable deed."

"That's true, but still..." Vixen seemed at a loss for words, only able to stare at me with a complicated face.

***

Like that, we continued, visiting the various villages and towns along the way, always spending a day or two until the merchant wrapped up his dealings and we hit the road again.

Luckily, we didn't run into any more trouble, and the rest of our journey was relatively uneventful.

Still, seeing the various goods being bought and sold proved to be quite a helpful learning experience, giving me plenty of tips on exploiting the villagers if I ever found myself short on coins.

Ultimately, it took us almost two weeks before we finally arrived at the small town whose name I didn't bother to remember, where we parted ways with the merchant after he reluctantly paid us our wages.

Given his dejected look, he probably wanted to cheat on us, too, but with me notably touching the hilt of my sword while smiling menacingly, he gulped nervously and didn't dare to.

We then continued northwest along the main highway, quickly leaving the sprawling countryside dotted with fields and meadows, and soon, the vast mountain range that spans the entire range of the Kingdom, effectively splitting it in two, came into view.

We climbed higher and higher, heading straight for the sole mountain pass that connected the eastern parts of the Kingdom with the Capital.

And then, one month after we left Ostengard, we finally laid our eyes upon our target - the royal city of Weisberg.

            

    
        Chapter 137: Weisberg

    
    
    
    
                "Wow!" Ram exclaimed, staring in awe at the towering mountain before us. Yet, despite my reservations, I, too, had to admit that this was a sight like nothing I had seen so far.

The royal city of Weisberg stretched out majestically before us, its countless white buildings reflecting in the afternoon sun.

Built upon the steep slopes of the Silver Mountains, the houses, which were constructed out of the distinctive white limestone that gave the city its unique aesthetic, looked as if they were stacked atop one another, proudly standing on the many terraces carved into the bedrock.

Still, it would take a while before we could admire those magnificent structures up close.

First, we had to cross the narrow valley that we entered this morning following the main highway into the city, which then winded around Weisberg, continuing upward into the mountains and from there all the way into the Kingdom's capital.

Given its position, the city was thus not only a vital fortress protecting the sole mountain pass that led through the Silver Mountains but also an important center of industry.

As could be deducted from their name, the mountains boasted a significant source of precious silver alongside various other metals.

Even from the valley's center, I could see the countless mine shafts doting the countryside and hear the faint echoes of pickaxes hitting the stone.

"Hey, you two!" Vixen shouted from behind. "Stop daydreaming and get a move on. We still have a long way ahead, and I want to get into the city before it gets dark!"

"Sure, sure." Ram hurriedly replied, not wanting to attract Vixen's ire.

With a sigh, I, too, threw one last look at the beautiful vista before me before quickly joining the two as we continued along the myriad of other travelers all hurrying into the city.

Soon, we found ourselves standing in the shadow of the city's majestic walls. Raising my head to get a better look, I noted that they must have been at least twice the size of Ereneth's walls.

Joining the long line of people and carriages, all wanting to get into Weisberg before the gates closed, we patiently waited to be inspected.

When it was finally our turn, a pang of nervousness ran through my body as the bored-looking guard approached us.

As we all presented him with our badges, I had to constantly remind myself that there was no way someone could recognize me as Darian.

Nonetheless, I remained cautious, ready to run away at the slightest sign of trouble.

Yet my worries turned out to be totally unfounded. Either because it was a rush hour or because of our identity as beast hunters, the guards, after a quick glance, let us go without any fuss.

Stepping through the massive gatehouse, I exhaled in relief, a subtle smile playing on my lips. 'Alright, that's one problem solved...'

After asking around for directions, we then headed into the bustling city. The first order of business was to report to the local branch of the Beast Hunter Guild and then search for a place to sleep.

We slowly ascended the slope of the mountain, moving from terrace to terrace as we headed for one of the higher levels of the city.

Looking around, I immediately noticed that the higher we went, the bigger and more decorated the buildings became.

At the very bottom right, next to the city walls, the houses were tiny and tightly cramped together, most likely housing the miners and the lowly servants.

But as we moved upward, the houses grew both in size and magnificence. Each seemed to compete with the next, boasting extravagant balconies, ornate carvings, and soaring rooftops.

And all the way on the very top was the most grandiose mansion I had ever seen, which was probably the residence of the royal governor.

We dutifully trudged on, making our way up the narrow streets and various staircases that connected the towering terraces while navigating through the bustling crowds of people.

The air was filled with a cacophony of voices, merchants haggling their wares, and children laughing as they played in the alleyways.

It wasn't that obvious from the outside, but after getting in, I quickly realized that this was the most cramped and overpopulated city I had ever been in.

The fact that the city was built into the mountain itself didn't help, as everything felt even more narrow and tight, given the lack of space.

The scent of freshly baked bread wafted through the air, reminding us that we hadn't eaten anything since the morning as we wanted to make it here before nightfall.

Thus, we hurried, battling through the crowds as fast as we could, leaving us exhausted after we finally arrived in front of the imposing building that housed the local branch of the Beast Hunter Guild.

Looking at its richly decorated stone facade that bore almost no resemblance to the shabby exterior of the Ostengard's branch, we immediately become conscious of our worn-out outfits and rugged appearance after several weeks of travel.

So we hurriedly straightened our postures and tried to dust off our coats before pushing the heavy wooden doors open and stepping inside.

Surprisingly, the interior was well-lit thanks to the large windows that let in plenty of sunlight. But apart from that, it looked similar to the main hall of Ostengard's Guild.

Rows of long tables covered most of the ample open space in the middle, and almost every available seat was taken by various beast hunter parties, each busily discussing their latest jobs, filling the hall with a cacophony of lively voices.

A few hunters glanced up at our arrival but quickly returned to their tasks, at best acknowledging us with a curt nod.

Too tired to think about anything but a hot meal and a warm bed, we made a beeline for the counter in the back.

Given the size of the building, it was no wonder that there were multiple counters, each occupied by a dedicated receptionist.

We approached one of the currently free desks where a middle-aged woman with steely eyes and a no-nonsense expression looked up from her paperwork.

She observed us briefly before raising an eyebrow and addressing us with a reserved voice.
"I haven't seen you lot around here before... Are you here to register?"

To avoid any misunderstanding, we promptly showed her our badges, saying that we came here over from Ostengard looking for work.

She curtly nodded, writing down our names in her notebook before explaining the types of work currently available for our rank.

After she was done, we thanked her and quickly exited the building, heading for the reasonably priced inn the receptionist recommended. Since we were no longer Recruits, we no longer had the right to free lodgings, and therefore, we had to provide for ourselves.

It didn't take long to locate the inn in question as it was a pretty sizeable building a short walk from the Guild itself, and we saw plenty of hunters going in and out.

As it was an inn catered toward beast hunters, it mainly had four-person bedrooms, and smaller rooms came at a premium, so we all chose to get a single room to save our precious coins before settling in for a hearty dinner.

***

'Alright, time to get down to business...' I thought as I delved into the city.

It was another beautiful morning at the height of summer. After a good night's sleep, we all decided to take today off to recuperate from our long journey before we would take on any jobs.

I eagerly agreed with this arrangement as it worked perfectly for my own needs. I wanted to both familiarize myself with the city and continue with my search for Dominic and his gang.

Thus, after a late breakfast, I left Ram and Vixen to their own devices as I set off in search of the craftsman's quarter.

My only clue was the sole bottle of purified water safely tucked away in my pocket. Yet it was more than enough.

As an aspiring Alchemist myself, I knew for a fact that no bottle was ever the same, and each glassmaking workshop had its own distinct workmanship that could be easily identified if someone dug deep enough.

Since I also knew that it was customary to sign an exclusive contract with a given workshop, ordering exclusively from them in exchange for a small discount and preferential treatment, I only needed to locate the specific workshop that made this bottle.

From then on, it would be easy to learn which Alchemist workshops work with them, which would then significantly narrow the list of possible suspects.

After that, I could simply observe each Alchemist in turn and, by a process of elimination, find out the culprit.

Then all I need is to watch them closely the same way I did with the Sly merchant in Ostengard, and it would be simply a matter of time before they lead me toward Dominic and his gang.

Having come up with a suitable plan of action, I dutifully continued with my search, and after asking around a few times for instructions, I couldn't help but smile as I finally stood at the outskirts of what seemed like the craftsman district.

I was ready to get to the bottom of this, no matter the cost.

            

    
        Chapter 138: The Intricacies of Glassmaking

    
    
    
    
                Determined to come to the bottom of this and to finally find out the hidden base of Dominc's gang, I eagerly delved into the narrow, winding alleyways that formed the Weisberg's Craftsman district.

The air was thick with smoke, and everything was covered in a thin layer of soot from the many furnaces that burned brightly, processing all the various metals from the nearby mines.

Thus, before I went in, I first manipulated the air around me to create a small bubble of fresh air around myself to avoid breathing in all those undoubtedly carcinogenic vapors coming out of the various workshops that lined the street.

Walking in, I then spent several hours gathering information and asking around.

Everything was being drowned by an insistent sound of hammers striking metal and the loud chattering of the workers, so to be heard, I had to often shout out my questions at the top of my lungs, which left me parched and exhausted.

But in the end, I managed to find out what I wanted. There were, in fact, five glassmaking workshops in Weisberg. Three of them made potion vials and other orders for Alchemists, which included, among other things, bottles for purified water.

So, after a quick lunch of something that looked like a meat sandwich I bought from a nearby stall, I entered an enormous compound in the corner of the district that was bustling with activity.

I decided to start from the largest one first and then continue on from there. All around me, many glassblowers were shaping molten glass into delicate potion vials and other kinds of bottles.

The air inside was scorching, filled with the intense heat emanating from the furnaces further in the back.

"Excuse me, mister," I said, approaching a glassblower who appeared to be taking a break.

"What do ya want, boy?" The man uttered with a hint of annoyance in his voice.

"I'm looking for the workshop that made this bottle," I asked, undeterred by his unfriendliness while promptly showing him the bottle of purified water.

The glassblower squinted at it for a brief moment, his brows furrowed.

"I don't make bottles like these, but I can tell ya that by the tint of the glass, it certainly didn't come from us... Try the shop at the end of the street." He briskly replied while shooing me away.

I hurriedly thanked him and was on my way to escape the intense heat of the workshop.

'Alright, that's one down...' I thought pleasantly before deciding to heed the man's advice and next check out the other workshop he recommended.

Approaching the unassuming building situated at a dead end of the alley, I noticed that this workshop operated on a much smaller scale than the previous one.

Pushing open the heavy wooden door, I stepped into the dimly lit entrance, and the same scorching heat emanating from multiple furnaces welcomed me.

But apart from that the two workshops couldn't be more different. There were only a few glassmakers, each working diligently at their individual station with ample space around them, meticulously crafting exquisitely shaped glasses and other elegant containers.

Shelves lined the walls, displaying an array of intricate glass sculptures, delicate vases, and bottles of all shapes and sizes.

At a glance, it was apparent that this workshop specialized in orders from nobility.

Looking entirely out of place in my worn-out clothes, I was immediately approached by a young, bespectacled man with a commanding aura about him that suggested he must be the manager.

"Can I help you? If you are looking for a job, then I'm afraid we don't have any open spots at the moment."

"Please excuse me for the intrusion." I quickly blurted out as I took out the bottle of purified water. "I only came to ask if you could tell me who made this particular bottle."

He took the bottle from my outstretched hand and examined it carefully, turning it over in his hands as if searching for some hidden mark. After a moment, he nodded.

"Yes, I think it's one of ours. Is there any problem with the bottle?" He asked with narrowed eyes as he adopted a guarded pose.

'Yes!' I exclaimed inwardly, happy that I found my target so quickly, yet I made sure not to let anything show on my face.

Assuming a confident expression, I looked him in the eye and said.

"On the contrary! My master recently got his hands on some of your bottles and became impressed with such exquisite workmanship, and he would like to do business with you."

"Is that so? What is the name of your master?" The man squinted his eyes at me, looking unconvinced.

'Oh, crap...' Realizing my blunder, I briefly became lost for words as I quickly tried to come up with a suitable excuse, but then I decided to wing it somehow and hope that he won't become too suspicious.

"Ehm... Forgive my lack of manners, sir. I'm but a simple errand boy for honorable Master Clovis! He is the proprietor of one of the most distinguished merchants' caravans in the Kingdom that regularly runs to and from the capital."

I loudly proclaimed, invoking the name of the merchant I used to do business with back in Ereneth while smiling brightly.

"Hmm, I see..." The manager said, looking thoughtfully at me.

Seeing his scrutinizing look, I straightened my posture and quickly added. "We had just recently arrived in the city after weeks of travel, as you can evidence by the poor state of my clothes."

This seemed to finally do the trick, and I could see the manager's previously guarded expression softening.

He then beckoned me over to take a seat. Catching the scent of a potential business, his attitude underwent a rapid change, and he eagerly began presenting me with their product portfolio.

I smirked inwardly, noticing the unmistakable glint of greed reflecting in his eyes as I let him show me various types of bottles they were making while pretending to take notes.

While in the middle of the discussion about pricing, I tried to inconspicuously pry some more information out of him.

"My master is not looking for only bottles... He also trades in potions and elixirs and is looking into establishing connections with the local alchemist guild. Would you perhaps know some reliable Alchemist with whom we could do business?"

"Oh yes, we, in fact, cooperate with two prominent Alchemist workshops in Weisberg." The manager said in a proud voice.

"That's simply wonderful! Would you be so kind as to tell me their names, good sir? It would save me a lot of time." I replied, an excited smile playing on my lips.

"Of course, that's not a problem." He said, proceeding to list me the names of the Alchemists his workshop is working with.

"Alright, then! I think I stole enough of your precious time already, sir. I will deliver your kind words to my master, and you can expect his visit tomorrow." I stood up, and after saying my goodbyes, I promptly exited the workshop.

'I hope he won't be too dismayed when nobody shows up tomorrow...' I smirked mischievously as I quickly left the smoggy craftsman district behind.

Returning to the inn we were staying in, I wanted to hole myself in our room to organize my thoughts and plan my next steps, but as I was coming in, a determined-looking Vixen ambushed me in the hallway.

"There you are! Where were you the whole day? Come quickly! We are already waiting for you!"

"Huh?" I quickly adopted a guarded pose as I didn't like that excited look of her one bit. But before I had a chance to protest, she dragged me into the room and closed the doors.

"Hmm? What is this about?" I threw an inquisitive look at the nervously smiling Ram sitting in the corner.

"Ehhh..." Ram started, but Vixen interrupted him. "I think we already lazed about for long enough. So I found us a job!"

"What sort of job?" I turned toward her with a raised eyebrow.

"Nothing serious... Just guarding a bunch of herbalists who will be gathering herbs in the woods tomorrow."

She then leaned closer, smiling mischievously. "Plus, our new employer promised that if, apart from guarding, we would help them gather, he would pay us extra for each herb we bring him. Isn't that awesome?"

Seeing her make such an excited face, I couldn't help but smile wryly. 'She really likes money, huh...'

Not that there was anything wrong with that, but I really wanted to follow up on all those clues I managed to obtain today. 'Well, guess I will have to postpone it for a day.'

"Sure, no problem," I replied, not having any valid excuse to turn her down, as we were, in fact, a party of beast hunters looking for work.

"The only downside is that we must head out before the sunrise tomorrow. That's why I wanted to catch you as soon as possible so that you could prepare your gear." Vixen quickly added.

"Alright..." I said with a brisk nod, bringing our conversation to a close.

'Still, I really don't like that look of hers... the last time she was excited like that, we were ambushed by a group of bandits, so I hope there won't be any unwelcomed surprises this time around...'

            

    
        Chapter 139: Connecting the Dots

    
    
    
    
                The early morning mist clung to the city like a shroud as we briskly made our way out of Weisberg's main gate and onto the flat plains below.

Since today's job was all about herb picking, we had to wake up extra early to head out before the sun had even begun peeking over the horizon.

Arriving at the agreed-upon spot, we finally met with our new employer, who appeared to be already waiting for us there - a middle-aged herbalist with a greying beard named Master Finn.

After spotting us, the herbalist quickly came over with a friendly smile.

"Glad to see you're all here bright and early! It's a beautiful morning for herb-gathering, don't you think?" The man said merrily, with a hint of excitement in his voice. 

"Good morning!" Vixen greeted him eagerly, while, on the other hand, Ram and I only managed to give him weak nods in acknowledgment as we both were still half-asleep.

Especially Ram, who always takes his sweet time before waking up, appeared to be particularly suffering here.

Yet the herbalist seemed to not pay any attention to our condition as he happily continued.

"Today, we'll be heading deeper into the woods as we had already harvested all the herbs in this area before... It should still be quite safe so close to the city, but one never knows what might happen; therefore, we will be in your care today, valiant hunters!"

He then gestured to the others to come over. Only then did I register that the herbalist had come with quite a party.

To my amazement, there were seven other people apart from the herbalist himself.

Three of them were youngsters around the same age as us who appeared to be his apprentices and were accompanied by four additional helpers, each carrying a sizeable basket on their backs.

Not to mention, they even had a dedicated carriage with a driver parked at the clearing next to the road waiting for them.

Surprised by the scale of this operation, I slightly readjusted my hand that had been resting on the hilt of my sword ever since we left the safety of the city's walls behind while peering into the darkened forest that loomed ahead.

Despite still being relatively close to the city, which meant there shouldn't be any dangerous monsters lurking around, it was better to remain vigilant.

Looking to my right, I saw Vixen, who was, as always, brimming full of energy, her eyes glinting with anticipation as she was probably already counting the coins we would make today.

And slightly behind her trailed the groggy-looking Ram with his sturdy shield hung on his back.

After Vixen finished her talk with the merry-looking herbalist, going over today's plan once more, we promptly delved into the woods, walking ahead of the sizeable herb-gathering party that trudged with their large baskets a slight distance behind.

The rising sun cast long shadows on the forest floor, and the distant chirping of birds filled the air.

Vixen led the way, her steps light and agile, while Ram trailed behind, his eyes darting nervously at every sound.

I kept my senses alert, monitoring the area with my magic sense so that we wouldn't get any ugly surprises along the way.

Despite my earlier reservations about this job, there was an undeniable thrill in being out in the wilderness once again. The familiar scent of earth and leaves brought back memories of my past adventures, fueling a sense of excitement within me.

As we ventured further into the woods, the forest's silence enveloped us. The dense canopy above us filtered the sunlight, casting dappled shadows on the forest floor.

From time to time, we stopped while the herbalist's party diligently gathered every herb they could find.

Since we would be getting a bonus for every herb gathered, my companions and I occasionally helped with the gathering, too.

Thanks to the herbs' plentiful essence, I could locate each of them perfectly with my magic sense.

Still, for obvious reasons, I chose not to display any unnatural herb-seeking talents and rather decided to pick only about one-tenth of those I had found and leave the rest for the others.

Even so, we were leaving plenty of herbs behind, which was making me cringe, but I still suppressed my inner herbalist and forced myself to look away.

"Alright, that's a very nice haul! We are going to empty our bags into the carriage and then go at it again in the afternoon. With some luck, we might collect another batch of herbs before the sun sets." The herbalist said at noon, sounding more than happy for some reason.

Seeing them gathering so many herbs, I couldn't help but raise an eyebrow. I knew that Weisberg was a big city, but still... It looked as if they were either preparing for a war or there was an epidemic going on.

So I couldn't resist and asked the broadly smiling man about it. "Why do you need so many herbs... Won't they go bad before you can process them all?"

The herbalist turned toward me, an evident surprise reflecting in his eyes. "Oh? You've got a good eye and a sharp mind, young man! Indeed, we wouldn't be able to process all those herbs on our own, but recently, there were too many orders, so we had to increase our output significantly."

"Is there perhaps an epidemic going on?"

"Oh, Gods forbid! That's not something to joke about, young man!" He said reproachfully, but then his friendly smile returned as he continued.

"It's nothing serious like that... Only that one of our resident Alchemists began placing many herb orders, buying out my entire stock, so I need to replenish my reserves. Not that I'm complaining. He's paying a good coin for them, so I'm more than happy to sell!"

'Hmm, who would need so many herbs?' Smirking, I got an inkling about a possible suspect, but I didn't say anything, only nodding thoughtfully as I said, "I see..."

It seemed like I had unexpectedly managed to get another clue. 'What are the chances...'

"He's buying out all the herbs on the market, and for a good coin, you say? We are often venturing into the woods for our jobs, so if we gather some herbs, do you think he would buy them from us?" I asked, pretending to be curious.

"Well, I'm sure he would be delighted! He likes them fresh; the fresher, the better..." The herbalist answered thoughtfully.

"That's wonderful! Would you be so kind as to tell me the name of this illustrious Alchemist?" I leaned closer with an expectant face.

"Of course, I'm sure Sir Konrad would appreciate doing business with such a bright young man! Although I'm slightly surprised... going by your previous expression, you didn't seem very enthusiastic about this kind of work."

"Oh, don't worry about it. I was just a bit sleepy, that's all. I'm always enthusiastic when there is money to be made!" I said, smiling broadly.

I then quickly finished our talk before creating some ample distance. Hiding in the shadow of an ancient towering tree, I secretly took out the paper with the names that the manager of the glass workshop had given me yesterday.

And there it was - one of the names matched with the one the herbalist said they were selling the herbs to.

'Bingo...' I thought as a mischievous smirk formed on my lips. 'I guess I will have to pay a visit to the esteemed Sir Konrad.'

This time, I will even have a legitimate reason to visit him, and I wouldn't need to come up with any cover story.

Full of eager anticipation, I returned to the small clearing we were resting on. In the afternoon, to Ram's utter disbelief, I displayed even more enthusiasm for the job than Vixen while secretly gathering every herb I got my hands on, preparing to bring quite a bundle of them to the aforementioned Alchemist.

The rest of the day passed out pretty uneventfully. A few weak monsters were attracted by the sounds of so many people, but I quietly disposed of them with a stone bullet before they had a chance to endanger anyone.

As we were slowly returning to Weisberg, loaded with heaps of herbs, I was thinking about all the clues I had managed to come upon till now.

At a glance, it seemed as if the gang wasn't very good at covering their tracks. But on the other hand, I was the only one who knew what to look for.

For anyone else, it might have seemed a bit odd, but they would fail to connect the dots. Thus, I mustn't grow complacent about my quick progress and always remain cautious.

Now that the roles have reversed, and it is me who has the element of surprise on his side, I need to make the most of it, and when I finally decide to strike, I mustn't hesitate as I will only get a single shot at this.

Resolving myself, I tightly clutched the hilt of my sword as I looked ahead at the dark silhouette of Weisberg coming into view.
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                "Ah! We've made so much money yesterday!" Vixen exclaimed during breakfast, grinning happily.

Seeing her make such an excited face, I returned her smile, but I couldn't help but think, 'What does she even do with all that money anyway?'

For example, every time we got paid, Ram headed straight for the nearest inn, ordering a huge pile of meat to celebrate, and the rest of his coins usually went into upgrading his gear.

On the other hand, Vixen ate quite frugally, and she was still using the same sword from when we first met. 'Does she have a family somewhere that she supports?'

I was curious but decided not to ask her directly about it as she rarely talked about anything that was not work-related.

So, instead, I smiled at her and said. "That's right!" I then leaned closer, saying in a low voice. "However, I also learned from Master Finn where we could make even more money..."

""You did?"" Both of my comrades yelped out in surprise, turning their heads toward me with expectant looks.

"Sure, I did... He told me about the Alchemist he is working for and how that said Alchemist buys every herb he can get his hands on. So I thought that instead of only guarding herbalists, we could gather the herbs ourselves and then sell them to him!"

"What? Pick them ourselves?" Vixen said, sounding confused. My companions then remained silent, pondering my proposal, but I could see the evident skepticism reflecting on their faces.

In the end, it was Ram who broke the silence. "But how would we even do that? I have no idea how to identify the right herbs... Or how we would find them in the first place? Yesterday, I could only pick them up while following the herbalist's lead, but I'm pretty sure I couldn't do it alone."

"Don't worry about it! I know a thing or two about herbs, and I had already collected a bundle of them yesterday, so we can go sell them right now!" I interjected, trying to dispel Ram's worry.

"Wait, you didn't give them to Master Finn like we agreed on?" Vixen looked at me with reproachful eyes.

"Well, I figured we would get a much better price if we sold them ourselves, so I kept them for myself," I said while grinning at them.

I then took out the large bundle of umbrifila herbs I managed to gather in secret while everybody else was busy.

I chuckled to myself as I looked at my companions' flabbergasted expressions while being happy that everything was proceeding according to plan.

Even though I previously decided not to dabble in herbs again to avoid divulging my real identity, this was too good an opportunity to pass on.

At first, I wanted to go there on my own, but I figured since we were a party, it was better to bring Ram and Vixen along as it would be much easier to explain how I got my hands on such a large amount of herbs.

Although reluctant, they both decided to follow me, the promise of a hefty reward suppressing all their concerns.

Thus, right after breakfast, we headed into the city to pay a visit to the esteemed Sir Konrad.
After stepping out of our inn, we seamlessly merged with the morning traffic, heading for the city center with purposeful steps.

The sun was bathing the cobblestone streets in a warm golden light, casting long shadows that danced with each step we took.

I could feel the curiosity burning in both Vixen and Ram as they looked in awe at the grand, colorful buildings all over the city center.

But before we could enter the highest terrace where the wealthy and privileged lived, we had to make one more stop.

I was still vividly remembering from my previous experiences that the Alchemists were quite an arrogant and self-centred bunch, so I figured we first had to upgrade our clothing a bit to not look too out of place.

So I led my companions toward a small, cramped shop that was located directly on the main street bearing a richly decorated sign.

It was one of the many high-end clothing stores that were scattered throughout the city. But contrary to my companions' apprehension, I walked in confidently.

I knew that such stores had, apart from their premium apparel, targeted at the rich, a small selection of second-hand stuff.

It was still kind of expensive for everyday wear but nowhere near what a made-to-order attire would usually cost.

So I eagerly rummaged through the large chest in the corner, looking for something suitable while urging Ram and Vixen to do the same.

After our last job, we all still had plenty of coins left, so it shouldn't set us back too much, especially since we should make a lot more from the herbs.

In the end, I picked out a nice-looking white shirt and a modestly embroidered coat. It was nothing too fancy, but it should do the trick.

I was aware that such clothes wouldn't do for something like a ball or a noble's reception, but they should be more than enough to pass me off as a wealthy and accomplished beast hunter.

Looking over at my fellow party members, who too seemed to be finished with their shopping, we promptly exited the store after making a payment, and after a quick change in a side alley, we continued weaving through the busy crowds.

Before long, we approached a spacious manor located a short distance from the central square - Sir Konrad's residence.

Taking in the magnificent sight, I smirked as I thought. 'It won't be long... and I will finally have my revenge.'

After knocking on the massive doors of the main entrance, I was met with a coldly-looking butler who narrowed his eyes at us. "What do you want? I don't believe we have any appointments scheduled for today..." 

"Good day to you, too, mister! I've heard that your Master is buying out healing herbs, so we came to offer him some... Our party has recently returned from a long mountain trip, and we have quite a haul."

The butler looked us over before saying, "My master isn't buying herbs from just anybody; why don't you simply go sell them on the market like everybody else?"

"Well, I also heard that he likes them fresh; if we sold them to the market, it would take some time before they got to him..." I smiled, pointing at the sizeable bundle in my hands.

"Then give them to me, and I will contact you later about the payment, " he said, trying to shoo us away.

I took a step back, looking him straight in the eyes while trying to project an aura of confidence. "Forgive me my boldness, good sir, but how could we entrust our precious herbs to a mere servant? Are you perhaps knowledgeable about the intricacies of herbalism?"

The butler grimaced, looking at us coldly before uttering, " Hmph! Come with me then. But be warned that Master is a very busy man. He doesn't like to be bothered with mundane things, so if it turns out you are wasting his time, he will throw you out without any fuss."

"We wouldn't dare to waste Sir Konrad's time." I smiled, making my way inside the mansion.

We were then led to a spacious study, where we were offered a seat on a comfortable sofa as we waited for the butler to inform Sir Konrad about our visit.

It took quite a while before we saw a tall, middle-aged man with a hawk-like face walking in.
"What do we have here..." the Alchemist said, looking at us with a mix of curiosity and skepticism.

His sharp gaze lingered on each of us as if trying to unravel our true intentions.
I promptly stood up from the sofa, signaling my companions to do the same as I smiled brightly at our host.

"Greetings, esteemed Sir Konrad," I began with a polite bow. "We have come to offer you our booty of freshly-picked umbrifila herb we managed to gather on our recent trip."

The Alchemist's eyes narrowed as he observed me closely. "And what makes you think your herbs are worth my time? There are plenty of vendors who can supply me with herbs in Weisberg..."

I maintained my composure, my smile never wavering. "Ah, but as you can see, sir, these herbs are of the highest quality... I doubt you would be able to get something better anywhere else."

I then placed my bundle on the table, carefully unwrapping them. The room was instantly permeated with the unmistakable earthy scent of umbrifila.

Sir Konrad slightly widened his eyes while quickly making his way over as he meticulously examined the herbs in front of him.

After a while, he raised his head, and by the look in his eyes, it was evident his interest was piqued. "How did you manage to gather such high-quality herbs?"

I simply smiled, offering him a vague answer. "We were recently instructed by a skilled herbalist who taught us how to collect the herbs properly so that their medicinal properties remained intact."

Sir Konrad arched an eyebrow. "Is that so? And who might this skilled herbalist be?"

I hesitated for a moment, debating whether to reveal Master Finn's name or not. In the end, I decided that it didn't really matter since what I said was mostly true. "It was Master Finn."

"Oh? He is one of my regular suppliers, but you seem to have quite a talent since not even Finn's goods are as good as this.

"Well, it was a group effort... I couldn't possibly collect so many herbs on my own," I quickly added, as I didn't want him to draw any unwanted conclusions.

"Hmm, alright, whatever the case may be, you've convinced me... I will buy the herbs."
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                Finished with our transaction, we were then quickly ushered out of the mansion.

As we were walking out under the butler's austere look, I made a conscious effort to remember the mansion's layout as well as the faces of each servant we met in case I would need to return here later for some in-depth reconnaissance.

However, all my attempts to stall for time so that I could look around were promptly thwarted by the vigilant butler, who seemed to regard us with the utmost suspicion, never leaving his eyes out of our backs.

Thus, we quickly found ourselves back on the busy main street in the very center of Weisberg.

'Whatever, I already have what I came for,' I smirked as we made our way back to the inn.

When we returned, I suggested that from now on, we should dedicate a few days each week solely to herb gathering so that we could go sell them to the wealthy Alchemist.

Both Ram and Vixen enthusiastically agreed with my proposal after realizing how much money this could bring us.

So, in the following days, we dutifully scouted the nearby woods, gathering every herb we could get our hands on so that I had a valid excuse to pay regular visits to the esteemed Sir Konrad.

I used each and every opportunity to not only spy on him but to try and win his favor, hoping that he would offer us some other jobs and I would have a chance to take a closer look at his affairs.

Yet no matter how many herbs we gathered, we never saw anything more out of the grand mansion than the study we were always brought in, and I soon realized that if I wanted to find out more, I would have to employ a much more direct approach.

However, trying to sneak unseen into Sir Konrad's office would undoubtedly prove to be a much more challenging endeavor than when I paid a visit to the Ostengard mayor's house.

Namely, Sir Konrad had plenty of servants and guards that would make any such attempt next to impossible. I would either need to create a suitable diversion or use a brute force approach and incapacitate anyone I come across before they had a chance to raise an alarm.

But I very well knew that whatever I decided to do would mean blowing out my cover, so I had to be absolutely sure this was the right guy before making a move, as I got only a single shot at this.

Feeling both eager and slightly nervous as I had an inkling that I was getting very close to the bottom of the conspiracy that took down my business and killed my sister. I first decided to go through everything I had learned so that I didn't miss any critical piece of information.

I was almost certain that Dominic's gang had a hidden base somewhere in the city and that the esteemed Sir Konrad was somehow connected to it.

I knew that he was amassing a huge amount of herbs and that he was also providing the gang with a large quantity of purified water. All of which would suggest that the gang was preparing to start producing potions en masse.

But this was exactly what was so weird about it... How could they mass-produce potions in the first place?

Even if they had Theo and he told them our entire process, it would be impossible for them to replicate it.

The reason was essence... They simply lacked essence.

Each potion crafting required a certain amount of essence to be infused into the base elixir, and the more potions you wanted to craft, the more essence it would take.

I didn't create any miraculous shortcut to this elemental principle of Alchemy. I was able to do what I did only thanks to my enormous pool of essence, which I had painstakingly cultivated from the moment I reincarnated into this world and discovered I had a talent for magic.

So, in order to craft a batch of my elixirs, they would need about two hundred times more essence than what was required to craft a single potion the usual way.

Neither Theo nor any other Alchemist, for that matter, had anywhere enough essence to do what I did. Not to mention, I had never seen anyone capable of chantless casting before, so how would they even channel the essence into the vessel?

Yet, from everything I had seen so far, it was obvious that they were making serious preparations as if they could start production at any moment.

This peculiarity was why I was reluctant to make a move despite having a clear target in front of me.

Something about this didn't quite add up. That was why I decided to spend a few more days carefully observing the Alchemist's residence from a distance while trying to figure out what the hell was going on.

I had previously told Ram and Vixen that I had something important I needed to take care of so that they wouldn't worry about my prolonged absence.

I knew things could get quite ugly from now on, so I wanted my companions to stay as far away from this as possible to avoid exposing them to undue danger.

In the days that followed, I continued to dutifully watch Sir Konrad's residence at every opportunity I got while meticulously planning the best way to infiltrate it.

Both the main gate and the side entrance were heavily guarded, and even if I somehow managed to escape the guard's attention, then there was the army of servants and other visitors busily moving about all over the premises, leaving almost no blind spots for me to sneak in.

However, I soon noticed a weird phenomenon taking place. The number of people coming in and out of the mansion didn't quite match.

At first, I thought they were perhaps spending the night there, but when that exact same thing happened the next day, I began to suspect that there must be another secret entrance somewhere else.

'So the plot thickens...' I thought with a cold smile playing on my lips. It was currently late evening, and the moon hung high in the sky, casting an ethereal glow over the city.

I was just about to wrap up today's observation when I froze, my eyes glued to the unassuming courtyard in front of Sir Konrad's residence.

'It's him...' I tensed as a wave of anger began welling up in my stomach. I forced myself to calm down as I quickly jumped down from my current hiding place in a hidden alcove beneath the roof of an opposing building.

I hurried over while keeping to the shadows, trying to get close so that I could overhear their conversation. But before I got close enough, the small group disappeared inside the richly decorated parlor.

Cursing, I lingered for a moment, unsure what to do. Yet my hesitation didn't last long, and soon, I was hurrying along the fence that separated Sir Konrad's residence from the rest of the street.

What I had seen a moment ago was no other than Sir Konrad, together with the same mysterious merchant who had been there with Dominic when I had last met him back in Ereneth.

Although I had only met him once, I made sure to remember that slick bastard's face well. So when I spotted him just now merrily chatting with the Alchemist, I instantly recognized him.

This was as good evidence as I could get of Sir Konrad's involvement with the gang, so my previous reluctance to act was all but gone.

And since one of the main actors behind all of this was so kind and decided to show himself here in person, I wasn't the type who would waste such a perfect opportunity.

I hid in the shadow of a neighboring building, and after making sure no one was on the street, I propelled myself onto the roof.

With no time to properly plan this out, I would simply have to barge in using a brute force approach, going room to room until I found them, and then we could finally have a nice long chat as there were plenty of things to catch up on since our last meeting.

With a vicious smile, I ran across the roof's ledge until I got close enough to make the jump across, right onto the mansion's roof.

I landed with a thud, pausing for a few seconds before sighing in relief as nobody seemed to notice the unusual sound.

I then quickly made my way across the mansion's roof, coming right into the middle of the left wing before jumping down and hurriedly generating a cushion of air on the ground to soften my landing.

Ensuring that nobody saw me and my cover remained intact, I made my way to the sole unguarded entrance.

'I guess they could never have imagined that someone would fly in from above...' I chuckled as I promptly snuck inside using the kitchen's back door.
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                I snuck into the pitch-black kitchen, having to pause to let my eyes adjust to the darkness.

I could have summoned a small flame to light my way, but that would run the risk of blowing my cover the instant someone would walk in, and I wanted to remain hidden for as long as possible.

Luckily, the moonlight seeped in through the small windows under the ceiling, allowing me to see my surroundings somewhat.

Thus, I carefully weaved my way through the crates full of vegetables and other food items stored here while scanning the area with my magic sense.

To my relief, no one was in the kitchen, which was not too surprising given the late hour, so I had quite an easy time navigating the unfamiliar space.

That was until I entered the hallway and stumbled upon my first obstacle - a young maid busily scrubbing the floor.

I came to an abrupt stop, not daring to move as I tensely waited for a few moments, afraid I had been spotted.

The maid, however, smiled carefreely as she hummed a tune, seemingly oblivious to my presence.

Remembering to breathe, I sighed in relief as I took a measured step back into the kitchen's dark interior while I contemplated my next move.

'So how should I deal with her?' At first, I thought that simply hitting her over the head with something and rendering her unconscious would be the quickest solution. 

But then I shook my head, dismissing the notion since using violence against an innocent bystander didn't feel quite right.

So, instead, in the next moment, a sudden gust of wind flew through the hallway, knocking over the maid's bucket and spilling the water all over.

The maid yelped, quickly turning around only to be left staring flabbergasted at the now empty bucket, which, propelled by the wind, continued to mysteriously roll down the hallway.

It took her a short while to collect her thoughts, but then she finally broke out of her stupor.

With wide eyes, she hurriedly jumped to her feet while shouting in panic, "Wha? W-Wait!" as she began franticly chasing down the lively bucket.

Meanwhile, I suppressed a chuckle before soundlessly slipping out of the kitchen and hurrying through the now-empty hallway in the opposite direction.

While keeping to the shadows, I cautiously made my way forward, quickly arriving at the end of the long corridor, which then opened up into a spacious hall.

I paused, letting my eyes scan my surroundings, but my lips soon curled into a smile as I realized where I was.

It looked slightly different in the dark, but seeing the myriad of elaborate statues and colorful paintings lining the walls, I remembered that this was the very same hall we had always walked through each time we came to deliver herbs.

Which meant I was in the central wing, close to the main entrance. 'So where should I go now?'

From here on, I had several options for where to go next, as multiple corridors connected into this hall, and a richly decorated split staircase led to the upper floor.

Weighing my options briefly, I decided to first check the upper floor, where I presumed Sir Konrad's office should be, and also the most likely place where he and the mysterious merchant went.

However, as I turned a corner, I froze before quickly jumping into a nearby alcove and hiding behind a statue of some mythical animal.

'Ugh... that was close.' I grimaced as I took a deep breath, trying to calm down my agitated mind.

I then carefully peeked out from my hideout, watching the peculiar scene before me.

A heavily armed guard stood in the corner of the hall, protecting what looked like a plain wooden door at the very back of the spacious room.

I had previously noticed a life sign coming from ahead, but at first, I simply thought it was just another maid going about her business.

Luckily, right when I stepped into the open, the guard was looking the other way, giving me enough time to seek shelter.

While I continued to cautiously observe him, I couldn't help but furrow my brows. 'Why is there a guard inside?'

Usually, the main purpose of a guard was to prevent intruders from entering the house in the first place, in addition to guarding their master himself.

So, if there was a guard inside, it meant that whatever was back there was important enough for Sir Konrad to not even trust his own servants with.

That's why it immediately piqued my interest, and I decided to check it out first. But before that, I had to do something about the guard itself.

From the man's vigilant expression, it was obvious that any bucket trick wouldn't work on him, and since he was positioned with his back to the wall, I couldn't sneak in on him.

Thus, I had to employ a more sophisticated approach. Taking a deep breath, I concentrated on the air around the unsuspecting guard, manipulating it to create a bubble of air around his head, which would then block oxygen from entering his body.

The guard widened his eyes, immediately realizing that something was deeply wrong, but he couldn't understand what, only that he suddenly couldn't breathe.

He then began wildly trashing his hands and tried to scream, but nothing could be heard as the air bubble completely blocked any sound from escaping his mouth.

His convulsing body quickly consumed the rest of the oxygen in his system, and he soon began heavily gasping for air before collapsing to the ground.

Seeing he had stopped moving, I quickly released my spell before he would suffocate for real and levitated his unconscious body behind a nearby curtain.

Full of curiosity, I then went on to check the unassuming door the guard was protecting.

I cautiously lifted the latch of what looked like an entrance to a broom closet from afar, only to see a long, winding staircase leading down.

'A staircase down to the basement? Hmm, interesting... What could you possibly be hiding down there?'

I donned a mischievous smile before slipping in and closing the doors behind me. 'I guess I'll check the basement first...'

Descending down, I entered a spacious area with a high vaulted ceiling supported by many evenly spaced pillars.

Taking note that no one was here beside me, I quickly summoned a bundle of flames as I began eagerly exploring this vast subterranean chamber.

Everywhere I looked, I saw countless crates of all shapes and sizes haphazardly scattered across the floor, covered by a thick layer of dust.

After gathering my bearings, I started peeking inside the various crates, wondering what the Alchemist might be hiding there. But to my dismay, it was all just various pieces of junk and old furniture.

Confused, I continued exploring the basement only to find more of the same old junk. 'Huh? Who would need a guard for this pile of scrap?'

Before long, I arrived at what seemed like the end of the large chamber, but I didn't find anything you wouldn't see in any other noble's basement. However, there was still one thing that didn't quite add up.

At first glance, it seemed like the basement simply copied the layout of the mansion above, But going by the length of the hallway I previously went through, this room was way too short.

Plus, there was the characteristic smell of fresh plaster I knew very well from when I renovated my own mansion back in Ereneth.

'I wonder if this wall right here was made just recently?' I thought as I came to a stop before an ordinary-looking wall.

I raised my hand with the flame in it higher to take a better look at it, and I immediately realized that this particular wall didn't quite fit with the rest, looking way too white and pristine.

So, I knocked at it and got back a dull sound suggesting an empty space behind it. 'Bingo...'

Making the flame in my palm burn much brighter, I went on to look for a way in.

I walked along the suspicious wall, and I soon noticed a particular spot on the floor where the everpresent layer of dust was much thinner compared to the rest of the basement, suggesting that this area was frequently traversed.

Raising my head, I looked back at the wall, carefully examining it, and although it was almost unnoticeable if you didn't know what to look for, I noticed that there was a door-shaped contour on the wall. However, there was no visible opening mechanism.

I knew that the obvious thing to do in such cases would be to go search for some hidden switch to open the secret entrance... but why bother?

I was a mage, after all, so all I had to do was focus on the piece of wall in front of me as I employed earth manipulation to take control of it. Soon, the stones crumbled to dust, revealing a vast, dark space beyond.
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                I cautiously entered the secret compartment, but as I outstretched the hand that held the magic flame and saw what was hiding inside, I froze in my steps.

'What the hell...'

Now properly illuminated, the interior looked exactly like my own lab back in Ereneth.

I watched in awe as they even somehow managed to recreate the infusion vessel, although I noticed there were no preservation enchantments on it.

This proved beyond anything that Theo must have been alive and helping them with this project, as no one else could have such detailed knowledge about my setup.

'But where do they keep him?' I thought with furrowed brows.

Until now, I had detected no signs of life anywhere in the basement, and this room looked like a dead end. Despite this, I still searched every nook and cranny of this place, trying my best not to miss anything.

While I did this, many questions continued to nag me in the back of my mind. For example, how did they even get all of this equipment in?

That winding staircase that led me down here was way too narrow for any of this stuff to be brought here in the first place.

Perplexed, I continued to walk around, meticulously examining every detail.

I noticed that the storage was full of herbs and other ingredients, yet there was no sign of any potions, and the equipment looked brand new, showing no signs of ever being used.

This indicated that they must have completed this facility just recently and were not quite ready to start their operation.

I still had my doubts about whether they even could in the first place. 'Did they somehow find another mage with a huge amount of essence willing to do their bidding?'

Whatever the case, I decided to play it safe and proceed extra carefully from now on until I found out what was really going on.

I wanted to check the infusion vessel again to see if I had missed any important details, but something made me pause as I was walking over.

Tilting my head, I watched the flickering flame atop my palm with interest. I then moved closer to the opposing wall, stopping in front of it, and after a brief moment, my mouth broke into a wide grin. 'Bingo!' 

I didn't notice it previously, but now, as I stood still before the unassuming wall, I was pretty certain that there was a slight draft coming through it.

I leaned forward closely, examining the spot, and soon noticed a tiny crack in the wall's surface.

No, not a crack, I quickly corrected myself. It was a barely visible joint, which meant that I was looking at yet another secret door.

Not wasting a breath, I concentrated on disintegrating the fake wall the same way I did previously, and before long, I was greeted by an opened maw of a dark tunnel that disappeared in the distance.

'So this is how they went in and out without me noticing...' I smiled darkly, deciding to continue exploring this new development as I had an inkling that I was on the cusp of a major discovery.

I eagerly delved into the eerie passage, confidently walking forward after first checking that there were no life signs up ahead.

Yet, contrary to my expectations, there was no hidden exit in some remote alleyway. The tunnel, slightly sloping down, stretched on and on without any signs of ending.

As the temperature began quickly dropping and the air became more and more humid, I soon realized, to my surprise, that I must already be inside the mountain itself.

The previously straight and compact tunnel had transformed into a rough, jagged shaft that looked like it was a part of an abandoned mine.

The ancient-looking wooden supports appeared worn out or, in some places, missing altogether.

Before long, I came toward the first fork and briefly wondered where to go next. But at the next moment, my ears perked as I overheard a muffled sound of conversation coming from the right.

I tensed before quickly discarding my flame so that whoever was down there wouldn't notice me. Then, while submerged in absolute darkness, I carefully made my way toward the source of the faint sound.

'There you are...' I smiled while observing a pair of shady-looking characters who finished with their chat, began walking in the opposite direction, and quickly disappeared inside yet another mine shaft.

I could instantly tell by their shaved heads and the multitude of tattoos all over their bodies that they were most likely members of Dominic's gang.

Not wasting a moment, I immediately followed after them from a safe distance, my eyes glued to the flickering light of the lamp one of them was holding as I did my best not to lose them.

After about five minutes of walking, the shaft ended, expanding into a spacious chamber that appeared to be partially man-made but was mostly a natural cavern.

Before I entered, I paused briefly as I tried to devise a suitable plan for what to do next.

Because of the dozens of life signs I detected up ahead, I could tell that I had most likely stumbled upon the holy grail—the hidden base of Dominic's gang.

I wanted nothing more but to run up there and tear all those bastards limb from limb, but I forced my agitated mind to calm down, reminding myself that I had to do this the right way if I wanted to enact my revenge and make it out of here alive.

I knew I could take on such low-level thugs like those two in front of me without a problem. However, I already made the mistake of underestimating Dominic once and paid the price.

So this time, I won't take any chances and would first properly assess the situation, making absolutely sure there won't be any nasty surprises waiting for me. Only then, while fully utilizing the element of surprise, will I crush them so hard they won't even see it coming.

Happy with my plan, I quickly and quietly moved through the rest of the dimly lit shaft, trying to remain unseen.

However, I was soon forced to an abrupt stop because when I entered the enormous cavern, I encountered several heavily armed thugs nonchalantly leaning against a wall a short distance ahead.

Seeing that they blocked the only way forward and there was no way to move around them unnoticed, I levitated a few pieces of the everpresent gravel and shot the unsuspecting men through the head.

With a thud, they instantly collapsed to the ground before they could even comprehend what had happened.

I quickly proceeded to levitate their corpses, moving them out of the way. Luckily, this spot was still some distance from the main camp, so nobody noticed anything wrong.

Still, I knew it was just a matter of time before someone would come looking for the missing thugs, so from now on, I needed to move fast.

'I guess this is the end of sneaking around...' But before I made my move, I first wanted to see what I stood against, so I cautiously crept forward, hiding behind a protruding ledge from which I had an unimpeded view of the whole place.

I peeked out only to see dozens of gang members. Given the late hour, most of them were already asleep, but many figures were still lazing about multiple bonfires, busily drinking and merrily conversing.

Based on everything I saw so far, I was almost certain we were in some sort of abandoned mine somewhere around the middle portion of Weisberg, on the same level as the craftsman's district.

I remembered seeing a myriad of warehouses along with several mine shaft entrances on the northern side, directly against the mountainside, which looked like they had been abandoned long ago.

'I can't believe that I was so close to them all this time and had no idea... but no matter, I'm here now, and it's time to settle the debt.'

While deciding how best to deal with them, I spotted something that caught my attention. All the way back in a corner of the caver, there was a large iron cage, and inside... 'Is that?'

Narrowing my eyes at the scrawny figure cowering inside, it was hard to tell for certain, but by the stained, worn-out robe of an Alchemist, I was certain it was no one else but Theo.

'I guess I will have to change my plans a bit...'

Returning to my hiding place, I began carefully sneaking around the side of the cavern's wall, making sure not to make a sound.

I knew that before anything else, I first had to rescue Theo. Not only did I owe him for everything he did for me back in Ereneth, but leaving him in there while I dealt with the gang was extremely risky.

Not only could they move him somewhere else before I could get to him, but in the worst case, they could take him hostage, threatening to kill him if I didn't surrender.

And I certainly didn't want to be put in a position where I had to choose between Theo's life and my own because I already knew the answer to this question.

Thus, I carefully made my way toward the cage while trying my best not to be spotted.

This was easier said than done, and by the end of my short journey across the cavern, I was drenched in cold sweat.

Despite knowing that I could most likely take on all these guys just fine, sneaking around all those vicious-looking brutes was still a nerve-racking experience.

Fortunately, the remote corner the cage was tucked away in seemed to be the least exciting feature of this makeshift base, and nobody bothered to look its way.

So I managed to come over just fine and immediately tried to grab Theo's attention by hurriedly whispering. "Theo... Theo, do you hear me?"

At first, the dark silhouette sitting motionlessly in the cage remained still, but then it stirred, slowly turning its head and blinking confusedly.

"D-Darian?" A rasping voice answered. "Is this... a dream?"

I smiled, finding his totally confused face quite funny. "No, it's not a dream. I came here to rescue you..."
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                "I came here to rescue you..." I said matter-of-factly, and as Theo heard this, I could see a fire ignite deep within his eyes, rekindling the hope he seemed to have lost long ago.

Since he didn't respond, I thought he was probably still in shock from this sudden development, so I handed him a healing potion and urged him to drink it before I went over to the side of the cage to see if I could somehow open it.

I instantly spotted the massive chain that was roped around the cage's bars with a large padlock hanging out on the side.

I soon realized there was no way I could break it without making a lot of noise. So, instead, I forced my essence into it, slowly heating it up until it started to melt.

Right as the first drops of molten iron began dripping down, the lock seemed to lose all of its cohesion and break, falling to the ground.

As I hurriedly unwrapped the chain, I saw that the potion had already worked its magic, and my friend's sorry complexion had significantly improved.

So I whispered to the still dazed-looking Theo, "I don't know how much time we have before they notice something is wrong, so we need to move fast."

"W-Wait!" Theo stuttered as he seemed to finally break out of his stupor, raising his hand to stop me.

"What is it? We can't linger here... it won't be long before they notice you're gone!" I whispered urgently, trying to get him moving, but he grabbed the edge of my coat with an evident desperation in his eyes. "We need... to save Hans and Greta."

Hearing this, I couldn't help but widen my eyes as I was convinced they were killed together with the rest of my servants.

"They're here, too?" I asked, still unable to fully believe they had made it out.

"Yes..." Theo said after a while. He then sighed and dejectedly shook his head.

"It was all my fault, you see... I stayed late in the workshop, running a few experiments to see if we could make the other types of basic potions with your new method. I didn't tell you about it back then as I wanted to make it a surprise... to make myself useful since it was you who did most of the work."

Theo paused before showing me a weak smile. "Hans and Greta were there with me when the assault happened... They offered to help me with the experiments as they, too, wanted to surprise you and made themselves useful to repay your generosity."

He then grimaced, looking away. "When those masked brutes barged in, I tried to fight them off, but there was nothing I could do. The next moment, I was on the ground, restrained, and their leader then said they would be taking me with them before ordering the others to get rid of all the witnesses..."

"Realizing what that meant, I begged them to keep the children alive, making up a story that they were both my apprentices and that they were essential. It somehow worked, and they kept them alive, but they ended up here with me, locked in the cage somewhere... If only I kept them away from the workshop."

I grabbed his hand, pulling him up to his legs. "You did good back then. They would both likely be dead right now without your quick thinking."

He blinked, looking at me hesitantly. "Realy?"

"Yeah, they killed all the other servants in the house... Including my sister and master Lily." I said bitterly.

This revelation made Theo visibly gasp in horror. "T-They killed Helga and Lady Liliam, too?"
To which I could only weakly nod, busy battling the sudden wave of anger that washed over me from having to relive those ugly memories.

After a while of silence, I shook my head, looking ahead with determination. "What is done is done; there is no point in dwelling in the past. All we can do now is to help those who are still alive and seek revenge for those who aren't... Are you with me?"

Theo remained silent for a moment, seemingly deep in thought, but then he looked at me with a grave expression that I had never seen him make before. "Of course, whatever it takes to save Greta and Hans!"

I tilted my head to the side, wondering when he grew so close to the children that he was willing to go to such lengths for them. 'I guess I was too preoccupied with my own interests to pay attention to those around me.'

Back then, I was too naive. I took it all as a game, treating everyone as pieces on a chessboard, which ultimately led to my downfall.

Still, it was too late to second guess my life choices; all I could do now was learn from my mistakes, move forward, and finish what I had started.

Resolving myself, I turned around, realizing we had already lost too much time here. "Do you know where they keep Hans and Greta?" I asked Theo over my shoulder.

"Sadly, I don't... After they took us here, they separated us, threatening to kill them each time I didn't want to do their bidding. So I had no other option but to cooperate."

He paused, grimacing, before he continued explaining. "I tried to buy us some time, telling them I could replicate our workshop while I searched for a way to rescue them and escape, but there was nothing I could do."

"Wait, so the herbs, the workshop... everything was fake?" I asked him incredulously, amazed by his resourcefulness.

He gave a weak smile. "What did you think? I still have no idea how you actually crafted the elixirs in the first place. Anyway, yesterday, they told me that in three days, I was supposed to perform the entire crafting process before Sir Konrad, so I was already beginning to lose hope. If you hadn't come in time..."

"Well, I did have some trouble finding this place..." I said while grinning, but then I noticed that several life signs began quickly moving in our direction, which compelled me to adopt a somber look. "You can tell me all the details later, but now we have to move."

I ordered Theo to get right behind me as I cautiously moved toward the bonfires. It looked like a pair of guards were coming over to check in on their prisoner.

So I patiently waited for them to get close and finished them both at the same time with a stone bullet before they had a chance to discover that the cage was empty.

Since they didn't suspect an ambush so deep within the safety of their own base, they offered no resistance and simply collapsed to the ground, their faces colored with confusion.

I sighed in relief that our cover remained intact, but I was very well aware that we were now on borrowed time.

It won't be long before the rest of the gang discovers that the patrol isn't coming back and raises an alarm. So I become fully alert, carefuly weighing our options.

We could possibly try to sneak up the same way back as I come up, but all it would take would be a single mistake to have the whole gang on our back. So now that I had Theo safely behind me, I decided to finally drop the pretense and slaughter them all.

Still, I wanted to remain hidden for as long as possible to avoid alerting the higher-ups that they were under attack and mount an organized resistance.

Thus, I quietly began moving toward the nearest bonfire. After a brief observation, I noticed that there were six drunken thugs sitting around it, totally oblivious to the fact their sorry lives were about to end.

Six stone bullets came flying from the darkness at tremendous speed, piercing their heads and killing them instantly. They collapsed to the ground with a small thud, but I didn't pay them attention as I was already moving toward my next target.

Taking them all by surprise was a bit anticlimactic, but I didn't really care. My goals weren't to play a hero but to enact my revenge and make sure we would all make it safely out alive.

So, without wasting a breath, I quickly approached the next bonfire, slaying the unsuspecting gang members without mercy.

I was slightly taken aback by how smoothly everything was going so far and that nobody had raised the alarm yet, but I guess they had never expected me to find their secret tunnel that led directly into the base, thus averting all security measures they might have prepared outside.

'One more bonfire to go...' I smiled coldly, looking at the warm, flickering flame that appeared to be at the far end of the spacious cavern, inciting me over.
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                As I approached the last, furthest bonfire, I noticed that only two men were sitting there.

One of them must have noticed me as he suddenly stood up and began stumbling in my direction.

His breath reeked of cheap ale, and his eyes were bloodshot and unfocused. "Hey, you there!" He slurred as he seemed to realize I was not one of them.

But I didn't pay him any attention as I was busy incanting a spell. Soon, several long, sleek wind blades manifested before me, swishing forward and cleanly bisecting the drunken thug in half.

His companion only had time to widen his eyes in horror before the same fate befell him, too. 'Alright, the hard part is over...'

Since I dealt with all the gang members sitting around the bonfires, I stepped out of the shadows as there was now no need to keep hiding.

All that was left was the dozen or so sleeping gang members I had previously ignored since they didn't pose an immediate threat.

Now, however, it was time for them to join their comrades in the afterlife, as I didn't plan to leave a single one of those bastards alive.

Therefore, the whole cavern was soon filled with the muffled screams of many abruptly woken thugs who looked around in utter confusion, only to be mowed down by the merciless wind blades.

After the battle with the Warrhogs, I decided to rely more on this elaborate spell, as I found it pretty convenient in situations like this one, where I had to face a lot of weak opponents.

Before long, the cavern once again grew quiet. Still, to be on the safe side, I did one more quick scan with my magic sense.

Not detecting any further life signs anywhere in the spacious chamber, I nodded with satisfaction and turned toward Theo, who was watching everything transpire with a mix of awe and trepidation.

"I can't find Hans and Greta anywhere in here. Do you have any idea where they might have taken them?"

He seemed to think about it briefly but then dejectedly shook his head. "I'm not sure, but I often saw Vincent going to the far end of the cave together with that brute who brought me here, but I was never allowed anywhere near it."

"Vincent?" I asked with furrowed brows.

"That's the leader of this organization, at least I think so, as he commands everyone around, and nobody dared to look into his eyes," Theo replied.

'Wait, so the mysterious merchant's name is Vincent?' I tilted my head to the side, wondering.

'Well, not that it matters much, as I plan to kill them all anyway...' I thought as we headed toward the back.

I contemplated whether or not I should keep Theo here, but I chose not to as I didn't like the idea of separating. Plus, there was no telling how many criminals might still be lurking in the shadows.

At the very end, there was another tunnel that led further, but it was partially obstructed by a protruding rock, so it wasn't visible if you didn't know what to look for. 'Without Theo telling me, I might have completely missed this...'

We carefully tiptoed through the dark as I didn't dare to conjure any flames not to alert whoever was ahead of our approach.

The tunnel then ended, opening into another smaller cavern. Yet this one was fully illuminated by equally spaced lamps. I blinked, trying to adjust to the bright light, but then I froze as a massive figure appeared out of nowhere, blocking our path.

I widened my eyes before hurriedly jumping backward as I instantly recognized him. 'Dominic...'

It seemed like he was just about to go take a look as to why the main cavern grew so quiet so suddenly when we almost bumped into one another right as we were coming in.

It was the very first time I had seen the mighty gang leader make such a startled face as he hurriedly moved backward and cowered into a fighting stance.

"I've finally found you..." I scowled at him, intense emotions battling inside of me.

"You..." Dominic grimaced as he also seemed to finally recognize me.

Behind him, I could see the surprised faces of Vincent and Sir Konrad, who appeared like they were just in the middle of a meeting, but I didn't pay them any attention as my sight was solely focused on that bastard Dominic in front of me.

"You thought you could get rid of me, and there would be no consequences? Well, you've missed your chance, and tonight, I came to settle the debt."

My proclamation loudly echoed through the cavern as I couldn't help but let some of the anger bubbling inside me seep into my voice.

By now, Dominic seemed to have regained his composure. He looked at me with disbelief, his eyes narrowing in anger, and I heard him scoff.

"I have no idea how you managed to get all the way here, but this is as far as you'll go. I don't think you'll be able to talk your way out of here."

He then glanced at the merchant Vincent, who nodded and said, "Kill him; he's too difficult to control."

With that, Dominic smirked at me while he took out a peculiar weapon—an exquisite-looking dagger. It had quite a long crimson-colored blade, and I could feel tremendous power emanating from it.

'A magic weapon?' I thought, slightly taken aback as I had never seen something like this before. Dominic took my caution as a sign of fear as he grinned viciously while pointing the dagger at me.

Out of curiosity, I peered into it with my magic sense, noticing a massive amount of essence hiding beneath its surface.

I quickly realized that it was quite dangerous, and if I let him hit me with it, I could face a severe injury, maybe even instant death.

Not that it mattered much as, by now, my preparations were all but complete.

Ever since I first emerged from the tunnel, I have been gathering my essence and circulating it around my whole body. With each revolution, I drew more and more essence from my core until I felt that I had amassed every bit of strength inside of me.

For a single moment, I decided to let go of all my pent-up anger, letting it fuel me as I pushed the limits of my body further than I had ever before.

They thought I was just some nuisance they could get rid of whenever they pleased; well, this one time, I would let them see who I really was.

As my power continued to rise, the surrounding air began cracking with static electricity, and my body began emanating an almost palpable pressure with tiny shockwaves traveling in all directions.

This alerted Dominic, who till now had simply been posing with his fancy dagger, acting like I was already a dead man. He then hurriedly entered a battle stance, preparing to lunge at me.

On the other hand, I didn't move a muscle, overwhelmed by the sheer amount of magic that now filled my body to the brim.

I felt like I was a mere moment before I would undoubtedly lose control. But then, my perception seemed to have changed, and I entered a trance-like state.

I suddenly felt a sense of clarity like I had never felt before. Time seemed to have slowed down, and I could now perceive every little detail of my surroundings I never thought possible.

I saw Theo's frightened face as he cowered behind me, Dominic, as he moved toward me in slow motion, and the ever-so-slick and calculating Vincent, losing his nonchalant expression as the first signs of concern began appearing on his elegant face, all at the same time.

I wanted nothing more than to see those two bastards burn, but even now, I had enough presence of mind to know that summoning an inferno in the middle of a cave would be a really bad idea, so I did the second-best thing.

Ever so slowly, I raised my hand as my eyes shone with incandescent light, and I finally released all my magic.

The cavern's floor seamlessly parted to give way to the largest earth spike I had ever conjured. Just the tip was at least twice as big as Dominic itself, and if it had a space to extend fully, it would span for more than fifty meters, almost double the size of the cavern itself.

Normally, it would be impossible for me to summon something like this, but since we were in the middle of a mountain, I had as much rock to work with as I wanted. Plus, in my current state, manipulating my environment came to me naturally, like breathing.

I had already previously noticed that Dominic was wearing the same protective pendant as the Magistrate and the others did, so I knew there was no room for half-measures.

'Take this, you bastard!' I thought, right as the gigantic spike smashed into Dominic with the power of a speeding train.
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                In that fleeting moment, before the enormous earth spike hit that bastard Dominic square in the face, everything became still, as if the whole world held its breath in severe anticipation.

"BOOOM!"

Then, the entire cavern shook violently as an earth-shattering explosion rocked everyone to their core.

I could see Dominic's look of bewilderment as his magic shield shone brightly, groaning under the enormous pressure while desperately trying to annul the tremendous power of my spell.

Yet, there was nothing the shield could do about it, and in the blink of an eye, Dominic was unceremoniously rammed into the side of the cave.

Still, to my complete surprise, the magic shield somehow managed to hold itself together, continuing to resist my every attempt to shatter it.

Not that it mattered, as I had no thoughts of backing down here. I knew that this was the type of situation that could only end in either victory or death, and I had no intentions of losing.

Instead, I doubled down on my efforts, directing the spike to continue drilling into Dominic with everything I had.

Countless sparks flew as the two opposing forces met. The enormous pressure and heat this generated caused the spike's tip to melt, quickly turning into lava, yet even then, I didn't stop pushing.

The resulting effect of such a force made the entire mountain tremble, and countless cracks began forming at the cavern's ceiling.

By now, the mighty gang leader had long lost his condescending smirk, and what replaced it was an expression of pure terror as he watched the molten lava begin slowly encapsulating him.

I could sense that my supply of essence was rapidly decreasing, yet I didn't pay it any attention, as I could clearly see that the shield's surface began to flicker.

I donned a wicked grin as I could feel that I was on the cusp of victory. All I had to do was endure a bit longer, and that is exactly what I did.

The whole battle, from the instant Dominic lunged at me, and I consequently released my spell, lasted only a few seconds, yet it felt like an eternity.

But right when I felt I was only a mere moment from running out of essence, the magic shield's flickering intensified. Then, seemingly unable to take the abuse any longer, it finally shattered with a clear, loud snap.

Without the shield's protection, Dominic's body suddenly found itself subjected to unimaginable pressure. Therefore, it was instantly splattered before burning up and evaporating a moment later.

Feeling no further resistance, I hurriedly released my hold over the spell before it had a chance to carve a massive hole into the cavern's ceiling. Totally exhausted, I then collapsed to the ground, panting heavily.

Since I managed to end the spell in time, I still had some essence to go around, but the strain of releasing such a large quantity of magical energy so fast made me extremely dizzy, and it took a while before I managed to compose myself.

However, this momentary disability was enough for Vincent and Sir Konrad, who at this moment fully realized they had picked a fight with someone they absolutely shouldn't have to collect their bearings and began frantically running away.

They both headed toward the back, where, to my dismay, another passage I had previously failed to notice appeared, leading into the dark depths of the mountain.

Cursing, I tried to stand up to pursue them, but I quickly realized that I would not be able to catch them in my current state.

Despite this, I still somehow managed to focus enough to send a couple of stone bullets after them before they had a chance to escape from my sight.

With a quiet whoosh, the bullets caught with them in an instant.

Sir Konrad died almost instantly after the piece of rock blew a large hole through his chest, but that sleek bastard Vincent, who also appeared to have that damned magic shield, effortlessly shrugged off the projectile and promptly disappeared into the tunnel's mouth.

'Whatever, there'll be plenty of time to catch him later...' I thought as I proceeded to close my eyes, trying my best to endure the massive headache I got after pushing my body past its limits.

"A-Are you alright?" Theo's worried voice sounded from behind me, to which I simply nodded. "I just need a minute..."

After a few moments of rest, the pain began subsiding, and I came back to my senses. I slowly stood back up and took a measured look at my surroundings to figure out what to do next.

There were no signs of any remaining enemies, but that didn't mean we could linger here for long. Since I let Vincent escape, there was no telling what he might do next, and I had no strength left for another such fight.

But there was still something I needed to do first, so I tiredly shuffled toward the spot where the struggle with Dominic took place.

Even though I could clearly sense his life escaping his body, I still had to see what was left of him with my own two eyes.

I stared at the small mound of ash and charred pieces of flesh, which was all that remained of the once mighty gang leader, hoping it would give me some sort of closure and satisfaction.

I dreamt of this moment for months, ever since I escaped from my burning mansion. But right now, all I could feel was a sense of emptiness and profound loss, and I soon realized that I would have to carry those feelings with me for the rest of my life.

Still, even though it didn't make me feel any better, I knew that killing Dominic was the right thing to do... There was no way I would ever be able to rest whilst the man directly responsible for my sister's murder was running free.

There were also the others... The nobles who ordered my death, the court wizard, Vincent, and the Count of Ereneth himself.

But at this moment, I realized it was all pointless. If I let myself be consumed by anger and a blind desire for revenge, I would be no better than all those bastards, and no matter how many I would kill, there would be others who would happily take their place, subjecting me to an endless loop of violence.

I was better than that. I could do better than that. That was why I decided, for my own sake, to end my revenge with Dominic right now.

Of course, even if I stopped coming after them, my adversaries certainly wouldn't. I was still a wanted man and too big of a threat for the powers to be.

That's why there existed only one way for me to get out of this cycle of death that I knew of - magic.

I had to return to my roots and focus solely on the path of magic. I had to focus on learning as much as I could while tirelessly working on getting stronger.

Only when I amassed enough power that nobody would dare to entertain the thought of crossing me will I truly be free.

With that, I clutched the small lock of Helga's hair I had kept as a keepsake to always remember her and whispered, "I hope you live happily in some better place, sister..."

I knew that death was not the end and that reincarnation was real - I was a living example of it. So I sincerely wished Helga could find her own happiness somewhere else and that we might meet once again one day.

Until then, I'll continue to live each day to its fullest, beholden to nobody but myself, while struggling with everything I have to break free of the constraints of this ruthless society.

Full of newfound resolve, I took one last look at Dominic's remains and began turning away, ready to resume my search for the siblings.

But right then, a faint glint quickly drew my attention, breaking my current train of thought. I approached the spot with a slight curiosity, only to discover that a short distance away, Dominic's fancy dagger lay uselessly on the ground.

By some miracle, it managed to survive the violent clash completely unscathed. I briefly admired the immaculate craftsmanship of whoever had made this before smirking mischievously.

'I'll be taking that if you don't mind...' I thought while quickly snatching the exquisite prize into my bag. I then returned to my previous spot, addressing Theo.

"Alright! It looks like there are no more enemies left. We should continue searching for Hans and Greta, but keep your eyes open for any potential loot... I'd say it's high time to reimburse ourselves for all the trouble the criminals caused us." I said, smiling mischievously.

            

    
        Chapter 147: Skipping Town

    
    
    
    
                "This place is like a damn maze!" I exclaimed frustratingly, struggling to navigate the multiple winding tunnels that ran through the mountain in all directions.

Even worse, my magic sense was almost useless in helping me locate Hans and Greta because I was surrounded by nothing but solid rock.

But I wouldn't let myself be dissuaded that easily, so I soldiered on, carefully traversing the dark corridors while dutifully marking my path to avoid getting lost.

After recovering from my battle with Dominic, I quickly discovered that apart from that passage we came in and the one Vincent used to escape, there seemed to be yet another tunnel further back that subsequently forked into three more shafts.

The first one appeared to be a dead end, so after uttering a silent curse, I retraced my steps and went on to check the other two.

Since there were no more enemies, I told Theo to wait for me in the smaller cavern because I could move much faster alone.

Next, I decided to check the middle shaft. Fortunately, the shafts were relatively short, so it didn't take me much time.

Yet I always remained vigilant, reminding myself that the gang might still have left traps or some other hazards behind. So, straining my ears for any suspicious sound, I cautiously moved forward.

About a dozen or so meters in, I paused, tilting my head to the side as I caught a distant whimper. I waited for a bit, but no further sounds came, so I slowly continued.

After another dozen meters or so, the tunnel ended, opening into a tiny chamber, the majority of which was filled with a massive iron cage.

And inside that cage... "Mister! You came for us! I knew you would!"

After she recognized me, Greta's voice loudly echoed through the chamber, and her eyes lit up with a mixture of relief and hope.

"That's right! I came for you, so now move as far back as you can. I'll get you out of here."

Since I didn't have to worry about the noise anymore, I didn't bother melting the lock and instead conjured a swift wind blade that promptly carved the cage open with a satisfying swoosh.

After that, I made the bundle of flames in my hand burn brighter so that I could properly examine them.

They looked pale and exhausted, but overall, they were fine. But I still had them both drink an elixir just in case, as I had previously found a whole crate of them back in the main cavern, so there was no reason to be frugal here.

"Thank you, sir! You've saved us for the second time. I don't know if we'll ever be able to repay you..." Hans said, grimacing but visibly relieved.

"Don't worry about it...you're alive. That's all that matters. I know you have plenty of questions, but we don't have much time, so please follow after me and keep quiet until we make it out of here."

Having secured the children, I then promptly retraced my steps and returned to the small cavern where Theo waited.

"Look who I found..." I said with a subtle smile.

"Hans! Greta! I'm so glad you're unharmed." Theo exclaimed.

While he was busy making sure the kids were okay, I took this opportunity to search the place properly to see if there was anything of interest I might have previously missed.

And sure, there was. In the far corner, a massive, sturdy-looking chest immediately drew my attention.

While quickly conjuring a wind blade, I proceeded to cut off the lid in one swift motion. The next moment, my eyes widened as, besides a few documents, there was... Silver, lots and lots of silver coins.

I instantly grinned, as I could now partake in some sweet loot after all this trouble. Besides, I guessed that most of it came directly from the sale of my elixirs, so I had almost a legitimate claim on it.

After I shared this excellent news with Theo, he appeared much more hesitant. "Shouldn't we hand it out to the city's authorities?"

"Of course not... These are our spoils of war!" I said reproachfully, hurrying to grab it.

Quickly realizing I couldn't carry it all alone, I turned toward Theo and the children, urging them to stuff as much silver into their pockets as possible.

Theo hesitated momentarily, his eyes darting from me to the pile of silver. After a deep breath, he nodded reluctantly and started to gather the coins together with the dazed-looking Hans and Greta.

After filling our pockets with the glittering loot, I decided to take the same path I saw Vincent disappear in, as I was almost certain that would be the fastest way to get out of there without getting lost.

***

'Ah, we finally made it out!' I grinned as we bolted out of the abandoned mine's main shaft half an hour later.

Finding the right path proved to be a lot more complicated than I anticipated. 'After this, I don't want to ever see the insides of a mine; those narrow shafts gave me the creeps.'

I took a moment to gather my bearings, and then I looked around to figure out where we ended up.

It took me a while, but I soon recognized the tall smokestacks in the distance. We were on the fringes of the Craftsman's district, and it was currently dead of night.

But my elation didn't last long. In the next moment, I detected multiple figures swarming around the area, closing in on the mine shaft we had just exited.

I looked ahead, and it didn't take long before I spotted them - city guards and many of them.

'Oh, crap!' Whether it was Vincent or the noise of our recent battle that alerted them, I knew very well that I couldn't let them catch us under any circumstances.

Although we theoretically did nothing wrong, as I was technically a beast hunter and apprehending criminals was perfectly justifiable, I knew more than well that being morally right didn't mean crap in this feudal society.

All it would take would be one corrupt official or a few conveniently planted pieces of evidence, and we would quickly find ourselves in the hands of the executioner.

With that, our only option was to run. Still, as I looked back, my companions' condition was far from suitable for any sort of wild chase with the guards.

So, without further thought, I focused my essence on the roof of the nearby building, shattering its supports and collapsing it in the way of the approaching guards, hoping to slow them down enough so that we could make our escape.

And it worked as planned, at least for the first dozen seconds or so... What I didn't count on was the fire.

As the building crumbled behind us, flames erupted from the wreckage, engulfing the night sky in a fiery blaze.

'Huh?' I previously saw that several torches were hung on the walls, but the fire was still spreading way too fast.

'Whatever...' Although it was a bit suspicious, I decided not to pay it any attention for the moment and instead urged my companions to continue running. This proved to be an even better distraction than I had originally planned.

Yet after a few more minutes of running, when we were about halfway through the Craftsman's district, I couldn't help but furrow my brows, noticing that there was now a massive orange glow behind us. 'Don't tell me...'

"BOOOOOM!"

Before I had a chance to finish that thought, a massive explosion rocked the whole city, shattering most windows and raising a gigantic cloud of dust. My companions were in a state of shock, wide-eyed and gasping for air.

'Oh, crap! So that was the reason that building was made entirely of stone and standing significantly apart from the other warehouses...'

As the dust slowly began to settle, I couldn't help but marvel at the utter destruction I had just wrought on the area.

Luckily, apart from the guards, who hopefully managed to run away in time, there didn't appear to be any people in this part of the city at this hour, so at least there shouldn't have been any casualties.

'Well, now would be about the right time to skip the town...'

I knew that we had to move quickly, so I urged everyone to get up and keep running.
We ran through the chaos of the night, urgently trying to reach the inn where Ram and Vixen were sleeping.

I knew I couldn't escape the city and leave them there because it wouldn't take too long before someone would put two and two together, and since they were seen in my presence on multiple occasions, they would end up in a well of trouble simply by association.

Thus, we hurried until I saw the familiar contours of our inn ahead. Luckily, it was quite a distance from the explosion, so the streets were relatively quiet.

As we were closing in, I quickly turned over to Theo and the kids, whispering in a hurry.

"I don't have time to properly explain things, so for now, simply play along... From now on, address me as Jorn, and don't mention anything about Ereneth or Alchemy. Better yet, don't speak at all..."

I then promptly entered the tavern without waiting for their response. Not bothering with any pleasantries, I barged into our room, shouting, "Ram, Vixen, Wake up!"

However, it looked like they both were already awake, staring at me in confusion.
"Jorn? Where were you, and what happened to you?!" They said almost unanimously.

"I don't have time to explain, but we are in danger and must leave the city now!"

"Leave the city? Okay... but all the gates would be closed at this hour, no?" Ram replied after a brief moment of hesitation.

However, none of them questioned my decision; after such a long time spent traveling together, they trusted my judgment, and when they heard there was a danger, they chose to simply go with it.

Thus, after gathering our things, we all hurried through the city, traversing one terrace after another and heading down toward the city gates.

Ram and Vixen were throwing glances at Theo and the kids but decided to leave their questions for later, and I was glad about that.

We were quickly running across the main street that led directly toward the city's southern gates, but a moment before we would get into the plaza right in front of them, I made a sharp turn, taking us to a narrow alley that ran perpendicularly to the main street.

I knew that there was no way to get through the gates without a huge fight. However, I was too tired and devoid of essence for that. So I decided to do the second best thing - make a gate of my own.

"Where are we going?" Vixen whispered, concern evident in her voice.

"It's not far..." I replied over my shoulder, not daring to stop.

Soon, we arrived at what looked like a dead end, with the city's walls directly in front of us.

"I heard there is a secret passage that leads out of the city," I began. "But it will take me some time to find the hidden entrance, so please watch the corner to ensure we are not being followed."

I left Ram to be the watch and Vixen to guard the kids. Meanwhile, Theo and I continued right toward the city walls.

I could see the silent question in Theo's eyes, but he was conscious enough not to ask it until we were truly alone. "There isn't any secret passage, is there? So what exactly are you planning to do?"

"No, there isn't one... Thus, I will simply have to make my own." I replied with a subtle smile.

Theo widened his eyes before a hint of recognition reflected in them. "Oh, right, you're..."

"That's right!" I quickly interjected. "But as I already told you, simply play along and don't say anything."

With that, I took a deep breath and ordered my almost depleted stores of essence, which barely had any time to recover, to seep into the majestic wall before me, reshaping the massive stone slabs with nothing but my will.
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                With a quiet rumble, a small portion of the mighty city's wall in front of me crumbled. My lips curled into a smile as I turned over and whispered to Theo. "Bring everyone here. We're leaving."

He simply nodded and jogged over to where Vixen and the others were anxiously waiting.

Meanwhile, I hardened the surface of the new passage so that it wouldn't collapse on us and then carefully listened until I heard the sound of multiple pairs of subtle steps making their way toward me.

"Look! I managed to find it." I grinned at the others as they appeared over the corner of a dilapidated house that was pressed right against the walls, blocking the newly created tunnel from view.

"You did? Wait, there really was such a neat secret passage here? I thought you'd ask us to crawl through some disgusting sewer or something like that." Vixen said, visibly relieved.

"What do you take me for?" I replied, still grinning, before urging everyone to hurry to the other side.

I went in last, quickly raising the surrounding soil to block both entrances, effectively masking them.

'It would be a shame to destroy it given the amount of essence it cost me, and it might come in handy one day.' I reasoned as I hurried after my companions, who, by now, managed to make it quite a distance from the walls.

Then, under cover of night, our footsteps pounded against the earth as we ran across the serene countryside and away from Weisberg, eager to get as far away from the city as possible.

In the distance, I could hear echoes of Weisberg's resident's frantic shouts as the city was still reeling from the chaos caused by the inadvertent explosion in the Craftsman's district.

But as we continued to run, the sounds grew fainter and fainter until I couldn't hear anything anymore.

'We made it!' I rejoiced after I could no longer see the city's walls, which meant the guards posted on them couldn't see us either.

Thus, I signaled to the others to stop, allowing us a brief pause to catch our breath. Everyone beside me then promptly dropped to their buts, panting heavily.

I continuously circulated my essence throughout my body, replenishing my depleted energy so I wasn't anywhere as tired as the others.

I took advantage of that and decided to use this extra time to figure out where we would go from here.

So far, our only goal was to get out of the city as fast as we could before the guards would inevitably apprehend us, but I knew that we couldn't just run blindly into the woods like headless chickens, as that would be a sure recipe for disaster.

That's why I climbed a small hill nearby and took a look ahead. Stretching out before me was nothing but a flat open plain of the Weisberg's valley bathed in the moon's gentle glow, which then turned into thick, towering woods some distance away.

Still a little apprehensive about the possibility of pursuit by the city guards as there was no telling what Vincent might tell them, I returned to the others.

"Let's go a bit further. I saw a nice spot where we could make a camp." I said, urging them to continue, although now in a bit more relaxed manner compared to before.

It irked me that I couldn't finish Vincent off together with Dominic, but there was nothing I could do about it now.

'Well, it doesn't matter...' I thought while walking. I thoroughly hindered his operation and killed most of the gang members. It will take him months, maybe even years, to pose a serious threat again. And hopefully, by then, I will be strong enough to not have to worry about such trivial matters.

The only issue was that Vincent saw my real strength, so if we were to meet again, there was a real possibility that he'd prepare some serious countermeasures against my magic, but that was a future me problem.

Not that there was much he could do about it in the first place... He wasn't a mage, nor had any substantial fighting skills, given the fact he ran at the first sight of trouble. All he could possibly do was get his hands on some potent magical items or hire even stronger guards than Dominic, and that was something I could easily handle.

'Well, enough about this. It seems we are finally here...' As I looked around, we arrived at the area where we had previously met with Master Finn before we went to gather herbs a few days prior.

It was a nice open clearing a short distance from the main highway but hidden enough so that those traveling on it wouldn't be able to see all the way there.

"Alright, we should make a camp here," I said to great relief from everyone as apart from Ram and Vixen, the rest of us spent many harrowing hours running all over the city, rendering us extremely exhausted.

That's why I gladly accepted Ram's offer to take the first watch as I, together with Theo and the kids, plopped down into our meager, makeshift beds made out of our moss and our folded coats, dozing off almost instantly.

When I woke up the following morning, my senses were immediately assaulted by an enticing aroma that made me drool. 'Huh?' I dazedly looked around, noticing that the sun was already quite high in the sky. 'How long have I been sleeping for?'

Anxious, I quickly sprung up to my feet only to be met with a smirking Vixen's face, who was just about finished roasting a delicious-looking rabbit. "Hey there, sleepyhead. Would you like some breakfast?"

"Ehhh, I guess so?" I blinked in confusion, struggling to come up with a suitable reply. 'I must have been more tired than I realized...' I thought, but before I managed to ask what time it was, the rest of our party came running.

"Yay, rabbit!" Greta jumped around in joy as everyone quickly began participating in this unexpected feast.

Seeing my confused expression, Ram happily chimed in. "I caught it during my watch last night... This little bugger gave me quite a scare, haha!"

"Good catch..." I nodded, accepting my portion from Vixen before I began greedily devouring it alongside everyone else.

We didn't talk much since all of us were still trying to process the crazy events from the last night, but everyone knew we had to put some more distance from the city first before we could relax our guard.

So, after the late breakfast, we packed our little camp, not that there was much to pack anyway, and headed back into the woods.

Guided by my magic sense, we successfully avoided each and every hunting or gathering party we came across long before they had a chance to spot us.

During our walk, I stuck close to Theo, and in a low voice, I caught him up to speed with everything that had happened since that ill-fated night of his kidnapping and my escape from Ereneth.

After I was done, I turned toward him and asked matter-of-factly. "So what do you plan to do now? Return to Ereneth?"

I knew very well that Theo wasn't cut out for the life of a beast hunter. It would also be a colossal waste of his Alchemical talent.

So the ideal solution would be for him and the kids to hunker down somewhere safe to be free of all this drama and have a chance to rebuild their upturned lives.

He looked at me confusedly. "I don't know, to be honest... I'm still trying to come to terms with being free of that unseemly cage they kept me in and didn't really think much about what comes next."

He then grimaced, saying, "But one thing I know for certain. Nothing is waiting for me back in Ereneth. My father still hates me for getting on bad terms with the Guild, and without our workshop, there is no way for me to make a living there."

"Well, give it some thought as we need to figure out what to do next..." I replied before I left him to his own thoughts and went on to discuss with Ram and Vixen where we should head next.

As the sun began its descent towards the horizon, we soldiered on through the forest and soon arrived at a quaint town nestled between the bustling main highway and a serene lake that reflected the sky's vibrant colors. The town was situated at the mouth of the Weisberg Valley, surrounded by lush green hills and forests.

Exhausted from our journey, we eagerly checked into a nice-looking travel inn. Our tired bodies rejoiced at the thought of finally sleeping in a proper bed once again.

At dinner, I could see Theo looking thoughtful, not talking much. So, afterward, I took him aside and asked what was bothering him.

"You know, I gave some thought to what you said and have decided to try my luck in the Capital. My aunt lives there, and with all those silver coins we managed to seize from the criminals, I want to try to open up my own Alchemy shop there."

"That's a great idea!" I encouraged him. Previously, I declared that Theo and the kids should keep all the silver they looted from Vincent's chest as I had plenty of money of my own and didn't really need it all.

This will also give them a nice safety net so they won't have to worry about where their next meal will come in for a very long time.

"What about you?" Theo suddenly asked, taking me by surprise.

"Well, you know where my true passion lies..." I chuckled.

"I guess so..." He nodded with a knowing smile before asking. "And what about Hans and Greta?"

"I was wondering if you could perhaps take them to the Capital... It was me who hired them, but as it seems they took quite a liking to you, and I feel I wouldn't be able to take good care of them going forward." I reasoned.

"You sure?" Theo asked for confirmation, tilting his head a little.

"Yea..." I nodded. I had a long journey ahead of me, and it was not a suitable environment for a pair of young kids to grow up in.

"Alright, then, I guess it's time to part ways..." Theo said in the end, a wistful smile playing on his lips.
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                The flames in the inn's hearth danced erratically, casting a warm, flickering glow across the dimly lit interior. It was a welcoming sight, especially compared to the howling winds and the fierce rain raging outside the cramped establishment.

"More ale!" One of the local patrons shouted, raising his empty mug. "Here ya go!" the stout innkeeper merrily answered, promptly refiling his mug with a fresh ale from a pitcher.

At that moment, the inn's doors flew open, and three hooded figures entered. 

Streams of water dripped from their long, black coats, leaving a trail of dark droplets on the creaking wooden floor as they made their way to an empty table in the far corner.

Everyone drew silent, looking warily at the newcomers. The only sound that could be heard was the rain, relentlessly pelting the inn's small windows.

The three, however, didn't pay any attention to the suddenly tense atmosphere, simply being happy that they managed to escape the furious storm.

I was, of course, one of them, the other being no other than Ram and Vixen.

"I told you we shouldn't have lingered on the road with such heavy clouds above!" Vixen said, scowling.

"We had made it safe and sound, didn't we?" Ram chimed in, smiling nervously, but he, too, looked relieved.

Meanwhile, I just listened to their usual bickering, happy we had finally made it under a roof.

The smell of roasted meats and spiced ale hung heavy in the air, beckoning us over. I could see many patrons huddled around sturdy wooden tables, their faces flushed from the heat of the fire.

As we lowered our hoods, the locals quickly lost interest in us, realizing we were just a group of kids not posing any threat, and the sound of a lively conversation that previously filled the room quickly resumed.

Slowly, the inn's warmth enveloped us, and I couldn't help but smile, feeling my weary muscles loosening.

It had been about two months since we parted ways with Theo. I had used my extensive knowledge of the Kingdom's trade network to secure his and the kids' safe passage on one of the many merchant caravans heading for the Capital.

He also offered me the option to accompany him, saying that his Aunt, apparently a high-standing noble, could protect us from any potential threat.

Although I was intrigued by the allure of the Kingdom's most prominent city, it lay directly opposite where I really wanted to go—the Grand Tower.

So, I wished Theo all the best in his future endeavors, and we promised each other we would meet again someday.

I then, together with Ram and Vixen, traveled south along the edges of the Silver Mountains before turning toward the east.

It was a long and challenging journey that tested the limits of our endurance - at least Ram's and Vixen's, as I could supplement my stamina with essence. So, to my companions' utter bewilderment, I felt mostly okay.

Yet, these last few days were beginning to take a toll on me, too, as we had to battle the relentless autumn storms that afflicted the Kingdom this time of year.

Luckily, our troubles seemed all but over as we were a mere day away from our destination.

Well, at least my companions' destination as they planned to spend the winter in the embrace of the familiar muddy streets of Ostengard.

I, on the other hand, planned to continue all the way toward Ereneth and beyond to seek out my parents so that I could make sure they were okay and also to say my goodbyes.

Come spring, I planned to finally begin the grand journey south to the famous magical academy—The Tower of Eluvius, aka the Grand Tower—where I would spend many years studying, and there was no telling when we could see each other again.

Being done with taking down Dominic's gang and with Theo away in the Capital, every link that tied me to Ereneth was all but gone, and I could now freely venture into the wide world to pursue my dream of becoming a true mage.

During our recent travels, I kept my ears perked for any mention of Vincent or my elixir's appearance in the local markets, but there was nothing. It was as if he had disappeared entirely from the face of the Continent.

'Whatever, one day I'll find him, and he could join Dominic in the afterlife...' I thought as I was drifting off to sleep that evening.

The following morning, it was time to separate. Ram and Vixen would turn north, heading straight for Ostengard, while I would continue east along the main highway.

"Come meet us, come spring!" Ram said enthusiastically. To which I only smiled, not saying anything as I wouldn't be coming back.

Previously, I told them that I planned to visit my family, and it was better that way.

There was no reason for them to be embroiled in my mess or that I lied to them the whole time... Better for them to simply remember me as the gloomy orphan Jorn.

Wawing at them for the last time, I then promptly hit the road as there was no time to linger.

Soon, the winter blizzards would hit, burying the countryside under a thick blanket of fresh snow, making any travel a quite challenging prospect.

On the bright side, I didn't have to worry too much about being discovered as, at this time of the year, there were very few travelers on the road, and those last few stragglers cared mainly about arriving at their destination in time, not caring about a lonely teenager traveling by himself.

'So, how do I go about this?' I wondered. The last time I saw my parents, they were in the company of Old Sven, who promised to protect them and take them to one of his relatives in a neighboring village.

So I knew the general area where to look for them, but it was not like I could venture into some random village and start asking around. That would be a sure way to get into trouble.

'I guess my best bet would be to seek out Old Sven.' I reasoned as he was the very person who was with my parents last.

This late into the autumn, he should be back in my old village as most animals were already hiding in their lairs and nests, preparing for the inevitable arrival of winter in a few short weeks.

Thus, after spending the night in another inn, I crossed the border into Ereneth, the weary soldiers barely giving me a passing look.

I smiled under my hood, being glad that everything was proceeding smoothly. I didn't really care about trying to clear my name as the perpetrators of the conspiracy against me were still running the show in Ereneth, so it would be quite an uphill battle.

It didn't matter much, as I didn't plan to stay here either way. Since the Grand Tower was its own separate country run by the mage council, any squabbles with Ereneth's nobility had no bearing on my future prospects there.

So, with that, I resumed the journey. The familiar countryside of countless fields and meadows welcomed me, and I enjoyed the opportunity to see it once again.

Of course, I circumvented the city of Ereneth in an ample arc so as not to alert the local authorities that I had returned.

Rather, I went south through the Jagged Rocks, hiding in its numerous gorges and ravines, making sure I didn't stumble into anyone, be it a man or a monster.

Soon, I stood at the precipice of the Frontier. The neatly harvested fields welcomed me, and the smell of fresh hay followed me along the winding, unpaved path.

I spend the night in the crown of an old branchy tree before continuing in the morning. Like the previous day, I gave a wide berth to anyone on the road heading east with purposeful steps.

***

"Eh? D-Darian? Whadya doing here, lad?" The old hunter looked quite surprised to see me, to say the least.

At first, he didn't even recognize me in my beast hunter disguise, thinking I was just some random Fledling scouting the Forest.

I was lucky to stumble upon him in a complete accident while making a shortcut through the familiar woods.

It looked like Old Sven hadn't quite given up on hunting this year yet, diligently checking his rabbit traps like I remembered him doing every morning when we used to hunt together.

"I'm looking for my parents..." I replied with a subtle smile playing on my lips. "Could you tell me where I may find them?"

"Oh, right! Ya weren't there when I took them to Old Bertha..."

"Old Bertha?" I asked with a raised eyebrow.

"Bertha's a very good friend of mine. She lives in the next village north of here and has promised me that she would take your parents and your brother in."

"And where exactly could I find her?"

"If ya follow the main road through the village, her house is the very last one right next to the Forest. Ya see... Bertha's an herbalist, and her house is quite secluded from the rest of the village, so nobody would go searchin' for your parents there!" Sven proclaimed, looking quite proud of himself.

I smiled at him in response. "Thank you again for helping us back then! If there is anything I could do to repay you..."

"Don't worry about it! Those damn nobles should stick to their business and keep us good folk alone." He said, taking a spit in disgust.

"Alright, I'll be going then, as I want to make it there by nightfall."

"Sure, sure, take care, lad..." He said before looking helplessly around, mumbling, "Where did I put that damn trap?"

I smiled again, remembering all the times he was looking for something, although he had it right under his nose, and then started running north. 'I'm almost there...'
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                As per Old Sven's advice, I then headed north, following a narrow path leading to the neighboring village.

Since this road was rarely ever used, it was overgrown in places or almost disappearing in others.

So, in some instances, I had to resort to orienting myself solely by the position of the sun, which occasionally peaked through the heavy clouds above to keep the right direction.

Ultimately, it took me almost half a day to get there, but I didn't mind much.

The soft rustling of ochre leaves overhead provided a pleasant ambiance, reminding me of all my childhood adventures spent running between these ancient, towering trees, not having to care about a thing.

Nevertheless, by afternoon, the everpresent trees of the Forest gave way to a large open valley, and I could see many tiny wooden houses scattered across it.

It took me a while to find Old Bertha's house, but as the sun was beginning its descent, casting long shadows that danced among the trees like fleeting spirits, I had finally caught sight of it.

It stood alone at the very edge of the village, quite neatly hidden in the shadow of several towering trees right next to the Forest's entrance. Its walls were covered in creeping vines, and the windows glowed warmly in the dim light.

Right next to it was a small garden that seemed to be well taken care of, and in the middle of it stood a tall woman tending to the crops, her face covered under a thick veil.

'Is that the woman Old Sven was telling me about... her name was Bertha, right?' I wondered as I made my way over.

The air carried the sweet scent of herbs and flowers, mingling with the earthy smell of the nearby Forest and the distant aroma of wood smoke from chimneys in the village.

I quickened my pace, eager to rest and finally reunite with my family after so long on the run.

"Excuse me..." I called up to her as I got close, not wanting to frighten her too much.

Still, the woman jumped a little, quickly turning around, and as she removed her cloak, I could see, to my utter surprise, the widened eyes of my mother staring back at me. "D-Darian? Is that you, my child?"

My mother's eyes shone with relief and a hint of disbelief as she rushed to embrace me.

"How did you find us here? We thought you were lost to us forever..." She said in a low voice in between quiet sobs.

I hugged her tightly, replying, "Old Sven told me that he brought you here to Bertha's house."

Mother then beckoned me inside, where I was enveloped by the cozy warmth of the flickering hearth and the pungent aroma of the many herbs hanging on the walls.

"I'm sorry, but you'll have to wait a bit for dinner as we usually eat a bit later here. However, we should have fresh milk and bread as Bertha went on an errand into the village and said she'll bring some."

I looked around briefly before saying. "Don't worry about it. I've eaten plenty on the road. By the way, where's Father and Rolf?"

"Oh, they're still by the stream, burning charcoal."

'Huh? Since when did Father know how to burn charcoal? I've never seen him do it back home; he always just bought it in the city.' I wondered silently.

I had plenty of questions to ask about everything that happened to them since we split apart, but I decided to wait until Father returned.

Then, the doors creaked behind us, and an old, hunched woman entered, carrying a large sack over her shoulder.

She seemed to limp but was still moving with surprising vigor, given her advanced age.

"Oh? We have a guest?" She said with a certain mirth in her voice before raising an eyebrow in amusement. "You must be another of Gorn's sons, aren't you? I can see the resemblance..."

"Well, yes, I am. Darian, a pleasure to meet you." I said, quickly making way for the woman as she hurried to the kitchen area.

Bertha nodded knowingly as if she already knew who I was before I even said anything. "Why don't you sit around for a bit? I'll get the dinner ready in a moment. I'm sure you must be starving after such a long journey."

'What a forward-going woman.' I thought before deciding to take up on her offer and sat down on a creaking chair by the hearth.

It took almost another hour before Father and Rolf returned, both tired-looking and covered in soot. By then, dinner was already on the table, and they quickly joined the rest of us over the table after a quick wash in a nearby trough.

"Darian! I'm glad to see you're healthy and well!" Father said, greeting me.

"Likewise, Father," I replied with a smile. Rolf gave me a simple nod before he quickly began wolfing down his dinner.

'I guess he still blames me for losing his precious forge...' I thought as I, too, gave him a nod, deciding not to impose myself on him until he was ready.

During the dinner, we then engaged in some light chatter as everyone consciously avoided mentioning any heavy subject.

It was only later that evening when Bertha sensed the uneasy atmosphere and said merrily, "What a lovely night! I think I'll go have a smoke in the garden."

She then grabbed a long, elaborately carved pipe and quietly slipped out of the house.

My parents and I then exchanged uneasy looks before sitting at the table. "I revenged Helga's death, mother." I finally said after a while, breaking the awkward silence that suddenly filled the room.

A look of worry and fear crossed my mother's face as she exclaimed, "You shouldn't have done that! What if something were to happen to you? I couldn't bear the thought of losing you too..."

"I had to do it," I said firmly.

Mother shook her head in resignation and said softly, "If you say so..."

"I know I caused you so much grief, and you must probably hate me right now... So, I apologize for everything and hope you'll be able to forgive me someday."

"Don't beat yourself over it too much. You are our precious son; we can never hate you!" My father chimed in.

"Besides, we share the blame for what has happened. You were... still are, just a kid. You didn't know any better. We should have stepped in to protect both you and Helga.

The world is a cruel place, Darian; sometimes things simply happen, and there is nothing you can do about it but grind your teeth and endure it." He said, grimacing.

I suppressed the pang of guilt in my chest but didn't say anything. There was no point telling them I was an adult on the inside as my parents would have trouble understanding, and it could bring even more chaos into our already upheaved lives.

"So what happens now?" I said after a while.

My father chuckled. "We endure it... I'll continue burning charcoal in the woods, making money on the side until the situation settles and everyone forgets what happened, and then I'll go rebuild our house and the smithy so I can pass it on to Rolf."

That reminded me. "How come you knew how to burn charcoal? I've never seen you do it back home." I finally asked Father the question I wondered about before.

He looked at me with a meaningful look, and after a prolonged silence, he finally said. "I guess it's about time I tell you about how I ended up in our small village..."

Father then cleared his throat, looking into the fire that was crackling softly in the hearth, casting flickering shadows on his weathered face.

"You already knew I used to live in Ereneth. Leif - your uncle was set to inherit our family business, so my father arranged for me an apprenticeship with his friend, a master smith who agreed to take me as an apprentice..."

He then paused, grimacing, "I didn't know it at that time, but they also made a secret arrangement that I would marry my master's daughter. But by the time I ultimately found out, I had already met your mother and had no intention of following through with the betrothal."

A wistful smile tugged at the corners of Father's lips as he continued, "It might not be apparent now, but your mother was quite a free-spirited maiden back then."

He chuckled, giving my mother a meaningful look, and I could see a slight blush coloring my mother's face as she quickly averted her eyes.

"Gorn! Don't you go around filling his heads with your nonsense!" She promptly reprimanded him.

Father quickly cleared his throat, pretending like nothing had happened as he continued with the story.

"Let's just say my master didn't take it well. He threatened to throw me out of the shop and also assured me that no other smith in Ereneth would take me in. My father also threatened to banish me as breaking the agreement would bring shame to our family.

But by that time, your mother was already with a child- Rolf, your brother and there was no way I would abandon her. So we ran away.

We went from village to village, and I did whatever job I could. Luckily, it was summer back then, so getting a job in the fields was pretty easy.

But then, shortly before the winter hit, I managed to learn about an old blacksmith in one of the Frontier villages who was looking for an apprentice, so we went there."

He paused, letting the crackling fire fill the silence as if seeking solace in its warmth before continuing.

"He was an old goat with a nasty personality, but he took pity on me and allowed your mother and me to stay.

But the beginning was harsh - he wouldn't pay me a wage, and the only way to obtain some money was to sell the stuff I made.

Still, I had no money for the raw materials, so I had to settle for using scraps of iron from my master's forge and had to learn how to burn my own charcoal.

After several years, I had finally made enough to build our house, and after the old blacksmith retired, he passed his tools on to me.

That's why I said there are more important things than money in life. And why did I allow you to pursue your dreams, as I didn't want to be like my own father.

In the end, I never reconciled with my father before he died, but I managed to come to terms with Leif.

That's why I hope you'll one day be able to put your differences with Konrad aside and come together as brothers..." He finished up his story with a longing smile.

'Wow, what a story!' I thought as I drifted off to sleep later that night.

            

    
        Chapter 151: My Fourteenth Birthday

    
    
    
    
                When I woke up the following morning, I was still wondering about what Father had told me the night before.

To think that he had actually never finished his blacksmith's apprenticeship was quite a shocking piece of information, as by the quality of his craft, I thought he was one of the very best blacksmiths in all of Ereneth.

'At least I finally learned why he settled at the Frontier...' I thought as I went to grab something for breakfast.

I also understood his point about coming to terms with my brother Konrad, but there was simply no way to make it happen, at least in the immediate future, as our relationship was far too strained to be fixed by a single conversation.

I know that I carry part of the blame for alienating my brother due to my introverted personality, thus never showing much interest in him.

But that was mostly due to Konrad being too difficult to deal with in the first place.

Even if my foolish brother suddenly stopped his nonsensical aversion toward me, we still lived in entirely different worlds. Not to mention, I was still a wanted man, so it wasn't as if I could simply walk into Ereneth to seek him out.

So, for now, it was inevitable that Father's wish would remain unfulfilled.

"I'll be coming back late..." I then said to Mother as I promptly headed into the Forest right after breakfast.

Since I decided to stay at Bertha's house for the winter with my parents, as I had nowhere else to turn, I needed to do something about securing more food for the winter.

Even though I had plenty of money, there was no way to simply go buy some as the harvest season was long gone, and all the crops were now safely hidden away in people's houses.

That's why the only way to get more food was to hunt it myself. Of course, that had its own set of difficulties as most of the animals were already hibernating in their nests, awaiting the winter's arrival.

However, it was a much easier obstacle to overcome - for me, that is. With the help of my magic sense, I could locate the rabbits even inside their holes, provided they weren't too deep.

'Got you...' I smiled as I managed to locate yet another rabbit. I looked up, noticing it was already past noon.

'I'll need to start heading back soon.' I thought, being aware that the sun would set quite early this time of year.

***

Ultimately, I managed to catch nine rabbits in the following days before the first blizzard hit, signaling the arrival of winter.

But that was still too little to sustain me for the whole winter, so Bertha went into the village and exchanged several rabbits for a bag full of the local staple, ertiber - the pea-like crop that I hated oh so much.

However, I knew it was already enough to impose myself on the poor woman for the entire winter, so I shut my mouth, not saying anything.

Meanwhile, I worked on preparing some extra firewood as I wanted to make myself more useful.

Seeing that everyone was working hard, I didn't want to make it seem like I wasn't contributing anything.

Of course, I wouldn't do it the usual way as I was a mage, after all. Instead, I included it as a part of my standard training regimen, which I continued to dutifully practice every day.

Thus, each morning, I went behind Bertha's house and disturbed the serene atmosphere of the early winter Forest with a powerful-sounding swoosh as I felled one tree after another with the help of my sleek wind blade.

I then chopped the mighty trunks into neat little logs and piled them up into a big heap next to the house.

I used this as an opportunity to practice swinging the finicky blade, and by the month's end, I could use it as precisely as a razor to peel off the bark of a tree.

I moved the twigs and branches that proved too cumbersome to cut up to a big pile by the stream so that my father had enough material for his charcoal-making for months to come.

Soon, to the utter amazement of everyone, the wood pile was as big as Bertha's house and growing still.

This prompted my worried-looking mother to come to me one evening after dinner, and she carefully tried to convince me that I did more than enough and should rest - to which both Father and Bertha began enthusiastically nodding in approval.

'Well, if they think so...' For me, it wasn't that big of a deal as I would expand that essence anyway to train, so I didn't see what all the fuss was about.

Plus, they could sell any excess firewood in the village for some extra cash, but I guess for someone from a medieval-like backwater village, seeing trees being harvested on an almost industrial scale was a bit too much.

So, I then switched from cutting down trees to drying the already-harvested firewood. 

I employed the very same process as when I dried the herbs—creating a funnel of hot air, to which I then drew the moisture from the wood and channeled it away, quickly drying it out.

Typically, such a process would take many months, sometimes even years, but with the help of my magic, the freshly cut firewood was now ready to use in a matter of days.

This brought up another round of utter amazement from my parents and Old Bertha alike.

These few experiments also served as a reminder of how beneficial magic could be for society at large if applied cleverly for everyday use instead of the current way where the nobles only hoard it for themselves to maintain their power and privilege.

'What an utter waste of potential...' I sighed, vowing to work hard to change that after graduating from the academy.

Like that, time flew by quickly, and before I noticed, winter had finally arrived, along with the day of my fourteenth birthday.

***

As I woke up on the morning of my fourteenth birthday in the dimly lit room, illuminated only by the faint glow of embers still smoldering in the fireplace, I couldn't help but shiver.

The chill of the freezing air that seeped through the cracks of Bertha's house as the first winter blizzard raged outside made me want nothing more than to cuddle under the cover.

Still, I forced myself to get up, enticed by the pleasant smell wafting from the kitchen area.

'What's this?' I wondered as I made my way over to the table where, to my surprise, I found a freshly made pie-like pastry.

It turned out my mother had outdone herself, and to celebrate our reunion, she made this pie for my birthday, sweetened by a bit of precious honey from Bertha's secret stash.

"Thank you!" I said to her, donning a broad smile as I had quite the sweet tooth, and this had made me very happy.

Although this year's celebration was significantly meager compared to the last one, I still enjoyed it very much, as being able to spend it with my family was all that mattered to me.

***

The rest of the winter turned out to be a pleasant and cozy respite, but with the first signs of spring outside, it was finally the time to begin my long-awaited journey to Grand Tower.

As I stood outside Bertha's small house, bidding farewell to my family, my heart swelled with gratitude for their unwavering support.

My mother hugged me tightly, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. "Be safe, Darian. And remember, we're always here for you," she whispered softly.

"Thank you for everything..." I simply replied, knowing very well this might be the last time I ever see my parents as there was no telling when I might come back, if ever.

Both Mother and Father were reluctant to let me go, but they understood that there would be nothing awaiting me in this tiny village at the fringes of the Kingdom and that with my magic talent, I could accomplish so much more if I ventured into the vast world beyond.

I offered my father some more silver so that he could rebuild the house much faster, but he raised his hand, stopping me.

"You've given us too much already; keep it for yourself. You'll need it a lot more than we do. Not to mention, I also had some savings for a rainy day, so don't worry about us; we'll be fine." He chuckled, shooing me away.

Thus, I kept all my silver alongside the gold coins, which I never used so far, apart from buying the sword in Ostengard. Which brought my total savings to a whopping 61 gold and 217 silver marks.

This meant that despite my recent misfortunes, I was still one of the richest people in all of Ereneth.

'Alright! Time to hit the road.' I thought as I said my final goodbyes, walking away from Bertha's house without looking back.

There was no doubt in my mind that the next few months would prove to be quite challenging, but I was giddy and eager to experience all the new adventures I would undoubtedly encounter on my journey.

            

    
        Chapter 152: Spring Stroll

    
    
    
    
                'Ah, It's nice to be on the road again!' I wondered, basking in the bright sunshine of the early spring morning as I strolled through the familiar countryside of the Frontier toward the unknown.

I knew that I still had over half a year before I would turn fifteen and could enroll in the Grand Tower, so there was no reason to hurry. That's why I walked rather slowly, enjoying the beautiful sights all around me.

The fresh scent of blooming wildflowers filled the air, and the gentle breeze carried a sense of anticipation.

As I traveled further away from the Frontier, its vast open fields that stretched as far as the eye could see were slowly being replaced by the narrow valleys and steep ravines of the now more than familiar Jagged Rocks.

The winding valleys and treacherous ravines ought to pose a significant challenge, but I didn't complain. By now, I knew this place quite well, so finding the right path through the abundant rocky outcrops proved relatively easy for me.

Not to mention, I traveled fairly lightly, carrying only my most valuable possessions alongside a one-week worth of food.

Apart from water, which I could simply conjure with magic, I reasoned that since it was already spring, I could hunt or bargain for food during my travels.

That's why nothing was slowing me down, making the journey that much easier.

As the sun began its descent over the horizon, coloring the sky in hues of pink and orange, I found a nice secluded alcove nestled between two towering cliffs where I decided to make camp for the night before resuming my journey in the morning.

While still in Ereneth's territory, I carefully avoided any human settlements, worried someone might recognize me despite my beast hunter disguise.

That's why, for the night, I usually settled in the crown of a tall tree, or if there was none, I dug a hole into the rock slope with the help of my earth magic.

Like that, I soldiered on continuously heading south whilst the spirit of adventure propelled me forward.


***

'Finally...' I thought. It was the fourth day after I set out on my grand journey, and I had, at last, arrived at the Ereneth's southern border.

Before me stood the river that formed the natural boundary between Ereneth and the neighboring region.

Similar to when I traveled to Ostengard before, there was a lone bridge with a guard post stationed beside it.

Come to think of it, the vast majority of this world's borders seem to form either around rivers or mountain ranges, this being no exception.

If I remember correctly, this would also be the last region before I would arrive at the Kingdom's border, after which I had no information about what awaited me, making me both curious and a little apprehensive at the same time.

From my previous investigation, I knew that the Grand Tower was located in the middle of a vast desert, and getting there was quite a challenging proposition requiring a lot of supplies and preparation.

Nevertheless, I wasn't deterred in the least, and I welcomed the challenge. However, it was a bridge I would cross when I got there.

For now, my mind was solely occupied by how to cross the bridge right in front of me. So, I stopped thinking about the distant future and focused on the task at hand.

'This looks like a perfect opportunity...' Not wanting to once again have to resort to swimming across the icy water, I carefully observed the guard post and noticed that there seemed to be some commotion going on.

The traffic on the bridge appeared to be stuck as two merchant caravans from opposite directions came here at the same time.

Right now, at the guard post stood two stubby merchants arguing about who should cross the bridge first whilst a lone guard with an exasperated expression stood between them, fruitlessly trying to sort out their dispute.

Thus, while this was going on, I crept forward, seamlessly mingling between the various carriages of the nearer caravan coming from Ereneth's side of the bridge, pretending I was one of the many beast hunters hired for its protection.

This seemed to work as everyone focused on what was happening at the guard post and did not pay me any attention.

'Great! Now for the hard part...' After approaching the guard post itself, I gathered my courage and began confidently walking across the bridge.

As I was passing the flustered-looking guards, I simply flashed my beast hunter badge at them, not saying anything. To my utmost relief, nobody stopped me, not even bothering to cast a look in my direction.

'Squabbling merchants for the win!' I grinned happily after I came safely across the bridge.

Afterward, I immediately jumped off the road, heading for the nearby bushes so the guards couldn't spot me in the unlikely case they decided to change their minds and come after me.

I then continued to run some more before stopping at a small clearing a fair distance from the bridge.

'This should be enough...' I thought, pleased with the notion that I couldn't detect anyone anymore with my magic sense. Thus, I decided to take a break here while planning my next move.

Having safely left Ereneth behind, I could now relax my guard a little. If I stay clear of any big cities, there shouldn't be any checkpoints all the way to the Kingdom's border.

So, I guess the next order of business would be to figure out a way to leave the Kingdom safely.

I knew that peasants were forbidden to cross the Kingdom's border without an explicit permit from their liege lord, and the security there was apparently quite strict.

Technically, I was no longer a peasant, but I would have to disclose my real identity to prove that.

I still had with me the letter the Ereneth's Court wizard issued me, proving I was an Aspirant of the Arcane Arts, but actually using it could prove troublesome on its own.

I had no idea what the Count did in the wake of my escape and whether or not I would be apprehended by the border guards if I tried to cross the border.

Perhaps I was being too paranoid, but I reasoned it would be better not to take any unnecessary risks and to bypass the checkpoints altogether through the wilderness.

I knew from my own experience of living on the Frontier that the wilderness was vast and untamed. There was no way the Kingdom had enough troops to patrol the entirety of the border.

However, I also knew that they didn't actually have to. Outside the main roads and cities, the wilderness was teeming with monsters, especially at the border, where the inhabited areas were much scarcer than in the inland.

I would have to tread the needle carefully between avoiding the major settlements and not attracting too many monsters by my presence.

Still, I smiled at the notion, as I could deal with monsters just fine. That's why, after a quick lunch, I eagerly resumed my journey, now with a solid plan in mind.

***

The further south I traveled, the greener the surrounding countryside became. Here, spring was already in full swing.

The fragrance of blooming flowers filled the air, and the cheerful tweeting of birds joined in. I felt the sun's warmth on my skin while a soft breeze gently caressed my hair.

Not familiar with the local landscape, I simply followed the road, reasoning it was the safest bet as a road had to lead somewhere. As long as I continue to strive south with purposeful steps, all will be good.

That was until I arrived at an entrance into a small valley about two days after crossing the region's border.

There, some distance below me, I could see a wagon with a broken wheel being surrounded by a pack of hungry-looking wolves.

The wagon's sole occupant's panicked shouts mingled with the wolves' growls as they circled his wagon, their eyes gleaming.

'He must have quite the bad day...' I chuckled, watching the situation unfold as I wondered whether or not I should get involved.

If Ram were here, he would be already charging at them, shield at the ready. But I wasn't anywhere like my stalwart yet hot-headed friend.

Instead, I carefully weighed the pros and cons while listening to the man's desperate pleas as he tried his best to keep the wolves at bay with a makeshift spear.

By the look of his clothes, he appeared too poor, so I wouldn't be able to squeeze any significant reward out of him.

Plus, I would have to dirty my hands and fight the wolves with the sword, as I couldn't risk the man seeing me cast magic. All in all, too much trouble and very little to gain for it.

However, despite all the downsides, I slowly began making my way down the steep incline towards the struggling man with a resigned sigh. 'So, in the end, it all boils down to duty, huh...'

As long as I was posing as a beast hunter, carrying the Guild's symbol on my neck, I couldn't simply walk by a damsel in distress... ehm, a poor peasant in distress and do nothing about it.

            

    
        Chapter 153: New Insights

    
    
    
    
                As I made my way down the steep cliff slope from where I had previously watched the man's desperate struggle against the pack of wolves, I wondered how I should go about this.

I wasn't in the mood for a sword fight, yet I also couldn't openly showcase my magic.

But then I got a certain idea. 'What if I could simply scare them off?'

I still vividly remember the trance-like state I entered during my battle with Dominic in Weisberg.

As my body was overflowing with magic, I managed to get a profound insight into various applications of essence, some of which I hadn't thought possible before.

For example, whenever I cast a spell, I always simply directed the flow of essence into it, believing it was only another form of energy.

Yet, in that single moment, I understood that essence was much more than that. It was alive - or more likely, it was the life itself.

In the altered state of mind, my good old magic sense was also enhanced to a point where I could perceive my surroundings in an entirely different light, and right then, I realized that everything in this world was comprised of various forms of essence.

Some were passive - like the rock walls of the spacious cavern, which were not moving at all. Others - those that filled the living beings shined radiantly while shifting erratically.

To be honest, I couldn't understand it then, and I didn't have time with everything that was going on. However, over the course of winter, I often pondered this weird phenomenon, wondering what it all meant.

I wasn't able to come to any conclusion other than that there is a lot I still don't know about this world and the rules that govern it.

Still, seeing the essence in such a new light gave me an interesting idea.

Instead of funneling it into the environment to produce a magical effect, what if I manipulated the raw essence outside my body, letting it interact with my surroundings directly?

Of course, I knew that something like this wouldn't be easy to pull off otherwise. I would have figured this out a long time ago, but I was curious and, more importantly, crazy enough to actually try it.

However, for my present experiment, I didn't need to invent an entirely new way to use magic - only to enhance an already existing effect.

Any living thing was naturally leaking essence. That's why I was able to detect its traces in the environment with my magic sense.

I always wondered why I couldn't locate any rabbits in the Forest when I was young, and it was probably because of this exact phenomenon - they got scared off by my abundant essence.

They probably thought I was some horrid monster, so they scurried away a long time before I could locate them myself.

So what if I could artificially magnify this natural effect and create something akin to a magical aura to scare the wolves away?

I wouldn't have thought about doing this previously, mainly because, for the past months, I have been trying to do the exact opposite—to hide my powers so that I wouldn't be discovered.

Yet, as I was once again pursuing the path of a mage, and since there would be no further reason to hide my powers after I left the Kingdom in a few days, I thought, why not?

I stopped a short distance away from the broken carriage, not paying attention to the man's desperate pleas. He seemed to finally notice me, urgently beckoning me to help him.

Instead, I drew upon my essence, gathering it as if I were about to release a spell.

However, this time, rather than directing it into the environment to create a physical force, I tried to release the raw essence out of my body in a steady stream.

After my winter training, as I was trying to master controlling the finicky wind blade, my essence control seemed to make a qualitative change, which made my current task much more manageable.

Not that it was easy in any way. As I pushed the essence out, it instantly dissipated, behaving exactly as it did each time I failed a spell.

Normally, I would simply shrug it off and cast the spell again, but this time, I persisted, trying my best to assume control over the dispersed essence and not let it get absorbed by the inert essence all around me.

I failed and then failed again. My brain was beginning to hurt from the enormous strain I was subjecting it to.

I was siphoning out my essence at an alarming rate. The surrounding air began overflowing with it to the extent that it began softly glimmering.

This, of course, didn't escape the attention of the pack of wolves who, till now, were solely trying to tear apart the poor villager.

The largest wolf, with much darker-colored fur than the rest and a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth, turned its massive head toward me and growled menacingly.

That prompted some wolves to split apart and began circling me, slowly drawing closer.

Yet I stayed still, stubbornly persisting with my seemingly impossible task of commanding the raw essence.

Then, all of a sudden, something clicked in my mind, and the erratically moving stream of essence calmed down.

I realized that I couldn't force it in the same way as with a hard-to-control spell. Rather, I let the essence particles float as they wished, only nudging them in the right direction.

And then, everything changed. What previously felt like trying to pick water with a sieve was now as easy as breathing.

The air around me began shimmering like on a scorching day, forming a loose bubble that seemed to dance with the wind.

Sensing the rapid change in the air, the wolves turned their attention towards me, growling cautiously.

But as I released more and more essence, rapidly expanding the bubble outward, they became restless and began slowly backing away.

I, on the other hand, grinned, feeling a sense of power I had never felt before. Although the essence I released quickly dissolved into the surroundings, I still felt somewhat connected to it, allowing me to give it a purpose.

At that moment, the small valley underwent an imperceivable yet significant change. Suddenly, the air itself became oppressive, emanating a feeling of cold dread.

The wolves' growls quickly transformed into whimpers, and then, with their tails between their legs, they began running away as fast as they could.

The man in the wagon watched in amazement as the pack of wolves scattered before me, leaving him mostly unharmed but visibly shaken.

"Are you alright?" I called out while cautiously approaching him.

He blinked rapidly, trying to process what had just occurred. "I... I am now, thanks to you, stranger," he stammered, still in shock.

Meanwhile, my aura quickly dissipated as I cut off my connection with the dissolved essence while acting like nothing had happened.

The man's disbelief was palpable as he asked with wide, questioning eyes. "How did you do it?"

I could feel a smirk tugging at my lips as I replied nonchalantly, "Do what?"

"How did you chase them away?" He pressed, curiosity reflecting in his beady eyes.

I flashed him a bright smile while raising my badge up to him at the same time. "See, I'm a powerful beast hunter. When the wolves caught the scent of my mighty presence, they couldn't do anything but turn their tails and run as fast as they could!"

"Is that so?" The man asked with a raised eyebrow.

He was evidently unconvinced, so I narrowed my eyes and leaned in closer. "Are you, perhaps, doubting me?" I said threateningly.

Suddenly, the air around the man became heavy, and he had trouble catching his breath.

He paled, widening his eyes in panic. "N-No! Of course not! How could I ever doubt such a mighty warrior as yourself, venerable sir?!"

I nodded, happy that we come to an understanding, before tilting my head to the side. "So?"

"Excuse me?" He looked at me confusedly.

"What about my reward? Isn't it customary to show gratitude to the person who saved your life?"

"Oh..." He paled even more, and I could see beads of sweat forming on his forehead.

Nevertheless, I held firm, knowing I couldn't let him off the hook too easily. After all, I was a beast hunter, and this was my job.

Even though I had plenty of money, I wouldn't work for free... Otherwise, people would take advantage of me if they thought I was too soft, and that was something I couldn't allow.

"Ehm, I'm afraid I don't have any money with me at the moment. But! If you wait until I fix the wagon, I can take you to the Town—to my nephew's house, to be precise—where I was originally headed before this whole debacle, and there I will arrange the required payment for your honorable service!"

            

    
        Chapter 154: The Town of Neufeld

    
    
    
    
                'At least I got a free ride out of it...' I sighed as I helped the man with the wagon's repairs before we embarked on the journey toward the nearest town.

Originally, I only wanted to squeeze a few coins out of him as compensation for saving his life in order to keep up appearances, but in the end, I agreed with his proposal to accompany him to the town, feeling sorry for the poor man after listening to his story.

He told me that he was a chief of a newly established farming village a few hours' walk from here, right along the border.

Calling it a village was a bit generous; it was more like a hamlet, as, according to the man, only a few families lived there at the moment.

Nevertheless, they were apparently a tight-knit community, diligently working their fields in hopes of securing a better future for their children.

Yet despite their best efforts to make a living there, the village has been struck by a series of disasters, each more calamitous than the last.

With a pained look in his eyes, the man told me that the past winter had been much harsher and longer than the previous ones, which had resulted in the village running low on food.

However, when the spring finally came, and they could begin planting their fields, the monsters came, ruining their fields and killing most of their livestock.

Still, they endured, trying their best to drive off the monsters and pooling their resources together to make ends meet.

They recovered what they could, hoping the situation would start turning for the better.

But a mere week ago, on top of everything, the village was struck with a mysterious illness. People began dropping like flies, coming down with a high fever, and coughing up blood.

Several of the villagers had already died, and more were sure to follow.

The chief's voice cracked as he told me that yesterday, despite his best efforts, even his only daughter became seriously ill, growing worse by the hour.

"That's why I hit the road first thing in the morning, despite the monster's threat: I hoped to bring back some medicine from the Town," he said in a low voice.

"But as soon as I left the village, I got a pack of wolves on my tail; I did my best to outrun them, but then the wheel broke, and you know the rest... Thank you once again, valiant Hunter, for saving my life! I would already be dead by now if it weren't for your timely appearance."

Listening to his crazy story, I couldn't help but shake my head. 'So they got the plague atop a monster invasion? Talk about a bad luck...'

Well, it's not like I was going to do anything about it. Although I felt sympathy for the man's plight, there was a limit to my willingness to help strangers.

I had left most of the potions we recovered from the gang's base in Weisberg with Theo as I couldn't possibly carry them all with me, keeping only a few for emergencies.

So the best I could do was to give up my reward for saving the man's life and protect him on the road to the town, as I would be heading there either way.

But we didn't even make it into the next turn before an ear-wrenching roar sounded from the forest to our left, quickly joined by a few others further back.

"Were there always so many monsters?" I asked him curiously, raising an eyebrow.

This was supposed to be your typical run-of-the-mill farming countryside, yet it seemed like we were in the midst of a monster-infested wilderness.

"It used to be a fairly safe road; I have no idea what the Baron's soldiers are doing!" The man interjected, visibly agitated.

But to his surprise, nothing dared to approach us despite the looming threat as I continued projecting my aura outward.

'Is something luring the monsters here?' I silently wondered while scanning the forest with my magic sense, ensuring nothing would ambush us.

'Well, whatever the case, it's not my problem; let the local lord deal with it...' I thought dismissively, deciding not to concern myself with it and rather enjoy the ride, looking forward to my first hot meal in quite a long time.

***

It took us several more hours before the town's gates appeared in the distance. They stood tall and welcoming, adorned with colorful flags and banners.

The last stretch of the journey was relatively peaceful. Not many monsters dared appear so close to the town, and those that did were quickly disposed of by the local soldiers and beast hunters.

I relaxed my posture, happy that I didn't have to be constantly alert, which was very tiring. Instead, I used this short respite to ask the weary chief for information about the local area.

The town we were driving toward was called Neufeld, and despite its small size, it was apparently quite prosperous. It was the closest town along the border, so many goods and traffic passed through it.

Otherwise, there was nothing much to say about this region. Most people here were farmers, as this area had no specialized industry to speak of, and until recently, it was also a pretty safe place.

As we arrived in front of the town's gates, we joined the short line of carriages waiting to be inspected by the guards.

Since the chief vouched for me, I had no trouble getting inside. After a while, we finally entered the town of Neufeld, just as the sun began disappearing behind the horizon.

'What a neat little town...' I thought pleasantly as I curiously observed my surroundings. The cobblestone roads were lined with quaint houses and shops, their roofs and walls lit with warm, flickering lanterns as the sun set behind them.

As the evening settled in, people bustled about, either returning home after a day of work or enjoying a mug of ale in one of many local inns along the main street. The smell of fresh-baked bread and cooking meat wafted through the air, tantalizing and welcoming.

This peaceful atmosphere starkly contrasted the chaos on the road, making me wonder why no one was worried about the looming threat of monsters rampaging outside, as it was sure to disrupt the flow of goods.

The chief had offered to let me spend the night at his relative's house, but I refused, not wanting to impose myself on him too much.

Still, he insisted that I meet him tomorrow to discuss my reward, to which I reluctantly agreed after seeing his determined look, although I had every intention not to take anything from him.

Thus, after saying my goodbyes, I sought one of the local inns that caught my eye for a night's rest.

Stepping inside the modest-looking establishment, I was greeted by a warm fire crackling in the hearth and a delicious smell wafting from the kitchen.

The innkeeper greeted me with a nod, his eyes lingering on my mud-stained cloak for longer than necessary. I could tell he was sizing me up, trying to discern if I was worth the trouble or just another traveler passing through.

"I need a room for the night," I stated plainly, meeting his gaze with a cool indifference that often made others uneasy.

He hesitated momentarily before grunting in affirmation and handing me a key. "And dinner..." I added and passed to him a few coins.

'Ah! That's more like it!' I smiled as I crashed into bed after a hearty meal. Feeling totally exhausted, I immediately dozed off and slept all the way until morning.

***

After waking up, I lazily looked out the window with a yawn, noting by the sun's position that I still had a few hours before the agreed-upon time to meet with the chief.

Thus, not wanting to waste time doing nothing, I decided to make a quick visit to the Beast Hunter Guild.

Since I planned to stay in the town for a few days to recuperate after the long journey from Ereneth and replenish my dwindling supplies, I had to report my presence to the Guild's local branch, as it was an established rule.

I also hoped to find a map of the local area there to help me plan the best route toward the Kingdom's border.

The morning sun cast a warm glow over the town, its rays piercing the wispy clouds. I walked confidently across the now quiet streets and quickly arrived at my destination.

The Guild was hard to miss, as it was one of the most formidable buildings in the area. With the emblem of a howling wolf etched above the entrance, its sturdy stone walls stood tall and imposing.

Pushing open the heavy wooden doors, I stepped inside and to my surprise I was met with the sight of dozens of hunters busying about despite the early hour, looking quite agitated.

'What's this all about?' I wondered, looking at the scene of many battle-hardened warriors sharpening their weapons with severe looks as if they were about to go to war.

            

    
        Chapter 155: Call to Arms

    
    
    
    
                Seeing the chaos in the Guild's lobby made me a bit apprehensive, yet then a subtle smile played on my lips as I noticed that in the far corner, there was a sizeable piece of paper hung on the wall. 'They have a map!'

I immediately decided to ignore the commotion, as it probably had something to do with the monster-infested roads along the border, and instead went to explore the map to find the best way south.

But as I began eagerly striding across the hall, a grizzled warrior with a stern look on his scars-laden face barred my path.

I came to an abrupt stop, looking tentatively at the man, who was apparently doing the same, sizing me up before barking out. "You're late!"

I blinked a few times, taken by surprise. "I believe you must have mistaken me for someone else," I said, meeting the man's strict gaze with calm confidence as I quickly tried to explain myself so there would be no misunderstandings.

The warrior stared at me disapprovingly for a brief moment before his brows furrowed in confusion, apparently not expecting such a response. "Nobody told you about the hunt?"

"What hunt? I arrived in the town just yesterday evening after a long journey from Ostengard and have no idea what you might be referring to."

I tried to feign ignorance, hoping he would stop bothering me and let me see the map.

"My bad..." He sighed before waving his hand toward the frantically preparing hunters. "I hope you forgive my lack of manners, given everything that's happening."

"No problem!" I flashed him a bright smile as I tried to go past him, but to my dismay, he extended his arm, stopping me in my tracks.

"Let's start on a fresh note... First, let me introduce myself - I'm Malaric, Neufeld's branch leader."

'He's the branch leader?' I couldn't help but widen my eyes a little as I looked at him once again.

From my personal observations, branch leaders were usually fairly old, emanating the aura of experience and wisdom they imparted to the Recruits.

So, I was having trouble imagining someone who was the picture-perfect image of a musclehead to be leading others.

'Well, I guess he must have some other qualities hidden within...' I thought as I hurriedly straightened my posture.

Since he was the branch leader, this completely changed the situation, and I couldn't act rudely.

"So, what's your name, kid?" He barked impatiently, breaking my current train of thought.

"Ehm, it's Jorn, sir." I hurriedly replied, to which Malaric showed me a vicious smile.

"Well, Jorn, it looks like you came into town at just the right moment! We need every hunter we can get for this particular job."

"I'm no Hunter, sir! I was made into a Fledling only recently and don't have much fighting experience... I also came here only to give a report before I resume my journey, as I have urgent business elsewhere!"

I quickly interjected, raising both my hands dismissively as this smelled like trouble, and I wanted nothing to do with it.

Besides, as a wandering beast hunter not registered with the local branch, I didn't have to respond to any sudden job requests.

Yet it seemed that the branch leader completely ignored my protests as he began explaining this "job" of his.

"As you must have noticed, there is an increased presence of monsters and beasts on the roads around the town..." He began before pausing and narrowing his eyes at me.

"That reminds me... you said you came from Ostengard? That means you must have crossed the border with Ereneth! How did you make it here alone and in one piece? Last I heard, the border was teeming with more monsters than we could count."

"Well, I guess we were just lucky..."

"We? You came here with a party?" He interjected with a raised eyebrow.

'Oh, crap!' Realizing my blunder, I quickly tried to come up with a suitable explanation.

"No, I came over the border alone. It was only when I was about a half-day walk from the town that I stumbled upon a certain village chief with a broken wagon. I don't know his name, but he was kind enough to let me ride with him after I helped him with the repairs."

"Ah! So you were the one who saved Folmar from the wolves?" A sudden realization flickered in Malaric's eyes as he looked at me with a broad grin.

"Chasing off a whole wolf pack alone is no small feat; I could really use someone like you!"

'Oh, no!' I really didn't like where this was going. However, I also couldn't turn down a direct request from a branch leader outright, as that would be quite rude.

In this status-based society, getting on bad terms with someone important like Malaric could make my life quite difficult.

Of course, I could always just make a run for it. I doubt that in this backwater town, there was anyone who would be able to stop me if I became serious.

Yet, that would also spell the end of Jorn, the beast hunter, so I was reluctant to do anything that would expose my real identity.

Being able to carry the beast hunter's mark was a wonderfully convenient disguise. Not to mention, after all the painstaking effort it took me to become a Fledgling, I wasn't planning to do anything like that.

But that brought out the obvious question - what now? I couldn't turn him down and couldn't run away, so the only remaining option seemed to go along with this stupid hunt.

'Ugh...' Having to trudge through the wilderness while being covered with mud and grime for only gods knows how long and doing all of this in the company of a bunch of rowdy, smelly hunters - just the idea of it was making me want to vomit.

I wasn't that worried about the monsters themselves; from what I saw at the border, they seemed fairly weak.

And even if some powerful one decided to grace us with its presence, I was pretty confident with how my powers were growing that I could dispatch anything short of a dragon if I put my all into it.

'Still, I feel like I'm getting too distracted by the various side quests and losing sight of the main objective,' I thought dejectedly, as with every new distraction, my glorious future as a mage was slipping further and further away.

Noticing my obvious reluctance, the branch leader leaned in closer and whispered. "Tell you what... If you help us out and prove your worth, I'll write you a recommendation."

Hearing this, I blinked a few times, staring at him incredulously. 'Did he truly offer me a recommendation just like that?'

Receiving a recommendation was one of the quickest ways to earn yourself a promotion, but they were usually only awarded for significant achievements.

To advance to the next rank, you needed merit points, which you could earn mainly by doing jobs. The exact amount varied greatly, as not all jobs were equal.

However, recommendations were generally worth at least ten regular jobs, awarding you a massive amount of merit points.

I personally wasn't that interested in climbing the ranks. Yet, looking at this from Jorn's perspective, it would be a golden opportunity.

Still, for him to so casually offer me one meant they were truly desperate to get more men, making me wonder what this was all about.

Thus, I wanted to gain more information before I gave him my word.

"This is a very tempting offer, but can you first tell me some more about the job?"

The branch leader chuckled. "To be frank with you, we don't know much... All the scouts we sent there never returned."

I raised an eyebrow as this didn't sound ominous at all, to which the branch leader gave me a reassuring smile.

"Still, what we know is that some powerful monster has settled in the hills upstream of the river that runs along the border with Ereneth and has been pushing all the weaker monsters toward Neufeld for the past month."

I looked at him incredulously as that much I was able to discern myself yesterday, and yet their plan is to simply venture into the beast's maw without any concrete info on what they are getting into. 'What could possibly go wrong?'

"And our job is to go there and slay the monster in question, easy, right?" Malaric said as if to confirm my suspicions.

'Huh? So are we just going to entirely ignore the issue of the missing scouts?' I thought, completely baffled as I could already imagine how this would play out.

Well, in the worst case, I was at least confident in my ability to run away.

So, with that, I sighed and reluctantly agreed to the branch leader's proposal, joining the others, who were busily preparing for the upcoming hunt.

'The village chief will be quite upset I didn't show up for our meeting, but oh well...'

            
