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      “I already told you, I’m not—”

      My eyes were probably as wide as saucers as they darted from left to right, examining the sudden new surroundings. Like seriously, one moment I was telling some guy I wasn’t interested in subscribing to his shady electric currency scheme, the next, I found myself in what appeared to be in the middle of fucking nowhere. A large and pleasant green grassland with a creepy ass forest ahead. This seemed to be the standard of every horror movie gone wrong.

      Luckily for me, when I turned around—you know, using more than two percent of my brain—I noticed a town in the distance. Good. Maybe someone could tell me what was going on, because let’s be honest. I was panicking. Did I… die? Well, at least I was a decent person on Earth, else I was sure I wouldn’t be in the middle of a heavenly grassland staring down a creepy forest, right? Then again, I didn’t feel as if I died or anything. No ‘go toward the light’ moment. Just opening my eyes…

      Before I could take the first step, I was blasted with a mental image. A textbox straight out of a roleplaying video game appeared in my vision. It gave me a Chrono Trigger or Final Fantasy vibe. Oh shit. This… is real.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “Was I… sent to another world?”

      At this point, who hadn’t watched an anime and wished for it? Well, I did watch one, but didn’t wish for it, mostly because I didn’t want to end up like Kazuma, stuck with a blue-haired nuisance.

      

      [Welcome, hero! Choose your class. With the correct choice, you could accomplish great things, save the world from an ongoing darkness, be the hero that you’ve always wanted to be. Travel to many places, fight and destroy demons, defeat the demon lords, and become the greatest magician ever known to man. How about it?]

      [Classes available: Supreme Hero, Paladin, Champion, Ultimate Warrior, Supreme Arch Magus, Potion Maker, Worker, Spirit Beast Tamer, Farmer, Boat Guy, Side Character, Basic Bitch Warrior, Bard, Party Tricks Stage Magician.]

      

      Supreme Hero flashed, pre-selected and awaiting my confirmation. I dove into the depths of my mind for some common sense and decided to challenge this pushy system.

      “Yeah, no, and why Supreme Hero? Isn’t that a little… overboard for a title?” I asked.

      

      [This world, Mondra, has a hero already. But he is no supreme hero. So how about it? Would you like to take the wheel of a true hero, even join the hero’s party and usurp him?]

      

      The options of YES and NO appeared. I was able to will the selection, NO, that was.

      “Sorry, not interested,” I said. I wasn’t about to risk my life for a world I knew jack shit about. However, the way it treated the other options kind of bugged me. The system wanted to… goad me into some grand dangerous BS adventure, turn me into a generic tool like everyone else. The heroic, I fight for my friends, save everyone type of white knight I honestly couldn’t stand. Listen, I loved helping people, don’t get me wrong. Family, friends—these things were important. But there was just no fucking way I’d be busting my ass, traveling across this world and for what? The gratitude of strangers? A giant crystal and hollow fame?

      “Before I select, can I go home?” I asked.

      

      [No.]

      

      Well, at least the dickish system kept it simple for me.

      “So, why am I here? Like seriously,” I asked the system.

      

      [This world needs you. The dormant power within has been awakened and it is up to you to slay the darkness, defy the heavens, and become the greatest magic user of the land, of the world, of the universe.]

      

      “Ah, no, you showed the words I was hoping not to see,” I said. “Defy the heavens. Nope, I’m not interested in that. I don’t mind the helping people part. But no big adventures.”

      How could I help people while keeping out of sight, out of mind from the hero, other magicians, and whatever jackass is out there? I didn’t want to deal with monsters or dragons, either. Eh, how could I possibly make a decision right now when I was just snatched from my… old life? I took a deep breath. There wasn’t any point of crying. Honestly, I always wanted a quiet life. I forced myself to live in the city because of work. Now I’d leave that behind and see what this new world was about.

      I walked to the town, which thankfully had guards that didn’t even spare a glance for me. Not that they were in the best of armor. Worn out, leathery. The town itself was probably what one would expect for any medieval civilized area, I supposed. It gave me that small town vibe, that was for sure.

      A few shops, restaurants, merchants, and houses. Not much in the fun department. At least, as far as I saw. I needed time to get used to things and to explore.

      I didn’t find anything resembling a newspaper stand. Also, what surprised me the most was the language. I understood it exactly as my own. Even the characters appeared as English. Thank fuck the system didn’t make me learn the native language.

      Unfortunately, it seemed like this town just wasn’t funded enough for anything that could help me learn. There was only one thing to do. Sit in public, eavesdrop on everyone, and learn. And that was what I did.

      The common thing happened to be what I expected earlier: the town kind of sucking. They needed more merchants, local shops, and an improved local economy. They also needed a local potion shop so that they didn’t have to travel multiple days just to pick up even the simplest of grades.

      Why pick an overpowered class and wander around like an idiot when I could choose something useful? First, I needed land and seeds… Ugh, oh no. Money. How would I begin anything without one of the most basic things that contributed to a local economy?

      I headed back out the town and to the grassland without anyone so much as spitting in my direction. I willed the system into view and selected a class I never thought I’d consider. Potion Maker.

      Why not?

      

      [Are you sure, hero? This class selection is not recommended.]

      

      The cursor returned to the Supreme Hero selection. With a big ass grin on my face, I selected Potion Maker and there wasn’t a damn thing the system would do to stop me. Long dangerous adventures, cruel bandits, giant dragons—nah. Not for me. Not everyone sent to another world should be obligated to become some kind of murder hobo.

      

      [Class… selected. Potion Maker. Welcome to Mondra and a disappointingly quiet, unexciting life. No defying the heavens, reaching the maximum rank, becoming a kingdom-wide loved hero. A force to challenge the gods.]

      

      “Nope,” I said. “And that’s how I like things.”

      

      [You may now view your character sheet.]

      

      I didn’t bother at that moment. “What I need, System, is a way to earn some money.”

      

      [You currently have a starting amount of 10 gold, 50 silver, 100 coppers. You can will these out of your inventory any time. It is honestly more than you deserve.]

      

      “Harsh,” I said. “I choose a life of peace and the jackass running the system has a problem with it.”

      I headed back into the town, found a merchant that actually had a few seeds of plants common for potion making, and made some purchases. I also got myself an inn room, though I could barely afford the cheapest. These prices felt outrageous. That or maybe my money situation was a lot worse than I thought. Ah well. In due time, I’d hire someone to build me a house or just do it myself. I helped my dad a lot with building projects back… on Earth. The hard part, of course, would be to find the materials. I was not looking forward to what hell this world would present to me.

      Before I could do any of that, however, I needed to see what it took to own land in this place.

      “Excuse me,” I said to the innkeeper. “Do you know who I should see about purchasing land? I’m looking to start hopefully a nice herb garden for potion creation. Perhaps some tea brewing too.”

      The innkeeper, a bored-looking, thin woman who looked to be in her forties, sprung into life, her eyes going from glassy to almost starry.

      “You’re a potion maker? Wanda’s shiny bottom, I don’t know if you’re aware of this, stranger, but we’re in a little trouble,” the innkeeper said. “Merchants are leaving, shops are closing, and soon, everyone who lives here will have no choice but to either move or travel days just for the simplest supplies. Our primary problems right now are the lack of potions, medicines, things of that nature. Traveling can be dangerous unless one could afford to hire mercenaries.”

      “I see,” I said. “That’s definitely not good. But I am new to the area and profession. It’s going to take some time to setup, find the ingredients.”

      “That’s normal with every potion maker,” she said. “Come with me. We can get you some starting land.”

      I followed her, though with my guard up just in case things were too good to be true. Not that this was much of a good thing. I was pretty much setting myself up for a weird situation. Give these people false hope or successfully make any potion.

      Deciding that talking to the system out loud was quite weird, I willed the menu into the upper right corner of my mental vision, er, interface. Only the character sheet was available at the moment, so I selected it.

      

      Nate

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: ???

      Magician rank: 3rd realm of the Beginnings.

      Ability: F-grade potions. [Estimated based on class. Currently calculating. Check later.]

      Power: weak. [Estimated based on class. Currently calculating. Check later.]

      Defense: weak. [Estimated based on class. Currently calculating. Check later.]

      

      Well, that was to be expected for this class, not that I gave a fuck about such things. F-grade potions, here I come! Why did it need to estimate a beginner?

      Wait. Third realm? Did I not start in the first? Before I could ponder, a new window option appeared beneath my character sheet.

      A guide to potion making. Thank God the system wasn’t completely cruel. I’d get started later, after the land situation.

      As expected, the innkeeper took me to the mayor, an older balding man with tired eyes. She explained the situation to him, which changed those tired eyes to hopeful.

      Damn, talk about pressure. Ah well, it wasn’t like I had anything else to do, so I’d give it my all. Hard work was common in my family anyway.

      “I’m Nate,” I said, offering a handshake. Thankfully, this appeared to be a part of the culture because he accepted it.

      “Take any land you’d like, just let us know when you’re open for business,” the mayor said. “I’d lease you a building right now if I could, but it’s going to take some time.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “I’m hoping to earn enough to either hire someone to build me a shop and a home or purchase the materials.”

      “It will be a costly thing, depending on what you’re going for, but I do wish you well,” the mayor said. “Do you have any place in mind, for your land?”

      “There’s a grassland about a ten-minute walk from here,” I said. “I’d like to start there.”

      “Oh, that’s free land,” the mayor said. “It’s… not really safe. Monster and spirit beast activity has been reported numerous times. Some say the Axem lives there.”

      “The Axem?” I asked.

      “A powerful monster, that of a serpent with seven eyes,” the mayor said.

      “Have you seen it?” I asked, a little concerned. Aside from the creepy forest, everything seemed fine. Just stay out of the forest and boom, gardening was easy.

      The mayor flinched. “N… no. It’s probably a tale, but the uneasiness of the forest…” His voice trailed off and he sighed. “Never mind. Forget I said anything. Just be careful, okay? I expect huge things from you, Sir Nate.”

      “Just Nate is fine,” I wanted to say, but restrained myself just in case this was a part of this world’s culture.

      After leaving the mayor’s office, which was a stuffy room consisting of a desk, a chair, and documents, I headed back to town to purchase some tools, including a watering can, then hurried to the grassland. The quicker I started, the better.

      

      [Would you like to claim this land and the forest?]

      

      Oh, now you ask me, you evil system. I selected yes on the prompt and just like that, the land appeared to be mine. I honestly wasn’t sure if that was how it really worked, since this was free land that nobody wanted to go near, but I humored the system anyway.

      

      [Nate’s domain established…]

      

      I shrugged and opened the potion making instruction manual. To my relief, there was a basic planting and growing section. Convenient, I know, but that was par for the course when it came to systems. Am I right, or am I right?

      I took the plow. “With this tool of destruction, I shall plow this ground and… Ugh. Now I’m kind of annoyed about the mother jokes from high school.”

      I struck the ground, just softly, more as a joke. It shook and exploded violently, scattering dust into the air. What I saw after the dust cleared was a crater at least ten meters deep. I nearly fell back on my ass, eyes wide. Even if the ground was as soft as beach sand, this shouldn’t happen. I wasn’t fucking Superman or anything.

      “Holy shit! System, did you inject me with steroids and Goku’s genes?”

      I guess I’d have to do things carefully. Seriously, how the hell did a simple potion maker class end up with… what appeared to be god-like strength? Maybe it was this plow?

      

      [Mortal tool. Simple hand plow. Grade: average.]

      

      Maybe mortal in this world meant something entirely different. Or did it have something to do with being in the third realm? I checked the stat sheet again, but it pretty much metaphorically pissed in my face and told me to check it later. Calculations weren’t done. Just how much did it need to calculate? Sheesh! Did I receive a Windows 98-based system or something?

      I didn’t feel like filling in the hole at that moment, so I started everything about thirty feet away from it. Using a combination of the plow, rake, and hoe, I gently started preparing the land.

      “Please just work with me, body,” I said. “I’d like to help these people.”

      Seriously, no more ten fucking meter deep holes. Dammit, get out of my head, high school Your Momma jokes!

      With a town as meh as this, there was no way any magicians or nobility would come this way. At least I hoped so.

      I don’t know how I did it so fast, but in a matter of minutes, I finished preparing the land. At least it felt like a matter of minutes. The position of the sun didn’t change much.

      

      [System advice. You may meditate, draw in the mana from the land. Over time, you can push through to the next realm. It may auto—]

      

      “I already told you, System, I’m a potion maker,” I said. “No fighting, no defying the heavens for me. That’s best left to this world’s hero, right? Let the guy do his job and I’ll do mine.”

      After carefully planting the seeds, an idea came to me. What if… I gave them a little of my mana? Could it help improve things during harvest time? Well, just to be sure, I’d better ask. I can’t have all of my work so far going to waste.

      “Is it possible to give them a little mana?” I asked the system.

      

      [Place your hand over the ground while focusing. Give just a small amount to the land. Push gently.]

      

      I followed the instructions. It… was surprisingly easy. A faint blue glow briefly covered the entire grassland, though I was aiming for my future garden. Ah well. Sharing is caring. I watered the area afterward and then let out a sigh.

      Soon my new life as the town’s potion maker would begin.

      “Maybe I should grow some vegetables too,” I said. “I don’t know where I’d find some animals though.” I’d worked on a farm before, but from the look of things, I wouldn’t be doing any of that here.

      I was not ready to face the food prices. Ah well. I smiled at my work and hoped for the best. A little cheating with mana to ensure a healthy harvest was fine, right? I’d add more to this later. Maybe I could find exotic seeds one day.

      While I did have what appeared to be new powers, doing everything alone was going to suck. Planting, watering, mana, harvesting. But at least a start was a start.

      “I guess I’ll learn about this town and the kingdom I’m in,” I said. The more I learned, the easier it’d be for me later.
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        * * *

      

      Little did Nate know, something did watch him from the forest, a curious being. It’d keep an eye on the domain claimer.

      To think he found the domain claiming art after it was lost for more than two thousand years was… well, insane. Absurd.

      The being examined the mana he released to the world and was surprised. It approved it, spread it…

      “This… purity,” said a feminine voice.
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      Honestly, I thought it’d be a pain in the ass to get into the library, but word spread quickly about my potion making and they let me in for the discounted rate of one silver. What a fucking rip off. I held my tongue and walked into the door the guard pointed at. Seriously, charging an arm and a leg for a goddamn library felt way too far. No wonder people were leaving this dump. Maybe they needed a new mayor. Okay, to be fair, I shouldn’t be surprised if prices were higher in more populated places.

      I didn’t want to be in this stuffy building longer than I needed to, so I found the history section and got straight to business, under the scrutiny of a glaring librarian. She was a lanky woman with her hair tied in a bun. Her eyes were unsurprisingly strict and brown, behind glasses, or spectacles as they called them in this world. A bit young for a medieval librarian, I thought. Then again, having connections probably went a long way for career positions.

      I started with the beginnings, of course, ignoring the rude woman who watched me only, and allowed the four other people in here to read in peace. Okay, so reading a basic history book was probably something one didn’t see daily.

      Oh shit. There was also the off chance that many in the peasant class couldn’t afford schooling. I wasn’t so sure about potion makers, though. I mean, it wasn’t like I was going to school for it, right?

      Anyway, Kyushu was the name of the town I currently resided in. It was a lonely area on the far east of the kingdom of Merridon. Four days from the neighboring town west of it, although about two days from a village in between them. It was likely the village had very little to offer in terms of trade. The nearest major city would be a two-week journey. These distances are all measured by horse, of course.

      The king was called the Lord Ruler, the land’s most powerful magician I guessed. Go figure. This would be one of those worlds. A world of ‘might is right,’ or the strong thrive and the weak must obey. Also, nobles. Yeah.

      Okay, System, I’ll have to make a decent life with what I got. This. Sure, being spawned in the middle of buttfuck nowhere is a little much and perhaps unfair, but perfect for the quiet life I always wanted. I could mingle with the townspeople, make a few drinking buddies, and help bring this place back from the brink. Yeah, who the fuck needed to go die from a dragon’s fire blast?

      As I read, I discovered that the mana in this area, except for the forest for some ungodly reason, was quite weak, making it undesirable for monsters, spirit beasts, magicians, and monster hunters. Good. No jackasses, no hero’s party, no interest from nobility, aside from the few that lived here. The mayor, a lower-ranked noble, didn’t seem like a bad person, and I doubted I’d run into him very often, so more good news there.

      I closed the book, smiling.

      Now, I had to consider the other problem. My modern clothing. Jeans, a plain shirt that said ‘Chi-Cola,’ and some sturdy tennis shoes. I wasn’t going to pretend I didn’t notice the stares on my way here or the whispers, people questioning the origins of the interloper. Standing out like this simply wasn’t a good idea, so I searched for a clothing store. Instead, I found what I was hoping not to find. A tailor. The older woman got all close and personal as she took my measurements. I know, I know, professionals. I was just hoping to buy something to wear and get back to my inn room.

      “Please stop by around sunset, or tomorrow if you wish,” the tailor said. “I should have it finished by then.”

      “Thank you,” I said. She looked at me, surprised for some reason, before nodding. Did she not get thanked for her work?

      In case you’re wondering, yes, I tried to pay before the finished product, but apparently there’s a law against that. Thankfully, she gave me the price and I set the money aside. Fuck, I needed to get started on ingredient hunting right away. Perhaps set up a temporary tent outside of town. The mayor gave me the okay anyway, and hadn’t required me to get some worker’s permit. These people didn’t ask for identification either, which I supposed was good for me, but a little worrying.

      I entered a shop and again, my eyes popped out at the goddamn price of paper, ink, and feather. I was beginning to wonder if my optimism was a mistake. I’d buy later. Right now, I was kind of pinching pennies. In case you’re wondering, coins were the thing here. Gold, silver, copper like any medieval fantasy. What I didn’t expect to learn about was the mana-infused coins they called spirit coins. I doubted I’d see these any time soon, as they were commonly used and traded among the nobility. Go figure.

      The other thing in the shop I wanted to obtain was a clock or a pocket watch. They had no such thing, leaving me to rely on the sun’s position to guess the time. While it wasn’t that hard, I’d be a potion maker and shop owner soon. I needed business hours, perhaps some kind of schedule. No one seemed to have clocks in this town, so I glanced at the sun, guessing it to be mid to late afternoon. That tailor lady was fast! That or had few customers, a bad sign for this little town.

      As I explored to learn the layout of the place, people were kind of cold, skeptical, and wary of me, unless they had goods to sell. I used common sense, avoiding all alleys and backways. Eventually I found the tavern, though didn’t go inside. There would be time for that later. Hopefully they had access to magic that kept things cool. Sure, I had warm beer and booze before, but if I could avoid that, well, that’d be nice.

      All in all, there wasn’t much to do, so I found a small restaurant, ordered a meal consisting of stewed dumplings and a small side of meat I hoped was beef, and relaxed. People inside stared a bit, but mostly ignored me. At least they weren’t glaring. I’d take curious stares over hostility anytime.

      To my surprise, the beef and dumplings were quite amazing. The roasted beef flavor was something to die for!

      After picking up my new outfit, with three more on reserve for when I was ready to pick them up and pay for later, I headed to the inn room to call it a day.

      My first stay in another world wasn’t so bad. Sure, I discovered I have super strength, but I didn’t hurt anyone, so fuck it. I could live like this. You’re certainly not going to hear me whining about it. Unless it becomes a problem for private matters.

      Right as I left the lobby of the inn, stepping into the hall that would lead to the room I rented out, I heard a commotion. Curious, I turned.

      “You will pay for trying to fornicate with my daughter, bastard,” a drunken man sang with his buddy. “I’ll rang your balls, hang them high—”

      I chuckled and moved on, deciding it was probably best not to hear the rest. The innkeeper seemed content, if not a bit irritated. They clearly just rolled in from the tavern. I wondered if the sword she kept on display was more than a show piece.

      That night, I laid back and tried to get comfortable on the uncomfortable bed. It felt like a goddamn hardened stack of hay. Not that I’ve never compromised like this before. Okay, let’s not complain about things, Nate. It’s the medieval times or something in another world. They don’t have the same comforts. Sure, this was overpriced, but that may be subjective. At the same time, I wondered if I should’ve just camped. Ah well.

      Now some people at this point would be screaming at me to meditate and shit, power up into a cringey white knight super Saiyan. Instead, my ass fell into a deep sleep without a care in a world.

      I woke up at the crack of dawn expecting aches but, for some reason, I felt fine. Better than ever. And no, I didn’t forget I was in another world.

      The system took that time to flash the character sheet in my face, as if I cared about such things.

      

      Nate

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: ???

      Magician rank: 11th realm of the Beginnings.

      Ability: F-grade potions. [Estimated based on class. Currently calculating. Check later.]

      Power: weak. [Estimated based on class. Currently calculating. Check later.]

      Defense: weak. [Estimated based on class. Currently calculating. Check later.]

      

      Nothing seemed to have changed and for some reason, the system was still calculating. In that case, I assumed the damn thing had to be broken. Once again, did it matter? Nope! It was another day and time for more prep work for the field.

      Wait a fucking minute. My eyes widened. Eleventh realm? Wasn’t I… at the third? Even if I meditated, it’d still take forever to break through to the next level. That I knew for sure from like every goddamn novel and RPG out there. The only thing I did yesterday was fix up the field, planted some seeds, then fucked off for the rest of the day.

      I shook my head. The only explanation was that either something else went on in the background that the system refused to show or, like the calculating, it was also broken.

      “Let’s make this clear, System,” I said. “Don’t show me this character sheet every morning.”

      

      [Super Skill obtained: Ultimate identifier.]

      

      I examined it and nodded. “Okay, so maybe you can be a nice system if you wanted to be.” With the skill, I could analyze basically anything, its quality, rank, hell, maybe even people. I wasn’t sure what it meant by super skill, that felt over-the-top for something any player should have in an RPG, but no complaining from me. This was going to make my job as a potion maker a million times easier.

      Okay, let me bring up the elephant in the room, because you’re probably wondering about it aloud. What is the difference between this class and something like an alchemist? Beats me. I mean, I watched Full Metal Alchemist. They seemed more like steampunk wizards than potion people to me.

      I opened the room door and saw a little basket awaiting me. One bar of soap, a small brush, canteen of water, and a tiny jar of minty oil. Ah, so this was how they handled dental hygiene. Thank God I didn’t have to invent this. Not that I came across anyone with terrible hygiene.

      Sure, you had your sweaty working guys and whatnot. There was a chance I was sitting in between the medieval and steampunk era. But… there wasn’t any mentions of trains, at least yet.

      After finding the inn’s contracted washhouse, I brushed my teeth. Listen, we’re not about to talk about the flavor of that mouth-washing oil.

      For bathing, I’d have to find myself a river and abuse my special powers for a little plumbing. The public bathhouse had a time limit, a line, questionable smells and sanitation, and fucking freezing water I dumped on myself from the staged buckets. Thankfully this was included in my inn package, or else I’d be paying one hell of a price for this. The nobles, of course, had their own facilities maintained by their staff. I’m sure they sipped wine while in fancy tubs with heated water. With everything being expensive, salt included, it was no wonder the little guy struggled to get ahead.

      “Yeah, I’ll need to get the materials for my house sooner than later,” I muttered to myself.

      I didn’t plan on getting too dirty today, so a bone-chilling shower this morning would be fine. Honestly, I should’ve taken one the prior night. But when I thought about it… why wasn’t I covered in dirt? Magic was so weird. What was funny was that the people of this town had no idea and I’d keep it that way.

      In my room, I put on my nice new clothes, a local brand tan shirt and pants, and the effects were immediate.

      A good walk through the town revealed it all. The cold and curious stares stopped as I blended with the crowd. I honestly wasn’t expecting much, but I was cool with this.

      I ate a bland breakfast of porridge with speckles of dried fruit sprinkled over top, served by the inn, before heading outside of the town. What I saw made my jaw drop.

      First of all, greeting me was a whirlwind of color. Everything I planted fully fucking grown! And no, I wasn’t going to pretend like I knew everything I planted. There were a few small trees with odd fruits hanging from them. Quantity, variety, and letting my potion maker class do its thing—that was the original plan. The instructions seemed straightforward, after all.

      The second oddity was a really beautiful woman with green-hair… pouting at me. Her features became clearer as I got closer. The bizarre yellowish eyes kind of caught me off guard. There was also… something off, like a vibe I picked up or sixth sense, I don’t know, but it didn’t carry any danger. Rather, the complete opposite. That of peace.

      “Uh, can I help you?” I asked, scratching my chin.

      The woman wore a fancy white and green dress. I… suddenly hoped this wasn’t the mayor’s daughter or a noble coming to bother me. I didn’t have time for that kind of shit. Not that I’d be the idiot caught staring at her chest. People around here would probably toss offenders to the guillotine.

      She pouted at me a little longer before speaking. “You’re late, Domain Ruler,” she said.

      “Huh?” was the dumb response that came from me. I gathered my wits and decided to ask the simplest question. “Are you the one… responsible for this? I mean holy shit.”

      The woman gave me a skeptical look. “Did you hit your head or something? Who else could’ve planted this and…” Her eyes seemed to… go starry, almost as if she planned to drool. “Offer up such pure mana.”

      I flinched. Absolutely no one was around to see me work. Like come on, I may have had ambitious goals, but I certainly wouldn’t have missed someone like this.

      “Excuse me, but who are you?” I asked. “I’m new around here.”

      The woman paused, tilting her head. “I see. That explains the strange mannerisms, yes, yes.” She patted a fist against her palm. “I am Milia. Guardian dryad of these lands. Well, no longer guardian, since you robbed me blind, but all is forgiven, Domain Ruler.”

      I just about tripped over myself at her response, but that certainly explained the eyes. And her bare feet seemingly manicured despite just walking through dirt moments ago.

      “Second day here and I’ve met a dryad,” I said. “Oh, let me introduce myself.” I offered a hand. “I’m Nate. No need to call me… Domain Ruler.”

      She accepted the handshake. “Nice to meet you. I felt your woes yesterday. Your soul called for help. After your delicious mana offering, I decided to personally answer your call.”

      I narrowed my eyes a bit at the smugness in her voice but decided to let it go. She didn’t come across as one of those ‘proud of myself’ types. Really, anyone offering to help was actually a huge relief.

      “I hope you don’t mind that I shared your mana with the forest too,” Milia said. “I couldn’t absorb all of it by myself, it’s much too powerful.”

      “No, I certainly don’t mind,” I said as I looked around. Things looked way more organized than I remembered.

      “I’ve taken some liberties and rearranged everything based on what the plants were feeling,” Milia said, then scratched the back of her head while smiling sheepishly. “Some of them got a little excited and produced fruit.”

      I gaped at her.

      “This is unreal,” I said softly as I looked around. “Well, this speeds up things significantly. I’ll need to get myself tools and pots, bottles. Maybe put in some safety protocols. I can’t risk setting the whole damn place on fire.”

      “Are you okay with me as your assistant?” the dryad woman asked, eyes seemingly hopeful.

      “Are you kidding? I’ll take all the help I can get,” I told her. “Thank you! But… eh, it may be a bit before I can actually pay you. I’ll have to earn—”

      “Pay? I require no such things,” Milia interrupted. “Listen, Domain—I mean, Sir Nate.”

      “Just Nate,” I corrected.

      “N… Nate,” Milia said. “Your mana has healed and nourished these lands. You seemed like someone who just randomly started planting things. I’m… a curious kind of girl. I must see with my own eyes what you plan to accomplish in grasslands far from human civilization.” She gestured at the plants. “This is your doing, a taste of the gift you provided. I distributed it evenly, so that everyone can enjoy it.”

      I nodded. “If you’re okay with a random bloke like me intruding your land.”

      Milia laughed. “You’re far more blessed by fate than you think.”

      I glanced at the incredible array of colors again. Another milestone reached toward being a real potion maker.

      The more people my concoctions helped, the more at peace I’d feel. The house I’d build would be nice and simple. I’d make it bigger, so that I could invite guests to dinner. Like this dryad person.

      Normally my guard would be up, sky high, but she was clearly some kind of divine entity or at least one of those peace-type spirit beings.

      I thought dryads were tree people, but she looked as human as anyone, aside from the eyes. She seemed to be able to make them glow at will too, perhaps when casting her magic.

      “This is one hell of a morning,” I said, then stretched. “I’ll need to run into town, get a cauldron and start practicing. Maybe I’ll make treats too.”

      “Treats?” the dryad asked, tilting her head.

      I chuckled. “You’ll see.”

      There was a lot to do, but I couldn’t walk before crawling. From fruit trees to a house with some form of plumbing system, a kitchen, oh and also, preparation for the winter. Something in my gut just fucking knew the winters in this world were going to be brutal.
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      “Hmmm.”

      I… tried to concentrate on a test mixture for a simple health potion, but Milia leaned over my shoulder, scrutinizing it, her curiosity really testing the limits of me being a gentleman. Listen, I was thirty-three years old. Or at least I was in my old life.

      In fact, I thought now was the perfect time to go to the river and look at myself. Listen, I don’t care who’s reading this, grandma, pops, I’m a man. Understand me when I express how difficult it is to concentrate on things when a beautiful woman is hovering over you. Or nagging. I mean yes, we men can be idiots and piss them off half the time, but that was beside the point.

      “Human food sure is strange.”

      “It’s not food. It’s supposed to be a potion,” I said, almost with a sigh.

      Let me tell you, folks, potion making wasn’t as simple as tossing ingredients into a pot, mixing a few times, and voila! The TV shows were full of crap!

      First, I had to buy the right cauldron. That took about thirty minutes of arguing with an old lady and then negotiating a fair price. If the mayor hadn’t gotten word of our face off and forced a discount due to my mission to help bring business to the town, I would’ve stormed out of there.

      Second, temperature control, water, and often the timing of adding ingredients. The system wasn’t very helpful, so you tell me if trial and error is fun. Yes, I was expecting easy mode too. But we’ve got a saying in my old world. Practice makes perfect. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do.

      “Let’s take a break for now, go check out the river on the other side of the town,” I said. Then paused. “Wait, are… you okay around humans?”

      “That’s a strange thing to ask, considering I’m around you,” she quipped.

      “You know what…” I sighed. “Point taken.”

      “Domain—I mean, Nate, where is your humble home?” Milia asked.

      “Not built yet,” I replied as I put out the coals in the small dirt pit. “You know, I wonder if I could make use of that…”

      The ten-meter hole was gone. “I guess I won’t have to fill it back in after all.”

      “I hope you don’t mind, I just told the land you didn’t need it after all,” Milia said.

      I blinked. “Dryads sure are amazing.”

      Milia laughed. “Praise from someone like you. I don’t hear any mockery in that.”

      “I’m pretty sure I can’t command the ground to do things,” I said flatly.

      “I wonder,” Milia said, but she didn’t poke into the impossible topic. I was here to control my superpowers, not break shit. Even I knew hurting the land would wield some kind of consequence.

      I took a step, then paused. “Since you’re my assistant, I’d like to buy you some shoes.” I looked at her. “Well, you’re going to stand out regardless.”

      “We dryads mostly keep to ourselves, but mingling with the human society isn’t anything new,” Milia said. “Sometimes they call upon us for help with cute little offerings and some delicious honey. If the cry is genuine and without malice, we lend our magic.”

      “Learn something new every day,” I mused.

      “An interesting saying, but it is true,” Milia said. “As for footwear, I typically require no such things.”

      “Then think of the shoes like a gift,” I said. “Come on.”

      As expected, Milia brought in a lot of stares, but some actually didn’t seem to care, which potentially meant a confirmation of dryad and human interaction being a completely normal thing.

      They didn’t have socks or really full-on shoes at the shop, so I settled with getting Milia some sandals. She couldn’t command the land to make her something comfortable anyway. Even if she could, it’d be a blatant abuse of power.

      When we arrived at the river several meters behind the town, I took notice of the scene. A few guards, one or two tent-based merchants, some children playing, people walking by. Peace. The water was nearly magical, so clean that you could point at every individual fish swimming through it, likely either on their way to a lake or a sea. The river itself wasn’t big enough for boats, or else there probably wouldn’t be any complaints about travel. It wasn’t a creek either, though I wouldn’t blame anyone for confusing it for one.

      What I saw as a reflection made me flinch. Pale white hair, red eyes. I also looked to be in my early twenties. What the hell was this, real life anime? Or albinism? No, my tan skin was still there. I could barely recognize myself. I was mixed, after all, born in the USA.

      Well, the old life no longer mattered. I was Mondrian now, or whatever the people of this world called themselves. The show of peace, the kids playing happily by a clean river only brought a smile to me, honestly. I had work to do to contribute to this town and hopefully grow it. Also bring down the prices, sheesh!

      “Would you like to grab a bite?” I asked Milia.

      Milia blushed, putting a hand over her mouth. “Oh my, straight to the point, Domain—Nate. Just less than a day’s meet. Humans really are fast—”

      “I didn’t mean it that way, ya damn perv,” I deadpanned, which only made Milia laugh. Dryads made jokes like this. Neat! Walked right into it. “It’s a saying from… where I lived before. What I meant was, would you like to get some lunch?”

      “If you’d like, I can call upon the lands to provide some fruit,” Milia said.

      “Ehh, you probably know this already, but I kind of like a balance of meat and veggies,” I told her. “Besides, wouldn’t it be kind of rude to start ordering you around?”

      “You are the Domain Ruler and you employed me as your assistant, no?” Milia asked.

      “Even as your employer, I shouldn’t do that,” I retorted. “We’ve been raised with manners where I’m from. Aside from the garden which I’ll mostly use to jumpstart the potion making, where would you get fruit?”

      Please don’t say the forest, I thought.

      “The forest,” Milia said cheerfully.

      I almost missed a step. “Yeah, I’m going to have to decline that. It’s already jarring enough that I plan to build a house on the same land as it.” Milia looked confused. I used that opportunity to change the subject. “Anyway, let’s just go to a restaurant. Lunch is on me.”

      Milia nodded. “Thank you for the hospitality.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, then led her to the same small restaurant from the prior day. Milia ordered sweetbread and a side of honey-glazed apples as well as fresh water. She didn’t so much as glance at anything meat-related. The dryad didn’t judge or really seem to care about my order, which honestly made me respect her. Vegans or vegetarians were okay in my book, as long as they didn’t get preachy about it. As my grandmother used to say, don’t be the peacebreaker.

      After lunch, I headed back, ready to give the potion making a try once more. I’d already memorized the prices from most goods in the area and came up with my own for making profit. However, selling other things would come later. There was no competition in Kyushu, because no potion maker with half a brain would set up shop here. I think the fear of the forest was one thing, but living in a town suffering inflation, along with its inhabitants leaving for city life, turned into its own set of issues. After establishing my business, I’d have to come up with ways to make being here attractive. This was where my knowledge of modern life would come in handy. Fuck, I wanted peace, but not boring peace. I would, in fact, have my cake and eat it, just you wait.

      First, Milia and I washed the cauldron using a bucket of water and some type of wire brush. Our empty glass vials and bottles were already staged on a small wooden table. I reviewed the ingredients for a simple energy potion. This was the only thing available on my potion menu, so I rolled with it.

      Honestly, it wasn’t that hard. Some green herbs, blue grass, a few golden leaves from a bush on the edge of the garden, then brew for ten minutes. Toss in honey for any sweetening, which I didn’t have. Earlier, I tried to take a short cut. I also had the heat way too frantic. Instead of calm coals, well, let’s just say you should never try making a potion above a roaring fire.

      This time, I did things right, which resulted in a syrupy substance. Following the instructions, I added water to the concentrated formula, mixed for another few minutes, carefully added a tiny bit of my mana, then removed it from the heat to sit and cool. Milia, in the meantime, tended the garden, planting a few seeds, and cycling mana I provided throughout the land.

      About twenty minutes later, I found myself filling a bottle with my first potion. It probably wasn’t going to be any good and killing my motivation by analyzing it wouldn’t help things. An F-grade potion was an F-grade potion. I decided to taste it.

      Floral, a little earthy, a little fruity. It reminded me of a strong tea. Not half bad. I’d call it the unsweetened version of the simple energy potion. Honey was way too damn expensive. If you thought paying for it in modern times was a pain in the ass, come here and bring your gold. I know, I know, it feels like I’m always complaining about the prices of items here. If I weren’t seeking a peaceful life, I’d consider taking the example of many others and flee to the city too. Apparently it wasn’t as simple as protesting and getting the mayor to step down. He was assigned here. A former guard and the fourth son of a minor noble. That wasn’t an excuse to allow the inflation here. But in due time, I’d help fix it. Potion makers were sought after more than healers, but both were very rare. There were also frauds, but name one place that didn’t have scammers and I’d pat you on the back.

      “So it’s done,” Milia said. “May I try some?”

      “You’re more than aware that potions aren’t meant for casual consumption nor taste good, right?” I said, passing her the bottle. “Well, somehow the flavor’s not that bad. Not great without any sweetener, but I’ve had worse.”

      Milia’s eyes widened when she tasted a bit. “This… this quality, this smoothness on just your second try. But wasn’t it supposed to be a simple energy potion? At one sip… You should get this appraised.”

      “I kind of need to run tests,” I said. “Then again, will the townsfolk trust drinking anything from a stranger? I’d be more concerned if they did.”

      Milia waved off my comment. “The chat of a new potion maker in town has spread like wildfire. Go get it appraised. There should be at least one qualified mortal with the ability. I’ll watch the camp while you’re away.”

      “Try not to drink all of it,” I deadpanned. “An ener—”

      “I will not violate your product without your permission,” Milia said. “Which is why I’d like to request a bottle before you go.”

      “If you really like the stuff, sure, I guess,” I said. “I’ll go find a guy so he can confirm that I made something not that great and laugh me out of his office.”

      That statement seemed to go in one ear and out of Milia’s other, because she cheerfully filled her bottle without a care in the world. Shrugging, I headed back into town with a fresh bottle, sealed with a wooden stopper, and asked around until at last, found myself waiting for an old man’s opinion of my simple energy potion.

      “Oh great Wanda, grant me the power, appraise!” he chanted. I watched the short man carefully as he thrusted a palm at my potion. I awaited the bad news, preparing to try again when his eyes shot open. His voice was a mix of urgent, calm, and excited. “Where did you get this?”

      “Eh… I made it,” I said. “Look, let’s not beat around the bush. Should I throw it away and try again?”

      The old man swatted my hand, which surprised me. “Are you mad, lad? Throw this away? This is…” He took a deep breath. “You made this. Are you someone secretly from the capital? Did the Lord Ruler actually notice this town and for the first time had some mercy on us?”

      “No to all of that,” I said. “I’m just a new potion maker. Now what are the specs, grandpa? The suspense is kind of killing me.”

      “You… you’re an unsung talent,” the old man continued. He took a deep breath. “Potion grade, triple S. Potion quality, incredible. Perhaps even higher. The mana in this… It’s unusual, almost impossible to exist.”

      I decided to finally analyze my creation with the system, just in case the old guy lost his mind.

      

      [Supreme Potion of Nature’s Energy. Item grade: SSS. Item quality: Extraordinary.]

      [Item grades range from F and max out at S. Item quality types are: garbage, awful, poor, okay, average, good, very good, excellent, amazing, incredible, superior, extraordinary, and exotic.]

      

      Holy… shit. This was supposed to be a simple potion, you know, due to the simple ingredients. I’d have to search for more exotic resources later, hopefully with better instructions.

      I gaped at the old man.

      “I… Maybe I got lucky,” I said.

      “Stop it!” the old man snapped. “Or I’ll make you kowtow to Wanda for being ungrateful. You should be proud of yourself, having such talent. I don’t know who the master magician that taught you how to brew is, but I’d give up everything to learn under him.”

      I decided not to tell him that I was self-taught. The old fart would probably hear about it later.

      “Three silvers for the appraisal, right?” I verified, trying not to wince at the price.

      “No!” the old man exclaimed, his eyes seeming panicked. “Please, forgive this old man for dare subjecting you through this period of price inflation. It makes me wonder if some snobby nobles are behind this. Listen, please allow this to be on the house. In return, keep building your shop, your business. If you keep this up, word will spread, and you’ll attract some big buyers. But… a word of advice. Try to keep some lower quality potions on hand, perhaps for mass production. That potion you have there, it’s worth a lot of money. Top buyers may bring in their own appraisers. But if you want to make life easier, label everything. Keep a logbook.”

      I nodded. “Thank you for the advice, uh…”

      “Chen,” the old man replied. “Just an independent appraiser. The kind that won’t lie to you. Be very careful of them. If inflation gets under control here, some jackwit will still try to deceive anyone unaware, those no good old dragon turds.”

      It took every bit of maturity within to keep from laughing at the otherworldly insult. It was the first time I’d heard it after all, but holy damn that was hilarious.

      After shaking old man Chen’s hand, I hurried back to the camp. Milia had “I told you so” flicking deep within her gaze.

      “So, apparently I have a knack for creating potions,” I said, setting the bottle onto the table. “We need somewhere to store everything for now.”

      

      [You can now create more potions. They will require various ingredients, some treated, some dried by sun or oven. There are no limits to what you can accomplish as a potion maker.]

      

      At least the system was being supportive this time. I’d have to watch it, make sure it didn’t bring in unwanted attention.

      “We should start by bottling everything,” Milia suggested. “Then try selling them today. You should, at the very least, be able to find a suitable location in town to set up a table. I’ll help shout out for customers.” She looked at the pot. “I prefer this unsweetened variant, but later, create a honey batch.”

      “In that case, I should buy a bigger table,” I said. “Or maybe I could build one later.”

      I didn’t mention anything pertaining to wood. Sure, dryads were likely well-aware of a human’s reliance on wood, but no one went into that creepy ass forest. Which meant Milia didn’t have to worry about anyone harming whatever tree she claimed as her home. I preferred not to be the first guy to bring that up.

      “You know, before we do anything, let’s make a basic health potion.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Milia said. “It’s the hallmark item of a potion maker. Or so I would say, but most fail. Your strange mana, I can promise you, will help it succeed.”

      I smiled. “Alright, my assistant, here are the ingredients I need you to help me find.”

      Thank fuck we actually had the herbs and even the fruit required to create the base. The search took a lot longer than I would’ve liked, even with the dryad getting help from the land. Without her, honestly, this would’ve required me to purchase the materials from some hack or a kingdom-owned shop in the capital. A hack.

      One hour later, I found myself staring at three bottles of red liquid.

      “I’m going to take one of these into town with me, for appraisal. Wait for me here. And thank you again, for the help.”

      Milia smiled. “You’re welcome, Domain Ruler—I mean, Nate.”

      I sighed, deciding to let that one go. “I’d better find a table while I’m at it.”

      I hurried into the town, searching for any shop that sold furniture or a carpenter when the sight of a crowd caught my attention. A woman pleaded with a guard.

      “Be patient, miss, men are on the way,” he said. “I’d personally go if I weren’t old enough to be your grandfather.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked, though I only planned to keep going. Everyone had their problems, right? I had no intention of getting my happy ass involved in everything. Nope, no white knighting here.

      “A giant tree fell onto her husband,” a man said, “but the guards haven’t mobilized. Many of them don’t care. Others claim they need orders. It’s ridiculous.”

      “Where at?” I asked.

      “The forest behind the river,” the man said, then shook his head. “A fine woodsman too.” He glared at the old guard. “If he dies from his injuries, you’ll have blood on your hands.”

      Yeah, fuck, as much as I didn’t want to white knight, I wasn’t about to stand by and let a man die while holding a goddamn health potion. If my hunch was correct, the mana inside would activate the ingredients, healing the man instantly. At least I hoped.

      I dashed into the direction they pointed at, easily leapt over the river, and started into the woods. I found him in almost no time. Shoot, it was kind of a miracle that he hadn’t gotten crushed by the giant tree.

      I was muscular, but just one guy. I doubted I’d be much use. Or so those were my thoughts. You see, I forgot I had superpowers, so when I pushed the tree, it went flying, landing in a heap several meters away.

      Deciding not to waste any time pondering on that, I fed the man the health potion. He came to immediately.

      Now… how to explain this without causing a scene…
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      [Your disposition with the town of Kyushu has increased!]

      

      “It’s not what it looks like,” I said as I helped the man stand. “I take no credit for this. Let’s just say a dryad friend of mine gave you her blessing.”

      The man appeared to be in his early forties, broad-shouldered, and really, looked exactly like you’d expect a hard worker of his profession to look. Add in the marriage, because they were always in high demand.

      The brown-haired man had a good-natured look to him, someone of honest living.

      “You… or, eh, your dryad friend saved me,” he said, though in the depths of his voice, didn’t seem too convinced. “But the potion. You’re the new potion maker ,right? I’ve never heard of a potion that could heal broken bones instantly and painlessly.”

      Ah, shit. You know, I should probably refrain from using the appraiser too much. I did have the ability to analyze these things myself. The only reason why I considered it for the second time was for appearances and to establish my own connections with the people in this town.

      “I am, but don’t worry about that,” I said. “I’m just glad you’re okay. You’re lucky that massive tree didn’t outright kill you.”

      The man seemed to collect himself. “You’re right. I was surprised by a spirit beast, that’s all.”

      “Spirit beast?” I asked, a bit worried. “I thought the mana in this area was too weak to attract any.”

      “Same here,” the man said. “Wanda’s ass, I didn’t get a good look at it. Was it a zinger-cat, wind wolf, bear? I can’t remember.”

      “Let’s just get you to the others,” I suggested. “We can worry about the spirit beast later.”

      “Are you sure… you’re not a magician?” the man asked.

      “Just a potion maker,” I replied. “And, you know what, a new customer.”

      The man chuckled. “It’s fine if you want to keep secrets. I know what I… dreamed. I’ll make anything you request, free of charge. By the way, I’m Tom.”

      “I’m Nate,” I replied, accepting his handshake. “Also, I don’t want to put you out of business. I’m a business owner too you know, or eh, trying to become one.” I made eye contact with the man. “If the popularity of a potion maker can save this town, return business to it and bring down the inflation, I’m all for it.”

      The man cracked a smile. “We don’t get many merchants that actually care about our town.” He scratched the stubble on his chin. “Just know, word may eventually get out if you’re making potions like this. You may attract some city folk or jealous types looking for any way to destroy you.”

      “My dryad friend’s a woman of peace,” I told him. “If they cause trouble for the people here, she may command the earth to banish them from these lands.”

      Tom chuckled.

      Hey, I could put on the dramatics too.

      As expected, there was a crowd waiting for us when we exited the woods. Late guards were marching in with saws and a stretcher. The woodworker’s wife damn near knocked her husband over as she dove into him for a hug.

      Everyone else looked dumbfounded, mouths agape. The guards almost dropped their tools. This was… one of those times I wanted to pull a Tom and Jerry sneak-away routine, but all eyes were on me, several questions beaming within them. I had one. Why the fuck did they leave the man behind and unguarded like that? Did they all decide to run for help or were they secretly scared of the spirit beast someone mentioned?

      “He had a little help from a health potion,” I told them. “As for the tree, let’s just leave the thanks to my dryad friend. She can command the earth at will.”

      Tom looked a bit uneasy and too damn sharp for his own good, but that didn’t matter. The people appeared to have bought my lame explanation.

      “Anyway, back to work I go. I need to find myself a table, to set up shop today.”

      “Sir Nate, was it?” a blonde woman asked. “I’m Lina. My husband has a wooden shop table he no longer uses. Please take it as thanks.”

      A bearded man with dark hair beside her shrugged. “I’m Hamlet, but just call me Big Ham like everyone else. You saved Tom’s life. The least we can do is get you a table for your shop. And if there’s anything else we can help you with, just say the word.”

      “I seriously owe you a life debt,” Tom said as he wiggled away from his short wife. “You and your dryad friend. Where is she?”

      “She’s at the camp. You’ll see her today at the stand,” I said. “Try to keep it casual. We don’t want to make her uncomfortable.”

      Tom, who was certainly suspicious of me, spoke first. “Sure, it’s no problem. It’s incredibly rare these days for dryads to appear before humans.”
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        * * *

      

      As Nate walked away, following Big Ham and his wife, Tom could only stand there and watch. He turned, noticing a familiar face at the far corner of the crowd. She was a beautiful young woman with long blue hair. Unsurprisingly, her scrutinizing, curious, and suspicious eyes followed the potion maker. The mayor’s daughter. Very few people in town knew her secret. If she had eyes on the potion maker, then Tom’s suspicions were all but confirmed.

      “Harmony,” Tom said. The girl, just barely an adult at eighteen, flinched. “Are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not okay,” she said, her voice containing just a little anger.

      “He’s a magician, isn’t he?” Tom asked.

      Harmony hesitated, before confirming Tom’s question with a nod. Tom’s blood chilled. Magicians were power-obsessed freaks of nature on a path to immortality. Normally they were either employed by the Lord Ruler, belonged to a clan, or attended magic academies. Being a magician could unlock a dream of riches and power, or so they proclaimed as they battled their way up the ranking ladders.

      The Lord Ruler forced the history books to write him as the most powerful magician around, but everyone knew it was actually the hero and his party. The hero also defeated the demon beast known as the Midnight Dragon. Currently, they were supposedly on the hunt for humanity’s greatest threat, unsurprisingly a magician himself, Ares the Peace Spawner.

      Like most normal people, or what the magicians arrogantly called mortals, Tom was terrified of magicians.

      “He seems friendly,” Tom said to the mayor’s daughter. “A bit… strange, to say the least.”

      Harmony nodded again, then finally faced Tom. Her blue eyes were beaming with uncertainty and terror, almost borderline teary.

      “He’s the most powerful magician I’ve ever felt in my life,” she whispered.

      Tom’s eyes widened. “A… master magician, here of all places. No wonder why he’s able to befriend dryads.”

      Dryads were almost goddesses, Tom knew that much.

      “What should we do?” Harmony asked, her voice almost a whine. “Should we tell my father? Would he leave if asked? What if he gets angry?”

      Tom sighed. “I may be just someone who chops wood to you, but I’d like to think I’m a good judge of character. That man saved my life without hesitation. The potion he had was worth so much gold, and he… he just wasted it on a stranger, a mortal, like it was nothing. Didn’t request payment, didn’t make me swear an oath, didn’t request to bed a daughter. He’s not pillaging and causing havoc. He’s not abusing any of his powers, nor showing off. It’s hard to believe he’s real.”

      Tom waited. To his relief, Harmony took a deep breath and let it out, her demeaner improving for once. Magicians really were the most terrifying beings in the world, responsible for the destruction of many lives. But Nate… he acted so different. He didn’t act as if he owned everything. He treated people like… people.

      Of course, Tom didn’t want to be too trusting, too fast. Harmony had a point. Kyushu existed on the far east of the kingdom, but even they’d had to deal with a magician before. A cruel bastard.

      Yet… Nate saved him without hesitation.

      The mayor’s daughter had the spark, but being born with a broken core meant that, at best, she could surprise an offender for a second.

      “Only time will tell,” Tom said after a good moment of silence between the two. The crowd was beginning to clear, and his wife called for him. “You could try investigating Nate, or just watch him from afar, form your own judgment. If you think he should go, we’ll bring up the case to your father. Your father can always hire a clan to run him out of town.”

      He turned and started toward his wife. “Last time with one of them was a close one. We defended everyone to the tooth then, your virtue as well as those women, and we’ll do it again. You and your father are like family to me. Remember, we’ll always be there for you.”

      Harmony nodded.
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        * * *

      

      After getting myself a nice table, Milia and I set everything up at the center of town where other merchants thrived. We got a few micro-glares, especially from a teenage brother-sister team of fruit and snack salespeople. However, once we introduced ourselves, bought some of their snacks and told them we were selling potions, they warmed up to us. Don and Ayame, sixteen and seventeen-year-olds, were forced to work by their circumstances and help pay their family’s living expenses and debts. Their mother was currently sick, attended to by their father.

      “Potions! Highest quality energy and limited-time health potions,” Milia shouted to the crowd. The time to chat was ending. After today’s demonstration, all eyes were on us. Not just Milia, but both of us. The guy who selflessly gave up an expensive health potion and the dryad who saved a man from the clutches of a tree. I seriously hoped these people wouldn’t write a tale or song about that. This wasn’t the legacy I had in mind. Perhaps if I was known as the mystery guy in a cape, maybe this world’s version of Batman, then maybe. But as the guy passing by, I almost felt like a discount Meme Oshino. No, I wasn’t going to start asking people if something good happened to them or if they’re in good spirits. I wasn’t sleazy either!

      Needless to say, we sold out of everything. Health and energy potions.

      

      “Maybe we should consider contracts,” I told Milia as we cleaned up for the evening.

      “Perhaps,” the dryad said.

      “You two were most impressive,” Ayame said.

      “You’re kind of a natural at being a merchant, Nate,” Don said.

      I didn’t want to ruin the kid’s image of me by telling him I worked in retail long enough to deal with most people. Before getting transported into this world, I was a pencil pusher in the corporate world and worked part-time at a Home Depot to cover any missed expenses. Life consisted of going to work and occasionally having a few drinks with friends at the pub on a Friday.

      “Hey, Nate,” someone called. I turned to see Tom walking toward me. He gave Milia a short bow and broad smile before addressing me. “I heard you were looking to get yourself a house built, on the grasslands just ten minutes from here.”

      “A house and shop combined,” Nate said. “It’s going to be a short walk, but I’d prefer that over accidentally dousing the town in fumes if something goes wrong.”

      Tom laughed. “Fine point. Listen, I can gather some people to start helping with any building at the crack of dawn, tomorrow. I recommend a two-story home. Your shop on the first floor, everything else on the second.”

      My eyes widened. “Well now. And here I was going to build it myself. On account of buying the materials I need.”

      Now it was Tom’s turn to widen his eyes. “You’re a builder too?”

      “I’ve got some experience,” I said. “I planned to get a few basics done, hire a few hands, and hopefully have everything right, long before winter.”

      “A man with his head properly screwed onto his shoulders—”

      Interrupting Tom came the cries from a group of panicked children. “There’s something in the forest! You were right, Tom.”

      I turned to Milia. She shrugged.

      “I’m just your assistant,” she said. “But if you’re requesting that I come with you, I shall oblige.”

      “You really would do that for us?” Tom asked. “I mean, we shouldn’t have to trouble you. A few men with a sword or two should do it.”

      I shook my head, knowing damn well Tom and the townspeople were the type to go in with garden tools and poorly maintained blades. Sure, the honest people could probably fight as well as a streetfighter, really fuck you up, but the tables would be flipped if it turned out to be a bear. Or wolf.

      If I didn’t have the strength of a magician or whatever, I sure as shit wouldn’t go in there. I’d close that son of a bitch off with a fence and call it a day. Then again, persistent bears could find a way.

      “Shall we check it out, Lady Milia?” I asked, making a tiny show.

      Milia gave an amused smile, followed by a sigh. “You’re the boss. I will follow your lead.”

      Listen, before you judge me—I know you’re giving me that look—if it weren’t for these powers, I wouldn’t be leading a lady into the valley of death. With the sun setting, well, even with magic, I still felt a bit uneasy. Perhaps if I had a double barrel or anything, I’d at least feel secure. Somewhat.

      The moment I stepped into the forest, I felt… something. You know how you can feel someone in your room. That, but on steroids. My eyes looked left, then right. Before I knew it, I was moving.

      What the hell’s wrong with me, I thought as I rushed through the forest. I never in my life ran this fast and when I leapt, I… jumped what felt like fifty fucking feet in the air, and landed weightlessly next to the giant… bull man?

      Red fur, glowing red eyes, standing on two feet. In its freakish human hands was a sleeping white-furred wolf cub. Or at least it looked to be so.

      “A demonic beast this far? Oh my,” Milia said, not a trace of worry in her voice.

      The growling bull man suddenly spoke. “Do you plan to break the divine oath and interfere, dryad?”

      “What oath?” Milia asked, causing the monster’s eyes to widen.

      “You… you wouldn’t? I’ll—”

      “Okay, time the fuck out,” I interjected. “A talking bull guy. What kind of LSD shit is this?”

      “Like I said, a demonic beast,” Milia answered. “A type of spirit beast that operates off demonic energy and corruption, instead of mana.”

      “Human… I’ll ki…” The bull froze, dropping the cub.

      “You dropped your food,” Milia said. “I’ll pick it up for you.”

      Vines shot from the ground, secured the baby wolf, and carried it to the dryad.

      “M… master magician,” the bull hissed. It was actually sweating, eyes filled with terror. “That human survived and hired you. He must’ve been nobility to be able to afford this. Well, I…”

      The bull’s knees were trembling. “S… spare me.”

      “What’s that?” I said.

      “I am but a humble low-level nothing,” the bull man said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Please…” It actually fell to its knees… fucking kowtowing.

      “Man, I was just not ready for today,” I told Milia. “Cute cub, though.”

      “He is,” Milia said.

      “So, what do you think I should do with bully over here?” I asked, grinning evilly.

      “I heard humans saying something about delicious demon bull meat and that magicians use it to help cultivate,” Milia said, her voice playful.

      “Eh, I’m not big on the eating sentient monsters from hell thing,” I said. I turned to the shivering bull. “Are you the one responsible for the tree?”

      “I—it was an accident,” the bull stammered. “Then I felt a massive power and fled.”

      “Bullshit,” I said, then grinned. “Yeah, I said that to a bull.” I cleared my throat. “Anyway, I’ll give you one. Get the fuck out of here and never go near a human population again, or I will hunt you down and turn you into Rocky Mountain oysters. I’m sure I can make a killing selling it to some fucked up noble.”

      “I recognize that as an oath binding,” Milia said. “Do you accept? If you break it, he’ll know. Your body will begin to suffer the consequences of breaking the binding.”

      “If you don’t accept it, I’ll do what I must,” I said, though I honestly didn’t know what I’d do. What? I wasn’t a sick fuck that went around killing things, so how would I know what to do? I did have ridiculous strength for some reason, so breaking a leg or two could do the trick until we came up with an idea. That or let the pros handle it, you know, monster hunters.

      “I accept, I accept, please spare this lowly bull man, master magician,” it whined.

      I wasn’t sure what it meant by master magician. I only had these powers for two days, but if his confusion meant a peaceful resolution, I couldn’t complain. No fighting, no cultivating, and hopefully no getting dragged into shit. What would it gain me, anyway?

      “Now get the fuck out of here,” I said.

      I… don’t know why this happened, but injecting a little anger into my voice created super strong winds which knocked the bull man onto its ass. It probably set a few world-class records as it bolted.

      “Well, that happened,” I said.

      We turned around, only to see a blue-haired woman watching us, mouth agape. Knowing my luck, if she hadn’t witnessed the entire thing, then the girl saw enough to draw obvious conclusions.

      I sighed. “Ah, shit.”

      I wasn’t really good at this hiding my power thing.

      “Hmm,” the girl said in a bad acting voice. “The forest is much too dark to see. If you’re still alive in there, Sir Potion Maker, we’re waiting by your stand.”

      She turned and walked away.

      “Well, it turns out these are my kind of townsfolk,” I said.

      Milia giggled. “You do know she’s going to start hanging around a lot more. I certainly hope you’ll have an explanation for the mayor.”

      “She’s the mayor’s daughter, isn’t she?” I deadpanned.

      “Sure is.”

      “Great,” I said, annoyed.

      “That’s not a bad thing,” Milia said. “That is, if you hire another hand for the shop.”

      “An optimist, are we?” I mused.

      We started walking toward the forest entrance, unconcerned about anything else that could be lurking. The little white wolf cub continued to slumber. Milia handed him to me.

      “I don’t mind taking care of him,” I said. “We’ll call him Wolverine.”

      “For some reason, I have a feeling this is some poor naming choice from a land I don’t understand,” Milia said, her voice deadpan.

      I waved off her concern. “Ah, you don’t get it. But that’s fine. You’ll get used to it.”

      As we neared the forest edge, I asked Milia another question. “By the way, Milia, where do you live?”

      “Oh, I haven’t shown you my home yet,” she said. “I needed to evaluate your character.”

      “Hey, I don’t blame you,” I said. “I wouldn’t let some stranger near my house either.”

      “You really are a strange man, but in a good way,” Milia said. “These people are not of your kin, you know nothing of them, and yet without asking for a reward, you help them.”

      “I mean, helping people is a normal thing, right?” I asked. “If it’s within my ability, yeah, I don’t mind lending my strength to a place I’m going to live in. Especially if it means a peaceful life.”

      Milia gaped at me, before smiling. “An interesting line of thinking, to live for peace. But… this world is a cruel place. The strong rule over the weak. The weak face terrible turmoil. Will you be able to handle things under the stress of the world?” She waved off my protest. “Of course you will. You have no idea just how capable you are.”

      I chuckled. “Careful with giving me too much credit, Miss. It’ll inflate my ego.”

      Milia snorted. “I’m sure a reminder of the way you planted those seeds will bring it back to us.”

      I laughed. “I figured it was a piss poor job.”
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      We told everyone a… CliffsNotes version of the story. Not a lie, but not everything verbatim.

      “We’re fortunate that he simply gave up,” Big Ham said. “Bull men are quite strong and have killed even unprepared, but skilled magicians in the past.” He gave Milia a short bow. “Thank you again for the protection.”

      “Oh, I really didn’t do anything,” Milia said with a giggle. The townspeople took that for modesty, having no idea those words were pure truth. The mayor’s daughter, I now knew as Harmony, simply watched us with a knowing gaze. She knew the secret, but said nothing, only smiled. For some reason, Tom seemed surprised by her attitude. She didn’t give off that spoiled noble’s daughter vibe, thank fuck, but something did feel… weird. Ah well, not my circus, not my monkeys, I was just glad everyone was good to go. There was a new business in town, baby!

      Now, as much as I’d like to be an optimist, I expected the shoe to fall off the other foot at some point, forcing me to shove that sucker back on.

      “What’s that in your arms?” Harmony asked.

      “Ah, this little guy? Meet Wolverine,” I said, still proud of my name. Call it stupid if you want, it was funny and I was keeping it. I can hear the edge lords now, REEE. Sorry for not naming him Slashthroat or Gutclaw or some other psychotic, vampire with a dark cape name. “We rescued him from the bull man. Honestly, I’m surprised he slept through everything.”

      Harmony seemed to be taken aback after having a closer look at the little guy. Then she looked at me and Milia, her eyes wondering, questioning. Finally, she let out a sigh.

      “Do you have any idea what’s in your arms?”

      “A cute baby wolf,” I said. “What else could it be? If you’re talking specific breeds, well, I hadn’t gotten around to asking anyone yet.”

      “First of all, that’s not just any baby wolf,” Harmony said. “That’s a spirit beast. I think it’s a sunlight wolf, which aren’t native to this area. I’ll have to ask Shera about it.”

      “Shera?” I asked.

      “Oh, she’s the librarian,” Harmony said. “I think sunlight wolves sleep through the night like humans but are up and ready to feed in the morning.” She shook her head. “How did it get here and what happened to its mother?”

      “The bull man was holding it when he found him,” Milia replied. “By the way, bull men aren’t native to this area either, so it’s possible that this was going to be a preserved lunch.”

      “You’d think bull people would be… grass-eaters, right?” I asked.

      “Minotaurs are,” Milia said. “However, they’re not cowardly and can be far more reasonable than the bull men.”

      “Good to know,” I said. “Anyway, it’s getting a little late. I want to doublecheck the camp before heading back to the inn for the night.”

      Tom nodded. “See you at sunrise tomorrow, then?”

      “Damn right,” I said, clasping hands with the man. I also clasped hands with Big Ham. Then Milia and I were off. The town had streetlamps and a few patrolling guards with torches, though I may have spotted a few drunks. Underfunded, high inflation, and just the place I hoped to turn around without making too much a commotion.

      Sure, I had kind of gathered attention already, even the suspicion of the mayor’s daughter, but that was beside the point.

      The grasslands darkened as the sun when down and all we had was a torchlight lent to us by Big Ham.

      “I wonder if I could invent the flashlight or something,” I mused allowed.

      “Flashlight?” Milia asked.

      “A portable light source,” I explained. “Wherever I point it, it beams a lot of light.”

      “I see,” Milia said.

      “Wait a minute. Where do you live again?” I asked, getting nervous.

      “The forest, of course,” Milia said cheerfully.

      “You know, perhaps tomorrow in the day, you can show me your house. You wouldn’t want a guy you barely know intruding on your humble dwelling at night.”

      Milia laughed. “As I said earlier, I judged your character, analyzed your warm heart. You are welcome in my home.” She smirked. “If it’s light you’re looking for, have no worries. I will command the shrooms of the forest to provide lighting. Unless you’re worried about following a strange woman you’ve just met into a dark forest.”

      “Perhaps if you were a meat-eater,” I joked.

      Milia sighed, shaking her head. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Honestly, I will never comprehend the tastes of humans, but I shall not oppose it. We’re all important to the cycle of life and mana.”

      I stopped, truly looking at her. “Why would someone as wise as you want to be the assistant of… a human? A mortal.”

      “First off, you’re no mortal,” she said. “Second, my answer remains unchanged. I’m a curious girl. I’d like to be a part of whatever you plan to accomplish. Call it selfishness. Call it insight. Besides, I’m still a very young dryad, so don’t make it sound as if I’m old.” She placed her hands on her hips, turning to me, pouting. “I trust you know of the saying about what happens to a man who speaks of a woman’s age, no?”

      I raised my hands in playful surrender, laughing. “Alright, alright. Take me to your home, oh Mistress of the Land.”

      Milia narrowed her eyes and watched me a bit longer, before allowing a sigh to slip. “Never lay it on too thick like that again. Even in jest.”

      I chuckled. “So that saying’s a thing in this land too, eh?”

      “Perhaps,” Milia said, her smile mischievous.

      The forest path was surprisingly clear and well-maintained, despite no human ever entering it. True to her word, it lit up like a magical fairy land. Many colors from bright blues, purples, whites, and oranges. The mushrooms and even some roses were like bulbs of light.

      However, if this place was just inhabited by plants, I wouldn’t have been uneasy. There were many… things and creatures moving about. Not clustered, but you’d catch them every now and then, minding their own businesses, roaming about. Deer with glowing blue fur and intelligent shining eyes, shimmering birds of many kinds, and even what I could only describe as a fairy. A tiny, winged woman, perhaps no taller than five or six inches, flying fast, beaming with a flurry of colors. Glowing dragonflies the size of skateboards, and massive beetles. Perhaps the strangest thing I witnessed was a panda surfing through the air on a fucking bamboo stick. It even looked badass while doing it.

      “Welcome to the Twilight-Kyushu, Nate, our Domain Ruler,” Milia said.

      “I… probably shouldn’t be—”

      “No need to be modest, we welcome you,” Milia said. “If I weren’t eager to meet you, I wouldn’t have waited in the garden all night for you to return.”

      Once again, I was reminded that I in fact spent the entire day with a real dryad. Sure enough, the creatures of this place bowed as I passed by, many of them expressing greetings. They also greeted Milia. Guardian Milia, huh.

      After what felt like ten minutes of walking, we approached another clearing. The first thing that caught my eyes was a silent waterfall and its lake. A small river ran from it, providing water to who knew how many inhabitants of this place. The second was an enormous tree. Stairs led up to a door.

      “Welcome to my residence,” Milia said. “Perhaps some time in the future, I’ll invite you to bathe with me in the lake, experience its healing waters.”

      I decided not to take the bait. Milia made a couple of jokes, but having just met aside, even an idiot would know with a glance this wasn’t a dryad that let her guard down. She could probably sense any intent with mystical abilities I didn’t understand.

      I followed her up the stairs. She opened the door and revealed the modest house inside. It wasn’t very large, just one bedroom, a kitchen, something like a living room, and outside was a line where one would hang clothing.

      It almost made me question the difference between a human and dryad, but I didn’t need to bother. She sank into the tree at will, emerging moments later in a different room. Sometimes she’d flow from the ceiling.

      “Is it true that you’re bonded to this tree?” I asked, curious.

      “No, but it is the tree I made my home,” Milia said. “We’re free to go anywhere, but our true power will always be connected to any forest we choose to live in. The forest comes to life, births us friends and servants if we agree to take good care of it.”

      I see. If magic existed in my old world, what would’ve happened to them as mankind industrialized? Questions for later.

      

      [Visiting the forest of a guardian dryad has given you insight. New special potion listing added.]

      [Current potion listings: Health Potion, Energy Potion, Night Vision.]

      

      I almost fell off the chair, which was oddly comfortable despite being made of weird soft wood. Night vision! Sure, health and energy had their uses, always did, but the ability to see in the dark would open up so many possibilities. There were ingredients that appeared only at night, after all. Or maybe I’d need it during an emergency. Wait… special potion?

      

      [This potion can only be made by you or any magician or magical being you give the recipe.]

      

      After chatting with Milia, I decided to call it a night and take the pup home.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to sleep here?” Milia asked. “Your domain is the safest place in the land. Is… my home not to your liking?”

      “That’s not it,” I said. “If you knew how much I paid for the inn room, you’d want to put every day to use as well.”

      Milia’s eyes widened, before she erupted into a fit of laughter. “That’s too rich. You really are turning into a merchant, Nate.”

      I grinned. “Perhaps in the future. After all, you’ll be at my place and the shop a lot, right?”

      “As long as you don’t cancel my employment, sure will,” Milia said.

      As I started for the door, the dryad gave me some parting words. “Please have a pleasant night, Domain Ruler Nate. May you wake up filled with mana and more strange humor. Except the bad names.”

      “Wolverine is a great name,” I protested.

      Milia frowned. “I’m calling him Woofy.”

      I sighed. “Call him what you please, but Wolverine will always be the best.”
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        * * *

      

      The moment I left the forest, the lights dimmed, but didn’t go out. I wasn’t sure if this was some kind of magical effect or Milia waving again through the lights. That night, I dreamed of fruits, meat pies, and a great white wolf eating dinner with me.

      The next morning, I woke up to the feeling of being watched and a weight on my chest. Did my paralysis demon follow me into this world? I opened my eyes to see a small wolf club staring at me.

      “Ah, good morning, Wolverine,” I said. The cub said nothing, only continued staring at me, as if waiting for an explanation. Somewhere deep within those eyes rested a form of intelligence. “I rescued you from a nasty bull man.” No response. “I bet you’re hungry, aren’t you? Do you want food?”

      For some goddamn reason, those words did the trick, and soon the wolf’s tail wagged. Or it could’ve been coincidence. At least he didn’t hate me. I wouldn’t know where to begin looking if the pup wanted to go home. “Alrighty then. I’m Nate.” I figured introducing myself wouldn’t hurt just in case. A spirit beast was a spirit beast, baby or not. “Before we eat, I need to clean up for the morning.”

      Thank fuck this inn didn’t have a specific No Pet policy. Not that I went out of my way to show off Wolverine to the innkeeper. The wolf followed me to the washroom and then the outhouse. After that, we found a stand roasting early meats and vegetables for a hearty early-morning breakfast. Wolverine and I ate gleefully then met Tom, Big Ham, and others in the grasslands.

      “Ah, I see the little guy’s up and running,” Tom said. Wolverine barked cheerfully as he scampered about. I expected him to tear up some of the garden, but he went around it, strangely respectful. Or maybe he preferred meat over anything growing in there.

      “I seriously can’t believe you grew all of this,” Big Ham said.

      “Don’t give me the credit, give it to Milia,” I said. “She even criticized my planting. Pretty much called it out for being half-assed.”

      The men laughed.

      “In that case, we’ll have to build a house and win her over,” Tom said. “I hope you don’t mind the wood and brick pile up here. It’s going to be a long day.”

      “Not at all,” I told them. “Listen, I appreciate you guys for doing this for me.”

      “It’s not a problem,” Tom said.

      “And let’s be honest, we need you,” Big Ham said. “Without a potion maker, if someone contracts a sickness that our doctor can’t handle at the clinic, we’ll need your potion.”

      “We have a doctor?” one of the men they brought asked with a laugh. They joined in. The system took that fine opportunity to flash the stat page right into my brain. It almost gave me a little whiplash.

      

      Nate

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

      Magician rank: 7th realm of the Adjusting.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Ruthless Strong.

      Defense: Ruthless Strong.

      

      I almost dropped my water flask at what I saw. Nope, I wasn’t just a master magician, but someone of the divine sort? And sheesh, how many magician ranks were there?

      

      [There are 12 ranks per realm. Meditating and pulling in the world’s surrounding mana until you fill up your core will bring you to the wall of evolution. It may not be easy for most, but through persistence and patience, you can break through the wall and enter the next realm.]

      [Realms consist of: Mortal, Beginnings, Novice, Initiates, Adjusting, Midcore, Highcore, Lesser Dragon, Saint, Higher Dragon, King, Emperor, Master Magician.]

      

      I almost rubbed my face in frustration. Why so many ranks? Why not keep things simple? Second, why the hell did I have a class of Master Magician? Was it a rank or a class? It couldn’t be both. That felt obsessive. I think. Shit, what the hell did I know?

      Perhaps one of the biggest mysteries of this ordeal was my rapid power increase despite never meditating.

      I don’t have time for that boring bullshit anyway. Ever tried to concentrate while the back your brain is screaming, “You’re in another world. You’ll never get home. No more technology, no more burgers, no more ice-cold drinks, beer included!”? Thought so.

      

      Okay, so, being a divine master magician wasn’t just for show. First of all, magicians in this world were super strong, instead of being book nerds or Harry Potterish. Well, I actually hadn’t confirmed that yet and hopefully never would see another magician. Being in buttfuck nowhere helped that, right? So yeah, the guys were baffled at how I never grew tired, carried many boards at a time, made jumps that were a little too athletic, perhaps too close to the anime protag side, and by the time Milia showed up later that morning, a good portion of the foundation was already done. I did ninety percent of the work, moving so fast.

      Harmony showed up that afternoon with a few servants and three people I assumed were her friends, as they appeared to be around her age. Two guys and a girl. The servants brought us lunch and even water and wine to wash it down.

      “Thanks, we appreciate it, Ms. Mayor,” I said.

      “Harmony,” the blue-haired woman corrected.

      “Harmony,” I relented. Wolverine barked, almost snickered. I stared at the little pup. “Don’t get all sniffy with me.”

      Milia laughed. “Woofy. Come, come.”

      The damn pup actually responded to the painful name, hopping into the dryad’s lap, tail wagging.

      “Abandoned,” Harmony said, laughing.

      As we stood, ready to get back to work, I made the mistake of stretching. Nobody seemed to have caught it, but just for a brief moment, some kind of blue light outlined me. The wind increased, out of nowhere, but luckily not enough to draw any suspicions.

      The blue-haired girl did look at me for a bit, but that was pretty much it. I pretended not to notice her brief gaze, potential glare.

      “Sir Potion Maker,” Harmony said.

      “Nate,” I deadpanned. That made her laugh and give me the ‘how do you like it?’ look, despite being the one that started it. “Just Nate.”

      “Nate, are you planning to create a new batch of potions soon?” she asked.

      That was a reasonable question and despite needing to build, I still preferred to have a few potions sitting around or at least increase stock.

      “You could alternate jobs,” Tom said. “We’ll handle things while you brew, have your lovely assistant watch over the mix, and then return when the timer’s up.”

      Milia returned from tending the garden, Wolverine at her side. He ran over to me, barking and licking my leg. I grinned and gave him a pat.

      “That’s no problem,” Milia said.

      “I’ll help too,” Harmony said. “If you don’t mind.”

      “You… don’t have mayor stuff to do?” I asked, ignoring Milia’s ‘I told you so’ face. The dryad woman’s mischievous and knowing smile only made me sigh, perhaps in defeat. “Anyway, I’m holding off on any brewing today. I can’t have people around to get choked up on fumes. Maybe tomorrow, if I set up the cauldron. Not that I can show off my secrets.”

      Harmony fixed me with a flat stare. “Boiling herbs isn’t that much of a secret. Everyone can find a basic—”

      “I’m only joking,” I interrupted. They could mix and stir, but what made the potion tick was the mana insertion. “I don’t mind if anyone watches, as long as I’m not brewing anything special or a little dangerous. That’s why I’m setting up shop far outside the town, see? No fumes, fires, or the smell of a failure. Trial and error’s a pain.”

      “I see,” Harmony said.

      Just then, commotion from the west caught my attention. We looked over to see two wagons, carried by strong horses, rolling into town.

      “I’d better get going,” Harmony said. “That may be kingdom officials here to collect taxes.”

      The blue-haired girl and her entourage left. I watched two men dressed in fancy robes step out of the wagon, after the driver opened the door. They gave a look of distaste. One of his own guards glared at a town guard and shook his head.

      Deciding it was best to just ignore the uppity types, I motioned at the men, and we dove back into work.

      I relished my level of concentration. Milia still offered assistance and played with Wolverine.
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      I sighed, impressed at what we’d done and just based off a scroll that contained a blueprint of the mayor’s old house. What? Of course, we had something to go off. Tom and the men had us covered. Sure, one could build a shack and call it a day, but it wouldn’t exactly be the ideal shop. Eventually, I hoped to sell more than just potions. Perhaps products formed from these potions. I expressed that to Tom and the others. The three townsmen brought to help us with construction were Lee, James, and Mandrin.

      “You could always make pills, sell some ginseng… Well, if you could find anything aged out there in the forest,” Tom explained.

      “Pills?” I asked, frowning. “I’m not looking to attract drug addicts, just legitimate customers.”

      That made the men laugh and while I smiled, I meant it. Eventually, Big Ham seemed to catch my meaning and chimed in.

      “Nate’s got a point,” Big Ham said. “What he’s implying is that we shouldn’t sell items that could attract magicians.”

      Tom frowned. “I’ve experienced first-hand the crazy quality of your potions. I’m sure you’re fully aware that word may eventually get out, travel as far as the kingdom, perhaps into the Astral Empire.”

      Suddenly the men looked nervous, but Tom waved off their concerns with a chuckle. The woodworker scratched the back of his head.

      “That was in jest, mostly,” he said. “The Astral Empire has plenty of strong potion makers and even alchemists to take creations to another level. They wouldn’t waste time and resources to invade our kingdom over one guy.”

      “What if they sent a spy?” Mandrin asked. Bulky, dark brown skin, large beard, and brown eyes made up his appearance. The men stared at him. “Hey, I’m just pointing out the possibilities. But you’re right. We are but just a tiny town on the far east of the kingdom. No one will ever care about this place.”

      “If anyone hears of our town, they’ll only know of it as a place where its folks are leaving in droves,” Lee said with a bittersweet laugh. He had a thin and muscular build, was pale as cement, and sported hawk-like eyes, goatee, and short hair.

      I only had time to research the kingdom. It never occurred to me to perhaps dig around and learn about some world history. Ah well, the info dump on my brain would probably cause it to fry anyway. Maybe later.

      As we continued building the house, I explained additional ideas to the guys, including plumbing. They looked taken aback. If I was going to live here, I’d like to get as close to modern plumbing as possible. If the Romans did it, so could we.

      “That’s a really interesting idea,” James said. He was a tan man, slightly taller than me, also slightly younger, and bright green eyes. I wouldn’t have taken someone like him to stay in a town like this, but he loved his betrothed, the town’s teacher. Yes, this place had just one teacher and she taught for donations only. “Running pipes to your place for water and using a stopper mechanism. You’ll have to construct a good setup to heat the tub, also another pipe for drainage into a specialized well for sewage. It’s kind of like that in the big cities.”

      “You even want to create your own private outhouse, a warehouse for extended storage, and uh…” Big Ham paused. “A porch?”

      “Somewhere for friends to relax, drink, you know,” I said, grinning. “Also, I’m sure Milia would like to have the garden as a view.” I stretched. “All of that stuff will be for later. I can always build a few things on my own time. For now, having a place to live and save me from terrible inn fees is where it’s at.”

      “Damn right,” Big Ham said.

      Throughout the day, plenty of townsmen joined in to help out. It was late that afternoon when we concluded the day’s building, stacked everything neatly, and parted ways with a promise to meet at the tavern that evening. I cleaned up at the washhouse before eating with Milia and Wolverine.

      It was after we finished eating when the trouble began. Because why wouldn’t it? Only one of the two robed men were walking around town followed by three guards.

      “Get the hell out of the way,” one of the dick guards barked to a child. His boot raised, preparing to kick the five-year-old. You know, a kid just being a kid and playing with his friends. That was when it all occurred to me. People of this world, particularly the nobles and maybe some of the guards who didn’t grow up as peasants, and a good deal of the magicians, basically had no morals. I was well aware of the treatment of women in some places for this era. A version of the Edo period.

      Thankfully, before I went and blew my cover like an idiot, a vine grew out of the ground and pulled the kid out of the way. However, no one else noticed it, not even the guard. To my relief, they kept moving, you know, instead of running back to deliver the kicking blow. The mother of that child grabbed her son and furiously instructed her other family members to get inside. The robed man, a kingdom official, didn’t bat an eye.

      They were headed right toward my favorite small restaurant. I wanted to do something about this, but a hand fell onto my shoulder. I turned, ready to ask for an explanation. It wasn’t Milia, but Harmony. Points on her for being able to sneak up on me like that. Okay, maybe I was obviously pissed, had the look in my eyes, but she stopped me before I could act.

      “They’re leaving soon,” Harmony said. “Let’s not give them a reason to stick around.”

      I frowned. “Why put up with this?”

      “We have no choice,” Harmony replied, though her voice seemed to falter at the end a bit, her guilt obvious. “They’re kingdom officials. We’re… just a peasant town with no value to the kingdom except to scrape together as much taxes as possible before we go under.”

      “Officials or not, bullies are all the same,” I said. “They’ll keep this shit up until you punch them in the nose, get some blood on your knuckles.” I sighed. “Are you sure you’re okay with just letting them do whatever? Do they come around very often?”

      “Once a month,” Harmony confessed. “The only thing we can be relieved about is them being too embarrassed to bring a magician with them, to a town at the center of a mana-deprived grassy wasteland as they call it.”

      “We are certainly not in a grassy wasteland,” Milia said, hands on hips, apprehension in her voice. “The low mana density in this area is but a form in the cycle of life. The land wanted things to be this way, so it must be. Normal animals and even certain low-rank spirit beasts thrive peacefully here.”

      Harmony nodded. “No one sees beyond the lack of profit or attractions. My father planned many projects, only for them to get cancelled due to the lack of funding and merchants leaving, driving up prices for many things. Demand for potions is especially high. It’s a miracle you didn’t double your prices.”

      “I sold at market price, mostly to get a feel for things, get to know everyone,” I said. “Also, while smart, that’d be kind of an asshole thing to do.” I glanced at Milia for a bit. She nodded. “It’s going to take more than just potions to bring down these prices. Our shop will do our part to the best of our abilities, but we need something unique to gain people’s interests, for word to spread, and to call back some of those who left. Maybe bring in a few people. We can’t let potions be the only thing we’re known for.”

      “But—”

      “I know, I know, they’re sitting at the top of the demand list of the kingdom,” I said. I clearly remembered the insanity of that health potion. Fuck, if only we had such a thing back in my old world. “What do you guys actually do for fun around here?”

      Harmony seemed to wilt. “There used to be the annual Owlfruit festival. The fruits don’t grow as much anymore. With people leaving, we kind of gave up.”

      “Owlfruit festival,” Milia said, intrigued. The stars in her eyes made me chuckle. “What’s it like?”

      Harmony explained a night of everyone dressing up in robes, dancing and drinking wines, and also taking joy in various owlfruit dishes and pies. There were some women that tended to dress a little provocatively as they sought to attract a husband. Noble ladies had no such luck, plenty of them used as bonding pieces for arranged marriages. Which had to have sucked ass. Imagine getting ready to get your freak on when your dad walks over, points at the spoiled son of Duke Dickhead, and delivers the bad news: you’ll be getting married to him, whether you like it or not. Vice versa for men. Who’d want to be set up with an entitled daughter of that same Duke Dickhead?

      “We really should consider bringing that back,” I told her. “Maybe after taking down prices a bit. I’d like to try the fruit, see if I can come up with any ideas.” I turned to Milia. “You ate it a few times, right?”

      “I’ve had one before,” she said. “But they don’t grow in my forest.”

      “There’s still one tree I know that has a few fruit left, in the river’s forest,” Harmony said.

      “I—”

      “So who’s building in the grasslands over there?” a voice growled.

      I turned to see the kingdom official, surrounded by his few guards, pointing at our erecting building. Okay, perhaps that was worded poorly, but you know what I mean.

      To my surprise, no one wanted to point in my direction. Touching, but only more of a reason to resolve the issue before these assholes started attacking children again.

      “It’s mine,” I called over to him.

      He turned, eyes dark. “Explain yourself,” the official said. “Are you trying to evade taxes?”

      I held my anger in, kept calm and answered. “Nope, I’m building a shop, actually, to help bring back business to the area.”

      “So you’re not tax evading,” the official said. “Make sure you pay your silver to the mayor on time when it’s complete and I will be counting.” He shook his head. “To take a risk in this dump of all places, you’ve got guts and foolishness. You can hardly call this a town, it’s more like a village.”

      “If you give up on a town, of course things will start to decline,” I said. “People will leave, unsatisfied, naturally searching for greener pastures.”

      “You dare speak to Lord Wingston that way? You’re courting death!”

      “Not that stupid saying,” I deadpanned as the guard pointed a spear in my direction.

      Wingston held up a hand. “Don’t bloody your spear on the trash of this town.” He chuckled as he walked toward his wagon. The other kingdom official finally came out of the mayor’s office.

      “Wingston, are you ready?” he asked.

      “Do you need to ask?” Wingston snapped. He started walking without sparing another glance at me. The guard that tried to spear me attempted to do what every jackass does when they want to feel superior after a conversation got dismissed. He thought he was going to shove past me, knock me to the ground, but the surprise on his face upon finding empty air made me grin. The shit-eating kind at that. His face reddened with anger, but a buddy of his wisely told him to move his ass.

      “What a basic bitch warrior,” I muttered.

      “A what?” Harmony asked.

      “Huh? Anyway, I’d better start preparing for tomorrow. Would you like to join me, Milia?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t be a good employee if I didn’t,” she said.

      “I… thought she was your wife?” Harmony said.

      “Later,” I said as I continued.

      Damned kids and their assumptions. I’ve never heard of anyone getting married to someone they’ve known for two days.

      “Father, is that a white wolf pup?” a feminine voice asked.

      I looked in the direction of the kingdom officials and sure enough, they had a girl with them that looked to be perhaps around Harmony’s age, give or take. She was pointing at Wolverine, currently in Milia’s arms.

      “Mistress, you shouldn’t touch anything from this town,” a butler inside said. “You’ll catch something.”

      “Man, these people really are walking with sticks up their asses,” I said, a little too loud. “Shoved far up there. They’ll soon have brain liquids oozing out their nostrils.”

      To my luck, the mistress whining covered up my words. That and they were just far enough out of earshot.

      Harmony covered her mouth and turned around, poorly concealing giggles. Milia openly laughed. Once again, there was no way the Brady Bunch over there would figure out what was currently happening at their expense.

      “I don’t care! I want that pup. He’s cute!”

      “Sheesh, lady, why not keep on flattering me, I’ll blush,” I quipped loud enough for them to hear this time, unable to stop myself.

      “Well, she’s not wrong,” Milia said. “The white hair is odd, and you don’t see many humans with red eyes. A few from time to time, but it’s an interesting combination.”

      “At least take me out to dinner first, Milia,” I said, laughing. The dryad woman joined in. We both knew this was going to piss the mistress off. And sure enough, the thin woman with hair the color of fire reddened out of shame, embarrassment, and anger.

      “You stupid peasants. Guards, arrest them! How dare they humiliate me!” she yelled.

      “Hide behind your guards,” I said. “Cause a commotion in a town you’ll probably never visit again.”

      Wingston motioned for the guards to stand down. “The lad is right. Now, get back into the wagon. The last thing we need is an embarrassing reputation of laying waste to a town like this.” He glared at me. I glared back.

      “Mr. Wingston, threats like that when nothing is wrong is unbecoming of you, especially in the presence of children,” I said.

      “Don’t push your words or luck, boy. You don’t want to play that game with me.” He turned, only to stop when a hooded figure emerged from the carriage. I saw nothing but glowing blue eyes in that cloak.

      He seemed tall, buff, and if I had to be a guessing man, was probably something like their personal knight or bodyguard. No one would spit in his direction. Well, glowing eyes aside, there could only be one title for this guy.

      Otherwise, Wingston wouldn’t have flinched or looked so nervous.

      “I thought you said they didn’t bring magicians to unimportant towns,” I hissed.

      “They don’t,” Harmony whispered back, her voice nervous. Like obvious nervous. She looked as if she stared death in the face.

      “The mistress is complaining,” the magician said. “Wingston, I didn’t hitch a ride with you to be woken up.”

      “Well, there’s the immediate answer to that question,” I said. “Let’s just go. There’s no reason for you to stand around here, Harmony. You certainly don’t have to see anyone off.”

      “Bastion,” Wingston said nervously. “Nothing’s wrong—please forgive us for waking you!”

      “No, I need to work out my frustration,” Bastion said. “Mistress.”

      Wingston gulped. He no longer looked like the hotshot from before, but just another person afraid of a magician. Not that I could blame him. Bastion looked quite intimidating.

      Unfortunately for them, I was already walking away, pulling Harmony, Milia following with Wolverine.

      We rounded a corner and seemed to be in the clear. I did that for Harmony’s sake. The poor girl looked like she stared down the ghost of Chuck Norris while owing him money. Listen, we may not have been friends, but it’d be a dick move to the mayor to let his daughter stay in that situation right after I just promised to help contribute to the town.

      “T… thank you,” Harmony said after sitting on a bench. She composed herself a bit before speaking. “I’m sorry, I… had some bad experiences with magicians.”

      But she was okay with me? I wouldn’t say that, of course. Saying something like that aloud felt like admitting defeat, perhaps blowing my cover. She didn’t tell anyone, so I’d continue as if nothing happened.

      “I’ll get you a drink to calm down,” I said, then headed off.

      “Wine will help calm the nerves,” Milia said as she sat by Harmony. “Make it two, please.”

      Wolverine barked cheerfully. I stared flatly at him.

      “Don’t tell me to make it three!” I quipped.

      That got a laugh from both Milia and Harmony.

      As I walked toward a stand that I knew sold wine, I thought about the prior night. You’re probably wondering why the hell I didn’t just stay, tossed the inn excuse. Yes, I know you are, you horn dog. Listen, I don’t care who you are, that damn forest was creepy, and you couldn’t pay me to sleep in it. That’s why we have stories of men disappearing after falling into the clutches of a beautiful woman, following her to God knows where.

      I was getting to know Milia better, but I had yet to understand her motives. What could she be waiting for? The dryad knew things, could sense things that I could not. Sometimes I wondered if she knew I was from another world.

      I wanted to see if Wingston finally convinced Buff McGiggins to squeeze back into the wagon and make like a tree to…

      Nope, of course he hadn’t. The magician in robes was walking down the road, asking people something. If one were a betting man, it’d be for the whereabouts of our group. Good thing I didn’t fully round the corner, so I turned my happy ass around and motioned at the others to start running. There was one more corner and they were gone. Unfortunately, I turned around right on time to see the Arnold Schwarzenegger wannabe emerge.

      And his eyes gave the ‘there you are, you son of a bitch’ flinch. Maybe he was just about to give up and my dumb ass just had to be here at this exact moment. How did he get there so fast? Oh, magic. I’m sure some kid didn’t mean to squeal me out.

      Too bad no one was around to witness this guy threaten me, right?
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      Buff McGoo remained stoic as he walked toward me, drumming up the drama, and well, this would surely be a duel between two hotblooded men. Blue light, I guess one would call it aura, poured off him a little, like tiny sparkles. Seeing this wasn’t my first rodeo, folks, given that every anime and action fighting superhero story was like this. So, for the first time, I analyzed a living person. Despite coming here to never fight, to hide these powers from the people, trouble surfed to me anyway, like a hungry shark.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      

      Mathis, Court Magician.

      Magician rank: 3rd realm of the Beginnings.

      

      The awesome music I drummed up in my head, as if I prepared to defend these people with my life, cutout like the annoyed wrath of a nightclub DJ. I… nearly fell forward. This guy’s magician rank… why the hell was it so low!? What the hell was going on? My thoughts repeatedly asked these questions again and again. After all, this was a court magician. Someone who worked directly under this so-called Lord Ruler.

      

      [Skill obtained: Supreme Magic Bolt.]

      

      Even the system wanted me to kill this guy. What? You were expecting an epic showdown between two hotblooded men? A struggle, a stand to the last breath until some Deus ex Machina gave me the miracle abilities to stomp the living shit out of my foe? Reality was often disappointing. The fact was, somehow, some guy’s apprentice ended up bullying the government officials to give him a ride back to the capital city. At least, that was my guess. But even a scrub like the cloaked guy could turn a normal human into paste.

      “I’ll give you one chance to kowtow and surrender the mutt,” Buff Paper Tiger said.

      I laughed. “Listen to yourself,” I said. “You sound like a schoolyard bully with a small boy between his legs.”

      The universal insult struck home because a fist came flying in my direction. Before I could respond, hopefully not accidentally kill the guy, a white blur tackled the gorilla to the ground. Wolverine leapt back to my side, growling. And lo and behold, blue light poured off him.

      Even the baby wolf was stronger than him.

      He got back up, snarling. “Where did that come from? If you want to do this the hard way, so be it.”

      Wolverine barked at me a few times.

      “What? You want to have a go at it? Hey, be my guest little buddy,” I said. Seriously, the dog… wolf… was stronger than this guy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wolverine growled at the pathetic pup of a magician that dared to waste his master’s time. He couldn’t allow him to sully his owner by splattering the human over the walls of the town he promised his servants that he’d restore. He was a rare king, who lived humbly, whose people loved him, and the weird fact of the matter was that they said he hadn’t lived in the area for that long. Only a true legend could become king so fast—in fact, he was a secret king, which made the situation that more interesting.

      Wolverine would not allow a pathetic pup-magician pretending to be great, using his fleshy muscles as intimidation, disturb the peace. The guy carried no honor, no shame, no grace, no care for the land, and no respect for his betters. He didn’t so much as have the ability to sense the power of others, which only angered the sunlight wolf further.

      Wolverine darted forward, a blur, easily dodging the enemy magician’s clumsy physical attacks. He got behind him, opened his mouth, and allowed the taste of magic to dance around his tongue. The glow quickly grew intense until one could make out not even a fang. That was when he unleashed it, striking the enemy in the back, knocking him over. To his credit, he rolled over, though surprised.

      Wolverine internally reprimanded himself for not training his Sunlight Flash more, a thousand times more. He vowed to meditate further, ponder on what made the attack strike its foes with the intensity of a sword, and when he obtained that new insight, he’d defend his new homeland, that which the master took him in and fed him, with everything he had.

      Master Nate still seemed incredibly happy with his attack, cheering. Wolverine couldn’t stop his tail wagging. That praise… It felt too heavenly. He needed to focus, show the master that he was worthy of being at his side.

      “A sunlight wolf, here of all places,” the magician said, his voice tense. He looked at Wolverine’s master and then back at the pup.

      Wolverine prepared to attack but sensing his master’s approaching words with ears that could decipher even the mana in the air, he held his next attack.

      “Listen, just leave with your people and we both can forget this day ever happened,” Master Nate said. “I won’t spread this across the kingdom, won’t ruin your reputation. I just want to be left alone.”

      Wolverine blurred, landing on the enemy magician’s chest before he could try to cast a surprise ball of magic at his master. He… may have cracked a bone or two, as the human’s howling commenced. He’d be fine. A magician healed faster than mortals, and usually had plenty of resources in their clans or academies. Even Wolverine knew this much. He gave the imbecile who dared challenged the greatest being ever a warning growl. If he could speak the human tongue, his words would be, “Watch it, pup. You are in the presence of my benevolent master. If you sully his honor, I will slay you.”

      “Take that awesome wolf stomp as a warning, court magician,” Nate said.

      “You… how do you know?” the pathetic muscle human hissed.

      “You are with government officials,” Nate said. “Now my offer still stands. Just ignore your spoiled mistress. I’m sure you magician types have better things to do than put up with whiny nobles or mortals like us.”

      After a good deal of thinking, the enemy magician finally relented. Wolverine honestly didn’t understand why his master wanted to hide his incredible power from the world, but even he knew his place. Never question someone like this. Their reasons would always be beyond mere apprentice understanding. Beyond the very fabric of what made up the land, mana, and even the soft blue skies.

      The big oaf stood, seeming to have understanding in his eyes. In fact, Wolverine could detect it. Not even an ant would be able to deceive the sunlight wolf.

      “I shall be leaving,” the oaf said. “You have made a point. Why waste my time with mortals. Accept my apologies for disturbing the peace.”

      To Wolverine’s surprise, the oaf gave them a bow before leaving. Wolverine followed him in his master’s stead to make sure they left and kept their vows. To the sunlight wolf’s relief, the peacebreakers did.

      Wolverine let out a yelp and short howl of victory. Sure, that probably spooked their horses a bit, but they were gone and the sunlight wolf could finally get back to his master, food, and the sweet embrace of the Guardian of the land. Her fondness for Master Nate increased, his for her too. They both were fine with not going out into the world and conquering the lands. Well, if they were fine with it, Wolverine would be too.
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        * * *

      

      You know, there are some things you just got to see to believe. A baby white wolf firing Kamehameha beams out of its mouth was one of those things. The system dubbed it Sunlight Flash. Oh, did I mention I could access a combat log? Apparently this counted as my first battle against a magician. Well, it did before Wolverine stepped in and kicked his ass. Now, tell me that isn’t funny. I would call your bluff. That showing was something I’d pay for. Hell, he even followed Buffy the School Bully, made sure he left and perfectly preserved my secret. While I wasn’t sure if he understood me exactly, the sharp little guy could, at the very least, sense the situation. I was so proud of him.

      He ran back, I held out my arms, and he eagerly jumped in them. Sure, it was obvious that a relationship between beast and man took time to develop, but Wolverine and I clicked fast.

      He ended up taking me to a small food stand that had benches near it, where Milia and Harmony awaited us.

      “The coast is clear,” I said as I joined them. “I know I’m new here and am still practically a stranger. I shouldn’t be asking something like this, so feel free to tell me to fuck off. But did they bring a magician here before that did something…? You know what, don’t tell me. I can guess that much.” The blue-haired woman gave me a skeptical look. “Let’s just say I’m from a far-off place where magicians don’t exist, outside of fairy tales. In this hypothetical, you’ll have to forgive me of my ignorance of them.”

      Milia nodded at me.

      Harmony sighed. “I understand what you’re getting at. Let’s remove the pretenses. But before that, please… allow me to thank you two for everything you’ve done for the town in the short time you’ve lived here.” She bowed.

      “No need for the formality,” I told her. “Please, hold up your head.”

      “You’re our friend now… if you’d like to be,” Milia said.

      Harmony smiled. “I know your secret, but it’s time you know mine. From the moment I first saw you, I could sense… the endless pool of power within.”

      I nodded but kept my expression neutral. She didn’t go around demanding my eviction from town or anything. She treated both Milia and I as if we belonged.

      “I… was born with a broken core,” Harmony continued and this time my eyes did widen. Even Milia looked surprised. A core existed within the center of every magician, spirit, and demonic beast’s body. The mystical entity served as the beginning of mana, the regulator, and the creator. Even I knew that much. I’d also read up a little on it while I was in the library the other day. “I’m kind of a joke of a magician. I can sense magic, even emit enough of a spark to surprise any assailants, but beyond that… nothing. I was never bothered by it until one day nobles stopped at the town with a magician. He was practically a bandit and took what he wanted and…” She seemed to shake herself within. “We were so powerless to stop him. I tried to muster up any sense of magic to take him on, but only ended up as his punching bag. The only reason why I survived was due to my father tossing his pride aside, kowtowing, begging for mercy for the child. The magician still kicked him around before leaving at the haste of the nobles.” Harmony wiped away tears, visibly forcing herself to be strong. “As you can tell, I’m uneasy around magicians.”

      “But not Nate?” Milia asked.

      “I was at first, terrified, but in just this short amount of time, I’ve learned that not all magicians are selfish prickle plums that only live for power and immortality,” Harmony said.

      Prickle plums. Now that was a new one. I understood this Wanda to be the cliché goddess figure that people worshipped or cursed with. What happened with her butt? Or is it just big or something? The reason probably wouldn’t be found in their religious text.

      Wolverine let out a small howl of sympathy. I pet the little guy.

      “What if I told you there was a way to become whole again?” Milia proposed, which gained Harmony’s critical gaze.

      “But, everyone knows it’s impossible to restore a core,” she said.

      “There’s a potion that can be made, but I’m afraid it is not something that will be free,” Milia said. “If you want, we can make you a magician. Or you can choose to live a normal life. Being a magician could bring more hardship but give you the ability to defend yourself. A normal life will mean no fear from your friends, or the townspeople, should the secret get out.”

      Harmony thought for a full minute, before responding. “Something like this must have an unimaginable cost, but you wouldn’t have offered it if you believed it was something I could not pay.”

      Milia patted me on the shoulder, which gained my skeptical glare. What could the dryad be up to?

      “It’s simple. Your debt will be in the hands of your new master magician instructor,” Milia said.

      My eyes widened. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, I didn’t agree to this,” I said. “Aside from knowing no spells or whatever they call it, I’m only here to live out my days peacefully while running a potion shop.”

      “But—”

      “Absolutely not,” I interrupted Milia. “I’m not saying that to be an asshole. Believe me, I’m not. I know nothing about magic.”

      Milia’s eyes widened.

      “Like I said in the hypothetical, I’m from a place where magicians are but figures in fairy tales,” I explained. “It is only recently I discovered my own powers.”

      “But… you’re a master magician,” Harmony said. “I saw you use your powers with the greatest of ease. You’re not even carrying around a spell book to reference, you know, to cast grand tier magic.”

      “I’m… sorry, Nate,” Milia said.

      “It’s okay, you didn’t know,” I told her. “We’ve only just met, after all.”

      “What if… she just works at your shop instead?” Milia suggested. “Any task that you and I aren’t handling, she could.”

      “Eh, I’m not so sure it would go that well with asking the mayor’s daughter to sweep and clean up daily,” I said.

      “If it means paying off a debt, that’s easy,” Harmony said.

      “Then maybe if you feel like teaching her anything, you can do it, any words of wisdom,” Milia said.

      Wolverine tilted his head.

      “Woofy’s wondering if you’re worthy of his master’s teachings,” Milia said with a giggle.

      I sighed. “I’ll think about it, but no promises. The first priority will be the completion of the shop. Although at this rate, it may only take a few more weeks, instead of months.” I turned to my dryad assistant. “So, why is the debt in my hands anyway and not yours?”

      “Because you’re my employer,” Milia said. “Second, you’re the only potion maker around here, no?”

      “Smart ass,” I deadpanned. Milia laughed. “Anyway, how will this get done?”

      “In my forest, there are the ingredients that can start the reformation of Harmony’s core,” Milia replied. “It will be up to you to supply just a tiny bit of mana.” She sighed. “You’ll have to give it all you have with this potion. Without it, we cannot force her core to repair itself. No pressure.”

      I laughed. “High intensity potion making. I think I got this.” I turned to Harmony. “I won’t force you to work in my shop, but your debt will be mostly owed to Milia. If she wants it in mundane chores, that’s fine.” I placed a finger on my chin. “We’ll be open just five days a week, subject to change when we travel. I’ll still pay you when we’re pulling in coin and just dock a tiny amount toward whatever Milia’s mystery price is.”

      “You’ll be his disciple,” Milia said. “It’d be great.”

      Wolverine barked twice.

      “Who’d want to be a disciple of a potion maker who knows nothing about magic?” I said, grimacing. Harmony giggled. “Let’s call it a day for now. I’m supposed to meet with the guys at the tavern. I’ll let them know I’m going to prioritize the morning with making the potion.”

      “Keep the specifics a secret,” Milia said.

      “Of course,” I told her. “I can’t imagine the hell I’d have to put up with should word get out.”

      Harmony shuddered. “Our town would be flooded with magicians and cripples begging for a reversal.”

      I shook my head. “I hate to sound harsh, but the less magicians, the better.”

      Milia laughed, then grabbed my hand, giving it a squeeze. “You’d deal with it somehow.”

      “My first big job, cure the mayor’s daughter,” I said, mostly to myself. “Hopefully I don’t fuck it up.” I laughed at Milia’s pout. Harmony sighed.

      

      End of Phase 1.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTERLUDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ramon Thunderblade glared at his party the moment he entered that whore queen’s private drinking pub. There awaited all five of them, three women and two men. One more figure was further down, arms folded, a knife stabbed into the cake. The princess, daughter of the Lord Ruler. It took everything in him not to scream out of frustration. His party was known for pranks like this. The annoying bitch of a princess and her romantic hero fantasies really got on his nerves. They woke him up in the middle of the night for this? Ramon had better things to do, such as finding the next thing to kill, blackmail a few nobles into following his orders or else reveal their illicit activities, bed a few courtesans or a few lonely wives.

      Just being in the presence of this naïve but conniving devil who could order him around brought his blood to a boil. Ramon ignored the gibberish of mortals and slayed any who got in the way of his job to take down the kingdom’s enemies or demons. But the Lord Ruler, his whore queen wife, and his children, two male and two female, were anything but mortal. They were monsters. They were the reason why Ramon pushed himself to be as coldblooded as possible. Of the royal family, he hated the princess the most.

      She believed herself destined to marry him and often demanded their father to arrange the ceremony. If he hadn’t befriended the Lord Ruler, that is pretended to be a devoted follower, that arrangement would’ve come true. But crazy was crazy, and Ramon Thunderblade wanted no part of it.

      Soon, that would be but a memory as he departed and poured himself into saving humanity as their hero. With the people worshipping him, he’d always have a reason to be away from the capital. No one could challenge Ramon in power, anyway, not even the Lord Ruler. Well… the princess kind of, just a little bit. If he went to blows with the crazy girl, the entire place would be wiped out.

      What was a land to rule without its people?

      “It is the day in which you come of age, my love,” the princess said. “Eighteen.” She didn’t appear crazy to the untrained eye, but Ramon had been with enough women to sense it practically by instinct. She never harmed a fly; she didn’t need to with her immense power. No one would dare challenge the Lord Ruler’s daughter.

      But it was only a matter of time before she wanted more than just Ramon’s heart. Ramon’s party members, who had no idea, grinned at him. This seemed innocent to them. But to Ramon, it was a battle for freedom. This pathetic crazy royal family believed they could control someone like him.

      Ramon would bring his might down onto the world.
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      Time passes like a breeze in the meadow, one moment it’s there, another, it has moved on. Shit, time passes by damn near in an instant when working hard and joking around with new friends, day in and day out. More than a month and a half gone by, but the projects were done. My beautiful house, made with wood and brick. Yes, I caved in, showed the guys how to make use of mud and building went by even faster. That saved a ton of money too.

      Homemade cement was a bit tricky, as it involved more difficult processes such as melting limestone or other compatible rocks. I was only okay at it, but in the end, made a fine floor for the warehouse. The outhouse—or porta-potties as we called them in the old world—were a tricky sort, but Milia knew of many herbs and combinations for sanitary solutions. We also had to run the septic tank and sewage system far off. For one, Milia wouldn’t appreciate anything being ran into her forest. I’m sure the residents in that forest would’ve considered hunting me down for some answers. Anything beyond the house, the storage space, and even food shed would be on me to build and those I hired, of course.

      For an additional water supply, I discovered a decent lake just slightly west of the grassland. With my super strength and then eventually Milia commanding the land, I found myself with a personal river system. Since there was no AC, I had to get a little creative with the help of the river’s ice-cold waters and decent air circulation throughout my house. For winter, I would close almost all the vents, have my furnaces ready, and other things to ensure a mix of modern times and Edo period to the best of my abilities.

      Hey, I even got myself a decent bed and that’s where today begins. A tail slapping repeatedly against my face, along with a bark, made me sit up. I stared sleepily at the cheerful sunlight wolf pup. He knew how to enter and leave, but refused to allow me to sleep just one minute in.

      “Alright, alright,” I said as I crawled out of bed and headed straight for the washroom. The system slapped me in the face with my current stats. As always, no matter how much I requested, it absolutely had to make sure I knew my current level. Fortunately, it stopped doing this every single morning.

      

      Nate

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

      Magician rank: 10th realm of the Midcore.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Ruthless Strong.

      Defense: Ruthless Strong.

      

      Believe it or not, but I did feel stronger and lighter than I was a month ago. The automatic cultivation I had no way of stopping seemed to have slowed a bit, then sped up, and then slowed again. The only reason I probably couldn’t max out was simply because that would require a fuck ton of mana.

      Anyway, today was the day I’d acquire the last ingredient for Harmony’s potion. Oh, what’s that? You expected us to just shoopy-doo, easy mode, have everything ready in a jiffy, and the mayor’s daughter sweeping my floors? Because you’re not wrong for thinking that. However, if things were that easy, Milia wouldn’t have bothered with attaching an exorbitant price to this particular potion.

      First, these were inedible rare fruits and herbs that Milia couldn’t command the forest to bring to her. So with fruit number one, the forest told her where to look. We walked at a specified time, harvested it, and then turned it into a liquid that required fermentation for a couple of weeks at least. The same went for two other fruits. They all looked horrible too, like compressed, blueish, rotten apples and oranges. They smelled like pinesap on steroids.

      Searching for them was boring as fuck. We were whisked from the vibrant part of Milia’s forest to a dull path of browns and seemingly endless autumn leaves. Really long searches, harvest, rinse and repeat. The fermentation couldn’t be skipped. Thankfully, the dryad handled that part, while I supplied the bottles. Of course, at times, only Harmony and Milia went on the searches. She pulled her weight just fine, didn’t complain about the creepy ass forest nor getting a little dirty. Even Wolverine didn’t enjoy going inside if he didn’t have to.

      Today was finally the end of it. One more goddamn harvest and this one didn’t require fermentation, which meant jumping right into the brewing. I now understood why the dryad urged me to give it my all. Fucking this up meant starting all over the following season, if the specific fruits decided to blossom. For some reason, the forest only allowed us to pick one of everything. I asked Milia about this, and she explained that one person could not claim everything for themselves, that all were shared by every inhabitant of the forest. Fair enough, and I didn’t bug her about it anymore.

      After dressing in a simple gray shirt and black pants, I headed to the kitchen to make breakfast.

      “I’ll have to come up with a proper refrigerator system later,” I told Wolverine. He barked in response. For now, I’d continue to utilize the river.

      Breakfast was pan-fried bread, veggies, and sliced mutton served with some freshly brewed tea, because why the hell not. Wolverine certainly didn’t complain. I sat, smiling at the building accomplishments. There were actually two more empty rooms, I suppose for guests, or places for me to toss shit into. A knock on the door pulled me out of my revelry. Wolverine’s tail wagged in excitement, letting me know that this visitor was certainly a friend.

      I opened the door and sure enough, Milia stood waiting. The green-haired dryad woman was wearing trousers and shoes this time, which surprised me. She normally wore a long dress of some sort. Some of them were almost provocative. They ranged from summer dresses to what I knew as Chinese-style wear. Japanese kimonos too.

      Okay, let’s be honest here. And I know some of you are going to give me the side eye and the ‘men are all leches’ stares, despite that being equal for both genders, but Milia looked really good in those trousers. A part of me wondered if she did this intentionally. Of course, I wouldn’t risk getting strangled by a vine by saying something dumb. That didn’t stop the compliment from oozing out of my mouth.

      “Well, look at you, nice! I really like your outfit,” I said as I let her in. “It probably suits these painful forest trips more.”

      “Thank you,” Milia said. “I have Harmony to thank for setting me up with her personal tailor.” Wolverine barked cheerfully, running up to her. “Good morning to you too, Woofy.” She picked him up.

      “So, what’s the last thing on the bucket list?” I asked.

      “A thousand-year-old Dragonslept ginseng,” the dryad answered plainly.

      I stared at her flatly. “Ginseng, of all things. So, how far do we have to go?”

      “To the heart of the forest,” Milia said.

      “Wait, your clearing isn’t the heart?” I asked.

      “No, more like the brain,” she said with a giggle. “The core is normally off limits because in it, there awaits a dungeon.”

      I sat down and gazed at nothing for a bit, before speaking. “Heh… there’s dungeons in this world. You said it’s off limits, so what’s the catch?”

      “Well, some of the good news is that it’s a small dungeon,” Milia said.

      “And what’s the bad news?” I asked.

      “Despite the area, it’s still an S-ranked nightmare,” Milia said.

      

      [Dungeon ranks start from F, then as they build in strength over time, evolve to E, D, C, B, A, and then S. SS, SSS, or Divine-ranked dungeons have not been proven to exist at this time.]

      

      I wanted to toss my cup of tea at the system, but only took a sip to think. I’ve lived here an entire month, and no one mentioned anything about dungeons that I could remember. Okay, to be fair, there wasn’t much talk about this world’s hero either. He, like many magicians, wasn’t generally liked by the peasant class. Assholes through and through, I was sure.

      “Okay, the first time I hear about a dungeon and we’re talking about an S-ranked,” I said. “I don’t think I even have the strength to go inside one.”

      “I didn’t finish,” Milia said. “More good news is that we don’t have to go inside. Just near it to pick the ginseng.”

      “And the rest of the bad news?” I asked.

      Wolverine barked, as if saying, “Lay it on us.”

      “The outside is quite dangerous too,” Milia said. “Not as dangerous as the inside, but enough that we cannot invite Harmony on the trip. I will have to protect you while you harvest.”

      “Uh—”

      “It must be you,” Milia said. “Not even I have the mana capabilities to pick up a thousand-year-old Dragonslept ginseng. I cannot so much as place it in a jar. It’s a very sensitive plant, but you’ve finally achieved the realm in which touching it is possible without consequences.”

      “Sounds like one hell of a moody plant,” I quipped, invoking Milia’s giggle.

      “That’s one way to put it,” she said.

      “Well, the morning is still cool, and I’d like to get a move on,” I said. “We’ll just have to tack on a deadly danger fee to Harmony’s debt.”

      “It’s already included in the price,” Milia said, smiling.

      As we started out the door, an idea came to mind. Something I could do to gather materials in the future. Yes, leaving the shop unattended with a simple sign that stated ‘Closed’ wouldn’t deter a thief or an overly curious visitor. Wolverine could be a guard wolf, but I didn’t have it in me to leave the little guy behind. Thankfully, we were right in front of Milia’s forest. If the creepy aura that it gave off didn’t scare intruders away, then the dryad could surprise them with some magical vine action. Not the anime kind, mind you. I know you’re there, thinking that. Tsk, tsk.

      “Are there any limitations for entering a dungeon?” I asked Milia.

      “Limitations?” she asked.

      “You know, like if you can only enter a certain amount of times or something,” I elaborated.

      “I don’t think the forest will allow you to enter an S-ranked dungeon more than once a day,” Milia said. “For your own safety. Even the mightiest of warriors can struggle at an A- or B-ranked dungeon.”

      That’s when something else hit me. “So the reason for that uneasy aura is the S-ranked dungeon,” I asked.

      “Who knows?” Milia said, though by the playful twinkle in her eyes, that was at least close to the reason. It was possible for the forest to naturally put up a protective field to ward off anyone.

      Milia led us to the destination, which surprisingly didn’t take as long as I imagined. It was a straight line, as if the forest itself opened a path. Wolverine began to growl and whimper. As I felt the oppression in the air thicken, the forest going from lively to gloomy, I couldn’t help but agree with the wolf cub. What really did it for me, other than my beating heart, was Milia’s serious expression. She was usually cheery, playful, wise, or mischievous. A greenish aura surrounded the dryad as she prepared for whatever approached. Wolverine’s blue light erupted into existence too, much stronger than before.

      Then I saw it, just ahead. An entrance to a cave, but not a trace of light escaped from it. Well, there was light, if you could call it that. A freakish purple… something oozed from it. While I wasn’t that bothered by it, Milia and Wolverine walked with their guards at max.

      “The Dragonslept ginseng is ahead,” Milia suddenly said after moments of silence. “Keep moving past the dungeon. Harvest it with a coating of mana on your hands then seal it into the jar.”

      Sure enough, I spotted the leaves of the plant. Well, of a normal ginseng. Beside it was like a palette-swapped version of it and fucking ten times bigger. The moment I looked at it, an ear-piercing squeal jolted through the air, echoing in a way that felt as if an avalanche would soon follow. The area grew silent, the winds stilled, and Milia’s eyes suddenly glowed at full force, with a fury I’d never seen. Her awesomeness didn’t end there. She raised her hand, forming a long katana made of green mana. Dude, she was so fucking cool, I almost fanboyed at the badassness of the scene. I shook myself, knowing that I couldn’t end up as the guy causing a tedious and long operation like this to fail. My pride wouldn’t allow it.

      I hurried forward but made the mistake of looking back a couple minutes later. Milia and Wolverine were surrounded by six bipedal fox-like creatures with long tails and spiked balls, like maces, at the tips. And they were strong. Very strong. Some opened their maws, unleashing mana beams. Wolverine’s Sunlight Flash clashed with many of them. Milia moved like lightning, slashing, but despite all of her power, didn’t seem to do much damage.

      I quickly coated my hands with mana and began pulling the ginseng. It was a heavy bastard. Or… so I thought. I almost flung it. It came out so easily, in fact, that everyone stopped to look at me, even the freaky fox monsters.

      Milia seemed exhausted, but not out. If she herself had to be classified, her ranking would be at least S as well. Hell, I wondered if that applied to Wolverine too. Thankfully, the dryad took advantage of the distraction and attacked vigorously with vines and her mana katana. God, she was cool.

      I placed the bulky root into our fat jar, sealed it shut with some mana, and turned right in time for a fox critter to bite me on the shoulder.

      “Son of a bitch!” I punched the shit out of it, sending it sprawling at least thirty meters. It was a miracle it hadn’t bitten through my skin, but it still hurt. I’m a potion maker, not a fighter.

      That bite seemed to have awaken something within Wolverine, because he was pissed. His eyes glowed and a mountain of aura surrounded him. He let out a great howl, leapt into the air and then brought his claws down on the fucker that bit me. The loud cracking of bone pretty much revealed the fox monster’s fate. Hey, I wasn’t complaining.

      Milia herself gutted and killed at least four of the bastards, but panting, I noticed something. She was cornered.

      I took one step in that direction.

      Suddenly, the fox creatures all looked at me. Terror burned in their eyes, which I will admit confused me a bit. I started toward them, only for the little chicken shits to scamper off.

      “No wait! Just let me hit one of you!” I narrowed my eyes as they bolted even faster. I guess they didn’t like the way their buddy got punted without so much as leaving a bite wound for proof of attack. “So much for getting my opportunity to look cool.”

      Milia gave me a confused look, then laughed. “You have no idea how terrifying you looked when you decided to join the battle. And your aura. I… I thought I’d collapse under such pressure.”

      Wolverine gave a howl of victory. Yes, by his demeanor, I could tell.

      “You… don’t think this was a bit too easy?” I asked.

      Milia’s eyes widened. “Was this easy to you?”

      “I don’t mean to sound like one of those arrogant jackasses,” I retorted. “Believe me, I’m the first to tell you that getting cocky only invites bad luck and misfortune.”

      Milia glanced at the ginseng, nodded in approval, and smiled. “You certainly don’t give yourself enough credit.”

      Wolverine barked once, before running around excitedly.

      “So about the dungeon,” I said. “Are those creatures…?”

      “No, they’re not from the dungeon,” Milia said, “but they’re much stronger than usual just from living in the dense aura of this area.”

      “Do you think I should try running it? In the future, of course,” I said. “For materials.”

      “Absolutely,” Milia said without even a shred of hesitation. “But if you’d like me to join, I’m afraid I’d like to train more. Perhaps break through the wall that’s holding me back.”

      “Maybe when I’m better, I’ll create a potion for you that should help you with that,” I said.

      Milia walked up to me, until we were face to face. “You really mean that. You’re not just saying that.”

      “Are the people of this w—kingdom bad liars or something?” I said.

      Milia only smiled. “Magicians normally would rather take their secrets, their craft, to the grave than help someone else out,” she said. “Let alone someone like me.”

      “Someone like you? Don’t belittle yourself, it doesn’t suit you,” I quipped. “We’re kind of like partners in crime. Let me help you out for once. I’m the potion maker, remember?”

      I couldn’t help but wonder what was going through the dryad’s mind. A being linked to divinity, they were part goddess themselves. Minor goddesses some would say, though I wasn’t too sure.

      Milia paused her walking. “You really are strange. And sweet.” She turned around to look at me, smile bright. “Fine, I’ll hold you to that potion. I guess this should be the start of the rise of the greatest potion maker.”

      “More like cheat potion maker,” I deadpanned.

      The walk back to the shop was easy-peasy, and uneventful. No more weird fox things appeared, which kind of annoyed me. I wanted to watch Milia fight again.

      Now if I cared for it myself, this would be that cliché moment where I hardened my resolve, ditched the desire to make potions and live peacefully, and ask Milia to teach me how to fight. Then go on some dumbass adventure to become the strongest hero or whatever.

      Nope.

      Harmony was walking up just as we reached the shop’s doors.

      “You’re right on time,” I said. “We’re just about to make your stinky potion and force it down your throat.”

      Milia chuckled.

      Harmony shot me a blank stare, before relenting into a smile. “Good morning to the both of you too,” she said. “And I’m ready for my yucky potion.”

      I grinned.
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      Back in my own element, I couldn’t help but smile to myself as I created the potion. From careful measurements of the fermented liquids, pouring them into the cauldron and watching them puff up multi-colored smoke. You know, if I were an experimental druggy, I’d probably try inhaling some of it. But I wasn’t that adventurous.

      The entire time, I was a bit on the nervous side, checking and rechecking everything, searching for even the slightest hint of a failure until a hand gently fell onto my shoulder. I glanced up to see Milia.

      “Relax,” she said.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said. “I just don’t want to screw this up.”

      Milia had that knowing look again, as if she could see things beyond what my brain was capable of. After another minute of us watching the liquid dance at its simmer, slowly changing color, she spoke. “You’re the best of the best. Allow yourself to get a little… cocky, this once.”

      Harmony, seated a short distance from the pot in a shop chair, nodded as she caressed Wolverine’s head.

      “The mana circulating through the pot is unlike anything I’ve sensed before,” the blue-haired girl said.

      “As tedious as the potion creation process is, the real test will be up to you, Harmony,” Milia said.

      “Huh?” Harmony asked with a flinch.

      Milia smiled. “Not only will you have to stomach it, but it will require you to cycle your mana. Normally, a meditation like this would require days, but thanks to Nate’s mana, it may just be mere hours, perhaps minutes.”

      Harmony’s eyes widened almost like saucers.

      “Don’t look at me,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t know how this works. And, well, I’m not really into the whole cultivating thing or the violence that comes with it. Sure, where I’m from has violence, but I was only a middle-class worker like anyone else. Hell, I got my sorry ass up for work every day and worked hard with no particular golden future in mine.”

      I smirked. “Honestly, declaring this is kind of getting repetitive, even for me, so let me prove myself to be worth a damn.”

      The two women and wolf cub were staring at me with unreadable expressions.

      Eventually after a few farts from the cauldron and a fantastic display of color from the old ginseng, the moment of cooling came and passed, and we found ourselves bottling two potions. Yes, all of that work just for a yield of two. Milia seemed surprised, expecting one. I, on the other hand, hoped to have multiple secret uber-priced potions in my reserves.

      “What should I do with the other?” I asked Milia.

      “You’re the employer,” she said. “The decision rests on you.”

      “Aha, but a good employer asks his employees and friends for opinions,” I said, shoving half the responsibility back to her.

      “Opinions are there, but for this, you must decide its future,” Milia said, closing my hand around the small vial. “What will you do with it?”

      I stared at the potion in my hand just a bit longer, as if it’d tell me the answer. In a way, it kind of did. This was my first major success under pressure. Honestly, I was sure I’d fuck this up, because that was kind of how it always went. For some reason, three or four or maybe seven tries at something finally told Lady Luck to give one a break.

      “Is it okay if I just keep this, perhaps for display only or maybe in my room as a novelty?” I asked.

      Milia nodded. “It will never go bad.”

      

      [New special potion listing added, Mana Core Potion. New potion listing added: General Medicine Potion.]

      [Current potions available: Health Potion, Energy Potion, General Medicine Potion.]

      [Special potions: Night Vision, Mana Core.]

      

      “Where did you learn of such a potion, Milia?” Harmony asked while gazing at the bottle in her hands. She took a sniff and grimaced.

      “Another dryad from a forest within the Astral Empire told me,” Milia said. “It’s not very useful for us. Our cores are protected by the combined forests of the world. But knowledge is knowledge, so I kept that in mind. This is the first time I told anyone. Not that I interacted with many humans of this region.”

      I nodded, thinking on the dryad’s words, before finally clapping my hands once.

      “Alright, let’s get started,” I said. “Harmony, you consume your icky fruit juice. Milia, Wolverine, help me run the shop today. Any questions?”

      The women smiled and shook their heads. Wolverine barked.

      “I’ll get out some flyers,” Milia said.

      “Good idea. I’m adding a general medicine potion to the list,” I said. “In fact, I’ll grab the herbs and have this thing brewed in about an hour.”

      “Sounds good,” Milia said. “I’m off. Coming, Woofy?”

      The wolf cub barked and followed the green-haired woman out of the door. Harmony found a corner of the shop, sat in the lotus position, but before proceeding, she asked a question I should’ve expected from her.

      “Can humans and dryads marry and have children?”

      I shrugged, knowing nothing of this world, except for the excerpts from the history books. “I don’t see why not. Not so sure about the children thing. What do we know about inter-being relations?”

      “It’s happened between human and elves,” Harmony said.

      “There are elves in this world?” I almost asked, but kept down the words. If there were dryads, spirit beasts, there were surely elves. What? Every fantasy nerd dreamt of interacting with the long-lived elves or the hardy, foulmouthed, booze-loving dwarves. Don’t judge me.

      “Dragons and humans too,” the girl continued.

      You know, I could play dumb, be like ‘Why do you ask?’ but I knew damn well how my relationship with Milia appeared to the outside. In this world, this was a step of courtship. The dryad most certainly knew this, perhaps saw me as more than something that sparked her curiosity. I did like her, don’t get me wrong. In my world, we didn’t move lightning fast. In this one, things were probably different. The mayor’s daughter formed the pretense in which she’d arrange the marriage between us, that much I read.

      But the fact that I’m hearing this at all meant that at some point, she brought up the subject to Milia. Or at the very least, asked this very question. There was a possibility she knew the answer, brought up the other instances, and judged my reaction. What a busybody, though I wasn’t angry with her for trying. In only a month of knowing Milia, I did technically start courting her. We both knew what we were doing. Courting being the process of getting to know someone I was interested in. Things were different in this period, after all.

      If I courted the mayor’s daughter, for instance, and for a certain period of time, the townspeople would expect me to ask the father for permission to marry her. Or arrange the marriage.

      I chuckled. “For now, you focus on getting that potion down and your core repaired. You’ll have to earn any mystical wisdom from me. This isn’t the time for romance novel talk, it gets nowhere if one cannot bring in the income to support a family.”

      I accidentally gave off an unintentional hint and the busybody simply smiled, took the potion, closed her eyes, and began meditating as instructed.

      In the meantime, I set up a cauldron for the general medicine potion, then hurried outside to collect the required herbs, according to the system. The garden looked even more beautiful up close, an array of healthy herbs, fruits, vegetables, and questionable plants. I gathered the ingredients needed and headed back inside to start the batch of potions. An hour later, I had them bottled, labeled, and ready to sale.

      That was when it occurred to me. What would customers think seeing Harmony in the corner with her eyes closed, obviously meditating? Thinking quickly, I grabbed some large pieces of plywood and made a makeshift room for her. It could be her little fortress. No boys allowed. I almost considered making the sign, but remembering the price of paper, changed my mind. It’d be a hell of an expensive prank that only I’d be laughing at. Sure, sometimes laughs like that are worth it, but in the case of paying out numerous silver pieces, yeah, no.

      I was not expecting the wave of customers Milia brought in, but when I stopped to think about it, my shop had been a work in progress for about a month. The talk of the potion maker spread probably as far as the village a couple of days from here.

      The morning batch sold out instantly, followed by the health and energy potions. Milia ran the shop at my side, but thankfully instead of awkward questions, we got brightened looks. I chuckled, grinning at the coin we made that day.

      “I can finally relax a bit,” I told Milia. “We can invest in new things for the shop. I’m also hoping to get a refrigerator made.”

      “A… refrigerator?” Milia asked, tilting her head.

      “Think of it as ice-cold storage for food,” I told her.

      “Oh!” she said. “I’ve never heard of something like that, except in the north where the natives use the elements for preservation. There are some that dig deep holes before the winter ends to store ice, but it is but a short-term solution at best.”

      “If I can create something that stays incredibly cold, kind of like liquid nitrogen, then we can build a few ice boxes, store even meat inside. Cold drinks, water, and even some temperature-sensitive potions.” I raised a finger as another thought came to me. “Oh, we should get a cat just in case we end up with a pest or two, especially in the warehouse.”
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        * * *

      

      Wolverine darted outside, eyes sharp as he patrolled his master’s domain with everything he had. Nothing would slip by his trusty nose. He started from one side of the grassland, darted to the other side, and then watched the town a bit. The wolf would not risk a pup magician appearing into their town from one of those black rolly-rolly things pulled by the neighing giants. After everything was to the sunlight wolf’s liking, he began today’s training. First, he allowed aura to manifest and practiced willing it as a weapon. Being a wolf, he easily formed a killing intent that held the potential to freeze prey in their tracks, strike with the kind of fear that made them easy pickings. Or for those with even a little honor, worthy foes. Maybe.

      Wolverine sat, closed his eyes, and began to take in the mana from the surrounding area. Within his body, he used it to cleanse his power, expel the impurities. This was a daily process in which all living things participated in one way or another. The black aura changed to blue to signal one step toward defying the heavens.
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        * * *

      

      Ever stepped outside only to catch your dog or wolf meditating? Neither have I, but man, what an interesting sight. The little guy was the definition of grace. Fuck, just watching him made me feel like that clumsy fat guy that sat on your couch, never got up, drank all your beers, and never volunteered to cook or watch the grill, but was oh so happy to eat up all the goddamn food. Yes, just watching Wolverine gave me that kind of insight.

      I left him to it and took a walk into the town. People were out and about running errands, manning food stands, or carrying loads from one location to another. The usual small-town shit that would be seriously boring on a non-workday. Man, I missed the bliss of electricity, TV, or video games to entertain myself with after work, or that occasional girlfriend that loved going to the movies, supplying the snacks along the way.

      My first stop was at the butcher for some beef and fat. Thanks to the garden and Milia, I didn’t have to worry about buying veggies. I still appreciated the hard work farmers put into their craft. Without them, the world would starve. That also applied to the hunters, the craftsmen and women that made the tools, and the woodworkers.

      After that stop, I bought bread, and a sauce that was close to ketchup. These people never heard of a burger, but today, I’d introduce it. For Milia, I’ll make her a veggie burger using certain beans and vegetables that had a meat-like flavor. I already had salt and pepper, among a few other spices at home.

      We had onion and other things in the garden, which left me with the simple task of manually preparing the meat, tossing it on the grill and seasoning it.

      “Excuse me, Sir Potion Maker.”

      I turned. A woman smiled at me. Her three-year-old son hid behind her leg, eyes on me curiously.

      “I just wanted to thank you for the health potion earlier,” she said. “I’m able to work again thanks to you.”

      I smiled, my heart warming, and hell, forced myself from allowing a tear of joy to slip. Something I made helped someone. Nothing could make me happier. Yeah, yeah, even I could be a sentimental bastard, sue me.

      “You’re welcome. I’m just glad I can be of some use,” I said.

      When I returned to the shop, I immediately set up a grilling area just beyond the porch and, with a bit of mana, heated the coals. Milia watched in fascination as I prepared the meat first, washed my hands with soap and water, then prepared the veggies. A good seasoning later, they were on the grill.

      Damn, if only I could get my hands on some cheese. They probably had the strong aged stuff, likely affordable by nobles only.

      “May I ask what you’re making?” Milia asked. “The vegetable version of… whatever it was, I’ve never seen anyone mix that and some bread crisps together.”

      “What I’m making is a favorite from my homeland,” I said. “It’s called a burger.”

      Right on time, the aroma of grilled meat filled the air, which naturally brought in Wolverine.

      “Give it some time, buddy. I’ll give your share of meat,” I told him.

      Wolverine barked once, his tail wagging in excitement.

      “Burger… tis the first time I’ve heard of it, and to have a vegetable version,” Melia said. “How thoughtful.”

      “Veggie burgers are actually really good,” I told her. “I prefer the meat as it is a token of my home, but not everyone there eats meat. So the veggie burger came about.”

      “I see,” Milia said.

      “By the way, since we’re celebrating the grand opening of the shop, would you like to spend the night?” I asked. “We have plenty of room and extra toothbrushes.”

      “Is the tooth cleaning liquid mint flavored?” she asked, smiling.

      “Indeed it is,” I said. “The other flavors, especially the tree sap, trigger my gag reflexes.”

      The moment I stepped outside to check on the food, I took notice of a scene. A young boy about twenty meters away collapsed in the grass.

      His sack spilled its contents consisting of, well, I wasn’t sure. From papers, a few oval-shaped objects containing mana, and a book. I sensed weak mana in him. But also looming death should he not receive any care.

      Milia and I nodded at each other before hurrying to the boy. He looked about fourteen or fifteen years old with hair as red as cherries. Travel worn, dirty clothing with some tears signaled that the thin kid had gone through a hell of a journey. That also included some scratches, bruises, and spots that probably warranted a doctor. Which I wasn’t. Well, apparently he didn’t fucking need a doctor because a magical health potion reversed time on him. I had a feeling I should probably make sure word of the miracle liquids didn’t get out beyond the town. What if a guild of bastard doctors or medical companies lobbied for my disappearance or arrest for selling illegal drugs? Okay, maybe the government officials that came to collect taxes didn’t mind the potion shop. Also, I wasn’t the only maker around. I just had the weirdest product, quality so sky high that countries would probably go to war over it. Or me. Nah, let’s keep things realistic. I was in a small town in the middle of buttfuck nowhere. My life was already exciting with magic and new friends. It didn’t need the governments getting involved.

      “Wolverine, let us know when he wakes up,” I said after setting him a pair of fresh clothes on the table next to his bed. That was supposed to be Milia’s bed, but I didn’t have the heart to make an injured patient sleep on a cot or the floor. “I’ll get one more bed for the other room in a few days. For tonight, you can have mine. I’ll take the cot.”

      It was the gentlemanly thing to do. No one in my household would make a lady take the floor.

      “I don’t mind shar—”

      Harmony’s eyes shot open and, for the first time, we felt her aura.

      “I… did it,” she said weakly. The blue-haired girl stretched.

      “Well, I guess my disciple’s awake,” I said with a chuckle. “I hope you’re hungry.”

      “Very,” Harmony said. “I hope you have wine too.”

      “Of course,” I told her. “We’re celebrating the grand opening of the shop with a dish from my homeland.”

      “He calls it a burger,” Milia said.

      “Anyway, let’s get everything assembled,” I said. The meat was already off the grill and so after washing my hands again, drying them with my mana, I assembled everyone’s sandwiches. I gave wolverine slabs of meat without the bread, which he appreciated. I waited for their reactions and got what I hoped for. Delight, joy, and the desire for more. “We have a patient upstairs. When he gets up, we’ll have him try it too.”

      “This is incredible,” Harmony said. “The vegetable version is amazing too. Where did you find this recipe?”

      “Like I said, a token of my homeland,” I answered. “I hope to make a few more dishes whenever I find the ingredients. Hopefully, they don’t cost me an arm and a leg.”

      The women smiled sadly at me.
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      The teen kid awoke right toward the end of our dinner, his eyes panicked as he hurried down the stairs. His travel bag was in hand.

      “Look who’s finally awake,” I said. “Uh…” I stood up, deciding to introduce myself, hand already out for a shake when the boy spoke first.

      “Please help. My village—it was taken over by bandits.” His eyes hardened, but I already saw the tear escape. Then he poured it out. “They have a rogue magician for a boss.” The remaining festivity of the party faded as our own expressions grew serious. “He found out I had the spark and that I’m a half-dwarf, announced loudly that they followed it all the way to the village, emp… emphasizing that it was my fault they were being chained up.” He balled his fists, sucking in a breath as if enduring a giant needle. “They just watched me get gagged and roped and beaten without resisting the bandits. I know there was a magician, a strong one, but…” He shook his head again. “That’s not important. They were chatting about selling me to a demonic sect. I only escaped because the only person who still trusted me snuck to my cage, gave me these.” He held up the bag. “She urged me to leave.”

      “Your parent, I assume,” I said.

      “You could call her that. She’s the one that took care of me,” he said. “She’s just our village’s blacksmith.”

      “A lady blacksmith, now that’s rare,” Milia said as she stood, Harmony too. “So you’ve been on the run for a few days, yes?”

      “If they tracked you to your village with grand plans to sell you off to some sect…” My voice trailed off.

      “They certainly followed him,” Harmony said. “Or sent a search party.”

      Wolverine sniffed the air, then looked at me, his willingness to look for them clear. However, if he wasn’t growling or running out, they weren’t in the grassland. I glanced outside at the dark. And that was when an idea came to mind.

      First, I examined the details of the night vision potions I made.

      

      [Supreme Magical Night Vision Potion: Capable of lasting up to 20 hours, timing that’s normally impossible. The solution automatically deactivates or adjusts itself to keep the user’s vision normal throughout the duration of the potion.]

      

      “I’m almost certain they’ve made camp at least some ways off from here,” I said. “I have night vision potions that can last for a good moment, but let me bring up the flipside. First, I’m not a charity and I’m certainly not one to go dashing out into unknown danger just because someone cries for help. Excuse me if I sound like I’m no fan of just running into a trap, getting myself and anyone with me killed, and all for what?”

      “But…” The kid’s voice trailed off.

      “Of course, Wolverine here can smell a lie from a mile away,” I said. “If you were bullshitting, I would’ve turned you into the town guard and we’d return to our celebration.” I turned back to Milia and Harmony. “How… capable are the guards when it comes to bandits?”

      “We’ve dealt with some before,” Harmony replied. “But if you’re talking bandits with a magician leader, well, I don’t know. And if this turns out to be a mercenary band, we’re in trouble.”

      “A mercenary band?” I said. “Shit.” Thinking for a moment, I shook my head. “I think this is too sloppy for mercenaries, right? Wouldn’t they be more professional?”

      “But they’re trying to sell someone into slavery,” Milia said. “Either the magician in charge has connections, knows a noble who does, or is a part of that sect himself, turning in a bounty for easy coin.”

      “What’s your name, kid?” I asked. Even I could tell he was quite tall for having dwarven blood.

      “Lucas,” he replied.

      I tuned back to Milia and Harmony. “Hypothetically, let’s say we sneak into the camp with surprise on our side. What should we do with them?”

      “Tie them up and contact the kingdom authorities,” Harmony said. “But, that in itself is difficult, especially with the magician.”

      “I…”

      We turned to Lucas. He wiped his eyes.

      “They killed a person, for fighting back,” he said. “And I’m sure more people, bandits are always cruel to the girls. I… don’t know.”

      I stared at the kid, keeping my expression neutral, but knowing this harsh world to be the only thing he knew, I couldn’t exactly judge him. The bandits deserved death. But I’d never killed anyone in my life and didn’t want the blood on my hands. This wasn’t something I could compare to hunting.

      But that brought me to another predicament. I loved the town, wanted to grow things, but also was clearly aware of the fucked-up nature of this era. If Kyushu was suddenly attacked by bandits, would I defend it? What if I started a family here?

      The answer was clear. I wasn’t raised to be a little bitch and watch loved ones die. But… I also wasn’t raised to go be a hero, run across the world to fight off every bandit. Yeah, the old world had its problems, but you wouldn’t see me hopping into the car to fight crime like Batman. I had no intention of doing that here either.

      “Nate,” Milia said.

      I nodded as I made up my mind. “Let’s notify the town guard first. They’re professionals, right? Warn them of the magician too,” I said. “Make sure they’re ready to patrol out behind us.”

      Harmony met my gaze, then nodded. “You’re my master now. It shall be done.”

      “Master sounds… Eh, just use employer or boss, please,” I said.

      Without acknowledging my demand, Harmony hurried out the door.

      I turned to address Milia and Lucas. “I’ll be frank, the only thing I know is street fighting,” I said. “That’s using my fists.” I decided not to mention that I practiced mixed martial arts way back in the day. I wouldn’t trust myself to remember much anyway. “Not that it matters. We’re going there to scout first, before deciding anything.”

      “What Nate is trying to say is that he’s never killed,” Milia said. “He and I are that much alike in that regard.”

      I looked at Milia. “With your sword skills…”

      “Fighting monsters, defending the forest from demonic beasts, that’s normal for guardians,” Milia explained. “However, I’ve never been in direct conflict with a human. It’s probably thanks to what’s in the forest. But…” Her eyes hardened. “When it comes to you, the town, and everything we’re building here, I’ll switch to the reaper’s blade in a heartbeat.”

      “I don’t think I’ve earned that kind of trust so soon,” I said with a chuckle.

      “That is because you cannot see what you’ve accomplished,” Milia said. “A good thing. Great power can cloud someone’s vision, bring them to the realm of arrogance. Someone as far from it as you deserves the title of Master. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.” She sat. “Perhaps one day, I can hope to see your homeland, one in which magicians haven’t driven the people to fear.”

      I sat back down, and we waited for Harmony’s return. In the meantime, Lucas stared at me. After a good while, I couldn’t take it anymore. Grow some balls, man!

      “If you got something to say, kid, say it,” I said. I chuckled. “Holding it in will only bring you wrinkles.”

      “Are you… some kind of magician? Or soldier?”

      “Do I look like either of those things?” I asked, being a little smart ass, but my smile couldn’t stay away. “I’m just a potion maker, nothing more, nothing less. And no, I’m not just telling myself that.”

      Harmony returned minutes later to convey the news of sounding the alarm. We could see the guards arming themselves, alerted and ready.

      “Here’s the plan,” I said. “Normally, I’d say something like Harmony, Lucas stay back, but you haven’t earned my trust, kid. For all we know, this could be some elaborate trap.”

      “It’s not a trap!” Lucas snapped, eyes wild. Tears poured as he broke down. “I… I lost everything. Betrayed by all that I know and have nowhere to return. My master insisted that I go this way, that I’d be more likely to find someone to take me in than the city, where the guard and nobles will laugh in my face, then arrest me on some kind of suspicion.”

      I wasn’t one to be shaken by tears, but in that moment, I finally was able to see more than an unknown young boy.

      “Stand up, wipe the tears,” I said. “We’ll go see what we’re dealing with. But this will not be a charity.”

      Lucas looked at me and I hardened my gaze, allowed just a bit of my aura to slip. He froze, trembling. “For the blood I’m about to get on my hands, you’ll owe me a debt. Starting now and it is nonnegotiable. A little work at the shop and you’ll pay it down. Do you understand?”

      Lucas nodded. Despite trying to make it sound like a terrible idea, it still restored the boy’s spirits.

      “On the bright side, if I don’t end up killing anyone, you can settle with telling your master about this shop,” I said cheerfully.

      I knew those words wouldn’t fully set him at ease, given what he felt from me, the magician’s strength. Hell, I still didn’t understand what was going on with my body.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “Lucas, lead the way to the camp. Wolverine will let us know when we get close.”

      The sunlight wolf cub barked once in reply. I gave him a good pat. He was growing a bit, physically and magically.
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        * * *

      

      Axel sneered at the pathetic villagers before kicking his feet up on the back of a lady footrest. Regardless of the hatred in her gaze, the chains would do their jobs, holding the prisoner in place. The magician chuckled, took a gulp of his ale, and then poured the rest into the young girl’s face.

      “Just so you know, once again, you mortals brought this upon yourself,” he said. “I only asked for one thing. Bring me the boy, my profit device, and you’d go back to living a peaceful life. It’s not like you cared about him, anyway. You froze, averted your gazes when you learned that he himself had the spark. Now look at you. Chained, lined up, beaten, and preparing for more. But my patience is wearing out. I’m feeling the need to do what needs to be done.” He looked at the caged children. “Four days wasted in this dump. Be grateful I’m even allowing you to look at me. Now… shall I feed the little ones to the wolves or gut them? I don’t want to hear any more lies, claiming you don’t know. Who is the boy’s guardian? Stop protecting them!”

      He kicked the table girl and stood, the burning sense of humiliation energizing his blood. He boasted about his small gang’s potential, yet they let their chance at profit escape so easily. The demonic sects would love to turn someone like that into a killing machine.

      The villagers continued to defy him, their eyes full of shame, but they believed that one last favor could be done for the boy who served the village with everything he had and with a smile. No matter how much an immortal threatened them, they would not tell him anything. The magician was going to kill them anyway, he said that much. He’d take the women, sell them into magician-run brothels, and the men who survived, to slave ships or worse: the mines.

      Axel was beginning to lose his patience and allowed the pressure of his aura to terrorize the mortals, when a surprising report came through to him via wind whispering. His eyes widened.
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        * * *

      

      Ah yes, the story of the group behind some large bushes and trees.

      Wolverine’s soft growl was the first thing that let us know we’d found our targets. Aside from the obvious campfire. They were even roasting a boar on top of it, the greedy bastards!

      I scanned the bandits. Roughly a dozen or so normal people, though one of them carried a weird green rock. His eyes darted left to right in paranoia, potentially due to a wild animal attack. I glanced at my party.

      Despite trying to get Harmony to wait in a heavily secured place with Lucas, the blue-haired girl insisted on going, refusing to listen to logic or reason. If the mayor found out about this, well, getting kicked out the town would be the least of my worries. However, time wasn’t on our side, so I couldn’t hold things up for a stubborn brat.

      “Let’s just deal with them,” I said. “We can tie them up and leave them for the guard.” I glanced at Harmony. “How long do you think it’d take for them to get here?”

      “They will likely send a party out just before the crack of dawn,” Harmony replied.

      “In that case, let’s do this the easy way,” I said.

      “Are you…?” Lucas’s voice trailed off.

      “You’re an angsty one, aren’t you?” I said. “Listen, I don’t care how this world works, I’m not looking to get blood on my hands. Especially for some random kid. I’m sorry your village went through this and believe me, we’ll do our best, but if you look, the only fighters are me, Milia, and Wolverine.” I glared at Harmony, daring her to protest, but she averted her gaze, knowing damn well that she was currently a liability. I gave her a break this once. Yes people, I now realized I would have to teach her after all. I might be a thirty-three-year-old laborer, but even I had hard lessons when it came to the kind of trouble invited by being naïve. “I’m going to blast my aura, shock them a bit. Milia and Wolverine will strike first, knock out as many as possible. I’ll jump in and hope I don’t accidentally punch off their heads.”

      Lucas paled. It really did feel weird to be the Superman of the group.

      “On the count of three,” I said. “One… Two… Three!”

      I blasted my aura to the point where I probably looked like a Dragonball character. However, I wasn’t the only one. Wolverine surprised me with an aura that resembled a demonic beast’s red, perhaps darker in color. I glanced at Milia questioningly.

      “It’s killing intent,” she said. “Take your aura, invent a desire to kill or express your true feelings, and project it, and your target will feel it. It’s not something that’s normally visible.”

      She launched into the fray, attacking and disarming two of the surprised bandits. Not that they were actually that armed. Some half-drunk, with maybe one or two on guard. It was the green rock guy that sounded the alarm.

      “We’re under attack! The boss is warned!” He tossed the green rock into the air. It shimmered once before landing on the ground. I’d pick it up in a bit. “Whispering wind!”

      The bandits tried and failed to put up a fight. Including the green rock guy, we knocked them all out. Milia secured them by vine. Honestly, many of them struggled to see, especially when Wolverine kicked out the fire. The night vision potions were absolutely badass! Everything looked like daytime to us. Talk about wielding the power of cheating, am I right?

      “Okay, that went well,” I said. “I hope the guards will bring more than one wagon.”

      I turned back to Lucas, whose eyes were wide, tears falling and hands trembling. Such a reaction, goddamn. The magicians fucked this world up.

      “Take a deep breath, let it out,” I said. “Focus on the need to save your master, okay?”

      Lucas wiped his eyes while doing as I instructed. I couldn’t help but feel sympathy for him but going soft right now would do more harm than good. He needed a strong voice to guide his resolve. “Anyway, we’re not about to walk for several days, we’ll be too late,” I said. “Milia, Wolverine, and I will take it from here. Otherwise, it’s horseback for two days, right? We’ve—”

      Interrupting me was a loud squeal of… something. A bird? Thanks to night vision, we easily spotted something the size of a fucking house in the sky. It had the head of a bird, an eagle, but the body of a goddamn giant lion.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” I said. “Those are real too?”

      As if things couldn’t get any better, I felt a presence on top of the bird. It didn’t fly right past us either. No, it circled the night sky above, as if preparing to land. Then it hit me.

      “That fucking green rock,” I said. “It’s tracking it.”

      I had it in my pocket. With all of my strength, I chucked that son-of-a-bitch as hard as I could. The rider of the griffin clearly couldn’t see in the dark and without the campfire, couldn’t detect us, right?

      As if I’d believe things would be that easy. I knew he could, at the very least, sense me. Seeing wasn’t everything. Rather than let him pretend the griffin fell for my trick by driving it away only to return with a high-speed attack, I aimed a hand at him. It took less than a breath for mana to fill my palm.

      The Supreme Magic Bolt blazed a bright blue as it launched from my hand, its bulk the size of a football.

      It hit the griffin, but wow that bastard was tough. It didn’t explode into pieces, not that I tried for that, it instead made an emergency landing and threw off its rider.

      I laughed at the magician.

      “Milia, Wolverine, protect Harmony and the kid,” I said. “When I subdue him, he gets the wrap treatment.” I turned to Milia. “Do you think you can convince the griffin to give us a ride?”

      Milia laughed. “Sure can. He’ll be more than happy to.”

      “Perfect,” I said, then strolled toward the magician righting himself after being tossed around like a used sack of socks. “I seriously didn’t expect the man of the hour to personally pay us a visit.”

      I gave him my best smile. Perhaps even a merchant’s smile.

      “That spell,” he said. “Don’t get cocky just because you caught us off guard. Who are you? What sect are you from so I can judge this insu… insu…” His voice died in his throat, eyes widening as I allowed my aura to show and my killing intent to swallow his soul.

      I could feel the gazes of Milia, Harmony, Wolverine, and Lucas pressing into my back, waiting to see me in action.

      My smile was gone, of course. I did not appreciate being forced into violence. I was fucking pissed that this asshole had the audacity to look at me as if he was superior to the world. You know, after getting knocked off his ride by my attack.

      I coldly analyzed my opponent.
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      [Enemy analysis.]

      

      Axel, Magician of the Crumbling Bandits, Griffin Tamer.

      Magician rank: 6th realm of the Beginnings.

      

      My analysis carried over to the real threat. The growling griffin. Remind me never to make a habit of pissing off giant lion birds, okay? Seriously, I couldn’t believe I was actually staring at the real deal!

      

      [Griffin: S-ranked magical beast. Warning, this griffin is capable of surprising even you.]

      

      “Ki—kill him!” Axel commanded, while just barely getting his hands around a ruby dangling from his neck.

      

      [Mini-boss fight begin. Griffin Tamer.]

      

      I sighed. The system sadly treated this serious encounter like a fucking video game.

      I really didn’t have time for the violence.

      “So, are you having the grandest ol’ time in the dark over there?” I told the fuckwit. There was not even a hint of light from the moon after all.

      Something felt off. And I’m not talking about the ‘bad thing about to happen’ off. What were the odds of encountering a court magician and a griffin-taming gang leader with what appeared to be beginner ranks? What the hell did my rank actually mean? Was I a freak? Or just getting lucky enough to encounter total scrubs?

      The griffin launched at me only for Wolverine’s Sunlight Flash to blast it at least ten meters away.

      “Good boy,” I praised. Wolverine’s aura lit up the place, his fury bright and full of heat. I wondered if people could feel it miles from here. Yeah… he didn’t like when anything or anyone attacked me.

      I took advantage of the distraction and… with just one step, good God, maybe a leap, I was in front of Axel. He could see me now thanks to Wolverine’s aura. Despite the wolf running off to fight the griffin, his fury still lit up the place.

      Axel trembled but managed to get the words out under my killing intent. “Wh… What do you want? Money, I’ll give you everything I have. Power? You… Please let us atone, take us in as your disciples. Don’t… Don’t kill me.”

      I sneered at this fucker. “You don’t get to make proposals. Also, you’re only alive because you and anyone connected to you should be put to trial and executed. Or maybe I should do it myself.”

      “Wait… Why is there a master magician—”

      “Shut it,” I snapped. He did in an instant. And as much as I hate to mention this cliché, I could in fact smell urine. This idiot pissed on himself.

      I snatched away his ruby. I would’ve tossed it to Milia, but she was currently battling the griffin with Wolverine, so I pocketed it instead. Then, with a flick of my finger, I knocked the magician out.

      “Well, that was easy,” I said. I turned to Harmony and Lucas. “Watch him for me. Oh, and don’t do anything you’ll regret, kid. I don’t take kindly to being undermined, especially after being forced from being just a potion maker to this whacky shit show of a national penis-size contest.”

      I turned my focus onto the griffin. It launched into the air, dodging Wolverine’s Sunlight Flashes and Milia’s vines. Aiming a hand into the air, I pulled in mana and waited. The swan dive finally came, and I released the Supreme Magic Bolt.

      The bright ball of magic hit like a truck and once again, the creature was down, but not out. What a tough bastard! It leapt to its feet. And then I felt it. The gathering of mana.

      “Milia, Wolverine, get back,” I said.

      They did, though Wolverine was more reluctant. The bloodlust from the little guy only strengthened.

      “Take this, Milia,” I said, passing her the ruby. “Do you need it to control the griffin?”

      “Normally I don’t,” Milia said to my surprise, “but with it enraged like this, my powers won’t get through to it. I will not be able to communicate.”

      “Alright, if you can figure out how the ruby works, calm it,” I said. “It’s about to unleash something. Get ready.”

      Sure enough, the monster flapped its wings, releasing twin streams of green mana in our direction. No… at me!

      “You’re a dick, bird face,” I told it as I moved to dodge. I still took a grazing, which kind of itched, but failed to so much as slow me down. I pulled an incomplete potion from my pocket and tossed it into the creature’s face. “You owe me some silver for that prototype.”

      I planned to finish development of that later, but utilizing it to hurt an overpowered monster’s eyes seemed like a better use for it.
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        * * *

      

      Lucas felt as if his eyes would bulge out of his head. Never in the fifteen short years of his life had he witnessed this level of power. It… it felt unreal, as if the son of Wanda herself swooped in to save the day like the great heroes of his favorite stories. Like many boys of his age, Lucas wanted to be like the real hero, Ramon Thunderblade, a man who slayed dragons and evil magicians that threatened the kingdom. He was the center of every story or play in cities and kingdom hubs. Unfortunately, a rumor of his personality being that of a noble’s son saddened Lucas.

      Sure, he’d never met the man, and couldn’t one hundred percent confirm that, however, rumors like this didn’t just spawn for nothing. Ramon Thunderblade, a real great hero, had to have said something, perhaps many times, to move the lips of the servants in the king’s castle or nobles’ manors.

      But compared to the stories and the rumors of Ramon Thunderblade, what he witnessed from Nate was something unreal. People exaggerated tales all the time, but this… this couldn’t be exaggerated. It was real. The glow of his aura, his pressure, the frightening pulse of an untrained killing instinct. What kind of meditating method did he use to obtain such an unreal amount of Ki as someone who looked to be in his mid-twenties? The only conclusion that fell into Lucas’s mind was that he had to be related to the goddess somehow.

      Now, Lucas didn’t actually believe much in deities before this moment. After all, the magicians terrorized the world, and no one came to save the people. Even Ramon Thunderblade ate dinner with most of them.

      Despite a lack of any kind of faith, what the boy saw with his very own eyes challenged what he knew about the world. No man, not even the hero, was on record taking down both a powerful magician and its miraculously tamed griffin with his bare hands. No armor. And the strangest thing of all: no spell book. Yet the spell he used could actually affect a creature known to be somewhat resistant to magic. Maybe these people didn’t know much about griffins. Lucas was about to warn them until he witnessed the fighting himself.

      Even the wolf’s own mana knocked the majestic creature around as if it were a doll slapped away by a child. The woman with green hair was no laughing matter either.

      These three. They were terrifying. Yet… didn’t kill. The shop owner didn’t appear to be interested in fighting, just running the shop with the woman and their pet. A married couple of master magicians. Scary. Frightening. Intriguing.

      Lucas looked at Harmony, whose eyes were also in shock at the battle. She was friends with such people.

      For the first time since the attack on his village, Lucas allowed hope to flood through his veins. He chastised himself for it. After all, Nate had no good reason to be kind to a stranger.

      His eyes widened again when the mysterious shopkeeper dodged claw strikes that would cut an ordinary man into strings of flesh. But it didn’t end there. He countered with just a fist, sending the giant lion-eagle hybrid onto its back. The only person Lucas knew capable of such a feat was the hero.

      But even the hero struggled with magic-using griffins, according to gossip and common sense, hence why Lucas emphasized the strength of the rogue magician that attacked their village. Griffin Tamers were extremely rare.

      Nate looked as if this… battle was but a minor inconvenience for him on the way to the grocer. In fact, after what appeared to be the final knockout punch, the shopkeeper dusted himself off and stared down at the whining griffin with his arms behind his back, perfectly calm, not a single drop of sweat on him.

      Nate was by far the most frightening individual Lucas had ever met. Yet… he couldn’t help but think about working at his shop. Perhaps becoming his apprentice or a disciple. Perhaps learning how to be strong for once, protect his loved ones.
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        * * *

      

      Hey missy, I would say when I entered a bar, tipping my cowboy hat. Have you ever beat up a griffin with your bare hands? Okay, that was a dumb pickup line, but you know what I mean. It turned out the griffin’s ability to function fell drastically after a little potion got into its eyes. I felt kind of bad for it, but having a lion monster trying to eat your face wasn’t pulling any sympathy from me.

      Wolverine continued to growl at it, his ears and tail pointed up like daggers, teeth bared with palpable warning. If he could, he’d rip out the griffin’s throat. Did I ever mention how much of a good boy he is?

      It took Milia maybe a minute to tame the creature. For some reason, it listened to my commands too. I gaped at her, but she only gave me a mischievous smile before walking over to check on the younger flock. I watched her backside for just a bit then turned to the newest member of the family.

      “Let’s see, what to name you,” I said.

      “Please don’t give him a name of another animal,” Milia deadpanned.

      “Fine, fine, we’ll call him, Feather. With an I.”

      “I will bonk you,” Milia said.

      “Then—”

      “Not George,” Milia interrupted, lightly karate chopping the top of my head.

      “How—I mean I wasn’t going to say George,” I said, feigning defensiveness. Milia raised an eyebrow. I folded my arms. “No edgelord names. Pff, I’m calling him—”

      “Wingy,” Milia interrupted.

      “No way,” I said. “You’re a worse namer than me. At least call him something like Beakwing.”

      Finally, Harmony’s laughing and Lucas trying to hold his in, grabbed our attention.

      “You two are both terrible at naming,” Harmony said, seeming to wipe a tear from her eye.

      “We’re going with Beakwing,” I declared. “It suits the big guy.”

      “I like Wingy more,” Milia protested, hands on hips.

      Wolverine seemed to facepalm with his paw, making a disapproving or maybe embarrassed sound.

      We stared at each other, not giving in before Harmony cleared her throat loudly.

      “Shouldn’t we check on their village before there’s any more incidents?” Harmony asked. “There are still more bandits, no?”

      “Fine,” I said.

      After Milia quadruple-tied up the magician and rigged a trap that would go off if he tried to escape using magic, we climbed onto the house-sized magical monster’s back, Beakwing, and off we went, the creature happily listening. The apple that Milia fed him probably helped. We were also likely gentler than his former owner.

      Beakwing flew so fast, I was afraid we’d fly off. We made the trip within roughly fifteen minutes.

      What we saw, well, I could only describe as a tragic mess. People chained to trees, some in cages, and… a few bodies. The stench hit hard, strong, and I had to do everything I could to keep from blowing chunks everywhere.

      Of course there were fucking dickheads to deal with. This scene, the terror in the people’s eyes, the smug expressions on the bandits’ faces. I could be working on my next batch of best-selling potions, not doing the hero’s job for him.

      My anger at being pulled away from my corner of peace manifested again. You know, I could use some new special potions for situations like this. There were no instructions for leveling up this class, so I had to assume for every successful potion I created, I’d gain some kind of experience? They wouldn’t be all for combat though. But… I needed to know how far I could go so I could do more than just contribute to Kyushu’s economy. I’d make myself fucking rich! Okay, that thought was a cynical joke to distract myself from the scene below. The more I looked, the angrier I grew. I could only imagine how Lucas felt seeing this.

      “Stay strong, kid,” I said. “We dealt with the leader. Now let’s clean up. Beakwing, pounce, but no killing. There’s enough… d… dead around here.”

      I had to compose myself. Shit, I was from a world of TV, going to work, and eating and drinking with buddies. Now I had to get use to this. Killing, magicians, and the works.

      Beakwing took a nosedive, pouncing on the first bandit, cracking some ribs in the process. Honestly, I didn’t give a fuck if that killed him later at this point.

      “Milia, Wolverine, are you ready?”

      “Ready,” Milia said at my side. Wolverine barked on my other side.

      “Let’s finish this so we can go back home.”

      Well, it took about twenty seconds to round up the bandits. Milia mostly did all the work, calling vines out of the earth and tripping them. I knocked them out with just a finger. Wolverine bit and fired lower intensity Sunlight Flashes at his opponents, which still knocked them out damn near instantly.

      After that, I ripped off the locks of the cages, not really caring how it looked. Their eyes were all on me and then looked at Lucas. I spoke up for him.

      “He went to get help, so before you thank us, you better thank him,” I said. My voice had a finality in it that couldn’t be denied, almost a challenge, a dare for these people to say otherwise. Milia secured the rest of the garbage with her magical vines.

      “I’m leaving it to you to contact any kingdom guards,” I told the village.

      I looked around, taking notice of a few men that appeared to be guards, even if they looked uneasy. “You’re professional guardsmen, right? You’ll know what to do better than us.”

      The men’s backs straightened. “Right,” one of them said. He directed the other remaining guards to load the bandits onto a wagon.

      “Whatever you do is not blood on my hands,” I told the village. “It’s your right as a village.”

      I turned, preparing to hop onto the griffin.

      “Wait, who… who are you?”

      I turned to see a hard-eyed woman with a little muscle gazing at me. Her clothing was tattered, her brown hair dirty, her eyes damn near sullen. If it weren’t for the current circumstances, she’d appear quite beautiful. Bandits were a disgusting lot, and I left my thoughts at that.

      “Nate,” I said. “Just a potion maker working near the town of Kyushu.”

      The eyes of the villagers all knew I was more than that but said nothing. After all, what could they say to someone who took on a band of nasty bandits, along with its magician, just to rescue them?

      Lucas emerged from my side, bowing to the woman, then turned to me.

      “This is my master and mentor, Master Nia,” he said.

      “Ah, the blacksmith,” I said. “Sorry he couldn’t brag about you, given the situation. This is Milia, Wolverine, and Harmony.”

      Nia bowed to us. “We’re unsure how to repay you for what you did.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” I said. “Just focus on rebuilding. I’m just a stranger. Feel free to stop by the shop someday.”

      I had a couple of health potions in my pocket and used them to take care of the injured. Fortunately, a full bottle wasn’t needed to heal, and with the quality of the potion, they were up and mesmerized within minutes.

      “Let’s get going,” I told Milia and Harmony. The stares were already uncomfortable. Revealing my potions to these people brought a type of gaze that should only be reserved for their hero or immediate family. Not some random guy who just happened to be in the area.

      We hopped onto the griffin, waved at the villagers, and took off. There was no one to say goodbye to after all, other than Lucas. Which we did, to both him and his master.

      “Somehow we made it through all of that without having to shed lethal blood,” I said to my companions. Milia placed a hand on my shoulder in a way that only made her more endearing to me.

      “Are you okay with this?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, then grinned. “I’ll have to send the bill to this world’s so-called hero.”

      That response seemed to catch the dryad off guard as she snorted, then burst into laughter. Harmony joined in. Wolverine barked and facepalmed.

      I shrugged. “Bullshit aside, it turned out fine for us. We’ve got ourselves a way to travel back and forth without spending days on the road. Honestly, I thought we were going to have to rely on the Kyushu guard to take that two-day trip.”

      Thankfully, the guard wasn’t too unreliable. We noticed that they had already rounded up the camp bandits and the magician.

      “How do you think they’ll keep him captive?” I asked Harmony.

      “We do have a few cuffs and chains that disrupt the flow of mana, cutting off anyone detained in them from ambient mana and their core,” she answered.

      I nodded. “Good. I imagine we’ll see the city guard in a few days to take them to trial?”

      “Probably two weeks, knowing them,” she said truthfully.

      I sighed. Now I knew how Shikamaru felt. What a drag indeed.

      First, I dropped Harmony off to her house. Not many were out, so the griffin gained no attention for now. After that, we flew back to the grasslands.

      As I unlocked the door and stepped inside, I turned to Milia. She seemed slightly taken aback, probably because I looked as silly as I felt preparing to ask a serious question.

      “Would you… like to move in with me?”
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      Before you raise your eyebrows and declare this a story of debauchery, while Milia did agree to live with me, she still held her purity at the moment. We had a long, somewhat awkward discussion, but one that couldn’t be held off. The amount of flirting we’d done over the past month and a half kind of became the talk of the town, aside from my potion shop.

      This world had customs, traditions that even a modern brain like me couldn’t help but respect. Also we were talking about a dryad, a being that was fairly close to divinity in comparison to anything else on the planet.

      Living together while courting was allowed, even encouraged. On Earth, there were girlfriends and proposals, you know, standard things. Here, the rules were kind of all over the place and depended on the kingdom or empire.

      Living together aside, because technically this could be viewed as employer providing living arrangements as a part of the job, the first step was courtship. If it worked out, then the second step came along, which was dependent on the living location. In this case, Harmony had already begun that based on assumptions. A town leader or any of their family would begin to arrange the marriage after investigating the relationship between a couple, asking them both similar questions. Whether they get the compatibility right or not was either left up to interpretation or they simply didn’t care. Arranged marriages were a pain in the ass and I still thought people of this era moved too fast.

      The third step was meeting the woman’s parents, not the man’s, which was kind of lucky for me in that regard. I didn’t have family here. Now, let me make this clear. I was aware that transmigration was a possibility like in stories or TV shows. I didn’t look like my old self, but also had all of my memories, not someone else’s. The system would’ve likely told me, even given me the name of the prior body owner.

      Now, here was the interesting part. Milia had parents, even siblings. Yes, that was right. Dryads were not born from trees like most legends stated. They were beings created just like humans, likely from mana and whatever lies above. No one here truly knew. Any answers or clues were probably lost time or burned in the terrible fires of war.

      So yeah, around the time of any wedding, Milia’s mother and her siblings were going to visit. Now, dryads may be closer to divine beings, but they were also related to mana and even demonic creatures too. Perhaps so were divine beings. As a result, Milia warned me that her siblings, all female obviously, would be overly familiar. They’d want what she had, and their presence served as a test of temptation for any male. Even worse, deprived dryads could get aggressive. Milia said she trusted her family and they were truly good people. Finding a mate, however, was quite difficult for their kind.

      There were no such thing as male dryads, so they mated with male fairies, which held the power to keep the bloodline pure. If Milia and I had a child, it would be human with dryad powers. Half human, half dryad. Sometimes they’d be completely normal humans. For some reason, our genes dominated the mana genes.

      After those three steps came the fourth, the ceremony. Thankfully no speeches were required, the family and organizers would handle everything. But what went on in these events, well, I could only hope to find out. Until the ceremony, we couldn’t sleep together.

      That was tradition, though Milia boldly stated that not everyone followed it to the exact degree.

      Yes, asking her to live with me brought out a hell of a conversation, something that couldn’t be held in slow motion in this world. Dryads, as well as other mana beings, actually mated much faster but they also respected the customs of others. So me being one hundred percent human and a powerful magician, as well as the suitor, meant we were going with how the people of this town did things.

      There was going to be a lot of drinking and headaches, that was for sure. Nothing was final, of course, but that was the gist. A talk between adults without the pretense. Once again, this world moved fast. But I did like Milia a lot. With time, it could become something much more. And no, I still didn’t plan to suddenly hop on some BS adventure, saving the world, and defying the heavens.

      

      I woke early that morning or rather was awaken by Wolverine’s tail slapping against my arm. He barked, then panted, excited. Since there was a doggy entrance, he likely already did his business out in the forest. That or refused to allow me to sleep in as a little petty revenge about the prior night’s bath.

      My plumbing system allowed everyone to bathe with fresh water every time. We heated things with mana, so there wasn’t a need for smoking up the place. Yes, we still had a chimney for the fireplace and a smaller one for the kitchen, but that was that.

      After washing up, I set up two cauldrons to get started with today’s first batch, while Milia, to my surprise, prepared breakfast. Without meat included.

      If I weren’t so tired last night, I may have considered boosting our stock. Today, I hoped to create something new. I’d be… a magician that mostly used just potions, for selling and for defending myself and my loved ones. That and this town’s inflation still needed to go down. Hopefully the blacksmith and the village would spread the word. Bring in business, not just for me, but the entire town of Kyushu. As if confirming my resolve, the system flashed a prompt into view.

      

      [You have doubled down on your ambition to stick to your class time and time again. You will continue to unlock potions; however, it is recommended to search for additional means to find recipes. Whether discovering them from fellow makers or alchemists, to inventing them, to conquering dungeons. Dungeons will only drop a class chest, once and once only, after you defeat its boss. However, you may still run the dungeon twice a day for lesser loot. You can only run an S-ranked dungeon once a day or even in some cases, once a month or year.]

      

      “Ah, I see you’re using my hashbrown recipe,” I quipped as Milia set the table. She drizzled a little honey over her own. I chose not to. For Wolverine, I had a smoked mutton mix ready for him.

      “They’re quite addicting,” she said. “A part of me knows they should be eaten in moderation, but the other part would eat them all day. Like your burger recipe.”

      “What can I say?” I said as I took my first bite. I couldn’t help but be impressed and slightly jealous. These hashbrowns were actually better than mine. I ended up gazing at my empty plate sadly. I thought about asking for more, but with the potential rush of customers on their way, I had no choice but to call it a morning with a fresh glass of cold water.

      “I’ll clean up,” Milia said. “You start the morning batch.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said, then I leaned in, kissing the dryad. She pulled me in strongly, almost causing a blast of passion as she kissed back, my breath vanishing, until we knocked over a glass of water. Wolverine barked once, shaking his head. We burst into laughter.

      I started with the general medicine potion, before brewing the health and energy potions. Having gotten the hang of things by now, the creation of each didn’t take anywhere near as long. Milia helped me bottle each batch and then put them on a labeled shelf. Each bottle was already pre-labeled with an ink brush. H for health potion, E for energy, GM for general medicine. I’d return to writing out the entirety of potion types whenever I added new things to the menu.

      I made a ‘Don’t Overdose’ sign to help with the backdrop of the shop. On it also included general instructions for taking a potion.

      “I’ll be back in a bit, I need to check on the garden,” I said. I considered acquiring cattle and other things again, perhaps flood up the market with supply, bringing down prices. For now, I’d continue to be the potion maker, not a farmer.

      The garden was as vibrant as ever and yeah, people would certainly call it cheating for having a dryad take care of it. However, it still required my mana to grow as rapidly as it did.

      As I picked herbs and fruit, I wondered seriously how far I could take my potion making. What kind of crazy concoction could I cook up? Could I gain flight? Speaking of which. I hurried back into the house, grabbed some mutton and fruit, then hurried to where Beakwing currently rested, followed by Wolverine.

      “We’ll get started on your barn soon,” I told the griffin. “In the meantime, you’ll have to take refuge in Milia’s forest.” It devoured the food I brought it. “Adding your expenses to the balance sheet.” I grinned at the magical creature while petting it. Seeing Wolverine making noises, I pet him too. I certainly wouldn’t neglect such a good boy.

      I turned to the forest, feeling just a little adventurous, perhaps curious. Could I create a potion that allowed me to shapeshift into critters?

      “Dammit! Fine!” I sat on the ground. “If it means I’ll advance this class and bring in the gold, I’ll put more effort into leveling it. System, what should I do to unlock the next potion?”

      Wolverine tilted his head, curious about what the fuck I was talking about. The system did not respond, so I closed my eyes and for the first time since I’d been here, separated myself from the turmoil of my thoughts, relaxed, and meditated.

      After about ten minutes, I grew bored.

      “Yeah, fuck this,” I said. “Meditation, my ass cheeks. How do people sit through this?”

      Standing, I dusted myself off and headed back inside, followed by Wolverine.

      “I think we’ll have to run the dungeon after all,” I said. “Maybe a weaker dungeon, just so I can get the hang of things.”

      “Hmm,” Milia tilted her head. “Actually, there’s an E-ranked just an hour northeast of here.”

      I nodded. “Alright then, after we close shop for the day, we’ll take a look at it.”

      I flipped the shop’s sign to OPEN. A few minutes after I made my way behind the counter, we waited. I turned through a small history book, trying to learn as much of the world as possible, while Milia read what I thought was an action-adventure novel. I don’t know how it started, maybe a poke on the shoulder, but somehow she ended up in my arms as we laughed and joked around.

      Harmony’s throat clearing brought us back to earth. We tried to play it off, but by the raised eyebrow, the cheeky teenager was not having it.

      I coughed a few times. “Uh, the shop could use a light sweeping. A few green mints and salamander herbs will need harvesting before the noon.”

      Milia giggled at my failed attempt at covering up our tiny moment of romance. Harmony tapped her feet just a bit longer, before relenting and smiling at us.

      “What took you so long?” she said, walking and grabbing a broom. The shop wasn’t dirty, but Harmony humored me anyway.

      “We’re thinking about tackling an E-ranked dungeon today,” I said.

      “Really? But why? I thought you weren’t interested in combat,” Harmony said.

      “I’m not,” I told her, “but I’ll need materials and even ideas to make new potions. I’ll likely find inspiration at some point.”

      “You could order a book,” she said.

      “And,” I said, gesturing for her to finish the sentence I already knew.

      “They’re terribly expensive,” she relented, wilting a bit. “It’s even more than what we can afford.”

      “Even the most basic potion making book costs at least a small bag of gold,” I said. “If I want trusted delivery, it’s more gold to sign up to some noble’s band of bootlickers.”

      “Bootlickers?” Milia and Harmony asked, which only solicited a sigh from me. Some sayings from our world made it, others didn’t.

      “Anyway, books are a no-go,” I said.

      Half an hour later, some customers trailed in, buying a few health and energy potions. I wondered on a daily basis how the people dealt with the town’s inflation while still being able to purchase potions from me. Then again, given the nature of accidents in small towns far from any city tech, a magical health potion with the capability of miraculously restoring someone was a fair balance to the issue.

      “Will… you teach me magic?” Harmony asked me during a lunch break. I stared blankly at her. “I want to go to the dungeon as well. I—I’ve meditated and can feel my power growing.”

      

      [Ally analysis.]

      Harmony, your Disciple.

      Magician rank: 2nd realm of the Mortal.

      

      [Harmony can bypass the mortal realm through your acknowledgement. Simply calling her your disciple will do the trick.]

      

      At first, I was about to dismiss the entire thing, let her learn this magic thing on her own, go through the hardship. Then I decided, fuck it. Skipping the first realm may somehow be useful to the shop later down the line. She may not gain the superstrength right away, but if we could teach her properly, then I could have her paint the roof someday. What? Don’t judge me. I’m not above making a teenage girl on the payroll do her job.

      “Since you’re my disciple,” I said without being sarcastic for once, “I’ll try to help you the best I can, just this once.”

      Suddenly, Harmony’s eyes widened, then went out of focus for roughly ten seconds, then she smiled.

      “The insight… Master Nate, what did you do?” she asked, twirling a bit of her hair in one finger.

      “Just Nate,” I deadpanned. “Or Boss, or Nate-sensei, or Churro, or—”

      “Okay, I get it already, boss,” Harmony said.

      I considered pestering my new publicly official girlfriend… fiancée for a lap pillow to save me from the headache of the mayor’s daughter, but her situation couldn’t be put off any longer. At last, I finally decided to be her goddamn master I guess.

      “You’ll be learning the art of potion making, of course,” I said, grinning evilly, but she seemed unperturbed.

      “That’s fine,” she said. “I don’t want to hurt people anyway. Besides, potions are the strongest weapons of combat.”

      “You sure about that, kid?” I asked. “If I found myself facing a man with a magical flaming sword capable of incinerating its foes in just one strike, well… Wait. I’d just drink a fire resistance potion.”

      Harmony laughed. “As expected of a master magician potion maker. You may be a goof, but truly, thank you for accepting me as your disciple.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. Wolverine barked twice at Harmony, almost as if in greeting.

      “Hi Woofy,” she said cheerfully.

      “Wolverine,” I corrected, but the blue-haired teenager ignored me. Milia shot me somewhat of an apologetic grin, but I could feel the aura of victory flowing beneath her like the caress of a warm summer day.

      Not making much sense with my thoughts aside, I ordered everyone back to work. We worked together to pick more herbs, create the second batch of potions, as well as brew a little tea on the side.

      There were people trying to order tea, but I had to be a little assertive, letting them know it wasn’t for sale. That decision belonged to Milia alone. After all, she showed me her secret brew, herb mixtures that got us some seriously tasty tea. It had a natural sweetness that made it require no honey. You know who you are, honey tea lovers. Okay, I was somewhat one of you, but the dryad gave me the eye once, daring me to violate the sanctity of the special drink. I didn’t challenge her.

      I analyzed Harmony again and sure enough, she jumped from the mortal realm to the beginnings. It went without saying that a ton of magicians would probably kill to be in her position. Now the problem laid with actually teaching her magic. How the fuck did one go about such a thing?

      “I wasn’t lying when I said I knew nothing about magic,” I told the eagerly awaiting blue-haired menace. “How do I go about teaching something that I myself wasn’t taught?”

      “By asking me,” Milia said.

      “Are you okay with that?” I asked her. “I… feel like this would be taking advantage of your generosity.”

      Milia suddenly gave me a quick kiss, which only gained the scandalous stare of the mayor’s daughter.

      “First off, I’m glad you ask me of things,” Milia said. “You’re not trying to run headstrong into everything with a stick of pride up your rear.”

      Now that got a laugh from me.

      “You are correct about that,” I told her. “In that case, may you instruct both of us? I’m… oddly attuned to magic and have a different way of doing things.”

      Milia gazed at me a bit. “Are you able to explain how you do it? That can serve as a baseline for what I’m going to teach.”

      I nodded. Showing my hand, I explained things. “First, I gather mana into my hand. Really, it’s strange to admit this, but I only know one spell. I have ridiculous strength, speed, stamina, you know, all the mundane physical superhuman shit.”

      “Mundane,” Harmony deadpanned. “I saw some of your jumps and how you carried at least one hundred times what the other men could carry.”

      I shrugged and then proceeded to demonstrate the basics to my disciple. After an hour, she finally managed to stabilize a little mana in her palm. Overexcited, she played around with it until accidentally snuffing it out.

      “Let’s just finish the workday before we go to the dungeon,” I told them, voice tired.
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      I handled the late cleanup and closed the shop while Milia continued to instruct Harmony on the basics of magic and a little swordplay, though without the sword, of course. The dryad and I wouldn’t trust the cheeky teenager around so much as a boxcutter. Basics were important, people! She wouldn’t get so much as a wooden sword until my fiancée believed her to be ready. Let me remind you that Milia handling that katana did things to the geek inside of me. I had to focus and internally shake myself, else risk turning into a fanboy.

      Milia did offer this training to me, but I waved it off. Don’t judge me for declining; my intentions hadn’t changed. Besides, the moment I did so, the system would likely flood me with endless quests to save the world, slay the big bads, deal with the darkness that suddenly manifested within myself, and then at the end of season god-knows-what would I finally have some romance time with Milia. If she survived.

      Now, don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t judge people who went on these quests after the system dangled it in front of them. Circumstances were all different, from getting pulled out of your world by dickish creatures that threatened to end your family if you didn’t comply, to being summoned into a war-torn environment where magic was as poison as nuclear fallout, the list goes on.

      After the cauldrons were cleaned, new bottles brought out, I decided to tackle the laundry. Handwashing sucked and only made sense for the normal people of this era. I, on the other hand, got very creative. Not only did I have my own laundry room, but with a little help, built a stone box much bigger than a washing machine to account for plenty. Pipes were connected to it with the appropriate stoppers, pullable by cable upon completion. We had one that allowed in water from the river too.

      Until I could invent modern detergent pods or some kind of cleaning agent, we’d have to rely on the washing powders bought from the town. The powders were strong actually, perhaps harsh, and it almost made me want to slap the alchemist responsible for its creation. But I was glad it existed. Clean clothes were clean clothes.

      For the washing process, it was a bit tricky. See, ridiculous superstrength meant that everything around you had a level of fragility and squishiness, especially if you applied mana to the situation. It took a bit of trial and error, but by dipping a mana-coated finger in and running it into a pattern, the chaotic waters successfully imitated a washing machine for thirty minutes.

      The first time I stuck a mana finger in and twirled it, I… basically created a stone-contained mini-tornado that continued to spin for roughly an hour. A hell of a spin cycle, right? I was lucky none of my clothes were damaged. It was better to test anything weird now before I got myself something fancier for business meetings.
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        * * *

      

      Wolverine finished his afternoon meditation, thanked the land for its support, and considered looking for his master. Head pats and maybe some scratches would send the sunlight wolf on a relaxing trip to the great ball in the sky. No, he couldn’t. His next mission was important, for the peace and flame of his master’s will. Moments later, he found Beakwing snacking on a blue fruit Mistress Milia gave him.

      “You’re looking comfortable, new disciple,” Wolverine said. “Recite to me your duties for the master and his land.”

      Beakwing turned to him. “Greetings, Master’s Buddy, Wolverine, Mistress’s Lovey Cuddle Muffin, Woofy.” The griffin bowed. “And worthy foe. My duties are to Master Nate, Mistress Milia, and to the strengthening of this land. When the master needs me, I will be ready. I will be ready before he even steps out here and looks at me. My protection extends to his newest human disciple, Harmony, and to anyone he takes in.”

      Wolverine howled in approval. “Good. I hope the next disciple our master takes will be as capable as you.”

      Beakwing laughed. “I don’t deserve such kind words. I must prove myself when the time comes, even for the smallest things Master or Mistress asks of me.”

      Wolverine nodded. “Naturally, I agree with you. We’ll make them so proud, they’ll shower us with treats and belly rubs.”

      Beakwing hopped up in excitement, tail wagging. “Belly rubs! I love belly rubs! I love pats too.”

      “They are the way of life, my friend,” Wolverine said. “But like many golden rewards, they must be earned.”

      Beakwing bowed. “Thank you for your wisdom, Master’s Buddy, Wolverine, Mistress’s Lovey Cuddle Muffin, Woofy.”

      Wolverine barked once in approval. “You’re always welcome, new friend. We will defy the heavens in the master and mistress’s names! It is always a pleasure to hear common goals, Disciple Beakwing Wingy. May you earn your title through honor and perseverance!”
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        * * *

      

      After finishing the laundry, I made my way back into the main room. Milia had finished bringing the rest of her things thanks to the power of commanding the earth and even some of the forest inhabitants. Well, mostly fairies that looked like tiny women. They were using magic to carry dresses and even surprisingly provocative underwear. That earned them a light bonk from the dryad’s finger. Honestly, I wondered if the little pranksters showed them to me on purpose, not that I was complaining. Once again, don’t judge me. I did earn myself a pout.

      “At first they were sad… hysterically crying,” Milia told me. “Until they realized that I wouldn’t be far and would still visit.”

      I smiled. “I wonder if they would’ve been quite angry with the guy stealing away their… mother, queen?”

      “Just friend,” Milia corrected. “While I am the guardian of the forest, I prefer everyone to actually enjoy their home. There are a few dryads that run things like a kingdom, but for me, it’s extended family.”

      “Lucky them,” I said. “Well, lucky me.”

      Milia laughed and within moments, we were making out. This time, anticipating Harmony coming back into the shop with Wolverine, we stopped messing around. Intrigued by how I chose to do laundry, the dryad asked about it. Including the heating part. That was easy thanks to mana. Kind of. You see, I had to be extremely careful not to release too much power at once or I’d likely torch not just the clothing, but probably everything around me.

      “I’ve never even considered such a thing,” Milia said, fascinated. “We handwash our clothes like humans, hang them out to dry on a line. I know better components than the washing powders, less harsh with more sterilizing effects and have used them for cleaning just about everything.”

      Dryads were actually naturally anti-bacterial, anti-viral, microbe-repellent machines and yet despite that, cleaned just like humans. No one was resistant to dirt anyway. The saying cleanliness was next to godliness applied to them, almost literally. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were responsible for helping mankind in this world develop some of the first forms of soap.

      “I’ve never heard of a device like this,” Harmony said. “Perhaps the Lord Ruler and his palace? No, I’m sure word would’ve gotten out. Maybe all magicians clean by magic.”

      Milia frowned. “Cleaning by magic is great for trips, but nothing replaces the feel of water and soap. Water is the blood of the earth and we as its inhabitants must never stray from it, lest we dry up and perish.”

      Harmony smiled at the passionate dryad.

      “You’re absolutely right,” I said. “What an interesting piece of wisdom. I’ll have to remember it.”

      I glanced at the analog clock on the wall, which really only served to remind me of the town’s inflation. “Everyone ready for a little dungeon diving? I need ingredients, Harmony needs practice, and—”

      Wolverine barked twice as if expressing his needs, prompting everyone into laughter. I picked up my best buddy, scratching beneath the wolf cub’s chin, as we headed outside the shop. Milia locked the door behind us.

      “Woofy’s my little lovey cuddle muffin,” Milia said as she caressed his head.

      Harmony giggled. “Talk about being the spoiled cutest wolf.”

      I approached the griffin, first giving the creature a good head rub. The eagle-lion hybrid purred. I gave it a belly rub, which it really enjoyed.

      “We’ll need you to take us to a dungeon, alright, Beakwing?” I said. Beakwing huffed. We boarded the giant beast’s back. Milia started glowing with some kind of golden mana, I assumed to be a guiding mechanism of some sort.

      Flying on the back of a fast creature, I wish I could say this never got tiring, but my feeble ass still needed to get used to it. Yes, a grown muscular man felt slightly uncomfortable with heights. But just a bit. I fell into my element just fine, climbing ladders and building. Even climbed a utility pole back in the day, though the trip up felt weird the first few times.

      Eventually, the griffin landed at the entrance of the northeast dungeon. Like the S-ranked, it appeared to be a cave with an entrance that emitted no light whatsoever.

      “Well, here we are, our first real dungeon,” I announced the obvious. “I know you said it’s an E-ranked, but now I feel a little silly coming here unarmed.”

      The only thing I brought with me were a few health, energy, and night vision potions. “I’ll have to buy a dagger after this.”

      “You can try creating one with mana,” Milia suggested. “I’d lend you one if it could handle your strength.”

      “Another thing to add to the learning list,” I said. “And yes, I’ll probably be that guy who slices bread with it.”

      Milia sighed. “Not if I can help it.”

      We tied Beakwing’s reins to a nearby tree and off we went into the dungeon. I felt just a bit of vertigo before the scene freakishly changed through a flicker of white and gold light. We found ourselves standing in a large plain of black and blue grass. Above was a cave ceiling, which stretched damn near endlessly. The light source came from giant and small pale green mushrooms that grew everywhere.

      The path seemed straightforward. Entrance behind us, giant cavern plain before us.

      

      [You have entered a dungeon. Rank: E. Boss defeated by your party: no.]

      

      As we walked, my eyes scanned the area, just awed by what didn’t make sense. Blue trees with freaky spikes growing from the side of them. At the tips were glowing green fruit. Unknown plants and herbs scattered around, growing naturally in a sunless habitat.

      That was when the thought of my mission jerked me back into potion maker mode and I found myself grinning. I brought a bag with me for a reason. I had no reason to give a fuck about the dungeon’s boss, ever. I wasn’t here to waste my time fighting, anyway, not when profit loomed around the corner.

      “These potential ingredients won’t pick themselves,” I said. “Milia and I can analyze them and will toss whatever’s useless or unsafe out of the bag. Just… be careful. If you see anything, let us know. If it gives you poison vibes, don’t touch it with your bare hands.”

      “Just don’t try to run off with Milia to find some place to kiss each other’s faces,” Harmony quipped.

      “You’re a cheeky one, foiling my plans before I get the chance to enact them,” I quipped back.

      Milia laughed. “The fruits and mushrooms do have an alluring romantic glow. Can you blame us?”

      Harmony chuckled. “Perhaps not.”

      We scattered only a bit and began picking. The first plant I analyzed were of course the glowing pale green mushrooms.

      

      [Neonbrim Mushroom. Rank: C. Useful in: lighting, light potions. You’ll have to experiment to discover anything else useful.]

      

      Useful enough for me. I tossed more than three dozen of those suckers into the bag. Now I kind of wished this system provided some kind of inventory. I could easily explain it away by being as mysterious as Yoda or simply calling it magic. Then when asked what kind, I’ll give them the ‘a magician never reveals his secrets’ line. That’d be bullshit in the old world due to Google, but here, no one could challenge me.

      I looked up, taking notice of Wolverine sniffing around, Harmony picking a few plants, and Milia gathering some fruit and herbs into her bag. Listen, people, I tried to keep the stars out of my eyes, but right then, I felt like a real potion maker. Don’t get me wrong, the garden had some decent herbs, but nothing to pull me into the realm of the exotic.

      My second finding was a plant with three crescent leaves growing on it. I analyzed it.

      

      [Moonbaby Plant Leaf. Rank: E. Useful in: light speed booster potion, certain cleaning agents.]

      

      Discovering only low-ranked, meh plants, fungi, and herbs would probably discourage those hoping to find a quick way to glory and fame. I saw them as possible combinations that could lead me to discovering a legendary potion or something.

      My third interesting find turned out to be something that resembled a wilting red carrot. I tried to pull out the entire plant, but it was impossible, even for me. That thing felt as if it was cemented into the ground. Rather than bug Milia, I settled for its leaves. I didn’t know how I felt when it came to the description.

      

      [Handmon Viagrio Leaf. Rank: D. Useful in: an ingredient perfect for potions that can improve one’s heart health. Stamina boosts, muscle relaxers, and other applications.]

      

      Either the system believed itself to be the biggest comedian around or I had a dirty mind and could use a waterfall cleansing. The rank of D made me giggle to myself like a high school boy. Yeah I know, I was thirty-three years old. Don’t judge me.

      The fourth finding, a grayish red plant with a few thorns seemed quite promising.

      

      [Lugor Herb. Rank: C. Useful in: a great spicy herb, but also in minor potions regarding the fire element.]

      

      Just as I was making my way over to a small tree with plum-like fruits dangling from it, Wolverine’s ears perked up and he began to growl.

      “So the danger’s finally arrived,” I said. “Damn, we haven’t progressed much.”

      However, Wolverine’s ears only remained perked up for just a few more minutes before he went back to sniffing around.

      “Maybe it was something far off in the distance?” Harmony asked.

      “Probably,” I told her.

      We continued our picking for at least another half hour before I waved at everyone.

      “Anyone need a break?” I asked. “Or shall we move on?”

      “Dungeons have floors, right?” Harmony suddenly asked, stars seeming to shine in her eyes.

      “Hell if I know, but take a look at this place,” I answered honestly. “It looks as if someone took a giant grassy plain and stuffed it inside a cave.”

      I knew she just talked to Milia about dungeons, but I wanted to bring down some of her excitement just a bit.

      “Think about it for a second,” Harmony said. “On the first floor of an E-ranked dungeon, we’ll only find this stuff. Boring herbs that you’ll probably find sold cheaply in a city marketplace.”

      I gave her a thoughtful look than waved off her concern. “Every herb, plant, and fruit in here has its uses to me, for experimentation. The fresher, the better. I’m not making a trip to the city any time soon. Are you?”

      “But the deeper you go, the more likely it is to stumble across an exotic,” Harmony argued. “Well… an exotic in an E-ranked dungeon is laughable, but you never know.”

      I sighed. “Well, what the hell then. It’s an E-ranker. If we ever try our luck in an S-ranked beast, don’t suggest this to me.”

      “Yes! I’d like to see if the stories of magical chests are true,” Harmony said, her voice practically a squee. Yes, a squee.

      “Off to the second floor, let’s do this,” I declared. “By the way…” I turned to the bright and cheerful blue-haired teenager. “You increased an entire realm, from mortal to the beginnings. Try to keep that a secret, okay? If that gets out, well, your life could be ruined. Our shop could be surrounded by kingdom guards and who the hell knows what would happen afterward.”

      Harmony nodded. “If I’m going to be your disciple, then it goes without saying not to spill any secrets. I’ve kept the magician thing under wraps, you know.”

      “And thank you for that,” I said. I turned to Milia and admired her half-full bag.

      “I don’t see a problem with low floor harvesting, but if you’re looking to create something special, we’ll have to move on,” she said. “Still, I think you’ll have a blast coming up with something. These herbs are actually pretty nice for an E-ranked dungeon.”

      We started walking again, admiring the cool breeze that manifested somewhere, perhaps from the other side, I couldn’t tell you. My eyes scanned for something unique, anything that could take what I currently knew to the next level. Nothing. Disappointing, yes, but not unexpected given the dungeon rank.

      About ten minutes later, Wolverine began to growl again, loudly, setting us on edge. This time, I sensed something. My eyes scanned the area until I finally discovered shapes. Focusing, I counted seven of them running toward us from afar. Moments later, I was finally able to make out their appearances.

      These things… looked like fat, wolf-like skeletons with glowing red eyes.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Avenger Wolf Skelton. E-ranked demonic monster.]

      

      “E-rank demonic monster,” I said. “As a rule, always assume monsters are stronger than humans. Because most of the time they are. Milia, Wolverine—”

      Wolverine unleashed a Sunlight Flash, taking out the first critter, shattering it into a pile of bones.

      “Alrighty then,” I said as Milia’s vines took out a few more. My eyes watched the bones and my mind spun, wondering if I could do anything with them.

      That was when a fucking bony hand plunged out of the ground and grabbed my leg.
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      You know what was nasty? A cold bony hand grabbing your leg, that was what. So naturally, what the hell do you think would be your first reaction? And no, I’m not talking about screaming. I don’t scream when I’m startled, just flinch.

      However, in this case, I saw what grabbed me and stomped the shit out of it. Well, you see, the problem was, when you’re a Divine Master Magician with the strength of probably thousands of men, there were unintended consequences. This particular action bugged me—I wasn’t a protagonist, an idiot main character, or murderhobo. I was just a dude. A businessman. I was hoping to be that impossible, rare potion shop you discovered along your adventure, but you get the vibe that you shouldn’t try anything with this guy.

      But no matter how hard I tried, I was constantly reminded that just because I chose the Potion Maker class didn’t mean the heroic strength granted to me by the system simply went away. The system suddenly responded to my line of thoughts, which actually pissed me off.

      

      [You were not given this strength. You were born with this core but existed on a world lacking usable mana.]

      

      Anyway, the ground cracked open, revealing a giant skeleton man thing, or rather what was left of it. Fortunately for me, everyone didn’t just stand there, and dashed out of the way. Eventually we found ourselves staring down into a pit. No, there were stairs. Some of the bones of the dead wolf skeletons fell onto them. The rest were pretty much obliterated by Wolverine, Milia, or fell to whatever abyss the floor below led to.

      “Did we just discover a secret underground lair or a shortcut?” I wondered aloud. I turned to Harmony, who seemed to be composing herself. Ah right, until she learned of a technique to defend herself, she’d be essentially useless. Judging by the look in her eyes, the teenager realized it.

      I gazed at Milia. She nodded. I walked over to Harmony and gently grabbed her hand. She blushed, obviously embarrassed about being treated like a child, but this was no laughing matter. An E-ranked dungeon was a cakewalk for everyone in here but her, but only because she was a literal beginner.

      “Listen carefully,” I said, speaking as a thirty-three-year-old instructor. “Gather mana into your palm.”

      A few moments later, her hand shone with dim blue light. “Unfortunately, you will have to chant the name of the spell, I think. Hell, I’m not sure if this will work, but you’re my disciple, so fuck it, we have nothing to lose if we try. Perhaps later, we’ll be able to afford proper instruction manuals and spell books.”

      Harmony nodded, though her hand was beginning to tremble as she struggled to hold the mana. I couldn’t help but marvel at how difficult this ordeal seemed to be, yet for me, it was as natural as breathing. Wait… speaking of breathing. Shouldn’t she have some kind of technique?

      “Alright, disperse your mana,” I said.

      Harmony seemed to deflate, her hand dropping as she caught her breath. It was as if she had held something heavy for a long period of time.

      “Milia, do you know of any kind of breathing techniques?” I asked.

      Milia shook her head. “Magic use is natural for me,” she replied.

      “In that case, we’ll have to just wing it,” I told Harmony. I explained modern-day breathing exercises to her, then had her practice for a bit. Sure, this training could be done later, but one thing I noticed in this dungeon was… how could I explain… well, the feeling of natural mana in the air. A dungeon served as a powerhouse of the stuff, and what better place could there be to hide her magician existence?

      After half an hour of using the breathing exercise alongside her mana, Harmony was finally able to hold a charge without losing any focus. She wasn’t perfect, still had a long way to go, but breathing properly, and relaxing instead of straining, significantly improved things for her. Some of this, Milia already explained, but my less elegant, crude way of teaching, mixed with a few unnecessary corny jokes, got through to her.

      “Now, with that mana, thrust your palm forward at your target and chant ‘magic bolt,’” I said. “This is just a basic spell, likely the first offensive attack any magician will ever learn.”

      “I’ve… never heard you chant anything while casting,” Harmony said.

      “He’s a special case,” Milia said. “Remember, you said it yourself. A master magician.”

      “Oh! You’re right,” Harmony said, laughing. She softly facepalmed. “I’m being trained by a master magician. I should be grateful for this much.”

      I sighed. “No need to lay it on thick. Anyway, repeat after me.” I charged mana and aimed it at a tree in the distance. “Magic bolt.”

      I didn’t release the attack, because I knew goddamn well that I’d be taking out more than that tree. Also, I wasn’t sure how Milia would react to that. Holding back was a lot trickier than one might think.

      Harmony did exactly as I asked. That was when the prompt popped into my mental sight.

      

      [You have taught your disciple the Magic Bolt technique. Good work!]

      [New special potion listing added, Potion of Water Breathing. Warning: this is a highly valuable potion. Magicians will likely do whatever it takes to extract this recipe from you.]

      [Current potions available: Health Potion, Energy Potion, General Medicine Potion.]

      [Special potions: Night Vision, Mana Core, Water Breathing.]

      

      On her first try, she cast a baseball-sized bolt of blue magic, which shook the tree, but dissipated harmlessly off it.

      I clapped. “Hell yeah, good job! Now you’re on your way to being a real magician.”
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        * * *

      

      Harmony cheered, having finally done it! She finally felt like a real magician for once and the better she got, the more praise she’d receive from… No, this power was for protecting her loved ones. She did not have a stupid crush on her teacher. She certainly didn’t dabble with silly schoolgirl fantasies. She certainly wasn’t smitten nor secretly jealous of Milia.

      Harmony was raised to be ladylike, and a leader in the event that her father had to leave again.

      Ugh. Nate almost treated her like a kid, despite looking barely older than her.

      The blue-haired girl sighed internally. She may not get to be romantically involved with the mystery man, she totally didn’t care, but he was much wiser than he gave himself credit for.

      It made her angry whenever he demeaned himself. She sensed the same annoyance within Milia, which was why she couldn’t get angry at the dryad for accepting his courtship. She’d do the same thing in a heartbeat. No—she wouldn’t! She’d only accept the opportunity at becoming his student.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on, let’s get moving,” I said. “You can shoot more skeletons for practice.”

      “Make sure to leave her some targets, Woofy,” Milia said to the sunlight wolf.

      He barked once, wagging his tail, tongue lolling out as he panted.

      We descended, lower and lower until coming across what appeared to be a giant blueish metallic door. I tried to push it open, but it didn’t budge. Even with the full weight of my strength, it felt like solid steel. Before I could kick the damn thing, the sound of tapping to our right made me flinch first as it pulled my attention. I expected another horde of enemies or some trap shenanigans, but instead, I truly took notice of what manifested there. An aura-outlined white stone the size of a van. The tapping came from it hitting the roof as it hovered up and down. Beneath it appeared to be a flickering platform of light in the shape of an oval. I wasn’t sure if it was made of glass or pure magic, but I couldn’t take my eyes off it or the stone.

      “Uhm, Milia, do you have any idea what that is?”

      Milia shook her head. “No idea.”

      “You, Harmony?” I asked.

      Harmony also shook her head. “Is it safe to go near?”

      Now, listen, if it weren’t for the power of magic, I would be taking my crew and getting the hell out of here as a precaution. Instead, I walked over to the floating stone that kind of reminded me of a giant peeled potato.

      

      [You have found the Stone of Past and Futures. This is a message to the previous person who touched this stone two hundred years ago: You are not worthy to possess it. Normally, you would be considered for termination. Instead, you shall see despair. The future of this world.]

      

      That was when my world went white. I found myself miles into a void and then staring down at moving images. It was a weird feeling, because my eyes were shut and holding onto the stone. I could still feel myself standing on the dungeon’s ground. This could be compared to one bizarre out-of-body experience.

      I… saw the world on fire and a boy, perhaps nineteen or twenty years old, laughing wildly. Then the sound of roaring fires, like hell, plagued my ears. Then laughter followed afterward. He spoke, perhaps to something I could not see or to himself, because the psycho fuck seemed to have lost his mind.

      “Burn, burn, burn, and let this world be reborn! Renew! All in my image for the better,” he laughed. “I’m your hero. I’m only doing what’s best for you.”

      Then out of nowhere, a shadowy girl in a fancy dress covered in blood appeared at his side, also laughing. “I didn’t expect for that pill I made for you to have such an amazing effect. I’m… I’m even more in love with you than ever.”

      I shook my ahead. So the world I got reborn into was going to be burned by two stupid ass kids. Great. The details of the girl might have been invisible, but her voice indicated youth.

      “God, Jesus, someone, could you please consider firing this Wanda?” I thought. If she existed, she clearly didn’t give two fucks about this planet.

      Even if she did call me here, wouldn’t the goddess simply send me back? I’d ignored all of the system’s pleading to get me into the hero class. And I would continue to ignore it.

      

      [The future you’re witnessing will no longer happen, but it is unknown why. You may never encounter these people. But be warned, be extremely careful of—]

      

      The image vanished and I was back in reality. A new message flashed through the prompt, almost like an afterthought of the rock’s creator.

      

      [Perhaps there will never be someone worthy. But, you are just good enough for the spell to be lifted from the door. Be warned that within every hidden room awaits a special guardian, a normally optional challenge of the dimensional dungeon spaces.]

      

      Suddenly, the stone shattered into crystal shards despite appearing to be made of solid rock. The shards clattered loudly, bouncing only a few times against the ground before vanishing. A large rumbling followed.

      “Uh oh, I think it’s time to leave,” Harmony said, but she needn’t have worried. The door opened.

      “To make a long story short, the rock showed me a future that’s no longer going to happen,” I said. “Some girl drugged the hero, he went crazy, killed many, and set the kingdom ablaze. The rock didn’t tell me why this future was cancelled, said I wasn’t worthy enough, but just good enough for me to earn the grandiose privilege of it opening the door. How kind.” My voice was a mix of annoyance, sarcasm, and tiredness. “It also said something about a special optional guardian inside. Whatever that means.”

      Harmony gasped. “Aren’t optional treasure chambers a myth?”

      “They’re usually nearly impossible to find, according to the rumors,” Milia said. “Not even dryads can easily locate them. They don’t respond to the earth.”

      “Are we… going to go in?” Harmony asked. “It’s an E-ranked dungeon, but optional chambers may not follow the rules.”

      “Yep, let’s go,” I said. “If you want. I’m too curious to leave without checking out something called a treasure chamber. Maybe I’ll find inspiration for a new potion. Or even a charm for Milia.”

      Harmony pouted. Sheesh, kid, find a boyfriend already, I thought as I started toward the door. There was a slight moment of vertigo, as if we were transferring to another dungeon. In truth, I probably wasn’t too far off the mark.

      We found ourselves in a room lit by several giant glowing crystals. At the far end of the large room sat a giant figure in a chair. A skeleton with a black crown and purple cape.

      I didn’t feel a presence from it, but every fucking movie pointed to this guy waking up and kicking our asses if we weren’t prepared. Even Milia couldn’t take her eyes from the ‘sleeping’ skeleton. Wolverine growled.

      By the king skeleton’s foot awaited a chest. However, around the room were many plants and a few short trees draped with fruit I assumed had to be poison enough to kill an elephant. No, I couldn’t prove that, but they looked like giant raisins. I hated raisins, therefore the fruit were bad. Sue me. I tried to analyze the skeleton, but the system gave no response.

      “We’ll have to get within range of it,” I said. “But… this guy’s going to be strong. Harmony, wait outside.”

      “No, I’m—”

      “Do not argue with me,” I said coldly. “An optional guardian that laid dormant for who knows how long is going to be too much for you. He’s not bound by the effects of the dungeon. For your safety, I cannot risk having you in here. You will not be able to move when he exerts his aura.”

      I stared at her for a long while until she finally gave in and left without another word. Perhaps it was a mistake to bring her to the dungeon in the first place. No, despite being seconds away from putting up a childish fight, she realized that there was no certainty that she’d make it out of this room alive in my voice.

      I started toward the room’s boss. About halfway there, it did exactly as I expected. A fiery red glow lit in the eye sockets of the skeleton, and it quickly sat up as if being startled by an alarm clock.

      “True hero… no, you declined that. Very well, humble potion maker and divine master magician, beautiful guardian of the land and goddess-born, and bold young sunlight wolf, I greet you,” the skeleton giant said, his voice powerful but ancient. Did I mention that he was about fifteen feet tall or at least looked so sitting down on a metal throne? Beside him rested a rusted giant broadsword. “You are aware that I am the optional guardian of this dungeon. The Skeleton King is an old title, but in my time alive, I ruled an empire.” He stood, grabbing his sword and pointing it at us. “Should you defeat me, you will gain access to this room and its treasure. Otherwise, die.”

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Skeleton King. S-ranked demonic monster.]

      [Boss fight begin.]

      

      The Skeleton King suddenly vanished, then reappeared in front of me. He tossed the purple cape on his back into the air as he was a fucking badass and then grinned. Wolverine was the first to attack, unleashing his Sunlight Flash, only for it to do jack shit. The skeleton kicked my wolf…

      I saw red, then my body almost moved on its own as I blurred into the skeleton king’s guard. With one hand, I slapped the sword to the side, the other, I plunged into its chest. But there was no core to rip out.

      That earned me a backhand right into a pile of vines Milia caught me with. I noticed Wolverine was getting up from his own soft vine pile. The dryad summoned more, wrapping them around the skeleton’s legs, and then pulled, which forced him forward.

      However, the tall monster twisted and slashed himself to freedom with the rusty sword, then he aimed a finger at me. I saw a bright blue light before the ball of magic raced toward me. Annoyed, with just one hand, I slapped it to the side.

      The Skeleton King laughed. “There is nothing more terrifying than facing a divine master magician and a dryad at the same time. Both are children of divinity. However, I wasn’t granted the title Skeleton King for nothing. I waged war as a hobby.”

      While he was having fun chatting about a dead past, I aimed a hand at his face and fired the Supreme Magic Bolt. It blasted him backward, but not to pieces. Of course, he wouldn’t be an easy one, and perhaps having an actually challenging fight meant discovering a potion that led to avoiding any future violence.

      The Skeleton King lurched into the air and then came down toward Milia with an overhead slash. The dryad easily dodged. Sword light jolted from his rusty weapon toward her. Milia summoned her green mana katana and deflected the energy.

      I took the chance to gather a chunk of mana, aimed my hand at the heavy ceiling above the skeleton king and fired. If my life were as easy as a cartoon, that would’ve worked. Instead, it hit an invisible barrier, dissipating harmlessly.

      The Skeleton King laughed. “Ah, the old adventurer easy win technique, right out of every book written. Now why would you think I wouldn’t have prepared for that?”

      Before I realized it, the skeleton basically teleported in front of me. My eyes widened and the Spartan kick connected and threw me across the room. I hit the solid stone wall. By the feeling of intense pain in my ribs, if they weren’t broken, they were certainly cracked. I grabbed a health potion from my pocket, downed it in one gulp and smiled as the pain vanished instantly.

      I didn’t want to down another potion right after consuming one but fuck it. I’d work out the costs and logistics later. The energy potion had a tangy, sour flavor, kind of reminding me of a certain green energy drink from the old world. However, it did the trick. I felt fucking amazing—like I could run up the goddamn walls. Yeah, I was going to make a mental note to make damn sure kids didn’t get access to this.

      I jumped to my feet and within a second, I was in front of the skeleton king. His attack on Milia failed as I punted him into the wall behind him.

      “Yeah, it sucks getting knocked into a wall, doesn’t it? I’m sure even you can feel something. It may not be pain, but it will be a dig at your pride.”

      I stepped toward him which, once again, was like an unconscious long leap. The skeleton, with his rusty broadsword in hand, swung, releasing more sword light. I easily dodged, balled my fist, and swung with all of my might at his head.

      The skeleton didn’t make it easy. His eyes glowed brightly, and my knuckles found themselves connected to an air current. It blew me backward like a ragdoll. I landed on a hand, twisted and leapt back into the fray.

      Despite my build, I moved like a viper. Flexibility, speed, and even a little foresight—I dominated the skeleton king at these things. Back on his feet again, he swung, but Milia’s vines caught his legs. Wolverine fired a Sunlight Flash at his back, sending the skeleton forward. Hand coated in mana, I balled my fist, and smashed it into the skull.

      It shattered.

      The skeleton exploded into a pile of dust and at last, the battle was over. I smiled at Milia and Wolverine.

      “We really do make one hell of a team,” I said.

      Milia walked over and kissed me. “Absolutely. Not many prefer the way of unarmed combat.”

      I chuckled. “They shouldn’t if they’re fighters. As a potion maker, well… I wonder what Skeleton-King-grade bone dust is good for.”

      Milia laughed.

      “Is… it safe to come back in?” I heard Harmony call.

      “You were watching the battle,” I said with a chuckle. She smiled sheepishly. “Come on in. It’s time we loot a king.”

      

      End of Phase 2.
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        Interlude 2

      

      

      

      Ramon Thunderblade, the world’s hero, the love and also a little hate of the people, the treasure nobles fought over and the ‘pet’ the Lord Ruler believed he owned, found himself staring down at the city from atop the castle tower. He’d left a note for the maid in his bed, for he planned to leave in the dead of this night.

      Ramon gazed at the beautiful full moon and then at the second red moon floating adjacent to it. This moon appeared on any night it felt like it, a celestial object potentially made up of mana, and served as a beacon of numerous tales and plays. Crimson Blood Moon.

      However, Ramon wasn’t awake to observe a moon that meant nothing to him, aside from its legends tied to the world’s greatest threat, Ares the Peace Spawner. But the dream Ramon had… it had nothing to do with the Peace Spawner. In a kingdom of fire, perhaps the world, mad laughter poured from his own throat. He had no control of his will, for the magical binding worked from the inside out. As if he’d ingested something… Perhaps a spelled drink. Plenty of people tried that on him in the past, before they realized he could detect magic long before it entered his invisible protective shield. There was a reason why assassins failed. One couldn’t kill the hero without magic, after all.

      But the dream. Ramon seemed to endlessly laugh as the people and the kingdom burned, unaware of the familiar presence next to him, until the voice of a strange man casually said to him, “Wake the hell up and be careful of what you drink, idiot.”

      Could it have been… a messenger of Wanda? Ramon wasn’t going to pretend like he attended every sermon held by the church. He had direct access to its Pope, someone he naturally didn’t trust, but that was it.

      With his bag in hand, storage ring full of his items, the young man came to a decision. He released the silent signal to his party, then headed for the meeting place, leaping rooftop to rooftop.

      His loyal party, three women and two men, had the lightning horses ready. They looked eager to get away from the capital city. Sure, the Lord Ruler had summoned the party, urging them to stay for at least a year in order to get to know the people, but not a single person in Ramon’s party believed that nonsense. Hell, that ridiculous timeframe was likely a compromise with the princess. Ramon left a letter for the so-called king stating that he could sense the movements of Ares the Peace Spawner and hurried after him. He asked the Lord Ruler to keep his departure a secret, though he doubted the bastard would stay quiet. No one commanded him, after all.

      Too bad Ramon planned to be long gone and he wouldn’t return, even if some dunderhead found a way to resurrect the Midnight Dragon.

      Perhaps that was a cruel thought, but Ramon’s weariness of the nobility, their constant scrabbles, and the backstabbing political atmosphere finally broke him. It produced the dream, after all. Perhaps he allowed himself to undergo the spellbinding. Perhaps he allowed himself to do the unthinkable and attack the people that fawned over their hero.

      “Where shall we go?” asked a woman with a soothing, borderline seductive voice. Of course, during the formation of the party, Ramon created an important rule designed to help minimize betrayal. No fraternization. They were brothers and sisters at war against the kingdom’s enemies. They could only marry outside the party. In fact, both of the men did. They had no trouble whatsoever finding beautiful wives. Neither of the women did. One he knew was somewhat of a holy nun of Wanda, their healer. She would not give up her purity until Ares the Peace Spawner was finally defeated. Which would probably be never.

      Ramon never admitted it aloud, none of the party did, but Ares could probably wipe the floor with them. They had two options. Climb to the highest of the magician realms and become master magicians, or utilize the Seal of Wanda.

      They were going with the seal of course, which required them all to work together, synchronize their spirits. But then they’d have to guard the seal and make sure none of Ares’s allies or worshippers freed him. Talk about a heavy, heavy, burden. A new kingdom would have to be erected around the spot they sealed him.

      The woman with the seductive voice wasn’t the healer, of course, but their heavenly bow user. One of the most powerful members of their party.

      He once had feelings for her a long time ago but tossed them to the side to respect his own fraternization rule. Without the party fighting over who bedded who, they never failed to accomplish their missions.

      “For now, we set off to the east,” Ramon told her. “Maybe we’ll find answers there. At the very least, we’ll be as far away from the Lord Ruler and his dangerous daughter as possible.”

      After all, the Lord Ruler’s daughter was in love with both Ramon Thunderblade and Ares the Peace Spawner. She had an awful attraction to strong, uncontrollable men. Perhaps it was a result of being extremely powerful herself.
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      We ended up robbing the king of just about everything, including some samples of his bone dust stuffed into bottles. The dust pulsed with ancient mana, and I couldn’t wait to experiment with it. His crown was made of gold and jewels. His cape, capable of being made into other things, carried formidable defensive properties. We even took a few of the giant raisin-like fruit, after Milia verified that they were safe. And safe they were, beyond it, as they contained earth and air mana. The rusty broadsword was practically garbage, containing no magical properties. No one wanted to carry it.

      “Now all that’s left is the chest,” I said.

      “An S-ranked chest may contain the very thing you seek or a bunch of valuable goods, though potentially less exciting,” Milia explained.

      I slowly pulled the lid up. In it was a golden book shining with aura, a dagger with a bone hilt, an impressive dark blue mana blade, a sealed scroll, some kind of silver pocket watch, a pale gray baton thing, and a rose gold leaf-shaped locket attached to a golden necklace.

      “May I fasten the necklace on you, Milia?” I asked.

      Blushing, she nodded, and I did, though I will admit it was a little stimulating even for a grown man. Come on, don’t pretend like you’re unfamiliar with the feeling of being in a brand-new serious relationship. The irritated look Harmony tried to cover up didn’t make things better, though I couldn’t be angry with the teenager. I’d be pissed too if my teammates made me feel like the third wheel on a date.

      The locket itself contained nothing inside, but the mana it exerted complemented the dryad quite well. The chest clearly spawned it for her. By the feeling of Milia’s presence, she advanced in power, though it still felt rude to analyze my fiancée at this point.

      “So this dagger—”

      Wolverine barked three times. Surprised at his reaction, I passed the wolf the dagger. He actually did a few test swings, then zipped around the place, excited. I watched him for a bit before turning back to the chest.

      “So, what exactly is this?” I asked as I picked up the baton.

      “It’s a wand,” Milia answered.

      “Oh, that’s right, I forgot wands, staves, sticks, and all are tools to help channel mana,” I said.

      “And strengthen cast spells,” Milia said.

      “In that case, Harmony, here you go,” I said cheerfully.

      The blue-haired girl flinched, blushing. “Are… Are you sure? This is an ancient wand from the Skeleton King’s era. I didn’t participate in the fight. I couldn’t possibly—”

      I wagged my finger. “You’re my disciple, student, employee, right? You’ve done a good job at the shop so far, so I’m giving you an early bonus. Just practice safely, alright?”

      Tears suddenly streamed from the girl’s eyes.

      I sighed.

      She quickly wiped them. “Sorry. Just knowing that one day I’d be able to protect our town or even myself without the fear of a magician taking away everything I knew and loved…” Her voice trailed off.

      “This is only the beginning,” I told her. “The wand’s a tool, but remember to advance in realms, practice and, if possible, pick up some new techniques.”

      I had to sound as if I knew what the hell I was talking about for her sake. No, I wasn’t totally the worst at communicating with emotional individuals. However, I couldn’t even begin to comprehend what it was like to deal with tormentors on a yearly basis and be powerless to stop them.

      I turned back to the chest, pulling out the remaining three items. The golden book, a scroll, and the silver pocket watch.

      

      [The Book of Legendary Spell Upgrade. Item rank: S. A special one-use book capable of upgrading a spell. If you have the required mana, it will activate upon touching.]

      

      “No, wait,” I said, but it was too late. Annoyed, I watched the book burst into golden sparkles, which absorbed into my skin. My muscles tensed just a bit as the foreign mana danced through my body. In fact, I could see my veins glowing.

      

      [The mana has entered your meridians. You are becoming even more powerful! Congratulations on your new spell.]

      [Your Supreme Magic Bolt has upgraded to Dragon Magic Burst.]

      

      I unwrapped the scroll, although feeling a little wary that this one would burst into sparkles too, granting me more unwanted hero powers. To my surprise, it contained a recipe for a potion. Like the damn RNG actually treated me like a potion maker for once. Maybe I should’ve given Harmony the book, but I didn’t know it’d jizz into sparkles in my hand. I was hoping for maybe a diary of the Skeleton King’s former life. So I could sell it for thousands of gold. What? You thought I’d read it? Perhaps I’d take a peek to make sure it wasn’t a fake, but nothing more than that.

      “Wait, there are two recipes here. Potion of masking and potion of eagle sight. Masking hides your presence. Eagle sight enables you to see very far. I can add these to my arsenal, perhap—”

      “Sneak a peak of Milia while she’s in the bath,” Harmony said, pointing at me accusatorily, blush deep red. The dryad burst into laughter, her amusement that of a woman making fun of her daughter, or big sister over her little sister, despite having no experience herself.

      “I was thinking of using it during a visit to the city,” I said. “To hide myself from any magicians, but your idea’s way better.”

      While Milia knew I was obviously joking, her laughter brightening the room, Harmony only grew redder.

      “Men really are the biggest perverts in the land,” Harmony said.

      “Says the girl who’s thinking it,” I quipped, though she probably wasn’t wrong. “Let’s get moving. I don’t want to be in here through the night.”

      Wolverine barked in agreement. Don’t ask me how I knew, I just felt it. The baby spirit beast held a level of intelligence that outpaced any animal from the old world.

      “Should we finish the dungeon?” Harmony asked.

      I turned around and gave her an exasperated look. “We just beat the Skeleton King. I’m tired and earned myself a bacon sandwich.”

      “Bacon? Also, magicians tire?” Harmony asked.

      “What’s bacon?” Milia asked, curious.

      I couldn’t be more glad that I watched a ton of YouTube videos on making bacon, did it plenty of times, and was more than confident on reproducing the same thing in this world.

      “Bacon is what we call cured pork in my homeland,” I explained, which gained a flat stare from my vegetarian fiancée.

      “Oh,” Harmony said. “You probably won’t be surprised by my next words.”

      “I know, it’s expensive,” I said. “Maybe I should consider raising some cattle and pigs.” I shook my head. “Let’s get going. The ingredients of the potions on this scroll will take a bit time to locate. Well, I have a few of them, actually.”

      In truth, I wasn’t sure if monsters respawned in real life and didn’t want to stick around to find out. When we climbed up the stairs, there wasn’t a single wolf skeleton to be in sight. Also, I didn’t feel any of their presences, or had any sense of unease. Not that that was saying much for an E-rank baby, but this same noob dungeon had a secret boss that would’ve killed anyone else. Assuming they were worthy enough to be allowed inside the steel doors.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to finish up here?” Milia asked.

      “Nah, leave the action-adventure shit to—”

      “Adventurers,” Harmony interjected.

      Of course they’d have adventurers. It couldn’t just be the hero and his party. No, that would be asking for too much.

      “Are they magicians too?” I asked, though mostly sarcastic.

      “Not all of them,” Harmony answered without missing a beat. “I should lend you my book of the greatest adventurer around. She who got into the royal guard by pretending to be a man. With a few magical tools to keep her identity safe, she served her entire term unnoticed and no one have learned it until a decade after she retired from adventuring. When she revealed the truth to old friends.”

      I nodded, impressed, and continued walking, leading the others to the exit. “She sounds like a real badass.”

      Wolverine still carried the dagger in his mouth, and I was about to say something when Milia made an interesting proposition.

      “I wonder if he’ll learn the spirit storage spell,” she said. “Carrying that dagger is going to be annoying when something else catches his attention.”

      First, let me take the time to remind you, well, mostly myself, that a dagger-wielding wolf is so goddamn badass. If I could teach him how to do the same for a sword when he got bigger, my life would be complete. I’d be able to die a happy man knowing I witnessed such a thing up close.

      “I didn’t know such an ability existed,” I told Milia. “How exactly does it work?”

      “Exactly as its name,” Milia replied. “You absorb any item into your spirit and will it out whenever you need it. At least, that’s the gist. I’ve only ever heard of the skill. Rumors of it actually came from powerful spirit beasts.”

      I nodded. Maybe if I decided to tackle the S-ranked death dungeon, the book for the ability would spawn in a treasure chest. Decisions for later.

      When we stepped out of the dungeon, Beakwing let out a purr in excitement.

      “Hi Wingy,” Milia said as she caressed the griffin’s head. I quickly undid his reins from the tree, gave him some scratches beneath his chin and moments later, we were boarded and flying. The sun was beginning to set. First, we dropped Harmony off, though not before inviting the cheeky teenager to dinner.

      She declined. “My maid is probably worried sick about me,” she said. “I’m sure she stopped by the shop at some point to see if I was around.”

      We launched back into the air, flying to our house roughly ten minutes from town by foot.

      I set my things in a room I’d now call the lab. There was a lot of work to be done, and hopefully I’d have new products very soon. Maybe I’d start with something simple, like the lightning.

      Milia took a bath first, then after refilling the tub with fresh water and heating it with mana, I bathed and relaxed. After drying off and changing into night clothes, shorts and shirt, I cooked dinner. As always, I made two versions of every dish. Not just because I was trying to impress Milia, but I genuinely enjoyed doing so. Something about cooking the exact same thing alternatively presented an incredibly fun challenge. I ate both versions too. Yes, they were that delicious, not to toot my own horn.

      It didn’t take long for Milia and me to end up making out a bit after the dishes were clean. We sat and chatted and as adults came very close to tossing away tradition. Eventually we ended up on the topic of my next set of plans. This subject change was needed for obvious reasons. I personally didn’t care for the tradition, but Milia did, somewhat, so I respected that. Also, I shouldn’t be in such a rush to have a kid, anyway. Oh, did I mention this world hadn’t invented protection yet, if you know what I mean. I wasn’t confident at the timed game of yoink, turn, and aim elsewhere.

      “The plan’s still the same,” I told Milia. “Get this town out of crippling inflation, earn plenty of coin, and well, help as many of the townspeople as we can. Perhaps when we’re traveling, you could show me the world.”

      Milia smiled. “There is so much to show, including my favorite, the Plain of Infinite Roses.”

      “Plain of Infinite Roses?” I asked. “What’s that like?”

      “It’s very far from here, closer to my birth home,” she said. “It’s a beautiful place of roses of all colors, including gold and silver, and with an amazing waterfall that pours into a lake so pure, you’d wonder if it’s part of the sky as you gaze at your reflection.”

      Seeing the dryad so excited made me vow to see this place for myself with her at my side.
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        * * *

      

      Less than a day’s travel from the grassland and the town of Kyushu, horses pulled a wagon. In it was a pouting redheaded girl of eighteen. Sitting with her were two paid magicians. Two. Mistress Mandi Karen Wingston snuck out of the manor, the fires of vengeances gleaming in her eyes. Her supercool brother gave her permission, promising to cover for the young woman while she was away.

      Her hired help were actually talented cousins, Winn and Lou. She was sure their wives didn’t mind them earning a ton of extra gold just to beat up a few peasants who failed to recognize their pathetic places in the world.
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      Nate awoke, greeted by the system’s prompt revealing stats that he still honestly didn’t care about. He didn’t have an obsession for potions, just a goal and the will to defy an entity that attempted to force this world’s garbage onto him. Well, that system could fuck all the way off.

      

      Nate

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

      Magician rank: 4th realm of the Highcore.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and Divine-grade potions.

      Power: Ruthless Strong.

      Defense: Ruthless Strong.

      

      [Warning. You are beginning to reach a wall. Attempting correction… Outstanding work, you have found a spiritual treasure, Skeleton King’s crown. The crown will be auto-selected to keep your advancement moving. Carry on! Soon, your power and defense may soar even higher!]

      

      No, wait, I screamed in my thoughts, but it was too late. The goddamn system pulled the crown all the way from the lab as if by magnetism and absorbed it into me like I was a giant fucking slime.

      “Goddammit,” I said. For once, I awoke without Wolverine having to do it for me. Pfft, I’d rather have him than the system. He didn’t piss me off. So much for selling that crown. And so I grumbled all the way, first to the outhouse, then back to the washroom. “Seriously, of all the things, it had to be a spiritual treasure. That could’ve netted us some serious gold. I’d even consider upgrading the house. Perhaps even the town, not that I’d want to be in the mayor’s place. Fuck!”

      I angrily brushed my teeth for a few minutes, then pulled the stopper so that our sink would release cold water, rinsed and spit.

      Now, I know what you’re thinking. And yes, there are filters in our piping. Meshes, some alchemic orbs with traces of mana, and other things sold to me by Tom and the others. It wasn’t perfect, as expected of the time period, but it got the job done. The meshes kept basically everything out. The water was already fairytale levels of clean, likely thanks to the lack of modern pollution, but we still accepted the purifying orbs anyway.

      I wasn’t one hundred percent sure, but they kind of copied the Roman piping system in a way. That or maybe I should stop paralleling another world to the ancient one on my old world. Imagine if history got altered by the dickish magicians of this world.

      After I finished brushing up, I entered the main room to see Milia already awake and preparing breakfast. Fresh garden fruits, vegetables, and porridge. She smiled upon noticing me.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “Good morning indeed,” Milia replied.

      “I think today, I’ll finally get started on the refrigeration system,” I said, well into the meal. The water that preserved our things was icy cold, too damn cold, and worked well, but a temporary solution would always just be that. A temporary solution. It kept the meat cold and preserved, like a cooler, and we stored everything in jars and sealable bags, but this still paled in comparison to a decent fridge. The problem was getting my hands on the required magic to make this happen. “Or maybe not. Finding something to infinitely produce cold is easier said than done.”

      “Perhaps we could ask Harmony about ice magic?” Milia suggested.

      “It couldn’t hurt,” I told her. “Should we search the library?”

      “Let’s try,” Milia replied.

      I turned to Wolverine. “You’ll be in charge of guarding the house while we’re away, alright, buddy?”

      Wolverine barked in reply and continued panting excitedly, tail wagging. He had already finished his breakfast and downed his water. While it consisted of mostly meat, Milia included a few wolf-friendly fruits. They especially loved apples.

      Before we left, I showed Milia again how to handle the laundry. She used her own washing agent and offered it to me as well to replace the harsh powder I bought from town. I gladly took it. Now hear me out, I know you’re probably getting annoyed with the mushy gushy of my tale, but we most definitely started kissing each other’s faces as the magic ‘washing machine’ did its job. Whether it was my new body, reexperiencing the liveliness of appearing to be in my twenties or the dryad’s natural seductiveness, we couldn’t get enough of each other. No, I wasn’t ready to say the L word yet, I think. Maybe I was damn close to it.

      Anyway, we headed out, allowing the machine to do its job. I’d pull the stopper when we returned and then give it a spin cycle. Let’s be honest here, the reliance on magic was how we kept somewhat of a makeshift modern system. If you could call it that. Really, anyone could probably do better, especially with the proper materials.

      The people out in town were either in line for the public bathhouse or some of the few restaurants open this early. Others were setting up merchant stands, sweeping shop areas, seeing kids off to the schoolhouse, apprenticeships, or to clean up around their businesses. Believe it or not, reading was a luxury, which likely explained the ridiculous expenses of the library. Unfortunately, in this era, it was quite common to see children working or performing chores for their family’s shop or just in general. Excluding noble kids, of course. They were few in this area, leaving as others did. There had to be something this town could do to balance the supply and demand of things. Hell, even my potions sold out just about every day, though to be fair, I keep the supply somewhat low on purpose. As a result, people were expecting my prices to rise at any time.

      However, growing and fetching your own ingredients provided an advantage like no other. Without having to pay any third-party fees or contracts, I kept all of the profits. I’d reinvest it into the shop. I paid my employees well and though Milia tried to refuse, as she claimed to have no use for it, I insisted. It took a bit of time, but she and Harmony sometimes took a few shopping trips out in town.

      Dryads were just too humble of creatures, mischievousness aside. I still couldn’t help but be nervous when it came to meeting her family. An overbearing and seductive dryad straight out of the myths would likely play me like a fool, make me the butt of every joke. It’d be my wits against theirs, but only knowing modern things would put me at a significant disadvantage. Then again, her family could be a lot of the most kind and caring beings around.

      When we reached the library, I paid the guard, and received the immediate suspicious glare from Shera, the librarian. Her assistant, a young girl, bowed once as she handed the woman a cup of tea, before leaving to perform her duties.

      I received the glare, but she smiled cheerfully at Milia, which annoyed me, though I did my best to keep it off my face. Like lady, I get that you hate men, but calm the hell down. We’re not out to get you.

      We searched for about fifteen, perhaps twenty minutes for any book that could point us in the right direction and while I considered asking for help, I didn’t want the library to be even more suspicious of me. How would it look searching for anything regarding magic as someone who only lived in the town for roughly a couple of months? Honestly, it was pure luck that rumors didn’t get started here or there about me. In a small town like this, they could be the death blow to someone’s reputation or propel them into fame.

      Anyway, after the unfruitful search, we headed back toward the shop to open up for the day.

      “You know, before we go home, let’s see about getting ourselves a cat,” I told Milia. Her eyes lit with stars.
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        * * *

      

      Wolverine beamed at Beakwing’s enthusiasm after explaining their recent battle with the Skeleton King. He may have exaggerated a few things for effect, but if a wolf couldn’t make a tale exciting then what was he good for?

      “Did he really shatter the skull with his bare hands? No weapon, no war hammer?” Beakwing asked.

      “With just his fists,” Wolverine said. “The Skeleton King was a formidable foe, one who could cast sword light from a rusty blade.” The sunlight wolf felt bouncy himself, but his expression of happiness faded upon sensing the turn of the winds of fate. That scent…

      “Are you okay, Master’s Buddy, Wolverine, Mistress’s Lovey Cuddle Muffin, Woofy?” Beakwing asked.

      “We have a new one coming, a disciple to learn under our master, and she may be a handful,” Wolverine said. He looked at Beakwing. “The real test is now. Oh, and I think I hear a rolly rolly approaching.”

      “Rolly rolly?”
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        * * *

      

      Milia and I found a little pet shelter run by Tom’s daughter and, a gold piece later, we had ourselves a kitten they found just the prior day. White and black fur with adorable big blue eyes. We didn’t pick her out, however. She chose us, immediately identifying herself as some kind of spirit beast. She practically leapt into my arms when I pointed her out. The cuteness was on a level of melting hearts. Yeah, like any cat, she’d eventually turn into a self-serving predator, but that’d generate some hilarious times too. Yes, cats make me laugh.

      When I named her Cheetara, to Milia’s annoyance, the kitten snuggled into me. She passed the love to the dryad too. However, just by these actions, I just knew some competition was going to explode between the kitten and the wolf cub. I could see the lightning already and for some reason, the cat laughing evilly. Okay, maybe not that far. She was so adorable!

      “I’m going to call her…”

      “Don’t say—” I interrupted Milia, exaggerating my expression of anticipation.

      “Cutie,” Milia said.

      “Heh, for a second there, I’d thought it’d be Kitty,” I said.

      “I was thinking Nya-wy, but it doesn’t quite slip off the tongue,” Milia quipped.

      The moment we stepped into the shop, the sound of a wagon pulled everyone’s attention. If that was it, I wouldn’t have cared and started making this morning’s batch of potions. However, the two magician presences I felt made me feel tired, annoyed. I was in the middle of buttfuck nowhere. You’re not supposed to come this way!

      I watched it head into the town and a part of me wanted to act as if their matters had nothing to do with me. However, there were two problems with that. One, I wasn’t done with this town, there was just too many things to work on. What if I could convince the mayor to invest in a few projects that would increase growth? Not turn it into a city, I still want my peaceful life, but a powerhouse of a town. Somewhere fun. Second, a part of me hoped they were like me. That they just wanted someplace to settle, start a family, you know, lighthearted things. In fact, I think it was time for a game of fetch with my best buddy. Milia currently had Cheetara in her arms, petting the adorable bundle of fluff and joy.

      Before I stepped outside to watch the wagon, I brought up a concern.

      “We’d better put up some safety systems to keep the kitten away from the cauldrons,” I told Milia.

      “Leave that to me,” Milia said. “When they’re out and hot, I’ll have the earth automatically produce a vine wall whenever she gets too close. That’s if she somehow makes it past any barriers we set up.”

      I doubted she would, but the old saying curiosity killed the cat existed for a reason.

      Outside, the summer sky slowly filled with clouds, promising an afternoon rain shower, which we kind of needed. It rained a few times, but the heat somewhat reminded me of a walk through Florida. Yes, awful, I know. Summer heat, then rain, then the return of the sun was a recipe for a hell of a steaming.

      “Beakwing, Wolverine, let’s take a stroll to the town,” I said. “We’ve got two new potions to make, and I think I know where I can find the ingredients.”

      I considered making a smoke bomb, but really, what the hell would I need it for? Now, a potion that created sweet-smelling, distracting smoke, I could rock with that.
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      Mandi stretched before exiting the wagon. All eyes were on her, as they should be. Peasants were a curious batch, but she’d allow them to soak up her gorgeous body. She blocked the thought of her big sister calling her a flat board. Mandi was not flat!

      “Winn, Lou, can you sense them?”

      “No,” Winn said as he stepped out of the vehicle, his voice calm and collected as usual.

      Lou smirked. “You know what that means,” he said in a cheerful voice that made the people around began to back away. “Personal interrogations.”

      “Hey!” a town guard said, spear in hand. “I’ve received a report of trouble brewing.”

      Mandi waved of the guard’s comment. “What trouble, sir guard? We are just standing here. Determining where we should go in this dump of a town. My, my, we haven’t said a single word to these curious peasant onlookers.”

      The guard looked as if he wanted to say something, but without an actual crime to address, he’d anger his chief for arresting mere visitors. Mandi knew that, of course. These weren’t like the city guard. They were a bunch of peace-loving, pathetic softies.

      “Now if you don’t mind, we will be going,” Mandi said. “Servants, make sure you park the wagon in a docking spot. Tip the peasant so that he’d cry my name in thanks for his meal tonight.”

      Mandi’s butler bowed and did as she ordered. “Find us an inn too, if it’s possible in this dump. I want a bed and a bath tonight.”

      When the guard finally left, face reddened out of shame and embarrassment, Lou turned to Mandi.

      “So, shall we start asking questions? Discreetly, of course,” Lou said.

      “Discreetly? How cowardly,” Mandi said. “Ask aloud. Perhaps if one of these low life bottom lickers tells us right away, I’ll include a bonus in your pay.”

      “Listen up!” Winn yelled, stealing Lou’s thunder.

      “You’re supposed to be the stoic one, ass-humper,” Lou hissed.

      The people couldn’t look away, not with the magic that jolted through Winn’s voice. They were mortals, just like Mandi herself, but unlike them, the noble girl wore a few trinkets made for her by her big brother. Then to add to that protection were her two cousins. Nothing could stop her.

      “We’re looking for a man, his white wolf cub, and his green-haired lady friend,” Winn said, reciting the description given to him by Mandi.

      The townspeople actually sneered at the group, the audacity! They should be kissing the ground Mandi walked on.

      “I think an example needs to be made,” she told the magician brothers. “I don’t like the way that man’s looking at me. A cross between hatred and undressing me with his eyes. Zap him.”

      Both of the magicians had spell books strapped to their belts, held by hooking mechanisms that detached automatically when they pulled. Of course, they wouldn’t be needing such powerful tools in this case, not while making examples of mere peasants. They also had staves strapped to their backs. Another high quality and incredible tool.

      Lou raised a hand at the leering man, which widened his eyes. “I won’t kill him. I need the chance to savor the look of despair.”

      “You should kill him, just so the people understand why they should bow to us,” Mandi said. “Well, maybe not. I’m not supposed to witness death or I’ll lose my purity.”

      “You’re still gullible, listening to your sister,” Winn said. “Honestly, for a mortal, she’s almost as frightening as the Lord Ruler’s daughter.”

      Mandi shuddered. “The Lord Ruler’s daughter… ugh… She’s sweet, kind, weak. But too kind. The kind that would give her life for the people. Yet… Ugh, now’s not the time. Zap him!”

      “Minor shock bal—” Luo’s voice cut off when a hand touched his shoulder.

      He did not feel him…

      Mandi did not feel him. That man, white hair like snow and eyes the color of the crimson blood moon, and good Wanda, was he handsome!

      Mandi’s face went beat red, but she stomped it down. Behind him was the mayor’s daughter. Something felt different about her. Mandi didn’t know what… She wasn’t like this the last time. Where was the terrified girl?

      Mandi even empathized with her being just as powerless against the magicians, aside from her brother’s charms.

      “Can we not act with violence?” her white-haired target asked. The cut wolf club yawned.

      “The… cub doesn’t see us worthy enough to so much as growl at,” Winn said. “Perhaps we should remove the cloak from our power—”

      “As I’ve said,” the white-haired man interrupted. “No violence. Relax, enjoy the town, get some tea. They have nice tea here.”

      “Your target is giving me chills,” Lou said quietly to Mandi. “He appears to be mortal, but that’s only because I’m unable to scan him.”

      Winn’s eyes widened. “Just what have you gotten us into, Mandi?”

      Mandi flinched. “Do—don’t blame me! Besides, he’s…”

      “Stop drooling!”

      “I’m not drooling,” Mandi snapped. “He said no violence!”

      Harmony continued to glare at them. Mandi hated that look. How dare she look down on her!

      “Enough, stop being afraid of some mortals,” Mandi said.

      “What about no violence?” Lou asked.

      “Uncloak and…” She paused. “Hey, don’t walk away from me!”

      She marched over to the white-haired man, only to get sand kicked into her face by… the wind slap of a griffin!

      “He… has a griffin,” Mandi said.

      “So, what are your orders?” Winn asked. “Should we pack and leave?”

      “No, follow him around the corner,” Mandi said, placing her hands on her hips, brow furrowing in thought. “Oh, and don’t attack the mayor’s daughter.”

      “You don’t sound really certain anymore,” Winn said.

      “That’s because… Gah, just follow him,” Mandi barked. “Is he courting the mayor’s daughter? Then I could punish her by forcing him to marry me!”

      “You’re bleeding out of your nose,” Winn deadpanned.

      Mandi grabbed the edge of Winn’s brand-new magician’s robe, but let it drop, grinning at him. Jokes like that only worked with familiarity.

      She wiped her nose on a handkerchief then glared at the townspeople. They walked away as if the danger was gone. They… they had no idea about the strange vibe the handsome man produced.

      If they weren’t in the middle of nowhere, in this dump, Mandi would’ve considered the idea of them being magicians. Perhaps wandering magicians. But no magician with half a brain would stay here.

      “Learn what you can about him,” Mandi finally said after a long pause. “Also, find the green-haired woman.”

      “Should we tie her up, sell her off to—I’m only kidding,” Lou said.

      Mandi may be nobility, but she still hated vulgar activity, brothels, and the noble men or bandit kings that ran them.
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      Honestly, they were more of an entertainment troupe than a serious threat. Even Wolverine found no interest in being around them. Was I complaining? Hell no. But you must be wondering, at the edge of your anticlimactic seat, about the rankings of the magicians. The realms that make them confident in bullying the townsfolk. Oh, don’t worry, I asked Wolverine to keep a nose on them. Get it…? Never mind.

      Anyway, I didn’t bother checking. Harmony could probably beat them in a one-on-one situation. My teenage employee… apprentice, I guess, stayed up all night practicing and meditating. Now some of you, I know you are, may be wondering why the hell this guy has a girl as an apprentice. Isn’t that weird? Okay, no one’s probably wondering that, horn dogs. Honestly it doesn’t bother me. It was like having a little sister.

      As I rounded the corner with Harmony, I found the shop I was looking for. A place that sold dried herbs, incense, pipes for smokers, and other interesting knickknacks. Sadly, the owner had plans to close shop and leave town. His customers were mostly nobles and with so few left, he wouldn’t be able to survive. I considered establishing a contract with him but doing that without first stabilizing Kyushu felt too risky. Maybe if I had more product to sell to the public.

      I stopped, which made Harmony and Wolverine do the same. They called hiding their abilities cloaking. But really what they were doing was a piss poor version of whatever the system did to hide my aura from the world. Great for mortals, bad for other magicians. Seriously, why couldn’t they take my veiled warning to heart? Well, the answer to that was simple. Nobles were assholes. Not all of them I’m sure, but let’s be honest. Every fucking fantasy novel we read in the old world spoke of the same thing. Excessive money, boredom, egos, and the desire for power—among other things—did that to people.

      Now I wasn’t about to pretend I was some saint or do-gooder. You already know what I’m about. And if the magicians wanted to get in the way of me helping the town and its people, well, I couldn’t have that.

      “Good day, gentlemen,” I said, turning around. Wolverine stared flatly at the pristine robe-wearing magicians. If only I could record the boredom he projected with them. On the left was a tall muscular man with short black hair, likely around or slightly younger than my physical age. The right turned out to be a lanky boy who looked just barely eighteen, perhaps even sixteen, I wasn’t sure. The analysis identified them as Winn and Lou. I wondered if I could use that against them, maybe sound a tad mysterious. Unless they were the kind of nobles that expected the world to know their names.

      I almost addressed them as misters, but remembered this world utilized Sir and Lady.

      “Sir Winn, Sir Lou,” I said, which gained myself a surprised look. “I’m sure you didn’t travel all the way to this humble town to cause trouble?”

      They were likely from the city just four days away. Did the redheaded brat hold some kind of grudge this long? Like the pettiest? She seemed far more flustered this time around, like a kid with their hand caught in a cookie jar.

      “Who are you?” Winn asked.

      “You don’t get to ask the questions,” Harmony said. “I’ll make sure my father hears of this should you cause trouble in our town. Say what you want about his position, he still served in the Lord Ruler’s army and honorably. If he decided to notify the Lord Ruler of House Wingston’s bullying of—”

      “We’re not speaking to you, mortal,” Lou interrupted, aiming a glowing hand at her. He expected Harmony to flinch, freeze, cry, or beg for mercy, I was sure, but my adorable apprentice didn’t budge. In fact, she seemed unamused. Both of the magician men caught onto that.

      “What? Expecting me to grovel, kowtow at the presence of two boys who have nothing better to do with their time?” Harmony said, her voice filled with smugness.

      “So gentlemen, you were clearly paid by the girl to blindly do a job you didn’t expect to backfire,” I said. “But, really, let me ask you something. Are all magicians like this? Dicks? Assholes? I’m really beginning to lose hope of finding just one decent human among you. If you can still be called that.”

      To my surprise, Lou allowed the magic in his hand to cease and let it fall.

      “I will not ask questions,” Lou said. It was obvious the arrogance replaced itself with uncertainty, doubt, and perhaps a little fear. “Let’s go, Winn.”

      “You noticed too?” Winn asked. “A man that doesn’t fear magicians has probably killed more people than we can imagine. You’re either her bodyguard or an ex-soldier just like her father. Or you used to be an assassin.”

      I tried so hard not to facepalm, but his words, they gave me an out. There was a chance that they had at least a suspicion. After all, the other guy from last time figured it out damn near immediately, although my little blackmail pertaining to his reputation would keep him quiet. He had something important that he didn’t want to lose, whether a position within this so-called Lord Ruler’s house of asshats or maybe at one of their academies.

      “I’m just another man of this town,” I said. “Just a potion maker.”

      “I see,” Winn said, but I could tell he didn’t truly accept this explanation, which I honestly couldn’t blame him. Anyone who expected greater would read between the lines and either guess the truth or fill it in with their fantasies. “We will be around for just a night, Sir Potion Maker.” His voice held not even a bit of sarcasm or mockery, as if stoicism was his only trait. “We’re not a group of barbaric bandits.”

      They started to turn, but I had more words for them. After all, I wasn’t fucking stupid. I knew the game.

      “Oh, and do ignore her orders to go find my fiancée,” I said. “You know, the beautiful woman with the green hair. If you felt danger from me, you’d definitely feel it from her. And I don’t think she’s as kind as I am.”

      I waited for them to leave, mostly so they wouldn’t try a sucker punch of magic, forcing my hand. People were watching, after all. I decided to humor them.

      “I’ll be frank with you all, I long ago forced myself to no longer be afraid of their kind,” I said. “I took care of myself, faced beasts, and travelled this far. I didn’t come here to be driven out by bullies.”

      The people accepted this, nodding and returning to work. I had lived with them for a couple of months, after all, and they didn’t see a single display of magic or anything from the stories. Also, according to their history books, I wasn’t the only one who stood up to the magicians, though not every one of those stories ended well. Adventurers, soldiers, assassins, and even crazy people sometimes grew fed up and voiced their mind, picked fist fights. Plenty of them unfortunately were blown to bits. That was the reality of this world. Mana and magic were nothing to fuck around with, period, whether one felt emboldened or not.

      Honestly, I needed to prepare for when the day came that the townspeople found out that I was one of them. I looked at Harmony, who nodded. I didn’t need to say anything. She knew she’d have to prepare too. Despite living here her entire life, the townspeople could suddenly become terrified of her.

      Honestly, my display of being fearless held a double-edged, perhaps a triple-backfiring effect. People may do the same thing and get themselves killed, begin to truly wonder about me and how I produced such high-quality potions, or even brownnose me, hoping for favor. I’d already heard a few rumors of some nobles, and even well-off merchants and peasants, holding discussions in regards to arranging marriages between me and their daughters.

      Talk about what the fuck and little shame. Fortunately, the public affection of Milia and I snuffed those hopes out quickly.

      As we entered the shop, Harmony following because she’d be working soon, the smell of lit incense greeted my nose. It was mostly dim in the place but neatly organized and labeled. Honestly, a shame that he planned to leave soon.

      A man with a shaggy beard appeared at the front counter. He grinned at us.

      “If it isn’t Nate the potion maker. Well met, lad,” the older man said.

      “Fuji, Fuji, well met,” I said as I entered, clasping hands with him.

      “Ah, Lady Harmony, didn’t expect to see you here, I assume you’re getting the rundown from your boss? Everyone’s still surprised at your sudden interest in potion making,” Fuji said.

      Harmony seemed flustered for a bit but managed to get out a reply. “It’s more interesting than you think.”

      I had to hand it to her. She answered and dodged his question using the truth. She may just survive this ordeal, after all.

      “I see,” he said, nodding. “I agree with you, but it’s not very often potion makers allow anyone to see their craft. If he wasn’t marrying Milia, I’d think you were there because of a silly schoolgirl crush. Not that I’d ever accuse our town’s pride of being like that, but human nature is human nature.”

      “It’s human nature to want to learn too,” Harmony deadpanned, though it almost seemed as if she was trying too hard to cover up her embarrassment. Honestly, it was fun to watch. And sure, I considered the possibility of the cheeky teenager growing a little attached, but I’d never been a guy to let that kind of ego blind my eyes.

      I cracked a few more jokes with my fellow business owner before purchasing the ingredients. It was time to try out the new things, starting with the skeleton king’s bone dust. Fortunately, Beakwing awaited us out the door. I hopped onto his back with Wolverine. Harmony climbed on using the ropes and then we were off. I scanned the town, of course, to make sure the three-idiot crew weren’t causing trouble.

      The first thing I did was get the new ingredients to the lab. Really, it was just a room with small metal bowls, a few large ladles, giant spoons, poles, and other things I used to stir the potions with.

      “Do you mind setting up the shop with Milia?” I asked Harmony. “I’ll start the first batches in an hour or so.”

      The blue-haired girl nodded. When she left the room, I grabbed an empty mid-sized bottle, added some of the skeleton king’s bone dust, water, and then mixed, just to see what would happen. Nothing. Big surprise there. Magical bonemeal and water did jack shit alone. I heated up the liquid with just the tiniest application of mana. Now this made it dissolve after a while, but what could I do with magical skeleton king bonemeal water? I sure had no plans to drink it. Maybe the plants. Maybe, but not now.

      With a pestle and mortar, I turned a few herbs into paste then tossed them into the solution, gave it a spin and waited. This didn’t look promising. I was right to not be optimistic because nothing happened except a little bubbling.

      Moments later, the bubbling settled because I removed the heat. What I basically had was bonemeal water spiced up with herbs. To the trash! I mentally marked that down as a failure, cleaned out the jar, and filled it halfway with more of the skeleton king’s bone dust. We had plenty of it anyway.

      Four failures later and I gave up. I set the bone dust to the side, deciding it was either a waste or plant food for hopefully a unique plant. Yeah, right. With Milia, I needed no such things.

      “Are you going to start the first batch any time soon? It’s been well over an hour,” I heard Harmony say. I turned to the glaring girl with her arms folded across her chest and sighed.

      “Yeah, I suppose so,” I told her. “I’ve got two more potions, but they’ll likely be for our use only. Just in case. We can’t have them getting into the hands of the military.”

      Harmony shuddered. “The Lord Ruler would probably force you to make potions for an eternity. That or give over your recipes.”

      “I’d rather just hand over the recipe than become somebody’s pet,” I said with a chuckle. “It’d suck for the magician team he forces to do his bidding.”

      Milia shrugged. “Perhaps. But I like the part where the Lord Ruler never finds out about you, and we live happily in peace.”

      Wolverine strolled in, Cheetara behind him. It looked quite comical, as if he was giving the kitten a tour. I watched them for a bit before returning my full attention back to the potions. When I finished the shop’s batch and an extra batch for our own stockpile, I took out the scroll containing the new recipes. After reading them over, the system gave me the prompt I was looking for.

      

      [New special potions listings added, Potions of Masking and Eagle Sight.]

      [Current potions available: Health Potion, Energy Potion, General Medicine Potion.]

      [Special potions: Night Vision, Mana Core, Water Breathing, Masking, Eagle Sight.]

      [Masking hides your presence. Eagle Sight enables you to see very far.]

      [Item grades range from F and max out at S. Item quality types are: garbage, awful, poor, okay, average, good, very good, excellent, amazing, incredible, superior, extraordinary, and exotic.]

      

      I’d eventually tell the system to stop showing me all of that at the same time. If the list got too long, the prompt would become a hazard. I couldn’t imagine a multi-page prompt suddenly appearing into my head as I attempted to concentrate on a risky potion. Kaboom? Probably a goddamn kaboom, a fire, or if in the middle of battle, a kick to the jewels or a stab.

      I started another cauldron off to the side for the masking and eagle sight. I did not have ingredients for the water breathing. You know why? Because they were fucking ridiculous.

      

      [1 herb of any kind, 1 mermaid scale, angel-purified water or holy water, 3 fish tails from Lesser Dragon-ranked spirit fish. Do not boil these until a sap, just boil for 2 minutes. Let cool for 1 day. Boil for another 10 minutes, add more angel-purified or holy water. Let sit. Then add a touch of water mana or three handfuls of pure mana.]

      

      A potion like this was beyond awesome, but holy fuck, did the level of difficulty shoot through the roof. It made me want this potion even more, but where the hell would I begin to look? As much as I didn’t want to bug Milia about my shenanigans, I had to hear her opinion. Also, distract myself. Harmony wouldn’t appreciate any public displays of affection from us. Not that we did so in front of her. She walked in only once.

      With ink and feather, I wrote the list of ingredients on a blank section of the scroll. Paper was too valuable to waste on this nonsense anyway.

      “Milia, what do you think of this?” I asked. “These are the most absurd ingredients I’ve ever read for a potion.”

      Milia read over the list for a bit. Even her eyes widened.

      “What potion is this for?” Milia asked.

      “Water breathing,” I answered, which brought both women’s eyes to me, eyes lit with stars and surprise.

      “I didn’t know such a thing was possible,” Harmony mused.

      “Now I understand the need for mermaid scales,” Milia said. “But… well, mermaids are another seductive bunch of female-only beings. They’re selfish and, depending on who you are, they’ll make it seem like your fault for their problems.” She shook her head. “They could attack, often with water mana that may rival some of your strength.”

      “So much for mermaids being the sweet kind beings from the fairy tales,” I muttered.

      “Perhaps you should consider listening to the fishermen tales,” Milia quipped. “You’d get either an accurate detailing of a love-starved spoiled brat or, if he’s unlucky enough, a kraken summon.”

      I laughed. “You don’t like mermaids very much, do you?”

      “I’ve had a few run-ins in the past,” Milia said.

      “Did you fight any?” Harmony asked, her eyes lit with eagerness. Cheetara hopped into the dryad’s lap as she sat and snuggled into her. Milia smiled at the adorable kitten like a loving mother would her daughter. She gently stroked her head, which earned her a purr.

      “You could call it that,” Milia explained. “It was more of a battle of opposing wills. I’ll have to give her credit for the attempt.”

      I chuckled, imagining auras clashing between my fiancée and her fish-tailed foe, like a Dragonball show of power.

      After finishing the new potions, I made everyone tea while we waited for customers to arrive. Milia had set aside a few advanced orders, those we only accepted for friends. Tom, Big Ham, and even Tom’s daughter purchased general medicine in advance.

      The mermaid scale ordeal still bummed me out. How would a water-breathing potion even work? I’ll never get to know!

      Abruptly, approaching voices caught my attention. Customers! Making gold would certainly cheer me up. Until I heard Mandi’s voice.

      “Is this the potion shop?” she snapped at someone. “What a fine house. I guess his handsome looks aren’t wasted after all.”

      “Should we burn it down?” Lou asked.

      “No, idiot,” Mandi snapped. “I want an energy potion. Maybe he’ll choose to marry me if I pay double the gold. I’d be a better wife than that green-haired woman ten times over.”

      Milia smiled and while it appeared to be normal, a vibe I’d never felt erupted around her like an invisible cloud of dark aura.

      Uh oh, she could actually be a frightening woman if she wanted to be.
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      “We really shouldn’t go into a possible assassin’s home,” Lou said.

      “Shut up!” Mandi snapped. “Winn, you’re first. Honestly, Lou, how are you married again?”

      “Says the non-married girl,” Lou deadpanned. “Ow! Stomping on my feet kind of proves my other point.”

      Today was just not my day, from the Skeleton King’s magical bone dust not doing anything, to the overly difficult ingredients for the water breathing, and now a visit from nobles who apparently had trouble reading the room. At least in the case of the brat. But if she wanted to pay double the price for everything in an effort to display her wealth, then so be it. That could be funding for a trip. Perhaps I’d find mermaid scales on display somewhere.

      The first to enter was Winn, followed by Lou, then the petite redhead mistress. The air around Milia almost seemed to warp, but as long as they didn’t bug her, the dryad wouldn’t send a sharp vine through their feet.

      Deciding to properly play the role as the shopkeeper, regardless of the customer, I greeted them.

      “Welcome to the shop,” I said. “Take a look around, let me know if you need anything.”

      Mandi’s attitude from just outside seemed to have dropped and I wondered if her talk was all but a mask, pretending to be all superior. Typical noble shit, am I right?

      “Your house and the shop is even more interesting inside,” she said, gawking.

      Winn glanced at the available potions, though without an appraiser, he’d never know the true quality of my work. “If I may make a recommendation,” he began. “You should include a mana potion in your inventory. You may not enjoy the company of magicians, but mana potions are always in high demand.”

      “What an annoying idea,” Mandi huffed. “How about telling him the rest of it?”

      “Hmm?” Winn asked.

      “The kingdom’s resources to make mana potions are being monopolized by the Lord Ruler and House Astral. Only noble potion makers can afford to buy anything from those crooks.”

      “You really shouldn’t be badmouthing the Lord Ruler, especially in front of people,” Lou said.

      “Humph!” Mandi folded her arms across her chest and looked away from her companions.

      “Besides, if you want to blame anyone for our lack of mana potion resources, you blame you-know-who,” Lou said.

      Okay, I’m going to be honest here, I was preparing to toss them out of the shop, but the information I received almost made me want to give them discounts. No, I had no intention of raising my prices. Even with these three, I’d stick to market, focus on a good reputation, not that of Ripoff Rodney, if you know what I mean.

      “May I ask who are you talking about?” I interrupted the argument, voice cheerful. Yes, I knew that’d throw them off, but honestly, I couldn’t help but be excited. If I found the ingredients to the mana potion, learned about it in the process, perhaps I’d find myself with a fortune. “I’m sure the suggestion of a mana potion wasn’t just an offhanded comment.”

      Mandi sighed. “I’m afraid saying that name directly may draw his attention.”

      “We’re talking about the kingdom’s biggest enemy,” Lou said. “Wanda’s ass, it’s not that big of a deal, who doesn’t know about him?”

      “Backwater peasants!” Mandi snapped. She quickly turned to Nate, blushing. “I don’t mean you.”

      “The hell’s gotten into you?” Winn said, voice tired. He waved off any of her oncoming protests. “I was hoping he’d reveal a secret stash of mana potions from the back. We were paid a lot of gold, after all, and it’s getting heavy in my pocket.”

      “I should demand a refund since the job was cancelled,” Mandi growled.

      I narrowed my eyes at them.

      “Due to a misunderstanding!” she quickly said.

      The kingdom’s greatest enemy. Ah, of course. They slandered someone they called Ares the Peace Spawner in their history books like crazy. It almost seemed to imply that he was truly the most powerful magician in all the land, though not directly insulting their Lord Ruler or the hero. In fact, the book seemed a little too eager to mention the hero’s failure at catching the guy.

      Harmony scrutinized the redhead further, but the other woman’s attention drifted between arguing with her two bodyguards, ogling the shop, or me. Milia intervened, her desire to see them gone almost palpable.

      “Do you see anything of interest?” Milia asked in her best shopkeeper voice.

      Flinching, Mandi seemed to have sensed the hidden vibe somehow, I think, due to her brief glare, but she put on an obviously fake smile. “Sure, two energy potions please.” She glanced at the others, clearly trying to keep calm under the dryad’s scrutiny. “Is Howie here yet?”

      Her butler from before stepped into the shop. “I’m here, Mistress.”

      “Go ahead and pay them,” Mandi said.

      Howie approached us and understandably examined our potion. His eyes suddenly widened when he looked at the label and price tag. Then his voice became a whisper, because his next words made my eyes widen.

      “Are you sure you do not wish to sell this at a proper price?” he asked quietly. The other three were already arguing about something again, negating any chance of hearing. “This is much, much too cheap. If I couldn’t tell these were handmade today, I’d accuse you of stealing them.”

      I smiled at the sharp man who held the appraiser ability. So that was why Mandi brought him in. I had to hand it to the noble brat. Spoiled as she might have been, and needed a long grounding, she at least wouldn’t be easily ripped off.

      “We only do market price here,” I said. “For now. This town’s suffering enough inflation. I’m hoping to contribute toward lifting the burden.”

      “Inflation, you say,” Mandi said, catching only my reply, which I didn’t bother keeping my voice down enough for. That or she saw the intensity between the butler and I. “Do you have any plans to bring it down, other than this shop?”

      “Increasing supply is one idea, but that’s a lot easier said than done, especially with shops closing and leaving for the city,” I said. “I’m searching for anything to—”

      “But, shouldn’t you consider leaving this town and just moving to our city?” Mandi interrupted. Her words confirmed my earlier suspicions of where she came from.

      “Nope,” I said. The firecracker of a girl seemed to deflate, which itself was kind of hilarious. She may be the only noble with her intentions wide open like a book. “I moved to this town and promised its people I’d help out to the best of my abilities. If it goes down, I’m right there with it. Not that I have any intention of letting that happen.”

      Mandi suspiciously wiped at her eye. “Your pity for this town is admirable. If my father wasn’t on a journey to the Lupine Province to meet with a duke, I’d ask him to help somehow.”

      “I don’t think Lord Wingston would want to help, especially given what happened last time,” Howie said bluntly.

      “He’d help if I asked,” Mandi said, pouting. “Don’t treat Father as if he’s some cruel man.”

      “This coming from the girl who was just calling this place a dump,” Lou said, shaking his head. “Anyway, we’ve got the energy potions.” He nodded at me. “We shall be on our way. We’re leaving tomorrow.”

      “Do we have to leave so soon?” Mandi asked, her voice almost pleading.

      “Yes, idiot girl,” Winn said. “Now let’s go. Unless you want to disturb a potential assassin even longer.”

      Mandi sighed, seeming unafraid at the potential of me being a knife in the night. I wasn’t sure if I should feel somewhat insulted, impressed, or grateful I didn’t come across as a killer.

      “Before we leave, allow me to formally introduce myself,” the redhead said. “I am Mandi Wingston. These two are my cousins, Winn and Lou.”

      “I’m Nate,” I said. “This is my fiancée… betrothed as this land calls it, Milia, and my intern, eh, apprentice, Harmony.”

      Mandi looked as if her soul left her body at the end of that explanation, but she returned to earth moments later, and almost seemed determined about something.

      When they finally boarded their wagon and left back into town, I sighed.

      More customers took the time to walk in, preventing Harmony and Milia from making the comments I knew they were going to make. I beamed at them.

      As I took orders and collected silver, gold, and copper, my thoughts drifted back to the tension of the earlier conversation. The nobles were afraid to so much as say the Peace Spawner’s name. What did that mean anyway? He and the Midnight Dragon. They were only enemies of the kingdom, implying that there were other powerful oddities across the globe. However, judging by the tone of the books and the nobles, this guy had to be up there. Someone that even with my superstrength, I needed to avoid like the plague. Not that he’d end up in an isolated town like this. No, I didn’t just jinx it, this was simply a terrible place to hide, visited by kingdom officials on a monthly basis, along with bratty nobles, and rogue magicians that may or may not have a connection to the academies.

      On a side note, I actually began to have a sinking feeling that the system was attempting to drag me into something far bigger than I could imagine and at the cost of a rushed advancement. With that realization, I spoke directly to it. In my head of course.

      System, stop rushing my advancement, I thought. Nothing good will come out of an over blasted battery if it short circuits.

      It didn’t respond, leaving me to only hope the force behind it would not toss me into the grinder. Perhaps my second class should’ve been merchant. The whole party tricks stage magician class among their selection choices seemed like an obvious trap. Same for bard.

      Later that day, I tried again to make something with the skeleton king’s bone dust but had no luck and moved onto something else. I didn’t have a direct recipe and it took me a few tries to get something that somewhat resembled a light potion. Or at least a bottle of glowing, potentially toxic, mushroom liquid. Then it hit me. I hadn’t added mana yet. The Neonbrim Mushroom provided all of the glow.

      “Well, what the hell,” I said to Milia who watched, almost with as much anxiety as me. She helped with half of the other potions, but without a recipe to go off, well, let me tell you, this class was extremely difficult. I realized the system gave out freebies due to pity or perhaps meeting some kind of criteria to make them. Whatever the case, this level of slowdown annoyed me. I could hardly understand why it chose to waste time with realm advancement instead of my class. If I hadn’t left the town in two months, chances were I’d made my point. No system was going to be goading me into endless violence and do-gooder bullshit. Thankfully, the hero appeared to be doing his job. I think.

      “Nate.”

      We turned to see Harmony entering the shop. She was only dismissed for the day moments ago. Milia mostly trained her, and we had to be extra careful not to get caught by Mandi and her cousins.

      Harmony passed me a letter, which brought out the worry. I’ve only existed in this world for just a bit. How could someone have any kind of message for me?

      It turned out to be a letter from the kid whose village we liberated the other day. Now, call me what you want, but I felt just a little worried about the money he spent on the paper.

      Then again, his master took orders all the time, right? Perhaps she had plenty of spare paper. He thanked me, informed me of the rebuilding process, the surprisingly quick kingdom response, and that the village kept his involvement a secret. They all wanted to meet me again. This gave me warmth and fuzzies until I got to the ending. Him wanting to be my apprentice was one thing. He had the spark and his master offered to pay monthly. I’d decline it in the return letter, suggesting an academy. Learning magic wasn’t important anyway. He’d benefit from the blacksmithing. Assuming he could keep his mind clear. A teenage boy ogling his widowed master in this era—I felt certain she’d been married before—well, that may be a part of the reason she wanted to send him away. For his own good. The thing that actually took away my warmth and fuzzies was the mention of rumors concerning something called a hallow. Someone normally somewhat unreliable swore with their life they saw one in the area.

      “What’s a hallow?” I asked aloud, which gained the shocked expressions of both Milia and Harmony.

      “A hallow is one of the most powerful demons around. Fiends,” Milia said. “They’re too heavy to exist on this plane.”

      “Then maybe—”

      “But a fragment of them can be summoned by a magician that uses illegal demonic mana,” Milia continued.

      “Hallows are just myths, right?” Harmony asked. “Monsters used to scare children.”

      “That’s what they always say about things,” I said. “The myth may not be exactly what’s described, but sometimes there is a little truth to them hidden somewhere.”

      “Hallows are no myth. Trust me, I wish they were,” Milia said, which caused Harmony to deflate.

      “So, about this demonic mana,” I said.

      “It’s an aspect of mana that’s normally impossible to use by humans,” Milia said. “I can’t say I know much about it, other than how much it’s hated by spirit beasts and beings alike. There are rumors from home stating that even the kingdom and the empire tried keeping their existence a secret.”

      “Receiving this rumor and hearing about the kingdom’s greatest enemy today,” I said. “I certainly hope the events are unrelated.”

      “I think even the Peace Spawner hates hallows,” Harmony deadpanned. “Or maybe the myth.”

      “Is it true that if you say his name, he’ll hear?” I asked.

      “We’re talking about magicians,” Harmony said.

      “It’s somewhat of an exaggeration, a twisted truth,” Milia said. “If a magician, perhaps a witch, attempts to cast against him, he’ll detect it. But…”

      “But?” I asked, leaning forward.

      Milia smiled sheepishly. “Let’s not say his name, just in case.”

      I almost fell forward. Glancing outside, I took notice of the sunset.

      “You know, I need to go into town a bit,” I said. “There isn’t a need for you to take the ten-minute walk. I’ll drop you off, Harmony.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “Not that the walk is a problem. There’s still some light out.”

      “Not really much,” I said. “Also, let’s be honest. The monster rumor’s going to make you see things.”

      Harmony laughed. “It can’t be helped. Imagination has a strange way of playing with our minds.”

      I shrugged. “Coming, Milia? We could eat out tonight.”

      “Sure, but I much prefer your cooking,” Milia replied. “Cutie, Woofy.”

      The wolf cub hurried in with the kitten chasing his tail. I gave him a head pat, then picked up Cheetara. Afterward, we boarded the griffin and shot off into town. The cat snuggled into me adorably.
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        * * *

      

      Cheetara purred as she basked in the presences of her mother and father. She couldn’t help but be thankful for them. The love she received truly triumphed over living at the shelter. She no longer had to compete for affection and Big Brother Woofy and Sir Wingy were always nice to her. They even started training her to be a proper lady magician. At first, she didn’t know what that meant nor anything about mana. But they taught her everything. The language of the humans was surprisingly the easiest part. Cheetara had a name, after all. It granted her a special bond with her parents and the land. One day she’d be a protector, not that her father needed such a thing. He was might itself and she’d hopefully follow in his footsteps. Big Brother Woofy would make sure of it.
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        * * *

      

      After dropping Harmony off and giving verbal assurances to her maid, we strolled through town a bit. There wasn’t much of a nightlife in Kyushu, aside from the tavern that stayed open until three in the morning if someone was still there. A guard or two often checked late night establishments during closing time to make sure no idiot caused trouble for the unfortunate workers that had to put up with them. I guessed anyone uncompliant received a night in the jail.

      It didn’t take long before Milia said what she wanted to eat, her eyes on a stall ahead. They sold candied fruit, grilled veggies, and meat on sticks. Amazing. I’d hoped for meat pies, but they were out. Damn. They were so fucking good. With the demand, I knew I’d always be able to rely on this stand staying, unless the married couple that ran it got tired of the place.

      And so we ate and chatted. The spirit beasts ran around a bit, chasing each other from time to time, enjoying life.

      Despite the rumor from the letter, no hallow or monster attacked us, neither in town nor the house. We mostly relied on Milia’s command over the land and lamps for lighting. We decided to give the new mana mushroom lighting a shot. We set them up like porch lights for the front yard, backyard, and the fenced area where Beakwing currently rested. I planned to hire men to build his barn tomorrow. It’d take roughly five days. The griffin wasn’t leashed and completely free to travel back and forth into Milia’s forest, especially if he sensed any approaching rain.

      Before calling it a night, I decided to write the kid back out of courtesy and also respect for his master. I’d send the letter out tomorrow. Or have Harmony deliver it to a traveling messenger.

      As I relaxed in my bed after the bath, I couldn’t help but have a feeling that a storm was approaching. Did I truly know its direction?

      I didn’t need to. I was here, after all. The dice of peace would roll for me regardless of my plea.
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      The next morning, I checked the system after spending a good bit in the outhouse. Let me say, this world’s common brand toilet paper was rough. Not quite sandpaper rough, but it sucked. I was sure the nobles had better rolls for their precious little bottoms and now my calling in life would be to acquire some. Hell, I think even Milia complained about them at least once in an offhand mutter.

      We had cleaning agents and sanitation spray. We could have soft toilet paper, dammit, even if I had to invent it myself.

      My realm didn’t increase, it was still on the fourth realm of the Highcore. Not that it did so on a daily basis. In fact, it mostly did so when I least expected it.

      I walked over to the garden, marveling at its beauty, and appreciated its ingredients. I felt something push against my leg, looked down, and allowed my heart to melt at the sight of Cheetara. I picked up the cat.

      Just standing here really, observing stretches and stretches of hard work, did give me an appreciation of life. A few things ran through my mind. What did the realms mean? I got that they were similar to an ancient belief system with an end goal of becoming immortal. Too similar, but not the same. Mana appeared to be the fuel of this world, the driving force behind the might makes right logic.

      I shook my head. This knowledge could be found in some pricey books or at an academy. Two of my banes! Losing money and being around dickhead magicians. Hell, add nobility to that mix to sour things out a bit.

      I placed my hand on the ground, gave the land a bit of my mana, then headed back inside to prepare for the day. Milia was making breakfast by the time I finished brushing up. I kissed her after a morning greeting.
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        * * *

      

      Milia struggled to hold back and preserve the respected tradition of the human women of Kyushu. It was a challenge, especially being downright in love. Sometimes she wished Nate would just jump her, tradition be damned, but he found it somewhat intriguing. He told her that she was worth the wait. It almost brought tears to her eyes. No one had ever told the woman such a thing.

      Dryads either lived lonely lives protecting the forest and their friends, or chose to build a family with a suitor, most being male fairies, though every now and then, rumors of someone meeting an angel, vampire, or elf and falling in love instantly burst into the dryad social circles. There was also an instance of an ancient dryad fulfilling her ‘bad boy’ fantasies with a rare human-form demon. A human lover, on the other hand, was rare. Sure, dryads mated with them in the past, but humans were known for keeping to themselves. Even Milia hadn’t interacted with the village much before Nate came along.

      Milia’s past experiences with humans were mostly neutral, rarely friendly, almost like business rivals preparing to make a deal.

      Sure, lustful men, brutes, or the occasional dreamer appeared every few cycles, human, elf, or fairy, and her mother once tried to arrange a marriage. But none of these experiences compared to being with Nate. Perhaps the reward she truly didn’t deserve was him being a magician, which meant a lifespan as long as her own. A family line that followed his unique viewpoint on life, a perspective that seemed otherworldly.

      A part of her, the divine blood, suspected that his original homeland was unreachable, perhaps it was a world that operated on different principles, but a certain fear always settled on her, preventing the woman from asking. Any girl in love would have it, but Milia couldn’t help but feel a little childish for it. She wouldn’t know how she’d react. Sure, given time, the woman would move on, but the old saying of ‘the one that got away’ held almost divine meaning, especially with her kind.

      The fear, of course, was Nate telling the dryad he wanted to go back, that magic would whisk him away and she’d be alone again. Having a person, one she wanted to get to know intimately, to marry, and share a unique future with vanish without a trace would honestly hurt anyone.

      That, however, was but a small, childish insecurity Milia certainly wouldn’t allow to get in the way of rational thought.

      She also wasn’t concerned about others attempting to ‘steal’ his heart. Sure, some humans betrayed their spouses, but Milia would trust Nate, as he’d trust her. Though dryads didn’t betray their lovers, couldn’t, the land also protected them. Falling in love as a long-living ‘seductive’ being was difficult, a luxury, especially among young dryads. Yet… she found herself drawn to that silly man. The attention he gave her did things to her.

      The shameless thoughts made Milia blush! She would maintain her divine purity until married to her lover. She would! No matter how much she currently scoffed at the tradition.

      Milia, of course, wasn’t idling. Aside from running the shop with her betrothed, she continued her dryad duties, protecting the land, sharing donated mana, healing hurt plants and even wildlife in her forest, and just spreading her general blessings, which were overfilled with love due to her current state of mind. She’d have to not accidentally bloom an entirely new forest during an act of passion and intimacy. That’d be so embarrassing! Her family would immediately know when they arrived.
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        * * *

      

      After a delicious breakfast with Milia, we boarded Beakwing. He was fed, cheery, and huggable. I considered just tossing the reply letter and delivering the message myself, but there was a shop to run, an apprentice to train, a future wife to be with, and projects to complete. In the end, I didn’t outright reject Lucas, but encouraged him to consider training under his wonderful master. A female blacksmith was just too cool! The teen himself being half dwarf and a magician did reveal its concerns. For one, he could attract attention, perhaps from an academy. That’d earn both him and his master additional income. At least I hoped.

      First, we greeted Harmony at her house, offering the teenager a ride so she wouldn’t have to walk.

      “The exercise is good for you, so don’t expect this often,” I said, which gained myself a flat stare from her maid.

      Harmony rolled her eyes. “You’re as cheerful as ever this morning.” She smiled at the spirit beasts. “Hi Cutie, hi Woofy, hi Wingy.”

      The spirit beasts returned the greeting, Wolverine barking and panting, tailing wagging in excitement. Cheetara meowed, and Beakwing huffed.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t Nate and Milia. Well met on this fine morning.”

      Still standing in front of Harmony’s open door, I turned to see Tom, holding a bag of tools, preparing to work for the day.

      “Good morning,” Milia said. She gave him a nod.

      “Tom, well met, my friend,” I said, clasping the man’s hand. “I see things are going well at home with the wife and kids.” I pointed at his lunch.

      He grinned. “Indeed things are. Say, you may not think much is happening, but your shop is far more effective than you give it credit for.”

      I blinked. “It is? I thought it’d take months at the very least before it could integrate with the local economy.”

      “You should give credit to your lovely betrothed there,” Tom said. “She’s fierce at advertising.”

      My grin widened. Milia gave me a mischievous smile.

      “She is the heart of my shop,” I said truthfully. Harmony pouted, unsurprisingly. Milia’s smile only deepened.

      After finishing the town errands, including delivering the mail to the carrier and paying his fee, we headed back to the shop. Unfortunately, Mandi and her two cousins were waiting for us, ready to ruin today’s array of fun and debauchery. You know, chores. Scrubbing shit, making potions, sweeping. Sure, Harmony was handling most of that, but that was beside the point. I didn’t feel like dealing with the idiot trio. I dubbed them that to knock away some of that ‘superiority’ bullshit and partly to make interacting with them feel like comedic relief. In a way, it kind of was, especially with the flustered redhead.

      “Great, what could they possibly want?” Harmony asked. She brushed off her gray trousers when I made Beakwing land in a way that kicked up a little cloud of dust.

      “It will be an hour or two before I open the shop,” I told the trio. “We haven’t started any batches.”

      “Mistress, this really isn’t a good idea,” Howie said. “Your father’s going to seriously be angry. How will I explain—”

      “My father doesn’t control my actions,” Mandi snapped. “Besides, I told you already, I’m just asking.”

      “Asking? What can I do for you?” I asked as a professional shopkeeper. If this girl wanted to make a business arrangement that could make me or even both of us filthy rich, why the hell would I stop her? Her following words made me frown.

      “If one wanted to learn the trade of potion making, what should one do to apply?” Mandi asked, though even her cousins cringed at her terrible attempt to make it seem as if she wasn’t asking for herself.

      I needed to be direct. “I’m afraid I’m currently not taking in any apprentices at the moment,” I said. “Besides, this isn’t a trade most people would want to get involved in. There are far better activities from cooks, to blacksmithing. In your case, perhaps learning the way of the scholar or working for your father’s business.”

      Howie nodded, visibly appreciating my gentle letdown. I didn’t see the need to be a dick, after all.

      “Are you sure?” Mandi pushed. “What will it take?” She seemed to be hinting at something with her expression, but I kept calm. Kept the sneer off my face, though I was sure my gaze probably felt icy.

      “You aren’t worthy enough to be among my apprentices,” I said after a bit. If we weren’t hiding our powers, Milia would’ve conjured up a windstorm for effect.

      “Wha… what?” Mandi stammered.

      “Your purpose for coming here was flawed and I’m sure Sir Howie over there tried everything to talk you out of it,” I said. “You wanted to teach peasants a lesson. You were quite rude to the people around here.” I narrowed my eyes. “The relationships between mortal and magicians are strained enough as is. Do you think bullying them because of an offense was the right action to take?” I remained calm and collected, almost feeling like a real master. “Your cousins would’ve attacked if they hadn’t caught onto… an old career I once had.”

      Sometimes setting the scene with a little bullshit worked wonders, especially when it came to magicians who couldn’t so much as scan. Or at least they couldn’t scan me.

      Judging by the looks on their faces, my misleading words worked. The only old job that could be close to my fake implication was as a security guard, before I ended up as a corporate pencil pusher, Home Depot connoisseur.

      Mandi pouted, but deflated, knowing damn well that everything I said was true.

      “Then I shall reflect on my actions and unladylike manners,” she said. “Only then shall I return, contribute to the town, and ask again.”

      I sighed. This girl wasn’t going to go away easily, was she?

      “It will take more than that,” I stated. “You will have to earn these people’s respect. Of course, someone who wears their emotions on her face will be unable to lie, so if you pull that feat off, I’d actually be impressed.”

      Howie winced, detecting the meaning in my harsh parting words. But the redhead proved to be quite dense. That kind of dedication… If I hadn’t introduced Milia as my betrothed, I’d almost think the teenager was pushing this far from a misguided crush. That or got it in her head that I had secret potion recipes. The latter was true, but she didn’t come across as someone who had any fucks to give about a potion.

      “It was interesting talking to you all, but I’m afraid if we do not get started on the morning batch, there will be some angry customers soon,” Milia interjected.

      “Oh, then let us not disturb you any further,” Howie said. “Let us get going. Your mother may lessen your punishment if we can return before Gaston arrives.”

      “Ugh, I don’t want to go back,” she said.

      “Enough!” Winn snapped. “It’s time to drop your fantasies and act like a member of House Wingston.”

      He raised his aura, which made the redhead flinch.

      “You’re our favorite little cousin, but don’t make us drag you back to your mother,” Lou said. “She’s going to kill us too, after all. And your big brother.”

      That made her flinch.

      “Fine! Wanda’s bottom, you two are so… Ugh!” She stomped off into the wagon.

      “Please excuse us,” Howie said. “I can only hope the mistress doesn’t trouble you again.”

      I waved off his concern. “It’s probably a young person thing.”

      The older man nodded again and after Winn and Lou were seated, did he board himself as the wagon operator. Soon, they were gone and out of my goddamn hair. I considered popping some imaginary wine and celebrating. Imaginary, because buying it in this town was a goddamn rip off. If I had the tools, I’d just make it myself. Perhaps beer too. Things for later.

      “Thank fuck she’s gone,” I said as I entered the shop. “Maybe if we’re lucky, she’ll become one of the few nobles capable of talking to people properly.”

      Milia had already set up the cauldrons and added the ingredients. Her smile was as bright as ever.

      “You sure she didn’t have any ideas of stealing you away from me?” Milia quipped, her eyes beaming with playfulness.

      I laughed. “Flattering, but kids these days should focus on careers and callings in life. What’s a spark of love when you have no passion?”

      “What’s passion with no love?” Harmony challenged.

      “A lot of things,” I told her. “There’s also more than one type of passion. A passion for the goal you wish to accomplish. A passion for intimacy. The list goes on.” I added water to the cauldrons.

      The answer didn’t seem to satisfy the cheeky teenager, but even Milia couldn’t expect the youth to read my meaning. Or Harmony pretended not to understand. Perhaps hiring one more disciple to work with her may bring her down to earth a bit.

      I glanced at the cauldrons. Harmony’s lack of revelation brought me back to the potion maker mindset and a working theory. “I wonder… what if the reason why I can’t do anything with the skeleton king’s dust is because I’m not using the proper equipment? Are there cauldrons with special purposes?”

      Milia’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t even considered that. There are. I’m just not sure how to get a hold of one.”

      “But we do know a blacksmith and a half dwarf that could make it if asked,” I said. “I just hope it isn’t costly.”

      “You did save their village,” Harmony said. “I’m positive you’ll get a discount. The downside is finding the materials for the blacksmith to use.”

      I nodded. “We’ll never know unless we go ask them. Let’s bottle the potions for now and get moving.”

      “So much for that letter you sent earlier,” Harmony said.

      “I know, right?” I replied. “Well, they’ll still get it.”

      I’d have to play the mysterious master role, tell them my answer will come when they least expect it.
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        * * *

      

      Even as an hour and a half passed, Winn’s bratty little cousin said nothing, just stared out the window, lost in thought. Sometimes she pouted, sometimes she sighed. It appeared that the words of the potential ex-assassin got to her more than he expected. Usually with Mandi, things slid in one ear, only to exit the other. Sure, her selfishness got them payment, but the truth was, Winn and Lou were asked to protect her by her brother. Their big cousin, Hector. Fortunately for them, Mandi would never tell him of the details of this trip. She’d certainly never tell Gaston either. After all, her mother planned to arrange a marriage between her and Gaston to further tie the Wingston family to an even bigger house, House Astral.

      Winn hated the idea. They were pricks, after all. They may not be so much of a bother to the Wingston family, but if Mandi decided to make a return trip with Gaston, there could be trouble. Also, if word got out that she grew smitten with a peasant potion maker from a backwater town, well, things would certainly get interesting. Hector, however, being as frightening as he was, had a spot so soft for his little sister that he may as well be her pillow. He could get the idea in his head that Mandi had gone out and found her destined one. Not that it would matter. The potion maker was getting married and there wasn’t a thing Mandi or Hector could do. Even if he tried killing the man’s wife, he’d not only find himself a target of a dangerous assassin but get tossed out of the family for extreme shame. The guards would execute him on the spot for murder. The magician guards, of course. No mortal guard could touch Hector.

      Abruptly, the wagon suddenly skidded to a halt. Winn snapped out of his thoughts and looked outside. They’ve been on the road for almost two hours and the sky was blue and clear the entire time. Where did these black storm clouds come from? A strange feeling of uneasiness sank into the man.

      “Howie, what’s the hold up?” he asked. He looked at Mandi, her eyes already glistening with fear. Howie didn’t reply.

      “Howie? Wanda’s ass,” Lou said. “I’ll check on him.”

      “I’ll go too,” Winn said and both men exited the vehicle. Howie was pale, staring at something in the distance.

      Winn patted his shoulder, which caused the man to jump. If he could leap out of his own skin, Winn wouldn’t be surprised.

      “A… ahead,” Howie said, his voice barely a whisper. “We… we have to run. Leave the horses, so it can have its meal. Come back for the wagon later.”

      Winn gave him a skeptical look then turned to the direction the old man eyed. There, he saw a mass of inky blackness.

      It gave him a chill so deep that the only thing that prevented him from trembling was the magic that raged within his veins.

      The shadow began to move toward them. Howie, a man usually without fear, Mandi’s personal bodyguard, whimpered. The killing intent from the… thing nearly choked the breath out of Winn.

      If it affected Howie, they were all doomed.

      “M… Mandi hide,” Lou managed to get out.
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      I stuffed a few small vials containing various potions in my pockets as usual. When everything was packed, we added an additional sign stating we’d be back with a couple of hours. This mostly served to distract me from the delivery fee I paid the messenger guy. The consequences of being a little lazy. Also, Harmony told me there were no refunds.

      As we mounted Beakwing, I took notice of a beautiful summer blue sky and then storm clouds that had to be at least half a day away.

      “It looks like you’ll have to shelter in Milia’s forest, Beakwing,” I said as I caressed the griffin’s head. He only purred in return. “Wolverine, Cheetara, we’re counting on you to guard the shop.”

      Cheetara stopped playing with Wolverine’s tail to let out a meow in reply. Wolverine, tail wagging, barked. It kind of pained me to leave them behind, but they needed to get used to my comings and goings. Obviously, on a long trip, I was taking my pets with me, but for a quick order and maybe a chat with who could become two new friends, they’d stay.

      “To the village, Wingy,” Milia said.

      Beakwing flapped once, launching into the air, and off we went toward the storm, held safely on our ride by magic.

      Something about these clouds bugged me. They appeared to be at least half a day away, so a short trek to the village and back was nothing, but… Why did they feel so out of place? Like a black that seemed more slapped onto the world, as if someone dumped a bucket of ink in the middle of the sky and halfheartedly attempted to blend it with the clouds.

      I don’t know how much time had passed when I felt it. Maybe ten minutes? Fifteen? This would be roughly two or more hours from Kyushu by wagon, which brought a chill to my bones. Just because I declined the redheaded noble girl an apprenticeship—you know, because she had no true interest in the craft—didn’t mean I wanted something bad to happen to her or her troupe.

      “Nate,” Milia said, her voice urgent and almost panicky. Worry flooded into Harmony’s eyes as she looked to Milia and I for answers.

      “I know,” I told the dryad. Normally, I’d consider just telling Beakwing to get us the fuck out of there. Hell, it still weighed on my mind. We could fly around the darkness. “By any chance, you don’t think…”

      My voice trailed off as the raw killing intent struck us like a fucking comet. It took a bit of concentration to shake it off. Milia did just a moment later and with guidance from the dryad, Harmony managed to regain her senses.

      “So, about landing near any of that with Harmony here,” I said.

      “Why would you want to land near that, anyway?” Harmony argued.

      “I don’t,” I said truthfully, “but you know who just left our shop. Accidents happen on trips like these, so I’m not here to be a hero, fuck that, but this is much too close to our home for us to ignore.”

      It didn’t take a rocket scientist to conclude that whatever phenomenon was currently occurring would end up either in our front yard or Milia’s forest. If it threatened my peaceful life, then I had words to say about it. “Beakwing, let’s go lower,” I said. “Can you sense those three?”

      Beakwing nodded and dipped from the newly darkened sky and within moments, the scene hit us. There was a lot to take in. The horses were but skeletons, their flesh gone. If that was all, I’d be less freaked out. But the skeletons still moved, grazing on black grass as if alive. My eyes caught three people and the fourth in the wagon. No… two corpses with a third on its way as something blacker than the fucking void raised a claw to kill Howie.
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        * * *

      

      Howie panted, having exhausted all of his rudimentary magic tools to protect Mistress Mandi with his life. She was but a young girl, just eighteen years. The old man saw true promise when she actually pondered on the harsh words given to her by the potion maker. Most nobles would not allow insults, but Mandi, she abruptly took a new path. This would be the first time someone was blunt to her and without fear of getting punished by any higherups, Hector, or even Sir Wingston himself.

      All of that rapid progress would be going to waste, devoured by a creature of his darkest nightmares. Howie encountered a hallow once before, back when he served in the royal army. Most of his platoon were eaten like a quick midafternoon lunch and the only reason why he survived was because their top magicians finally got off their asses to deal with the threat. Hallows had other names such as fiends, shadow demons, hell spawn, true monsters, black spirits and the list magnified depending on the location. But they couldn’t fully manifest in the mortal realm, as their spirits were too dense, too heavy. Wanda designed the world this way, Howie was sure. That, however, meant nothing thanks to Ares the Peace Spawner, the Midnight Dragon, and other problematic figures across the world. Because they tampered with forces not meant to be tampered with, the realm’s defenses sometimes spawned cracks in random places. A powerful creature like a hallow could stick a piece of itself or, if babies existed, perhaps one of them into said crack, allowing them to roam around for as long as the realm allowed it.

      If only he would’ve taken the rumor of the hallow seriously. People often stated how these rare creatures appeared perhaps once every decade. But a decade did not mean never. This far east with little civilization served as a perfect spawning ground, even with such few prey.

      These thoughts among many flashed into the terrified man’s mind as he stared down death. It appeared as a monster-shaped shadow of inky blackness that absorbed the light around it. And when it opened its maw to devour, like it did the horses to prevent their escape, Howie would surely be reintroduced to the sight of numerous teeth sharp enough to bite even stone with ease.

      He wasn’t much of a religious man, but at that moment, his mind naturally begged the heavens for help. Not for him, but for the girl he’d taken care of since she was a baby.

      As the claw came down, blocking out light like a devouring void, he closed his eyes, hoping his death would be quick. Hallows sometimes played with their food.

      But the feeling of being gutted like wild game never came. No pain. Nothing. Winn and Lou were drained of their magic, drifting very close to the point of death, but the hallow clearly wanted to devour the mortals first. Tastier meals, while providing the other two nightmares showing the entire event.

      Howie opened his eyes to see nothing there, but he certainly could still feel the creature’s killing intent. A beacon of death, perhaps rage, destruction, and endless hunger. Something that naturally opposed nature itself.

      His eyes widened at… the sight of their saviors.
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        * * *

      

      With the shadow thing clearly distracted with making its meal as terrified as possible, according to Milia, I got the drop on it, kicking the fucker as far away as possible. Beakwing also helped, blasting it with its magic. It wouldn’t do jack shit to it, probably, but that wasn’t the point. Winn and Lou were barely alive. Milia would know as the land itself would answer her. Their magic was drained to the point of almost nothing. The only reason why they were drained was because the hallow played with its food. Magicians weren’t anywhere as near as tasty as mortals. And while Howie did carry a few magical weapons on him as Mandi’s personal bodyguard, judging by the scene, the daggers, the swords, and even what appeared to be blue orbs that likely exploded were scattered all over the place. The hallow probably did so with its power.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Hallow fragment. S-ranked fiend. Extremely dangerous.]

      [Boss fight begin.]

      

      Well, extremely dangerous was something new, that was for sure. But hey, to my credit, I managed to kick it to the curb.

      “Who… are you really?” Howie asked after managing to compose himself, and far quicker than I expected.

      “No time for that, help get them on the griffin before that thing comes bac—Fuck.” I saw the blackness rise from its position and move toward us. “Hurry up!”

      Mandi burst out of the wagon in tears, likely able to move because the hallow’s killing intent was one hundred percent on me. And goddamn, I didn’t want to be here. It took everything to keep from letting out a giant toot of nervousness. If I felt this way, the others, especially normal people, probably died inside.

      Mandi tried to check on her cousins, but Milia and Howie thankfully took control of the situation, gathering them. Milia with vines, Howie physically, revealing that he was definitely bodyguard material, perhaps beyond. The redhead didn’t waste any further time, getting her petite ass onto the griffin.

      “Get them to safety,” I ordered Beakwing. “I’ll play the hero this once, but just so you know, I’m not and this will cost you.”

      “We’ll pay anything,” Mandi whined. “Just please come with us.”

      “No,” I said.

      “Please, you don’t have to—”

      “He’s not what he seems,” Howie interrupted Mandi. “And if he can’t keep the creature from striking us down, we’re as good as dead anyway.”

      Beakwing took off. I popped a night vision potion to help with the annoying darkness, then followed that up with an energy potion. My guts were already protesting a bit, and I’d definitely not recommend drinking these things one after another without giving them a chance to activate first. Unfortunately, the luxury of waiting was over for me as the hallow’s darkness overtook my view.

      It didn’t seem to care much about its prior prey escaping.

      “I take it you don’t enjoy a mere mortal kicking you around?” I said to the giant wad of darkness. It had the vague shape of… well, I didn’t know. The darkness kept changing, as if it barely held itself together.

      Suddenly, I heard a voice, one that could smile in the depths of even the foulest fucker’s nightmares. Something old, empty, and yet full of strength.

      “Arrogant mortal… You who are not originally from this plane, and not a former enemy. Your insult shall be paid in blood.”

      Glowing red eyes appeared at the center of the wad of darkness. Not that I had much time to think about it. So much… force and aura hit me like ten thousand trains. I felt myself flying backward and tasted copper. Not wanting to find out the extent of the damage, I popped a health potion in my mouth.

      I hit the forest ground hard. The midmorning light I had was beginning to darken as the hallow followed me. This time when it came, I was actually ready for it. Palm aimed, I hit it with a red energy ball the size of a house. My Dragon Magic Burst. Turned out I could charge it, increase its size, though at the cost of a lot of mana. I could tell because I grew just a bit tired, despite the energy potion. This attack drained the hell out of something from the center of me… My core.

      My effort seemed rewarded when the ball of red death opened a hole in the center of the darkness, allowing a little sunlight to trickle through. But even I knew not to get happy. It was going to reform soon, so I did what anyone would do. Fucking run. And run I did, with the power of my energy potion.

      To make it harder for the hallow to find me, or so I hoped, I pulled out the potion of masking, chugged that son of a bitch down, then took a turn. Normally one would be lost mid-forest like this, but I still sensed Milia and the others from afar. They followed my instructions to get to safety.

      I took several more turns, hoofing it, and had to admit this body would’ve been amazing back in high school. The moment of joy sapped away when I heard the scary voice again.

      “Do you think you can hide from me, magician?” it asked, almost as if it beamed that directly into my mind. “I may not be able to detect your presence, but do not underestimate my ability to hunt.”

      I leapt over a large pond that seemed to have spawned out of nowhere, then took a turn left, speeding up.

      “Alright, Nate, you got this far, but this is still a boss fight,” I whispered to myself. “I’m expected to somehow kill this thing. But how?”

      Magic didn’t seem very useful, given its ability to just reform. The only option I had seemed to be escape. Boss fight or not, this thing could just wear me down until I was too tired to resist.

      Now I kind of regretted not focusing on a speed boosting potion, but the energy would do for now. Hell, it put in work and there, I realized the meaning of Howie’s words. I was selling these significantly below their value. Instead of losing energy, I felt like I slowly ballooned with it, but like every inflation, there would soon be a popping effect. However, the quality of the energy potion was so high that I had at least an hour to get as far away from the dark spirit as possible before the need to fall on my face occurred.

      You know, looking back was the normal mistake people made in movies, but when I did, the faint darkness was going the wrong way. I actually left it in the dust. I felt a little stupid believing I needed a speed potion. My abilities didn’t appear to operate like a normal magician’s, that much was obvious. However, there were limitations. Potions filled the void. I only knew one spell for fuck’s sake. With the potions, I didn’t need to bend my ass over backward for a magic school to teach me.

      I popped open the potion of eagle sight. After just a tiny moment of nausea, seriously poisoning myself here, I could see hundreds of meters away in perfect detail. I had full control of it too. By narrowing my eyes and directing a tiny bit of mana into them, I could zoom into things freely. By removing the mana, my vision returned to normal.

      A chill ran through my spine, for my vision could not pierce the darkness. But it did have a body. I had determined that in a split second as it prepared to gut Howie with a claw. Also the fact that I did damage it with my attack.

      In that case, the only thing that was left for me was to formulate a plan to completely annihilate it somehow. Or at least annoy it enough to make it retreat. I knew very little about these things, but I felt its killing intent. No wonder why people were terrified of them.

      But how… I scanned my surroundings. Trees, trees, and more fucking trees. Oh, and a boulder, rocks, deer running away, and birds.

      “So how will I do this?” I said softly. Tossing a giant boulder, of course, because why the hell not? Sometimes it was easy to forget about the superstrength. I went out of my way to keep it under control, after all.

      To test my aim, I picked up a baseball-sized rock and tossed it. I wasn’t expecting it to blast at what felt like hundreds of miles per second.

      The rock smashed into the mass of black, certainly confusing it. I knew this was going to key it onto my direction, but I hefted the boulder with ease and off it went, with the same devastating speed.

      I watched with the eagle sight and grinned as it collided with my target. Well, I did more than just piss it off, but before I could run or even pick up another rock, a clear backhand bashed me into a tree… through a tree… through several of them, until I came to a stop minutes later.

      “You’re a durable human, I will give you that much,” a dark voice taunted nearby. “But you only delay the inevitable.”

      I hopped back to my feet, grinning at the bastard. “If it helps, I’m only but a humble potion maker. I’m totally here for business purposes.”

      A moment of silence, then there was laughter. A lot of laughter. Too much laughter. It almost made me embarrassed of my sentence, no matter how true it was. I wasn’t greedy or anything, I just wanted to grow the business, help the town, and establish my own discreet contacts without anyone ever finding out about my powers. It wasn’t like I asked for them or to be participating in what felt like a fucking anime fight. But in the hallow’s defense, I picked the fight. I could’ve easily just driven miles to the side of it.

      “Now that was a good laugh, one I haven’t had in centuries,” the hallow said. Its glowing red eyes suddenly turned blue, and a grin appeared in the mass of darkness. “Let’s make a deal.”

      “Yeah, no, I don’t make deals with devils,” I said.

      “Would this be a deal? After all, this fragment is holding back,” the hallow continued. I kept my expression neutral, though I could tell it wasn’t lying. Why would it need to? “Playing with my meals is an old habit. Now… you’ve caught my attention. Make a pact with me and use my power to create potions that are otherwise impossible. Increase the belief in me. This should provide some entertainment. Mostly for me, after all my powers will attract unwanted attention. But you will be much stronger than you could—”

      “Okay, I’m going to have to cut you off,” I said. “It’s an interesting deal you’re trying to make, one in which I’ll inevitably perish. But you’re curious to see how long I last. It’s the ultimate way to play with your food.”

      The blue eyes within the darkness widened, then they began a slow change back to red.

      “Before we continue this annoying fight, answer me this? Is Wanda real?” I asked, while focusing on something else other than the creepy eyes in the darkness. “What’s up with her butt? People here swear on it. Man to man, don’t hold out on me.”

      “Wanda…” the hallow said in disgust. “You decline my power for that one’s. You’ll be bitten back far harder than even an oath to me.” Its… ‘mouth’ twisted into a nasty snarl. “Enough of this. I will devour you for this insult.”

      I aimed both palms at the darkness. “Thanks for waiting, by the way. Charging to maximum capacity takes time.”

      All the hallow could do was widen its eyes as it realized that the entire time, I played it like a fiddle. “You may be stronger than me, especially as a whole, but who isn’t vulnerable to getting bullshitted every now and then?”

      This fragment would not be able to remain against the full might of my dragon burst.

      My building-sized energy ball evaporated all of the creature, leaving not so much as a trace behind.

      I looked upward to see Milia and the griffin arriving. I sure as shit did not regret luring the creature away from them.

      Fuck, that was close.

      First the skeleton king, now a hallow. However, I wouldn’t have been able to sleep at night if I let the trio die like that. Eaten like potato chips by a creature that didn’t belong in this world.

      At least this wasn’t all for naught.

      I grinned, waving at them. Not only would I collect this debt, but I’d make sure they swear to secrecy through a magical oath. Did you know they had those?

      Okay, I didn’t know how to use one—this wasn’t a world of convenient silence methods—but I’d still make them keep quiet.

      The implication would be the ‘or else.’ A new business link with nobles that weren’t so bad. I’d take it!

      

      End of Phase 3…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PHASE 4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Interlude 3

      

      

      

      Ramon Thunderblade’s paranoia felt… perhaps excessive these days, as if it was a device overworked by whip. He knew the princess couldn’t follow or track him thanks to his multitude of protective spells, but every time he looked behind the wagon, his brain imagined her running wildly after them, sword in hand, perhaps even laughing. Really a silly, stupid thought, since the princess could simply fly.

      The trip itself began with just the lightning horses, which moved several times faster than the princess’s flight ability. Later, he pulled a large wagon from his storage ring, which served as lodging for this extended trip.

      Even with the wagon, the special horses easily zipped them across the kingdom incredibly fast in just days, but wandering aimlessly wasn’t Ramon’s style. They needed somewhere to settle down, to hide, make their temporary headquarters until a plan was devised.

      Ramon glanced at his party consisting of three women and two men, each among the most powerful people in the kingdom. Perhaps even the world. They weren’t just local kingdom heroes, after all. In the pursuit of the peoples’ interest and global safety, Ramon gave it his all to banish the Midnight Dragon. He and his party defeated other major, though smaller, threats. Ares the Peace Spawner might be the kingdom’s problem now, but it wouldn’t surprise Ramon if he decided on world domination.

      Could Ramon’s party survive long enough to seal him when the time came? Each of them earned their titles. Kelvin the Blizzard Sword, Iris the Heavenly Bow, Nuwa the Goddess Healer, Maxus the Darkness, and Ronica the Phoenix Magician.

      “Did you know there’s a town in the far east?” Ronica asked as she glanced up from the map. She was probably still annoyed about being the navigator for the night, but that duty rotated to even Ramon and everyone had to suffer equally.

      “How far are we talking?” Ramon asked.

      “It’s roughly four days from a small city ruled by House Wingston,” Ronica cheerily explained. “Small city or big town… I guess.” She yawned. “It’s the perfect place to make our headquarters until we can come up with a plan to do something about the Peace Spawner.”

      “Why not just the city of Wingston itself?” Ramon asked, though he already knew the answer.

      “House Wingston may be a smaller noble family, but they’re still rapidly making connections,” Ronica explained, the cheerfulness still potent. “Also, the recent rumor of one of their daughters being… arranged to marry someone from a force like House Astral isn’t good for us.”

      “That poor girl,” Nuwa the healer said.

      “Poor girl indeed,” Kelvin said from the driver’s seat. “It was only a few years ago that I dodged that same bullet. The Lord Ruler’s still an ass for that.”

      “Ah, come on, at least he arranged you to be with a beauty,” Ramon quipped.

      The dark man snorted. “Only the inner beauty counts as true beauty, that is my philosophy. My wife may not be glittery with jewelry, but when I met her on that farm, she sure seemed like she did. Like the brightest star in that town.”

      Ramon sighed. “This is what happens to a man that gets married. But hey, maybe your son will learn to appreciate the shallowness of noble women.”

      “So about the town,” Ronica said, forcing the subject back on track. There was a tiny edge of annoyance to her voice that no one wanted to challenge, not even Ramon. They liked her cheeriness.

      “We’ll make it our headquarters for now,” Ramon said.

      “A backwater town,” Maxus said, his voice displeased. “Certainly we can do better than this.”

      “Hey, at least you’ll be able to send letters to your wife again, without worry of the Lord Ruler’s servants invading your privacy,” Ramon said.

      “That was an annoying security measure, more paranoid than you, Ramon,” Maxus said. “How many times have we dealt with the Lord Ruler requesting us to prove our loyalty to him?”

      “Too many times,” Iris said, crossing her legs. The elf woman with white hair drank from her water flask, though Ramon doubted there was actually water in it. “It was kind of surprising that you finally grew tired of endlessly sleeping with maids and noble’s daughters and got us out of there.”

      “Was it because of the princess?” Maxus asked, grinning. “One of the most sought-after beauties of the kingdom, and you shudder internally at the sight of her. Is it because she wanted to marry and have as many children as possible?”

      Ramon frowned at all of the quips, though he deserved them. Somewhat. Maybe.

      “What must you expect from me when I have all the time in the world,” Ramon said. “Aside from endless training. I started picturing myself trapped in a training montage like the heroes in the tales.”

      Ronica snickered, which burst into nearly uncontrollable laughter. The others joined in shortly.

      Ramon sighed. “Oh, you want to laugh. Well, guess what we’re doing when we get to the town?”

      “Is it trying to get into the bed of the mayor’s daughter,” Maxus asked.

      Ramon glared at him. “Endless training to fight the Peace Spawner. You will each meditate, break past your walls, you know, the ones you’ve sat on for months now.”

      The wagon grew silent. No one trained as much as Ramon, though in their defense, Ramon was less human than them, except for Iris, literally. And potentially Kelvin. “The Lord Ruler may send some academy or some sect specialists to retrieve us. We can’t stay untrackable forever.”

      “Unless he consults a witch, we’ll be fine,” Nuwa said. “Then I’d have to condemn him.”

      Witches were… special types of magicians that thankfully lived outside of human society, that much Ramon knew. The Lord Ruler could attempt to bully a witch of the dark path to track him, but even he wouldn’t be able to avoid paying the price for disturbing her.

      The man may be paranoid of conspiracy against him, but he was not stupid. He’d ruled for centuries, and expanded his reach, even to the edges of smaller kingdoms. He even avoided antagonizing the Astral Empire, allowed one of the empire’s men, a relative of the emperor himself, to start a family right in the capital.

      If it weren’t for Ramon and his party, the empire would have no reason to hesitate and just take over everything. Then again, even the emperor feared Ares the Peace Spawner and dared not to waste resources.

      The Lord Ruler was a force of nature, but so was the Astral emperor. A battle from them would easily eradicate anything caught in the middle of it. Cities, vast landmasses, and even politically neutral sects.

      “You’re really good at killing the fun out of everything,” Kelvin quipped with a chuckle. “Especially as someone with the lucky ability to have a companion every night.”

      Ramon waved off his comment. “Me being a free spirit aside, we may have to pose as workers in this new town. That or start shops.”

      “You’re asking us to get jobs? Boo,” Iris said.

      “Why not? It’d be fun,” Ramon said with a laugh.

      “Fine, but you’re not allowed to work under a woman,” Ronica said.

      “And don’t bother with anyone’s wives or the mayor’s daughter,” Kelvin said.

      “I’m not making any promises,” Ramon muttered as he turned. “But seriously, if anyone comes up with a better plan for ridding the world of the Peace Spawner, let me know. And if we can do it remotely so that I never have to see that smug smile again, then more power to you.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement. Ares only smiled once, at them, as he vanished. But the smugness, the confidence, within that smile only proved that they were but children hitting at a bear with sticks.
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      You bet your ass I collected samples of the blackgrass before it all vanished. The hallow itself was gone without a trace, but it left behind some opportunity to gain new potions. The system rewarded me too.

      

      [New special potion listing added, Shadow Potion. Upon consumption, you may hide in the shadows of anyone or object for a short time. You may also travel a small distance from shadow to shadow.]

      [Current potions available: Health Potion, Energy Potion, General Medicine Potion.]

      [Special potions: Night Vision, Mana Core, Water Breathing, Masking, Eagle Sight, Shadow.]

      

      If the shadow potion wasn’t one of the most overpowered finds, behind the mana core restoration, then I don’t know what is. Unfortunately, it required materialized darkness, one of the ingredients I bottled as much as possible of before it finally all disappeared into the ether. This potion, despite being so powerful, was incredibly limited. And no, I would not be eagerly going on hallow hunts. Fighting to barely survive just wasn’t a potion maker’s style. Besides, I needed to find things to make for regular people, not fucking adventurers. I had no adventurer customers, for fuck’s sake. Me getting into battle was obviously for emergency situations, which I hoped would stay rare or never happen again.

      The skeleton horses were gone too, as if they returned to whatever hell the hallow lived in. I mean, I did consider keeping them as pets, but knowing this time period, people would probably consider me a witch or something to be burned at the stake.

      After a short debate regarding a multi-hour trip there and back, we decided to return to Kyushu for now. We easily recovered their wagon, which was thankfully undamaged, and all Mandi and the others needed were fresh horses. Being nobles, the prices didn’t affect them one bit. I, on the other hand, would’ve coughed my heart out.

      Winn and Lou were stabilized by a health potion, but without a mana potion, they’d have to recover from severe mana depletion the hard way. That meant the trio would be stuck here until help from their House arrived. So the next day, Howie called for help.

      The butler didn’t use the slow messenger man system like every normal person was stuck with. This motherfucker pulled out a cage containing a pigeon. He had it sent off with a letter secured to its leg within minutes.

      “I hope you don’t mind us for a week, maybe two,” Howie told me. “We can’t move Winn and Lou much, not without our house magicians stabilizing them. If we do, we’ll risk crippling them for life.” He shook his head. “They’re lucky to be alive. The only problem now is if the recipient of this letter would believe us. Very few people escape hallows.”

      Howie and I were currently in front of a house they rented from a minor noble landlord. Only because that noble didn’t offer me a place to rent out was I even more glad I built myself a custom house. Fuck that guy.

      “What matters for now is that you guys are alive,” I said. “It’s the first time I’ve seen a hallow too, and believe me when I say I don’t want to see one again.”

      “Is it okay if I assume you’re a wandering magician?” Howie asked. He flinched under my scrutinizing gaze, but after a moment, I cut him some slack.

      “Magician? I’m just a potion maker,” I said and left it at that. There wasn’t a need to go into detail about having just one spell and not giving a damn. Magic spells didn’t pay my land taxes every month, that was for sure.

      “I ask because we saw some of the fight and it is far from normal,” Howie said. “Excuse me for not just dropping the matter. We will honor the secrecy we swore and the debts when you come to collect. If not for you… well, we’d probably be suffering eternally in the hell of its belly.”

      “It’d be best to forget what you saw yesterday,” I said cheerfully. There wasn’t really a threat in the air and, unlike the other three and that other guy from last time, Wingston’s butler, I respected Howie.

      The next few days consisted of nothing too eventful, except Mandi stopping by daily, volunteering her help. At first, she was bothersome, with questions that tried to pry into my past, aiming for an angle to ask about my powers.

      It took about two days for her to give up and, with that, she became far more tolerable. Harmony appreciated having less work to do. Milia’s animosity vanished too, appraising that the younger woman actually tried.

      They even invited her over to dinner, though to me, this felt like a test run. He didn’t expect her to fall in love with his cooking, especially the veggie burgers. She wasn’t a huge meat eater, having grown up on a forced diet of less meat, increased fruits and vegetables. She accidentally let slip that she blamed the diet on her small chest but couldn’t understand her sister’s large size. I wisely stayed out of the women’s conversation.

      Winn and Lou still remained out, supported by potions and the minuscule magic within their bodies that wasn’t disrupted by whatever the hallow did to them. Tom, Big Ham, and I hanged out with Howie sometimes. He slammed down plenty of ale, revealing his commoner roots, but never seemed to get drunk. I could get slightly buzzed at best, but never drunk due to the mana within, which pissed me off. Howie told me that the only way I’d feel excitement from alcohol again was to drink what sect leaders drank. A super strong wine they called Angel Tears. When he revealed the price to me, I tossed the idea in a mental titanium box of regrets and never looked back.

      During the afternoon of the seventh day after the hallow attack, a knock on the shop’s door brought us unexpected guests. The teen Lucas and his blacksmith master. Milia had reminded me about the cauldron, but I decided to put off the idea for now to focus on other things. As a result, I successfully brewed the shadow potion. Let’s just say, test running it was more fun than it should’ve been. I even transported myself into Beakwing’s new barn! He was quite happy to hang out with me. I brought him apples. In case you’re wondering, yes, clothes and anything on your person went with you.

      “It’s open, come in,” I said.

      Nia, of course, looked far better than the last time I’d seen her. Dressed in a kimono, brown hair neat and in a bun, eyes cheery, but full of wisdom.

      Lucas the half dwarf was also looking much better. Instead of the eyes of a child that lost everything, he looked like a young man aiming to eventually inherit a legacy, evolving it further or invent his own. A mood that suited him.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t Master Nia and Sir Lucas,” I said, offering a handshake to the both of them. “Please come in, have tea.”

      This timing couldn’t have been better.

      “I hope this isn’t bad timing,” Nia said, which made me chuckle.

      “We’re also here as customers,” Lucas followed up, seeming a bit awkward. Ah, I forgot. Magicians made people nervous. I spent so much time around people that saw me as Nate the friendly potion maker. If my power didn’t remind me it existed from time to time, I’d forget about them.

      “You guys remember my betrothed, Milia,” I said as she walked in from tending the garden.

      “Hello,” she said warmly. “Welcome to our humble abode.”

      “Well met on this fine afternoon, lady of the house,” Nia said, her voice filled with too much respect.

      “W… well met,” Lucas said, though he made sure not to stare at the dryad too long. I gave him a prideful grin that carried just a touch of a warning within. He flinched. Milia, as sharp as ever, caught onto that and would probably poke a little fun of me later, but she knew I was just messing with the kid.

      “Speaking of customers,” I said as I led them to the dining room. “I’m looking to be one of yours.”

      Nia’s eyes widened. “We could certainly use a customer.” She sighed as she relaxed, soaking in the friendly vibes Milia and I most likely left. I kind of wanted to fanboy over talking with a blacksmith that made fucking swords, axes, and other things that would make any fantasy lover melt, but held that in. “After the rebuilding, work slowed to a crawl. We’re considering packing up if things don’t improve.”

      “I see,” I told her. “Before I reveal the order, I want to assume you’ve read the reply letter.”

      “We have,” Nia said. “Thank you for replying. Your words were very kind.”

      “I left the answer to Lucas’s request with a vague response because normally I do not take apprentices,” I said. “Not unless I’m looking for them.”

      Lucas drooped and Nia rubbed his head like a comforting mother.

      “But things have changed,” I said. “I can accept you as an apprentice, if you can figure out lodging. I’ll pay a fair wage and set a small bit aside to go to your landlord.”

      “You’re paying?” Lucas exclaimed.

      “Of course,” I said. “There’s no better encouragement for good work than getting paid for it.”

      Nia nodded, flushing slightly. “There’s a first for everything, I suppose. Most apprentices live with their masters. The food and somewhere to sleep is the pay.”

      “I don’t do the live-in thing,” I said. “But I do believe in actually paying. Just ask my current apprentice.”

      I gestured at Harmony as she walked in, eyes narrowed at me. I made her plant a new section of the garden and also trained her at the same time. Judging by the pout, she was still quite pissed about that.

      Good thing she learned early on to not wear white trousers or any dresses.

      “Lodging is no problem,” Nia said. “I have a friend that lives in town, who will accept him while he works. Do you have a starting date?”

      “Tomorrow, be early at sunrise and ready to work,” I said. “You’ll have magic training too.”

      “T… tomorrow?”

      “I’m joking,” I told the teenager. “Whenever you get your things.”

      Lucas’s excitement exploded. “Thank you, Sir Nate!”

      “If there’s anything we can do for you, let us know,” Nia said.

      I grinned. “So about my order. And maybe the start of a new business friendship.” I held out my hand. She accepted it, though didn’t hold too long out of respect for the lady of the house.
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      You’re probably wondering why the hell would I hire another apprentice when I only wield a single spell. What could I teach? The answer to that was simple. Business. Do you honestly think Nia would eagerly forge me a special cauldron after telling her stepson to fuck off? Okay, that was only a tiny part of the reason. If I was going to bring this town back from inflation and push it into prosperity, then not only would I need to think outside the box, but introduce an unexpected element to the mix. What could a half dwarf bring to the table? Well, I’d be finding out or sending him back. I voiced my strictness.

      “This isn’t going to be an easy ride,” I said. Nia looked at me, grinning. In fact, she basically spoke my next sentence.

      “If you turn out to be lousy at this, I’ll kick you to the curb and send you home.”

      My mouth fell open a bit. Milia laughed and I couldn’t help but join her. Lucas flushed with embarrassment, but the fire of determination that appeared in his eyes after nodding was exactly what I wanted from him.

      “Harmony will also be addressed as Head Apprentice,” I continued, then held up my hand to keep from being interrupted. “If I’m away or too busy with other matters, such as meetings or paying… land taxes, you can look to her for help or your next task.”

      I almost said something like, “She’s almost my little sister,” but even I felt embarrassed about those words.

      I turned to Mandi, who entered half an hour ago, right in time for our dinner. Her eyes were starry but having gotten used to the known fact that I was basically a married man, she stopped getting too close. At least four times, she got yanked backward by a vine that grew out of nowhere. Milia’s jealousy was an amusing gem to watch.

      “What now?” I asked, annoyed. “You’re getting married. I’m pretty sure your husband will not be too happy with his wife working in what he’ll most certainly dub a backwater town.”

      “Ah come on, if you’ve accepted him as an apprentice, then there should be no problems with me,” she said, her voice close to whiny.

      Thankfully, Howie came along with her this time, and the tired look he gave her made the redhead deflate.

      “I understand where you’re coming from, Mistress,” Howie said.

      “M… Mistress?” Lucas and Nia both asked, eyes wide. Rather than swelling up with pride, the girl further deflated.

      “Making friends among the nobility isn’t as fulfilling,” Howie continued. “But you must grasp your responsibilities and own them. It is always the duties of those born with future tasks that will change the lives of the people they govern.”

      “By the way, Lucas, how old are you? Fifteen, sixteen years?” I asked, while the butler continued to lecture the redhead. That was more entertaining than it should’ve been.

      “I’m seventeen,” the half dwarf replied.

      Close enough. Still, he was very tall for a dwarf, perhaps even for a half-breed, at least from what I read about them. Roughly five feet, five inches tall. Until I traveled or one came here, this was as close as I was going to get to meeting a real dwarf.

      After letting Howie lecture her a bit, I threw the redhead a lifeline.

      “It’s not like this will be the last time we’ll see each other, right?” I said. “I’m sure we’ll travel to your city from time to time. Just because we’re building now doesn’t mean we’ll be cooped up in this one spot forever without going out to see the world.”

      That seemed to do the trick, brightening her eyes.

      “You’re right,” Mandi said. “Nothing’s stopping me from visiting when off duty.”

      “Except your future husband,” Howie added bluntly.

      “And future kids,” Harmony added, grinning, which earned herself a glare and a pout from the redhead.

      I laughed. To give her a little credit, this past week wasn’t an idle fest. She took my little challenge a bit too seriously, working to improve her relationship with the townspeople. Even volunteered for things, despite being very bad at almost everything. But Milia and I couldn’t help but respect this. The dryad thought the teen was adorable, especially after she apologized to Wolverine for her earlier behavior. She wore her emotions and intentions on her face and through her body language like an open book for all to read. Her future husband would certainly tease the young woman endlessly. Especially with her eyes opened to commoner reality. But… with nobles, that also brought a concern. Thankfully, Howie would make sure nothing happened to our troublesome new friend.
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        * * *

      

      Mandi did not want to go home. Sure, she got along with two of her older siblings, but that didn’t dismiss the lack of warmness in her own bloody household. The lack of… hearts, just icy coldness and calculation, all rivals denouncing the others and taking as much power and inheritance for themselves as possible. Well, Mandi didn’t want any of it! She… she really did want friends and people that cared about her, scolded her when she was being unreasonable, and not agree with everything she said just because she was a Wingston.

      In just days, being around Nate and the others showed her a different light. This made her disgusted with so-called higher social classes believing themselves to be superior to everyone else. Nobles were terrified of magicians too, so they certainly weren’t different than common people. In fact, they were nothing without the people.

      Now Mandi did, in fact, understand the duties of the ruling class. Someone had to keep the cities orderly. Someone had to keep trade between neighbors going and fair. Someone had to protect the people from becoming slaves to hostile lands and command armies to slay demonic monsters. This was a pact between the ruling class and the people. Hence the importance of the rulers never treating their people unfairly.

      But… even a city lord’s daughter wanted to go out, meet new people, make friends. Real friends. The lonely life of being an untouchable noble looking down on others or scheming for further power was never meant for Mandi. She looked at Harmony, a mayor’s daughter, who surely knew how she felt. At first, the redhead was envious of her, and especially of Milia, but as they talked and worked, she learned more about the blue-haired girl. That led to discovering a shocking truth. That she too allowed just a moment of a silly schoolgirl fantasy to slip through her. Harmony’s marriage would likely be arranged too, and suitors had already tried.

      Mandi sighed, deciding it was rude to tune out Howie’s long lecture, the one she’d heard many, many times.

      He was like a second father to her, or perhaps a favorite grandfather or uncle. She often wished that news would break out, revealing that the entire time, Howie was her grandfather. Maybe he’d be given his own robes, servants, but even so, she knew he still wouldn’t leave her.

      Mandi focused just a bit on Nate and, like Harmony, couldn’t help but respect his accomplishments. From building his own house and not dealing with the local piggy landlord nobles, to the garden, the formation of the potion shop and its fair, perhaps too cheap prices, and the potions so amazing that when the news eventually spread, would attract many buyers. Of course, the biggest thing she was grateful for was the fact that he saved her life.

      Sure, making them pay for it seemed rude, but he still did it, put his life and secret on the line just because he didn’t want to see anyone die. It was likely her fault he charged them, but Mandi would use that debt as an excuse to visit.

      Harmony may have given up and to an extent, so did Mandi, but that didn’t mean she had to stop liking him. She’d hope for an overwhelming success of the shop he built, and that Milia kept away any spiders.
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      I headed outside to check on Wolverine, Cheetara, and Beakwing. Cheetara adorably chased after a lizard. Wolverine and Beakwing were just outside of the griffin’s housing, watching the kitten and looked like old friends chatting. The scene warmed my heart, doubling down my resolve to keep building this place, thriving for something better than ever, something that would make my children’s children proud.

      The spirit beasts hopped to their feet upon noticing me. I spoiled them for a while with head pats, belly rubs, and the works. I even laid against Beakwing and accidentally took a nap. Milia ended up waking me an hour later.

      “I… honestly wanted to lie there with you,” she said, blushing slightly. “Now come, our guests assumed you walked into town and wondered when you’d return.”

      “You know, since we’ve got all of these extra hands now, let’s proceed with the farming idea,” I said as I stood. We walked hand in hand into the house.

      “Then you’d bake me the blueberry pie you once said you missed from your homeland?” Milia asked.

      “You still remember that?” I asked with a laugh.

      “Of course,” Milia said, her eyes seeming to glimmer with hunger. “You were very insistent on it being one of the best desserts created by mankind.”

      “I most certainly stand by that,” I said.

      That night after everyone left, Mandi and Harmony almost getting kicked out, Milia and I did a little face kissing after the bath. Part of the reason why I decided against in-house apprenticeship was for our damn privacy. Also, in the case of wanting to surprise anyone with a handmade gift, it’d be a lot easier if I didn’t have any of the brats bugging me.

      Milia and I decided to set the wedding in the spring, although after some debate. She even considered the next day, mostly as a joke, even hopped in my bed. Cheetara seemingly scolded her with a few meows as if saying, “You shouldn’t tease him like that.”

      The kitten ended up falling asleep in my bed and when I woke up, realizing I did so too, Milia was gone. But the spot she occupied the prior night was still warm.

      Today would be the day I started the icebox project or, at the very least, gathered the materials. After a quick visit to our private outhouse, then the washroom for the morning, I fed the spirit beasts. Wolverine had meat and Milia’s veggie mix. I fed Beakwing the same. Cheetara had fish.

      Nia and Lucas returned from the inn, and as promised, Milia and I gave them a ride back to the village.

      I’d return to pick up Lucas later. My first order, a cauldron capable of supporting supernatural materials, would take some time. I offered to get them, but Nia insisted on contacting a friend. Lucas shuddered, knowing that friend, but didn’t give me many details.

      “It’d be best if you didn’t know,” Lucas said. “She’s kind of a forest hermit anyway.”

      I gave him a skeptical look. “A forest hermit? Does she live very far? I certainly don’t—”

      “Travel is no problem for her,” Lucas said. “She’s the only one we know who specializes in magical cauldrons.”

      “Ah, so a magician woman,” I said.

      “Yes, kind of… a strange one,” Lucas confessed. “A really strange one. Nia used to joke about arranging a marriage between us. Almost gave me a heart attack.”

      I laughed. “I sure hope my apprentice isn’t following the path of the shallow.”

      “Well… she’s very pretty, but just being near her gives me chills,” Lucas said. “It’s weird, something I can’t really explain. It’s like being afraid of the dark as a child.”

      “I’m sure people will say that about you too, when I train your powers,” I said, which made Lucas sigh.

      “I hope not,” Lucas said, but his expression brightened when he picked up my joke. So Nia’s friend lived alone in the forest and scared people around her with probably aura alone. Why does that sound familiar? What kind of magical person were we talking about?

      I ended up dropping the topic and Milia and I mounted Beakwing.

      “Please return in two weeks for the cauldron,” Nia said.

      “Thanks!” I said. “Lucas, be packed by the evening. Be ready to start at sunrise.”

      We took off, waving at them and the villagers who were happy to see our return. I guess stomping out a bandit infestation left quite the impression.

      At the shop, Harmony set up the cauldrons while Milia prepared the ingredients. She stole four kisses when the blue-haired girl turned her back. Harmony grew suspicious as Milia made no effort to keep the smile off her face.

      I sighed. “I’m adding the light and a speed potion to the menu later.”

      “A speed potion, huh?” Harmony asked. “Isn’t that something mostly adventurers buy?”

      “Probably, but the same could be said about health, and energy,” I retorted. “Any suggestions for our menu?”

      “Snacks,” Harmony and Milia said simultaneously, almost as if they planned that response. They both smiled innocently as I glared at them.

      “I think the general store would not appreciate us stealing customers,” I said. “Also, a potion shop wouldn’t be the first place people—”

      “Not just any snacks,” Harmony continued. “You could make candy.”

      “Until we bring down the prices, we’ll lose money just acquiring the ingredients,” I said. “Especially sugar.” She deflated, but I continued. “But, that’s a really good idea. We could sell a few pieces in tiny little bags.”

      “And people will always buy them, kind of like an afterthought,” Harmony said.

      Milia nodded in agreement. “We should try for other products too, like cleaning agents and mouth oil. Perhaps a paste.”

      “Not bad, not bad, but we will have to create an outside station for those,” I said. “Oh, and today, I’m gathering the material for the cold storage. The only difficult part is creating a potion that stays cold.”

      “You could always open an S-ranked chest,” Milia suggested. “If you’re unable to make it yourself.”

      “Checking a dungeon isn’t a bad idea,” I told her. “But that depends. Do you think it’s possible to stumble upon another S-ranked chest in an E-ranked dungeon?”

      “You’d have to be impossibly lucky,” Milia answered honestly.

      “Which leaves us with…”

      “The S-ranked dungeon,” Milia finished for me. “You’ll find A-ranked and S-ranked chests, perhaps greater things.”

      “But the danger is too much,” Harmony added.

      “Hello,” Mandi said cheerfully before entering the shop. She narrowed her eyes, searching for something. “Where’s the new boy?” She pounded a fist against her hand. “He needs to learn your rules.”

      I stared at her with a crooked grin.

      Mandi laughed. “So what’s with the doom and gloom?” she asked.

      “We’re trying to find a solution for storage that always stays cold,” Harmony replied. “Any ideas?”

      “An ice crystal,” Mandi said. “But.”

      “Yeah, we know, virtually impossible to get,” I told her. Milia had long since suggested that, but the moment she revealed the price tag, I told her never to bring it up again.

      “Anything less obvious?” I asked.

      “Not less obvious,” Mandi said as she sat in one of the chairs. “I could ask my brother, but he’d get suspicious right away. Only a magician would ask about magical ice.”

      I sighed. “Damn. Even if I attempt the S-ranked dungeon, there isn’t a guarantee I’d get what I’m looking for. But it’s the only way.”

      “Are you sure?” Milia asked. “I will admit, I do not believe I am ready to enter the dungeon just yet.”

      “S-ranked dungeon?” Mandi asked, eyes widened. “Aren’t those a myth? There are stories of some of the best adventurers struggling with just A-ranked dungeons. I think… perhaps the hero and his party or the Astral Adventurers could. Wait…” She paused, reading the room. “You’re being serious. You really have found an S-ranked dungeon.”

      “We did,” I confirmed. “But we’re just not stupid enough to go inside, at least yet.” I stood.

      “What are you planning, love?” Milia asked.

      “Like you, I’m going to prepare for this,” I said. “I’d love to solve our cold storage problem with my own power, you know, potions, but without a mystical recipe to make it happen, we have no choice. So as much as I don’t want to be forced into fighting, I’m going to train some, also load up on potions.”

      Mandi frowned. “There has to be another way.”

      I looked at her.

      “That dungeon should serve as just your personal high-end ingredient farm,” Mandi continued. “But going in under stress…” Her voice trailed off.

      “I wouldn’t call it stress,” I said. “We’re using a river as a temporary fridge system for now. I’ve been stuck on this problem for weeks, failing to come up with any ideas.”

      “Wait! I’ll ask Howie,” Mandi said. “He’ll know! Maybe we could make an ice crystal.”

      As Mandi hurried toward the door, a horse-pulled cart suddenly stopped in front of the shop, its direction clearly from the town. Two red-haired people stepped out, while the maid driver remained in place. One was a strong-looking man who looked to be in his mid to late twenties. The woman beside him was either Mandi’s mother or older sister. The man offered Mandi a huge smile. She ran into his arms, hugging him.

      “Hector, you’re here!”

      “If she wasn’t getting married to some guy name Gaston, I’d be giving you a look right now, Harmony, with questions to ask,” I said.

      Harmony laughed. “Oh, stop it. That kind of thing is outlawed.”

      “Here,” Milia said, grinning. “It is legal in the Astral Empire, especially for certain noble households.”

      “A little irony there, with her marrying someone of Astral bloodline,” I said. “Come on, let’s go meet her favorites.”

      Mandi was hugging the woman too. “Big sister Rose.”

      I almost walked backward and closed the door when Rose looked at me and licked her lips as if I was a fucking snack. Then she laughed at my expression.

      “Don’t eat him, I’ve heard he’s getting married,” Hector said, giving me the save. “Besides, we cannot disrespect the man who saved our precious little sister.”

      He held up a hand before I could try to bullshit the credit to Howie. “I used one of the most expensive time crystals I had on my person to peek into Howie’s past two weeks. And you have no worries, Sir Potion Maker. I am in your debt.”

      Mandi turned around to look at us. “Big brother, big sister, let me formally introduce you to Nate, Milia, and the mayor’s daughter, Harmony.”

      Hector bowed. “If only we weren’t in a hurry. I’d love to sit down and chat with everyone.”

      “Especially you, Sir Potion Maker,” Rose said, then grinned devilishly. “You have the most beautiful wife, after all.”

      Milia laughed.
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      We watched their carriage leave for a bit before returning to the shop. They likely had to speak to Mandi privately pertaining to family matters. Customers would be appearing soon, so we got to work. The money called, after all. Land taxes didn’t pay themselves.

      After finishing the first batch, I hurried to the lab and started experimenting with the Moonbaby leaves. To my relief, following the same brewing process as the health and energy potions yielded me the weak speed variant. An E-ranked ingredient was so damn easy to work with! Okay, I failed three times, but those details aren’t needed, am I right or am I right? The stench of the prior failures still rang through my nose like the ghost of burned popcorn. I already managed to get the hang of whipping up a lighting variant. The system confirmed my progress with a notification. It even complimented me, though somewhere deep down, I wondered if it was mocking in some way. The UI changed a bit, which made it much easier to keep track of these things.

      [New potion listings added. Good job!]

      [Current self-use potions: Health, Energy, General Medicine, Speed Booster.]

      [Special potions: Night Vision, Mana Core, Water Breathing, Masking, Eagle Sight, Shadow.]

      [Utility potions: Lighting.]

      

      Holy shit, when did I learn so many? Then again, I was still somewhat new at this. I couldn’t help but imagine what a seasoned potion maker documented in their journals or recipe books. Let’s be honest, I wouldn’t be the only one using a special potion. There had to be mad scientists out there whipping up some crazy concoctions.

      For the hell of it, mostly since I decided to train in preparation of the S-ranked monstrosity, I checked my stats. The changes really shouldn’t have surprised me, but at least advancement slowed a bit, though I still wasn’t sure if it was because of my request. Maybe constant meditation like almost every goddamn fantasy novel I read would be required eventually.

      

      Nate

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

      Magician rank: 8th realm of the Highcore.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and Divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.

      

      During our lunch break, I proposed a change to the day’s agenda. If one could call it that.

      “For a training exercise, let’s finish off the E-ranked dungeon,” I said. “Then as planned, just keep using it as training grounds. We can clear an E-ranked dungeon multiple times a day, right?”

      Harmony nodded.

      “I’ve been wondering, can you clear it by yourself?” Milia asked, challenge in her eyes. “You know, run through, smash everything to bits and report what happens.”

      I wasn’t sure if I considered the idea hilarious and fun or just didn’t want to look like a little bitch in front of my dryad fiancée. Going inside a dungeon alone carried risks, even for an E-ranker, but something about Milia’s words turned the gears in my head. She didn’t make lame ass pointless comments. There was either hidden meaning behind those words, something she couldn’t quite confirm from a legend, or she just wanted to be entertained. I’d make her do it as payback. Then I understood. This was perfect training. I clapped once.

      “You and Lucas will train like crazy, but to be over the beginner phase, you’ll have to clear the dungeon by yourself not once, but twice.”

      Milia grinned. “I wasn’t aiming to go that far, but making sure there isn’t any flukes is a valid idea.”

      “Everyone’s going to be pissed, but let’s close the shop early and get over there,” I said. “Also, instead of throwing ourselves at the mercy of an S-ranked dungeon, let’s clear everything in order.”

      Milia nodded and let out a breath of relief. “I was afraid you’d proposed attempting it yourself. I’d give it my all to convince you not to, but… well, stopping you isn’t within my abilities.”

      I grinned and kissed my dryad fiancée. “Trust me when I say going in there is a last resort. Let’s see if Mandi comes back with any helpful and affordable ideas.”

      Harmony sighed. “You’re really going to make us beat a dungeon by ourselves.”

      “Maybe just up to C,” I told her. “If adventurers struggle with B and A ranks, then going solo would just be a suicide run.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if you pulled it off,” Milia said. “You did beat a hallow’s fragment with your bare hands. I still feel the oddness of that day, the details shown to me by the land, but… the rush of panic when you said you were going alone.”

      “Yes, most certainly panic,” Harmony said. “I… almost cried.”

      “It was a bonehead risky move, but I’m not really a self-sacrificing type of guy,” I said. “I wouldn’t have played the hero if I knew I’d be wasting everyone’s time. Well, honestly.” I shook my head. “The bastard was actually too strong for me.”

      Milia and Harmony looked at me, eyes full of concern, curiosity, and questions.

      “Yeah,” I confirmed. “Just a fragment of itself, but it could speak as if it were fully there. I didn’t tell anyone, but it tried to offer me a shitty pact. You know, one in which I’d get screwed over in the end for its entertainment and the death of everything around me.”

      “Accepting such a contract could invite it to destroy you instantly,” Milia said.

      “Whether it would give me its powers or not doesn’t matter,” I said. “Every story out there in which the protagonist makes a deal with a devil ends badly. I also couldn’t stand it, looking at me with the level of… cold distain. Like it saw me as talking food and nothing else. Like the meat of its sandwich. I used its talkative nature against it.”

      “If only it were possible to do that to its full body,” Milia said. “The less hallows, the better.”

      I stood up, chuckling. “Alright, lunch break’s over. Let’s close down the shop and get on Beakwing. Lucas is getting a surprise early visit and some introduction to magic. Then the fun part begins.”

      “Fun part?” Harmony asked, a little dread in her voice, as she likely had a feeling what was coming.

      “Running laps,” I said, which made the blue-haired girl deflate. “Around the first floor. It’d be perfect to get you somewhat used to that dungeon aroma. Oh, don’t worry, Milia and I will run with you for a couple of laps.”

      I glanced at the dryad. She pouted, which only widened my smile. “We’ll lead by example, but I’m a potion maker, not an adventurer. The dungeons are just ingredient farms.”

      After everything was cleaned up, we mounted Beakwing and took off toward the village.
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      Hector nearly flopped into his seat when they made it back to Howie’s rented house in the backwater town. He let out the breath he didn’t realize he was holding. His hands still trembled, but the man had to see the potion maker himself. Of course that was no ordinary potion maker, no magician with proper experience would be able to miss it. One silent scan revealed the truth and Hector regretted coming.

      A rogue master magician was a frightening matter. He wasn’t Ares the Peace Spawner… but, this entire thing could’ve been a front.

      No… Ares’s cult moved a lot and not even his lowest ranking members would settle for this backwater bore fest of a town.

      Yet the master magician had no sect…

      Hector’s eyes widened upon remembering Mandi’s words. That she wanted to become an apprentice. He wanted to adamantly object to that, but crossing that master magician, just making him slightly angry, could result in not just Hector’s death, but potentially his entire family, even city. Few could stop a master magician.

      But… he was so young. Strangely enough, Ares the Peace Spawner also held the body of a youth, but his old sect refused to release information on him, even if it strained their relationship with the Kingdom authorities, specifically the Lord Ruler.

      Hector saw Ares once and prayed to Wanda he’d never have to see that man… demon again. The absolute embodiment of coldness. But was it fair to compare the potion maker to one of the most notorious killers in the world?

      He looked at his younger sister, Rose, and allowed himself to relax just a bit. Despite her unladylike cravings for boytoys, she was still a powerful magician and also wouldn’t speak to anyone she deemed a threat… right? Sadly, that included Gaston of House Astral, Mandi’s betrothed. Despite the boy just being a measly mortal, Rose still fought against the marriage. Hector didn’t blame her, but their mother’s decisions were absolute. None of them could oppose her, not even their father. Sometimes Hector wondered if maybe this was why she married a mortal. Her controlling nature seemed to confirm the theory.

      Suddenly, Rose shooed away her personal maid and stood up.

      Hector gave her a pointed look. “What are you up to?”

      “To test him, of course,” Rose said. “What else would it be?”

      Wanda’s ass, if only Hector could’ve found any other magician to help him stabilize their cousins. Without the watchful gaze of the city, she was free to do whatever she wanted, even ignore his orders. He couldn’t compel his second favorite sibling. He’d never consider such a thing, or forget the two times she saved his life.

      Which only made it harder to let her go.

      “His friendly attitude is likely fake,” Hector said. “What if this entire town is his cult, like you know who?”

      Rose stared at Hector blankly. “Is it really fair to compare anyone to the Peace Spawner?”

      “But the hallow—”

      Rose shook her head. “Would the Peace Spawner save our sister, or summon the hallow fragment?”

      “You cannot deny the similarities,” Hector said, his voice carrying with it the weight of an elder brother. “The Peace Spawner once relied heavily on potions. Some say it was an addiction.”

      “The Lord Ruler announced that someone laced one of his potions with mana-opium,” Rose said.

      Hector shrugged. “That excuse feels… a bit convenient, don’t you think?”

      Rose sighed. “Fine, I’ll explore the town, maybe see what the people think of their potion maker. Perhaps he will be courting death.”

      Abruptly, Mandi appeared from the backroom, cheerful, though she paused upon feeling the tension in the air.

      “Is everything well?” she asked.

      “Just a minor issue, nothing important,” Hector lied. “Could you show Rose around town? Make sure she stays out of trouble.”

      He grinned as Rose sighed.

      “Sure, I don’t mind,” Mandi said.

      As they left, Hector felt a little confused. He’d never seen his little sister this cheerful. Perhaps a week away from their mother, the Red Star, did the trick.

      He considered it, but the idea of abandoning his duties and his men back in the city guard would cause more trouble than what was needed.
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        * * *

      

      After scooping up a surprised Lucas, we headed to the dungeon. I explained everything and got the reaction I wanted. Dread.

      “Give me a sec,” I said after we landed. “I’m going to solo the dungeon, give it a reset. In the meantime, Milia will teach you how to meditate and gather mana. Just make sure you focus on the right element from the environment. For example, if your body can’t handle air mana, don’t pull it inside of you, simple as that. Harmony, you practice more with the wand. Now that no one can see us, it’s time to get a hang of it. Like Potter.”

      “Potter?”

      “Nothing.”

      Once again, I was just talking out of my ass, mostly based off what I read and what Milia informed me about. I didn’t have to meditate. The system didn’t specifically tell me what type of mana it chose, but I was sure it would choose the most suitable one. It may be unfriendly, but it hadn’t overloaded me.

      

      [System notice. All mana types are pulled into you at all times during your automatic—]

      

      I let the thought of the prompt drop, keeping myself composed so that the others wouldn’t pepper me with worry. All elements. That was extremely dangerous, but I felt fine. Hell, the superstrength appeared the moment I transported to this world—so the outrageous mana pull wasn’t the reason for these powers.

      “Alright, off I go,” I said. “You help train them too, Wolverine. Practice with your dagger.”

      Wolverine barked twice, tail wagging, though he did look as if he wanted to follow me. Cheetara swatted adorably at his tail. Damn, I wanted to take both spirit beasts with me.

      “Don’t forget to give us the details,” Milia reminded.

      Since we could simply come back on an ingredient-hunting trip, I charged through the grassy cavern until coming across three skeleton wolves guarding the staircase. Two were small, one was what I’d call medium-sized. It took less than a minute to punch and kick my way through them. I had some empty vials on me, but they didn’t leave any dust behind. Not that I wanted E-rank monster dust anyway. I didn’t!

      The second floor was much of the same with some different plants I forced myself to ignore and kept on charging. More skeleton wolves spawned, along with skeleton boars and a few human-shaped sword-wielders. I easily destroyed them all without stopping, surveyed the area to make sure my apprentices wouldn’t find themselves in a tight spot, then hurried to the third and final floor.

      A dozen or so skeletons later, I found myself in front of the boss door.

      “Let’s get this out of the way,” I said, though I was disappointed at not finding any other chests. I had to kill the boss each time to open it.

      I kicked open the door. There waiting for me was a lone figure. A man in skeletal armor, surrounded with ten skeleton wolves of all shapes and sizes. He was equipped with a wooden battle staff.

      “A strong one approaches,” the man said. “Just like any high-ranking adventurer, they believe they can just enter my lair overpowered and wipe me out for easy chest pickings.”

      I started toward him.

      “I used to be a giant wolf, but thanks to a stranger passing by, I have evolved. As long as I stay alive, I will evolve further. And you, you will die here!”

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Evolved Skeleton Alpha Wolf. S-ranked demonic monster.]

      [Boss fight begin.]

      

      My eyes widened. An S-ranked monster, again. Why couldn’t I catch a fucking break? Why wouldn’t this world allow me to progress normally like everyone else? And who was this stranger that evolved him?

      The Alpha Wolf man bolted toward me with his wolves. Knowing how annoying and tough S-ranked monsters were, even for me, I dodged the Alpha’s staff attacks, then punched through the little bone mutts until they became nothing more than powder.

      “Hey, listen buddy,” I said to the Alpha. “Do you know the name of this stranger by any chance?”

      “Most certainly, but I’m not stupid enough to say it,” the Alpha said. “Even in death, I wouldn’t be so foolish.”

      He leapt toward me, bringing his staff down, but I sidestepped and then kicked him into the far wall. Or so I thought. A skeleton wolf spawned out of the ground and took the blow for the Alpha.

      I saw the staff coming for my head and felt its capability of taking it off. I grinned as I slipped into the shadows and popped out behind it.

      “At first,” I said as I grabbed the Alpha. “I felt really stupid for taking a sip of this potion for an E-ranked Dungeon. I think I forgot, maybe instinctively thought I was facing the hallow again.”

      The Alpha’s eyes widened. “H… You faced a hallow. I do not believe you.” I introduced the armored skeleton man to a fist to the face, then more, but before I could give it my all, he thrust both feet out.

      Now it was my turn to fly into the wall. Or I would have if I hadn’t slipped back into the shadows.

      It felt a lot like being under water except the shadows didn’t hold you down. Also movement was incredibly fast. I could see a little above ground and through it perfectly, like x-ray vision. The Alpha was smart enough to jump into the air.

      That turned out to be its mistake.

      I took aim with an open palm and unleashed my Dragon Magic Burst. It exploded into pieces.

      “A monster that doesn’t evolve naturally will be significantly less powerful,” I said to nothing in particular.

      The chest that appeared wasn’t an S-ranked chest, I could tell that immediately. It wasn’t an E-rank thankfully. Milia told me they were always junky rusty things.

      This was an iron chest, a C-ranker.

      “Better than nothing,” I said as I opened it. Let me say, there was something oddly satisfying about opening a loot chest after beating up a boss monster. I may not be getting into adventuring, but at some point, many of them had to end up as psychotic addicts, getting off to this thrill.

      Inside the chest, I found a set of… brass knuckles and a scroll. Go figure. Nothing too exciting in a C-ranked box, but I’d definitely make use of the knuckles. I put them on and admired the perfect fit.

      

      [Iron-Infused Brass Knuckles. Item rank: C. For those who prefer unarmed combat. Increased physical damage to your opponents.]

      

      The scroll turned out to be a potion recipe, which made me nod in acceptance. Not what I was looking for, but I didn’t come to this dungeon for me. Ingredients and training the brats. Maybe someday I’d feel like a proper master with the appropriate age and all.

      

      [New listing added, Potion of Sleeping.]

      [Consuming this will put anyone to sleep within seconds. Use with care.]

      

      “Now that could be dangerous in the wrong hands,” I said softly.

      Seeing there was nothing else in the E-ranked boss room, I left. Milia and the others stopped their training to look at me as I emerged from the dungeon entrance.

      “Did you change your mind?” Harmony asked.

      “Nope, I cleared it,” I said. “But… something weird happened with the guardian.”

      Milia grinned. “Please do let us know the details.”
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      My two apprentices were exhausted after I put them through a combination of military exercising and magical training. Because why the hell not. It was funny. I apologized to Beakwing for letting the sweaty heathens get on his back, but the griffin only seemed happy to be near me and included.

      I also took the time to practice proper riding. Don’t give me that look. Okay, fine. Milia gave me some pointers. You happy now? She grew up in somewhat of a farming environment.

      We flew to the village afterwards to get Lucas’s things and then to Harmony’s house. Her maid didn’t ask questions, not even about the mysterious thin case she carried. Seeing our condition, the servant didn’t bother to ask us if we’d like to stay over for dinner. Milia gave her a bright, amused grin. With light in the sky, we dropped Lucas off too. Nia’s friend was out of town for a while, but the half dwarf had the key to the house and access to any food, though we welcomed him to eat with us daily. It went without saying that Nia expected me to look out for him and while the boy was just a year younger than Harmony, he didn’t have the life experience yet. Nia educated him herself, in academics, manners, and blacksmithing, which he excelled at. I agreed to have him visit his old blacksmithing master every now and then for further lessons. He valued both his human and dwarf bloodlines, after all.

      As we prepared to mount Beakwing again to fly home, I noticed a scene. Mandi was arguing with her big sister about something. The older crimson-haired woman clearly looked upset or alarmed and from that, I figured they were likely heading home the next day.

      Deciding family matters were family matters, we took off.

      That night, I had a strange dream. Dryads wanted me to spoon feed them blueberry pie. The dream was so absurd, I woke up the next morning, chuckling and shaking my head.

      After the morning activities and breakfast, Lucas eating with us, I started the shop preparations. Harmony instructed him on how to tend the garden, harvesting, and keeping things organized. Milia prepared the cauldrons and their ingredients, including the newer additions to the menu. She’d already written down a few things pertaining to farm animals, which I’d take into town to see who could help. The barn we’d built was very large, as it had to fit Beakwing, and far away from the house that we wouldn’t have animal noises keeping us up at night. Also, it’d look quite tacky to stick a red barn right next to your house as if you’re extending it. The distance had to be perfect. Not too far, not too close. Downwind too, though we’d keep it magically and physically clean. Yes, I didn’t mind cleaning too. I set the example for the apprentices to follow.

      I headed into the bathroom, examined its plumbing and decided it could use a shower. This world had few of these, so I explained the idea to my fiancée the best I could. She still preferred baths, but the idea of a cleansing portable waterfall equipped with adjustable heated water intrigued her. Modern day plumbing was a must, or at least as close to modern as possible. The metal piping would cost us, especially if I went with steel. Follow that up with a hot water heater courtesy of magic tech and well, the costs made me shudder just from thinking about it.

      I pat Wolverine, who was at my side as I examined the bathroom further for improvements. Really, the only thing missing was the shower. I could include a toilet, scrapping the need to go to the outhouse, especially when winter came, but…

      I wrote it down. Fuck it. Why not. That meant more metal pipes and money to spend. Fortunately, I could install everything myself and honestly, it wasn’t a big deal. The septic tank or sewage system was massive and while a pain in the ass to install, was still on the easy side of things compared to building a custom house.

      “Milia, we’re heading out to town. Do you need anything?” I asked. The potions were bottled and soon the shop would be opening. Either Harmony or Milia could run it in my stead. Cheetara gave me a meow from the dryad’s shoulder. I smiled at the kitten.

      “No, I think we’re fine in the pantry,” she said. She kissed me before I left.

      I considered walking with Wolverine but sensed a commotion in town. Shrugging, I hopped onto Beakwing with the sunlight wolf, and we set off.

      Upon arrival, Howie and maids were loading two carriages. Winn and Lou were finally up again, though judging from their tired eyes, the road to recovery still weighed on them. Mandi emerged from the building dressed in traveling trousers and a shirt, which still cost more than my house, probably.

      “Surely you’re not leaving without saying goodbye,” I said. Hector flinched. Rose smiled a little shyly, though the predatory glimmer in her eyes still marked her as a dangerous woman. Someone who’d make you a boytoy before you realized it.

      Mandi smiled upon noticing us and patted an excited Wolverine as he nudged against her, tail wagging.

      “Leaving kind of wasn’t my decision,” she admitted. “I hoped we’d stick around for another two or three days to ensure the full recovery of our cousins. But Hector has a point about returning to the city guard. They’re… less tame when he’s out on business.” Mandi narrowed her eyes. “I keep telling him to hire a different vice-magistrate, but he believes too heavily in his friends.”

      “Hop on Beakwing, I’ll take you to see the others,” I said. “I can shop later.”

      “Are… are you sure?” Rose asked. “I’m certain someone like you is busy with critical things.”

      I waved off her comment. “The shop is all that keeps me occupied. Until we find some farm animals.”

      I… wasn’t expecting Hector’s eyes to light with a fire. Then I realized he was going to use this as an opportunity to get into my good graces. Rose confirmed it with those exact words, in a bored voice.

      “I told you he’s friendly,” Rose said to Hector. “You don’t have to jump at every opportunity to get into his good graces.”

      If those words were in defense of me, then what was she arguing with Mandi about the previous day?

      Ignoring his sister, Hector said, “If you’re looking for farm animals, I know the perfect place you can get them. I mean no disrespect to the town you’re improving, thank Wanda you are, but I cannot recommend getting them from here.”

      I raised an eyebrow, but the man continued.

      “You may not see it, but with the prices of this place comes competition to snack up as much gold and silver as possible. Even if the farmer here agrees to sell you some animals, he will ensure that you receive the worst of his lot. Also, you’ll be paying more than sixteen times the price, per head.”

      My eyes widened, both at a funny, unintended old-world reference that popped into my mind at this inopportune time, and the fact that the farmer would indeed rip me off. His excuse would be the market and its supply and could feign ignorance for any sickly animals.

      “See, this is exactly what I’m talking about,” I told Hector. “I heard rumors of the inflation in Kyushu going down slightly, but it’s not enough. These prices will keep driving people away. I plan to keep calling this place my home and will do everything I can to fix it.”

      Hector seemed taken aback, perhaps his bad impressions of me finally fading, at least a bit. The magicians of this world really were assholes, through and through.

      “Where should I purchase animals, like cows, pigs, and chickens?” I asked. “I’m going to give this guy a little competition, only with better products at a fair price.”

      He examined me just a bit before smiling. He gave Mandi a head pat, as if approving something.

      “Mandi, would you like to be in charge of this deal?” Hector asked his little sister. “Try not to give him too much of a discount.”

      He patted his little sister on her shoulder, his eyes seeming to be glowing with pride. They spoiled the teenager way too much, I could tell.

      She giggled. “We can talk about it at the shop… But.”

      “You have to come home,” Hector said. “If Mother comes here, well, she may just start slinging fireballs and take away the thing you like. This town.”

      He noticed my hard gaze and bowed. “We’re trying to avoid that, I swear. Of course I’d do my best to talk her down.”

      “She sounds like a feisty one,” I said, laughing.

      Mandi sighed and I couldn’t help but feel a little bad for her. She was willing to just leave her old life and her things behind for a small town, a potion shop, and… us. But as much as I wanted to hand her a boon, I knew I couldn’t. She was from a rich family and the last thing I needed was to put this town in danger by allowing her to stay.

      Although if she did visit, we’d welcome the redhead every time.

      The atmosphere threatened to turn gloomy as Mandi said her goodbyes, so I gave them an easy reminder.

      “She’s only four days from us,” I said. “That will take us only a couple of hours at best for any visits, thanks to Beakwing. Also, Mandi’s setting us up with quality farm animals.”

      Days were a measurement by an easy-moving, horse-pulled cart. In reality, if in a hurry, they could push the horses to the limits, reaching the village in a matter of hours. Less than half a day. Beakwing could reach places so quickly because he flew several miles into the sky, through the clouds, and moving at the speed of a plane. We strapped safety ropes to him for that very reason, though the griffin’s magic bound us in place. There was a reason why Beakwing was an S-ranked creature and often, they were just as feared as dragons. In fairness, every fantasy world I read about feared griffins. It was no wonder Beakwing’s previous owner had never been caught.

      “Cows, chickens, pigs, oh, and elicrones too,” Harmony said to Mandi as she wrote down our order.

      “Uh… eli-what?” I asked.

      “They don’t have elicrones in your homeland?” Harmony asked. “They’re colorful birds, about the size of turkeys. Amazing meat and eggs, but you can use their mana feathers for various applications.”

      Mandi gave me a sad smile, which made me sigh.

      “They’re expensive, aren’t they?” I asked.

      “They are,” she confirmed. “I’d recommend only two, a male and female.”

      “Fine, if there’s anything left in the budget, then just two, otherwise, scrap them,” I said. “It’s going to be a lot of work just keeping the chickens in check.”

      “And the rooster,” Harmony said, grinning at my frown.

      After a while, the carriages showed up and Mandi hugged us all before she boarded, looking back one last time, hoping I’d exert some authority to force her stay. Instead, I waved.

      “See you when you get back,” I told her. “Apprentice Mandi.”

      The petite redhead ended up leaping into me for one more hug before finally leaving.

      “That was unexpectedly kind of you,” Harmony said moments after both carts took off.

      “He’s more soft-hearted than you think,” Milia said, smiling brightly.

      I sighed, deciding to just weather the jibes. Lucas laughed too.

      Afterward, we ran the shop for a full day this time, because the money would certainly be needed, and then had dinner. Harmony volunteered to cook, forcing Lucas to help the head apprentice. I wondered if it was a mistake to give the cheeky blue-haired girl the title, especially with her waving it like a visible baton.

      I smirked, amused at how he was a bit flustered around her, but the kid was too much of an honest boy to try anything. Like a hero out of a story.

      But there would be no heroes here or else, as the master, I would be unceremoniously killed off or forced into isolation until Lucas somehow found me. Then I’d be killed off by some bullshit event. Me or Nia.

      That night, after dropping the teenagers off to their homes, Milia and I chatted for another hour, her in my arms, before we called it a night. She did not go to her room but being the one who fell asleep first like the smoothest idiot possible, I only knew that because I felt her stir the next morning. I felt her lips caress mine, love strong. She said good morning to the spirit beasts, brushed her teeth, and afterward, the smell of breakfast coated the house. Damn, I’d never awake before her and show my appreciation by one upping her breakfast.

      As I devoured my delicious food, I thought for a moment and frowned. Aside from bringing down inflation just a little bit and discovering a few new potions, what had I accomplished since I’d been here? Well, the answer was simple. Who the hell cared? I would build everything at my pace, make a ton of money, and hey, do some traveling with my future wife and our pets from time to time.

      People only seem to want a guy that does nothing but increase his power and save the world from an apocalypse that doesn’t need to exist. Oh, don’t get me wrong, I’m thanking those heroes for doing it so that I don’t have to.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t in the full clear just yet. I needed to actually marry Milia! The thought of meeting her family made me nervous. Sometimes the family of the person you’re dating can be a bit cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs, if you know what I mean. Like when the brother of an ex asked me if I had that horser, then wiggled his tongue at his other sister. To this day, I still have no fucking idea what he meant and don’t want to.

      Anyway, one step at a time.

      My line of resolve and thoughts was disturbed when I heard a commotion. When I looked outside, I saw large horses pulling a fancy carriage. If that was it, I’d close the door and return to breakfast. The apprentices had the day off and I wouldn’t be opening the shop.

      Milia wanted to do some blueberry picking in her forest. We’d bring along Wolverine, Cheetara, and Beakwing to run around, of course, but a date was a date.

      I sure as shit wouldn’t spend every single day of my existence here brewing potions or running the shop. Time off recharged people.

      However, these weren’t ordinary horses. They were yellow-white. Large whips of electricity danced around their hooves with each step. And damn did they blur. I could only keep up with them due to my enhanced vision.

      “What kind of horses are those?” I asked my dryad fiancée.

      “Lightning horses,” Milia replied. “It’s quite surprising to see them all the way out here, given their rarity. The carriage looks even more expensive than the Wingston family’s. Whoever’s inside must be quite important.”

      “Do you think…? No, if they were checking on Winn and Lou, they would’ve passed by them yesterday. Then who could that possibly be?”

      Beakwing peeked out of his barn, yawning.

      “That reminds me,” I said as I turned to Milia. “Do you know what the Axem is?”

      “That would be the guardian of the S-ranked dungeon,” Milia replied. “I believe some people saw him once when he first moved into the dungeon.”

      “I figured he was the dungeon’s boss,” I said. “That’s why the mayor never visits us. He’s terrified of the forest and of the Axem. Says it’s a serpent with seven eyes. I completely forgot about it.”

      “When we’re finally strong enough to go in there, we can ask it all the questions we want,” Milia said. “If it doesn’t lunge at us first.”

      I laughed. “Knowing my luck, he’ll probably save us the trouble of traveling through the dungeon and come to us.”

      I felt Milia’s arms wrap around me in a hug from behind. She kissed my cheek. Once again, I felt like the luckiest man in the world.
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        * * *

      

      Ramon Thunderblade, hero and party leader, stepped out of the carriage eager to finally be off the road after days of almost nonstop travel.

      His party consisted of Kelvin the Blizzard Sword, Iris the Heavenly Bow, Nuwa the Goddess Healer, Maxus the Darkness, and Ronica the Phoenix Magician.

      “Kelvin, you’re the best at talking to mortals. Do you mind going with Nuwa to the mayor’s office?”

      “I guess,” Kelvin muttered. “Come, Nuwa.”

      The healer simply shrugged and followed Kelvin to the town hall.

      Iris yawned as she stretched. “Finally. No more bathing in lakes. I was starting to feel like a wood elf.”

      Ramon stared at the elf flatly, annoyed with her terrible joke, but said nothing. The woman was mostly irritated with him during the middle of the trip, and this happened to be bait. Giving one of the strongest members of the party a reason to punch him in the nose wasn’t the man’s style. So instead, he decided to just agree with her.

      “Yes. Hopefully they’ll have some decent private washrooms out here in the sticks,” Ramon said.

      “The mayor served in the king’s army as a high-ranker of the enlisted, I believe,” Iris said. “A captain? I think he’ll set us up.”

      Ronica nearly dove out of the carriage, landing on two feet with her arms in the air. “Woohoo! I’m going to get food!”

      Maxus grunted. “This place is more of a village than a town.”

      Ramon couldn’t help but smile widely. “This is perfect. We’re eons away from the capital city and the only nobles we’ll have to deal with are small. We’re four days away from the Wingston family and looking at this place, do you think they’d ever come here?”

      “Obviously not,” Iris said, frowning. “Ugh, the sooner we get strong enough to kill the Peace Spawner, the better. I don’t want to be here longer than I need to.”

      Ronica started toward a food stand. Ramon followed her, his stomach rumbling louder than he could think. Anything would be better than staying back to listen to the elf’s complaining. Iris probably knew it too. When Maxus followed, she sighed and gave in.

      Backwater village or not, the food was absolutely amazing. He ordered extra for Kelvin and Nuwa. Thankfully they appeared shortly after, with the mayor himself behind them.

      Ramon stood, doing his best not to sniff in distaste at the bald, portly mayor. The mannerisms of the capital still weighed on him. It’d take time to shake off the adapted icy cold toward mortals. His eyes instinctively searched for a potential younger wife or daughter or even a maid, but he quickly shoved the thoughts into the gutter. Another annoying habit. He didn’t exactly promise his team not to do that, but if he was going to stand even a slight chance against Ares the Peace Spawner, then he needed to grow as a person. At least, that was what Nuwa constantly railed on about.

      Ramon forced himself to grab the mayor’s hand and introduce himself. He put on his best fake smile and along with the usual façade of being friendly. It helped dispel those nasty rumors the bootlicking servants in the Lord Ruler’s castle started.

      “Ah, you must be Mayor Rue, former hard-fighting captain of the greatest army in the world,” Ramon said, though he wanted to scoff at the man for letting himself go. He was a captain, dammit. He should’ve kept into shape!

      “Honored Ramon Thunderblade,” the mayor said, but before he could bow to the waist, Ramon shook his head.

      “We’re undercover,” Ramon told him. “Treat us like any other. We do need a place to live for the time being.”

      “I’ve got servants working on it,” the mayor said. “Please, esteemed one, let us know what else I can do for you.”

      “Just keep the news of us being here a secret,” Ramon said. “Treat this like a holy mission from Wanda herself. The time for us to defeat the Peace Spawner once and for all draws near, but we require the peacefulness of this town to meditate, reflect on our lives. After all, we may no longer be of this world, a sacrifice for the greater good, to defeat the darkest enemy.”

      Ramon may have laid that short speech on too thick—he could tell Iris tried not to laugh—but it did the trick. The mayor was moved.

      “Please, stay as long as you want,” the mayor said. “Your party is welcome here with open arms, may you conquer your missions safely and honorably.”

      “Ah, Wanda’s wiggling bottom, we’re out of potions,” Maxus said. His sudden comment felt like comic relief and music to Ramon’s ears. He wanted to get as far away from this pathetic mortal as possible. “We don’t have even the most basic—”

      “The Wingston city’s four days away,” Ronica said, her normally cheery voice tired. “Let’s just go next week.”

      “We have a potion maker,” the mayor said, his eyes brimming with… pride. That surprised Ramon. A backwater garbage town like this with a potion maker. Judging by the radiance in the mayor’s eyes, the maker couldn’t be a hack. Ramon’s party picked up on that too. “His place is both a home and shop, ten minutes’ walk to that grassland over there.” He pointed at the two-story house they’d passed as they made their way to the town.

      “I suppose we can make an order while we’re waiting on our house,” Ramon said. “I’ll go to the potion maker. The rest of you finish eating and wait for the mayor’s servant to find you.”
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        * * *

      

      As Milia and I prepared to set off, I heard a knock and unfamiliar voice.

      “Hey, I’ve got a royal order for you, potion maker.”

      “Who the fuck?” I said softly, then in my shopkeeper’s voice. “Sorry about that, friend, we’re closed. I’ll take your order tomorrow morning.”

      Instead of a return apology and other manners, I received a persistent loud knocking along with a threat to kick down my door, as well as destroy my shit.

      Milia stood up, as she was in my lap, and I leapt from my new soft relaxing chair. Apparently couples weren’t allowed to have time to themselves.
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      “Stop knocking on my goddamn door,” I snapped. “Did I not say we’re closed today?”

      “What part of royal or holy order do you not understand, potion maker?” the voice oozed. “You will work if I tell you to.”

      I opened the door, my gaze cold. Standing before me was definitely not a townsperson. They were never rude when visiting my shop, likely for obvious reasons. Always be respectful to your shopkeeper. They return the respect, and it makes shopping there all that more pleasant. You’d find yourself wanting to come back to the friendly atmosphere.

      The person that stood before me was a black-haired boy with bright blue eyes that almost glowed and a standard muscular build that one would probably expect from someone that practiced the sword a lot. Despite his nearly pale skin, women would likely call him handsome or even pretty, given his noble attire, trousers and shirt that looked as if they cost more than a year’s worth of my rent payments back in the old world. Great, the arrogant young master has finally arrived at my doorstep. I did not feel like dealing with this shit.

      “Listen, buddy,” I said. “I don’t give a shit about how high and mighty your family is, if my shop’s closed for the day, it’s closed. Now, this is your last warning, or I’ll ban your ass for good. You’d never get a thing from here.”

      The man’s eyes widened, which made it clear that he never had someone talk back to him. A life of yes men probably. I had no intention of letting these stuck-up types govern my life. The moment he sneered, preparing to say some words or make threats that would surely get him banned and probably punched, another voice interjected.

      “What are you doing, Ramon?”

      Appearing in a flash of light was a white-haired woman. Now if that was all, I honestly wouldn’t give a damn. His girlfriend coming to defend or retrieve him, so be it. But even Milia fixed her with a surprised stare.

      Pointy ears, a dress that kind of reminded me of Milia’s attire, pointy ears. A real elf! Okay, so here’s the checklist. I met and am marrying a dryad, a half dwarf confirming the existence of dwarves, I made the griffin my pet, magic is real and sadly abused, and fought a few fantasy creatures that would normally crush people with ease.

      “What do you think?” Ramon barked. “I’m trying to order us potions and this guy is refusing to comply with a holy order.”

      The elf woman facepalmed. “Idiot.” She pulled him off to the side and whispered words, though they weren’t aware that Milia and I could still hear them just fine thanks to our mana-enhanced hearing. Still, I wanted to get closer or tell them to take their argument off my lawn. Milia didn’t disapprove of me walking over there. Then again, perhaps I should just watch. See if the elf could talk some sense into the arrogant young master. She didn’t appear to be his servant and I wasn’t sure if they were lovers, though I wouldn’t blame the Ramon guy for trying.
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        * * *

      

      “For Wanda’s sake, you’re the last person I thought would screw things up first,” Iris said, her voice seeming to release years of weariness. “We’re supposed to be undercover, remember? You can’t go throwing your weight around or using royal orders. Please tell me you didn’t show him your badge.”

      “First off, Iris, we’re way out here, far enough away from the backwater town that no one would see or hear anything,” Ramon said. “If there’s one person that should know our secret other than the mayor, it’s that potion maker. He’ll be donating an endless supply to us. In fact, I will show the badge.”

      Iris was about to complain when a voice interjected itself into the conversation.

      “Who’s going to donate an endless supply?” the potion maker asked. “I could’ve heard wrong. I’m certainly expecting an endless supply of gold for a mass or daily order, right?”

      Iris’s eyes were wide. She had not sensed the man’s approach—no mortal could sneak up on them! Not even powerful magicians could do such a thing. If Ramon wasn’t occupied in an immature contest of establishing dominance, common with men even of her long-lived kind, he would’ve picked up on the strangeness. Instead, the people’s hero turned to glare at the potion maker.

      The potion maker himself looked maybe a few years older than the hero with white hair, as if carrying elf blood. Almost all life elves had white, pale, or blonde hair, after all. He didn’t have the ears or mannerisms of an elf, but barely had that of a human, which made Iris wonder about his homeland. The red eyes, now that reminded the woman of only one person.

      But while the Peace Spawner could appear as a youth or old, really any age, including a child, the potion maker clearly wasn’t him. Iris would never forget the hair almost made entirely of darkness itself or terrifying red eyes, full of cold hatred, which glowed like embers. She didn’t feel raw evil from the potion maker either, which made her chastise herself for making an unfair comparison. She and the others were just too paranoid and really, so terrified of the Peace Spawner that sometimes rational thought ceased to exist. Which was why she had to break up this dispute.

      Ramon flashed his golden badge, that everyone should know if they read a book, but the potion maker looked as if he didn’t give Wanda’s buttocks.

      “We’re running an important mission,” Ramon said. “Under the authority of the Lord Ruler and my own, that of the hero’s party, I give you the honor of entering my service. You’ll be working in service for the greater good of humanity and perhaps one of these days, shall be rewarded handsomely by the Lord Ruler himself.”

      “I’ll decline,” the potion maker said. “This will be your last warning, sir.”

      He said that in somewhat of a mocking tone.

      Sensing something was off about the man, Iris quickly spoke. “D—Don’t mind him. May I ask your name, please? I’m Iris, also known as the Heavenly Bow. The rude idiot there is supposed to be our hero, Ramon Thunderblade.”

      The potion maker smiled warmly at Iris, perhaps too warmly, and it really made her feel bad about his day getting ruined by their so-called people’s hero.

      “I’m Nate,” he said. “Just Nate the potion maker. This is my betrothed, Milia.”

      Iris had never met someone who didn’t want to share their family name and that made her more curious, but also a little annoyed, maybe slightly fearful. Just who the hell was this guy?

      Nate continued. “My betrothed and I have a date, but I’d be happy to take your order tomorrow morning. You’ll see plenty of townsfolk walking in this direction and know when we’re open. For you, miss elf, my betrothed and I will be glad to reserve a potion for you. But we do have a business to run. I mean no disrespect, but absolutely no shopkeeper in their right mind will give out anything for free. Not even for the hero’s party.”

      Iris respected that and she certainly would’ve been skeptical had he offered anything for free. Sure, while they normally received free aid for their seemingly eternal mission, free almost raised the chance for poison. Even by those that didn’t support the Peace Spawner but carried bitterness for nobility or collateral damage caused by the hero’s party. Sometimes they blamed some messes of adventurers on them too.

      “We’d—”

      “We can’t afford to be nice to everyone when the situation is this critical,” Ramon said darkly. He aimed a palm at Nate’s house to Iris’s horror. “So here’s the deal, mortal man. We’re trying to do you ungrateful peasants a favor by ridding the world of the Peace Spawner, you know, so your children, your wife, your loved ones could be safe. End the murders. If I have to play the role of the bad guy in order to ensure the safety of the world and its good people, then I will. So you will be under our service while we’re here or I’ll destroy everything you’ve built.”

      Ramon let slip of his enormous electrical aura for the first time since he destroyed the Midnight Dragon. And he was so much stronger. She feared for the poor potion maker that had gotten caught up in their mess.

      Iris understood one must do what must be done, but she did not believe in bullying. The hero’s party served as a medium to keep each other in check, but also keep the hero himself from becoming like the Peace Spawner.

      But before she could place herself in between Nate’s house and the hero’s palm, Nate laughed. Unaffected whatsoever by Ramon’s vast pressure, his killing intent. Nate shrugged it off like it was nothing.

      “Are you sure about that?” he asked.

      Powerful electrical magic began to flicker in Ramon’s hands as he pushed his threat, likely hoping the potion maker would give in at the sight of magic. After all, he wouldn’t truly destroy the man’s house, not without risking the news getting out and everyone gunning for their location. Suddenly, Nate just disappeared, Ramon’s eyes widening. And then Ramon was gone, kicked into the forest at asinine speeds. She took a step back when Nate turned his icy gaze onto her. He only examined the elf for a second, seemed to determine that she wasn’t causing any problems, she really wasn’t, and then started into the forest after the hero.

      Just… what was going on!? Knowing he wasn’t just some mortal now, she actually scanned him and nearly fainted.

      “Wait!” she called after Nate, but it was too late. The man was gone. Should she run and get the others while the master magician…? A real master magician. He would force Ramon to stop holding back, risking the destruction of this beautiful forest.

      The creepy feeling from it rooted the woman. There was no way in Wanda’s ass she’d… No, this was important. She had to stop this fight. They may have found a new party member! Or an ally. She turned to the green-haired woman and just one scan and the golden eyes later, she realized that she stood in the presence of a dryad. A divine being.

      “I wish no trouble,” Iris said, bowing to Milia. “I really do apologize. Our idiot of a hero was trying to force Nate’s hand, but he wouldn’t risk our cover by destroying your home, nor want the scrutiny he’d get from the rest of the party. We don’t harm innocents.”

      “Is that so?” Milia asked, her voice cold and musical. She truly was someone incredibly beautiful and for a mere human to have caught her love, well, this felt unheard of to Iris. Elves relied on dryads… and in the past, used to worship them. The dryads did not consider themselves divine beings nor goddesses, only a strand of creation like everyone else, and ordered the worshipping to stop. Elves, loving them so much, honored their wishes… but the urge to throw herself at the feet of the dryad still rang within her bones.

      Milia shook her head. “I’m afraid getting in between that will complicate things.” The mirth in her gaze threw Iris for a curve. “Nate doesn’t kill, but if you got caught in the middle of that fight, there would be no guarantee of your safety or survival.”

      “I have to try to break it up,” Iris said, running toward the forest, unleashing her own aura just to walk through a clash of oppressive pressures. Including Milia’s. This would be a lesson Ramon deserved to be taught, but they couldn’t allow the world’s hero to suffer being crippled.
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        * * *

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      Ramon Thunderblade, Hero of Merridon.

      Magician rank: 8th Realm of the Highcore.

      [Boss fight begin!]

      

      I had to give it to the fucker for being durable as hell. I kind of hoped he’d break a few bones after slamming through several trees. Honestly, being forced into violence made me a little disappointed in myself. I thought I could always keep calm, like a real master or something. But upon noticing the magic forming in his hand, a threat to destroy everything we’d built, I decided right on the spot that the only way this guy would listen was if he received a punch to the face. When the system notified me of the boss fight, I kicked him instead, my hope to get the dickhead as far away from my house as possible.

      I observed Iris a bit and saw terror in those eyes, a gaze of someone who truly didn’t have any intention of causing trouble. The true party leader, being the voice of reason, I’m sure.

      I loomed over the rising hero.

      “We’re matching realms,” I said. “Or we were when I last checked.”

      Ramon snarled and pulled out a wand.

      Or so he thought. I snatched it and snapped it in half, tossing it to the side without taking my eyes off him.

      Unfortunately for me, the wand was just a distraction. The staff of energy he manifested from pure gray mana felt like fire as he landed a blow, which sent me back a bit.

      “You dare attack me! You’ll regret that!” Ramon’s staff shimmered, becoming a sword made of electricity moments later. I finished downing the third potion, begging my body not to empty its contents right now. It debated on it. A book appeared next to him, floating in midair. His spell book. He wasn’t fucking around. “I don’t know where you got that kind of strength, mortal, or to think you can get the drop on me, but martial arts can only get you so far. Let this be a lesson to you.”

      I softly facepalmed. “It’s just as the rumors say. You really are a dick, dude.”

      Ramon pointed his sword at me. “Wanda’s might, give me strength, Lightning Blast!”

      “Kind of a lame—ah, shit.” I dropped to the ground as if someone started shooting. Well, technically someone did. I looked behind for a moment to see a ton of Milia’s trees drilled through with ugly gashes. A fire sparked, but I was there in an instant, and with one wave, slapped it away.

      Ramon took advantage of my distraction, bringing his sword on my right. The ugly look on his face as I caught the blade did damper my rising temper just a bit. But you see, I wasn’t the child.

      “You dumbass idiot,” I said. “Are you really a hero? You’re going to set the entire forest on fire. Residents live here.”

      Ramon wasn’t listening, of course, his eyes widening at how easily I held back his blade. That did give him the opening to kick me away, unfortunately, but at least the fire was gone. Ramon’s attacks were more nuisances than anything, but if you think I was going to underestimate someone potentially sharing the same realm, then you’d better think again.

      I slipped into the shadows and emerged behind him. The karate chop I intended to knock him out with missed as his instincts forced the asshole to dodge. I… ended up leaving a giant twelve-meter hole in the ground.

      Ramon’s eyes widened. “What sect are you from? I will be reporting this to your Patriarch or if you’re attending an academy, your headmaster will be getting an earful.”

      I didn’t reply, just baffled at how stupid this guy was. Why didn’t he scan me? Perhaps overconfidence would be the way to break his spirit? I didn’t have all day, but going all out could result in the destruction of Milia’s forest. I kept my eyes out for any blueberries so that our little date wouldn’t get ruined. What? The so-called hero could rage all he wanted, he was just an arrogant teenager who got this far through the power of angst and the silver platter.

      “Quiet now, are we? I think it’s time I stopped holding back,” he said. “Hero Soul!”

      His blue eyes glowed and aura covered him. His white aura formed a shape very reminiscent of angel wings.

      “Aren’t you supposed to get boosts through the power of friendship?” I quipped, which only made the boy snarl.

      

      [Boss fight, phase 2, begin! Showdown!]

      

      Ramon Thunderblade blurred in front of me, his spell book following and somehow managing to keep pace like a magnet. I dodged all of his punches, his sword slash, and then slipped into the shadows.

      That was actually not the right move. Somehow, he predicted where I’d end up and so I had a burst of lightning on its way to me. I aimed a palm at it and countered with a Dragon Magic Burst. Thankfully, the magic exploded into smoke, canceling each other out. I only checked Milia’s forest for a moment to make sure screwing around too much didn’t cause a wildfire. I was on borrowed time, but breaking this guy’s spirit turned out to be more fun than I expected. Don’t get me wrong, his attacks hurt and did some damage, but I admittingly needed to test out the limits of my potions. They were my abilities, after all. However, the only limit seemed to be how many I could consume before poisoning myself. If that was the case, then they were stupid overpowered. So stupidly overpowered.

      “Lightning Slash!” I heard the idiot yell. He really was giving it all, sweating, while I… was kind of bored. Ah well, I needed to make this interesting. I caught his sword again and this time, yanked it from his hand and pointed it at him.

      “Feels weird,” I told him. “Hey listen, I don’t know a thing about swords, except what I saw on TV. But you’re full of openings, like Swiss cheese. Did you not get trained by an old master or something? How the hell are you going to beat the Peace Spawner guy if you’re this pathetic?”

      Those words must have triggered him because he charged me. The sword in my hand vanished into the ether.

      Yet each punch and kick moved so slow. I emitted just a little killing instinct, causing Ramon to freeze. Then lightly, I backhanded him, following that up with three punches. One to his face, his stomach and his chest, instantly.

      With eagle sight, I watched him fly.

      “Could I reach the other side before him?” I thought aloud. “Nah.”

      I… did. How I moved this fast was still a mystery, but I caught Ramon with a single hand before he could smash into a tree. Blood oozed from the side of his mouth. His right eye was perhaps bruised, maybe too much. He looked as if he’d taken a trip to Atlanta, back when stomping people was popular for some reason, and got trampled by five parades.

      The glow dimmed for just a moment before it brightened in response to his anger. But no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t break my one-handed hold.

      “Wh… what kind of trick is this?” he asked. “What the hell are you?”

      “Just the guy who kicked your ass,” I said. “With little effort.”

      The words must’ve awoken the boy because when I tossed him into the hole, he quickly leapt out and finally scanned me.

      As I emerged from the shadow beneath his foot, I flicked the back of his head, knocking him out.

      “Finally, peace at last,” I said to Iris who stared at me, mouth open, eyes wide.

      Milia walked up, yawning. “So how was the forest protection exercise?” she asked.

      “Only a couple of trees lost… maybe a few,” I said. “Sorry.”

      Milia waved off my apology. “Just a quick thought and they’re restored. As long as they aren’t burned to ashes, I can just turn back forest time and fix everything. It’s my job, of course.”

      I saw Iris look at Milia with a mix of awe and even lust. Okay, not lust, but… reverence. As if she worshipped my fiancée.

      “Could you not look at her like that?” I quipped. “She’s taken. Go find your own.” I smiled at her.

      Iris blushed furiously. “It—it’s not like that,” she said. “Any elf that doesn’t have respect for a dryad isn’t an elf. Besides, if you think I’m bad, you haven’t seen a wood elf.”

      Milia sighed. Within a few seconds, she completely restored the forest.

      “Tell your idiotic friend not to cause us trouble anymore,” I said. “Also, he seriously needs some professional combat training. Did your Lord Ruler not bother to provide this?”

      Hell, even I got professional training from Milia, but I wasn’t going to dwell on that realization. Hey, I wasn’t ashamed of the possibility that my soon-to-be wife could kick my ass. Isn’t that true for every married man? Thought so. So no judging!

      “Can…? May I ask a question, Master Magician?” Iris asked.

      “You just did,” I said, causing her to flinch, but an easy smile calmed the elf down. At least she knew how to take a joke, though I wouldn’t be surprised if she bitched about me later. “What’s your question?”

      “Why didn’t you… you know, cripple or kill him?” Iris asked.

      I looked at her, but the elf was serious.

      It served as a reminder of what the people dealt with in this world. There would probably come a day when I had to get my hands bloody, but until then, I’d delay it as much as possible.

      “That’s a strange question to ask,” I told her. “It’s like asking why do humans breathe, why do we drink water, why do we smile. Perhaps I just don’t have the nobility’s mentality to understand why a death would be necessary. Not unless he did something extreme. Like kill my wolf.”

      Wolverine trotted next to me, startling the elf.

      “I’d curse anyone who laid a hand on Woofy,” Milia said cheerfully.

      Iris seemed to pale, poor girl.

      I laughed. “Ms. Elf, you’re welcome to our shop any time. As for Ramon, he needs to grow up.”

      “The same words as Nuwa,” Iris murmured, then smiled. “Thank you for… going easy on him.”

      I shrugged. “Keep everything about me a secret and we can all live in peace.”

      “Peace,” Iris said softly. “The wisdom of a powerful master magician… I will treasure your words, my lord.”

      Milia softly facepalmed as if fending off a headache, prompting a laugh from me. I kissed the dryad.

      

      End of Phase 4.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PHASE 5

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Interlude 4

      

      

      

      Princess Ling’s glowing, icy gaze weighed on him like a mountain, but the black knight held his composure. He had served her since childhood and knew the princess’s ridiculous power better than anyone. One could say he was born from it, molded from it. Loved it. Perhaps his own reason, sanity, had long since faded and the young man became like her.

      Well, none of that would matter since he failed to find the hero’s party within the strict twenty-four hour deadline. She tortured him for eight hours to no avail. The black knight, a hardened and fierce soldier, didn’t so much as flinch.

      The real pain came when she unceremoniously ordered the death of three of his family members. If that were all, the black knight would’ve secretly intercepted the messenger and slayed him, then warned his family to flee, perhaps to go east where there was no civilization. But she decided to do it herself.

      And so one by one, the three were brought in and fed to demonic beasts in front of him. Trapped in a bubble of immense spiritual pressure, all the black knight could do was remove his emotions, sell them to the abyss, and let his fate guide him. He closed his eyes, tuning out the screaming and begging, the demonic roaring and laughter, and the crunching of bone and flesh, followed by the demonic beast licking its fingers. It was at that moment the black knight stopped believing in Wanda, and also stopped believing in the Lord Ruler. He was no just king. A just king wouldn’t allow a monster disguised as a girl to roam free.

      He considered calling for Ares the Peace Spawner, perhaps in hope that the darkness would devour the city. But no matter what kind of torture the foul youngest daughter of the Lord Ruler put him through, the black knight could not bring himself to fall that low. He wouldn’t allow this wretched creature to force his hand, to force him to beg for help like a damsel.

      He’d have his revenge. For now, he had to blame this on the hero who illegally left the capital without telling anyone after promising the Lord Ruler he’d stay for at least a year.

      “Three of my brothers died for this coward,” the black knight said coldly. The others would normally have the sense to flee, but the knight was sure they were under surveillance by Ling’s assassins. She planned to take all of her anger out on him.

      After all, the black knight was the second to reject her advances, though his reasons were righteous, for duty. The Lord Ruler made it clear as he grew up to ditch any fantasies or funny ideas, for fraternization meant death. But as he got to know Ling, he clung strongly to the Lord Ruler’s words, using them as a shield to keep as much distance between him and the princess as possible. He was supposed to be her sword only. And it worked for years, until the hero ruined everything.

      “Let this be a lesson,” Ling said. “Failure is not tolerated, especially of my highest subordinates. I will break you one way or another. Now, gather a legion, find my lover, and don’t return until you do. You can bring him dead or alive, but if you want to be entertained, bring him alive. Do you understand, Andros?”

      Andros could only salute, his body seeming to move by itself due to the will of a soldier. “I will hunt him to the ends of this world and bring him back to you, alive.”

      “Good. Perhaps I will reward you afterward,” Ling said. “I do know of a necromancer that will allow you to say proper goodbyes to your brothers.” She grinned nastily. “Take nothing personal, for this is how my father punishes failures. It was his orders anyway. I just voiced them.”

      She turned and left, and all Andros could do was curse the entire royal family. He also didn’t believe this lying bitch. Attempting to turn people against her father in order to usurp the throne, this kind of ambition from the youngest of the Lord Ruler’s seven children was almost unheard of.

      Andros summoned a guard from a far with a wave. “Tell the Black Cross to get ready. We leave tonight.”
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      You know what was great about boss battles? Loot. The hero dropped an impressive-looking ring on the forest floor, and it just happened to be shining brightly enough for me to notice.

      “It’s an empty storage ring,” Iris said. “Please take it as a token of our sincere apologies.”

      “A storage ring. Don’t mind if I do,” I said, picking up the ring. “These things are ridiculously expensive. Are you sure about this?”

      “Absolutely,” Iris said. “Here, take this mana stone too, Master Nate.”

      “Just Nate,” I said. “Remember, keep everything a secret. We’ll keep our mouths shut too.”

      “But… I mean, sure,” Iris said. She handed me a glowing blue gemstone the size of a marble.

      “Ah,” I said, analyzing the item. My skill identifier was an abusive ability, but really, I spent more time scanning people as well as the potions I made. But I also didn’t mind sparking conversations about the mystical treasures with a native like my fiancée or even the blue-haired brat.

      One thing that bothered me about this system was its seemingly random uses of terms that meant the same thing. Like, what the hell was the difference between a Grade and a Rank? Then add quality into that and, honestly, I just think the system wants to be as judgmental as it can get away with. It mostly graded my potions, so I could assume… perhaps crafted items? Ranks occurred from loot and so far, where they originally came from had not been revealed. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were created by some convenient ancient race that didn’t exist anymore.

      

      [Moderate Storage Ring. Item rank: B. Item quality: average. Stores a standard amount of items in a dimensional space. Currently empty.]

      

      “Neat,” I said as I marveled at the ring. The price tag made its item rank deceptive. “I never thought I’d get my hands on one of these. Thank you.”

      I tested first with a health potion. A grid appeared in its own prompt and there, I could see the item with a small number one next to its icon. I finally had an inventory. Fuck yes! And then came the catch. This particular storage ring only had twenty available slots. If it wasn’t for the ridiculous price of thousands of gold, I’d mentally accuse the elf of being cheap. But I couldn’t be an ungrateful bastard with something as useful as this.

      We decided to be nice and give the elf and the unconscious idiot a ride back to the village. One of the party members named Kelvin wanted to know what happened. Iris gave him a vague answer about an accident, but he needed rest. The health potion we gave her—after she paid the silver, of course—did the trick. She seemed ravenous in the way she wanted to order more, but the shop was closed, and I didn’t want to waste more time with them. I mentally apologized to Mandi for complaining about her annoying troupe. These guys were going to be a bigger pain in the ass and not just for me, but for Milia too.

      Kelvin and some other girl wanted more details, but I had the perfect excuse to just leave.

      “We’ll be going,” I said. “No need for us to eavesdrop on your private matters.”

      They ignored me, which suited things just fine. Milia and I ended up having our blueberry date. With ingredients purchased from town, I baked her that blueberry pie. It became her favorite food instantly. Thus the pain of assembly felt worth it.

      At least the prices were down a bit. But this wasn’t enough. When Mandi returned with the farm animals, the game would be on.

      That night, I analyzed the mana stone Iris gave me, mostly as a distraction to not stare at my fiancée who fell asleep first this time around.

      

      [Pulsing Spirit Stone. Item rank: A. Item quality: very good.]

      

      I recalled the quality levels again to make sure I wasn’t getting the invisible revenge nut-sack kick.

      

      [Item grades range from F and max out at S. Item quality types are: garbage, awful, poor, okay, average, good, very good, excellent, amazing, incredible, superior, extraordinary, and exotic.]

      

      Wolverine was at the edge of the bed, still snuggled in a towel after the bath earlier. Cheetara curled at the end of my pillow and soon the kitten dozed off. A quick analyze later and I realized that… Holy shit, an S-ranked kitten! When and how? I turned to my wolf.

      “Alright, early tomorrow, we’re going to do some training,” I said quietly to Wolverine. “You can’t be the only trainer around here.”

      Wolverine’s tail seemed to wag at supersonic speeds as he hurried over, licking my cheek, and snuggling into me. He let out a barely audible bark.

      “I’m excited for this too, buddy,” I said, laughing, though still keeping my voice down. “Hey, maybe you can teach me how to hunt—I mean find fruit.”

      Wolverine, catching my words, barked once, then returned to his position at the edge of the bed. The spirit beasts had their own sleeping areas, but tonight was family night. If Beakwing wasn’t so massive, he’d be in here too.

      Unfortunately with the current rain, thunderstorm actually, we couldn’t join him even if we wanted to.

      Just what could I do with this spirit stone? I grinned. People would probably be pissed at my sinister thoughts right now, but I wondered if I ground it to a powder, how would it fare as a potion. I was sure I could suck it up with some mana cultivation nonsense or perhaps use it as a power source. But for a potion of some sort, how many potion makers would take the risk?

      I laid back, smiling, numerous ideas in my head to further my profession of this potion making class, my business, but of course my brain felt like messing with me, so it shoved Milia’s visiting family for our marriage to the forefront of my thoughts.

      Suddenly I felt my fiancée snuggle against me, her already peaceful sleeping seeming even more peaceful. Like I said, family night. So damn adorable it seriously deserved a photo. Even Cheetara snuggled into me.

      It was no wonder why I woke up full of energy the next morning. I made the first batch very early and then Wolverine and I did some training, even went for a run into the forest and back. Milia, Beakwing, and Cheetara watched. Eventually the teenagers arrived, refreshed for the duties.

      Right on time to also join the training and exercises. I didn’t feel like flying all the way to the dungeon today, though Beakwing did seem to inquire about it after I fed him and filled his massive water container. He could, of course, go to the forest for all of his needs, we didn’t keep him on any leash, but everyone enjoyed feeding the griffin, soaking in the majestic creature’s cheerfulness.

      He was an important part of the family and we made sure he knew. He also loved his belly rubs.

      In fact, Beakwing himself joined the training after fifteen minutes. I directed him in practicing his magic. Okay, fine, Milia took over that bit after a while.

      “Here, Wingy,” she said. The teenagers required my attention and more instruction. The big griffin didn’t mind either way.

      After making sure everyone was worn out, dripping with sweat, and in some cases, laughing, I dismissed the workout party.

      “Go get cleaned up and be ready for work in an hour,” I said. “You two did well today.”

      They actually looked proud, though I didn’t feel like I truly deserved that. Not until they were whipped into proper magicians. Or at least a ghost of myself. When did the superstrength come in?

      As usual, being the gentleman, I let Milia bathe first, before I ran my water. She always magically cleaned the tub before calling me.

      After cleaning up, I examined my inventory and winced. Only a few doses of shadow potion left and no way to make more unless I wanted to hunt hallows. Fuck that shit to hell, I didn’t believe in getting lucky twice.

      “Hey, uhm, Master Nate,” Lucas called as he entered the shop, though probably just to annoy me. He received the flat stare he likely searched for.

      “Just boss will do,” I said, leaving the lab. “Or Nate. Nate-sensei. Okay, not sensei, but you know what I mean. Anyway, what is it?”

      “Do you ever wish to fight with a sword, like the hero?” he asked. I could tell Milia strained with everything she had to hold in her laughter. Her amusement struck me hard, but I managed not to let out a laugh myself. It wasn’t like I started that fight anyway. I just wanted to pick blueberries. Which we did. I even got to toss a few in Wolverine’s mouth. The sunlight wolf appreciated it.

      “Absolutely not,” I said truthfully. I raised my fists, playfully swinging at the air. “See these fists? These are what I prefer.”

      Fortunately for the hero, I didn’t equip the brass knuckles; he’d caught me at an odd time. Lucky for him and his face. Perhaps the goddess did bless him, after all.

      “I do understand why people take up weapons, don’t get me wrong,” I said. “But the only sword master that’s here is Milia. And while Harmony gets a few lessons, for you, we’re not focusing on that. You want to be a proper magician, right?”

      “Of course,” Lucas said, his back straightening.

      “Then you must cultivate as much mana as possible,” I said. “As you take in your specific element, in your case fire, it will burn away the impurities within. Heh, I can’t believe I remembered that—I mean, that’s an important part of the basics. When you’re ready, I’ll teach you the same basic spell I taught Harmony. It will be up to you to shape it and acquire your spell books. Though in your case, I’d recommend becoming the best fireball user in the world.”

      “What? But…”

      My theory was pushing it, but I believed I had the hang of the system. Using just one spell again and again, while cultivating a specific mana type, would speed up magical evolution. I conveyed that theory to the teenager.

      “Of course, you can learn as many as you want,” I assured, “if you’re able to get ahold of the spell books.”

      Determination flashed in his eyes and there, I could see a man who refused to allow bandits to ruin his life again.

      When Harmony arrived, we set up the shop and opened. Our very first customer was Iris, but with more customers behind her, the elf knew she couldn’t cause a scene by buying up everything. She had a friend with a bubbly personality with her.

      “Good morning everyone,” I greeted.

      “Welcome to our shop,” Milia said. She squeezed my hand, smiling, before moving to take orders.

      Lucas, fully trained, handled his work just fine, from passing orders to customers to keeping the work area clean, to greeting the customers.

      “I hope you and your lovely wife are having a great morning,” a woman said. Her young son tugged at her leg. I wondered how annoyed the parents will be when we added candy to the menu, which would be the very next day.

      

      Toward the end of the workday, a messenger came in to deliver me news in regard to the parts I ordered for the shower.

      “Ah, another few days,” I said to Milia as we wrapped up cleaning. “That still leaves us with the problem of getting an ice crystal.”

      “Hello? Sir Nate. I’m back.”

      “Iris,” I said. “Come in. We’re closing down for the day, but for you, we’ll take an advance order.”

      “We were hoping to buy everyone dinner, you know, as apologies for yesterday,” Iris said. Her friend from earlier stared at me, eyes wide.

      “Isn’t it rude to scan people?” I almost asked but decided that it was not only a normal thing to do, but a security measure for magicians. Still, I needed a way to block scans without raising my aura. If I did so, then it’d become way too obvious that I was a fucking magician, hence drawing all kinds of attention to me. Unwanted attention.

      “We appreciate it,” I said. “But—”

      “I overheard you need an ice crystal,” Iris continued, almost as if she was afraid of getting sent away. I knew it’d only be a matter of time before even Milia would start to get annoyed, but her overhearing my complaining was worth hearing out. “I could send a messenger bird, get one here in perhaps two months. Although it’d be so much easier if we could just complete a B- or A-ranked dungeon. If your wishes are strong enough, the dungeon may consider producing what you desire. The only close dungeon I know about is a D-ranked, I believe.”

      My eyes widened as the idea flowed into me like molten electricity. Okay, maybe not the best way to explain that. A lightbulb went off, okay.

      “Me, you, your friend, and Milia,” I said. “A party of four. Although a healer would be nice to add to the mix. Milia knows of an A-ranked dungeon. Well, we found something more… dangerous, but we’re not ready for it, so I’m afraid we can’t go that route for everyone’s safety.”

      “The odds of an ice crystal spawning decreases some, but with all of us wishing for it in an A-ranked dungeon, I think we should receive at least one as a reward,” Milia said. “Or perhaps a map to one.”

      “Yes, but from the boss chest,” Iris’s friend said. “My name’s Ronica, by the way. The Phoenix Magician.” She bowed to me deeply, drawing out a sigh. “Pleased to meet you, M…” She paused at Iris’s critical glare. “Sir Nate. When would you like to run the dungeon?”

      “First thing tomorrow,” I said. “While we’re there, we’ll tell you about the more dangerous dungeon. And why you should keep it a secret.”

      Milia nodded at me. She made it very clear that when it came to S-ranked dungeons, she wasn’t fucking around.

      If the guardian of the dungeon’s forest said it was too dangerous, it was too dangerous, no arguments.

      We would still do the dungeons in order with the teenagers, but traveling with some of the hero’s party meant getting to better ingredients, and a chance at an ice crystal.

      “Sir Nate, I mean no insult, but do you have a plan in the case of your existence getting out to the world?” Ronica asked. “You are equally, perhaps more interesting than the Peace Spawner.”
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      On the porch, I watched Milia go through some sword motions. Then she meditated in midair, all the way until sunset. Of course, while she did that, I once again found myself pondering on the reason why I got sent to this world. For the millionth time since arriving to this mysterious world, I wondered what truly the hell was going on.

      I declined the other classes, including the over-the-top nonsense. Instead of choosing a life consisting of an endless journey, murderhobo shit, and other standard dangerous garbage, my ass decided to relax, kick back, make some gold, and explore a class that almost everyone would ignore. As a result, I’ve got myself a wife, a house, pets, and stable income, all from not killing people. This didn’t satisfy the system, I guess. That, or the energy that was presumably meant for some of the deadlier classes still needed to go somewhere, leaving the mysterious entity no choice but to form my core from it.

      I had no intention of meditating, so the system installed an automatic cultivation system within me. Or this method was just one of my various perks, like the superstrength and speed. I froze, recalling a prompt. I totally did not find this in logs on the system menu.

      

      [This world needs you. The dormant power within has been awakened and it is up to you to slay the darkness, defy the heavens, and become the greatest magic user of the land, of the world, of the universe.]

      

      Dormant power? Yeah, right, the system gave me these powers. Could you imagine working two jobs to cover expenses only to come across superhuman abilities?

      That aside, among the thoughts of my place in this world called Mondra, came the words Iris’s friend, Ronica said to me. They made me wonder just how many things were actually coincidence. A rare hallow, a bandit magician king with a powerful tamed griffin, and to put the cherry on top of this wobbly cake, the entirety of the hero’s party.

      Leaving wasn’t exactly an option for me right now, not with a house and growing farm, but… No, I wouldn’t allow this system to drive me around like a crazy taxi. I committed to being the best potion maker on the planet and even then, I still had a long way to go.

      But… I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen if I lost control of everything. Word got out, the system flooded me with forced quests, and every magician on the continent wanted to know about the mysterious master spell caster. This town, Milia, and even the pets would be in danger.

      A bark snapped me back into reality. I looked up to see Milia’s concerned eyes, Wolverine panting with Cheetara on his back, and even Beakwing gazing at me questioningly.

      “Is it about what Ronica said?” Milia asked.

      “Part of it,” I told her. “Really, it’s only now that I’ve really thought about how serious my situation could get. You know, minding my own business aside. I’m not one for abandoning everything I built, but for everyone’s safety, I’ll do what I must.”

      My dryad fiancée sat in my lap.

      “I’ve got a simple solution, though it may sound irresponsible at first,” Milia said.

      “Oh yeah? Lay it on me,” I said.

      “Strange saying, but I’ve gotten used to your homeland’s speech,” Milia said, though it sounded as if she was trying to convince herself. “The solution, as simple as it may be, is to not care.”

      My eyes widened, especially hearing that from the dryad, of all people. This sounded like something I’d say offhandedly. Or maybe in the right mind.

      “That’s right,” she continued. “Continue, for everything right now is fine, keep running the shop, keep improving the prices for they may finally stop being so rampant. Keep being you, the man I fell in love with. If word gets out that there is talent way out here, so what? We’ll have new customers, and we’ll serve them just like the people of this town. We’ve committed no crime, so there is no reason why kingdom guards would waste their limited time marching here for one man, even if they had definite proof of his existence. I am certain that the rumors will bring more doubt than revelation, no? Your plans to turn this town into a place of fun… I’m really happy to be a part of it. The hard work by your side is more fulfilling than I’ve ever felt in my life. It feels like we’re already a married couple.”

      I sat in silence, my arms around my dryad’s waist, stunned at her words.

      “Just… keep being you, okay?” Milia said, her voice almost a plea.

      Well, even I wasn’t as strong mentally as I thought. This was begging to turn me into a paranoid idiot. The simple solution remained the same. Fuck it. Simply don’t care. I’d cross the fame bridge when I got there. Until then, I was simply Nate, your friendly neighborhood potion maker, with a low failure rate.

      “I will definitely keep being me,” I said. “Thanks for hearing me out. I didn’t think this weighed on me that much. But… I like that solution. In fact, it’s the only solution that makes sense.”

      

      [The weight of it all. Infuriatingly reaffirming your resolve, you have unlocked more keys of the universe’s power. You may now see the rest of the realms. More information of your class is now unlocked.]

      

      What I saw next in the system menu made me realize that my journey, if one could call it that, was still at the beginning.

      

      [You’re already familiar with mana core realms which consist of: Mortal, Beginnings, Novice, Initiates, Adjusting, Midcore, Highcore, Lesser Dragon, Saint, Higher Dragon, King, Emperor, Master Magician.]

      [Breaking through into the dense gold core will bring you: Crystal Saint, Divine Dragon, Crystal Divine Master Magician, Warlock, Arch Magician, Divine Arch Magician, Universe Roamer.]

      [Your class upgrades consist of: Initiate, Rookie Potion Maker, Established, Inspired, Seasoned, Veteran, and Master Potion Maker. As you progress, you will unlock new potions and even special methods of brewing.]

      [You may have heard the term, alchemist, but your class and that profession are not the same. You may become one if you choose, but they specialize in medicine and science-based substances, various agents one may find in everyday life such as cleaners, or paints. Many of them aren’t magicians. Magic isn’t needed for these substances, after all. On the other hand, you have no limit to what you can brew, from magical healing to mana potions, and various fantastical abilities should you come across the formulas or invent said recipes.]

      

      Receiving all of that information almost gave me a little whiplash, to be honest. For one, I still don’t know why the system was still insistent on me cultivating mana to defy the heavens, but if I had to make a guess, due to more information of my class being visible, perhaps progression in these required mana. Maybe that and actually committing to the class. I bet the evil system was waiting for me to come to my senses, request a class change and become the supreme dunce of the hero it wanted me to be.

      For the first time, I realized the system had either given up on that terrible dream it had, or felt a little remorse for dragging a guy into a shitty situation. Then it had the audacity to hide my class’s progression. What a goddamn douche canoe.

      “Milia,” I said.

      “Hmm?”

      “Thanks,” I told her.

      Milia snuggled into me. “You know, I left my forest originally to help you out. You gave something highly precious to the land, planted it new friends, without expecting anything in return. It was curious behavior for a strangely dressed man who appeared out of nowhere. I didn’t think the heavens sent me a husband.”

      We both looked at each other and then laughed.

      That night as I took a look at my stat sheet, I noticed a new addition and realized the difficulty of ranking up this class.

      

      Nate

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

      Magician rank: 12th realm of the Highcore.

      Class rank: Special Rookie Potion Maker.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.

      

      It sucked being classified as a rookie, being able to make up to divine-grade potions, but such a status only meant I had something to work on. Besides, it wasn’t wrong. The stupid system mostly left me to figure out everything on my own and still withheld information. If I could reclaim wasted materials from failed brews, that’d be great. The skeleton’s bone dust would continue to remain on hold until Nia finished the special cauldron.

      The next day, after morning activities, we informed the teenagers of today’s plans. They wanted to run the shop, but I declined, unwilling to risk things in the case of the hero returning while I was out.

      We waited at a food stand until Iris arrived, but she didn’t just come with one friend. She came with the entire party, hero included. I expected a glare, but the guy looked nervous. Hell, I could almost feel his terror.

      Too bad I was the let bygones be bygones type, or I’d give him a lame little cartoon speech. News flash, I had no intention of being this guy’s friend and would beat him up again if he gave me an excuse. Call it being a dick if you want, but he was the one who abused his power while believing I was a normal defenseless person. I assumed he did that a lot to get whatever he wanted. Although, given how he made it sound like the greatest fucking honor to work under his service, not many people rejected the brat.

      I gave Iris a look. She flinched, then seeing that I didn’t make a move to vaporize her, smiled sheepishly. Honestly, the white-haired elf was so adorable that I couldn’t stay fully mad. Milia, on the other hand, kept her face expressionless, but I could practically feel her sighing.

      “They saw Ronica and I leaving and insisted on coming,” Iris said. “Thanks to a certain unreliable hero,” she glared at Ramon, “everyone’s going for our safety.”

      “Stating it like that kind of adds tension where there should be none,” Kelvin said. The dark man with a buzz cut was dressed in a set of dark blue armor with both snow and the hero’s logo embedded onto the chest plate. The armor looked like any high-level armor straight out of a fantasy video game, novel, or anime. Cool as hell, and I kind of wanted it. “I feel silly. Seeing you here with your wife and unarmed, I apologize for thinking the worst of you.”

      I blinked, actually surprised. Maturity in the hero’s party from more than just Iris? We were getting somewhere.

      Kelvin did look to be at least thirty. I wasn’t about to bother with Iris’s age with her being an elf and all. Even my sister gave me vicious looks when I accidentally reminded the woman about her age.

      I waved off his comment, deciding to tone down the shit I planned to give them. Especially Iris. The elf still seemed a little flustered. On the other hand, Ronica was cheery. The bubbly girl, probably until combat. It was always those types that you shouldn’t underestimate.

      “Please, let me introduce our party,” Iris said to my dismay, but I couldn’t bitch. They were helping me get the ice crystal, after all. I had to verify this.

      “Before you do that, you did tell them where we’re going and why, right?” I asked, though not without raising my pressure. They likely scanned me after all, hence the lack of complaints about mortals going with them to a dungeon. Iris confirmed this with her next words.

      “I did,” Iris replied. “Anyway, you’ve already met Ronica.” She nodded at the petite, cheerful girl. Even though I analyzed the party already and she probably knew it, the elf woman introduced every single one of them. Kelvin and the women were friendly. Maxus, an obvious rogue, and the hero remained standoffish, distant. Which suited me just fine. I had no intention of befriending any of them, aside from Iris. She at least tried and even Milia didn’t mind her, except for the over-admiration.

      I turned to Milia. “How far is the dungeon again?”

      “By flight, it should take about half an hour,” Milia said.

      The dryad would have my back and I, hers, of course. If you think we trusted any of them, think again. After all, the hero had prepared to destroy my damn house and I still felt bitter about that. For all I knew, Iris could be putting on an act and they could be planning to betray us in the dungeon.

      Okay, perhaps that was a bit paranoid. For one, I could just freeze them in place with just a tiny revelation of a killing intent. Not that I should have to feel murderous, but if they tried anything, I’d end up doing the Peace Spawner a favor. Since it was his fault they were in this town bugging me, I wasn’t exactly keen on doing such a thing.

      I turned back to the others. “I know you have amazing horses, never seen anything like them. Follow us, alright?”

      Iris actually pouted. “You’re not going to offer us a ride?”

      Kelvin laughed. “Now, now, Iris, this is a man thinking twenty steps ahead. It’s nothing personal.”

      Iris sighed before eyeing me. “It’s understandable, given what happened. I’m not naïve. Lead the way, and we’ll follow the griffin’s aura.”

      “Yep, yep, let’s go,” I said. “And Iris, keep being you. There’s someone on your team who can learn a thing or two.”

      “Unless Iris is complaining,” Maxus said, laughing, gaining a glare from the elf woman.

      “Are you ready, Milia?” I asked my dryad fiancée.

      “Sure thing,” she said.

      We mounted Beakwing, waited for the hero’s party to get on their horses, but before asking the griffin to go, Harmony’s voice chimed through the air.

      “Wait!”

      We all turned to her. I noticed the hero leering at my blue-haired apprentice, giving me the perfect opportunity to crush any hopes and dreams of trying anything. Not that I gave a damn who Harmony dated in her free time. But she’d get a friendly warning, a head’s up.

      “Ah, have you guys met my first apprentice?” I asked, gaining the paleness I wanted. “Or rather, I should say our apprentice. Milia trains her even more.”

      “Here’s a message from Mandi,” Harmony said, handing me a slip of paper. “I wanted to hand that off to you before I forgot about it.”

      “Thanks,” I said to the blue-haired girl. “Now you get back to enjoying your day off. If you haven’t already, do you mind seeing if Lucas needs anything? Whenever you feel like it, show him around if he’s unfamiliar with the town.”

      “Sure,” Harmony said.

      “Anyway, we’re off.”

      “Good luck on your trip, Nate, Milia,” she said, her voice upbeat. She started off toward Lucas’s house. She was wasting no time. A kind girl, almost like a heroine of her own story that would result in her master getting… I seriously needed to stop with the cliché references. Especially when I was the only one being amused by them.

      Ramon looked defeated and was probably pissed at this mystery Lucas character but couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

      “So you have an apprentice,” Iris said. “Are you—”

      I interrupted her with, “Let’s get moving. Time is of the essence.”

      I nodded to Milia. She pat Beakwing’s head, sending him directions magically and soon, we were airborne.
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        * * *

      

      “He’s full of arrogance,” Ramon Thunderblade said to his party as they followed the speedy griffin on the lightning horses.

      “The only arrogant one here is you,” Iris said. “Idiot.”

      “Too bad he’s getting married,” Ronica said. “You can’t have him.”

      Iris rolled her eyes. “Do I look like the kind of girl who throws herself at every man?”

      “Lighten up, I’m only kidding,” Ronica said, laughing. “You’d probably throw yourself on the dryad.”

      “Men are useless,” Nuwa said, though Ramon heard her question at least a half a dozen times if it was possible to hold onto her purity every time she spotted a man that she fancied.

      Kelvin laughed. “So, what will we do? Are we getting this guy to join our party? I hate to say it, but we shouldn’t leave without him. He may be our only hope.”

      “It’s not like he’s the only master magician around,” Ramon snapped.

      “The three that are around are tied to sects and good luck ever getting an audience with them,” Ronica said.

      “It’s strange,” Ramon said. “He claimed we’re at the same realm, yet, one scan and I can’t sense the end of his strength.”

      “That’s because there is no end,” Maxus said. “His mana, his power. Peeking into it is like trying to find the floor of a bottomless well.”

      “Gee, I wonder why that’s familiar,” Ramon snapped. “But he’s clearly not the Peace Spawner. Believe me, we wouldn’t be here if he was.”

      No one called Ramon a coward, as they all agreed that the Peace Spawner’s aura and presence of darkness and evil transcended reality itself. It was hard to believe that someone like that used to be a normal magician.

      “What were you going to ask him, Iris?” Ronica asked.

      “I… it’s not important,” Iris said. “We made a bad impression, and he doesn’t trust us.”

      “Can’t blame him there,” Kelvin said. He patted Ramon on the back. “You’ve got a long way to go in order to fix this. Remember Nuwa’s words.”

      “Fine, it’s my fault, I get it,” Ramon said. “How was I supposed to know we’d run into a master magician out here, of all places?”

      “That’s not the point,” Nuwa said. “You must learn the path of kindness, or you will never gain the power required to counter the Peace Spawner. And he’ll use that darkness in your heart against you.”

      Ramon flinched but couldn’t say anything. Nuwa was right, after all. Like always.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 28

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The ride above the clouds was rather peaceful and cool, perfect for preparing to storm a fucking A-ranked dungeon. Maybe if we were lucky, it won’t be so bad, right? I knew better. If the lower-ranked dungeons pulled some bullshit, I wouldn’t be surprised if this one did too.

      We ended up landing at the edge of a lake. The dungeon, of course, had the appearance of a cave with an entrance which light couldn’t pierce. Upon closer inspection, the darkness seemed to move a little like water. I shuddered. Creepy shit, go figure.

      The dungeon itself gave off a powerful aura and pressure, but not on the level of the S-ranked monstrosity, which gave the entirety of Milia’s giant forest a feeling of unease and creepiness. I wondered how long it took for her, the fairies, and other critters of her forest to get used to it.

      The hero and his party appeared ten minutes later, their fancy magic horses neighing as they were forced to a stop. I gave the approaching party a nod, though my eyes were on Iris and Ronica.

      If I were a violent sick fuck, a part of me would want for them to betray me, give me an excuse to do something horrible. But this wasn’t a story or a game. When it came to lives, well, I took things seriously. Even if I didn’t show it. Okay, so maybe giving a fuck required effort. Don’t judge me.

      “Oh Great Master, are you going to show us what true magic looks like?” Ronica cooed.

      “You’re laying it on too thick,” I deadpanned. “Just Nate. Sir Nate, whatever. But for the love of God, don’t annoy me with that master shit.”

      “Wanda’s a goddess,” Nuwa said, as if correcting me.

      I wasn’t about to give any thanks to this Wanda, so I ignored the healer. The mystery of her bottom still needed to be solved. Right? Don’t judge me, it felt like an inside joke and me being the awkward guy not knowing.

      “Can you blame Ronica for trying?” Kelvin asked, also seeming to ignore the healer, which made her pout. Yes, I knew the dangers of pissing off a healer, but everyone was currently calm, even playful, including Nuwa. “We’re constantly worried about the overwhelming power of the Peace Spawner and you come out of the woodworks—”

      A loud hiss caught the attention of everyone. We turned to the right to see a half creature, half… woman emerge from the forest. Glowing red eyes, long silver hair mostly covered by a helmet, and a thick steel chest plate. If that wasn’t enough, the powerful being was surrounded in silverish aura, matching the scales on her snake half. Armed with a fierce, massive bow and a few swords strapped to her waist, this creature wasn’t fucking around. She rose to full height. Fuck, this was someone I doubted even I could beat on my own. She kind of reminded me of a mermaid, only with a snake body instead of a fish.

      “You’re loud,” the snake woman said, her accent a mix between Irish and maybe British. Don’t ask me how that worked. “Either get into the dungeon and stop disturbing my rest or die. Make your choice.”

      “Emiris, what brings you this far out?” Milia asked.

      Emiris looked at her and smiled. “Ah, Milia, well met. I was chasing a hallow-infused Rowbear, but it jumped back into the dark dimension before I could finish it. I made camp here for now.”

      “I see,” Milia said. “Sorry for disturbing your rest.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Emiris said. “Go traverse the dungeon. I’ll watch over your pack animals.”

      I gave Milia a look.

      “Ah, this is a friend of mine, Emiris,” Milia said. “She’s from the Huntress Lamia Clan. A seductive-type being, so there’s no danger. Aside from being foolish enough to attack her.”

      The hero and his party flinched and suddenly made sure their hands were as far away from their weapons as possible.

      By now, I knew seductive simply meant a part of a mostly-female, low male race and it had nothing to do with actual seduction, though according to Milia, it was quite common for many to marry outsiders such as humans, elves, dwarves, fairies, so on.

      Emiris looked at me and nodded. “You especially do not have to worry about an attack from me.” She turned and disappeared back into the forest.

      “So the lesson here is not to be loud and noisy,” I said, laughing. “Now let’s go.”

      The hero’s party did not waste time and we filed into the dungeon.

      

      [You have entered a dungeon. Rank: A. Boss defeated: no. Good luck, you’ll need it.]

      

      I didn’t like the tone of that prompt but had little time to process its meaning when the scene emerged into view.

      Unlike the E-ranked dungeon, we weren’t in a place that still gave you the feeling of being inside a weird cross between a cave and a giant grassy plain. No, what I saw was a sunny day, equipped with a beautiful blue sky. Literal sunny day because of the second smaller blue sun in the sky that set slightly below the main star. Ahead appeared to be a city of giant fucking books. Strange plants of all shapes, sizes, and colors sprouted in our current standing position and unlike the E-ranker, looked extremely poisonous. In fact, one hissed at me wildly. I… flinched and jumped back, a little startled. My back hit Ronica.

      “Hey, watch it,” Ronica snapped. “You’re getting married, you know.”

      “Sorry about that,” I said. “Didn’t expect fucking hissing demon plants.”

      Milia glared at the cactus-like plant which was about two feet tall. It turned away, almost as if in shame.

      If this was it, then it’d be just a matter of moving forward, but the real reason why I flinched flew through, perhaps, danced through the skies. Giant, glowing, winged blue snakes. Emiris’s appearance felt more like a weird foreshadowing or premonition than anything.

      “Shall we start moving?” Ramon asked. “The beauty of an A-rank dungeon never ceases to amaze me. They’re never the same.”

      “Worlds we cannot reach otherwise,” Nuwa said. “It is thanks to the mercy of Wanda we’re able to witness such a thing.”

      I grimaced, but kept my mouth shut. Milia’s glare at the hissing demon plant, which backed down like a scolded child, was still fresh in my mind. If only this place had recording devices. That would’ve been one for the digital scrapbooks.

      We walked toward the giant city of books that looked to be at least a mile away. The closer we got to it, the more I felt dread. But the path to the second floor was quite obvious. I didn’t see anything else beyond the massive dump of a librarian’s dream. Harmony’s friend, Shera, would probably make her home here, assuming the plants didn’t scare her off. They sure did make me mentally question reality and how much more twisted it could get.

      “Iris, shouldn’t you have even one complaint for us?” Kelvin asked, grinning. Iris elbowed him in the cut.

      Ramon chuckled. “I have to side with Iris here, in the speechless department. The hissing plants are starting to wear on me.”

      “They’re so cute and creepy,” Ronica said, her voice cheerful. I wasn’t sure if I should be impressed by her mental fortitude or concerned. But they were experienced magicians who probably fought plenty of horrors. And apparently met this Peace Spawner guy. “Can we keep one?”

      Milia looked at me, her grin showing her amusement.

      “Absolutely not,” I blurted out, which only made the dryad laugh. Everyone looked at us. Ronica pouted.

      “See, Milia gets it,” the petite woman said.

      The chatting vanished as the ground suddenly shook with the ferocity of a minor earthquake. Winds picked up out of nowhere, only making the bright and sunny day ominous.

      That was when I felt at least a dozen presences and didn’t check to see if the hero’s party detected them. I knew they did.

      Shadows peeled themselves from the ground, forming into plant-like humanoids. Each of them had long hook-like noses, and ranged from the shortest being four feet tall to the tallest being seven feet. Nine males and three females based on the body shapes, junk, and jiggling goods. They reminded me of fucking Digimon. And if you know how Digimon fans get, we’d need to finish them off quickly.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Forestrals. A-ranked demonic plant monster.]

      

      “Forestrals! Team, get into formation,” the hero shouted. “Watch out for the aphro needles. We can’t have anyone getting eaten.”

      “Aphro needles?” I asked Ronica, who stood calmly next to me.

      “Needles that flood you with pleasure, if you know what I mean,” she said. “Then they violently eat you. They really love human meat, I guess.”

      Her cheery attitude made me wonder who the greater threat was. Not wanting to deal with any monsters, I tried to raise my killing intent, but the feeling of approaching danger got to me first and I ducked under a needle as large and thick as a microphone.

      Annoyed, I aimed a hand at the ground. “Since you’re up for playing ball, here.”

      I unleashed a good-sized Dragon Magic Burst. You see, I… was only aiming for that one, hoping to push it back some, so I could run to it and punch it. My brass knuckles needed a good test run. What I didn’t expect was to eradicate the entire fucking group of them! The hero and his party looked at me, their eyes damn near bulging out of their sockets.

      “What?” I asked, shrugging. “I hate giant needles.”

      Ronica poked me. “Are you real?”

      I raised my aura until they all showed visible straining on their faces.

      “O… okay, I get it, sorry,” Ronica said.

      I released my grip. “Let’s get out of here before more of those things show up. I won’t get lucky again.”

      Less than a quarter of a way to the book city, Ramon stopped the group with a wave of a hand. Before I had the chance to warn him, he was slapped into the air by a giant hand. Iris’s arrows struck and killed three giant birds that came toward him. A second hand appeared and something big, furry, and tan tried to pull itself out of the ground.

      Kelvin slashed down at it with his sword, not only freezing the emerging monster solid, but damn near the entire ground. The temperature around dropped some.

      I nodded, impressed. The hero’s party didn’t intend on letting me do all the work. Thank fuck, otherwise, bringing them along would’ve been pointless.

      Not that we were done with the battle. One more giant, furry, tan bird swooped down, intending to grab someone. Ramon killed it instantly with a lightning blast.

      About ten minutes later, we were approaching the city of books.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this,” Milia said.

      “Me neither,” I said. “I’m not trying to criticize the design, but why?”

      “Why not?” Ronica quipped.

      “Well, if you phrase it like that,” I said, leading the group into the city. Ramon looked like he wanted to object to me taking the first steps in, but knew he’d look quite silly running ahead of me. Or to the others, speaking against the master magician.

      Milia was behind me.

      “Should we split up?” Maxus asked.

      “No!”

      “Hell no!”

      The objections came from me and Iris. I gaped at the elf before laughing. She joined in too. Maxus sighed.

      “Splitting up when there are giant flying snakes that could swoop down at any time is a bad idea,” I said. “Let’s search for the second-floor entrance together and get out of here.”

      “I think the serpents love it up there,” Ronica said. “They certainly won’t waste their time with us.”

      A giant snake suddenly squealed in our direction and shot down with ridiculous speed, straight for Ronica. I punched it back into the sky then turned to stare flatly at her. She smiled sheepishly, like a mother being caught taking a midnight cheat cookie out of the jar.

      “Thanks for the assist,” she said, glaring at the sky, her pink aura visibly charging. More snakes turned, glaring at all of us now. They squealed, squawked, and hissed. Vines shot from the ground, tangling themselves around more than a dozen of the serpents. Then more shot, until all thirty of them were suspended in place.

      “That will only hold for a bit,” Milia said. “They are energy-breathers.”

      I analyzed just so I didn’t have to ask anyone who should be focused on finding the stairs.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Sky Serpent. AA-ranked demonic monster, but also draconic magical beast. They are neutral creatures.]

      

      While I wasn’t too familiar with double A monsters, as long as they weren’t S-ranked, they weren’t a problem, not even for the hero’s party. We rapidly searched the city and every now and then, Forestrals and other strange demonic monsters attacked us. Maxus stealthily dealt with those unaware of our presence, mostly with mana-infused daggers. Iris and Ronica took down monsters with ranged attacks. Milia, Ramon, Kelvin, and I handled things from close quarters. Well, Milia was a mix of both, from using her amazing mana sword, showing off her skills as a sword master, or commanding the earth itself to do her bidding. She was clearly the strongest in the party. Fine, after me, but I didn’t feel like I counted.

      After our latest slaying, I collected some monster samples and stowed them in bottles.

      “Ew,” Ronica said, laughing. “I volunteer to test your latest concoction.”

      “Yeah, no, I don’t want to be responsible for poisoning you,” I said. “It’s going to be a while before I have anything ready, if monster samples are even usable.”

      I mentally grimaced at my prior failures. Seriously, the potion maker class had to be the most difficult of them all. Even worse for anyone that decided to buy all of their ingredients instead of scavenging them.

      After more searching and still not finding the second-floor entrance, the blue energy streams began.

      “I don’t have unlimited mana,” Milia told Nuwa, who requested more vines. “If I did, I would’ve just cocooned them.”

      “I’ll just strike them down,” Ramon said. “It shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “No, you idiot, don’t!” My warning was too late.

      As the last of the vines vanished, the sky serpents were actually beginning to flee, as if late for something, until a streak of lightning from Ramon’s sword struck one of their friends. It didn’t so much as dent the creature.

      “They were leaving,” I said.

      The entire pack turned to glare at us. The empty city suddenly became lit with blue beams from the heavens. We naturally started running. None of us could fly, after all.

      Seeing a beam almost strike Milia, I shouted, “Milia, jump! Iris, arrow, aim low if you can.”

      Milia jumped without hesitation, seeming to surprise herself, though when the giant blue beam struck the spot she was just at, she sped up.

      Iris unfortunately hesitated, missing the firing opportunity that I saw. Not that I was angry with her. Having never worked with these people and never intending to do so again, I had next to no expectations. Milia, on the other hand, could ask me to bake her a hundred blueberry pies and I’d stay up for days just to get it done. Not because I’m a simp, but because she continued to impress me. Don’t worry, I hadn’t tossed my dignity to be a slave to my love interest. That, however, didn’t stop me from seeing that I wasn’t the only big bad around here. Like I said, I had Milia’s back and she had mine.

      “Nate!” Milia shouted. “Can you fire upward!”

      Without even looking, trusting my instincts, I aimed a hand upward and unleashed a Dragon Magic Burst. Twelve serpents fell down, though not dead, just squealing in pain.

      “Wanda’s ass, this is the power of a master magician, and he’s not even trying,” Kelvin said.

      I really didn’t put that much power into the blast, but having people declare that aloud was kind of embarrassing.

      “I’m not so sure about killing these things,” I said, deciding not to acknowledge Kelvin’s words.

      Milia slowed to run beside me, where I kept rear guard. “It looks like we don’t have to worry about that any longer, the staircase is fifty meters to the right of the path.” She said that loud enough for everyone to hear, including Ramon, who acted as front guard. “Unfortunately, there’s a guardian and the stairs are blocked by its barrier.”

      It didn’t take long to spot the guardian. It was basically a massive, obvious mini boss sky serpent. Its scales were red too. The standard sky serpent was likely fifteen feet in total length. This thing had to be tripled, if not quadrupled.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Sky Serpent Queen. S-ranked demonic monster, but also draconic magical beast.]

      [Mini-boss fight begin.]

      

      “Head’s up, she’s an S-ranker,” I warned. The hero’s party immediately put on their game faces, obviously showing their familiarity of dealing with S-ranked powerhouses. Or so I thought.

      “Retreat!” Ramon shouted. “To the city corner. We’ll come up with a strategy as soon as we can find somewhere to hide.”

      “What?” I said. “It’s an S-ranker, but not that big of a deal, dude.” I aimed a hand at the red sky serpent.

      The so-called hero rapidly shook his head pleadingly. The party behind him looked highly nervous.

      “Please hold on,” a new voice said.

      I flinched then turned to the giant red monster… which had its head low, almost like a bow. “I’d like a say in this, please.”

      It was then that I noticed the smaller, blue sky serpents… flying away.

      I looked at Milia.

      “I guess they hadn’t fared well against S-ranked creatures,” Milia said, gesturing at the others.

      “S-rankers are strong, but we put ours down without too much trouble,” I said. When I turned back to the hero’s party, their eyes were wide like saucers.

      “You… can you train us, please?”

      That was from Iris. Ignoring them, I turned back to the sky serpent.

      “You can speak our language,” I said.

      “Y… yes, my lord,” the serpent said. “Please don’t take your wrath out on this lowly serpent. I humbly submit myself to your service.”

      So much for the mini boss fight. Maybe lady luck decided to give me a break this once. And she really did. There wasn’t an ounce of hostility from the queen serpent.

      I walked over and she allowed me to pet her.

      “We’d like to go to the second floor,” I said gently.

      “O—of course, great divine magician, I’m just here to watch the sky pact,” she said, almost flustered.

      

      [Second floor unlocked… without a fight.]

      

      “Here, please have the chest over there as an offering. I will be out of your way!”

      The queen serpent took to the air and flew off so fast, she left a brief afterimage.

      “I’m actually quite glad we didn’t have to kill any of them,” I said. “They weren’t too hostile until someone hit them with lightning. Ronica jinxing us aside.”

      Ronica giggled.

      Just then, a shiny silver chest appeared where the queen was sitting before her departure. The hero and his party stared at it but didn’t move. They looked to me for guidance.

      “What? Do you not want to know what’s inside?” I asked.

      “After you,” Ramon said. He seemed as terrified as the queen serpent, which only made me sigh.

      “We… didn’t earn it,” Iris said sadly. “I feel ashamed for being such a coward.”

      I sighed, waving off her comment. “Don’t start getting emo on me now. We’ve got more floors to go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 29

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Wolverine nodded at Cheetara’s forms. She had improved considerably. Sure, she still had a way to go, even he did, but the kitten showed great promise. Even the master acknowledged it, judging by the look in his eyes the previous night.

      Wolverine scanned the area again while Disciple Cheetara Cutie awaited his instructions, clawing at a yarn ball. Every time the master left him with the great mission of guarding the palace, especially while going out with Disciple Beakwing Wingy for special flying training, he exerted his aura around the area a few times to establish a bit of dominance. His protection would also be given to his master’s human disciples, or apprentices, as they were called. Harmony and Lucas were just as much as his family as the others.

      So when a rolly-rolly barreled into town carried by one neighing giant, Wolverine Woofy leapt on top of the rooftop with Cheetara to watch.

      “Is something the matter, Big Brother Woofy?” Cheetara asked.

      “I’m watching the rolly-rolly,” Wolverine said. “Sometimes bad people come out of them and threaten our master’s servants. We can’t have that, now can we?”

      “No way!” Cheetara said. “Just tell me what to do, Big Brother. I’ll deal with the pests.”

      “Just observe,” Wolverine said. “Use your senses and continue to cultivate. One day, you will be rewarded with an impressive evolution. There are some who choose to take human form centuries after cultivating.”

      “Are you going to take it?” Cheetara asked.

      “No,” Wolverine said simply. “The way of the sunlight wolf is important to me. Also, I don’t think I’m capable of such a thing. It is normally with evolved cats, dragons, maybe some turtles.”

      “The dragon advances,” Cheetara mumbled.

      “Huh?”

      “Look, someone’s getting out of the rolly-rolly,” Cheetara said. “Is that a magician? I can feel mana!”

      “Let’s go,” Wolverine said. “I do not believe this one’s friendly.”

      “Yes sir!” Cheetara cheered, mimicking some salute the best she could.
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        * * *

      

      After cultivating and training all morning, Harmony bathed and then changed into a fresh set of trousers and a light blue shirt that went well with her hair. She didn’t bother with any jewelry, aside from a necklace from time to time. She fastened a long leather sheath to her belt and placed her wand inside.

      She still felt weird not working today, but that didn’t mean she’d stop training. Harmony wanted to catch up to Nate and Milia as fast as possible. She didn’t want to be excluded from dungeon dives or anything dangerous. Sure, she knew they were only looking out for them, for their rookies, but Harmony still wanted to walk with the duo.

      A part of her still couldn’t let go of the annoying crush she had on Nate. She wasn’t in love with him or anything, they never spent intimate time together. Since he claimed to know nothing about magic, he didn’t get close to her, didn’t correct her wand motions even the few times she purposely tried to be clumsy just to see if he would.

      No, she wouldn’t do anything to betray Milia, her other master and friend. Harmony had come to love Milia, like the big sister she always wanted. Teachers could be big sisters, right?

      “Good morning, Anna,” Harmony greeted her maid as she entered the kitchen. “Or rather, good afternoon.” She giggled. “I didn’t expect for training to last that long.”

      The older woman bowed. “Good afternoon, Lady Harmony. Your father may not enjoy the lessons you’re taking from the potion maker’s wife, but he’s also happy that you didn’t run off to elope with anyone.”

      Anna laughed at Harmony’s blushing expression.

      “I would never do such a thing,” she said, almost pouting, but holding back. Anna had a way of seeing through her, so the blue-haired girl often found herself putting extra effort into hiding things.

      Anna placed Harmony’s breakfast on the table. “Unlike your father, I do like the idea of you being able to defend yourself. And kicking men’s butts. Perhaps that will bring a lesson or two about arrogance and humility. That Lucas boy is a good example of honesty, perhaps too pure, despite being a blacksmith’s apprentice. As for magicians… well, the only thing we can do is pray they leave as soon as possible.”

      Harmony was about to stab her fork into her breakfast sausage when she felt the hostile presence enter the town.
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        * * *

      

      Drew Starrigon stepped out of the carriage after the driver opened the door for him and surveyed the backwater town of Kyushu. Where were they? The party hadn’t a clue their true seventh member followed them this entire time, searching for any traces of their trail. To think they’d break out the lightning horses. The man wasn’t sure if his flight magic could keep up.

      So Drew wasn’t really their seventh member, just their babysitter if he had to be honest with himself. He was a tall, beady-eyed man, thin, and covered in the finest magicians’ robes money could buy. The third son of Duke Starrigon and the rightful suitor for the most beautiful elf he’d ever laid his eyes on, Iris the Heavenly Bow.

      Although when she kicked him in the jewels and shot him with an arrow for daring to leer at her and maybe accidentally touching her fine legs, okay, well, Drew knew he deserved that. But he never gave up. Being the third son was a lousy endeavor, but there were other ways to boost one’s reputation within a noble social circle. First, he increased his standings as much as possible with other third, fourth, and even fifth sons, all feeling as bitter about their unluckiness as him. Not all of them had a father as spiteful as his own, but Drew only saw it as just another challenge to earn his favor like the rest.

      The second, of course, was to have a wife so beautiful and exotic that even the lucky first and second sons fell to their feet out of envy. Drew was currently working on this. He had the riches, but getting a woman from the hero’s party was not only extremely ambitious, but difficult. The male members guarded them like vicious older brothers. Kelvin and Maxus beaten him up twice so far, and the man didn’t want to experience that again. Honestly, he couldn’t blame them, but also they were already married, leaving just the hero as his only true competition. But not really. The hero’s habit of sleeping around with as many women as possible was known throughout his social circle. It made Drew a tidbit jealous, but happy that Iris at least had higher standards. That, or the rumors of the hero having an anti-fraternization rule in his group were true. That’d be a huge waste, given the beauty of his party, but again, not a problem. Just an opportunity.

      Drew thought about eliminating his siblings, but canned that idea. They were strong magicians and often wore protective amulets around their necks, ancient and extremely rare artifacts that his father gave to them. He offered no such thing to Drew. The only acknowledgement he ever received from the duke was a short nod when the news of him having the spark got out. That was back at age five.

      Drew clung to that and cultivated as much as possible; however, no matter what feat he showed, none of his family seemed to give a damn. Not that they should, not for a measly third son.

      If Drew made it into the hero’s party, however, they’d regret ignoring him.

      Being a babysitter, a sad spy for the Lord Ruler, hired only because his uncle recommended him for the job, didn’t bother Drew that much.

      Really, the only person that scared him in the royal family was the princess. Another one of the kingdom’s most beautiful flowers, but with vicious strength capable of rivaling some of the most powerful magicians in the kingdom. Drew wouldn’t be surprised if she planned to steal the throne from her father while pretending to be his precious little girl. And she did so a lot, allowing the Lord Ruler to spoil her blindly.

      Despite being a force to not be underestimated, the Lord Ruler’s soft spot for his creepy daughter bugged Drew to no end. How could he not see the demon within those eyes?

      Drew thought himself to be a demon as well, especially since he planned to mess with this town a bit. He plotted against his family members and so-called friends from other houses constantly. Yet, he was but an academy bully compared to the princess.

      As Drew walked toward the town hall, the mayor’s workplace, he allowed his pressure, aura, and killing intent to blast out. But he stopped when he sensed the presence of a magician. This one wasn’t strong… no, there were two of them.

      A blue-haired beauty of a girl and a boy about her age. Two beginner magicians. They would surely bow and kowtow to him, but he didn’t have time for them. First, he’d try to be friendly.

      “Good day,” he said in his best fake friendly voice. “I know this may sound odd, but I’m here to find some friends of mine. A group of people who probably moved into the town a couple of days ago.”

      Judging by their subtle reactions, Drew knew the hero’s party had been here. However, they were either hiding their presences or had left again. Tracking them was going to be a pain in the ass, especially after the tedious journey from the west side of the kingdom.

      Drew could feel these two weren’t going to tell him anything. Perhaps the boy would with a financial incentive. He decided to try.

      Revealing a small bag with a few gold coins stuffed in, he said, “I’m willing to pay for the information, of course. I’m trying to join them, you see. They don’t know I’m here, kind of a surprise.”

      The strawberry headed boy did look at them briefly before sneering. He actually had the audacity to sneer at Drew!

      “Who are you?” the blue-haired girl asked.

      Drew noticed something strapped to her side. In fact, it emitted quite the power presence.

      “I am Drew Starrigon, son of Duke Starrigon,” he announced proudly, unable to help himself. People were watching for a bit until he unleashed a heavy pressure that brought them down to their knees. To their credit, the blue-haired girl and boy struggled against it. “You’re newbies,” Drew said quietly, seeing no benefit of exposing what they clearly kept a secret. It was another secret to add to his collection, after all. Plus if Ramon and the others had been through here, they were likely out training. “I’ll go easy on you, since you’re of no threat to me. But you should know how the magician world works. If you insist on not telling me where I can find my party, then—”

      “It’s obvious you’re lying,” the red-haired boy snapped.

      “You know nothing about me, kid,” Drew said. “But if you insist on doing things the hard way, well, don’t say you weren’t warned.” He walked over to the blue-haired girl and reached for the strap.

      She probably thought he was aiming to do something foul to her, based on the fear in her eyes, but Drew wasn’t a bandit. Well, perhaps he’d be labeled one now. He snatched the wand out and marveled at it.

      “Luckily for you, I won’t expose your secret to your town,” Drew said quietly. “In exchange, I’ll be taking this. A wand this powerful is wasted on you. I’m surprised it didn’t tear your arm off for trying to use it.”

      Drew increased his pressure further, preventing the duo from speaking. If he couldn’t handle these pests, then getting into the hero’s party would be pretty much impossible. There was no room for the weak. He did have paid professional sect back-up on the way, in case Iris decided to be an unreasonable pixie.

      He turned around, only to see all white cover his view, before getting blasted into a nearby building, dropping the wand along the way.
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        * * *

      

      With his pressure gone, Harmony, filled with rage, jumped up and dashed to her wand. Lucas, also recovering, stood, clearly prepared to brawl, but stopped at the sight of two unexpected newcomers.

      After collecting her wand, Harmony turned to Wolverine and Cheetara. Seeing them seething with cold rage for daring to harm their fellow apprentices, Harmony nodded.

      “Thank you, Wolverine, Cheetara,” she said. “He caught me off guard.”

      By now, the townspeople were panicking and quickly surrounding the mayor’s daughter, asking about her condition. Ugh, Harmony didn’t have time for this, but she didn’t have a choice but to leave everything in Wolverine’s paws. Even Nate warned her against revealing her secret, which was why she simply didn’t break Drew’s pressure. Her people watched her every move, likely terrified that she’d get violated. Harmony would’ve just revealed herself before it came to that. Hiding her power was infuriating! But given the people’s utter terror at a magician being present in their town, she couldn’t make things worse. Lucas, also warned about this thing in advance, could only sit back and let Wolverine handle it.

      For a moment there, Harmony thought she’d have to wait until he left, secretly go after him, and send a nice present to blow up his carriage.

      The thin man, who looked to be around their age, slowly got up, though obviously dazed. He winced.

      “Who attacks unprovoked?” He paused. “My back.”

      Harmony patted Woofy. “Good boy.” The sunlight wolf panted, his tail wagging. Cheetara looked at her. “You too, Cutie.” She caressed the kitten too, gaining herself a purr and a meow.

      Wolverine growled at Drew, who shrieked like… a scared noble lady. Harmony strained to keep from laughing, keeping her face expressionless. That was when the idea hatched in her head. Mostly to keep Woofy from killing him in front of everyone. Couldn’t have the cute wolf scaring the people, especially when he was a protector. In fact, the people were behind him, glaring at the intruding magician.

      “Fine, if you want to find them, there’s an A-ranked dungeon somewhere around here,” Harmony said. “I’m sure you can use your magician powers to find it. Just get out of here. No one wants your trouble. I don’t care what noble house you’re from.”

      “You insolent little…” He froze at the sound of Woofy’s growl. “So it was that spirit beast. So powerful. I suppose I cannot blame you for siccing it on me, but you may end up regretting making an enemy of House—agh!”

      Cutie delivered a palm strike that sent the man into the air. He landed hard. He rose with ground-shaking fury.

      “I will not be humiliated by a… kitten!”

      Waves of red appeared around his hands. He took aim at the kitten that was no longer there. Still infuriated, he aimed at Harmony and Lucas.

      Cutie, perched on top of his head, meowed, then with one light tap, Drew was out cold. Woofy walked over to the unconscious man, brought up his leg, but stopped at Harmony’s gaze, as if he was making a joke the entire time.

      “What should we do with him?” Lucas asked.

      “He’s getting the anti-mana handcuffs,” came another voice. Harmony turned to see her father and a dozen guards march toward the unconscious magician. “This gold of his will be going to the kingdom guards that will be escorting him to his dungeon. I hope trial will be ten times as difficult as any other.”

      Harmony giggled. At that time, she recalled words Nate said to her before. “If someone comes to attack, a magician specifically, don’t go guns blazing, if you can help it.”

      Harmony still didn’t know what a gun was or what that saying meant, except for the last of it. “Wolverine will always protect you.”

      “Nate truly is a weird one,” Harmony said.
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        * * *

      

      I sneezed a little randomly, as if someone was talking about me behind my back. Another hour had passed since we entered the second floor. I couldn’t say I expected much from the hero’s party, but at least they were decent meat shields—I mean magicians—taking down waves of enemies. Nuwa healed any minor injuries, but also fought with various forms of what seemed to be light-based magic.

      I collected ingredients and fought at the same time. Milia helped out too. Hell, we had a conversation about different pies while we were at it. The hero’s party eventually seemed too exhausted to continue, so I called a break. Iris looked like she wanted to dive into me and cry away her problems.

      Don’t get me wrong, the hero’s party had power, but now I began to question the validity of Ramon defeating the Midnight Dragon, supposedly a creature powerful enough to threaten the entire kingdom. Sure, winners wrote history. It was fucked up and just the way things were. Either the Midnight Dragon wasn’t that strong, or the hero’s party as a whole managed to take it down, but for some reason, the Lord Ruler gave the hero all of the credit. Probably to make the people practically worship him. Or was it the Lord Ruler? You know what, once again, giving a fuck required effort.

      I had so many new ingredients of varying quality that soon I’d find myself able to compete with the potion makers of a city. Perhaps this called for a trip to Wingston to scope out what I was up against. Later anyway.

      “I’m not saying you guys don’t exercise,” I said, gaining horrified expressions. “I’m kidding. Two hours of nonstop fighting is a pain in the ass.”

      A sudden bestial roar made everyone stand up. Approaching us this time was a giant six-armed bear with fiery fur and pressure so strong even I got a little excited. Literal fire for fur.

      “Aha, there it is,” Milia announced, her hands on hips. “I was wondering when you’d show up, sir second-floor guardian. Oh, and the stairs aren’t far off.”

      I pat my fiancée’s shoulder.

      “That… that’s a Rowbear,” Ramon said as he gathered his electricity. “This is going to be… Wanda’s ass, we’re in for a fight.”

      “So that’s what a Rowbear looks like,” I said. “Wait, how did it not burn down the entire forest?”

      “Emiris said it was hallow-infused,” Milia said. “All of its fire likely turned into darkness.”

      “That’s not even the most concerning thing,” Ronica said. “Rowbears are usually found in dungeons or around volcanoes.”

      The Rowbear, standing thirty feet tall, roared, charging us, knocking powerful fireballs in all directions.
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      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Rowbear. S-ranked aggressive demonic beast.]

      [Mini-boss fight begin.]

      

      The description kind of surprised me, but it made sense. If it existed outside of the dungeon, it’d be more likely a demonic beast instead of a monster. How common were these things? Rather than ponder on that, I focused on dodging.

      We were still in the city of books, but this time everything appeared to be merged with a forest, trees, boulders, and even a body of water from time to time, popping up randomly.

      Since I did not want to consume any more of my limited shadow potions, I had to continue to be a team player. The hero’s party probably appreciated it, but as I dodged another giant fireball, I was reminded that, in fact, adventuring was not for me. Fuck this.

      “I don’t know how you adventurer-types put up with this,” I mused aloud as I dodged four fireballs aimed specifically at me. They exploded upon impact, digging nasty craters into the ground. I did not want to think what would happen if this caught anyone’s limb, but every time I took aim, the Rowbear seemed to concentrate all of his firepower on me.

      Naturally, that gave me an idea. I eyed the others, hoping it was obvious. Milia was the first to get it, followed by Iris and the others.

      And so I charged to the giant fire bear monster’s far left, a good bit away from the others. Iris continued to pepper it with magic arrows, Ronica with pink bursts of magic, the hero with his lightning blasts, Maxus with glowing daggers and his own green magic bursts, Kelvin with wicked giant ice shards, Nuwa with light blasts. Milia commanded the earth, nailing it with boulders and while magical bursts weren’t her strong suit, she launched a few golden balls to pull its attention. She also utilized vines the best she could, slowing down the creature. A few times, the dryad commanded a tree to pull all the way back and bash the living fuck out of the giant bear. But as a bear monster, it didn’t stay down for long.

      The moment I charged my magic, the Rowbear turned to me, firing as many balls of flaming death as it could. The others took that golden opportunity to unleash their strongest attacks. Everything seemed like it was going well until I miscalculated a dodge. There were twenty-three fireballs, not twenty. The pain struck and it felt like someone took a giant molten bat and scored a homerun. In fact, the monster should be given said credit because I went flying. I felt like a package thrown by a UPS guy as I landed on a tree, cracking it in two on my way to the ground.

      Everything fucking hurt. But before my brain could register the command to chuck down a potion, the feeling of warmness surrounded every part of my body. It was slower than my healing potion, but within moments, I was fully healed.

      I stood up and judging by the relief on Nuwa’s face, then a thumbs up, my pain reliver was confirmed.

      “Thanks,” I said, turning to focus on the monster.

      My rage finally leaked, halting everything around, including the bear. Fuck, I was so pissed, I ignored the visible red light that outlined me. I wasn’t sure what was causing the current earthquake, but one thing I didn’t enjoy so much was getting heavily targeted like that.

      The next moment, with what felt like a leap-step, I was in front of the bear, thirty feet or so in the air. I pulled back my brass-knuckled fist, expression cold, and punched.

      S-ranked monsters or beasts were something to never fuck around with, but that didn’t stop the Rowbear from being rocketed at what looked to be the speed of sound into a city wall a hundred meters away. It didn’t get up.

      The previous chest from the sky serpent queen didn’t yield what I was looking for and really nothing useful to me. So I asked Milia to select what she wanted, then gave the rest to the hero’s party. They tried to decline, repeating how much they didn’t earn it, but the A-ranked chest had jack shit for me as a potion maker, so I insisted on not letting anything go to waste.

      I didn’t give a damn about any armor, swords, daggers, nor the boots that weren’t my size. Yes, I was still salty about that. At least Milia got herself a power-boosting ring. That made me reflect on the wedding rings I’d ordered in secret. It wasn’t a custom here, but I still wanted to go for it.

      The chest that appeared this time was another A-ranker, according to my analyzation skill and the container’s bright silver color, which confirmed my theory of S-ranked chests not only being quite rare, but only manifested after defeating dungeon bosses.

      “Come on, ice crystal,” I said, though I didn’t know what they actually looked like. In my head, I pictured something like a fat diamond. When I opened the chest, there was no such thing.

      “Only the boss’s chest,” Kelvin reminded me. “If that Rowbear’s an indicator of anything, it’s that we’ll definitely have an S-ranked chest.”

      “The problem with dungeons this powerful are the horrible abominations they produce,” Ramon said.

      “But did you see what Sir Nate did?” Ronica asked, bringing up the topic I hoped no one would. Goddammit.

      Ignoring the conversation that sparked, I searched until discovering a scroll. A new recipe, woo! I frowned at it. It even added a new category for it.

      

      [New listing added, Potion of Flavors.]

      [Depending on the ingredient, you may add various flavors, pleasant or not, to potions you create.]

      [Potions available:]

      [Current self-use potions: Health, Energy, General Medicine, Speed Booster, Sleeping.]

      [Special potions: Night Vision, Mana Core, Water Breathing, Masking, Eagle Sight, Shadow.]

      [Utility potions: Lighting.]

      [Misc potions: Flavors, level 1 of 5.]

      

      As if to add insult to injury, the damn thing even had progression, whereas none of my actual useful potions had such a thing. Flavors was perfect for people who probably wanted to poison their guests. Fucking serial killer shit, probably. Just as I was about to give up on life, I accidentally focused on the Flavors a little too hard, causing a second prompt to reveal itself.

      

      [Flavors: you may gain additional effects depending on the flavor.]

      

      Yep, definitely something meant for an assassin. Then again, maybe the effects would be useful, enabling me to create multifunctional potions. Like a potion that gave you both speed and sturdiness. Imagine creating an army of tanks that could just barrel into monsters with ease.

      Happy with the possibilities, I gestured to everyone else to take their picks, after Milia selected what she wanted. Damn right, I was giving her special treatment. Sue me. If not for Milia, I sure as shit wouldn’t go to the second floor or even beyond with the hero’s party.

      “Wow, this is the most friendly and organized chest plundering ever,” Ronica said.

      “Is that sarcasm?” I asked, amusement in my voice.

      “It’s not,” Kelvin confirmed. “While it doesn’t happen among us, we’ve all partied with various adventurer parties throughout the years to gain experience and hopefully better gear. Adventurers are an arrow of many different and often conflicting personalities, if you ask me.”

      “Greed being the most dominant,” Nuwa said. “I remember entering a party where the leader took everything for himself, and no one could stand up to him. He later went on to gain some fame, while the others did all of that work for essentially nothing.”

      “I heard of something similar, but the party plotted together and not only stabbed him in the back, but let the boss devour him,” Ronica said cheerily.

      Maxus sighed. “Let’s not forget the one where the party leaders personally hand out all of the items, giving his friends the good things and those he recruited the junk.”

      “What a bunch of assholes,” I said. “I’m not planning to do any adventuring myself, but I’ll keep this in mind in case Harmony or Lucas decide to venture out, leaving the nest.”

      Milia giggled. “You know they’d want to test their powers.”

      “They sure would,” I replied to Milia. “Just have to make sure they won’t explode their wands in their faces.”

      “Or set their belongings on fire,” Milia said.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask about those two,” Ramon said.

      “Sorry, buddy, I don’t answer personal questions about my students,” I said, voice no longer playful, which cause Ramon to flinch.

      “Nothing serious,” he quickly added. “Just how they went undiscovered for so long. Even the Wingston family should’ve caught them at some point, right? They do collect taxes around these parts.”

      “It’s a long story, but the short version is, they came to me,” I said. “Now let’s get moving. I don’t know about you, but if I hear another Rowbear roar, I may just pass out from exhaustion.”

      They didn’t look convinced that I could pass out for some reason, but nodded and followed. Eventually we found ourselves entering the third and final floor.

      “Do all dungeons only have three floors?” I asked, not to anyone in particular.

      “I’ve seen a five-floor dungeon,” Iris answered. “But most have three vast planes per floor.”

      “I’ve heard some of them are as big as our entire world,” Ronica stated.

      “You know, I’m starting to think we should bring our mounts into the dungeon,” I said.

      “Except that’s not the greatest idea when you don’t know if the dungeon will dump you out into a giant river with properties that could prevent your mount from being able to swim to safety, assuming it can at all,” Ramon said. “The magic of the dungeon isn’t kind.”

      “Who made them again? Wanda? You mean to tell me she went out of her way to make this as excruciating as possible?” I asked.

      Nuwa looked around as if someone was listening in on our conversation, then said, “To be honest, no one truly knows. It could’ve been ancient magicians.”

      Like in every goddamn fantasy epic I’ve read. For some reason, these god tier mages or spellcasters built rather pointless vast spaces or pocket worlds of fuckfulness and then somehow die off, despite having this insane level of power. Centuries later, humanity has adventurers braving these dungeons in hopes of treasure, many of them dying in the process. The cycle repeated. And no, fuckfulness wasn’t a word, but it really should have been to describe shit that doesn’t make sense, am I right or am I right?

      “I think bringing a mount may be fine for some dungeons,” Milia said, “but only if they’re spirit beasts. Wingy’s a magical beast, like a dragon, but not a spirit beast, so I’m not sure if the dungeon will allow him inside.”

      “The lightning horses are also magical beasts,” Iris said.

      The third floor or rather, the third layer of the city of books sported much of the same as the first floor. An endless city of books.

      “Wanda’s curvy ass, I just realized we’ll have to walk all the way back,” Ronica said.

      “See. The creator of these dungeons really is a dick,” I said. “He or she uses magic to prevent people from bringing in mounts. Dick move.”

      Getting this far into the dungeon was hours of walking. Whoever made this would be laughing if they were still alive.

      I wondered how Wolverine and Cheetara were doing back at home. I couldn’t help but feel bad that I left them behind, but I trusted my wolf to guard our home as well as the apprentices while we were away. Of course, if someone dared attacked either of my pets, I’d send them on a trip to the moon. Literally.

      Suddenly, the area began to look hazy, as if I stuck my face into water or a steamy Florida afternoon, while on the road. Ramon raised a hand, gesturing us to stop.

      “You know, I’m not actually supposed to be involved in any action scenes,” I muttered offhandedly.

      Milia snickered silently, squeezing my arm. “For the ice crystal.”

      Ronica sighed. “Imagine if you had a heroic attitude. You’d probably train nonstop and crush the Peace Spawner.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think so. Only the hero’s party can beat the Peace Spawner,” I said, chuckling. “I don’t do the adventuring shit.” I narrowed my eyes. “For a group so famous, there are a lot of doubtful expressions.”

      Ronica looked at the others. Iris once again looked like someone who wanted to cry out her troubles in someone’s lap while eating ice cream. Was this a group of powerful heroes or high school and college students?

      Iris opened her mouth to speak, as if deciding to explain one for the team, when Ramon yelled.

      “Sonic harpy horde! Retreat!”

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Sonic Harpy. S-ranked (non-aggressive) territorial magical beast.]

      

      Harpies looked like women with winged arms and dangerous-looking talons for feet. These particular harpies rocked white or light blue hair with angry glowing green eyes. Their heights seemed to range from short as fuck to six foot tall Amazons.

      They were beautiful in a Tarzan meets Jane sort of way with their tan skirty outfit. However, the pressure the bird women gave off was like that of the Rowbear’s.

      If this was it, I would’ve questioned the hero’s ability to lead his party. But there looked to be hundreds of them, maybe thousands.

      “Fuck, where do we go?” I asked.

      “We… I don’t know, take cover behind a book tower,” Ramon replied, though to his credit, he tried to keep his cool. Wild eyes aside.

      Rather than doing that, I took a risk based on the harpy’s description and raised my aura as high as possible, to the point where it almost felt wasteful.

      The harpies immediately started flying away, some screaming.

      “Now that’s useful,” I said. “Good thing they weren’t as dangerous as the Rowbear.”

      Released from my pressure, the party took a breather.

      I was actually starting to get a hang of being a magician. Sure, there would still be plenty of practice, a fuck ton at that.

      “Damn, I should’ve snatched a feather first,” I said. “See if it’s possible to do something with it, like a potion of flying or lightness.”

      The hero’s party stared at me. I shrugged.

      After collecting a few plant samples, we started off. It wasn’t long before Milia gave us the head’s up about the dungeon boss.

      “Should we take a quick break, first?” I asked.

      “I’m up for it!” Ronica said cheerily. “Thanks, you’re the best, Sir Nate.” She fell backward on the grass.

      Milia and I sat on the log of a long-dead tree. My stomach rumbled, reminding me that we hadn’t eaten for a few hours now.

      “I guess a snack or two wouldn’t hurt,” I said as I summoned fruit from my ring. Milia grabbed the pear.

      “I’m with you there,” Kelvin said, pulling a sack of dried meat from his bag. The others did the same while drinking from their canteens. They really did look like an adventuring party, equipped with rings that could store almost anything. I… tested it on a live bug, but it didn’t work.

      The ring also kept things infinitely fresh, as if freezing those items in time.

      “I wonder if adventurous potion makers carry field kits with them,” I mused.

      “Field kits?” Maxus asked, clearly interested as a rogue.

      “You know, portable setups to make potions out in the field,” I said, as if that was a completely normal thing.

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Ramon said.

      “Me neither,” Iris said. “That sounds really useful. I’d imagine such a kit to either be for less dangerous potions or have a way to contain everything. Like a storage ring.”

      “I guess it’s something to work on later,” I muttered. “I was hoping they sold these somewhere. They’d be a boon for when I want to do some field testing in these dungeons.”

      “You really are dedicated to your craft,” Nuwa said. “If only you’d consider pushing that dedication into something greater, like the safety of the world. Wanda would love to have you in her service.”

      “Oh, she probably tried,” I said. “Listen, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not a fighter, not an adventurer, not a trained professional. Hell, I’m still technically a rookie potion maker. Lots of trial and error. I’m sure that’s how you can relate with your training and fighting. Getting up and trying again after failing. The power of friendship, that jazz.”

      “Seriously,” Nuwa said, her voice filled with determination. “Please think about it. If you have no forms, we’ll teach them to you.”

      “No thanks,” I said, waving off her comment. “My story isn’t on the grand scale of the hero’s party.”

      “But—”

      “Nuwa,” Kelvin interrupted. “We may not like it, but he is right. Sir Nate is a civilian. We were trained heavily by the Lord Ruler’s best for many years now.”

      “What he said,” I told her. “I’ll always be happy to take you as customers and, when I get good enough, whip you up something that can help you beat even this Peace Spawner guy.”

      They all looked at me, believing. This was concerning. “Not that you need something like that, right?”

      They turned to Ramon, as if asking for permission to speak. He sighed.

      “We don’t stand a chance against the Peace Spawner as we are now,” Ramon admitted, though that wasn’t at all surprising to me. I beat the hero up without so much as breaking a sweat.

      “But we don’t want to involve a civilian either,” Kelvin quickly said. “Nuwa asked under the assumption that maybe you were a retired adventurer or something. You’re… a strange master magician, untied to a sect nor founding one. Most will never talk to people beneath them without an audience. And that’s if they’re in the mood.”

      Before I could tell them it sucked to suck, an ominous woman’s giggle flooded through the air. It was both enticing and creepy at the same time. Creepy because I looked around but saw nothing.

      “The dungeon’s guardian is approaching,” Milia snapped. “Above!”

      High in the sky, a black-haired pale woman with black wings and glowing red eyes waved at us cheerfully. “Hi-hi!”

      “Today is not our day,” Kelvin said, his spirit seemingly broken, despite us winning our fights.

      “I don’t think it’s possible to beat her,” Iris said.

      “What is she?” I asked, triggering my analyze.

      “Fallen…” Ramon said softly. “Fallen angel.”
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      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Fallen Angel, Atsuki. SS-ranked fallen divinity.]

      [Warning. You have encountered a SUPER BOSS. Danger!]

      

      “Double S ranked… Wait, have you guys ever encountered a fallen angel?” I asked.

      “We only watched the Lord Ruler and a master magician of a sect team up to fight one,” the hero said. “It was summoned by the Peace Spawner.”

      “And only as an experiment, he claimed,” Nuwa said.

      “That sounds about right,” the fallen angel said, her voice still upbeat, as she floated down before the party. Wearing a black dress and even matching sandals, she looked like someone attending a party, not someone about to slaughter. No armor, no weapon, just confidence and strange… pressure. “I would know, since Ares actually forcefully summoned two of us. One to distract some humans and the other to bind to Lady Wanda’s challenge worlds, or what you call dungeons.”

      I don’t know what came over me, but I decided to take a chance here. Why? Because not even I stood a chance.

      “If we can unbind you from the dungeon, you’ll get to go home, right?” I inquired. The hero’s party and even Milia looked at me.

      Atsuki’s grin was unfortunately unpleasant. “If I couldn’t break that dreaded binding from the Peace Spawner, then I’m certain not even the hero’s party, that would be you, or… their escorts can. So I accepted the roll as dungeon boss, sadly. This is supposed to be, what’s that ranking, oh, an A-ranked. It’s just barely strong enough to contain me. I’m a little hurt he didn’t at least stuff me in an S-ranked contraption.”

      “There’s no such thing as an S-ranked dungeon,” Ramon said. “Adventurers make claims all the time.”

      “Are you seriously calling me a liar, child?” Atsuki asked, her voice still cheery.

      “Dude, there are S-ranked dungeons,” I deadpanned. “They’re rare and you may have not noticed one.”

      I truly understood now why Milia wanted to train before daring to enter the S-ranked dungeon. It may be simply a place meant for the most powerful and master magicians around, adventurers that seek suicide-level challenges. The Axem could probably kick my ass ten ways to the moon.

      “He gets it,” Atsuki said, her eyes glowing brighter. “Now, as fun as it is to talk to another being again, I’m afraid the dungeon is calling me to do my job. And being the first dungeon boss to kill the hero will be so much fun, yes?”

      I considered devouring a shadow potion, but something about doing that felt wrong. Maybe it was due to the black aura, like some kind of radiation, which oozed from the fallen angel in waves. Like an anime character that was all powered up and ready to go. It gave me chills. Fallen divinity…

      “You make the first move,” Atsuki said, though she held no stance I recognized. Just casual standing, which meant she was so overpowered, her confidence skyrocketed to the roof.

      “I think waiting for your contact to deliver us the ice crystal in a few months is a better idea,” I told Iris.

      “I agree,” Milia said.

      “Everyone, prepare for a retreat,” I said, not believing the words coming out of my mouth.

      Hear me out. I’ve got one spell, couldn’t use my ace shadow potion, and the hero’s party were either on the verge of crying, making peace with God, looking to beg for their lives, or offer me up as a sacrifice in exchange for letting them go. I wouldn’t put it past them. Of course, they’d more than likely die to Milia… so yeah, they were stuck between a rock and a hard place. Not that I’m saying they’d actually betray me. I’d begun to understand them a little. One of the realizations that came to me was that they actually didn’t choose to be in the party. Not my problem, of course, but everyone could feel slightly bad for someone’s situation every now and then.

      Now, I wasn’t expecting everyone, including the fallen angel, to be surprised at my words, their eyes wide.

      “What? You’re just going to leave without putting up one last stand before your deaths?” Atsuki asked. “As if I’d let you escape. This is a boss area, after all. Wanda made it so that you can’t leave easily without defeating me.”

      Walls of steel suddenly erected around us, hundreds of meters away, but clearly a box-in that maybe I could clear with one leap, but everyone else, Milia aside, would have to climb. Shit.

      So much for that. I wasn’t about to leave anyone behind. Also, the angel could just blast me in the back.

      “So much for that,” I said. “Plan B, Ramon put your party leader skills to use. I’m sure I’m not the only one who doesn’t want to die here.”

      Atsuki suddenly laughed. “I like you. Perhaps if you survive, I’ll cage you up and let you be my jester.”

      I allowed my aura to leak. “It’s unladylike to call someone a clown.”

      My sister and pretty much every woman I knew on earth would probably call me a clown for saying those words. The distracting words still did their job. I sure as shit didn’t have a 1950s view of things.

      Ramon seemed to finally snap out of his daze and issued orders to his party members. We all fanned out. Unfortunately, the fallen angel’s eyes were all on me, amused.

      I didn’t like that predatory gleam. The feeling of danger screamed at me, warning that torture awaited. But I kept my cool, allowing the professionals to issue orders. After all, my hidden true purpose for partying with them was to learn. Then pass that knowledge to my apprentices.

      I pulled out speed booster and energy potions and tossed them to everyone while the amused fallen angel simply watched. Everyone devoured the liquid. The hero’s party only had moments to be surprised at the immediate effectiveness of them.

      “Hurry, hurry,” Atsuki said. “Before I decide to make the first move. You know who I’m going for first.” She licked her lips.

      “Sorry, fallen angel, but he’s already getting married,” Milia said, her greenish aura erupting around her. “And I don’t share.”

      Atsuki simply grinned. “Good. I love stealing men from others.”

      I glanced at Ramon, urging him to hurry up with his plan while Milia had her distracted. There was a sense of… warmth there, knowing that my fiancée had a jealous side to her. But if I ever wanted to get to the damn marriage, we’d have to make it out alive. The hero’s shout started the battle.

      “Ronica, attempt stun! Nuwa, fallen angels are said to have no resistance against holy magic, strike now. Kelvin, to the right. Maxus, you know what to do. Iris, keep your distance, fire only strong arrows. Go, go! Nate, Milia, like usual, we will fight head on.”

      “DPS,” I said, feeling like this was the worst spot for me, but since I wanted to make it out alive, I didn’t give the hero’s party shit about it.

      We charged Atsuki. The hero was first to bring down his electric sword, only for it to get blocked with a finger. Milia’s mana sword slashed horizontally, but the fallen angel stepped out of its reach barely, smiling at the dryad.

      My fists connected with air. My second punch, however, struck… only a wing that blocked. It felt like punching into a wall or perhaps a pillow stuffed with bricks.

      Atsuki used that same wing to block Kelvin’s sword, Iris’s arrows, and Ronica’s magic. She dodged Nuwa’s golden energy balls entirely.

      I didn’t miss that.

      However, fighting this way, this just wouldn’t do. This strategy felt too simple, something meant for mindless monsters, not sentient super beings. Judging by Milia’s expression, she thought the same thing. The Lord Ruler or whatever master trained them well, but not for everything. Their political bullshit was likely the cause of it. Keep them just where they could not take over.

      Atsuki was still grounded, playing with us.

      Unhappy with this simplistic plan, I took inspiration from when I first discovered my superstrength and punched the ground, creating a massive crater beneath the fallen angel. The others were teetering on the edge while the surprised boss monster plunged downward. She did fly back up, but I had already motioned for Nuwa to unleash her holy attack.

      It connected.

      Atsuki actually yelped. “You little bitch. Die!”

      Suddenly the fallen angel’s pressure skyrocketed and before we knew it, she manifested a large longbow, with a glowing black arrow pointed at Nuwa. I pushed the shocked healer out of the way, taking the arrow right on my arm.

      The pain was awful, but not enough to put me out of the fight. The arrow itself didn’t seem to be real, just made of energy. It dissipated moments later. Blood still oozed a little from the wound that seemed to close at supersonic speeds.

      Wanting to get back at this bitch, I aimed a palm at her, but she didn’t stay in place. She flew around and fired arrows, mostly targeting our healer. Everyone had to keep on the move, dodging. When an arrow hit the ground, it released a shockwave of black energy. It didn’t do much to me, but for everyone else that came into contact with it, they were tossed to the side like ragdolls.

      “New potion idea, portable holy bombs or something,” I said.

      Thanks to the speed potions, everyone was able to dodge the arrows. Perhaps being so cocky would be the fallen angel’s mistake. But with her massive strength, she could probably get away with this.

      One of Milia’s vines caught her leg and actually slammed her against a tree. The hero’s party fired their magic, only to have it slapped away by the fallen angel’s wings. She quickly recovered to dodge Nuwa’s energy ball.

      I was on her, fist in motion, with a follow up and more. But not only did she block them all, she countered with a spin kick, throwing me backward who knew how far. The distance came to me when I gave a nice friendly back-facing hug of pain with several trees, shattering them upon impact. Dozens of meters.

      “She’s a feisty one,” I said as I burst from the debris. Unfortunately, the fallen angel was waiting for me. I ducked under her punch, countered with an uppercut that did jack shit. “I know you guys aren’t watching me solo a super boss monster.”

      I couldn’t just run, nor show my back to the fallen angel, but I did not want to be stuck facing her alone. She was just too fucking strong. Perhaps hallow strong? No, the fragment wasn’t in fully, and so counting that wouldn’t work.

      One of Iris’s arrows actually struck the fallen angel’s arm while I fought her with everything I had. Mixed martial arts knowledge wasn’t as good as what Milia taught me. But no matter what I did, the fallen angel blocked it and just overpowered me.

      I needed to take a risk. So I stomped the ground beneath us, which deepened the crater we already created. I also kicked her wing and to my relief, the fallen angel fell for the same tactic twice. That gave me the time to make a mad dash to the others. Thank you speed and energy potions!

      I panted at Milia’s side. “Word of advice to anyone, don’t let her corner you.”

      I downed a potion, motioning for Nuwa not to waste her magic healing me. Even if they had mana potions on their person, the body could only take so much before they suffered poisoning. Great things had limitations.

      Arrows suddenly shot out of that hole, landing in random places. The fallen angel was hoping to distract the healer so she could fly out without getting struck. Milia and I protected her, batting away any arrow that got to close. Milia used her mana sword and vines to strike them down. I did it with my bare fists.

      “Be ready, Nuwa,” I said.

      Note to self, get my apprentices some training from the hero’s party. No, they might try something. I’m not naïve to believe otherwise.

      Everyone else dodged or fought off the arrow shower until they at last stopped. As soon as the fallen angel emerged, Nuwa struck her with a holy blast.

      The fallen angel almost fell back in, but clearly enraged, she lunged high into the air, her aura like a black star in the sky.

      

      [Super Boss phase 2, prepare. Danger! Danger!]

      

      Bosses had phases? Now that was new to me. The danger prompts didn’t ease my nerves.

      “She’s switching tactics, be ready,” I said.

      “You’ve got one hell of a sharp eye, but that should be expected of a master magician,” Maxus said. He threw two daggers toward the airborn boss creature. At first, I was about to ask if he’d lost his mind until, suddenly, the daggers grew. And grew and grew, until they were building-sized.

      Although the fallen angel didn’t expect them, she only received a grazing, kicking the daggers aside as if they were simply nuisances. She also punished Maxus by firing an arrow so fast he couldn’t fully dodge it. He let out a yell as it slipped past his breastplate somehow, slamming into his side. Despite vanishing, being made of dark energy, it still opened up a nasty spraying wound in the man.

      I acted fast, nearly shoving some potion down his throat before Nuwa lost her focus to heal him.

      If the wound wasn’t so wide, Maxus would’ve simply patched it up while still fighting. Unlike me, he didn’t appear to have any natural resistance to the dark magic. In fact, a patch of darkness began to ooze from the now-closed wound and slowly engulfed his pale skin. Either it was poison or some kind of curse. We didn’t have time to ponder as Atsuki suddenly began to gather a lot of magic in her palms.

      “Fuck, I’m not keen on trying to find out what that’s going to be,” I said as I also charged mana into my own hands. It seemed to warp the air around me, lighting up everything in red. Something… was different about my attack, but as the fallen angel unleashed her giant energy ball, I had no choice but to counter it with my Dragon Magic Burst. The two collided and exploded, shaking everything, also unleashing what felt like a shockwave or sonic boom.

      But it created the distraction I hoped for. Nuwa, thankfully a professional adventurer and not an airhead, fired another holy ball, nailing the baffled fallen angel. True to her being, Atsuki did fall.

      However, she was back up in a second.

      “Are you able to heal Maxus?” I asked the healer.

      “I can, but it will take a few seconds,” Nuwa said. “The fallen angel’s pretty angry with me.”

      “We’ll keep her busy, just keep the rogue from dying,” I said. “We’ll need more giant daggers soon.”

      Nodding at Milia and the hero’s party, we charged Atsuki. Her cocky attitude from earlier was completely gone, replaced by a cold rage. With brightly glowing eyes, she looked as if she blamed her misfortune solely on me. If that didn’t sound like an ex, I didn’t know what did. Thankfully, I didn’t have a fallen angel or psycho for an ex in this world, else I’d have to sleep with one eye open. Even if I did, I’d run the risk of it getting stabbed.

      Atsuki ripped through Milia’s vines, blocked Kelvin’s ice shards and chilling blasts of ice magic, blocked Ramon’s lightning, dodged Ronica’s pink magic bursts, and eventually her fists collided with mine.

      My C-ranked brass knuckles… shattered.

      Grinning at the small victory, Atsuki surprised me with an open palm and blast of energy. Not wanting to risk getting poisoned like Maxus, I dropped to the ground, then pulled her leg. The fallen angel became a clutter of wings and fists, which hit nothing, because I wasn’t stupid enough to tangle with death.

      I did return her nice gift from earlier with a Dragon Magic Burst. She dodged it, but an upward leap took her right into Nuwa’s holy ball.

      Milia finished charging her own golden energy ball and nailed Atsuki with it. It wasn’t exactly holy magic, but somehow, I could sense a divine edge to it. The fallen angel’s screaming meant that it did something.

      

      [Atsuki’s darkness shield has shattered!]

      

      My eyes widened at the extremely useful prompt. The fallen angel, taking notice of her lost protections, began to launch in the air, as if preparing to flee.

      “Maxus, do it,” I said. “Aim up.”

      Atsuki slammed right into giant daggers as she tried to take flight. As she fell back, everyone’s attacks were upon her.

      Yet, that still wasn’t enough. The fallen angel blocked everything, even my Dragon Magic Burst, then manifesting her bow, began unleashing volley after volley of energy arrows.

      “Iris, counter as many as you can,” I said.

      “I’ll do better than that,” Iris said while charging her magic. I noticed a floating tome beside her. “Arrow Storm!”

      The rest of the hero’s party also manifested their spell books, not wanting to let this opportunity slip out of their grasp. They soon took out the arrows and rained everything they had on the fallen angel.

      This time, she couldn’t block everything, and was forced to dodge. However, there needed to be a finisher or eventually the hero’s party would simply run out of mana. Mana potions or not, the fallen angel would capitalize on their moment of weakness.

      That was why I charged her, shrouded in red light that seemed to respond to my anger. Now, I wasn’t a professional fighter and without my brass knuckles, the damage I’d do would be significantly lower.

      So I greeted Atsuki with a sneak Dragon Magic Burst. Honestly, I was kind of surprised I managed to get out a house-sized blast, given how drained I felt. The exhaustion bore down on me harder as I delivered death to the fallen angel.

      The hole in her stomach, followed by blood pouring from her mouth was the signal I needed. Somehow she still managed to speak.

      “You… divine master magician,” she said. “Next time, I’ll win.”

      “If you think I’m ever coming back in here, you’re crazy,” I said, then fell back on my ass, covered in sweat, panting heavily.

      The fallen angel hit the ground and didn’t move. I waited a bit to see if the hero’s party would foolishly try to attack me while I was drained.

      I felt not even the slightest intent from them. In fact, Nuwa’s healing struck as she hugged me.

      “If it weren’t for you, we’d be goners,” she said.

      “I don’t think I deserve that much credit,” I said. “You do.”

      “But it was you who took her head-on most of the time,” Nuwa continued, letting me go. She hugged Milia next. “Are you sure you don’t have any more apprentice slots? I’d love to sign up.”

      I shook my head and then glanced at the party. They were on their backs, panting way heavier than me. They were also much sweatier. Even Milia was sitting down.

      A solid gold chest the size of a small electric car appeared in front of us from the burst of a bright white light.

      “Wanda, if you’re hearing this, give me a break,” I said.

      The moment of truth awaited as I opened it, surrounded by the others who looked curiously. Milia squeezed my hand, nodding.

      “Please give him the ice crystal,” Ronica said. “He’s earned it a million times over. I’ll forgo all of my rewards.”

      “I’m with her,” Kelvin said.

      “Absolutely,” Iris said. “I was also first for the apprentice list.”

      I was not about to take any more apprentices. Just customers and they knew it but decided to mess with me anyway. They had no idea just how close to death they were moments ago. One sign of betrayal and I wouldn’t have shown any mercy.

      Thank fuck it didn’t have to end in violence. I’d give them discounts on some expensive goods instead. Well, maybe not discounts, but we’ll see.
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      Wolverine tapped the wheel of the rolly-rolly with a paw then jumped back, but nothing happened. Cheetara emerged next to him, tilting her head questioningly. The neighing giants grazed, fortunately bothering no one. Wolverine armed himself with his dagger just in case. It filled him with mana and incredible power. He was ready to put all of his practicing to use.

      “Big Brother Woofy, what should we do about that bad person? What if he has friends?”

      Wolverine turned to the kitten, eyes widened. “That’s it! His driver doesn’t have a clue what’s going on and just runs away from me.”

      “What if he brings an army?” Cheetara squealed excitedly. “Will it be us taking on a hundred, maybe a thousand? With our mighty claws, we’ll sweep across the battlefield, bringing death upon anyone unlucky enough to be in our way.”

      Wolverine sighed. “Why did I teach you how to read?”

      The sunlight wolf sniffed the air and then fate. The bad man in bars did have backup coming, but some time after that, there would be more. His master’s fate and that of he who forms darkness were a lot more intertwined than one would realize. Master Nate, his best buddy, would have to become more than just the best potion maker of this town, but of the world.

      Wolverine turned to Cheetara, his tail wagging. “Best buddy’s on the way back, but more bad guys are on the way too. They received a sign to rescue the bad guy behind bars. He’s sneakier than we thought, able to call for help under anti-mana cuffs.”
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        * * *

      

      We didn’t have time to lollygag, though no matter how powerful the boss, it took an entire day for them to respawn according to the blonde-haired healer. That didn’t mean I wanted to take a chance. Atsuki did admit to being trapped there by none other than this Peace Spawner guy himself. And fuck, I didn’t even want to begin to think how impossibly strong he was.

      Fingers crossed, we opened the S-ranked chest.

      First, I felt an insane amount of mana enter my body, indicating improvements or changes within my cultivation. I’d check on that later. Loot was present, baby!

      At first, I thought we failed because I didn’t immediately see anything resembling my vision of an ice crystal. Ronica’s excited voice blasted through my ear.

      “There it is, right there! Holy Wanda’s round, firm ass, this is the most powerful ice crystal I’ve ever seen. What could you possibly do with it? Please tell me you’re not going to freeze the entire town.”

      She pointed at a black gemstone the size of a baseball.

      “They’re normally sky-blue with dim, cold aura,” Milia said. “This one’s… astonishing. Normally they’re just A-ranked items.”

      

      [Supreme Brilliant Ice Crystal. Item rank: S. Item quality: Superior.]

      

      I let out a breath of relief. “All of this work wasn’t wasted. I can’t imagine trying this again another day.”

      “Don’t you dare just take one item, this is an S-ranked chest,” Ronica said, her eyes seemingly starry. “An S! If you don’t get greedy, we’ll be plagued with guilt and Nuwa’s lectures.”

      “What kind of adventurers are you?” I asked.

      “Not really adventurers,” Iris replied. “As everyone calls us, we’re only the hero’s party.”

      Ramon winced and blushed.

      “You saved our lives, seriously,” Kelvin said. “Just let us thank you.” He patted my shoulder. “You’re a strange one, but maybe all master magicians are. I hope you don’t mind us learning from you.”

      “I’m not cut out for mixing weird stuff in a cauldron,” Ronica said, scratching her head. “But if you’d like a kaboom, that’s me!”

      Milia laughed then elbowed me playfully. “Select your prizes. But do hurry. If the dungeon revives the fallen angel, we’re doing our marriage during battle. I’d at least die happy.”

      Now it was my turn to flush. Imagine having your lover say that to you. This world, damn, it was strange. Okay, maybe I was the weird one.

      “Wow, Milia, that’s so romantic!” Nuwa, of all people, cooed.

      I turned to glare not at her, but Ronica.

      “What?” Ronica asked.

      “Never mind,” I said, turning back to the chest and selecting my next prize. Thank goodness we had storage rings. What caught my attention, of course, was a scroll, but also a metallic red box the size of a Rubik’s Cube, a chemistry set with better-looking potion bottles included, a sack of gold and even coins I’d never seen before, and a nice outfit that looked to be my size. I also spotted a golden hammer for Lucas. Except for Mandi, who didn’t have magic anyway, all of my apprentices would be equipped now.

      Feeling a little bad, I searched more until finding some kind of tome for magical accessories. Perhaps Mandi could work with Lucas to create little trinkets and devices that would help us with the business.

      “This is all I need,” I said. “You guys are free to dig in.”

      Rather than go for the treasure, Milia chose to sit in my lap after I took a seat on a log.

      “You really are soft-hearted,” she said.

      I chuckled. “Maybe a little.”

      “Lucas and Mandi will be thrilled to receive their gifts,” she said. From that gaze, I wondered if she knew about the wedding rings. Honestly, it wouldn’t be surprising if one of the townspeople accidentally let it slip. I put my arms around her waist.

      “You sure you don’t want to nab anything from the S-ranked chest?” I asked.

      “I’ll wait for the others,” she replied. “It felt like… forever since we had any time to ourselves.”

      Ronica cheerily bragged about a scandalous magic robe to Iris. The elf woman, currently examining a shiny bow, smiled at her. She pocketed arrows.

      “I feel that,” I said, “and I can’t wait to get the hell out of here and back to our home.”

      “Cuddles, blueberry pie, and now this new cold storage,” Milia said. “This dungeon run was a reminder of why I love your preference of living a peaceful life over dangerous adventure.”

      I nodded. No one came away from this unscathed. I couldn’t keep my eyes on everyone, but even Milia had taken quite a few hits from the overpowered fallen angel. She’d downed half of one of her health potion bottles to keep going.

      “Let’s see what we’ve got for all of the trouble,” I said as I revealed my items from the storage ring.

      

      [Item grades range from F and max out at S. Item quality types are: garbage, awful, poor, okay, average, good, very good, excellent, amazing, incredible, superior, extraordinary, and exotic.]

      [Supreme Brilliant Ice Crystal. Item rank: S. Item quality: Superior. Emits extremely powerful ice mana. You may turn up to three ordinary rocks into servant ice crystals that won’t require a charge for a year.]

      

      I examined the red box.

      

      [Magical Master Area Building System. Item rank: S. Item quality: *Supreme Extraordinary. You may keep track of your buildings, gardens, projects, and systems through this artifact. However, to upgrade anything, you will need spirit coins and meet certain requirements. This is a direct gift from Wanda, only capable of being handled by a master magician and anyone he designates.]

      

      My eyes widened and when I whispered the description to Milia, her eyes went wide too.

      “An artifact from Wanda herself,” she said softly. “You’d better keep this a secret. Even from them.”

      “Oh, they’ll see it in action,” I said. “Everyone.”

      Milia pouted, but then sighed in defeat. “You have a point there. Explaining how things built themselves is going to be a challenge.”

      “Most certainly,” I agreed. “But with this, we won’t have to wait forever for guys to build the cold storage.”

      “You’ll need spirit coins,” Milia reminded.

      “Shit, you’re right,” I said. “Do you have any idea how to get these? Other than dungeons.”

      Milia giggled. “Perhaps sell certain potions for spirit coins only?”

      “Which means, for the first time, I’ll be openly selling my goods to magicians,” I said. “Fuck, that’s probably going to suck. We’ll have to befriend as many as possible.”

      “Perhaps they’ll always come to your defense, trade with you,” Milia said, her voice excited. “Other than the hero’s party, you’re well on your way with Mandi’s siblings and her cousins too.”

      By now, the others were looking at us.

      Iris pouted.

      “Now I kind of want to get married,” Ronica said, which almost seemed to make her party stare at her blankly. “What? It looks fun.”

      I examined the next item on our list, especially with the curiosity of what I got still strong. If all of this came from just an A-ranked dungeon, then holy shit, the S-ranked monstrosity probably contained the keys to freaking Heaven itself for all we knew. Which meant surviving it was probably next to impossible.

      

      [Heavenly Potion Making Set. Item rank: S. Item quality: Superior. Excellent quality bottles and linked to the MMABS for more production at the cost of spirit coins. With substances packaged in this set, you may find it easier to work with exotic materials and even monster samples. It is recommended to use a magic cauldron.]

      

      Satisfied with this pick and confirming my suspicion, I moved onto the next item. The scroll.

      

      [New special potion listing added, Potion of the God Flame. Upon consumption, you will have full control of fire. You will also be immune to fire, magma, and even solar magic. This is a potion gifted to you by Wanda.]

      

      Okay, Wanda was clearly rewarding me, apologizing, or sending some kind of message. Believe me, the heartless system wouldn’t state otherwise.

      Returning the incredibly amazing scroll back to my storage ring, I examined the next items. A sack containing gold and weird, nearly translucent, silverish coins.

      “Oh, what luck, those are spirit coins,” Milia said. “This is about fifty.”

      “Fifty!?” the entire hero’s party exclaimed.

      “Even nobles struggle to keep so much as ten or twenty of them in their treasures,” Iris said. “Most magicians covet them.”

      “The greedy bastards,” Ronica said, pouting. “You’ve picked out a small fortune there.”

      “Are all A-ranked dungeons this insane?” I asked.

      “It’s hard to tell,” Ramon said. “They kill a lot of adventurers every year. Some smaller kingdoms and even the Astral Empire keep guards around, preventing just anyone from entering.”

      “It’s also a tax-feast for some kingdoms. Jasmine Kingdom’s prince charges an exorbitant fee to enter just the first floor and then taxes adventurers returning with anything,” Iris said.

      I checked my next reward.

      

      [Phoenix Feather-infused Black Outfit. Item rank: S. Item quality: Incredible. An outfit with special defensive properties.]

      

      There wasn’t much to the description there, except vagueness, but I pressed on, analyzing Lucas’s hammer and Mandi’s tome.

      

      [Heavenly Forge Hammer. Item rank: S. Item quality: Excellent. Infused with some of Atsuki the fallen angel’s mana, it’s capable of forging tools and weapons of Superior and Extraordinary quality. With the right skilled blacksmith, he or she can infuse the tool with various manas, including dark mana.]

      [Tome of Magical Item Creation. Item rank: S. Item quality: Excellent. Infused with some of Atsuki the fallen angel’s mana, the user is capable of creating magical items, tools, gadgets, and trinkets of Superior and Extraordinary quality. The user is responsible for learning how to create such tools.]

      

      I narrowed my eyes at the book but sighed in acceptance. My potion making class didn’t give me the ability to make any potion either. I had to manually learn how to make everything through trial and error and if it wasn’t for Milia, I wouldn’t have had the ingredients for who knew how long.

      Was spawning or transporting next to Milia’s forest a coincidence? We both got a good chuckle at her words from the prior night. She wasn’t expecting to be sent a husband. I wasn’t expecting to be the lucky fuck. After all, I wasn’t anything too special. A guy working multiple jobs in a mundane life of a mundane society. Yet the system claimed that these powers were dormant within me. It still left the question of, why me? Were there other earthlings here? What about other worlds? I’d have to toss this into the ‘questions for later’ bin or simply think of it as one of life’s great mysteries.

      As soon as Milia got her items, which included a storage ring, we started the annoying hike back. Nope, the System didn’t want to teleport us out of the dungeon.

      “I think only S-ranked dungeons have teleporters at the end of them,” Milia said.

      “Seriously, the dungeon creator must have a lot of friends,” I said sarcastically. “I’m being sarcastic, in case anyone wants to know.”

      The others laughed. Iris ended up complaining about the walk the most. Maybe I shouldn’t stereotype elves as being nature-loving people with endless stamina.

      Fortunately for us, defeating a dungeon meant monsters no longer attacked, unless we provoked them intentionally. We were too damn worn out for that.

      When we stepped outside, a smile emerged on my face as Beakwing ran up to me, ecstatic. After scratches and a belly rub, we thanked Milia’s lamia friend, Emiris, then took off for Kyushu. The hero’s party rode their lightning horses, following Milia and I, as we led from Beakwing’s back.
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        * * *

      

      As Wolverine predicted, backup did come to reclaim Drew and soon, he and Cheetara found themselves dodging bursts of elemental magic.

      They defeated seven of the twelve magicians, but even Wolverine was reaching his limits. Spirit beasts could fight much longer than magicians. He counted on this endurance to get him through the fight without too many problems; however, not only did damage taken add up, but some of the spells contained various effects.

      Noticing Cheetara cornered as a magician prepared to fire, Wolverine darted in front of her, intending to shield the kitten.

      Suddenly, a magical burst hit not one, but two enemy magicians. A second burst, weaker, jolted from somewhere, striking another enemy magician that had their attention on the two spirit beasts.

      Harmony and Lucas fired from the rooftops. The townspeople couldn’t see them, as they were pinned down by oppressive auras and killing intents.

      “Eh, I don’t know where that came from, but it’s amateur and won’t work on me,” the lead man of the enemy magician attack force said. “Now, someone get out the nets, we’ve struck gold. Drew can wait. We’re going to capture these spirit beasts and rip out their cores. We’ll have someone at the sect analyze—”

      “I’m sorry, what did you say you were going to do?” came a new voice.

      Wolverine’s tail wagged almost into overdrive.

      “Who the hell…?”

      The enemy magician leader paused, eyes wide, and he began to tremble upon noticing that all of his forces were knocked out, some of their limbs bent into awkward positions. Since they were alive, they’d have the woes of infinite pain.

      A man placed his hand on his shoulder and shook his head.

      “There are three things you just don’t do, man,” he said. “Threaten my wolf, threaten my cat, or attack them.”

      The enemy magician snarled, furious about being treated like a joke, but when a fist smashed into his face, breaking his nose and knocking him unconscious, Wolverine howled in victory, running up to his best buddy.
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        * * *

      

      What the hell. I get home tired from dungeon diving and see my wolf and kitten being attacked by magicians and well, let’s just say I questioned my idea of being non-lethal toward people. Don’t fucking dare attack my wolf, that’s all I’m saying.

      I did notice Harmony and Lucas on a rooftop, giving it their all, firing magic at magicians far above their levels. Somehow they forced their limbs to move under the immense pressure. In fact, if it wasn’t for the pressure, they likely would’ve revealed their powers to the entire town. Thanks to these red robe-wearing assholes, the townspeople were certainly not ready for this conversation.

      It turned out they worked for a magician Wolverine and Cheetara defeated earlier, a man named Drew. Judging by the pissed off gazes from the hero’s party, he was either a kingdom spy or stalker. I decided to let them deal with that guy and turned to my relieved apprentices.

      “You and the hero’s party look like… death,” Harmony said.

      “It’s a long story, but if you’re willing to join us for dinner tonight, I’d love to tell it,” I replied. “Oh, and here, you’ll probably need this to practice.”

      I handed Lucas the brilliant hammer. It was amusing watching him stumble over his words to thank us, but those manners only made me glad to accept the kid as an apprentice. He still had a long way to go to catch Harmony but held plenty of promise.

      “This book’s for Mandi, but honestly, if you read and find something useful out of it, I don’t blame you,” I said, handing the tome of magical item creation to the blue-haired girl. “Hand that to her when she returns.”

      “She’d certainly feel more included to the magical side of being your apprentice,” Harmony said as she accepted the book. “By the way, did you read her letter yet? What did it say?”

      “She probably confessed her undying love to him,” Lucas quipped.

      The letter mentioned securing a farm deal, but Gaston and her mother were quite angry with her for leaving, so delivery would likely be from a third party. She wanted to return, to live at the town. Obviously, with a parent known as the Red Star, that couldn’t easily happen.

      I was about to dismiss the letter, since other people’s family matters were definitely not my strong suit, when the last line caught my attention. She not only didn’t want to get married, but Gaston treated her like a second-class citizen, a trophy, and dirt at the same time. He humiliated her often by abusing his privilege as a son of the empire to bed other women. With this being an open secret, Mandi lost even her fake social friends. She wanted a fresh start at Kyushu. This was why her big sister, Rose, opposed the marriage.

      I handed the letter to Milia. She read over it.

      “Harmony, is it possible to get someone to prepare Mandi a home?” Milia asked, then passed the blue-haired girl the letter. Harmony grimaced after finishing it.

      “What a disgusting… We will definitely have a home ready for her. By today, in fact,” Harmony said, her eyes filled with determination.

      “Good,” I said. “Tomorrow, we’ll take a trip to Wingston, check things out.”

      She wasn’t in any immediate danger, so going now while exhausted wouldn’t help anyone.

      “This will hopefully be a quick trip,” I said as I picked up Wolverine. Cheetara was currently on my shoulder. “Ready to go home, buddy?”

      Wolverine licked my cheek and barked once, his tail wagging. “Lucas, Harmony, see you at dinner tonight.”

      “Yes, Sir Nate,” Lucas said.

      “Can’t wait to hear what happened,” Harmony said.

      That night, we all laughed over some dinner and at the hero’s expense. You bet your ass I was going to tell my apprentices almost every detail, excluding me getting my ass handed to me a few times by the fallen angel.

      After dropping them off, Milia and I curled up together in bed, relaxing, and recharging for tomorrow. We were going to put the red cube to use along with the ice crystal we worked so hard for. Mandi’s job could be helping out with the farm, although I was sure the other apprentices wouldn’t mind lending a hand, whether they knew it or not.

      I kissed my fiancée.

      “By the way, I just received an earth message from my family,” Milia said. “They’ll be here a month before spring.”

      A month before our wedding, huh?

      “What’s your family like?” I asked, curious.

      “I have three sisters and a mother,” Milia said. “Just be careful around them.” She was smiling playfully, but I figured there would be more to that phrase.

      I checked my stat page as Milia drifted off to sleep while in my arms. The ridiculous progress shouldn’t have surprised me.

      

      Nate

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

      Magician rank: 3rd realm of the Lesser Dragon.

      Class rank: Special Rookie Potion Maker.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and Divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.
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        * * *

      

      A man in a black cloak watched the town from a large hill a mile away. He turned, only to freeze at the sight of a female-shaped beacon of light so powerful, it made even a being such as him tingle.

      “That’s a dangerous game you’re playing,” she said.

      The man grinned. “Perhaps. But I’d like to know, goddess, are you entertained?”

      A musical, but humorless, chuckle rang through the air before she answered. “We may be bound by the deity pact to not interfere directly, but one of these days, you will end up facing your descendant.”

      The man laughed. “You really don’t understand anything, do you, goddess?” His voice wasn’t addressing her by title, but by being now. “This is why humanity is violent. Because the gods that made them wage war. Children imitate their parents.”

      “Watch your tone,” the goddess said, her voice dark and commanding.

      “Or what?” the man asked. “I’m only leaving, after all.”

      “Why are you doing this?” the goddess asked. “Why did you ask me to bring him here?”

      “It’s simple,” the man replied. “If someone from this world couldn’t change it, no matter what, violently or nonviolently, what if someone from a different world could? I asked you to bring a strange hero.” The man chuckled. “And you actually did.”

      “Strange he is,” the goddess said. “Strange he is. Now, about your other descendant.”

      The man shrugged. “Let him keep the world afraid of him. That man’s going places, even if it means commanding darkness itself.”

      “I hope someone puts him down,” the goddess barked. “Uh, being near you just angers me.”

      The man sighed as she vanished.

      “You’re too naïve, goddess. Too pure. Thankfully that pact prevents old beings like us from touching this world.”
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      This has been Rise of the Cheat Potion Maker, volume 1.

      

      Hello, you amazing anime, light novel, fantasy, and manga fans. I’m Alvin Atwater and I would like to take the time to thank everyone who read and support the series. Please consider leaving me a review on Amazon.com. It helps keeps the series alive. Finishing it is a huge goal of my writing career.

      In the meantime, I will get back to work as this series is very fun to write!

      I can be found at https://www.AlvinJAtwater.com, Twitter (@Alvin_Atwater), https://Patreon.com/syr456, Facebook.com/Syr456.

      Here are some other interesting Facebook groups if you enjoy the LitRPG or Progression fantasy genres:

      *Team Stone Facebook Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/ATSteamstone

      -LitRPG Books: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/

      -Gamelit Society: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety
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