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CHAPTER 1
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Hiya everybody, my name is Cheetara Dreamlight, I’m a cat, and… I think Father doesn’t mind if I read off these little notes here. He calls it a series recap. I should be able to summarize this better. I don’t want to read off pages and pages of this…

If only I had a certain snack from Father’s home to eat while recapping this. He told me it was called a churro. It must be what nobles eat in his land.

So, it all began with Father—or to you, Nate—appearing in our world, known as Mondra. I haven’t seen much of it to be honest, but from the tales of Uncle Beakwing the griffin, it is a wonderful place. Opal, our blue pixie friend, calls it a giant floating rock in a vacuum, floating lonely around a giant ball of nuc… whatever she called it. I don’t like her description. How can our world be lonely if it has two moons floating beside it?

Anyway, Fa—I mean, Nate—quickly adapted or pretended to adapt to his surroundings according to Lady Feathers, and through something I’m not supposed to know about, a system, he chose the potion maker class. A class that would change even my destiny forever. My tale of life at the kitty orphanage is another story.

Father… I mean Nate, decided then and there that he’d open up a potion shop to make a living, all while learning about the world around him.

In this same book, book one as Father calls it, the first of our crew he met was Mother, Milia the dryad. It was after he accidentally claimed numerous acres of land as his domain using the system. This included the forest Mother protected as its guardian dryad.

She wasn’t happy about that at first, and on her way to confront the intruder that appeared out of nowhere, she witnessed a display of his power, his strange and mystical aura, and the way it reacted to the land around him. He seemed a little lost, confused, so she decided she’d at least help him. No big deal, right? He’d probably leave in a day or two. Ha!

Mother had no idea what kind of wild adventures she’d be pulled into. Well, neither did Father. He wasn’t a fighter, just a worker. Strange custom, I know.

Shortly in this book, he meets Harmony, the strong-willed daughter of the mayor with a broken core, Big Brother Woofy the sunlight wolf cub, Lucas the half-dwarf whose village was seized by nasty bandits and their griffin, who eventually became Uncle Beakwing, even Mandi, youngest daughter of the Wingston Family and her father, the tax collector. And me, of course!

Let’s not forget the hero’s party, Ramon of the mysterious Thunderblade family with the title of hero. Iris the kind and complainy… I don’t care if it’s not a word… elf lady with the title of the Heavenly Bow. Kelvin… well, Big Brother Woofy calls him stoic, whatever that means, and he has the title of the Blizzard. Kelvin’s kind of cool… get it? I thought it was funny because he uses ice magic. Nuwa, a kind and what Father calls a naïve girl with a title of the Goddess Healer. I don’t agree with Father. She’s always nice to me and everybody. Maxus is a rogue with the title of the Darkness. He acts all mysterious and doesn’t believe in miracles or unicorns. Iris doesn’t like when he calls a unicorn a horse. Lastly, there’s Ronica, a cheery, funny girl with the title of Phoenix Magician. I like her. She’s nice and it’s funny when her jokes annoy Father. I just feel bad that something happened in her homeland… and she’s not telling anybody what.

Anyway, solving many issues ended up creating apprentices seeking to learn from Fa—Nate. Although book two is where the apprentice thingy grew serious, and they took the time to get to know each other. They even got to know the hero’s party as well, though at the time, the party was still hiding from the Kingdom of Merridon’s crazy princess, Ling. I don’t like her. How can someone so pretty be so bad? Lady Feathers say humans lock away bad people in the dungeons for committing crimes.

Book two is where Chenzu the wolf beastkin and Alexander, son of the powerful Demonblade family from neighboring kingdom, Kremlin, appeared.

This book is also where Father learned of the three-way faction battle between potion makers, alchemists, and red alchemists. Over time, he’d heard whispers of an insidious villain titled the Peace Spawner. Saying his name and title aloud could invoke a summon, as well as a calamity. Big Brother Woofy stopped some himself. He’s amazing, you know!

Book three was more shop stuff and apprentice stuff, but the king of Merridon, the Lord Ruler, becomes more involved. This was also where the Axem appeared for the first time. Big Brother Woofy says he’s an undead dragon king that’s been causing problems in Mother’s forest for a long time. He’s the ruler of the S-ranked dungeon.

Book four was where Mother and Father finally wed. It was so much fun. Opal starting off the party made me giggle. This is also the book where we first ran into the mean old Peace Spawner in the B-ranked big city of Whirl-Waters. Scary, scary. I don’t ever want to see him again! We also met the saints here too. Rin, the love saintess, is so nice.

Book five was where we met Grandmother for the first time. Oh, and where we met Grandfather. Father’s parents. Whoops, I’m out of time, but that’s fine. Father’s notes say there’s a narrator or whatever that will let you know what happened in the last book.

Thank you for listening! Cheetara out! Father shouldn’t mind if I eat one of his beef jerky thingies. I’ll bring one for Big Brother Woofy too.
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Previously…

Last time on Rise of the Cheat Potion Maker, our peace-loving hero had finally accepted the title of lord and, with it, he began seriously pushing forward the rebuilding and reforming of Kyushu with no restrictions holding him back. Even with a low-tier lord title, he still held more power than the mayor. Of course, as lord, all main work was first delegated to the mayor and his staff.

The Heavenly Serpent, also known as Nate’s mother, one of the most powerful beings on the planet, visited. Her secondary purpose after catching up was to take him to meet the rest of his family.

Unfortunately, a few unexpected events got in the way. On the bright side, it only extended Nate’s time with his mother, whose disappearance years ago was covered up by the Earthly government. Neither complained, though they were skeptical about Wanda’s generosity. She wasn’t exactly known for her kindness. This ordeal only served as a reminder of how little everyone truly knew about the mysterious world guardian.

As days passed, the legendary lunar event known as the double crimson moon struck the world.

Feral demon encounters aside, Nate and the others eventually couldn’t ignore the hallow attack going on in the kingdom of Jasper. Nuwa and Iris were there at the time and ran into trouble. Thankfully, Nate’s mother, Angeline, was a master of portal magic, which allowed the group to arrive in time for the rescue. A close call too, as hallows, among other beings, could harvest the power of the double crimson moon, amplifying their strength and regenerating.

Eventually while traveling a short way into Jasper, the group, which also included Ripley the dragon , encountered and fought the Peace Spawner’s alchemic experiment. That is, the legendary Midnight Dragon in bone form. Ripley’s late father.

Ares’s lack of respect for the dead ignited a fire within the group and they worked together to defeat the powerful beast. Angeline, of course, could not interfere with any fights as per her agreement with Wanda. If powerful beings were allowed to do whatever they pleased, especially to the lower-ranked worlds, life would become chaos and lawlessness.

The agreement kept her out of their fight against the imperfect hallow king too, another anomaly created by Ares the Peace Spawner with the purpose of causing chaos as he stole the Philosopher’s Stone fragment from the vaults of the Jaspian prince.

Overcoming the hallow king drew a lot of attention, of course. In fact, the next day while opening their loot, they received a summons to the throne of Jasper.

And also a warning from a mysterious voice.

“A fleet, consisting of hundreds of ships, approaches the Jaspian Coast as we speak. Perhaps a day at most before they arrive. If you hear my words, do not go to the kingdom of Jasper. If you are a neighboring monarch, the fall is inevitable without your help. If you are that so-called hero of Jasper, do not go to Jasper, as it is illegal to involve yourself in military affairs. This is a warning to all. Welcome your new neighbors soon.”
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The Blizzard Queen took a sip of her tea, calming down as she knew her glares were useless on the Dreamlight elder. Like it or not, his words were true, which meant the chance of marrying the Soul Saint into her family were gone. The Land of Ice, a vast nation far north of the insufferable Astral Empire, would not be gaining themselves a powerful political ally. A man knowledgeable about all of the affairs of the world, especially Merridon, and could even hold his own against the Merridon-branch church and its ruthless Inquisition.

To think a Dreamlight descendent—or what some of these lunatics declared the second coming of the Heavenly Demon due to his mother—managed to somehow cure an impossible curse. But how? There was no way some potion that even a monarch couldn’t figure out existed. Not every monarch bothered with or could learn the complicated arts of alchemy and potion making, but that didn’t mean they lacked the knowledge over the course of centuries. Royal grade potions existed, after all, thanks to monarch knowledge. And even potions of master magicians and lost overlord-magicians.

Yet her old friend, who could wipe out continents with a wave of his hand, had no use for lying.

“They will be here soon,” the Dreamlight elder said, his voice amused. He looked to be in his thirties due to the agelessness of mana accumulation. “If you want, you could stay and chat them up.”

The Blizzard Queen chuckled. “Generous offer, but I cannot stick around. I have a kingdom to run, after all.”

“Are you sure it’s not because you can’t intimidate them into giving you the mysterious recipe?”

The Blizzard Queen laughed. “If I wanted to do that, why bother visiting you?” She stood. “Do give the Soul Saint my regards, old friend. Or shall I call you the Heavenly Chronicle?”

In a dramatic flash of light, she vanished, leaving the Dreamlight elder there at the table alone, sipping his drink. The garden feels warmer with her gone, he mused.

“Hopefully Angeline’s famous son will be able to handle them. The inheritance battle has only just begun. And for some trouble, he’s invited. What kind of wisdom will you pass on to him, Great Ancestor?”

Someone meditated as the sky itself smiled.
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Ares the Peace Spawner yawned as he stood and stretched after a long session of meditation. His void core was a little under halfway complete. With that, he’d be able to skip forming a gold core entirely. No centuries of training and body formation required.

All he needed was time, more Philosopher’s Stone fragments to keep an advantage over the other so-called family members, and perhaps a unique exotic natural treasure or two.

He glanced at the invite letter.

Perhaps he could visit the family and test the limits of his power. It was a shame he wasn’t able to stay back and observe Jasper. If he didn’t stay busy, Ares would find himself caught off guard, struck down by an unexpected variable.

To think that that pup master magician actually defeated the Midnight Dragon. But how? Even as fast-growing as he was, there were limits for the human body and soul, especially someone who hadn’t trained for more than a year, right?

Did he train for more than a year? How would he be sure? This cursed Wanda’s blasted bloodline.

Ares shoved away the thought, deciding he’d deal with that one eventually.

“Zaster, your report?” he asked while assuming his form of darkness.

A moment later, the image of his most loyal subordinate appeared in the form of a hologram, courtesy of a spell.

“That hothead is too much for my men, Lord Ares,” Zaster said. “Prince Roman has killed more than a fourth of them. Distracting the bastard is becoming impossible.”

Ares sighed, figuring it was too much to ask of anyone, but especially these weaklings. Zaster, a duke of the Astral Empire, could handle it, but he wasn’t an asset the Peace Spawner wanted to gamble at this time.

“Call them off,” Ares said. “Make sure the Red Knight is watched day and night and report if he does anything suspicious.”

“Yes, my lord,” Zaster replied with a bow. “If he has a shard, I’ll pull it from his corpse if I have to.”

Ares turned. “Good. Ah, your reward shall be appearing soon. It is a treasure from my personal vault. Use it well.”

“Thank you, lord!” Zaster said, bowing.

The hologram vanished.

“Prince Roman,” Ares said softly. “You may be the Astral heir, but you’re nothing but a game piece. Push for your little day of succession and expansion, and I’ll be taking the Philosopher’s Stone fragment right from under your nose. You won’t be able to hide it forever.”

Prince Roman was a known hothead of the Astral Empire and the eldest of the current emperor’s children. Despite being a battle maniac, he could never beat the empire’s champion, the so-called World Slasher.

Ares wondered if that man would one day qualify for the top ten strongest on the continent. It’d explain why he always defeated Astral Prince Roman with very little effort.
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Lord Nate Sullivan (Dreamlight)

-Primary Class: Potion Maker. Soul: **Divine Master Magician**. Bloodline: **Heavenly Demon**. Birthright: **Sorcerer**. [You have reached the class limit.]

-Magician Rank: 8th Realm of the King.

-Class Rank: Seasoned.

-Ability: Can make up to SSS, divine-grade potions, blighted potions, sorcery potions.

-Power: Low Heaven’s Sword.

-Defense: Low Dragon’s Scale.

-Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Greatly enlightened. This is an enhanced high stage.

-Physique Rank: A.

-Primary Quest: Purpose. Progression: 60%.

-Shop Rank: C.

-Merchant License: D. [You will find getting C-ranked and above merchant and large store trades, contracts, and opportunities incredibly difficult on your own with this license.]

-Merchant’s guild sponsored.

-Heavenly Attunement Rank: B (Enhanced). [Perhaps if you were to luck into a heavenly spell book, you’d be able to use it…]

-Lord Ruler Select as Raider; Friend of the Kingdom of Merridon.

-Forest attuned. [Step into a forest and feel…]

Well, today was supposed to be a beautiful day. Temperatures likely in the sixties or lower seventies, if I had to guess, mixed with a calming blue sky, the coming and goings of the forest residents, and the expectant gazes of the people I cared about surrounding me.

The mystery message broadcast to any magician in the area kind of set me on edge.

“Hey, uhm, Mom,” I said. “Are you allowed to confirm it?”

Mom lazily waved her hand, creating a window-like portal in the air. Muiy the flower nymph yelped upon seeing it. She curiously tossed a pebble at it. It clanged against the portal as if it were made of glass.

“Nothing can pass through,” Mom stated. “Now, let’s see…”

The image shimmered a few times until at last showing what I really didn’t want to see. An approaching fleet of ships on the horizon, led by a man in crystal-white armor, riding some kind of sea dragon. No, a sea serpent. While the fleet was a lot smaller than one would expect for an attacking force, it could no doubt still get the job done. Especially with that armored guy in front leading the charge.

“Is that their champion?” Chenzu the beastkin asked, his voice almost awed. The man with wolf ears and a tail turned away from the portal to the group. “What suspicious and unfortunate timing.”

My green-haired, golden-eyed wife, Milia, frowned. “The Jaspian military isn’t…” Her voice trailed off. That’s right, the military simply wasn’t present, save for a few guards and perhaps less than half a unit.

“What cowards. The Jaspian people don’t need this right now,” Iris the white-haired elf said.

Everyone turned to look at me, awaiting my answer. Of course, they already knew my stance but needed confirmation. I indeed reminded them.

“No, we’re not getting involved in a war,” I said, then gestured at my young apprentices. “Listen, my new training may be tough, but damn, I’m not cruel.”

“I wonder,” cheered the twerp, which normally would’ve earned her a bonk, glare, or comeback, but now wasn’t the time.

“For now, let’s just open up the rest of the loot, maybe come up with a plan, if need be,” I said. “Mom, we’re supposed to meet the family, right?”

“We’ll have to get to the portal point in Jasper,” Mom said. “There used to be one within the forest where the saints took their trials, but the Ancestor long since destroyed it.”

“Well, with the ability to conveniently teleport around the world, he had to make the journey difficult somehow,” I mused.

“Uh… Sir Nate, fighting the Midnight Bone Dragon, a demon prince, and a hallow king wasn’t difficult enough?” Lucas said.

“Touche,” I replied to the brat. While the system didn’t translate that, my voice and the context was enough to get a chuckle.

Cheetara rubbed her head against my neck and meowed.

I nodded. “You’re right.” I glanced at the group. “It sucks, but there’s nothing we can do about geopolitical things at this time. We could send a messenger bird to the prince, but we can’t answer the summon.”

I wasn’t about to enter a battlefield, nor take a bunch of kids there. This ordeal was something far out of any civilian’s control. These nations were likely headed for war one way or another.

“I take it you can still get us to the family just fine, right Mom?” I asked.

“Sure can,” Mom replied. “When your father gets here with Aline, we’ll decide what to do then.”

We stood in silence for a few seconds. Eventually Mom turned her glance to Lucas. “Do consider the saint’s trial. There may be an important destiny for you, young man. Also, am I the only one liking the name Saint Lucas?”

“It really is catchy,” I agreed.

“Sure is,” Milia said.

Lucas the redheaded half-dwarf sighed, but after thinking in silence for a few seconds, he nodded. “I’d like any advantage possible if it helps me with finding out what happened to my parents.”

“Even after you become a saint, we’ll still be here to hunt them down with you,” I told him.

“Aye, he’s right, lad,” Alexander said. The eleven-year-old boy, who was the famous reincarnated pirate king, Yomi, tapped Lucas’s pendant. “With this, you’ll finally catch up to the blue storm lass over there.”

Harmony glared at him. “Blue storm lass?”

Alexander flinched but didn’t go into detail. Chenzu snickered, as if knowing where the nickname came from. I assumed Whirl-Waters, due to some strange rumors.

[Pendant of the Tenth Pillar. Item rank: SSS. Item quality: *Exotic. The wearer of this necklace (Lucas Fireborn) is eligible to take the Saint’s trial and become the tenth Saint, gaining access to the depths of Wanda’s blessings.]

What a find. This kind of loot remained behind high-risk, high-reward situations and battles. Thankfully, the system addressed it directly to Lucas, else it’d be collecting dust as I refused the appointment.

[Total chests remaining: 3 Exotic Chests, 1 Potion Maker’s Chest, 1 Black Feather Chest, Harmony’s Crystal Chest, Milia’s Dryad Chest.]

I gestured toward Harmony’s loot box. She eagerly opened it.


CHAPTER 2
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The blue-haired, eighteen-year-old brat, Harmony, adorably unveiled an amazing item from her loot chest. It looked like a bronze coin-shaped medallion attached to a necklace. An hourglass was embedded on the front. On the back awaited the same symbol, oriented horizontally.

[*The Hour of Truth. Item rank: SSS. Item quality: Exotic. Artifact. While this charm is in your possession, you will be notified if someone lies to you. You may activate its function to see the magic spectrum and hidden magic, mana waves, etc. Very useful for potion, pill, and even rune creation when it comes to observing mana generation and flow.]

Honestly, this was one of the few times I somewhat felt both jealous and proud at the same time. But hey, receiving items that could be used in other manners that didn’t involve fighting was always a plus in my book.

While Harmony stood, shocked, taking in the weight of the artifact she now possessed, Milia prepared to open her own. By the way, currently with us were Mom, Chenzu the beastkin, the disciples—also known as the hero’s party—the apprentices, and of course our favorite juvenile spirit beast pets, Wolverine, the cosmic sunlight wolf, and Cheetara, the divine and adorable cat.

“Hmm, so this requires some of my mana,” Milia said, her voice unsure. She placed a hand on top of the loot chest and began transferring it, little by little. She likely sensed it going into some unlocking mechanism, as I did. Strange. What the hell, Wanda?

While that was happening, my mind flashed back to a conversation from the previous night.

“You know, this has been on my mind,” I said to everyone, “but how the hell are people surviving any of these blood moon events? Fuck, I got my ass handed to me from north to south.”

“Feral demon spawning is very rare,” Milia explained. “Earlier… I think was simply bad luck.”

Mom added, “They usually spawn far away from civilization and typically eat forest animals and poisonous plants.”

I frowned, not happy with the simple explanation, though it made sense. You enter woods, get attacked by a bear or mountain lion, and must either deal with it or somehow escape. Thank fuck we had the holy mountain now.

Still, I wondered if it were possible to end the dragnat spawnings for good. There had to be some reason why the double crimson moon caused such a phenomenon. But the lunar event itself was extremely rare, which could explain why people risked living out in the sticks.

I turned to see Ronica pouting.

“What is it, twerp?” I asked.

“My reward requires extra steps before it awakens,” she said.

I glanced at the description of her reward again.

[Upgradable D-ranked special spell book, The Immortal Flame. Item rank: SSS. Item quality: *Exotic. A spell book that can only be used by qualified beings.]

[Ronica knows what she must do to tame the true power of this spell book. Desiring its power, she may come to you for an important talk. Since you care for your disciples and will listen, there is hope for you after all. That… or keep everything bottled up until prompted somehow.]

I was about to read it aloud for everyone to hear, but she shook her head. “Oh, never mind! Ugh, why would Wanda gift me something that requires patience?” She turned around to march toward Iris, arms folded. “Hmph!”

“You know snuggling into me isn’t going to get you any honey cakes,” Iris commented, her voice on the edge of tired, but not quite annoyed. The prior night was a long one, after all.

“It’s like she expects you to read her mind,” Chenzu said to me.

“Oh, don’t you start,” Ronica said. “You’d flip too if you felt what this thing was asking of its user.”

Shaking my head, I glanced at the remaining chests, which consisted of three exotics, A Potion Maker’s, Black Feather, and, of course, Milia’s.

As she opened it, it gave off a golden glow. Nuwa, having moved up to Milia’s side, stared into the box, as if drawn to it. Eventually the light cleared. There appeared to be some kind of lemon-sized, glowing emerald awaiting.

I scanned it.

[Gaia’s Tear. Item rank: Immeasurable—SYSTEM ERROR. Unscannable at your level.]

Abruptly, my vision went white as I was blown backward onto my ass. Or I should have, if not for all of the training I went through. Still, backlash sucked, so don’t roll your eyes. I said to stop rolling your eyes!

Everyone’s eyes were on me, wide or concerned, pale and even relieved. Harmony almost dropped her necklace before getting the chance to put the thing on.

“Are you okay?” Milia asked, having run over to me. Whatever they saw probably looked pretty bad, like an explosion to the face.

“Don’t scan it,” I quickly warned everyone. “I only got just a glimpse of its description. Well, just its name. The rank’s apparently immeasurable. That or my brain fried for a second there.”

“That’s probably the correct answer,” Ronica cheered, gaining a bonk from Iris. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“It’d take more than that to scratch my son. Wait a tick…” Mom paused. “Is that what I think it is!?”

Mom’s eyes seemed to shine brightly with stars, and she just about fangirled over my wife’s prize. “Milia, if that isn’t the most perfect gem for dryad cultivation then I don’t know what is.”

She spun on me, giving me a terrifyingly angelic smile. “Dear son, where did you acquire such a thing?” She gestured at all the chests. “Even I never heard of chests being awarded outside of dungeons and out of thin air? Just what is happening?”

I gave Mom a flat stare. She sighed, knowing damn well that I didn’t have a clue about how everything worked. Maybe it was simply best not to question it. These rewards were as a result of high-risk activities, after all.

“We may not know how it works, but that’s for Milia to find out,” I said. “Is it okay if we can pick your brain over it?”

Mom sighed. “They warned me about being so doting. I didn’t listen.”

“Aw, does that make Nate a mother’s boy?” the twerp asked.

“Twerp, I hope you’re prepared for the consequences of your words through the best training of your life,” I said. I don’t know if it was my smile or the voice, but the entire former hero’s party looked terrified. Ronica hid behind Iris, peeked around, and stuck her tongue out at me.

Iris the elf let out a sigh, shaking her head. “You really enjoy dancing on the edge of fire. And maturity.”

“It was nice knowing you,” Ramon said. “I’ll watch your demise and honor your memory.”

His evil grin made the twerp pout.

“Oh, quiet you,” she retorted. “You stupid⁠—”

“Who are you calling stupid, shorty?” Ramon snapped back.

The two bickered until finally Iris cut in, delivering bonks and scolding equally. There wouldn’t be any backtalking the elf, either. For some reason, I imagined a feisty no-nonsense aura manifesting as she disciplined… I mean, scolded her juniors as they went into what looked like a comedy routine.

Well, at least I wasn’t the only one forced to play the straight man.

Kelvin chuckled. “Nearly die from legendary monsters, a war’s breathing down the neck of our neighbors, and Ling’s certainly got her eye on us despite losing power, and here we are, still carefree like this.”

Milia smiled. “I don’t view that as a bad thing. Perhaps it is simply because we trust each other.”

I put an arm around my wife’s waist. “I’m with Milia on this one. I’m thinking about lighting the grill and tossing on some meat and veggies, maybe chicken, while we figure out what we’re going to do after Pops arrives.”

Cheetara abandoned Nuwa, who picked her up a minute ago, to land on my shoulder. She gave me a cat hug, then meowed, agreement in her voice. Wolverine was already sitting at my side, tail wagging, earning himself the umpteenth head pat. After my wife, these two were my pride and joy.

The emerald in Milia’s hand suddenly pulsed, as if it agreed too.

“I’d better put this in my storage ring,” Milia said.

“Do not forget to cultivate with it,” Mom said. “Every day, until you’ve absorbed every morsel of divine energy.” She actually pouted. “I’m jealous. If I had that at your age…” Her voice trailed off as she shook her head. “We should celebrate this upon our return.”

“There’s a celebration day coming up for this kingdom, right?” Milia asked. “Uhm, was it the Royal Standing? Perhaps we should hold off on all major parties until then?”

“I’m assuming that’s basically a holiday?” I asked Mom.

“Sure is,” Mom replied. “But if you want some real drunken fun, go celebrate in Harmonica.”

Milia sighed. “Not all of us partake in high intoxication.”

“I see,” I said. Harmonica was the name of Milia’s homeland, by the way. It rarely came up in normal conversations during the day, but in recent bedside chat, my wife already delivered some details. We already had plans to go, as she wanted to give me a tour and to visit her little sister, Elia.

I opened the Black Feather’s chest. A small sphere that seemed to absorb sunlight rose from it. It felt like a marble when I rolled it around in my hand.

[Night Star Orb. Item rank: S. Item quality: Extraordinary. An orb capable of absorbing starlight at night. Perhaps you could trade the fully charged version with the fallen angel?]

“I guess I’ll try this out tonight,” I said softly.

“What is it?” Milia asked. “Come on, don’t leave us wondering.”

I read the description to the group. “Sooo, anyone familiar with these?”

No one seemed to be.

A reward locked behind a goddamn fetch quest-like activity. Hopefully I didn’t have to start collecting these.

I was about to ask Mom when Opal flew up to my face, having abandoned her conversation with Mandi. It seemed like she had just noticed the marble. “You should leave it to me, Sir Nate! I’ve seen these in my world. Or at least something that looks like it. Only those stub-up-their-noses, superior-up-their-behinds, own-gas-sniffing, self-assured, arrogant, royal pixies are allowed to have these in their homes. They shine bright at night after a few days. They host parties using these as lights.”

We all stared blankly at the pixie.

“Just take the orb,” I grumbled. Then sighed. “Let me know what you’d like in return.”

Opal blinked. “I’m only using mana and starlight to manipulate the orb’s inner mechanics in a way to give it a satisfying glow. Turning on a light doesn’t seem like something that deserves embarrassing praise or a reward, but if you insist, Mandi’s mana storage rune exploded and could use new components.”

Despite having a core now, the redhead still wanted to create something capable of storing vast amounts of mana to use for various gadgets and runes. The path of a gadgetmancer.

Mandi, blushing, was too late to cover the pixie’s mouth.

“You don’t have to worry about that, we’ve⁠—”

“Just write down what’s needed and let me know,” I interrupted Mandi. “If you’re asking me, of all people, it must be something that only I can craft.”

“Absolutely,” Opal said. “I’ll give you the recipe for it later. Mandi created it because she’s a genius.” Stars twinkled in the pixie’s eyes. “I couldn’t be more proud of her. It’s like watching one’s own child grow into a queen.”

Mandi sighed, but we all knew damn well she couldn’t stay mad at the pixie.

“That’s so sweet,” Mom said, embarrassing the redhead even further.

[You have entrusted Opal with the Night Star Orb. Pixie magic resonates naturally with this object. Current charge: 0%.]

Maybe the fully charged orb would be my ticket to crafting something that could grant me one of the fallen angel’s abilities? That, or something to grow from her origin world.

[5,000 spirit coin bonus received. Remember, rely on your friends. Even the tiny ones.]

[Total number of spirit coins: 1,821,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 21,190.]

System, this isn’t a Shonen anime, get out of here with that. But I’m not complaining since I’m earning money from this.

Deciding to move onto the next chest, I opened the first exotic. It contained a smaller container, a golden box with its own aura surrounding it. I opened it, only to frown at the red and blue wad of muscle staring back at me.

“Man, what the fuck?” I said.

“Eww… What is it?” Ronica asked. “Use that fancy appraisal ability of yours.”

[Preserved Yabrakadra heart. Item rank: Unknown. Item quality: Exotic. The heart of an exotic spirit beast only found in supposedly extinct water-based S-ranked dungeons. Perfect fertilizer for growing heavenly-ranked trees. Not that you’re foolish enough to attempt to grow Yggdrasil, especially without proper preparation. On a side note, this could make one hell of a meal.]

Ugh, System that’s disgusting, I thought. Cheetara meowed distastefully at it.

“I know, right?” I told the kitten. “I don’t know what a… Yabrakadra is, but this is apparently its heart, nice and preserved courtesy of whatever prankster is behind this.”

“A what!? Let me see,” I heard Chenzu say as he abandoned his attempt at inviting Iris to a dinner at some restaurant in Wingston. Unfortunately for him, Nuwa got in the way, staying rooted in that conversation.

Then again, it was probably a normal conversation. No one could really tell with those two. Although I think I imagined a faint smirk from Ramon.

Chenzu inspected the box of what the fuck.

“Yes, holy Wanda’s jiggling rump, you’ve got a small fortune right there in your hand. Nate, these hearts are one of the most sought out ingredients in the northern portion of the beastkin heartlands. Nobles from our side and even magicians would pay top platinum for this.”

“Pl… platinum for that thing?” Ronica said, frowning. Her voice almost seemed demonic with her next statement. “Sell it, Nate.”

“It is likely something awarded to him for a powerful potion,” Milia said. “Why is such a thing sought after, Chenzu?”

“High-ranking magic chefs, top-tier potion makers, even top-ranking brewers can produce intense drinks with it,” the beastkin replied. “The reason why you don’t hear much about this is because it’s something only found in the highest society within the beastkin heartlands, also… as well as the north of the Astral Empire. At least, according to a sweet lass I had a drink with one night at a tavern. There were also rumors of it in a town just at the beginning of the Great Blighted Desert.”

“It’s also used in the most expensive potions of Savatcha.”

We looked at Mandi, unsure of whether to be surprised at her knowledge or not. Did all nobles learn somewhat useless information? The question of how was answered with her follow-up statement.

She shrugged. “What? Our potion makers in Wingston import mana potions from there all the time. Or at least try to. It’s a small nation and ripe for bandits and rogue mercenary bands, so it can be… a tricky bout, depending on the time of the year. My father’s friends with many of the locals there.”

Closing the box, I pulled the item into my storage ring.

“I’m up for figuring out what to do with this thing later,” I said.

“Don’t keep us waiting too long,” Chenzu said. “If you’re going to make something, I want to be a part of it.”

“Me too, I want to join,” Ronica cheered.

“You’d join anything that potentially involves food,” Iris told the twerp.

Ronica only gave her a guilty smile.

“I’d like to join too,” Nuwa said, causing Iris to almost miss a step.

“Wanda’s bottom, Nuwa, not you too,” Iris said, her voice almost deadpan.

“Ha, it seems like being a killjoy doesn’t suit you, Iris,” Ronica said.

“A what.”

“She learned that phrase from Sir Nate,” Lucas replied to the elf.

“You’re not supposed to reveal that,” Ronica said, then wagged a finger. “Perhaps someone should teach L⁠—”

Just then, a surge of portal magic manifested within the forest, signaling the arrival of Pops and Aline.

It’d soon be time for Mom, Aline, Pops, the pets, and I to set off to meet the Old Family. If not today, then tomorrow.
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“Big Brother Woofy, why do you call those chickies ‘tasties’?” Cheetara asked just before dinner time.

Wolverine laughed. “What else could they be?” His tail wagged. “Best Buddy’s preparing grilled and smoked tasties for dinner—I can’t wait! My mouth won’t stop watering.”

Cheetara chuckled. “You and Mazu…”

“Hey,” Mazu the fox said. “I’m better at hiding my desires.”

“You wish,” Wolverine said with a chuckle. “Not even I sit in front of the tasties’ home to supposedly meditate.”

If Mazu could blush with embarrassment, he would have. The golden fox grumbled something, which pulled a laugh from Cheetara and Wolverine.


CHAPTER 3
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“Do you know if Lord Nate’s broadcasting anything today?”

“Is that Wanda’s-forsaken mountain real? How in Wanda’s rolling ass did it get there?”

“Can you ask the potion maker when we’ll expect another show?”

“Mayor Rue, my daughter’s got talent, ask Milia if she could be on the show!”

“Can I marry your daughter on the show!”

“Is that mermaid single!? Will she sing again soon? That show was too short!”

“Can I get Lord Nate to sign my bo—ow! I was going to say bowl! Never seen guards so rude to a lady. Hmph!”

“Milia’s so cute! She’s my inspiration. I’ll lick the ground where she walks! Please⁠—”

Mayor Rue sighed at his desk, once again wondering if the paperwork life could be made into a bearable experience. At least his daughter, Harmony, seemed to be making something of herself and chose not to deal with this life.

He glared at the crazy girl at the end that took two guards to haul away, then shook his head.

The mayor felt a little bad for the guards charged with sending away the town’s dreamers. Ever since Lord Nate introduced something as incredible and mysterious as the broadcasting system, townspeople have been asking questions about him and the suspected gift of Wanda nearly nonstop.

He glanced at the stack of letters on his desk, remembering they were brought in minutes ago by a messenger boy. That lad was of the lyu race, which brought forth their strange song-like manner of speech.

He skimmed through the pile only to stop at one titled, Letter of Challenge, though it didn’t appear to be addressed to anyone. The mayor frowned at the potential prank.

“The Akiri Swordsman?” he muttered. “Now where have I heard that name before?”

He stood, deciding he’d go ask Mandi’s knowledgeable butler, Howie, only to stop when catching tiny letters on the back of the envelope. “Guard.”
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After the maid finished painting Ling’s toenails with polish created by her favorite lady alchemist, she changed from her bathrobe into cute attire consisting of a skirt and an expensive shirt to match its violet. The princess let out a sigh of content, though she still didn’t feel truly relaxed due to the events of the prior night.

“So the head of House Sigil truly is interested in the potion shop of Kyushu,” Ling said to the first Rose that oozed out of her shadow. She kept the girl waiting for a bit as punishment for colluding with Raider. Though Ling had no true proof of that, the first Rose seemed to like him, mostly in an amusing way, almost as if the man was constantly making her laugh, and she was creating a little chaos in pursuit of more comedy. Ling knew her secret servant more than she knew herself. “The information missive doesn’t have much on it, except that it is rumored to be nothing more than a C-ranked shop.” She shook her head. “Never mind, give me some relevant news. What’s happening in Jasper? What about the nobles? What’s happening in the capital?”

Ling planned to leave Wingston this day, as it brought memories of her time in that dreaded jail cell. Just thinking about how Raider threatened her with spiders made her shudder.

“Shadow Princess, perhaps you’d like to know about the impending war between the Scattered Island Nation and the weakened Jasper,” the first Rose said, her voice serious. In fact, Ling could see just a hint of worry in those eyes. After all, despite staying out of her life in public, the Lord Ruler was still her father and allowed the illegal daughter to live in the palace, attend the academies, and eat among the servants, despite not having the right to do so.

No, Father did not have to do anything, since the witch stole her mother’s form and did shameful things without being detected. A frightening transformation ability that could only work by stealing a bit of essence from said target. The first Rose’s mother abandoned her child at a young age, leaving her with an orphanage. Some suspected she potentially killed herself, others say she died in a war. Not even the first Rose knew, even under Ling’s most powerful truth-telling serums. Well, they weren’t Ling’s. She stole a vial from an Inquisition member she stupefied with her charms. Still, dark treasure was treasure, especially when the purpose was serving the kingdom.

“Wanda’s rolling bottom, an impending war?” Ling asked, her voice tired. “We cannot afford to pay for a war with the Scattered Island Nations. Do you know what Father intends to do? Prepare a good whispering wind spell.”

The first Rose bowed before vanishing, presumably to fulfill her orders.
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“You know what, Cheetara? You open the next chest,” I declared. Mom had just returned with Pops and Aline. My big sister’s munchkins weren’t with her this time around.

The cat meowed and popped open the second of the three exotic loot crates with a single tap of her paw. “Remind me later to ask how you did that.”

The cat seemed to shrug. Aline watched, baffled. I gave my sister a knowing grin.

By now, I was used to her new white-haired, youthful appearance and her emerging magic. Being trained from the get-go by our parents while having the same blood of the Old Family running through her veins seemed to set her up for a similar future as mine. But Aline made it clear that she had no intention of abandoning her current life. A life with a husband and kids.

Anyway, floating out of the chest was a grayish cube. Cheetara patted it before allowing me to pick up the object for a scan.

[Special Guard Cube. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Exotic. Town link: Kyushu. Version: Altered/Lord. A cube that allows those in charge of the settlement to access the guard interface. Use this item to rank up guards. In the Kingdom of Merridon, only capital cities have these. This cube also has other functions, as it is catered to your wishes and not military affairs.]

[System note: normally, permission from the nation’s sovereign would be required before one could use a special guard cube. Once the master guard cube approves, you’d be given limited permissions to handle provincial militaries and city guards however you saw fit. This version of the cube allows guards to rank up like normal while under the mayor’s supervision. You are not required to give orders. You may also allow your mayor to remotely use limited functions of the cube.]

[Grant your mayor permission? He will be immediately notified. Also, the cube is but a requirement in the goals of progressing Kyushu to higher ranks.]

With the highlighter already on YES, I confirmed the selection.

The surprise on my face had to be the reason why everyone looked at me expectingly, including Pops.

I took a look at Kyushu’s streamlined stats while taking in what this could mean. What if I made this trip to the Old Family profitable somehow? How could I make them help grow the town and my shop? Okay, fine, maybe that wasn’t the best way to look at things. Still, I’d be lying if I said I was actually looking forward to meeting a family feared for being overpowered freaks of nature.

[Kyushu’s current stats.

-Settlement Rank: D, Small town.

-Holy mountain protected. Rank: D. Extra: negates the effects of a double crimson moon.

Defenses: F. 25 of 100 until eligible for natural promotion.

-Offenses/army: N/A. [There are no private militaries, mercenaries, nor contract adventurer groups present at this time.]

-Research and Development: You have not set this up nor selected anyone to be in charge of this. 0/100.

-Revenue: F. Perhaps try to get out of debt first. The loan from the Wingstons is too dependent on your presence.

-Entertainment: E. Nothing yet, though the signs and advertisements have garnered a lot of interest for Abbi’s concert. To invest points here, you must have entertainers or a district, as well as funding.

-Trade: E. 10 of 100 until eligible for natural promotion. Local trade is great, but trade with other cities and beyond drastically needs improvement. Perhaps it could start with those vending machines? Do not forget about your deals, from the harpy chief to stores in Whirl-Waters, merchant guild, so on.

-Merchant Guild: D. Promoting your license will depend on this. Sure, you can make potions, but can you profit from them?

-Education Rank: D. [This is the average of Kyushu natives. Needs a focused education system.] Without a higher rank, building any powerful facilities here and expecting Kyushu natives to know how to operate them would be unfair to said natives.]

“Can anyone explain what’s happening to me?” Aline asked, her voice nearly exasperated.

“Do you still play Final Fantasy? Think of the chests you get out of a dungeon or overworld,” I said softly to her.

“What?” both she and Milia asked. My wife was standing next to me, my arm still holding her. Both women were inquiring for two different reasons. Pops, who also heard, shook his head, chuckling. It reminded me of the childhood days when Mom used to send him to our room to make us turn off our videogames and go to bed.

“Anyway, Mom, anyone, do you recognize what this is?” I passed it to Milia. I read the description aloud, which made their eyes widen.

Even Mom looked baffled. “I was under the impression that these cubes couldn’t exactly be found in chests and could only be… Just what is with Wanda? Her behavior is worrying. I think.”

I shrugged. “Oh, what’s that?”

One more item came out of the same chest Cheetara opened. A glowing pendant suddenly attached to the cat’s collar, but when I scanned it, I received no description.

“Well, that’s weird,” I said.

Before I could think further about it, Wolverine glanced at the second chest, his tail wagging, indicating that he wanted to give it a shot.

“Sure, go ahead, buddy,” I said, petting the wolf. “Let’s see what you get.”

However, a voice shouted on the path, forcing me to quickly pull the chests into my storage rings. Ah well, they’ve taken up enough time for the day, because of course more things must happen.

“Lord Nate! Lord Nate!”

While the person rushed toward us from the path, I considered taxi services. Then changed my mind. The peaceful walk through nature was part of the experience. There would be no need to make it so that people could annoy me ninety-five percent of the day.

Oh, in case you’re wondering, no, I’m not excited about the special guard cube, given that I can simply spend town points to bolster their strength whenever the system allowed me to do so. However, with the mayor having access to the system remotely, I still held the freedom to continue living my life hands off.

There were likely more things to this cube than what I skimmed on the surface, the first being the crazy power that emitted from it. Holding it made me feel… weird, so I pulled it into my storage ring.

[Town Points: 1690.]

[Purchases currently available, subject to update at any time:

-Guard Rank Increase to C. Cost: 60 town points. Yes, this will increase their strength, abilities, and also ability to attract those to join it. Note: Drafting guard members forcefully will require higher authority and will decrease your reputation.

-Raise or Lower Taxes. [Action not available at your Lord tier.]

-Instant Empty Building. Cost: 30 town points. Cost 30-100 per size increase. You may build a residential neighborhood for 1,400 town points.

-Kyushu’s Farmland Size or Fertility Increase. Cost: 50 town points.

-Shrine Upgrade. [N/A. No shrine available.]

-Holy Mountain Influence. [Select to see holy mountain status and any additional options, if unlocked.]

[More options to manifest soon.]

Only for a moment, a small part of me considered spending the thirty town points to manifest a building in front of the guard running in our direction just to see what would happen. However, the system didn’t work that way, and I doubted the guy wanted to be a messenger boy for the mayor. In fact, I pulled a silver coin out to tip him for coming all the way out this way. Sure, that was a hefty tip and could potentially invite more annoyance, but I didn’t mind. Mayor Rue and his guards had been nothing but good to me.

“The mayor said this letter may be quite important to you,” the guard said. As soon as he handed it off to me, I passed him the tip, and saw him off. Then we brought the two remaining chests back out.

What? You thought I planned to deliver the ol’ blue ball? No, not when we’re faced with a remaining Exotic chest and a Potion Maker’s chest. So far, I hadn’t received anything too exciting, except for an expensive ingredient that I had no idea how to use.

I glanced at the letter, which was labeled: LETTER OF CHALLENGE. Yes, in capital letters.

“Meh,” I said, rolling my eyes, ignoring the curious gazes of the others, including my sister. “Wolverine, open it.”

“Any interesting news from your letter?” Mom asked. “You are getting popular. Don’t tell me it’s a marriage proposal.”

Aline glared at me.

“No, it’s not a proposal,” I said. “It’s some random letter of challenge. It’s not exactly addressed to anyone… oh, in tiny letters on the back, it says give it to a human who creates potions.”

Wolverine tapped open the Exotic chest, tail wagging. A crystal-like flower floated out of it.

[The Heart of the Endless Forest. Item rank: Unknown. Item quality: Exotic. Requires a high-ranking garden to grow its tree. However, you may plant this in any garden to automatically increase its rank by one tier. It will consume no nutrients nor require water while in this dormant state. All dryads, flower nymphs, forest nymphs, fairies, forest dragons, pixies, forest-attuned beings, phoenixes and their relatives, beastkin, elves, wolves, foxes, and sprites will receive special benefits for being within two miles of this flower. If you plan to one day attempt to grow high-ranking gardens—such as the Garden of Eden—in an attempt to create mythical-tier potions, you will need this flower.]

I glanced at Milia and, sure enough, her eyes were locked onto the crystal flower. It gave off a plasma-like pink aura, which changed colors every second or two.

[Forest-attuned being… All stats within the vicinity of this flower increases by 25%.]

[Your next potion has a higher chance of increasing a tier. Good luck!]

“Well damn,” I said. “Milia, would you like to plant this?”

“Is it okay?” she asked.

“It has to be you,” I told her.

I expected Iris to be affected by it, but what was with the twerp?

“Twerp, you okay there?”

Ronica flinched. “Huh? Oh, don’t mind me, just planning my next honey cake sale heist.”

Nuwa shot her friend a blank stare.

Before opening the final chest and calling it a day, I unsealed the letter. “By the way, anyone heard of someone calling himself the Akiri Swordsman?”

Milia’s eyes went wide.


CHAPTER 4
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“Hey Milia, don’t keep us in the dark, give us the rundown,” I said. By this time, we’d all decided to leave for the family first thing in the morning. After this event, Mom would leave, but where and how long was up to Wanda.

Still feeling the strengthening sensation of the crystal flower, I opened the final chest, my motivation doubled.

“The Akiri Swordsman—or the Revenge-bug, as some call him—is one of the strongest fairies of their kingdom’s sect,” Milia said. “I’ve never met him, only know the rumors of him being a battle maniac.”

“Is he perhaps the fairy kingdom’s champion?” Maxus asked.

“Lynthia,” Ronica corrected. “Surely you’re not about to call it fairy kingdom every time.”

Maxus ignored the twerp’s point. “That’d be bad if a kingdom’s champion entered Merridon⁠—”

“The Akiri Swordsman is actually the champion’s younger brother,” Milia said. “His sister’s still in secluded training, rumored to only appear when challenged by another champion.”

I sighed. “I sure hope my newest fairy business associate isn’t behind this.” The fairy prince didn’t actually convey my words to his parents, since the king was a monarch. His letter did express other ways he’d help my cause, including the suggestion of marrying Lucas or Alexander to his little sister. Not happening, of course.

Still, fighting can fuck off to the side of a hill, along with this swordsman.

A red scroll floated out of the Potion Maker’s chest, followed by two sample vials.

[Potion of Shapeshifting Addition. Item rank: Unknown. Item quality: Unknown. The magic of this potion will enhance and strengthen the prowess of your original shapeshifting potion. It will enable you to shift into more beings, this time with one hundred percent accuracy for up to five minutes, instead of twenty seconds. The Dao of Creation version of this is exponentially risky, but will provide a longer timer and not just one, but all of the magical abilities of the form you’re adopting. Though you cannot steal another person’s form like a witch.]

[Applying the addition.]

[Supplying the ingredients to create the potion. You will also receive two free samples of the new version. Note: there is a potential to unlock stronger versions of your other potions too, though this will not be easy. Perhaps you should try advancing the town more and selling nineteen months’ worth of goods to various customers. Good luck!]

System, you can’t just dump that and not give me details, what the hell, I thought. As usual, it didn’t reply. Instead, I found myself staring at various plants and weird fruit, and a bottle of unknown green powder floating from the chest. The ingredients entered my storage ring. Thankfully, the system had enough of a heart to label them, which I’d check later.

“You’re all just… used to this?” Aline asked my companions, who nodded.

“You get used to it,” Nuwa said, stare blank.

I shot the healer a micro-glare, then examined the potions.

“So, about the fairy?” the twerp asked.

I shrugged. “You should know by now… Oh nice, this potion’s pretty good.”

Milia, knowing how I am, simply smiled. Everything would be alright. There wasn’t a need to make a fuss over it.

[New potion version revealed.]

[True Potion of Shapeshifting. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Exotic. Imagine the animal, spirit beast, or being you’d like to be and take its form. Or, in your case, type or select from the menu. For five minutes, you will shapeshift into that form and be able to use one magical ability. Or you can completely ignore the magic aspect, relying on the physical abilities instead. Infuse with the Dao of Creation for a longer transformation time and all of the magical abilities, but be prepared for the high risks with consuming this. Very high risks.]

Yeah, System, I’ll pass on infusing the Dao into this, I thought. At least for now.

I wonder what kind of applications I could use for it in regard to the broadcast. Maybe a show for the kids? Then again, it’d be easier to get a costume designer in most circumstances, so I wouldn’t have to lose money on shoving advanced potions down actors’ throats.

Wow…

Now that I thought of it, every potion had non-combat uses. I nearly facepalmed thinking of how I nearly lost my way, believing the system potentially cornered me into a lame ass, combat-only potion maker. Like the world didn’t have enough of those already.

Not only did I have to pay my employees, but I needed funding to actually build. Spirit coins only worked for the MMABS and trade between magicians. Hell, it only looked like I had a lot of those, but the red cube reminded me that, in the grand scheme of things, I was quite poor.

As soon as I noticed that the chest hadn’t disappeared, another scroll flowed out.

I swear, if this scroll tells me a new greatest threat has invaded Merridon, the Dark Lords, and I need to team up with turtle people to stop it, I’m going to burn it and then embrace the ways of the old school sorcerer.

[Adventurer!]

System, don’t you dare.

[Message: No House of Scholars available, therefore you do not receive town points to allocate there. Although a D-ranked small town…]

[You received 10,000 spirit coins instead. Enjoy your change. Total spirit coins: 1,831,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 21,190.]

System, you will not break me. You will not break me.

Instead of standing there dumbfounded, I blocked out the memory of the scroll as it disappeared. The system knew damn well what it was doing, after all.

“Welp, that’s it. Let’s have a bite and tomorrow, we’ll be off,” I said. “I’ll be counting on you brats to run the shop well while we’re out. Harmony’s in charge as usual.”

That evening, Cheetara burst into the lab, overexcited about something. Having lost to the cat in checkers two times out of three earlier, I dared her to brag. She meowed something repeatedly.

“Alright, alright, take me there,” I replied.

The potion I was currently working on simmered in my strongest cauldron.

[Cauldron of the Dragon Heart. Item rank: SS. Item quality: **Heavenly**. A cauldron made for someone who commanded a dragon or even walked the world as a dragonoid himself. It can handle almost any ingredient, including the mana dragonroot. Made from elder dragon scales, its durability is nearly infinite, making it perfect for mana-based potion solutions. That is, alchemy and high-intensity potion making. Automatically upgrades any low-quality potion to SS quality or above, though don’t make it a habit of feeding the cauldron low-value ingredients.]

[Note: With an Enlightened Dao, things may get interesting…]

“What is this about?”

The adorable cat led me outside and all the way to a familiar ruby-bricked building. Milia and Mom were already waiting for me. Pops, whom I chatted with for a couple hours earlier in the day, left for town with Alexander and Mandi to make purchases that mostly Mom requested.

It took just a breath to sense whom was inside.

“Wolverine went in with Aline? Wish I could get a photo.”

In case you’re wondering, this world’s photo technology basically didn’t exist. People got confused about numerous things I said or let slip for a reason, though it’s mostly the system’s fault for not translating. Maybe somewhere out there, a few rare gifts of Wanda, as they like to call artifacts, took pictures.

“That’s not what we called you for,” Mom said. “You have a visitor.”

I finally took notice of the fancy carriage with a maid opening the door. The butler, its driver, secured the lightning horses.

Lucas left the forge to join the rest of us. Stepping from the vehicle were two people.

A man dressed in fancy robes with long dark hair, green eyes, and… he looked awfully familiar, in fact. Unlike his father, this person radiated amusement. The second eldest son of the Lord Ruler, Prince Elric, had finally graced us with his presence, because showing up to people’s damned houses at night… Never mind. The other person was also a familiar face. A half-elf woman named Ami Dracofire, also known as the queen’s personal knight. Just when I wondered if she left behind her charge, Queen Cerial stepped out of the carriage. Unsurprisingly, Chenzu seemed highly interested now, though when he noticed the prince, that excitement died away. Even he had his flirting and dancing with death limitations.

The disciples, thankfully, were back in town, done for the night, and would return on their free time to check on the apprentices, also to accompany Lucas on a delivery to Flutter Village. They’d also assist Chenzu. I paid an advance to those who volunteered.

Master Yama’s training switched on nearly automatically. He was the God of Death, also known as the Grim Reaper, and trained me during the most intense period of enlightenment I’ve ever had during meditation. I’m not going to dig into the details of that.

“Queen Cerial, is that you?” I asked, actual surprise in my voice. “What brings the royal highness all the way… Eh. Out to the sticks? Good evening, Ami.”

Ami smiled. “Good evening to you as well, Lord Nate, Princess Milia, and company. Thank you again for what you’ve done in Jasper.”

I glanced at the man, who seemed to be highly interested in our farm. “You’re… Prince…”

He was gone, reappearing in front of the elicrone section of the bird block. Yes, that was what I called the area with the chicken coups and elicrone home.

“Good to see you again, Lord Nate,” Queen Cerial said.

The queen’s knight wasn’t the prying type, so she didn’t bring up Raider, nor held accusation in those eyes, but with the rumors and coincidences, they easily put two and two together, I was sure. Then again, we did just save Jasper from rampaging hallows. I figured we were probably known one way or another, Whirl-Waters aside.

“If it’s about the summons,” I continued. “I’m⁠—”

Queen Cerial shook her head as she walked over to us. “Please accept our apologies for intruding so late.” She grabbed my hand with both of hers. “I’m here as a customer. I also would like to hear your opinion regarding the current… unfortunate situation.”

Mom frowned at the queen, clearly unhappy about them attempting to drag me into something. Obviously, it wouldn’t work, unless it involved non-combatant things such as using my potions to cure someone.

I drew the line at anything that involved armed conflict between nations. Even Mom approved of my control with regard to not interfering with the events of the world. Though I doubted the system or Wanda would allow me to introduce anything anyway. Hell, I couldn’t so much as bring my phone, nor could Aline bring it to me.

Wanda essentially separated me from my earthly possessions.

“I’ll hear you out,” I said. “Please come in.”

By now, Elric rejoined the group, nodding at me, his mood cheerful.

“I must say, Lord Nate, for a small farm, this place is most impressive,” he said. “Who would’ve known Raider was so well off.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, unable to read this guy. Was he fucking with me or genuine? Ami gave me what seemed like an apologetic smile as they entered the shop.

Royal family types, I guessed.

Cheetara leapt onto my shoulder, meowing. I expected Wolverine to appear, but he and my sister were still meditating.

“Lucas, do you mind getting the rest of the burgers off the grill? Thanks, man.”

Lucas nodded. “Got it.”

“Burgers?” Queen Cerial asked, tilting her head. “I’m not familiar with…”

Minutes later, we were serving royalty, including Ami the knight and the maids, with our leftover burgers and blueberry pie slices. Aline ate with us earlier, along with the disciples; we just happened to have a lot of meat and veggies on the grill. Milia devoured her fair share of pie to be completely full.

The leftovers were headed to cold storage, also known as the ice-stone-powered magical refrigerator clone.

“I’ve never had something so simple, but yet… so delicious,” Cerial said. “And pies from blueberries is all but unheard of. They’re very scarce and expensive throughout the entire continent. How did you precure so many?”

Pops had brought ketchup back to go with the burgers. The homemade stuff that was, since Wanda refused to allow the artificial goodness we grew up with. Thankfully, Aline knew how to create it and with a little additional online video assistance, made it happen. She wanted to make mayo too, but I passed on it, deciding there was a limit to introducing abominations into this world.

Also, Wanda didn’t allow barbeque sauces from Earth, but I didn’t mind since the brat had us covered with her handmaid’s recipe.

“Hey, Raider. Oh, excuse me. Lord Nate, sorry, quite the slip of the tongue. It is not like anyone would believe someone who is a big fan.”

All eyes shot to Prince Elric. Queen Cerial looked at him strangely. The prince continued. By the way, his plate was empty, and he looked like he wanted more, but his pride prevented him from asking. “So you’re not denying it? Good. Because my information network has worked very hard to track you.”

“First off, I say this with all due respect, but you sure do love hearing yourself talk,” I said. “Also, pointing a finger at someone and calling them a famous vigilante doesn’t make it true.”

Prince Elric’s eyes widened, though the amusement only increased.

“You’re exactly right and for that, forgive my rudeness.” Queen Cerial was about to say something, but he spoke over her. “In that case, you wouldn’t have a problem with my proposition then, Lord Hero of Jasper,” Prince Elric continued without missing a beat. “A challenge. If you defeat me, I will reward you handsomely. But if you lose, you must honor a request of mine.”

“Yeah, I’ll pass,” I said. “We’ve got a trip in the morning, and I don’t⁠—”

“Surely you’re not going to back down from an honorable challenge by a prince of Merridon,” Elric goaded. “Besides, one of the rewards will be this.”

He revealed a scroll. “A test of alchemy versus alchemy. And then of combat. This prize being a valuable, D-ranked mana potion. Every respectable establishment should have at least an F-ranked mana potion in stock.” He smiled. “If you’re confident, then this is a freebie. But if you’re still afraid…”

“Nate, I’m sorry he’s being like this,” Queen Cerial said. “Elric.” Her voice carried a warning. She could honestly have her King-level knight discipline him if she wanted to, though I doubted that would actually happen.

Elric simply shrugged. “I can’t freely give things out. But if the rumors of him curing Lady Isabella are true, then this test of potion skill should be nothing for him. We’ll keep things basic too, if you’d like.”

I considered simply kicking the prince out, the disrespectful ass. They wouldn’t be able to do anything about it, after all, and they knew it. But a connection to the queen meant a direct line to royalty.

And with Milia here, no bullshit rumors could spring up. I sure as shit didn’t want the Lord Ruler trying to destroy my farm because he thought I slept with his wife. On that thought, I’d better make sure everyone kept an eye on Chenzu. Then again, even he wouldn’t outright say anything stupid to the queen.

“So does that mean you’ll accept my challenge? Good.”

“Yeah, no,” I said. “Bye.”

“Huh?”

Cheetara fired a beam that blasted him outside the house.

Okay, fine, that didn’t happen except in my head. Trust me, I considered it.

“You will also be paying double interest for my time and the ingredients wasted on this,” I said. “If you can’t accept those terms, I’ll pass on this challenge. And don’t try to abuse your power. The queen’s right here to listen to a formal complaint.”

Elric laughed. “Then it’s settled. Lord Nate, you’re on.”

Ami shook her head, muttering under her breath, “Prince, you’re in your thirties.”

I nearly missed a step, but when I looked back at her, her expression was once again unamused. Chenzu smirked.

“Let’s just take the damn duel outside,” I said, voice tired.

I guess it was time I introduced this guy to the Cheat Potion Maker or whatever. Or really get him out of here faster so I could go to bed. Sheesh with these people.

“Mother doesn’t want to outright say she’s here for help, so I’ll do it for her,” Prince Elric said.

“Perhaps she realizes that the answer to your kingdom’s problems isn’t dragging my son, an individual, into your mess,” Mom said.

“You may be right,” Prince Elric cooed, “but that is for him to decide.”

[Quest: Defeat Prince Elric. If you lose, you will receive a severe penalty with the possibility of receiving a game over. Reward: D-ranked mana potion recipe, platinum coins, 50,000 spirit coins.]

Heh. System, one day I will find you, and we will have a much-needed conversation regarding manners.


CHAPTER 5
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Hello, my name is Cheetara. Well, Father calls me Cheetara and Mother calls me Cutie. Big Brother Woofy told me both names were correct at once, so Cheetara Cutie it is. I may be a juvenile cat now, but even I know the vastness of my brother’s wisdom.

I’m probably not supposed to be here, but Father surely wouldn’t mind if I documented his challenge.

I could go into detail, but the short version was two humans boiling stuff in a pot and declaring themselves better than the other. Kind of lame if you asked me. Something Father would’ve said, I’m sure.

Uh oh, I’d better go. If I get caught narrating where I’m not supposed to be, I could get into serious trouble.

Thank you for reading! Disciple Cheetara Cutie, out!
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Cheetara looked unimpressed as the prince and I faced off in a potion creation contest. Unsurprisingly, I won. Judging for us was the appraiser from town who just happened to be up and still vulnerable to the allure of money. My triple-S rank and extraordinary quality remained unmatched.

“What? You think you can beat him too?” I asked the cat. She meowed with confidence. “Fine, come on.”

Queen Cerial gave me a look of bemusement. Elric didn’t know how to react.

“Is… this your idea of a joke?” Prince Elric mused, his voice slightly hesitant. “Mockery⁠—”

“Destroy him, Cutie!” Milia cheered, her eyes lit up with competitive fire.

“This is Cheetara,” I said. The cat meowed adorably. “If you think I was a tough opponent, then you have no idea.”

Cheetara meowed again as if saying, “Oh, you’re flattering me.” That or she was telling me to get on with it. You never knew with cats.

“In the red corner, we have the challenger. Should he win, I’ll honor the wager as intended,” I announced, looking dead at Harmony and Pops as they returned. From the looks of things, Mandi and Alexander had decided to call it a night. A shame. I wanted to see if I could get Opal to crash into Elric’s face.

Then again, using a missile on a royal family member would probably land everyone here in some shit. But it’d still be funny.

“In the blue corner awaits the lovely, adorable, unstoppable Cheetara!”

“Well, if you’re handing over the win,” Elric said, a little confusion in his voice. But he had no idea.

And as expected, they were baffled as the cat created the assigned potion all by herself. The prince, trained by the castle’s best potion maker and their alchemist, according to Ami, still couldn’t keep up with Cheetara.

The cat looked smug about her victory too. She cheerily hopped into my arms, meowing excitedly.

“Lord… Nate,” Queen Cerial said. “You have your cat make potions?”

“Sure do,” I said and didn’t elaborate. “So, what was it that you wanted to talk about? Should I assume it has something to do with the upcoming attack on Jasper?”

Queen Cerial’s eyes widened. “H-how did you know that? That information hasn’t been published yet.”

“Well, some guy decided to spill the beans through an amplified version of whispering winds,” I said. “If you’re here to tell me that, then allow me to squash any expectation of getting me or these kids involved in war.”

Queen Cerial shook her head. “I understand. I needed to warn you before you considered answering the summons. There may not be any time to send a messenger bird from Jasper.”

“You didn’t have to come all the way out here to the sticks,” I told Cerial.

“We were in the area and couldn’t risk the messenger bird being intercepted,” Cerial said. “Is it okay if you tell us about the whispering winds message?”

Even Prince Elric’s expression became serious as they anticipated what I had to say. Fortunately, the system actually saved the message in a log for some reason. It typically only stored notifications and system-related messages.

So I told them about the approaching fleet, the Scattered Island Nation’s champion, and even the warning to not get involved.

“This is something to take in,” Prince Elric said. “Thank you for sharing this with us.”

Queen Cerial nodded. “I shall retire for the night to think about this. Lady Rue, is it okay if you accompany us to see your father? We will need a place to sleep for the night. We will be off in the morning.”

“S-sure, Your Highness,” Harmony said.

“I do hope we meet again as friends,” Elric said as he turned. “It’s not very often I get to challenge a potion maker and a cat to a duel and lose both challenges back-to-back.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to experience the combat portion?” Chenzu asked, his voice smug.

“I’m good, thanks,” Elric said with a laugh. “I only stirred up a little trouble to liven up things a bit.”

Harmony gave us a questioning expression, but no one explained what happened when she was away.

I trusted the blue-haired teenager would warn the disciples about the queen, though I wasn’t sure if they cared anymore. Cerial was on their side from what I could tell. She didn’t seem like the type that would rat them out to her husband.

When the royal faction left, the yawn escaped my mouth, and the bed practically called my name. Thankfully, the spiritual room door opened and my best buddy, along with my sister, stepped out. Wolverine dove into my arms. A shame Digimon fans can’t be treated to a transformation today, but my wolf was indeed growing both in size and power. For some reason, he appeared to be the one responsible for all of my cat’s martial prowess. I’m not kidding.

Anyway, it didn’t take long to make sure Pops and Aline were good to go before bathing and calling for a meeting around the table. I needed to do something a little unexpected. Whether the queen would be happy about it or not didn’t matter. Also, I was pretty sure she didn’t tell me, a simple civilian, anything classified. They also didn’t say keep it secret.

So I told my family the plan. That was, a morning news show.

“I don’t know about this,” Aline objected. “Are you sure you want to mess with these people like that? What if they demand your head or something?”

Hearing my sister spout what we watched from fantasy movies or read made me chuckle. She hadn’t gotten the chance to see me demonstrate any power, having no idea of my capabilities to protect myself and everyone here. She’d heard the feats, especially the night when she left with Pops well ahead of the feral demon attack, but for now, Aline remained unaware and adorable.

At some point, we’d probably have to consider bringing up the truth to her husband, the father of her children. But that thought was for another time.

“The queen will still be in town too,” I continued. “She’ll⁠—”

“And if she makes it a habit of visiting often to tell you news, expecting for it to be broadcast?” Mom asked.

“Good,” I said. “We’ll have a weekly show that’s actually important, nobles wanting to pay for advertisement especially around this time, and a motive to broadcast more.”

Aline shook her head. “Seriously, how do you even… do this? Doesn’t the goddess block this kind of technology?”

I revealed the red cube, also known as the MMABS, to Aline. “A long story, but in short, this is a magical device that allows me to do a lot of crazy shit. Anyway… before the news show, we’ll get Abbi to sing a song to wake the people up.”

“Why not get Milia to do it?” Mom suggested.

“Because Milia will be reading the news script,” I answered.

“Heh?” Milia asked, taken aback, but Mom nodded twice.

“Your wife will make an excellent anchor,” Mom said. “Write the script and let her practice.”

Milia nearly fell, but there wasn’t a thing the adorable dryad could do to get out of this. I decided not to assign Aline anything since she wouldn’t be in this world that often.

Thanks to the logs, I was able to accurately recall the words from the whispering winds, compile that into a news script modern style—to the best of my ability, anyway—and after a few practice rounds, Mom finally allowed us to go to bed.

Milia and I instantly fell asleep the moment our heads touched the pillows. Thankfully, the next day wasn’t cold, despite being officially the second week of winter. After the morning routines, we worked together to set up a little news area in the battle arena. We intended to surprise the entire clan, but Ronica and Iris showed up early, believing we were about to take off. So we gave them the short version. Harmony had the same idea, though, arriving with all of the apprentices. Apparently, she went to each of their houses to wake them up, though just missed Lucas’s caretakers, the two traveling merchants that may as well be the kid’s aunt and uncle—or maybe grandparents, since they looked to be in their late forties, early fifties at most. As a result of the blue-haired girl’s noble actions—yes, I totally always complimented the brat’s initiative, don’t you say I didn’t—we had a sleepy, grumpy Opal on our hands. It’d only be a matter of time before she grew overexcited about something and attempted to crash into someone’s face as she rapidly explained whatever long-winded stream of magical engineering she came up with. At the moment, the pixie remained seated on Mandi’s shoulder. Abbi the mermaid, having received the plan the prior night, arrived with Chenzu minutes earlier via Beakwing. I wondered for a moment if we should consider building a waterway to the arena for her. Maybe Opal could come up with something.

As soon as we started the broadcast, Cheetara hopped onto the desk, meowed her part, then went back into Harmony’s arms. And yes, I did will the broadcaster to perfectly capture that because why the hell wouldn’t I? We would probably never be able to best that level of show starting. That was my cat for you.

Abbi sang a cheerful song, though Aline wanted her to sing something from our world. It took my sister a few moments to get used to the sight of a real mermaid, by the way. Again, I needed a camera!

After the singing, Milia took her seat at the desk with Harmony at her side as her assistant. I figured Lucas and Mandi would want a tiny amount of revenge and what was better than their team lead being flustered and directed into the show itself?

No, I wasn’t being evil. Harmony just hadn’t realized her talents. Fortunately for her, she wouldn’t have to do much, except provide commentary if she could, or just look pretty. The smug looks on Lucas and Mandi’s faces made Alexander shake his head, muttering something about kids and their pride.

And so, Milia began our little local news broadcast experiment. The script, of course, was in front of her, but my wife seemed to have it memorized, despite that not being needed. Thankfully, the months of having to manually write out readable logs so that we didn’t get fucked on logistics had greatly improved my handwriting.
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After Prince Elric finished training for the morning, washing and going out alone, against his maids’ wishes, he caught site of something strange. People were gathering somewhere. Soon, he found himself staring at a floating, giant, transparent sphere. The cat that defeated him in the duel meowed some things before leaping off somewhere.

Prince Elric had to suppress the urge to not look around, as logic stated that this was some kind of device of Wanda, which allowed people to project themselves somehow. He had to strain to stay realistic. Never in his life had he seen such a thing. How did they…? How was this even possible?

Next came a beautiful song from a mermaid. It didn’t last, which annoyed Elric a bit. The screen flickered for a second and appearing on it was Lord Nate’s wife at a desk with the mayor’s daughter at her side.

What they spoke of next, revealing it to the people, almost enraged Elric for being so careless. But word of the approaching war would get out anyway, though likely not this far until much later, right?

They hadn’t ordered Lord Nate or his company to keep anything a secret. Could he be sending a message?

Again, Elric couldn’t blame him. The man was honestly just a civilian, even if he hid incredible power. Even with a royal decree from his father, they couldn’t force him to commit himself to their service.

Maybe if they’d discovered such a talent before he grew too powerful, but that window was long gone.

Prince Elric turned, taking notice of his mother also watching, her eyes wide.

“What to do here?” he said, chuckling.
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“Big Brother Woofy, how was I?” Cheetara asked.

If Wolverine could give her a thumbs up, he would have.

“You were the best there, Disciple Cheetara Cutie,” he said. “I’m not sure about Best Buddy’s purpose for this yet, but did you see his smile?”

Cheetara cheered. “If Father approves, I must have a knack for whatever this is. He keeps praising me. You should try it too, Big Brother. He was waiting for you to try.”

Wolverine shook his head. “The spotlight is not for me. But as short as this was, I enjoyed your motivational chant.”

“As did I,” came a feminine voice.

The cat and sunlight wolf turned to see Lady Feathers, an elicrone, walking toward them, her chick, Sir Colors, following.

“When you said to keep trying your best, to never give up, to stomp down all the foes who dare try to crush your pride, I almost cried,” Lady Feathers said.

“Do birds even cry?” came the voice of Mazu, the golden fox. He took the time to glare at the smug, peacock-like magical bird with dark feathers.

“Perhaps ordinary birds do not, but for a lady such as myself, emotions run stronger than even humans,” Lady Feathers boasted. “I think.” She talked over Mazu’s attempted protest. “Anyway, Cheetara, Wolverine. You’d better get going. Your parents and grandparents are boarding Beakwing. Try spending time with your grandmother.”

“That’s right! Grandmother was nice to me last night. She pet me and gave me treats,” Cheetara said, then off the cat went.

“She may have evolved to a juvenile, but beyond gaining a sense of strong pride, she’s still the same kitten that we know and love,” Lady Feathers said. “Do keep your little sister safe, okay big woof boy?”

“Please don’t call me that,” Wolverine grumbled as he started to walk away.

“As weird as ever, bird,” Mazu said. “For such a powerful bird…” He sighed. “Never mind, you are who you are.” He shook his head, annoyed as he made his way toward Alexander.

Lady Feathers gave an equivalent to a human shrug. If she could smile, she’d be grinning, her eyes filled with peace.

“Take good care of the shop while we’re out,” Nate told Harmony. “We’ll be back later, tomorrow at the latest.” He tossed her a bag of gold. “Oh, and⁠—”

“Just go already,” Harmony said, pouting. “We have everything under control.”

“Alright, try not to let the twerp burn down the place,” Nate said as he turned. “And remember, the message for the queen contains a bit of additional intel she’d like to know in regard to Ling, the Inquisition from when we encountered them, and the Peace Spawner.”

Harmony nodded. “Go meet your family.”


CHAPTER 6
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Well, it turned out Mom could create portals midair, so when we were well out of sight of the townspeople, she took us to the hidden portal point in Jasper. In a way, that felt like a dick move to Lucas, since he could’ve just ridden Beakwing to our clients in Flutter Village. Fortunately, the brat was quite good with horses and the disciples agreed to lend him a lightning horse. Kelvin or Maxus would be accompanying the half-dwarf on the trip. Even though it wouldn’t take long, I still gave all three some ‘in case shit happens’ funds. Having harpies with undying loyalty as customers may just prove useful in the future. And hey, they loved the idea of Milia possessing a medallion awarded to them by the chief.

[Harpy Medallion of Honor. Item rank: S. Item quality: Extraordinary. Show this to any harpy and they’ll be more than happy to show any hospitality. This is a symbol of harpy pride and can only be rewarded by a chief or above.]

The harpies were especially happy that I had a merchant’s license. Since they didn’t have a guild-affiliated store in their village, they had no access to a constant supply of foreign or unique goods locally. So that was where we came in with a beautiful trade agreement. The only thing that worried me was Muiy insisting on going.

She hinted at wanting to see the outside world for a while. Which honestly wasn’t a big deal as long as she didn’t cause any problems. We still had a visit to her home planned soon. Hilariously, Milia banned Chenzu from going the moment Mandi asked about the flower nymph’s mother.

Anyway, as we emerged on the other side of the portal into an isolated section of the Jaspian forest, Mom asked Beakwing to land.

“Give me a little bit to activate the hidden portal,” she told us as she gathered extremely powerful mana. Like super mana. “It seems it has been slightly moved too.”

Pops frowned. “Why was it moved… three feet to the left? What’s that symbol on the ground?”

“Okay, Mom, Pops, I know I’m your son and all, but I don’t see anything,” I said. “Not even through the magic spectrum.”

Not that the magic spectrum was one hundred percent reliable. Often, the colors of magic carried far more meaning than what they revealed on the surface, according to Master Yama—AKA the Grim Reaper or God of Death. My teacher.

Mom’s eyes widened. “There’s only one person who’d leave this symbol here. You don’t think she returned, did she?”

“I find it hard to believe, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” Pops told her.

Mom looked at me. “As for why you can’t see the portal, it’s simply because you haven’t worked with this kind of magic. You don’t know what to feel for just yet.” She gave me a gentle smile. “Your father and I are drilling the basics into you, the foundation. Portal magic is highly dangerous, and it will take years to form even the smallest basic portal. More years until you’ll be able to fully trust stepping through it without being torn to pieces or transporting yourself to the wrong location.”

“Not to mention the mana needed to expand the traveling distance,” Pops said.

Milia gave me a sympathetic smile.

While Mom worked on the portal situation, Milia and I chatted with Pops and even picked a few herbs my wife identified as helpful ingredients for medicine, potions, or alchemic solutions.

“You could enhance the general medicine potion with this,” my wife, Milia, said as she picked a blue flower-like herb with white-tipped edges. “It’s a white-laced fairy flower. Even Mother made use of them.”

“If we had a faster way to get to Jasper on our own, we could turn one of their forests into a supply haven,” I suggested. “That could cut down on our reliance on the dungeons a good bit.”

“Well, you’d best put more effort into your training,” Pops said. “Also, don’t disregard dungeons. There are many out there in this world, each unique. You may end up discovering something that will leap your shop right in the A or S-rank leagues in a blink.”

Mom nodded, smiling at my flat stare. “Mmm-hmm. What if you opened a chest that contained something ludicrous, like, say, the Seed of Possibilities?”

They didn’t catch me nearly missing a step here. I wasn’t sure if I told anyone outside of our group yet about my find but decided to keep it to myself. Now wasn’t the time. Besides, with the load of secrets they were keeping from me, I felt vindicated by this one.

[Seed of Possibilities. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. A seed that is capable of growing the Tree of Possibilities, a spiritual tree. If it bears even one fruit… Well, you may receive a heavenly song. This seed is extremely difficult to grow. You must have a garden and soil of A-rank or above.]

Without meeting the difficult requirements, made even more so in winter, I felt there wasn’t any point in revealing the double-S-ranked item anyway. At least not yet. Maybe surprise them some day.

Hmm. You know, Muiy seemed to have a way with the garden that even Milia… Nah, who am I kidding? My dryad wife was a cheat code for this kind of thing. If she couldn’t magically spawn A-ranked soil, neither could the flower nymph or any other forest-attuned person.

“If he discovered that, I’d actually be worried that Wanda has set her sights on our son,” Pops continued. He grinned at Milia’s frown. “I’m kidding, of course.”

Cheetara hopped onto Milia’s shoulder to give her a cat hug, brightening her smile instantly. Then she gave Pops a scolding meow. I could’ve sworn it felt as if she said, “Don’t tease Mother, Grandfather.”

I know for damn sure I imagined she conveyed a “No bully homewreckers!”

Wolverine was sitting next to Beakwing, panting. For some reason, it looked as if he and the big griffin were buddies having a conversation. Hell, they probably were, but I couldn’t hear it. Probably for the best.

Oh, who am I kidding? I’d love to know what they were talking about.

“I’ve been meaning to ask, but have you done anything about the alchemy faction divide?” Mom asked, changing the subject. Her magic slowly grew and pulsed. Whoever moved this portal must’ve really fucked her over and seemingly as a prank.

“Faction divide?” Aline asked, her voice curious.

“Well, you know what I do is basically the magical version of alchemy,” I began. “Or maybe true alchemy, in some cases. Not that steampunk wizard anime you used to watch.”

Aline narrowed her eyes. I continued, smile sheepish. “Anyway, I saw maybe some hundreds of years ago or so—the book didn’t state—the potion community broke off into three factions after a series of disagreements. Of course, let me make it clear that Wanda—or whoever pretty much chose my faction for me—dragged me into this shit. We’ve got the good ol’ potion makers, our standard shibbiddy dibbiddy doo alchemists, and the people who’d probably vibe with crazy princess Ling the most, red alchemists.”

“And what do they stand for?” my sister asked, even more curious as she realized there was more to this ordeal than what I let out. Even I had an ‘ohhhh’ moment when the system revealed the reason why the class was named something as silly as potion maker instead of just alchemist, you know, like the standard classifications.

“Potion makers are those who want to keep magic and alchemy together, use it to create fantastical potions, maybe someday push the world toward an advanced society,” I continued. “Alchemists, on the other hand, believe combining magic and potions is much too dangerous. They wanted to keep a scientific approach to potion creation, pretty much progressed things the way we’d do so on Earth. Kind of.”

“Oh,” Aline said. “Well, what about the red alchemists?”

“They’re similar to the potion maker faction, preferring to keep both magic and science together. Sadly, the red alchemists are pretty much a cult that call themselves the Sons and Daughters of the Philosopher’s Stone. They hope to use the stone to make themselves immortal, I guess.”

“Damned lunatics,” Pops said. “I think the reason why that irritating goddess chose your faction was to make sure you didn’t end up associated with them.”

“Okay, everyone, it’s ready,” Mom announced, cutting off the conversation. Aline pouted. “Are you ready to enter Dreamlight City?”

“No,” Pops joked, gaining a playful smirk from Mom.

A ripple of blue light burst from the ground and widened until we saw what appeared to be a city on the other side, with a giant waterfall definitely made of mana behind it. Perhaps a castle metropolitan area, straight from the Edo period, of course. Well, I hesitated, unsure how to react to the superpower on the other side. We’re talking about Peace Spawner level auras, some even stronger. Hell, I could detect some almost as strong as Mom. There were… freaks of power there, too.

Judging by my sister’s expression, even she could detect the family’s ridiculous mana and wasn’t sure about stepping through the portal. Milia was pale.

“Do not be afraid,” Mom said. “You are family, after all. And Nate, you are the second coming of the Heavenly Demon, a title that supersedes even mine, should you embrace your destiny.”

“It seems like whether I want to or not, destiny seems to be the one embracing me. That or wrapping itself around me with the intention of delivering a German suplex.”

Mom shook her head. “Come.”

Knowing there would be no turning back at this point, we followed Mom into the portal. And yes, it was a place still in the world of Mondra, I could tell. Milia held my hand, giving it a squeeze. Cheetara meowed her encouragement, which got a giggle from my sister.

This was it.

After feeling their insane power that made me want to turn around… we were finally about to be introduced to the Old Family.

Hopefully, I’d gain even more of an understanding to why the Ancestor used his favor with the goddess to bring me here. Presumably.

The feeling of vertigo, as if entering a dungeon, briefly struck until we found ourselves in the front of the gates of that very city.

[Dreamlight City. Rank: A. Type: Medium city. Your bloodline is beginning to stir…]

I gawked, but it was especially fun to see my sister baffled, especially since she only knew of Kyushu and Wingston. I’d have to take her to Whirl-Waters with the runts later, but…

That thought paused when a realization struck.

“Mom. About Aline’s training⁠—”

“Come, follow me,” Mom interrupted. “I can feel the elder’s eyes on us from the Palace of Mana.”

Pops patted my back. “You wanted answers, right, son? Why do you think we came directly to the source?”

My eyes briefly widened. “I guess I should’ve considered that you and Mom would think really far ahead.”

My parents chuckled.

“Is it okay if we look around a bit first?” Aline asked, her voice awed. “I have so many questions— What the, hey, is that a flying dragon?”

A dragon roughly a meter in length soared past us, swimming in the air, going about its day. Since I felt no human presence, it was legit, which meant the people of the city lived among dragons.

Then again, dragons did take a human form. Were they the ones who taught the Dreamlight family how to take on dragon form? Seeing how they walked or flew among us in either form alongside the humans, it was likely that they did.

“No guards stationed at the gates,” Milia commented. “And I think this may be an A-ranked city.”

“You guessed that?” I asked Milia. “No. It’s similar to your hometown, isn’t it?”

Milia nodded. “Our capital’s larger, but yes, the atmosphere and mana are similar. Well, we do keep guards at the gates. Not even Mother can exert some of this aura.”

“Don’t undershoot Monarch Dahlia. She’s an old friend for a reason.” She winked at my wife. “Now… we’ve got a bit of a walk. I think you’ll enjoy the sights as we approach the palace. You can do a little exploring later if things don’t get too chaotic. We’re dropping in unannounced.”

Pops frowned and sighed. “The in-laws. Never thought I’d be here again. There’s one person you’ll be most surprised by if they really did drop in.”

Mom waved off his words. “I wonder.”

Wolverine’s tail wagged and guessing why, I went out of my way to halt the party’s advance to suggest getting the pets a quick bite. My best buddy’s eyes were on a stand that sold roasted meat and man, did it smell amazing. You know, if I had to count the number of mystery meats I devoured in this world, well, you’d probably start wondering if I should be concerned about my health.

“Ah, eh, Mom. What’s the currency here?” I asked.

“It’s still the same,” Mom replied. “Whether they had the decorations of the Merridon royal family or some dictatorship, as long as it’s pure gold, silver, or copper, you’ll be fine.”

“I see,” I said. “Do you want something too, Aline?”

She shook her head. “Thanks, though. Mom said we’ll be served dinner later.”

As we made our way to the stand, I took notice of a man using a dragon as… a forklift. Yes, a fucking forklift. He was on the dragon’s back, directing it to pick up wood with its mouth, and stacking them on top of a platform presumably to be carried away by another dragon. This dragon had to be weak in its human form, otherwise wouldn’t it be able to just use superstrength to lift the wood?

The man, who was directing needed work, was mortal, but Mom already told us that the Dreamlight family were the rulers of the territory. People could choose to live in the city. I think. I’d have to ask where exactly we were on the map.

“It’s like they took Chinese mythology and mixed it with the Flintstones, then gave a dragon to a guy without a forklift license,” I said. Aline laughed, shaking her head. Milia, understandably, didn’t get it. Mom rolled up a pamphlet and bonked me.

Pops chuckled. “Well, you’re not wrong, Nate.”

My smile only brightened, even with Mom being unamused.

After feeding the goodest of all boys with delicious roast, we continued our walk.

“We’re almost there,” Mom said maybe seven minutes later. She led us into a neighborhood consisting of large houses, mansions, fucking dojos I think, and even an academy. Just ahead was the giant, glowing, silver Japanese-style palace.

“He most certainly told some people,” Mom said, amusement in her voice. Excitement seemed to radiate from her, as if she really couldn’t wait to introduce us. Fair enough. Seeing family after God knew how long. “I can feel them gathering at the entrance of the palace. Don’t give me that look, husband.” Mom gave Pops a look.

Pops simply shrugged, wry smile on his face.


CHAPTER 7
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Having left a B-ranked drinking establishment without actually getting drunk thanks to his father’s messenger bird, Prince Han, youngest prince of Merridon, grumbled a string of choice words regarding his infuriating family as he made his way to the nearest stable which held his lightning horse. Wanda’s ass, did he hate politics and being involved with them. Politics reminded him of his blood and his brothers, even that blasted hero, Ramon Thunderblade. Fang and Ramon were essentially twins, spiritually. Annoying dragon turds… they even talked the same, had a questionable obsession with swords, were competitive over every Wanda’s damned thing. Getting away from those two, well, his family actually, was what drove Prince Han to pursue love over fighting, though he still trained heavily. Lovelies would ignore him otherwise. Also, caught off guard meant being unable to avoid the assassin hiding in a corner. Han’s imagination still often revealed the blood on his hands.

Sighing, Han wished he could simply ignore his father’s orders to go to Wingston, but that message carried too much weight. The women would have to wait for now.

Then again, surely Wingston should have some beauties to help pass the time.
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I recalled a prompt just briefly, before closing it to focus on the vibrant city around us. I also glanced at my potion list. Every city had a potion shop. Could one of the top five be here in this city? Shit, the thought of it actually made me kind of excited to find out.

[Legendary reward for quest completion: Training of your Heavenly Demon class. A new skill in this class is always a good thing. You will need it if you’re planning to become a golden potion maker and S-ranked shop owner. Chances of your ancestor appearing: increased! Chances of Wanda appearing to intercept him: inevitable. Warning! Wanda will kill you if you take any rule-breaking orders from him, even if you are mind controlled. Chances of your ancestor interacting with you directly: unknown. This typically doesn’t happen as balance of the universe must be held.]

It was finally happening, right?

Potions Unlocked:

[Current self-use potions: Health, Energy, General Medicine, Speed Booster, Sleeping, Clarity, Greater Medicine.]

[Special potions: Night Vision, *Mana Core, Water Breathing, Masking, Eagle Sight, Shadow, God Flame, Summoning (Aku), Blood Lightning, Cupid.]

[Mid-tier special potions: Water Spirits, Dragon Slayer.]

[Complex self-use potions: Minor Luck, Angel Summoning (Asia), Basic Holy Cleansing, Humble Sage’s Mana, Wind Droughts, *Elixir of Cure*, Flight.]

[*Grand-tiered simple potions: Storms.]

[Advanced potions: Cupid, Shapeshifting, True Potion of Shapeshifting.]

[***Mythical potions***: Ten Thousand Night Shades.]

[Utility potions: Light-aesthetic/Lamp.]

[Misc potions: Flavors, Basic Purification.]

[Blighted potions: Steam Blast.]

Other:

[Heaven’s Tears. Item grade: SSS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Effect: Rapidly heals and also repairs damaged mana channels within the body.]

Will this be enough to compete at a high level?

My own list seemed impressive, and there would be no competing with the elixir. Though making that again anytime soon was simply out of the question.

Anyway, Dreamlight City seemed to be a place where man and dragon lived with each other, though there were other races too such as beastkin, as well as wind elves.

Just what did it truly mean to be an A-ranked city? The crime rate had to be extremely low, though it could potentially be in fear of its Dreamlight rulers. The revenue had to be sky-high, and the people looked as if they’d never leave. Why wasn’t a fantastical place of flying dragons and beauty an S-ranked city?

Well, those thoughts would have to wait because holy shit was the power coming from the palace strong. So strong that Mom had to do some kind of witchcraft with her hand just so we could walk comfortably. Okay, it wasn’t witchcraft, but you know what I mean. Master Yama, the old coot, was right. Five years of training under him meant nothing in the face of these old monsters.

“I hate coming here,” Pops muttered, gaining a giggle from Mom of all people. Aline patted his shoulder.

“Dad,” she said, smiling.

“Aw, you know it’s not that bad,” Mom said. “You’re used to it, and you sure don’t complain about the food.”

Defeated, Pops only grumbled.

Finally, we found ourselves at the gates seemingly guarded by someone’s eight-year-old kid. I’m not kidding, and the little girl had the audacity to glare at us while floating in midair. Yes, she had the traits: white hair, red eyes, and freaky aura.

A moment later in a serious voice, she asked, “Woah! Is that your cat?”

Before any of us could reply, she said, “Uh-oh, Mother’s trying to find me. Bye!” Just like that, she vanished.

Cheetara meowed and I imagined her saying, “What just happened?”

“Is this… normal?” I asked Mom.

“I do not know,” Mom replied. “Could be anyone’s kid… though she does look familiar. Ah well, let’s just go.” Her voice turned cheery, grabbing Pop’s arm. “Come, husband. There’s an elder ahead.”

Pops frowned. “Angeline, you really can be a piece of work.”

Without much fanfare nor resistance, Mom pushed open the large gates and we stepped into the courtyard.

“So no guards at the gates, no fee to enter the city,” I said.

“You have to pay just to enter a city?” Aline asked, her eyes skeptical.

“It’s essentially a traveler’s tax,” Milia said. “Usually for big cities only. While I don’t agree with it either, the Lord Ruler has an expected quota for medium or large cities. Some small cities too.”

“What if you can’t pay?” Aline continued. “Like, what happens to the people who are just looking for work?”

“Depends on the guards,” Mom answered. “If they state they’re searching for work, they’ll be written on a ledger and either pay it later, or if you’re already hired for some high position, potentially exempt.”

“And if you’re just visiting a friend?” Aline asked.

“Walking all the way to a big city for that… Well, you’d better have a good reason for the guards,” Mom said. “The roads are dangerous. Bandits, monsters, or even hired mercenary groups working under nasty employers love easy prey. Slave trafficking to tyrant-run nations, you name it.”

Aline frowned, but she didn’t question things further. It’d still take a little time for my sister to understand this world. Hell, I didn’t fully understand it myself, often reminded that the might is right mindset dominated the overall thinking.

Standing ahead was a large group. One elder, a man who looked to be in his forties, dressed in fancy silver robes, waved at us, large smile on his face. You could tell who were potentially elders because among this mass of powerful auras were super auras. Yet, despite keeping hers retracted, Mom seemed completely unphased by any of it and kept an invisible shield around our group on top of that. Though she was definitely right about our bodies adjusting. Slowly but surely, it started to feel familiar to me, like returning home in an odd way.

“So from Mom’s side of the family,” I whispered.

“Yep,” Pops grumbled. “Don’t get me wrong, there are one or two freaks on my side too, but none are even remotely close to the sheer craziness of the Dreamlights.”

“I can hear you, Trever,” called the elder, his voice playful.

I sure as shit wasn’t about to scan this guy, even with Mom right here.

“Sure hope so,” Pops replied fearlessly, though as the Wyvern Sorcerer that Queen Dahlia—AKA Milia’s mother—spoke highly of, he’d probably be fine. If anyone here fought, I’d have to grab my wife and Aline and get the hell out of Dodge as to not get caught in the crossfire. That, or hide behind Mom.

Suddenly having the strongest person on the planet as a mother felt even more awesome than it should.

“I know you hate this, but we have to do it,” the elder said to Mom. They all bowed. “We greet the great Heavenly Serpent.”

Mom glared at him. “Uncle… I mean, Elder, please don’t do that. Besides, you know who’s here with us.”

The man smiled, his demeanor playful and seemingly filled with good nature. Wait, what did Mom say?

“Uncle?” Aline said, beating me to the words that were at the tip of my tongue. The elder’s and the others’ eyes seemed starry as they turned their gazes on us.

“So my dear Heavenly Serpent, you’ve set aside your stubbornness to bring them here,” the elder said, his voice almost in awe. “I’m almost scared to know what changed. Are you finally free of them, or is this the start of the next cataclysm?”

“You really don’t have to be dramatic,” Pops said, his voice almost deadpan. “Especially since you, of all people, know the situation.”

“It’s almost like that time that girl found out she was about to be released from her job and boldly announced to her coworker that she may be expecting, also soon to be closing a deal to have a home soon. She was still sent away, but that boss of hers resigned shortly after, filled with guilt.”

The crowd began to gather around, talking excitedly, and I almost wished Opal was here to make some snide comments. There… was some kind of respect or reverence in their eyes. A lot tried to introduce themselves while talking at the same time, so I didn’t get many names. Aline looked uncomfortable. Milia seemed tired already, not that I could blame her.

“Everyone, please, let’s go inside. I will introduce them,” Mom said.

And so we followed twenty or more people inside, through the carpeted, fancy palace halls, through a couple of twists and turns, until at last stopping in the dining room.

“The anticipation is starting to wear on me,” the elder said.

“Everyone, I know it’s been many years⁠—”

“You don’t have to explain yourself, Angeline,” the elder said, his voice affectionate. “What is time to people like us?”

Mom sighed. “You’d understand it only from their shoes. They who lived in the land of no conflict. These two are my children, Nate and Aline. And this is Nate’s wife, Milia.”

Cheetara meowed, as if making sure she didn’t get left out. Mom giggled, picking the cat up. “This is our lovely divine cat, Cheetara, and honorable sunlight wolf, Wolverine.”

Wolverine’s tail continued to wag, his good vibes only keeping the smile on my face. The goodest of all boys, I tell you.

“Nate, Aline,” the elder said, his voice in reverence. “I’ve held my tongue on this long enough, but I can feel the title on him. His royal cosmic signature.”

I gave him a skeptical look.

“I know you weren’t told anything,” the elder said, waving a finger. “But first, allow me to introduce myself. I’m Christoph Dreamlight, your mother’s uncle and, well, your great uncle. We greet you, long-awaited heir, the Heavenly Demon, and niece, Heavenly Draco.”

“I’m with Mom on this,” Aline said. “Can we please… just be called our names like normal people?”

Elder Christoph laughed. “Normal people, she says.”

“Uncle… I mean, Elder. I’ve brought them so that they can learn everything for themselves,” Mom intervened. “Milia, too, as his wife and a new Dreamlight herself. Princess Milia of Harmonica.”

The elder bowed deeply to my wife. “Daughter of the heavens, welcome to the Dreamlight Family.” He looked around. “Oh, thank Wanda Dahlia isn’t here—” He quickly cleared his throat as if he was being sly. “I mean, let us all sit for dinner. And I should probably warn you that every Dreamlight knows of your deeds from the kingdom of Merridon. You’ve been a hot topic since the wedding.”

I nearly missed a step. Milia gave me a billion-dollar smile, clearly proud. Well in fairness, as the Heavenly Demon and a Dreamlight, I couldn’t have possibly expected to go incognito while visiting.

Pops chuckled. “Even I was surprised when he first visited. Didn’t recognize him through the appearance and the new man he became. Though some things never change.”

I gave Pops a smug grin. I still felt quite proud of my pets’ names.

As we sat, maids and butlers served us. A good bit of them were dragons in human form. I’d ask Mom about that in private later, so I didn’t come across as a curious cat asking to be killed. And trust me, pissing off these people seemed like a horrible idea.

“The other inheritors will be visiting,” Elder Christoph said to Mom, which brought a frown on her face.

“Please tell me Michael isn’t⁠—”

“Michael isn’t the problem,” Elder Christoph said, interrupting Mom. “But let’s talk about that later. Since you’re staying only a day, you’ll likely be long gone before they arrive.”

Somehow, I doubted that. The person he alluded to was probably Ares the Peace Spawner, because who else? Thankfully, he wouldn’t show up.

Another Dreamlight Elder, a woman, said, “Wouldn’t you like to know why you were brought here? The Heavenly Demon’s asking questions. It’d be a great honor to answer them.”

I nodded. “Shouldn’t the one responsible explain himself? If calling for him doesn’t mean death, that is.”

The Dreamlights blinked at me before bursting into laughter.

“I like him, he’s funny,” someone said.

“Well, he’s closer to the truth than we’d like. At least if it were the old days,” said a teenage girl, I guess our cousin? Wait. Old days. I decided it was best not to ask this person’s age.

As I continued to piece together how man and dragon coexisted in this town, the role of the elders, the Ancestor’s role, and what it meant to be the Heavenly Demon, Elder Christoph snapped me out of my revelry.

“Being the Heavenly Demon is the same as being royalty amongst the Dreamlights,” he said. “Perhaps something greater.”

Dinner was a bit…

“Uhm, Milia, what is this?” I whispered, pointing at the first thing a young dragon man served me. Normally I’d be more than used to mystery meat, but I wasn’t sure about… a square tuna-like thing with random, yellow, gummy spheres surrounding it.

Then again, I don’t get the chance to eat what nobles most likely ate on a daily basis. High class, or probably what they’d label as S-ranked food.

Milia smirked, poking her fork into one of the gummy spheres. Yellow gravy oozed from it.

“My dear husband, say ah,” she said.

“You didn’t,” I muttered, appalled at the audacity of my wife. Aline and Mom looked as if they were having the time of their lives.


CHAPTER 8
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Milia shoved the food into my mouth before I could protest, though she did receive a glare, much to her amusement. There were laughs and giggles at my expense, but hey. At least the sphere didn’t taste half-bad.

It was somewhat sweet and savory, obviously meant to be eaten with the mystery meat. Not bad. Not bad at all. I still gave my wife a flat stare to pit against the minor smugness. After a few bites, I decided to ask the first question.

“I may as well ask the obvious question,” I began. “Why did the Ancestor use his precious favor with the goddess to bring me here? It couldn’t be something like…”

“It seems like you’ve guessed some of it and want a confirmation,” Elder Christoph said. “Partially because you’re the Heavenly Demon, royalty, but also he had… a disagreement with Angie here.”

“Don’t call me that,” Mom snapped, her voice deadpan, with just the tiny bit of a warning deep within.

The elder cleared his throat, giving her a teasing smile. “This may seem obvious, but the Ancestor believes anyone born as a Dreamlight cannot be denied their birthright. Naturally, this includes one of the most dangerous magicians in the world, one we call the Mad Alchemist. Or, in your case, the one titled the Peace Spawner.”

Seeing our hardened expressions, Elder Christoph continued. “Welcome to the Dreamlights. A family neutral to the world itself, almost like the master magicians below.”

“And as a result, we’re divided among beliefs,” Mom said.

I could easily assume the disagreements led to Mom’s decision to ascend, which would later lead her to getting involved with the association, meeting Pops, living peacefully long enough to have a family, serve in the Navy, and so on.

“You sure don’t look divided,” I pointed out.

“Personal beliefs are just that,” Elder Christoph. “Personal beliefs. The Ancestor would not be happy if anyone fought another on Dreamlight territory over them. At least, that’s what I think is holding everyone back.”

“It could be that, you know, we all get along for the most part,” Elder Shelli said, glaring at the grinning man. “Unfortunately, I wish I could say the same about those cursed—I mean designated to inherit the Ancestor’s will. It’s not something they asked for, to be born worthy of it.”

“As much as I should be pissed over it,” I said, “that curse ended up being a blessing for me. As cheesy as that sounds.”

Milia softly squeezed my hand.

Pops chuckled. “Seeing what you’ve become, it’s hard to argue that. I know Angie wanted you to live a life of peace and bliss, but while you carry the blood of two sorcerers, feared magician-types, the war of magic would eventually catch up to you.”

I flinched. “Wait. So this is a family of sorcerers?”

Mom briefly glared at Pops, even pouted a bit. She probably pinched him under the table, though making him react could lead to destroyed furniture.

“No,” Elder Christoph replied. “There isn’t a name for what we are, except the Old Family of mana-cursed freaks. Your mother was the only one born a sorceress. The Ancestor’s suspected to be a wizard. There may be a warlock among us too. Overlord magicians simply don’t matter here, but they are still extremely rare.”

Of course they wouldn’t, given how strong every single Dreamlight in this city was. Hell, even the little girl could solo the Lord Ruler with one hand tied behind her back and eyes closed. Okay, fine, I don’t know that for sure, but you never know. Dreamlight aura and all.

“I’m still trying to process all of this being real,” Aline said. “Inheritors, royalty.”

“Should we start calling you Princess Aline?” I asked.

Aline laughed. “Prince Nate.” She shook her head. “Truce?”

“Truce,” I replied to my sister. We’d never address each other by these honorifics again. “That includes the lord part too.”

“And lady,” Aline added.

Milia, knowing our situation fully by now, could only sigh at our Earthly silliness.

“That won’t stop the kids,” Pops said.

“As long as they don’t find out,” I said. “Wink wink.”

Aline and Milia giggled. Mom smiled.

“Kids—”

“May I ask why our family’s neutral?” Aline interrupted the elder.

“Of course, Heavenly Draco,” the teenage girl said. She held up a finger, though I couldn’t tell if she was proud or uncertain. Their freakish magic pressure somehow made it difficult to truly gauge them. Not that I was a people person or psychiatrist. Imagine suddenly sitting near a famous celebrity. Hang onto that feeling. Now imagine them generating an invisible force that could, at any time, affect gravity itself and send you to your knees. Or could be too bright to look at, or generate magical heat that affected the soul somehow. Or… sometimes generated an intense electrical sensation. These probably weren’t the best examples, but when did I claim to be a mana cultivation expert?

“What’s your name, by the way?” Aline asked.

“I’m Akira,” replied the brat.

“Cousin Akira,” Aline said while seemingly aligning her speech a little to cater to this world. “Please continue.”

“Our family has somewhat of a pact with Wanda and someone named Yama. We protect this territory, which is considered some kind of holy land for some reason that the Ancestor won’t explain, and also, stay out of the affairs of the world’s nations. And in return, we can live here for an eternity. We’re called the Old Family among the world that still remembers us because we’re, in fact, one of the oldest still standing.”

“I’m assuming you’re allowed to come and go as you please?” Aline asked.

“Sure, as long as we stay out of trouble,” Akira said cheerfully.

“We’re actually not sure if the pact truly holds for those of Dreamlight blood not born in the territory,” Elder Christoph said. “It’s normally why we’d forbid Dreamlights from marrying anyone heavily involved in politics when they go to the outside world.” He chuckled. “Not many are interested in finding love inside Dreamlight territory.” He looked at Akira with a smirk. She puffed her cheeks up in a pout.

That crossed out inbreeding, thank goodness, not that I was wondering about such a thing. Mom had gone as far as finding love from another world, after all.

“I’d better get home,” Akira suddenly said. “Father’s expecting me back soon.”

“Is your mother still in seclusion?” Elder Shelli asked. Shelli appeared to be in her thirties or early forties, too, despite being an elder. Same white hair and red eyes. I’d have to tease Milia about joining the snowball head community later. I could imagine Opal ripping into us ruthlessly, though taking someone without a filter here was probably a bad idea.

“She should be returning tonight,” Akira replied. “We’re going to see a show together.”

Milia and I had plans to take Aline and her kids to a show eventually, though I wondered if we could simply invite one of the troupes to Kyushu. We had an entertainment block in development on top of that. If I didn’t immediately have to come to Dreamlight City after dealing with the hallow situation in Jasper, I could simply spend town points to spawn the buildings.

Seriously, there was basically zero time to dive deep into the town’s construction. Thankfully, the trip was just a day, though I didn’t mind returning later. It was our family’s city, after all. How cool was that? I wouldn’t be outdone! Kyushu would surpass it, some day.

“So about the inheritors,” I asked after the brat left. Mom already told us that Aline didn’t qualify, and as the elders stated, many Dreamlights were passed over, spared from the cursed battle.

The elder clapped once. “Please bring in the drinks. We’re going to need them. Well, at least Angie and I will.”

“Don’t just casually lump me in with you,” Mom snapped comically.

She ended up accepting the wine glass anyway.

Milia’s eyes lit up. “Orange spirit wine! Elder, you have really great tastes,” my wife said.

The elder chuckled. After taking a sip, he continued. “You came here for answers, Heavenly Demon, and answers you’ll get. Of course, you’re familiar with the Peace Spawner or famous dark lord that devours souls. He’s likely a branch member, but direct descendent or not, the world has experienced just how powerful our blood is.”

The other Dreamlights chimed in, everyone talking at once, until the elder shouted for them to be silent.

“Syezen the Harbinger, Josine the Infinite, Karia the Void Slayer, and Michael the Angel Light,” he continued. “Yes, the titles are just as fearsome as you imagine, Lord Heavenly Demon. The inheritors are immensely powerful, each with their own unique circumstance that led to their uprising. Though the one you should fear most is Michael. Even the dark lord’s wary of him.”

Seeming to sense our frowns, Elder Shelli said, “Inheritance battles aren’t exactly what you think. It is about proving oneself to be worthy of it. But some inheritors may feel the need to attempt to eliminate their competition. Unfortunately, among Dreamlights, that isn’t very realistic.”

Mom nodded, which widened my eyes as more things got put into perspective.

“Dreamlights are quite powerful and aren’t worth fighting or getting caught by the Ancestor in attempt to shrink the competition. While it is not totally against the rules, there are better ways to prove oneself.”

“Too bad we don’t seem to have a choice in the matter,” I said, then shook my head as a bit of frustration set in. Finally, I decided to put my foot down, even if it upset Mom. “Listen, I don’t plan to actively participate in this. Try to make me as you might, I⁠—”

“Oh, we’re quite aware of your otherworldly values,” Elder Christoph said. “No one here can make the Heavenly Demon do anything. The Ancestor would be struck down by Wanda if he tried to do so. However, among the inheritors, you are the most upstanding person I’ve met. You haven’t cast aside your morals, your heart, and you’ve gone out of your way to cure people. It is fine if you choose to walk away, but if one of the others, such as Ares, win, will you be able to overcome whatever he manifests from the massive inheritance?”

We maintained eye contact for a moment before I spoke again.

“Will he really allow someone as fucked-up as the Peace Spawner to inherit all of his things? What happened to proving yourself worthy? I mean no disrespect when I say this, but that thing about being worthy just sounds like a bunch of bullshit, if we’re being honest.” I brought up my hands in a casual shrug. “Unless being worthy involves⁠—”

“I’d love to say you can’t compare our level of thinking, our human hearts, to people beyond master magicians, but I was on the front line, fighting against that kind of thinking,” Elder Christoph interrupted. “Your mother wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

“What do you mean?” Aline asked. “I agree with my brother on this… er, uhm, Elder. A mass murderer should not be allowed to touch our family’s legacy.”

“Your words aren’t wrong, but to the Ancestor, anyone with the Dreamlight blood, anyone he selected, is eligible. But there is a way. I’m sure I don’t have to explain what must be done.”

I down my cup of wine, then froze. “This is seriously good. Milia…”

I turned to see my wife finishing hers.

“Truly, it is,” Milia said.

“Milia,” I said.

“Hmm?” she replied.

“What glass are you on?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

Mom stared at us flatly. “Fourth glass.” She glared at the maid, a dragon lady, who only replied with a sharkish grin.

“Who am I to deny someone who appreciates the labor we put into the brew?” the maid said.

“You made this?” I asked, doing my best not to make a pun.

“Sure did. It was about four hundred years ago, when⁠—”

Elder Christoph cleared his throat, gaining a guilty grin from the dragon maid. The butler behind her sighed, as if she was always a handful. Given that they both seemed to be in their late twenties or possibly early thirties, who knew? Magician and non-human ages in a nutshell.

The serious conversation died there for now as I had to process everything before asking a ton more questions. Since this was a location on Mondra, not off-world, Milia, my sister, and I were allowed to return whenever we pleased. They wanted to announce our presence to the entire place, but Aline shut that down before the words could get out my mouth.

So we were encouraged to explore the city for a while, think about the elder’s words.

“Would you like to ride a dragon around town?” asked a maid when Milia and I left the mansion. Aline stayed behind with Mom and Pops to talk with more of the Dreamlights. Unfortunately…

“No, I’m their guide,” boasted the eight-year-old brat. “We don’t need no dragon. I can do it perfectly! Cause I’m the best!”

She pouted, arms folded.

The maid bonked her with a rolled-up newspaper. “First off, Young Miss Starrcia, you’re no guide. You’re just hiding from your mother again. Don’t get these two wrapped up in your troubles.”

The little girl stuck her tongue out at the maid before running off.

“Sorry about that,” the maid said, after glaring daggers in the kid’s direction.

“We’d like to just walk around for a bit,” I told her, “but thank you.”

The maid nodded. “Please enjoy yourselves, Lord Heavenly Demon and Heavenly Daughter.” She bowed, turned, and strolled off. The city of man and dragons gave us one hell of a show. Until we felt a new presence enter the city. What power! Inheritor? Or worse? I needed a drink.


CHAPTER 9
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“Brave adventurer, I’m a fruit salesman! Would you be interested in helping my sick children by purchasing some? Only a copper a piece. Would you please buy some?”

The adventurer revealed a worn… shitty boot, that displayed some kind of fancy logo.

“Or I could buy from you I suppose,” the merchant said, glaring at him. “Why don’t you just get a bucket of water and murder my children before my eyes, huh dragon turd!? Get out of here!”

Without saying a word, nor looking even the slightest bit concerned, the adventurer simply shrugged, leaving the fruit stand, though he did accidentally knock over some guy’s cabbages. I waited but didn’t hear the iconic phrase. Yes, I was disappointed too. There was a string of curses, so I supposed I’d have to take what I could get.

“You ruined me, adventurer!” a merchant yelled after him.

Trying to keep our minds off the massive aura that entered the city almost half an hour ago, Milia, the pets, and I left the merchant’s district to check out the potion makers in the area. Well, the block contained not just potion shops, but dedicated herbalist stands, strange snack shops according to some signs, and even a woman with a dragon tail playing a song on a flute-like instrument while dancing in front of cheering children and their parents.

This was my family’s city. This stood as an example of what we were competing against for the elusive S-rank. Then again, it had nothing special in terms of technology—the same as even the large city of Whirl-Waters. Also, what stopped this medium city from becoming a large city? Well, that wasn’t a relevant question. It was insight. Kyushu didn’t have to become a large city to increase its rank. Only value mattered, not landmass. At least, that was what I assumed.

“Where should we start?” Milia asked.

I wondered. Could one of the top five potion shops be in this city? Oh, before I view the prompt, you’re probably curious at how people reacted to me. Well, I can boldly tell you it wasn’t fear. Unfortunately, the reverence didn’t feel comfortable. I was just a random guy to the natives, after all. I contributed nothing to the city, its government, and ate free fancy food, probably off their tax dollar.

[The top shops in the world.

1. Matriarch Aria’s Repository. Rank: AA.

2. Yabba Dabba Donk. Rank: A.

3. Rip-off Gary. Rank: A.

4. Dwarves Own You. Rank: BBB.

5. Angelic Red Alchemy. Rank: BB.]

I immediately ruled out the top spot. Since my family ruled the city, let alone the Ancestor, there wouldn’t be a matriarch.

What the hell was with these weird names anyway? Were the Flintstones running a business in Mondra? Also, Angelic Red Alchemy. Well, shit. It had been a while since I last checked the store rankings and to see that they drastically changed like this so fast felt unreal. Maybe these weren’t the same as the cultists obsessed with the Philosopher’s Stone, right? Who was I kidding? I knew damn well that these mysterious weirdos were finally making a huge move, somehow booming themselves all the way to the top five best shops in the world. People actually loved them? They trusted their inventory? Maybe I needed to investigate…

Someone interrupted my thoughts.

“Psst, hey you… Holy Wanda’s rearing bottom, I apologize for interrupting your day, Lord Dreamlight.”

We turned to see a wind elf man bowing to us.

“It’s okay,” I said, waving away his concern. “Do you need something?”

“I’m sure you’re busy. You won’t be interested in some random invitation to a potion place halfway across the world. It’s probably booty to⁠—”

“What potion place?” I asked, my interest increasing. The guy seemed to be well-dressed and there was a little boy that looked like him standing in front of an herbal stand, waving for customers to buy from his father’s place.

The wind elf gulped. “I can’t believe I’m talking to a Dreamlight. I could die a happy man.”

“The shop, man,” I said, trying my best not to die of embarrassment. You’re a father. Stay cool in front of your kid. Don’t fanboy a random stranger, I thought.

Milia giggled at my expense, seeing my expression.

The wind elf cleared his throat, realizing how he looked. “Sorry about that, esteemed one. People like you who save lives… Anyway, someone influential, a matriarch, is calling for a meet and greet with a few random people at her sect. She’s probably doing another survey, though hopefully that rumor of her trying to find a replacement for her late husband isn’t true. Can’t imagine anyone surviving a day married to someone that’s likely a monarch.”

My eyes widened. “What’s the name of the matriarch?”

“It’s the most famous one, of course,” the wind elf man replied. “Matriarch Aria.”

“I want the invite so bad, to see the number one shop in the world, but…”

“You’re wary because she’s a monarch,” Milia finished my statement.

“Please take the invite and think on it,” said the wind elf. “I’m being paid to get them out. Apparently, she asked her friend, the Blizzard Queen, to deliver these here.”

“She… asked another monarch to be her delivery girl?” I asked.

The wind elf laughed, believing I was joking. “Since the Blizzard Queen visits elders every now and then, the matriarch took advantage of that. It was an elder that trusted a few people to deliver invitations. I doubt many would respond, though if I didn’t have a family to look after, I’d consider the gamble.”

He passed me the invitation. “It’s being held at the beginning of next year, anyway. Plenty of time to think.”

[You received an invitation to Matriarch Aria’s Repository. Though the meeting is at the beginning of the year, nothing is stopping you from dropping in on the sect, as risky as that is.]

After thanking the man, we continued exploring the district. To my surprise, the third building led us to the number seven shop in the world.

And it was fucking massive.

“They essentially turned a giant mansion into this mega shop,” said a man in line in front of us. Did I mention the line to the building of silvery brick-like material had a line stretching down half the block? You’d think the rival potion or alchemy shops in the area would be pissed, but thanks to most people’s lack of patience, their businesses were at least running. Sure, they undercut their prices, according to the man, but food still made it to their tables. The prices in the number seven shop were at least twelve times higher, meant for those with deeper-than-average pockets and nobles.

I noticed a red-headed elf girl in line with a basket in hand and, for a second, she seemed familiar, but I shook away that thought. This wasn’t a Disney movie; you know, one of those older ones you can still get on VHS. This wouldn’t be some long-lost family member, friend, or homewrecking lover to make a relationship complicated.

I scanned the shop just to get a system note on it.

[Number 7: Sir Maverick’s Shop of Goods. Rank: B. This shop, it’s better than yours, oh right, it’s better than yours, oh right, it’s better than yours, it could teach you, but it’d have to charge, and it knows how to bring customers to the yard.]

I had no words for that.

Uh, just why. System, remember what I said about your intrusive thoughts. Just deactivate yourself, I thought. Delete your drive.

“Maybe we should come back later,” I said.

Milia nodded. “They⁠—”

“It’s you! How dare you people make my cousin stand in line.”

The little brat from before burst from the door, flying over to us like a goddamn Dragonball character.

“I seriously need to find whoever’s teaching these people how to fly. Shoot, I can’t let Ling of all people outdo me,” I said.

“You do know that Ling has always been able to fly, since she was about that girl’s age,” Milia added. “Unfortunately, the details of how are hidden even from her siblings.”

The people turned to look at us, then their eyes widened and they paled. Ah, fuck. Don’t give me that look, a guy who lived the mundane life of working two jobs would never expect special treatment. Unless special treatment meant getting thrown out a bar for a drunken fight.

“Lord D-Dreamlight! Please forgive us—we didn’t see you there. Why didn’t you just walk past us? We aren’t⁠—”

I waved off their comment. “Everyone, please take a chill pill.”

“A what?”

Oh, fuck you, System, for not translating that, I thought.

“Anyway, don’t mind me,” I said, then turned to the approaching kid. “Why do you keep following us, squirt?”

“This is my father’s shop,” the kid, Starrcia, replied. And no, I wasn’t going to scan the brat. You know what? I think I’m going to refer to her as Little Starrcia. “Come on, I’ll introduce you!”

She damn near pulled my arm off as she took us to the inside of the giant building. Shoot, calling this a mere shop didn’t sit well with me.

I yanked back my arm so I could take a look around. “Hold up, I’ve never been in here.”

“Impressive, right?” cheered the kid. She was still floating in midair, by the way.

The amazement of the fancy building held down my slight jealousy. But this wasn’t an ordinary smug-in-my-mug, noble-mansion look. Six-inch golden spiritual dragons flew around assisting customers.

There were neatly labeled shelves of potions on one side, various trinkets on another, a delicious bakery that appeared to be run by one of my cousins, perhaps Little Starrcia’s big sister, and a ton of weapons with varying ranks. Hung up behind the man at the counter was an axe surrounded by golden aura. It had a massive price tag beneath it, and seemed to be the only S-ranked weapon allowed to be on display. A nearby sign said to speak to the owner for information regarding the others.

This place had a load of security too. Glowing, tiny red dragons flying above watching the customers, a couple of magician guards, some dragons in their human form, of course, and humans.

In case you’re wondering, yes, there were couples consisting of dragons in human form and human. Ripley chasing Anzu was a completely normal thing. They probably transformed either on special occasions, flying long distances, or since it’s this world, during battle.

Honestly, the whole dynamic seemed kind of cool and thankfully this wasn’t a tale where things got weird. Not that I’d be the only one asking anyone about their private lives.

Anyway, we finally allowed the kid to pull me over to her father so that my arm could remain attached to its socket.

“Father! Father, look who I brought,” Little Starrcia cheered.

The man at the counter was quite a powerful magician and yes, I could tell this with my senses. With all the training I’d received, this kind of passive ability came to me as easy as breathing. I’d be more nervous against an opponent I couldn’t sense.

Little Starrcia’s father was a buff, dark-gray-haired man dressed in dull armor, his face stony, blue eyes sharp. The scary stoic man act vanished when his expression softened as he picked up his daughter.

He flinched upon noticing us.

“D… Lord Dreamlight, it is an honor to have you at this shop,” he said. “What brings you to this neck of the city?”

It was when I noticed his fangs that I realized that the man wasn’t fully human. Dreamlights married vampires? Now, I wasn’t totally sure if he was… I mean, there were beastkin in the city, after all. He could be hiding his tail, for all we knew. Also, not all beastkin had tails, depending on their type.

“I told you, Father, I brought him in,” Little Starrcia said. Cheetara meowed at her.

Little Starrcia puffed her cheeks in a pout at the cat. “I wanted to introduce him to my new cousin.”

“Oh, you’re one of the few they mentioned were visiting today,” came a friendly woman’s voice. Soon, Little Starrcia’s mother walked over to us. She bowed. “It is an honor, esteemed Heavenly Demon and Heavenly Daughter. I’m Aya. This is my husband William and, of course, you met our daughter, Starrcia.”

“I’m Nate,” I replied. “This is my wife, Milia.”

“Hello,” Milia greeted.

“This is Cheetara and Wolverine,” I said before the cat could give me a questioning meow. She gave one that sounded like a greeting. Don’t ask me how I knew that. Remember, don’t question logic when it comes to cats. “We were stopping by to check out the shop. I had no idea the number seven shop in the world was located in Dreamlight City.”

William chuckled. “Judging by your tone, you must be in the business yourself.”

“I’m a potion maker and run a shop, but we’re somewhat new to the business world, so don’t expect to see us on the list any time soon,” I said, though I wasn’t a hundred percent sure. I checked the top five, not one hundred.

“What do you think of our shop?” Little Starrcia asked. She was floating midair, having left her father’s embrace already.

“It is very impressive,” Milia answered. “A beautiful place.”

“It really is,” I agreed. “I honestly have something to look up to.”

“Well, bring it on,” Little Starrcia jeered.

Her mother sighed and I could see the tiredness deep within that gaze. She loved her daughter, but the brat was clearly a handful.

“You know, our family’s a lot nicer than I expected,” I said.

“Let me guess, you’ve heard the Old Family rumors,” Aya said.

I gave her a guilty smile. She paused in a thought for a bit.

“Husband, let’s close the shop early today.” She eyed us. “Is it okay if we have some tea together, you two? It’s made from the center leaves of a honeydragon tree.”

“How did you obtain those!?” Milia suddenly snapped in awe. “Even Mother has trouble finding a seller.”

Aya smiled. “A little luck. It is a long story, but I’d be happy to tell you later.”

The gears in my head began to roll. Before heading back to the family estate, what if we managed to get some kind of business deal with the number seven shop in the world?

The hard part was the deal benefiting them. All we had was the location… the outside world.

I didn’t know her well enough to use the help a cousin out card. And yes, I had some use that on me in the past.

End of Phase 1…


PHASE 2…



INTERLUDE


Back in Nate’s domain…

“Why am I here again?” Ronica complained. “You know I’m supposed to be at that spicy honey cake sale, no?”

Iris stared flatly at her, then shook her head. “Can you, for once, be a good example for your juniors? You’re a D-ranked spellbook holder now. Act like it.”

One could probably see the weariness in the eyes of Harmony, Mandi, Lucas, and Alexander, Nate’s apprentices. Iris and Ronica were probably the best of friends, but their constant comedic routine-like arguments would easily give an outsider the wrong impression.

Also, spicy honey cakes? Harmony wasn’t sure why Nate gave the baker such an idea. She wasn’t sure how that’d work, flavor-wise.

“Anyway,” Iris said without bonking Ronica. She mainly reserved the swatting of her rolled-up paper for when the shorter woman made a lewd comment. Since the elf was teaching the apprentices how to forage edible plants and berries from the forest, mushrooms were an inevitable find and target for her jests.

It was a very slow day at the shop, hence why Harmony and the others had a hard time resisting Iris’s teaching idea. Though for some reason, Lucas volunteering to go with the elf bugged her, perhaps triggered a little competitive spirit. In the end, Opal ended up blabbing them along saying, “A short break through the forest while thinking of new circuits shouldn’t hurt progress. And don’t worry, I’ll make sure Sir Nate gives you your well-deserved reward. He promised, and I’ll be a dragon’s ant if I don’t hold him to it.”

Iris and Ronica getting into a round of bickering several minutes later felt inevitable to the blue-haired young woman.

As they made a right and started toward a river in the distance, Iris raised a hand to stop the party. Her eyes seemed to go stary and she looked as if she’d drool.

“I should’ve explored the forest sooner!” she exclaimed. “Why didn’t Milia tell me there were Thunder Mountain mushrooms growing here? They’re so rare and valuable, but ooh, so delicious. And wow! There are three of them here. You’d be lucky to find even half of one, since animals and spirit beasts love to eat these.”

“I’ve never heard of them,” Harmony said. “Shall we cook some today?”

“Now I want to try!” Ronica cheered. “Let’s find more.”

“The mushrooms are so flavorful that only one is needed to make a stew taste like something served from a king’s personal magic chef,” Iris said, then smirked. “We do know a chef who’d love to hear about this.”

Opal pouted. “Wasting such mushrooms in dishes, when you can eat it whole, is akin to just pulling off my wings and⁠—”

“Oh, hush you,” Mandi said. “We’ll make sure you’ve got a nice bowl too.”

“Hmph!” Opal landed on her friend’s shoulder, obviously satisfied with the arrangement. To think even Opal knew about these mushrooms.

“Can we store some for Nate and Milia?” Harmony asked.

Iris nodded. “The mushrooms taste even better if you let them sit for a while. The longer they sit or even dry, the more robust the flavor. But not too long. You don’t want to do so for a year. My uncle tried that once and regretted it.”

“I doubt bugs would be able to resist eating them if you leave them out for that long,” Opal said, her voice back to normal, as if she wasn’t angry moments ago.

Iris showed the party how to harvest the mushrooms carefully and passed along tips on washing and storage if a ring wasn’t available.

“Milia’s Guardian Day is coming up,” Opal said minutes after Iris’s lecture. “I think in two days. The residents are getting ready to party.”

“Oh, I’ve heard of that from Mazu,” Lucas said.

“Are you joining them?” Harmony asked the little pixie.

Opal shot the girl a flat stare. “Pfft, social events. Who needs them.”

“That coming from the one who shouted ‘let’s party’ during the wedding,” Ronica cheered. “Hmm?”

“That was a different occasion,” Opal refuted, arms folded as she floated in midair. “Let’s just finish foraging or whatever!”

Harmony sighed. “Please try to get along for Milia’s Guardian Day.”

“Oh, I’ve heard from Mazu about presenting her with some rare seeds or plants,” Lucas said. “I’m not sure how blessings work.”

“I believe that is something meant for the residents,” Iris said. “And Opal too. Perhaps Milia will make an exception.”

“Let’s find her something amazing anyway,” Harmony said. “She’s taught us so much, even passed the will of her mana sword directly to me.”

“I’ve heard the training for that was quite brutal,” Lucas said.

“Tough, but not as bad as what you’ve gone through with Nate’s parents,” Harmony said with a giggle.

Lucas shuddered. “I never want to go through that again. But if not for the training, I wouldn’t have been able to damage the bone dragon. Nate’s father told me about the inherited iron strength people with dwarven blood are born with, half or not. He said it was similar to magician enhanced strength in general. He also said it would be perfect for forging with a metal called mithril.”

Harmony smiled. “Mithril, you say. In that case, I’ll ask my father about finding you some.”

“No, that’s okay, you don’t have to⁠—”

Lucas’s attempt to politely decline the offer was promptly ignored as Harmony could think of nothing else but being helpful to her fellow apprentices.

“It’s no use,” Mandi said to him. “She just wants to help.”

Iris chuckled.

“I think the lass is onto something,” Alexander said, “but I doubt it will be so easy to find it. It’s even more difficult than finding spirit coins. The only rare metal that’s as scarce is triponium.”

“Where’s Mandi’s mithril, hmm, Harmony?” Opal asked, flying up to her face.

Harmony glared at her. “I think we should start with seeing if my father has any contacts.”

“That or you could just ask the dwarves,” Ronica added as if that was the most logical answer.

“You’re right,” Lucas said. “We’re planning to make a trip there anyway. Maybe they sell it somewhere.”

Ronica gave him a sad smile. “If they do, don’t expect a fair price.”

“Now, now,” Iris said cheerfully. “Let’s not shoot down the mood before we try.”

“Iris is right,” Harmony told her.

And so, the apprentices, led by their foraging instructor of the day, Iris, proceeded to finishing their harvesting, new goals in mind, and of course Milia’s Guardian Day. Some in another land would call that an anniversary.
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Ares, the dark lord, originally believed there were only six or seven fragments of the super item known as the Philosopher’s Stone, but in truth, the special item followed no rules of reality. It was believed to be alive, after all, capable of breaking itself into further fragments and stretching its reach across the world and all dimensions, including the realm of dreams, a place where one’s soul was said to have the most protection. It was the ultimate desire of any self-respecting alchemist, the coming of the end, and the door to a new beginning.

He set aside the thoughts, having reached his destination, and leapt off his horse of shadows. Its eyes, glowing as red as embers, flickered, notifying its master that someone or something was in the area at least a day ago. That didn’t matter to the Peace Spawner.

He placed a hand on the icy forest floor of the Land of Ice, domain of the Blizzard Queen.

As he chanted, a massive, blood red magic circle began to form or, rather, a super diagram.

“Arise from the void that holds you so, break through to your new home, here you must go. I reach out to you, now open your eyes, cling onto the rope of life. This is not a graceful charity, but a last will, in which it forms the blood of the pot of greed and prosperity. Awaken from the birth of alchemy.”

Ares poured a vial of black liquid into the center of the circle. Abruptly, the diagram collapsed into itself, crumbing to ashes, which scattered on a cold breeze. The attempt to awaken the natural disaster that slept beneath the Land of Ice failed again. Perhaps he was getting greedy. His distraction in Jasper succeeded, which brought upon another one in the form of a Scattered Island Nation invasion. If awakening something of this magnitude was that easy, people would’ve done it already.

After returning to his shadow mount, it neighed, causing a vortex of black energy to manifest behind them. Winds gusted, dark clouds gathered locally, and animals fled, for they knew what they witnessed wasn’t natural.

Ares considered cursing the land, but changed his mind, as the time invested to turn this place into another Jasper simply wasn’t worth it, nor was leaving behind his mana signature. For now, his goal remained the same. Gather the fragments using distractions to cover his tracks from the inheritors and master magicians, mobilize the cult to carry out his will and also aid in his research, and, of course, wait patiently until the opportunity to kill Wanda presented itself. Through something he’d name rebirth, he’d absorb the entirety of the world’s essence to fuel his cultivation. Or he could ignore that entirely and try his luck with infiltrating the Association.

Some would wonder why not contact a powerful being, perhaps a non-existent so-called demon god to destroy Wanda. Ares was no fool, nor arrogant enough to try such a thing. For one, he did not believe in such a being. As long he didn’t believe, one couldn’t manifest their will near him. He certainly would not trust what was simply a full hallow attempting to devour as much as possible using their victim.

“I’ve searched the ice and desert biomes,” Ares said softly. He frowned, knowing that he had no choice but try the worse places next, such as the chaos or electric lands. He knew they were mostly uninhabitable, however, humanity most certainly always adapted. These places were risky since some master magicians or unknown powerful, ignorant barbarians would take refuge in them for either secluded training or to hide from a land’s law. However, even they’d have trouble surviving long in some of these places.

Ares and his mount leapt backward into the vortex of black energy and seconds later, it all vanished, along with their presences.

Whether he noticed the young, terrified ice princess watching him while hidden in layers of script or not, Ares didn’t show.

He carried a vast number of tasks on his mind, after all.
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Ling pouted as she found herself waiting impatiently for her father’s return call. The only thing that went right today was the call for an investigation into Myster and watching him being forcibly confined to an empty noble’s minor. Melony Demonblade the witch and her daughter dined with the Red Star in the meantime.

The Inquisition, however, still remained a problem, which the shadow princess could do nothing about due to the lack of power.

But knowing her elder brothers, Elric, and Fang with his sense of justice, they’d get down to the bottom of the situation sooner than later. If only Ling’s father wasn’t occupied with protecting Jasper.

There were silly rumors of the dwarves mobilizing. Hmph! As if those selfish pricks would actually help anyone. One would have to bribe them with giant barrels of nasty demon juice and gold.

“Lady Ling, Lady Ling!” a voice called from outside of the room.

“Come in,” she told the maid.

“A message from your brother.”

“Elric?” Ling asked.

“No, Prince Myster,” the maid replied. She passed the shadow princess the letter. One glance deepened Ling’s frown.

“Now what could he be up to?” she muttered, mostly to herself. To call for a meeting out of nowhere. No doubt this was a trap, but Ling would be ready for him. “First Rose.”


CHAPTER 10
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We had some tea with my cousin and her husband—AKA the number seven shop owners in the world—while their little girl played with Wolverine and Cheetara. Both pets didn’t mind, as they were normally friendly anyway. The two also likely sensed the family bloodline within her.

The conversation grew somewhat tense when I mentioned forming a business relationship, though in kind of a roundabout way. They didn’t bite at first, believing a tie to the outside world wasn’t necessary. They had all the supplies they could ever ask for. Honestly, the argument couldn’t be beat, right? The Dreamlights were an incredibly powerful family with money capable of reaching every corner of the globe. Though I wasn’t sure if our family gave out resources easily. Nothing in this world was given for free.

However, they didn’t have my potion maker class, my genius apprentices and talented disciples, a source that would never betray them, and future access to new creations. Instead of being all talk, I gave them sample potions.

“Contact me if you change your mind,” I said as we took our leave.

Aya nodded. “We’ll try the potions out later. You said something about a vending machine? What is that?”

“It’d be best to show you, but only if you seriously consider our offer,” I said. “As I said, we’re interested in potion creation ingredients, and some of the neat things in your shop that can only be found in this territory.”

I was about to take a step outside when a thought crossed my mind. Since the customers were told to come back later due to Dreamlight matters, we still had a little time.

“Uhm, Aya.”

“Hmm?” she said, almost as if surprised I called her name. William still stood by his wife, his daughter now in his arms. A really good father from the looks of it, and something I’d look up to for the future, aside from Pops.

“What do you know about this so-called Association? Despite all that’s happened, I’m kind of being left in the dark,” I said. “Is the Heavenly Demon simply a symbolic thing, a relic of the past, because no one seems to truly respect it?”

Aya’s eyes widened, and she went pale. “We most certainly mean no offense, Lord Heavenly Demon, and it isn’t a title, but royalty in this territory. If this is about the deal, we can’t thoughtlessly agree to anything that may not benefit us—we’re already in the top ten, after all. We⁠—”

“This has nothing to do with the deal. I want you to try the potions and only then will it make sense for you to consider even a supply trade partnership,” I interrupted. “I want to keep this in the realm of the Association and what you know about them. None of that formal talk either. As you can see, I’m new to this. I know only a few things, but there has to be more to it. What kind of people could have someone like Mom on the run?”

“Nate,” Milia said, her eyes filled with concern.

“The Association’s… Well, even I don’t know too much about them,” Aya started, her eyes finally understanding what I was getting at. “I do know they’re an organization of some of the most powerful magicians within our universal region. Their mission, I think, is to research the connection between magic, creation, and the existence of the universe itself.”

“So, evil organization led by god-tier magicians,” I guessed.

“I wouldn’t call them evil, just neutral,” Aya said. “Researchers, but also a sect that likes to impose its will wherever it feels necessary, especially when it comes to recruiting either someone that owes them, or an unbelievable great talent that outshines their world. They claim that the invitation is of free will but take serious offense to anyone that has the audacity to reject it. Well… you can see why some would consider the Association as enemies of the Old Family, or of Angeline, who denounced and prohibited them from attempting to recruit anyone with Dreamlight blood. I’m not sure if that was truly where it started.”

“I see,” I said softly. “Well, thank you for telling me what you know. It’s a brighter light shining on them and something I’ll think on. You never know if I’ll get approached as the Heavenly Demon.”

“You should be fine in this world,” Aya said. She smiled. “They’re always cautious when it comes to us Dreamlights. I think the only one who’d probably appeal to them is the Mad Alchemist.”

Milia shook her head. “I can’t imagine someone like that taking orders.”

“In this world, you say,” I muttered, mostly to myself. You know, come to think of it, Mom mentioned Earth being in Association territory. Even if the god of Earth didn’t directly allow them onto the planet, nothing could stop them from finding a backdoor or invading in secret. Aha, aliens were real after all! Back on topic. At any point, anyone I’ve met could’ve been a part of the Association. Pops knew of them from either Mom or the secret sorcerers of the Sullivan side of the family. What if things like the Illuminati or famous cults and really any massive disaster in history was due to them?

Okay, going all conspiracy theory at this point served no purpose. However, Aya’s words did worry me. What if the god of Earth was mostly neutral and only intervened when extraterrestrial super beings threatened to fight and doom humanity?

That was when it hit me, as the shadow of him reemerged in my mind. The cause of my adventures to begin with. And potentially the true reason why the Ancestor waited until now, of all times, to act against the wishes of Mom, the Heavenly Serpent. The whole inheritance battle thing presented itself as the perfect excuse to cover the entire event.

That fucking electric currency salesman! He had to be a member of the Association. Somehow, he discovered my location and came to scope me out under such a stupid guise. Because who the hell went door to door for this shit? They advertised online under anonymity, right? The Ancestor detected our contact and used his only wish with the goddess to bring me back—hastily too, because they dropped me off in the middle of fucking nowhere instead of Dreamlight City.

“So you finally figured it out, young Dreamling,” came a voice that somehow I recognized despite only talking to him once, which ended with a yell to fuck off. The voice was in my head, of course.

“Are you really speaking to me in my head, now of all times?” I said aloud, startling everyone. Milia knew I was a no-nonsense type of guy, so she gave me a serious look. “Milia, remember the person I told you about, the one I told to piss off right before I was teleported to this land. Well, it turns out he was a member of the Association, somehow found out about me, and forced the Ancestor’s hand.”

Aya Dreamlight and her husband William were now the ones in the confused position for once. However, for my wife, lightbulbs clearly went off. Everything started to make sense now.

Then…

Abruptly, the electric currency salesman manifested right in front of us. Or at least a shadow of him, since I didn’t feel a real presence. He was dressed in a suit with a silly top hat, grin on his face. Honestly, he looked like someone out of a Fifties movie. Wolverine began to growl viciously, his light blue aura rising like a fire surrounding an object. Cheetara hissed and growled as well, her eyes glowing and the power of calamity stirring. When he spoke, he even sounded gentlemanly, mixed with maybe an intrigued or cooky scientist, which only made the situation far more irritating. Do you like conversations where the person who’s speaking to you is simply doing so for the data? I kept my mouth shut for a bit to learn what we were dealing with.

“Hello, everyone,” said the man. His skin suddenly darkened until it became blue. His hair shifted to white and his eyes a glowing purple. Red mist oozed around him. Thank fuck my sister wasn’t here. There were enough worries already for her. “You know, tracking you down was quite tricky, even for me, born of the Seraphim race. Who would’ve thought you’d be brought here, of all places? Vast distance between Earth and Mondra aside, that girl ascended. Somehow, she convinced the world’s spirit to allow her back into a world that can barely hold her. Never mind that, I should introduce myself. Worry not, I am not here to harm you, Heavenly Demon, son of the Serpent. This is simply the curiosity of the Mad Hatter. Although I don’t go by such a title anymore. Please, refer to me as Verom, vice-director of what you mortals know as the big, bad Association.” His smile brightened. “Thanks for thinking of us, by the way. I’m sure your dear old mother warned you that speaking of us was similar to the special ability of the other lad we’re recruiting. The so-called Peace Spawner. Although ours is far more limited and can’t reach far in the galaxy. I just happened to be searching for you today. What an interesting wish fate decided to grant.”

Verom’s stare became neutral and, honestly, a bit unsettling. Like dude, get lai—I mean, take a chill pill. Yes, that was exactly what went on in my thoughts at that single moment. “Sullivan and Dreamlight. I can describe them with a classic phrase from your world, actually. A thorn in my side! I am among the highest authority, just below my… Agh. Dealing with one is enough, but two nuisance families still wouldn’t get the Supreme Hand’s permission with his obsession. Just wait until I acquire the throne!” His grin returned. “Never mind that little chap. I have to say, as an underdeveloped magician with no visible incredible ambition, you’ll be fine, kind of. Salty cosmos. You’re too boring, especially as this irritating family’s legendary Heavenly Demon. How about you stop being a goody two-shoes!? Hmm? Take over the world, or leave it for another. Perhaps if the world starts singing praises of you, attempting to cultivate the entire planet or miracle cures with potions that shouldn’t exist, you may be begged into recruitment. Not to mention you’re still only at the rank of King… not currently working on a unique core, not forming a gold core yet. Even so, the potential is so great, the heavens dance around the universe’s laws to protect your fate. You reached King at a ridiculous speed! But even with the Heavenly bloodline’s enhanced speed, you’ll find that growth in the King realm isn’t a game, boy. So…”

I almost said something, but Aya placed a hand in front of me, shaking her head. I waved away her concern, deciding answers were needed as to why the clearly bored cook-for-brain who ruined Mom’s life was in a chatty mood.

First, I attempted to scan the shadow, but received a surprising prompt.

[Even if your scanning ability was high enough, it is best to hold your temper and remain uninvolved. Are you regretting not choosing the supreme hero class now?]

Shut up, System, I thought boredly.

“You sure love to hear yourself talk, don’t you?” I said.

The Mad Hatter chuckled. “You have no idea how exciting it is to gaze upon a Dreamlight myth, you who were cursed by the natural universe to inherit the Heavenly Demon blood. I eagerly await the maturity of your strength and, if you want, you can attempt to overthrow our organization, yes? That should be fun! We are the ones responsible for the Serpent’s decisions, yes?”

“Listen, man, I don’t give a shit about you, your organization, or whatever games you’re playing with people’s lives. Do tell me something, though. What’s the point of all of this? And before you get pissy, just think of it as imparting wisdom to a young person.”

“I like that perspective,” Verom said. “I’d love to tell you all about the Association and what we do for all of living-kind, but you’ll need to join first. To join, you’ll need to get strong enough, do some outrageous things, and give up the you-know-what title. We can’t have the old one sending those forces into our facilities, now can we?”

I wasn’t surprised that he knew about Yama too, and somehow could detect the title. Thankfully the sorcerer skill, Sorcery Soul Cloak, still hid everything else. I’m not saying it was the most impressive thing around, but I don’t think I’d be called boring, that was for sure. Though I didn’t mind. A grand scheme of joining the organization that ruined my mom’s life wasn’t in this tale.

[Sorcery Soul Cloak: Your stats, realms, and abilities will always be hidden from outside scans unless you allow it.]

“Then we have nothing else to talk about,” I said coldly.

“What? You don’t want to threaten me with revenge or try to attack my shadow?” the Mad Hatter asked. “No, we can’t have that.”

“Why do that? It’s not my life you ruined. She probably wouldn’t appreciate it if I stole her kill or really, got involved in this crap. So I won’t,” I said. Aya patted my shoulder, approval strongly radiating from her. What the hell was taking help so long to get here, by the way? I know damn well they sense this shit, right? Right? At least I had a Dreamlight cousin with me and it wasn’t just my wife and I alone with this guy.

Veron’s expression darkened. “I do not like that kind of disrespect coming from a little brat who is barely out of his diapers and complains about the woes of mortal politicians or royalty. Fine, I originally came here to expire my curiosity, greet the one that got away. Now I must test you. I hope you’re not just all bark.”

“Hey! Don’t⁠—”

Verom interrupted my wife with, “Shadow, kill them. If you survive, demon boy, I’ll give you something for the effort. Though I have my doubts—give this old fellow a good show! Ahahaha!”

The clone of him vanished and taking its place was a pile of goop on the ground.

It twitched several times, ignoring the bursts of magic my pets fired at it, and grew into a hulk of a humanoid shape.

[You are being pulled into a temporary dungeon…]

[Warning! Warning!]

“Not this time,” I said, then grinned. “Thanks to the system and the demon prince, I think I learned a little neat disruption trick.”

What? You think Pops wouldn’t teach me too?

I focused and expanded what I nicknamed dragon energy around me.

[Defensive technique: Heavenly Dragon Holy Barrier.]

[Pull of the dungeon disrupted!]

Glowing purple eyes emerged in the sockets of the humanoid thing, whose color changed to pure metal.

Aya suddenly erupted with that familiar, godly strong Dreamlight aura.

“Stand back, cousin,” Aya said. “I will kill anything that dares challenge the Lord Heavenly Demon in our territory. We just met. There’s no way you’re going to die before you’ve gotten the chance to learn for yourself what it means to be a royal among Dreamlights.”

“No,” I said, allowing my unusually vicious red aura to leak. “I’ve got this. Get Little Starrcia to safety. That’s a royal order, or whatever. I’ve fought strange things long enough to know they’ll shamelessly go after children first.”

“Funny thing is, I know you’re playing me, but you’re right,” came the voice of the Mad Hatter. “Now, my puppet. Attack! Don’t bother with the child now, she’s secured it. We don’t need a hostage for this hatchling magician.”

Attacked by the Association after proposing a business deal with my cousin, who runs the number seven shop. Yeah, I think after this, I’m taking Milia to indulge on a little orange spirit wine.


CHAPTER 11
[image: ]


[BOSS fight, begin!]

[Enemy analysis.]

[Mad Hatter’s Shadow Puppet, Bulk-A. Type: Shadow. Rank: Unknown. Disposition: Neutral. Affinity: Smoke, shadow.]

[Warning! You are being observed by someone of inconsiderable power; Verom, a leader of the Association. Maximum caution needed here.]

“Go, my puppet,” cheered the Mad Hatter, a head of the fucking Association. Yes, I’m going to remind you just how big of a deal that was. However, I came to Dreamlight City for answers, not to get killed by the shadow of the man who played a part in ruining our earthly family.

The dark purple humanoid shape with glowing purple eyes blinked toward me so fast, that if not for all of the training and crap that I’ve been through, he would’ve simply been invisible to me. Rather than dodge to the side, I jumped over it, which turned out to be the right call. He Hulk-smashed both the left and right sides, creating massive holes in Aya’s floors.

“Hey!” Aya snapped.

“I got this,” I said. “Come on, out to the street you go.”

I flashed in front of him using my movement skill and, draining more mana, delivered a roundhouse kick right at the puppet’s center.

Well, it grabbed my leg. All as planned, right? Sigh. I blasted it outside with a Dragon’s Savage Destruction Beam. Somehow the doors opened by themselves in time and minimum damage was done to my cousin’s shop.

I wasn’t one hundred percent sure if the family would have a problem with me using the forms, but caring about that opinion in a life-or-death situation made the thought kind of pointless. The puppet didn’t fall backward or anything, only slid outside, standing on its two feet, smug.

“Not bad,” said Verom. “You’d think with all the years I lived, I would recognize magic like that. With your prowess hidden by a treasure I’d quite like to get my hands on, I cannot guess its composition just yet. How about firing a few for me? At the civilians. I’m sure they’d like to know.”

The surrounding people within the market area that hadn’t fled, turned their uncertain gazes to me.

“Don’t give me that look,” I said. “I’m on your side, damn it.”

They smiled sheepishly and returned to getting far away from the fight.

“Break that thing to pieces, Lord Dreamlight,” cheered some man’s wind elf wife. Or maybe she was simply standing by some random guy, who knew?

The puppet started toward me at an unhurried pace. Milia looked like she wanted to join in to help, but I couldn’t allow anyone to interfere. This wasn’t something as cool as defending one’s legacy or avenging a fallen brother.

I needed an outlet to vent. Just a little.

The puppet’s fists met open air twice since I had no need to let it hit me.

[Heavenly Demon Class: Demon Forms.]

[First technique: Heavenly Crushing Palm.]

The palm did jack diddly squat, well, other than the small dent in its chest. It repaid me kindly by shoulder charging me. While it pushed me several feet backward, I stayed on my feet.

“Say, Heavenly Demon, why did the chicken cross the road?” asked the Mad Hatter. I said nothing, my focus on the puppet. “To avoid getting lasered!”

Time seemed to slow and, almost as if on instinct, I triggered the Ring of Forcefields a millisecond before the puppet struck me with red mana beams from its eyes.

I knew how lasers actually worked, and even I wouldn’t be able to move at the speed of light, at least not at my current level.

“I’ve seen most of the so-called forms, by the way, both the demon and dragon,” Verom said. “Next time, I’ll bring a puppet capable of countering them.”

“Do not speak lightly of the forms,” Aya said darkly. “You saw the basic forms only because we allowed it.”

“Oh?” Verom taunted. “Then show me more.”

“With Lord and Lady Dreamlight here, that thing’s history,” a man said. “Gah, if only I can view this moment again with some honey poppers.”

Thankfully I hadn’t brought the others, because the twerp would most certainly cause a national shortage of the sweet bite.

“My puppet, I think it is time to stop playing around,” Verom said. “Switch to assault mode! Attack and kill the citizens too, if they’re in the way. I jest, of course. Focus on beating this arrogant Dreamlight to a pulp.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to⁠—”

“No,” I told my cousin, as memories of what I faced flooded back to me. “Yukihara.”

My spell book spirit manifested.

When summoning a spell book, you not only gained additional magical strength and prowess depending on its rank, but also a connection to it, as well as an increased reservoir for spells that demanded more mana. Spell books were extremely expensive across the world, and the only ones openly sold were F-ranked. One could brave a dungeon, hoping it rewarded said explorer with the book, but let’s not go into what would be a really long explanation in the middle of a fight.

“What is that thing?” my spell book fairy spirit asked. She was about the size of a teddy bear with glowing violet eyes, white hair, and wings that flickered from red to purple.

“A C-ranked spell book… but how?” Aya asked, awed. Even her husband William’s mouth was agape. To my surprise, the Mad Hatter’s voice changed from mocking and comedic to serious.

“What is this?” he asked in an analytical voice. “Even with the Heavenly Demon bloodline running through you, there is no way you should be able to control such a spell book with only a couple months or so worth of magical knowledge. A book like that should tear even you apart from the inside should you so much as think of contracting with it. In fact, you’d be rejected, ignored, perhaps unable to walk into its presence. Puppet, assault mode attack, go!”

The puppet came at me with actual martial arts this time instead of just smash attacks, which I found a little funny and concerning for its size. The fucker was fast, after all.

Unfortunately for it, I had no intention of embarrassing myself or the Grim Reaper that trained the very forms that belonged to the family that was watching. Having Yukihara summoned wasn’t overkill, but insurance.

And so were my potions. Its affinity being smoke and shadow potentially meant a weakness for wind and light. The perfect potion for it was far too destructive, unfortunately. Believe me when I tell you that I didn’t come here to piss any of these people off. That’d be bad for business. What? You know what I’m about. No, I wasn’t greedy, but I had staff to pay.

So, I hurled a potion of light into its face. You know, the ones I used for the lamps at the shop. It splattered all over the puppet, but of course the goal wasn’t to hurt it. I doubted the thing could feel pain. The extremely flammable goop did coat it quite well, if I must say.

[The immense Dreamlight aura has decreased the shadow puppet’s durability.]

Oh? Even the damn puppet could barely operate in this city, not without protection. Or maybe Aya did that?

With one hand, I fired a bolt of blood lightning at it and while it tried to dodge, being as fast as it was, it couldn’t avoid my spell.

It burst into a giant fireball, but instead of panicking, it simply folded its giant arms to stare at me. The surprise came when I surrounded it in a blood lightning cage moments later.

“Well, this makes things complicated,” complained the Mad Hatter. “You don’t have the power to directly exploit my puppet’s weaknesses, so you went for the next best thing. Intriguing. This should work wonders when developing the next model. I have several models, by the way, but don’t worry. You won’t have to fight anymore again. Even if the goddess’s presence wasn’t currently eyeing the area. What’s your relationship with her? Is she trying to make you an eternal— Whoops, guess she’s not. What a terrifying glare.”

Verom sighed. “One more joke for the road, me boy. What did the nutritionist warn me during the appointment?” He paused. “He told me to avoid baked goods.”

As the bar of fire and purplish magic rocketed toward me, the Mad Hatter burst into laughter as if his terrible joke was actually funny. I had no trouble dodging thanks to my enhanced speed but greeting me, of course, had to be a puppet’s fist, covered in fire.

“Alright, enough of this,” I said as I blocked the punch with a single hand.

If enabled to do so, the system would surely notify me that that attack probably took a third of my health because it hurt like hell, but I didn’t flinch. Not because of the hell I’ve been through already, but simply because the puppet could no longer jostle my defenses. Whether that was due to the Dreamlight aura or not, I had no idea.

“Yukihara.”

“Got it!” cheered my spell book companion. She manifested me a giant axe from the blood armory. It’d be nice if I could boost it with the sorcery companion potion for this, but a giant axe was still a giant axe. And I brought it down using as much strength as possible.

[Blood Armory. Summon blood portals that unleash flying weapons to attack your opponents. You gain the ability to use any weapon you wield from the armory. Opponents will take tremendous damage from touching the portals too. Continue to rank up Yukihara to push this skill, increasing the duration and number of weapon portals. Page type: Offensive and Defensive, Versatile. Element: Special; Blood Lightning. Rank: C.]

Just like that, the thing was bisected into two. To make sure it couldn’t reform, I blasted it with more blood lightning.

“Uh oh,” said Verom. “I’m going to be honest. I wasn’t expecting a lowly King rank to actually be able to damage that… but you are a Dreamlight. I’d better skedaddle. It was nice meeting you. And hey, electric currency is still⁠—”

“Fuck off,” I snapped.

The Mad Hatter’s presence vanished, leaving behind a loud echo of laughter.

[Battle won! Reward earned: 50,000 spirit coins, key to an S-ranked silver dungeon chest, a bag of sorcery potion ingredients, B-ranked spiritual herb seeds, Garden upgrade fertilizer. Total number of spirit coins: 1,881,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 21,190.]

What a loot haul. The last two items reminded me of a powerful flower we received yesterday. But now wasn’t the time to fantasize about growing a garden powerful enough to make even angels visit on a daily basis. Still, I couldn’t wait to try out the fertilizer! For a while, I was actually unsure how to upgrade the garden.

[The Heart of the Endless Forest. Item rank: Unknown. Item quality: Exotic. Requires a high-ranking garden to grow its tree. However, you may plant this in any garden to automatically increase its rank by one tier. It will consume no nutrients nor require water while in this dormant state. All dryads, flower nymphs, forest nymphs, fairies, forest dragons, pixies, forest-attuned beings, phoenixes and their relatives, beastkin, elves, wolves, foxes, and sprites will receive special benefits for being within two miles of this flower. If you plant to one day attempt to grow high-ranking gardens, such as the Garden of Eden, in an attempt to create mythical-tier potions, you will need this flower.]

I turned to Aya and my wife. “I’m sure they’re waiting for us to show up at a meeting or something.”

Aya nodded. “They are. William, Starrcia, you two must attend as well.”

The eight-year-old brat looked as if she was about to argue with her mom, but upon seeing her glowing-eyed glare, changed her mind.

Cheetara tapped the puppet remains, then leapt backward. Wolverine sniffed around, but judging by the look in his eyes, all was clear. He found nothing suspicious.

“Carry on, everyone,” Aya told the surrounding people.

“Uh, yes, Lady Dreamlight,” a woman said, then bowed. She looked at me. “That showing was amazing, Lord Dreamlight. I’ll remember the honor for the rest of my life.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, but luckily, I didn’t have to. Aya waves a finger and just like that, we were… standing in front of the Dreamlight palace.

“I guess that beats hoofing it all the way back here while carrying a child,” I commented.

Aya chuckled, then gestured for us to follow her inside.

“By the way, where did you learn to fight like that?” William asked.

“Long story,” I replied tiredly. “It all started with my wife teaching me.”

William blinked. Milia giggled. Cheetara meowed, almost as if saying, “This is old news, you’re in the way, move.”

She pushed past Aya’s husband.

When we made it to the main room, we immediately halted—well, I held up a hand in order to catch a grasp of reality.

It took me a moment—and a good moment, about a full second or three—before I realized who awaited us at the center of the group. She looked like she’d regressed to her fifties, but her face and smile could not be denied.

Dressed in a similar kimono to Mom’s, though seeing as she was transparent meant she wasn’t here in person.

So many questions. Too many! Again, orange spirit wine—maybe two or more cups. Today would go down in history as the weirdest for me and this was coming from the guy who fought a bone dragon, a demon prince, and a hallow king all on the same night.

“Whoa—Grandma!? What are you doing here?”

Stupid question, I know. This was the Dreamlight home. But we’re talking about The Grandma. The inventor of the greatest fucking blueberry pie you’d ever have in your life, and I’d die on this hill. The grandma… who should be on Earth… and that I hadn’t even so much considered her situation since Mom arrived the other day. And don’t get me started on Grandma’s aura.

Why does grandma have aura!? Scratch that, what is happening? What the hell is our family? Maybe I should’ve planned for more than a day.

[You are in the presence of The Second. Show respect, pleb!]

Not now, System, I tiredly thought.


CHAPTER 12
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Ilooked at Mom and Pops, receiving a shrug, before walking over to Grandma. I could only imagine the surprise Aline felt upon spotting her. Was she the power that entered the city earlier? Maybe, maybe not. In fact, my parents did mention sensing someone earlier around the portal. They dropped a hint, but never in my life would I have guessed it to be my grandmother.

“If it isn’t my favorite grandson, now with long hair,” she said with a chuckle as she accepted my embrace.

“It’s great to see you again, Grandma,” I said and, while she looked much younger, I decided not to mention anything regarding her age.

“Look at you, my strong grandchildren, walking with their true appearances,” Grandma said.

Grandma was basically my third parent, as with pretty much any family on Earth. You know how it normally went. When the folks had something important to take care of or needed a date night to shrug away some of the woes of work, they’d drop Aline and I off to our grandparents for a couple of hours.

Huh. You know, the presence of magic would certainly explain a lot of mysterious things she did, now that I thought about it. She definitely knew about Pops—but again, mana was supposed to be fiction, shit in cartoons, books, and games, not real life.

“Come, let’s go to the main room and have something to drink while we’re at it. Perhaps tea from the vaults of the Blizzard Queen or Queen Dahlia, hmm, perhaps the War King’s cinnamon.”

She smiled at what was probably a bewildered expression on my face. Aline also seemed to struggle with this reality deep within her eyes. “We have a lot to talk about, my grandson. But first, introduce me to that young lady beside you.” She raised an eyebrow. “A daughter of the heavens.”

“Grandma, this is my amazing wife, Milia,” I introduced. “Milia, this is our loving grandmother. I don’t know her fancy title.”

Milia curtsied. “It is an honor to meet you.”

“Likewise, honored dryad princess. Oh, and don’t worry about some title,” Grandma said, waving away my earlier words. “It is a very old title, the Second Heavenly Dragon. Your grandmother was a symbol of fear and admiration back in her day.”

“We can talk about the legend at the table,” Pops said dryly. Or was that a hint of annoyance buried within his voice? The two in-laws made eye contact, plastered-on smiles on their faces. Typical Pops and Grandma, even in this world.

Mom gave Pops a wry smile then said to the rest of us, “Some say she sat casually at Wanda’s table as old friends.”

Grandma simply laughed. “There are many tales of such, many exaggerated, many forgotten.”

Shoot, if Mom was a master of portal magic, then who knew what Grandma was capable of?

When we were seated, having received our drinks, Grandma got straight to business.

“I’m sure you’ve all sensed the presence of the Association somewhere in the city,” she began. “Specifically, that man.”

“He calls himself Verom,” I said.

“The Mad Hatter,” Mom added, her eyes cold as ice. “Please tell us what happened, Aya, Nate, Milia.”

And so we did. I even told them the real reason why the Ancestor used his favor with the goddess and, from the look on Mom’s face, she didn’t seem surprised.

“Why does it have to be him, of all people?” Elder Christoph asked.

“Uncle,” Mom said, her voice sympathetic.

“Verom’s playing with fire, and he knows it,” Grandma said. “He just happened to flee when I descended from the Ancestor’s domain.”

All of the Dreamlights in the room either looked thoughtful or flashed just a hint of resentment toward Verom.

“So enemies of the family?” I asked. “How did this all begin? Why won’t they screw off? What’s the deal with them? And, man, was that guy… weird.”

Milia nodded in agreement. “A very unsettling person, one who cares not for the lives of others, and would sacrifice them in the name of research.”

“The Association weren’t always enemies to our family,” Grandma began, “just a neutral organization that existed in a system far away and only few knew about them, or in the case of lower ranked worlds, not at all. That changed when they began to expand their organization, as if turning it into an empire. The recruitments followed shortly. Since the researchers, now more than just researchers, thought highly of themselves, rejecting an invitation was treated as an insult. They either forced recruitment, essentially enslaving powerful, unique magicians they were interested in, or killed them outright. At first, worlds lower than A-ranked were ignored. It is only bad misfortune that the rumors of some unknown god reached them.”

“Let me guess, they were about our family,” I said sourly.

“Indeed,” Grandma replied. “Fortunately, rumor spreading goes both ways and the Ancestor forbade any Dreamlight from joining the Association. Not that anyone was openly interested. They targeted our family in subtle ways at first, attempting to learn about us, and inviting some members to dine with them through the guise of a noble’s banquet.”

Grandma’s eyes hardened. “It was the attempted kidnapping that brought hostilities between our family and the Association. The Ancestor himself descended to ward them off, but that didn’t stop the recruitment attempts. Your mother caught their attention, as they heard that she awakened as a sorceress and, being my daughter, knew she carried the essence of a Heavenly Dragon.”

“Of course they failed to recruit me,” Mom added, “and guess who was my recruiter?”

I frowned. “The same guy.”

“Someone as high as the vice director equipped with a powerful universal title,” Grandma said. “We fought with them from time to time, though things finally quieted down for some time. Not counting the fighting in Association territory. Your mother being involved was actually an unintended accident.”

Mom chuckled. “After I decided to leave due to disagreements with your grandfather, rest his soul, as well as the Ancestor, the goddess suggested living far from here, on Earth. She said while it was on the edge of Association territory, the god of Earth forbade Association recruitment. Earth also lacked mana, except around concentrated areas, meaning I could seal my own abilities to live the life I desired. Mother intervened, requiring me to travel back and forth between worlds at least weekly, which Wanda believed to be fair.”

She smiled at Pops. “I met your father sometime after I let a Navy recruiter trick me into signing up, not that I had many options for work. The benefits seemed great too, so I decided I’d go into the medical field. Before your father got his office job, he was a delivery man. One thing led to another and years later, we’re a family and you two became military brats for a while.”

Aline and I chuckled at the nostalgia.

“Never mind old stories for now, I’m sure you know how it went from there. Association discovered her, attacked, and that led to the god of Earth banishing her and the woman she fought.”

“A so-called Daughter of the Supreme Hand,” Pops grumbled.

“Anyway, please tell me what you’ve been up to,” Grandma said. “Both of you. My darling granddaughter and my handsome grandson. You’re both married now. How’s that husband of yours doing, Aline?”

And so we chatted with our grandma. The other Dreamlights refused to leave, highly interested in our words for some reason. What felt mundane to my sister and I was damn near precious to them.

Grandma examined my Dao tattoo and the pride in her eyes honestly felt great, like that time I managed to get an A-B honor roll and showed her my report card. No, I wasn’t smart enough to hang with the straight A students, but that doesn’t take away from small moments like that. Not that I always had high scores. Yeah, ordinary guy Nate. So what.

“Let me introduce you to Aku,” I said to them.

“Aku? A name from the Heavenly Demon…” The teenage girl, cousin Amoni, closed her mouth when Mom shot her a flat stare. She smiled at her and then bowed. Mom sighed. Her twin brother patted her shoulder, giving her a sympathetic smile.

And in case you hadn’t figured it out by now, the reason why we were considered royalty among Dreamlights was because we were in the Ancestor’s direct bloodline. So yeah. Great, great, great, great to the power of who knows, grandfather. So maybe our literal ancestor. Our grandfather on my mom’s side passed away years ago, though they never told us how, but the one on Pops’ side still lived.

We headed outside where I introduced them to my dragon summoning potions. Even the dragon servants came to view in awe.

Everyone gasped as Aku manifested into existence.

“You have summoned me, master. How can I be of assistance?”

“I think now is the perfect time for your evolution,” I answered. “But before that, let me introduce you to the family.”

Aku shrunk from giant to human-sized.

“Whoa!” Little Starrcia cheered. “Mother, look! He’s gold.”

“A Dao dragon…” Grandma said, awed. Mom and Pops had already met Aku, and both loved him.

“But how?” Elder Shelli said softly. “Lord Heavenly Demon… You do know what this means, right? You do know that it’s supposed to be impossible for any mortal to summon a great Dao dragon.” She bowed to Aku. “Nice to meet you, Great One.”

Aku dipped his head. “So you are the family of my master. You are exactly as I expected. Strong and worthy of greatness.”

Elder Cristoph chuckled. “You honor us.”

The dragon servants gave a short bow. “Us too.”

“Can I hug him?” Little Starrcia asked. “Please!”

“Aku?” I asked.

The golden dragon nodded, allowing the little girl to hug him. I glanced at the quest and then at the potion sitting in my inventory. At the end of all that, I was only able to produce one bottle, but with so little time to actually do anything, I stored it. Of all the quest lines, this had to be the longest. Finally, it was over!

[Quest: Aku’s Completion. With a dragon-based cauldron on hand, you can now create a potion capable of evolving Aku from an incomplete Dao dragon to a completed form. Utilize the brochure to find the ingredients. Use your Dao when creating the potion. Make sure it is inside a magic lab.]

[1. Found in the depths of the Wyvern Forest of the Dryad Kingdoms or the floors of the Jasper Kingdom’s Aion Zone: Kinkon Mushroom. Please don’t succumb to your human instincts and eat the mushroom. Complete!

2. Found in the woods of Kyushu: Owl Fruit. There is said to be one tree left. You may want to plant some more. Complete!

3. Dao-infused mana potion. The potion should be C-ranked or above. Complete!

4. Dragon’s blessing. Do you know a dragon? Complete!]

I pulled out the potion, which Mom assisted on, ignoring the realization that, after today, she’d be heading back. Harmony, the twerp, Terrance the magic chef, and Chenzu should be working on the farewell celebration at this time. I believe Iris even insisted on foraging the forest for some good cooking ingredients.

Of course we’d be seeing her again, probably on a yearly basis or so. Mom had definitely worked out something with Wanda. She also had her own business to take care of, wherever she lived. Pops visited there daily but held down the fort at home to keep up the illusion, potentially fooling the Association for years. But most importantly, keeping us under the protection of the god of Earth.

With the ice broken now, he could choose to live with Mom in this mystery world and simply appear every week to pick up Aline for training. It still felt weird that I’d be in charge of it, but I was quite confident that I’d be able to help bring my sister up to speed.

The difficult part was, of course, time, Aline’s runts, and her husband, but my big sister was a big girl. She’d come up with something eventually. As long as he remained on Earth, he’d never have to worry about getting involved with this.

Aline and I would be fine too, since we had no intention of ascending and dealing with extraterrestrial space cultivation wars. Mom survived on her own just fine, somehow learned of everything including the wedding, and even stuck around for a while.

“Let’s get you evolved, Aku,” I said, which got both Wolverine and Cheetara excited.
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“Big Brother Woofy, I wonder about his complete form. Is it possible Aku may grow too big to fit inside of the city? Father said something about pointing and screaming Godzilla, whatever that means,” Cheetara said.

Wolverine chuckled. “Best Buddy likely made a jest. His great knowledge and wisdom are strange, but perhaps one day, we must simply evolve to the point where we’ll finally be able to understand it.”

“You’re right, of course. As always, Big Brother. Perhaps we’ll finally be able to comprehend Lady Feathers’s vast strength too.”

Wolverine shuddered. “Her power’s going to remain a mystery to us for a little while longer. As long as no one’s foolish enough to attack or anger her… Come to think of it, Senior Disciple Cheetara Cutie, have you ever seen Lady Feathers angry?”

Cheetara shook her head. “No. How about you?”

“No,” Wolverine replied. “Perhaps it is for the best.”

Cheetara giggled. “Agreed.”

They turned and watched as Aku consumed the great potion provided by Best Buddy.

Wolverine nodded in approval. Unbeknownst to the sunlight wolf, his strength significantly grew as well, thanks to an unknown passive skill tied to the winds of fate.

Best Buddy’s grandmother said something strange during the transformation.

“With that, I think it is time I give you a bit of training, so that you may continue your objective. The Ancestor will most certainly appear, if he’s not standing among us invisibly already with Wanda glaring at him. After the workout, I’ll bake you, Aline, and your lovely wife some treats, like the good old days.”

“I want treats too,” the young girl cried, which earned her a head pat, a smile, and a nod from Best Buddy’s grandmother.

“We will make food for the honored sunlight wolf and divine beast cat, too, of course.”

“Yay!” Cheetara cheered, then made a throat-clearing sound similar to how Best Buddy did so. “I mean, of course.”

Best Buddy’s eyes, which were wide from the mention of the Ancestor, turned into cheerfulness, and he smiled.

Wolverine laughed. “You may be growing, but you will always be my little sister. Feel free to cheer, okay? Cat pride isn’t going anywhere.”

Cheetara sighed. “I’m supposed to be a lady now. At least that’s what Lady Feathers⁠—”

“A juvenile is still a juvenile,” Wolverine interjected, “but you are a lady. Ladies can do whatever they want.”

He didn’t mention that that was exactly what cats did.


CHAPTER 13
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“Akuuuuuuuu!” I wanted to chant, like a certain samurai from a badass childhood cartoon. Anyway, my glowing Dao dragon’s prompts appeared on my screen. The woman’s voice from before, the one who spoke Cheetara’s evolution prompts, returned. Was this Wanda, by any chance? No, that didn’t make any sense; no matter how much free time, it’d be a hassle to track each and every item, every task, every action, and I doubted she prerecorded this. Also, the system seemed to either have sibling programs, multiple personalities, or was just an asshole that liked to mess with me. Her voice appeared at the third prompt.

[Aku is evolving…]

[Select carefully.]

[~Three forms for your complete Dao dragon have been made available for the first time witnessed by mankind.]

Before the woman spoke again, she sighed as if bored, which almost made my eye twitch. It reminded me a little of how Asia the angel acted when we first met her.

[~The aura of the heavens surrounds you…]

[~Choose an upgrade for Aku, the Dao dragon. Warning, this upgrade is permanent and cannot be undone, except by forces your mortal mind cannot comprehend. Select carefully.]

[~1. Shop Mascot Dragon: he’ll be turned into a cutesy, small dragon with mysterious powers and will ride on your shoulder, increasing the prosperity of your shop while he’s in it.]

[~2. Shooting Star Dao Dragon, level 1: Aku will gain the power of the heavens! Brief prosperity aura will surround him at random times for a short while, increasing the power of good fate. That could mean a higher success rate for potions, forging, farming, negotiations, Abbi’s soothing notes, bard abilities, dryad blessings, etc. The higher the level, the stronger the power of fate. Max level is 9.]

[~3. Super Ultra Mega Shaggoopapa Gigga Von Senkai Mackgiggle Le Dra-gon: No idea what this does. It is simply prompt filler to help push the illusion of only two tough choices. Cute dragon or leveling dragon.]

[~Now… SELECT. Ta-ta!]

The presence of the mysterious prompt lady disappeared, leaving me to read them again.

Okay, System, what the hell? I thought. You know what, never mind. Narrowing the options to two makes things easier for me. I tried to hover over the third option, but it turned gray.

Mentally sighing, I selected option two without any further thought on the matter. If we were going to have a mascot, it’d either be Wolverine or Cheetara. In fact, the cat would probably fight for the position.

Also, how could I resist something with a name that began with Shooting Star?

[You’ve selected Shooting Star Dao Dragon, level 1. Is this your final choice? Going once, going twice, AND SOLD. Hey batter batter, and swing!]

[Additional abilities added to Aku. He can now utilize a shooting star move set for combat.]

[You can now summon Aku directly from your Dao tattoo without the dragon summoning potion.]

[New potion listing: Shooting Star Dragon Summoning Potion. Pour the entire bottle on a diagram to summon a powerful shadow of Aku. If consumed, you’ll enter the Shooting Star Dragon Magician State, an evolution of its predecessor. Note: Do not allow your apprentices or disciples nor anyone else to recklessly consume this. One must have compatibility and a magically trained body at the peak of Higher Dragon or more that can handle the energy. This is a complex level potion.]

[Quest complete: Aku’s evolution! Wow, look at you, progressing these quests. There are very few left. Good job! You must feel really good about yourself. It is a shame that you didn’t select the Supreme Hero option. You’d find yourself with epic quests, epic rewards, and the world eating out of your palm.]

I ignored the system’s antics to keep reading.

[Reward: In addition to the new potion, you receive a massive 1,000 heavenly spirit coins, and a Heat Badge.]

[Heat Badge: Simply being in the vicinity of this badge will negate any heat, including volcanic and magma. This badge is best given to any guest or someone you don’t fully trust with the knowledge of your god flame potion. Although, a volcanic tour to the place you probably have in mind will not make those particular natives happy. Note: The badge even protects against the natural heat emitted by a resurrecting immortal. Perhaps fused with a certain device you need to unlock could change the function of this badge.]

[Total number of spirit coins: 1,881,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 22,190.]

[There is no shame in being poor. Take pride in your hard work. Don’t let others look down on you.]

Love you too, asshole, I thought sarcastically.

Aku rose high into the air and in a burst of spectacular silvery light, the dragon briefly grew to the size of a skyscraper.

The glow subsided, revealing his new appearance and no, I won’t be exclusively referring to him as a Shooting Star Dao Dragon. That was a mouthful, likely a ploy by the system to be even more annoying.

He turned into a magnificent, pearl-colored dragon with white flame-like energy for a mane. It also covered his head and trailed all the way down to this tail. Shining silver claws, impressive powerful teeth, glowing red eyes that almost seemed as if they belonged to a Dreamlight family member, incredible silver aura, and a presence that dominated the city.

His presence felt so strong that I wouldn’t be surprised if even normal people could sense his mana. Though considering there was a giant dragon out in the open for everyone to see, feeling a presence felt irrelevant at that moment.

[Cauldron of the Dragon Heart. Item rank: SS. Item quality: **Heavenly**. A cauldron made for someone who commanded a dragon or even walked the world as a dragonoid himself. It can handle almost any ingredient, including the mana dragonroot. Made from elder dragon scales, its durability is nearly infinite, making it perfect for mana-based potion solutions. That is, alchemy and high-intensity potion making. Automatically upgrades any low-quality potion to SS quality or above, though don’t make it a habit of feeding the cauldron low-value ingredients.]

[Note: With an Enlightened Dao, things may get interesting… Enhance with Aku’s epic magic. Sorcery potions are not only possible with any ingredient as long as you combine it with ambient mana from sorcery, but now you’ve got the added bonus of cursed potion creation and antidotes. Yes, curses, quite great for being an evil overlord. Ahahahaha. Why not ditch the boring mundane and your family and friends to be forever alone in a castle with incompetent minions and a plot to destroy the world for no reason? It pays a lot, especially for cultivators aiming for the peak. Right? Come on! You know you want to.]

System, just leave me alone and let me enjoy the moment, please, I thought tiredly. Note to self, try not to recall this description. I didn’t need to be reminded of how aggravating the system was.

I took a quick look at my stats to see if anything changed. No, I won’t be looking at the entire thing. Just a few important lines. Anything that could help me survive Grandma’s training.

[Optional quest: Get Harmony one Rusty Root plant for her current potion project. Reward: One magic chef questline and a Bibbity Babbity chest.]

System, what the fuck? I thought. Your naming sense is terrible and you’re an asshole for giving me another quest as a reward.

I considered ignoring it, but with a special brochure that could find almost any ingredient and a dryad wife, helping Harmony out didn’t sound like a bad idea.

[Lord Nate Sullivan (Dreamlight)

-Primary Class: Potion Maker. Soul: **Divine Master Magician**. Bloodline: **Heavenly Demon**. Birthright: **Sorcerer**. [You have reached the class limit.]

-Magician Rank: 8th Realm of the King.

-Class Rank: Seasoned.

-Ability: Can make up to SSS, divine-grade potions, blighted potions, sorcery potions.

-Power: Low Heaven’s Sword.

-Defense: Low Dragon’s Scale.

-Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Greatly Enlightened. This is an enhanced high stage.

-Physique Rank: A.

-Primary Quest: Purpose. Progression: 68%.]

The primary quest had risen a whopping eight percent. Could it be that at one hundred percent, all of this shit would finally be over? Given that it was the main, perhaps a possibility. Maybe more than half of my little journey, if one could call it that, was over?

Who knew?

“It is done,” Aku said. “I am complete and truly at your service, master.”

He shrunk to six inches and landed on my Dao tattoo. “I must consolidate my gains. Please summon me at will, and I shall be of service or crush your enemies.”

Cheetara meowed excitedly at him. Wolverine barked once, tongue lolling, tail wagging. He chuckled. “I appreciate your compliments, my friends, honored Wolverine and divine Cheetara. I shall see you at the farm.”

Aku choosing to remain present at home would be a hell of a level of awesome. His incredible abilities…

Holy shit, I wanted to get home to work on things as soon as possible, bringing Grandma along with us.

“Oh, good reminder there, Aku. Milia, we can’t just not show Grandma where we live,” I told my wife.

“Absolutely,” Milia agreed, used to my wonky phrasing.

Grandma smiled. “But of course. Do you think I’d let you leave without me? I won’t be able to stay long. I can feel the goddess already staring at me with narrowed eyes.” She glanced at the sky. “Oh, calm down, no need to get fussy. Do not get in the way of me seeing my grandson’s home.” She turned to Aline. “I’d also like to see the kids. It has been a few months.”

Aline giggled.

Pops sighed. “I’ll have to take her to pick them up, but it’s a good idea. They can run around the farm for a bit.”

Grandma chuckled. “I bet Angeline keeps a piece of her power above them at all times.”

Mom grinned. “I wouldn’t be your daughter if I didn’t. You didn’t stop following me with it until I turned sixteen.”

Grandma laughed, kissing Mom on the cheek. “You learned from the best.”

After our newly evolved dragon friend vanished into the Dao tattoo, which seemed far more defined and detailed, we followed Grandma back into the Dreamlight palace.

The time for the training which the system sometimes reminded me of had finally come. Whether the Ancestor and Wanda would appear still seemed to be an unknown.

[Legendary reward for quest completion: Training of your Heavenly Demon class. A new skill in this class is always a good thing. You will need it if you’re planning to become a golden potion maker and S-ranked shop owner. Chances of your Ancestor appearing: increased! Chances of Wanda appearing to intercept him: inevitable. Warning! Wanda WILL kill you if you take any rule-breaking orders for him, even if you are mind controlled. Chances of your ancestor interacting with you directly: unknown. This typically doesn’t happen, as balance of the universe must be held.]

The dragon maids and a butler led us to another building behind the palace. A maid unlocked it with magic, allowing Grandma to lead us inside.

“It is time you receive more tools that you can use to guard your somewhat peaceful life,” Grandma said.

I allowed the realization that my grandmother was the one meant to train me to soak in a bit more. But hey, it made sense. Mom’s forms were beyond perfect, but Wanda placed restrictions on her.

Those restrictions didn’t extend to the rest of the family—not even Grandma, who descended from who knew where, just to see us.

“First, I’ll need to see what you’ve got. Attack me with the forms.”

“Do try not to break any of my bones,” I said to Grandma.

She laughed. “Worry not. Your grandma would never hurt her beloved grandson. Now let’s see the results of Yama’s infamous training.”

Well, Master Yama did make somewhat of a pact with the Dreamlights. I wouldn’t be surprised if Grandma signed the contract herself or even created it.

And so, I received training. I’m not going to bore you with all the details. If you’ve seen one training session, you’ve seen them all.

To summarize what happened, Grandma enhanced my martial arts forms and then taught me a new one.

[Heavenly Dragon Secret Form 1: Hand of the World.]

The gym was enchanted with protection magic, by the way, preventing it from being crushed by a giant palm made of blinding energy. It reminded me of a certain technique from the show my sister watched with the orange jumpsuit ninja, used by someone that apparently knew pain.

The glowing hand smashed from above in a manner similar to the titan blade, except its impact with the ground generated rings of dragon-element mana waves in a three-sixty sphere of death. I could also direct it upward and sideways to slap away opponents like flies, though it’d likely be quite costly in mana at first.

“You’re not ready for any more secret forms at this time,” Mom said when we sat on a bench to rest and chat.

“Good. He shouldn’t need them,” Grandma said. “Focus on training this technique and Yama’s gift to you, and you’ll be nigh unstoppable.”

Since there were too many ears, she wouldn’t mention the scythe, but this did confirm that Yama had told her everything.

Suddenly something crazy happened. Wolverine imitated the attack, creating a wolf’s claw which blasted enough powerful aura that almost knocked us over.

I laughed, pulling my wolf into headpats and a hug. “Good boy! See, Grandma, that’s the power of my best buddy. I think his was even stronger than mine!”

Grandma patted Wolverine. “Where did you meet such talented spirit beasts?” She gave Cheetara some pats too.

[Wolverine has learned the Heavenly Dragon Secret Form: Hand of the Wolf God.]

I mentally glared at the system. Wolverine’s spell name was way cooler. No, Nate, don’t be jealous. The goodest of all boys deserved this and more.

And so, we chatted some more during a much-deserved break. We talked about Milia’s homeland, Harmonica, and also preparing a blueberry pie as an early present to my wife for her Guardian Day coming up in a couple of days. The residents apparently knew how to party, though I somewhat doubted that.

Just before I could bring up portaling home to get a Power Ranger comic for Rin, the Love Saintess, an alarming prompt yanked my attention. A strange energy began to fill the room and even Aline felt it, her voice quieting from the conversation she was having with Milia and our cousin Aya. Aya’s husband was present under the same clause as Milia, by the way. If you marry a Dreamlight, you take on the name and responsibilities.

[A great presence has descended into the Dreamlight palace. It approaches.]

[All Dreamlights, show respect!]

“And to think I almost gave up on seeing something spectacular,” a man’s voice said from right beside me. The room became brighter, and we felt a familiar second presence, significantly more powerful than the already god-tier man. “A sunlight wolf using our techniques and on his first try.”

We turned to the man standing right beside me and I placed the feeling of being startled in another head space. A glowing light in the shape of a woman solidified into silvery flames, though retaining the form.

Looking at it for too long simply wasn’t possible, at least not until she allowed it.

[You are in the presence of the Ancestor, Head of the Dreamlight Family. Also known as The First. Show respect!]

[SIGNIFICANT WARNING: YOU ARE IN THE PRESENCE OF WANDA. Don’t be dumb!]

The system had a way of just… I set aside the thought as my eyes were drawn to the two newcomers. Wait a fucking minute, Grandma was the second Dreamlight? Oh man, did I have so many questions.

We were about to follow Elder Christoph’s example to bow—well, they were; Aline and I didn’t know jack shit about this culture. The man… the Ancestor held up a hand.

“There is no need for that,” he said, his voice powerful, but calm. I pushed down my nervousness and took a good look at my ancestor, the founder of the Dreamlight family. He smiled and while it seemed neutral, maybe slightly kind, it gave me chills. That was a gaze of pride and unrealistically high expectations. This man’s descent instantly summoned the fucking goddess herself to keep an eye on him. “Tell the servants to prepare a little dinner, but only elders and anyone in this room are invited.” He chuckled. “Allia, you don’t have to look at me like that.”

Grandma simply shrugged, small smile on her face, and not even a shred of fear. The Second felt way heavier of a title than I realized. Perhaps daughter?

I’d keep my damn mouth shut about that. If I needed to know, they’d tell me. Simple as that. Hopefully my sister wouldn’t get dragged deep into this shit.

“Wanda,” Grandma said softly, giving a short bow.

The glowing goddess nodded at her. “Greetings, Allia. It pleases me to see you doing well. Don’t worry about me. I will prevent this one from breaking the pacts.”

The Ancestor sighed. “She trusts me less than the Mad Alchemist. Quite concerning, if you asked for my opinion.”

“Well, nobody asked you,” Wanda snapped, which made the scene appear to be a comedic routine.

The tension in the air unfortunately remained so high that both of the pets stayed near me, eyes focused on Grandma, the Ancestor, and Wanda. Hell, even Mom was a part of the power group, though the goddess’s aura smothered everything.

It wasn’t gentle either.

We were about to have dinner with the man responsible for bringing me here, all under Wanda’s personal gaze. Welcome to the Dreamlight family, everyone. Why did the world fear them so much? Freakish powers aside, they weren’t so bad. Surprisingly. Even their rules were easy to follow and unintrusive. On the surface, at least. Also, the people here loved them.

I wondered how much the Sullivan side of our family knew of them. Pops’s neutral expression hadn’t changed, but his focus was definitely on the Ancestor.

Even with Wanda here, he knew he’d have to be careful of his words, especially in this world, where his own last name was replaced with the Dreamlight name. Dreamlights had to respect the First. Or at least keep their remarks to themselves.


CHAPTER 14
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“Opal, would you knock it off?” Iris said, swatting at the pacing pixie. “Nate will be back tomorrow. You can tell him all about Mandi’s accomplishments then.”

Opal pouted for a bit then, to the elf’s surprise, relented with a sigh. “I suppose the news I have to tell him can wait, too. You’re right. I should be helping Mandi with the next project!”

“That’s not what I⁠—”

The pixie flew out of the potion shop, leaving Iris, Harmony, and Lucas there seemingly exhausted.

“Where does she get the energy?” Harmony asked.

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Lucas said.

Lady Feathers, who stood at the half-dwarf’s side, nodded twice in agreement.

“I hope they’re enjoying themselves, wherever they are,” Iris said. Though she wasn’t on what Nate called the payroll, the elf didn’t mind helping the apprentices out with the shop. She also assisted Chenzu with the farming.

The serious side of him, the focus on work, was actually nice. If he kept that up, perhaps Opal would start calling the beastkin by his real name. The thought made the elf smile.

Later, Mandi entered the shop, yawning as she stretched. “Sorry for the wait. I didn’t expect to be dragged around to help Ronica.”

Iris sighed. “Don’t let that one trick you into doing any of her chores.”

Mandi took a seat. “Did you know Anzu can sing?”

“Did she…?”

“It was only but a moment,” Mandi answered Iris’s unfinished thoughts. “But she has an amazing singing voice.”
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[You are in the presence of the Ancestor, Head of the Dreamlight Family. Also known as The First. Show respect!]

[SIGNIFICANT WARNING: YOU ARE IN THE PRESENCE OF WANDA. Don’t be dumb!]

[Optional quest: Reveal your Humble Sage’s Mana Potion to the Ancestor if he decides to ask you to demonstrate your skill.]

[Humble Sage’s Mana Potion. Potion level: Complex.]

[Drinking a small vial of this will replenish your mana and, if you’re compatible, replenish your Sage Mana by 1%. Warning! This is an extremely valuable potion. Magicians could make an attempt on your life or blackmail you for the recipe.]

[Humble Sage’s Mana Potion. Item rank: SS. Item value: Special Extraordinary. While it is not close to the pinnacle of potion making, its SS ranking is there for a reason.]

[Bonus section: Drink a potion of clarity now, prior to dinner. Failed: You forgot to produce a new batch before leaving. You will not receive the 500,000,000 spirit coin bonus.]

System, you know goddamn well you weren’t about to award me that, I angrily thought, as if we were now going on our own comedic routine. Get out of here with that. Seriously, the system thought it was truly funny.

Dinner began with awkward silence. Mom sent Aline, Milia, and I ahead with dragon maids to wash and get changed. Did I mention Aline trained, too? Though under the guidance of one of the dragons. Oh boy, would she have a story to tell her children or grandkids. Trained by extremely powerful sorcerers in basic magic, and then a dragon in martial arts, though she still insisted on staying on Earth. But hey, I no longer had to worry about anyone messing with my sister now while her husband was away. She could now cast basic offensive and defensive magic, though if I’m being honest, whatever our parents taught her felt like magic injected with steroids.

So after changing into the usual fancy Chinese-style robes and pants, we all gathered into the dining room for some sweet, sweet grub. My clothing favored greens and dark greens, while Milia’s were blue and darker blues along with flowery designs. The maids styled her hair too.

It wasn’t very often Milia and I dined at a noble’s table. Unfortunately, this felt even less comfortable, and I truly wasn’t sure why. While aware of the Ancestor’s power, I didn’t feel afraid of him.

He looked to be a man of his fifties, sporting the traits of long white hair and red eyes. Surprise, surprise, the Dreamlight standards. Muscular with a deep tan, a short beard, and two mini spirit dragons, one green and one red, floating on each shoulder. Built like a body builder and age didn’t mean a damn thing, because he definitely still had it.

The Ancestor spoke a few minutes after everyone got a few bites of dinner. The savory and exotic goodness of the mystery meat lingered on my tongue as I lowered my fork to look at the man.

“I have to say I’m impressed with how everyone’s maintaining the territory,” he said. “No mismanagement of the pact, satisfied people, and more wanting to move here every day. I’m not sure how I feel about a recent large donation from a monarch, but it seems the elders handled things properly. Although having the younglings sort it out in the vault definitely spoke of old age and tiredness.”

There were some laughs and snickers, especially from the young people that just happened to be in the gym at the right time, scoring them an invite to a once-in-a-lifetime dinner. The Ancestor’s aura was unique, in fact. It didn’t act oppressive at all, no gravitational push. Instead, it sort of mixed with any Dreamlight’s. If things weren’t so… weird at this time, I’d study it up close, see if I could learn something. This opportunity would probably never come again.

“And you,” the Ancestor said, directing all attention to, who else, me. Because of course it’d be me. If the Dreamlights weren’t surprisingly… great, I’d probably start hearing my nervous heartbeat. “Heavenly Demon, a strange but marvelous descendent. Goddess Wanda refuses to tell me⁠—”

“Did I not order all Dreamlights to address me just by my name?” the goddess interrupted. “Do not dishonor what you’ve earned back then, you irritating brat.”

For some reason, I imagined Wanda whacking the Ancestor with a paper fan.

“Whatever do you mean, your holiness?” the Ancestor asked in a voice that indicated he was clearly messing with her. “Is it not respectful to address you properly?”

“You do that on purpose, but your provocations do not work on me, child,” Wanda said, convincing no one here. “Now, what were you saying about Lord Nate, before you went off topic, asking for a secret he has yet to share?”

“I see,” the Ancestor said. “You really are big on the privacy of us mortals.”

Grandma shot him a blank stare. “Calling yourself a mortal. A bit too late for that, Head Dreamlight.”

The Ancestor frowned. “I supposed I walked into that, that is, you addressing me formally. Or is that to keep our newborns in the vortex of mystery until they’re ready?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. These two, Aline and Nate, are very precious to me. If I weren’t ascended from the realm, I’d fight all of their battles for them.” She shot him a stare I couldn’t exactly read. “They’d be so to you, too, if you didn’t stay so distant⁠—”

“That’s enough,” the Ancestor said. “Lord Nate… so you’ve come from Earth and already become a lord. You’ve made yourself worthy before a very honorable divine daughter and sword master. You’ve created a potion, an elixir that shouldn’t exist. You do know magic normally cannot cure diseases. Severe mana poisoning’s one of the worst. You’ve only wielded magic for less than a year, even less than most magician children, and done enough to be legally labeled a hero.”

“I don’t think I’ve done anything special,” I replied, “only what anyone would do if they had the tools and willpower to get it done. Nothing heroic. I just happened to be in the area when things went south.”

The Ancestor chuckled. “He just happened to be in the area, he says.”

Milia giggled. I shot them flat stares.

We chatted some more over dinner. The Ancestor also doted over Aline, impressed with how she resisted the double crimson moon’s effects with so little effort, a feat that not many could pull off.

Later, the Ancestor came at me with the question from which the system hinted at in its quest offering.

“Before you leave for home tomorrow, I’d like you to demonstrate your alchemic abilities,” the Ancestor said. “Perhaps after dinner.” He glanced at Wanda, gaze gleaming with teasing. She narrowed her glowing eyes, which was off-putting in a Greek god way. Think of a female bright fiery elemental. The silvery-white fire was also shaped into a dress, which made me wonder if the goddess had a human appearance underneath it all. Either that or this would be the typical form of her race.

Wanda seemed to glare or stare coldly at him, though one could consider their dynamic of old friends or frenemies or… eh, mother and son. Or goddess and servant, I supposed, though forcing the Ancestor to speak to her casually seemed odd. “I see nothing wrong,” she said. “You already know most of his potion accomplishments anyway.”

The Ancestor nodded then, with what seemed like a thought, spawned a scroll into existence. It hovered in front of him over the dinner table.

“Is that a potion recipe?” I asked.

“Indeed it is,” the Ancestor replied. “This should be an interesting test. It is called the Potion of Gigantism.”

“I forbid that,” Wanda interjected, her voice carrying a finality that no one, not even the First himself, could reject. “People will think of him as a monster or demon if he consumes that.”

“You’re no fun, Goddess Wanda,” the Ancestor said. I waited for the pout but didn’t get it. Did gods pout? Probably not in public.

One thing I took notice of was that no one, absolutely no one, used any of Wanda’s curse phrases. She suddenly looked in my direction, but I quickly cleared my mind of all impurities, focusing on the potion scroll and then my wife, pets, and family.

“Choose another scroll.”

I held in relief and allowed the urge to chuckle to fade into my peaceful façade. Milia gave me a questioning look, but I shrugged.

“How about a potion of⁠—”

“No,” Wanda calmly interrupted, her voice like a queen rejecting an unneeded proposal from her subject.

After a few more terrible and hilarious suggestions, one which included shapeshifting into a fire-breathing turtle-type dragon, the goddess seemed to have had enough.

“Allow me to suggest something that is safe and also not humiliating. You’ll be disposing of that potion that changes one into a child by the way. The alchemic solution which Nate shall create will be the Potion of the Diamond-Tongued General. It increases charisma tenfold and inspires others.” She eyed everyone before allowing her gaze to fall onto the Ancestor. “It is also dangerous. Remember the Luster Island incident?”

The Ancestor nodded. “A powerful individual of the potion maker faction used it to incite a rebellion against their king, sparking the end of a great era in those parts of the world.”

Wolverine barked once. The goddess shook her head.

“No, sunlight wolf, it isn’t mind control,” Wanda replied. “But it is the type of charisma that can draw many in without them realizing it until it is too late.”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” I said, accepting the new scroll.

“But of course. Since you are just borrowing this, as well as the ingredients,” the Ancestor said. “This is just one of the things found in the vast wealth of the inheritance.”

He gazed at Mom. “To give birth to both the Heavenly Draco and especially the Heavenly Demon, as the Serpent, is something that cannot be taken lightly by our territory.”

Wanda looked at him, as if daring the Ancestor to make a move. He chuckled. “Goddess Wanda, we’ve known each other for a long time now. You know that even this potion test could reveal insight to even someone as mighty as you.”

“Hmph!” Wanda folded her arms and looked away. “Go ahead and administrate your test.”

“Before we get into this recipe, show us what you’ve made on your own,” the Ancestor said. “Potion Makers love to store them in their sub dimensional rings.”

I glanced at the inventory, specifically at the Humble Sage’s Mana Potion. The system may be an asshole, but it wouldn’t suggest something if it had no purpose.

“Do take this outside,” Mom said before I could reveal it. “How about the courtyard?”

“No,” the Ancestor rejected. He wagged a finger at her. “It hasn’t had use in some time, but I’m sure the Heavenly Demon wouldn’t mind using a celestial lab.”

Wanda sighed and at that moment, one could see her weariness. “Fine. I’ll allow it. But he will not be able to keep the potion made in there. I will lock it away in the inheritance.”

I frowned.

“Don’t be glum,” Wanda said. “A man after a peaceful life will not want the burden produced by the power of a celestial lab. Or have you changed your mind?”

“No, not really,” I said.

Now listen, you’re probably wondering why I don’t give Wanda a piece of my mind. Well, it’s simple. With more of the context now, a lot of the things that happened didn’t really appear to be her fault. And in my nearing mid-thirties, fussing at her wouldn’t actually solve the problem.

Sure, breaking the demon prince’s portal to prevent it from pulling me in maybe had a little to do with it, but not the entire ordeal.

I pulled out the mana potion. “Oh yeah, what are your thoughts on this?”

The Ancestor, who was preparing to warp us after we took the last bite of our dinner, dropped his fork, eyes wide.

“Where did you get that?” he said coldly.


CHAPTER 15
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You probably saw this coming, but Wanda spoke on my behalf.

“There are some things he cannot talk about, except if he met certain conditions,” she said. “That is all we will speak on this matter.”

The Ancestor’s playful demeanor finally fully faded as he glared at the goddess. “But that is my recipe. I made it seven hundred years ago. I don’t even have it in the inheritance. It should be impossible for him to have it… It’s a subtle potion, so much so that even I, its creator, couldn’t sense its use or creation. How many times have you created this potion? And how… how do you possess a seed of sage mana at this young age?”

Seeing that his gaze was curious, I decided to humor my great-great to the power of who knew, potentially grandfather.

“Ancestor, are you truly surprised?” I asked, impressed by the fact that the Humble Sage the entire time was him. “Even after being told I have some freaky powerful bloodline, I’m still getting used to everyone’s ridiculous auras flowing around like giant rushing rivers.”

“Have you forgot what the Heavenly Demon is, or has the age finally settled in?” Grandma asked him, which almost pulled a chuckle from me. “Even I, The Second, have not.”

The Ancestor flinched. “This is why one should never be alone around the heights of magician capabilities. Everyone, brace yourself. I will begin the teleport. If you do not wish to come, reject Wanda’s invite.”

“It is not my invite,” Wanda muttered, but she didn’t elaborate. I figured she was referring to the system.

Everyone accepted the invitation, even my sister. She gave me a look that urged me to be careful. Milia did, too. Cheetara meowed, earning herself a head pat from me, and eventually her settling at my side. I petted Wolverine, too.

“As for how many times I’ve made the potion, only once, and that’s because the dungeon provided the ingredients,” I said. “It’d take far too long to journey out and locate each of them due to their rarity. Also, some have to be in season. I planned to acquire some over time through trade.”

[Humble Sage’s Mana Potion ingredients are the following: Ripe shimmer nax flower petal x15, seed of a dragon heart flower, wyvern scales x10, silver wyvern scales x10, dread root, high tier mandrake (extremely important, so consider ear plugs or you may be in a world of unbearable frustration), pure liquid mana from a mana river, pure water mixed with phoenix mana, and a medium tier calming lotus flower growing in the lake near Phoenix Mountain. Good luck with that.]

[Required gates: heaven, fate, immortality, and fire. Required symbols: Four. Use the super diagram to create the heightened version of this potion.]

For just a moment, Opal of all people came to mind, when I took a look around at the place the Ancestor brought us to. First off, it was massive, judging by the awed expressions of even my wife, it was no wonder why they fell into silence.

It seemed like a giant workshop at first glance, with strange gadgets of all kinds floating in the air. Most of the objects such as tables, chairs, and statues of giant knights appeared to be made of pearl, diamond, gold, sapphire, emerald, or a combination of the five. Symbols floated and moved randomly, adding to the eeriness, maybe wonder of this place.

Tiny dragons matching the ones on the Ancestor’s shoulders flew around, doing chores—judging by the things they were carrying such as boxes ten times their size—or relaxing aimlessly.

“All celestial labs are different,” the Ancestor said after realizing my focus got swept by the overwhelming workshop. “I haven’t used this old place in centuries.”

“Are you an alchemist?” I asked, curious.

“For a short time, one could call me that, but it was just a matter of picking up a skill and then training it for hundreds of years, meeting the right people, and gaining ownership of places like this,” the Ancestor said. He turned to gaze out into the infinite workshop sky, illuminated by mystery light. Magic, probably. “Go on, get started. Will everything you need into existence. Including the ingredients. Let’s see if you’re able to make at least an A-quality potion.”

He chuckled. “Of course you can, but I must see it.”

I shrugged. “At least I’m back in my element. Milia, do you mind⁠—”

Cheetara meowed loudly.

“Fine, you can be my assistant,” I said to the cat.

Milia laughed. “Isn’t she your number one apprentice?”

“Apprentice? Cheetara’s probably higher than that when it comes to helping me out in the lab,” I said.

“Senior apprentice then,” said a Dreamlight man, one of our cousins. The glasses seemed out of place on the well-built guy, which made me wonder if he was a part-time superhero somewhere.

“Oh, don’t worry, there is something you can do while he creates the potion,” the Ancestor said to my wife.

Milia blinked, looking at him skeptically. Mom as well. “And that is?”

“You’re a sword master, no? While he brews the potion as fast as he can with the highest quality as possible, you will protect him,” he replied. “Using your sword and sword magic skills only.”

Before we could protest, he waved a hand, teleporting everyone several meters away and encircled us in a barrier to prevent anyone from interfering. He spoke again with a voice that magically projected everywhere so that all could hear him. “I will summon something to challenge the two. Then reward them for their success. If you doubt they can handle themselves, then you never believed in them.”

“Being worried isn’t the same as doubt,” Mom snapped.

“Then watch the test,” the Ancestor said.

Wanda only frowned at him, but said nothing, choosing to float high into the sky.

I summoned my alchemist cloak, the alchemist’s wand, and also my staff. He didn’t say I couldn’t help Milia if she ran into a pickle. We’d always have each other’s backs, which was why she bravely summoned her sword without the slightest bit of hesitation. She who’d been trained by the legendary Wandering Druid and all kinds of teachers royalty could afford since childhood.

The Ancestor smiled. “I’ll summon after our Heavenly Demon manifests everything he needs.”

It was just as the old man said. With my will or, eh, imagination I guess, everything I needed to create this potion appeared in front of me, including a well-designed and durable table.

For the cauldron, I pulled my own from the storage ring. That brought gasps.

“This… This cauldron,” the Ancestor said softly. “It’s quality. Even I never came across something like this in my long years of living.” He briefly shot Wanda a glare. “Where did you get it? Never mind. It seems you have everything you need. Even a ridiculous cauldron.”

“One capable of surprising even you. You got this, Nate, Milia!” Aline boasted. I couldn’t help but crack a grin. With all of the crap going on, having her cheer us on felt great.

[Cauldron of the Dragon Heart. Item rank: SS. Item quality: **Heavenly**. A cauldron made for someone who commanded a dragon or even walked the world as a dragonoid himself. It can handle almost any ingredient, including the mana dragonroot. Made from elder dragon scales, its durability is nearly infinite, making it perfect for mana-based potion solutions. That is, alchemy and high-intensity potion making. Automatically upgrades any low-quality potion to SS quality or above, though don’t make it a habit of feeding the cauldron low-value ingredients.]

[Note: With an Enlightened Dao, things may get interesting… Enhance with Aku’s epic magic. Sorcery potions are not only possible with any ingredient as long as you combine it with ambient mana from sorcery, but now you’ve got the added bonus of cursed potion creation and antidotes. Yes, curses, quite great for being an evil overlord. Ahahahaha. Why not ditch the boring mundane and your family and friends to be forever alone in a castle with incompetent minions and a plot to destroy the world for no reason. It pays a lot, especially for cultivators aiming for the peak. Right? Come on! You know you want to.]

The Ancestor’s summoning circle appeared beneath his feet and his smile only widened. “Come, Aman the Devastator.”

[Quest: The challenge doesn’t end until you’ve created the potion. With a celestial lab at your disposal, failure rates are not only significantly reduced, but potion creation speed increased equally. Focus on creating the potion from the presented recipe or lose. Good luck!]

[*Fierce Mini-boss fight, begin!]

A modifier in the fight notification? Why not just call it a boss fight? I thought as I waved my alchemy wand, forming the needed diagrams all at once. This place made it so easy, it was almost comical. Seriously. What kind of crazy, grinding, back-breaking dungeon crawling would it take to get a lab like this?

Aman turned out to be a tall son of a gun, standing roughly… eight feet. A muscled, metallic lizardman of some sort, decked out in shiny, spiky, steel armor, a medium-sized alligator-like tail, and a fighting stance with seemingly no holes in his guard. His weapon, a longsword, shined with mana so strong, reality warped around it.

This was a mini-boss? Then again, I don’t think any mini-boss we fought so far felt weak. Remember that demonic thing that came out of Aidyn the Soul Saint?

The moment I manifested pure water into the cauldron, the clash of raw power between my wife and the lizardman nearly knocked everything over.

“Hey hey hey,” I snapped, which somehow caused the area to go deathly silent. “Watch it.”

The fighting paused for a moment, both combatants looking at me.

“If I lose progress on a potion like this, well, let’s just say things will be less fun,” I said as I gently set a bottle of wyvern scale jelly on top of a diagram I manifested. “Don’t think I won’t make you into lizard stew.”

The lizardman glared at me and then made a grunt that was somewhat confirmation and dismissal.

I ignored the Ancestor’s wide-eyed gaze as I went back to work and my wife beat up the lizard. This lab, wow, was it insane. The water of the cauldron went to an instant boil at will and even back to a simmer when I needed it to do so. Boundless waves of mana and whatever variant of it that sorcery used flowed around me.

I thought the magic lab was impressive, even at its low rank, but it couldn’t compare to the freakiness of this workshop. Cheetara gave the cauldron a stir and, with telekinesis, she placed ingredients into the pot accordingly.

I had so many questions for the cat until I realized it was something as simple as moving and lifting objects with mana and wasn’t worth making a mountain out of a molehill, unless I felt like reminding these people how much of a scrub I was.

“Thank you, Cheetara,” I said minutes later, after she helped out with another task. The Ancestor could only watch in wonder and there was nothing he could do about it. He hadn’t said my cat wasn’t allowed to help, after all.

Although the cat appeared to be slightly more focused on the fight than the potion, easily ignoring the intense pressure emitted from the diagrams.
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Hello, it’s Cheetara again! I have to make this short since I’m here to help Father create an exciting new potion. The fierce fight was too much to ignore—ooh, if only I could slice my claws through that armor so Mother could win and come back to watch Father.

Mother’s sword shined like the twinkles of gold in the sky as she blocked a strong blow that slid her backward some. But that didn’t slow her! Oh no, she roared, pushing back the muscled lizard and with a swipe, drew the first blood. Yay!

Yes, Mother, give him the—nice shot! She was going to make Father proud. In fact, she did, and me too.

Mother’s powers were just as mysterious as Father’s. It’d seemed impossible for him to imitate them, creating a team where one would do better if the other were present. Father’s aura sharpened Mother’s attacks. Mother’s divinity enabled Father’s attacks to work against those wretched creatures of darkness.

I will admit, it took me some time to realize that humans couldn’t access divine powers. Thankfully, my big brother’s ancestors stepped in to help them in the past.

Uh oh, it’s time to say farewell for now. Father needs me.

Thank you for reading! Senior Disciple Cheetara Cutie, out!
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“Enough! Gold tier magic, eradication blast,” yelled the lizardman.

[Warning. This attack is aimed your way and WILL destroy your potion contents if you do not act.]

The system warning me. I must be dreaming. Wait a flipping minute, why the hell is he aiming this way? Dick move!

My body moved on its own as it teleported in front of the massive red ball of energy, but I needn’t have bothered since Milia sliced it in half then lopped off the lizard’s head.

Thankfully, instead of splattering goo, it burst into purple flames. Those flames oozed over to my cauldron.

[Secret ingredient added! Your potion has been upgraded to a super potion!]

“Hey Milia,” I said.

She looked at me, potentially expecting a mini scolding.

“Opal’s going to be mad if she finds out, but high-five,” I said, hand up. “That thing was four layers above you.”

Milia humored me, laughing as she gave me the high-five.

“Six,” the Ancestor said. “Seven, if you want to count that last attack.”

Cheetara meowed, demanding to be picked up by my wife, which she did with a giggle.

The barrier that kept the others safe and out of the hot zone vanished and they wasted no time joining us as we gathered around the cauldron.

“Not only is it a success,” I said as I filled a bottle spawned by the awesome celestial lab, “but it’s a super potion.”

The Ancestor looked at Wanda. The goddess waved a dismissive hand at him. I waited to see if anyone would use one of this world’s swear phrases, but nobody dared to do so. The goddess turned to me.

“So you have passed the trial, just as I knew you would,” Wanda said. “Both the Heavenly Demon and Heavenly Daughter. Your rewards will be found in your storage rings. Do look at them when you get home. And as always, continue to strive for greater accomplishments, whether it is improving the town you live in, or strengthening the foundation for your future family. Here, take this.”

She gestured for the Ancestor to hand me something.

“The reward is on behalf of both of us,” the Ancestor added, giving Milia a small bag containing something that glowed. It felt quite light physically, but ridiculously heavy magically. In fact, if not for the golden pouch, it would’ve smashed into the floor. “Whether this is used for the shop or to stir up the emotions of little flames, that is up to you. Keep it safe. Wanda’s choices are still even mysterious to me.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“You have our gratitude,” Milia said.

“Go on, scan it before we go,” the Ancestor said. “That will give me enough time to calm down about the potion our goddess just wants to dismiss.”

“Hmph!” Wanda said. “It was agreed upon already. Your failure to recognize his talent is your fault.”

“As mean as ever to my old heart, Goddess Wanda,” the Ancestor said.

The goddess glared at him, then sighed. “This little brat…”

Milia opened the bag and, of course by now, everyone gathered around closely, curious about the bonus item. It turned out to be a highly decorative feather the size of a basketball.

[Shrunk Phoenix God Feather. Item rank: SSS. Item quality: *Heavenly. A feather that belonged to the first Phoenix before his departure. Liquid super mana drips from it like a river of diamond.]

[If you decide to make this a decorative item in the shop, it will automatically increase its rank by one. Be very careful if you choose to experiment with this. Flames that cannot be easily put out by a mere mortal could potentially spawn from any explosion. Too bad you don’t have a celestial lab. You’d have nothing to fear if that was the case. A shame.]

System, leave me alone, I thought tiredly.

“It’s so beautiful,” Aline said.

“That it is,” Grandma agreed. “I can remember that wise old phoenix as if we had tea yesterday. You know, he once tried to court your grandmother back in her youthful days.”

Others laughed at that.

But as my mind exploded with possibilities, it flicked back into reality and I had to watch with annoyance as the Ancestor waved a hand, causing the lab and the potion I worked so damn hard on to disappear.

We were back in the Dreamlight Palace.

Someone I hadn’t met before bowed deeply twice, likely for both the Ancestor and Wanda, maybe even Grandma too, then spun, leaving without another world. Whoever he was, he had the appearance of a stoic man, powerfully built, the Dreamlight features, fancy robes, and armor. Yeah, I’m not saying he looked more badass than me. I’m not intimidated and annoyed, nor feeling petty.

But the way he just left without saying anything rubbed me the wrong way.

“Who was⁠—”

“Sorry about him!” came a cheery woman’s voice, interrupting my sister’s inquiry.

Nearly giving me a heart attack, a short lady who was definitely not a Dreamlight, given her bright purple hair and blue eyes, manifested from nothingness, appearing in front of me. By now, I was used to the bizarre natural hair colors of this world and couldn’t picture my wife losing her green.

Also, she had tiny vampire fangs along with her normal teeth, pointy ears, tiny fire-like white wings, but her vibe or demeanor set her as an exact opposite of the man who just left.

“Michael’s well… Michael,” she said. “He’s an unstopping breeze, maybe a big mean boulder, but means no harm. He’s not good with people.”

“Do not go around telling others that lie,” a man called from outside. “Now come, Yuria, or you will be left behind.”

The purple-haired woman puffed her cheeks into a pout. She gave us a bow and a courtesy.

“Is it okay for me to leave, my goddess? Or great Dreamlight Ancestor.”

“You’re well-informed,” the Ancestor said, smiling. “And yes, you may go to your lover.”

“Lover,” the woman said, blushing. Then pouted again. “If only he pays attention to me, that brute.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I’m Yuria. Anyway, bye!”

She hurried after him and only then did I realize the intimidating man was one of the inheritors—potentially the strongest one. Peace Spawner aside. Oh, in case you’re wondering, yes, Yuria was extremely powerful, almost suspiciously so.

Milia and Aline looked just as tired as me at this point, probably over this freaky place of mutant magicians.

“Sheesh, time passed by so fast,” I said as I looked outside at the night sky. “You know what, who’s up for a drink? I could use one.”

I turned to the Ancestor, finally addressing what he had waited for the entire time. “I was angry at first, but thanks to you, I’ve met the love of my life. As cheesy as that sounds.”

Milia swatted playfully at my arm. “Love, you don’t have to be embarrassed over your sweetness.”

The Ancestor chuckled. “It is good that things turned out this way.” He glanced around at the group of Dreamlights. “Now, it may be another thousand years before we get to spend an entire day with Goddess Wanda personally among us. Let’s make the most of it.”

“I can exist in multiple places at once and through my shadows,” Wanda said. “Now, on with your nightly drink. It is also not very often that I witness history as it is being written. It is also not often that I admit to being glad that someone from Earth was brought to this world.”

My eyes widened, but the goddess turned away to address Grandma.

“While the others head to the drinking room, there is something I must talk to you about,” Wanda said. Her gaze returned to us. “On one more note, you have impressed me by choosing to stay away from that incoming war. You still hold value for young lives. Keep improving upon your own values and those around you may decide to follow them. I wish I could say it’d be the key to stopping all future wars, but…”

“Humans imitate their parents,” the Ancestor added to her trailing thought. “It is in our nature to fight.”

Shrugging, the goddess left the main hall with Grandma, leaving us there to stare. I let out a sigh.

The Ancestor cleared his throat. “Her presence can be overwhelming, but she means well. She follows the laws of the heavens far more strictly than the other divine beings, and is dedicated to not interfering with our world.”

“It seems like a lonely existence,” Milia said.

“Perhaps,” the Ancestor said as he gestured at us to follow. “Give it a few centuries or so. Only then will you begin to understand a little of her role. Though there is… No, even I know when not to roll the dice.”

“Roll the dice?” Milia asked.

“Nate, make sure you introduce your wife to some of your land’s games,” the Ancestor said.

I chuckled. “Will do. Cheetara’s already invested.”

What a day, but it was about time to return to Kyushu and hopefully an intact shop. Maybe some day, I’ll pass off my own inheritance to the brats.

Oh, and I’d have to meditate on this. I felt the gains, though my wife shot up an entire rank. Maybe the celestial lab suppressed the usual showing?

“A little drink to celebrate Milia’s rank increase,” I said. “She’s already halfway through the Higher Dragon.”

Mom smiled. “That’s not all, of course. But Milia will have to meditate on that.”


CHAPTER 16
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[Thanks to the time spent in Dreamlight City, a perfect evolution is now in line with Milia.]

[Your Ancestor’s boon will be revealed upon viewing the gift received inside your storage ring.]

[Wolverine’s next evolution is on track. He will need at least one to two years to prepare.]

[You can now plant Phoenix-infused Spiritual Herbs. It is recommended to upgrade your garden to a minimum of B-ranked, A preferably.]

I couldn’t complain about additional rewards. Also, go Milia! Another profitable trip in the bag, I say, though the thought of a war brewing one nation away, the Peace Spawner causing more calamities, and Merridon’s fragile political situation made it slightly annoying to relax.

Anyway, the discussions were normal for a while and we all even had a laugh at Cheetara for licking a bit of some fancy liquor that Little Starrcia accidentally knocked down as she flew in to whine to her mother about something.

“I think it is time we finally talk about the subject we’ve been avoiding,” Milia said after finishing her first cup of high-quality orange spirit wine.

“The world’s problem child,” I said. “It feels like every time we’re trying to relax, the Peace Spawner does something that drags us into a mangle of chaos.”

Mom nodded. “What he’s doing with Dreamlight blood and potentially Association training is staining a legacy, as forgotten as it is except by those who need to know. It is still a stain, nonetheless.”

“Like turning the bones of the Midnight Dragon into a bone dragon,” Milia said, her voice filled with ice.

I felt my guts bubble as a look of extreme anger erupted into the Ancestor’s eyes.

“He did what!?” he snapped, his hand denting his chair’s armrest. His voice cooled to calmness simmering with rage. Calm anger showing itself was exactly what we needed, given that it tended to be the worst. “I want to crush that disrespectful, ungrateful, hallow-loving, foolish brat—you’ve got a full story, so let me know. Your mother only vaguely hinted that you’ve got caught up in some serious trouble yesterday.”

“Will this violate the oath?” I asked Mom.

“No,” she said. She nodded to the side. Wanda was back, sitting in the best chair in the room, eyes on us now, Grandma at her table. They both… were having tea.

The goddess’s knowing gaze reassured me.

So I explained just about everything, including the demon prince nonsense and how Mom kicked his ass, and then our encounter with the bone dragon. Since the Dreamlights couldn’t interfere with the world for the most part, I felt like Ripley should be fine with this.

The Ancestor sat in silence for a while, thinking. The elders, on the other hand, argued amongst each other, some even vocally wishing they could hunt him down.

“Now do you understand why it was a bad idea to allow him to have a chance at the inheritance?” Wanda asked.

Only the goddess could voice that without fear of consequences, I felt.

“I give him a shot at cleansing everything he lost within due to that old war and he takes my offer and spits it into my face, even trains with the Association,” the Ancestor said moments later, ignoring the heated discussion of the elders. Hearing that he trained with our family’s enemy widened my eyes. We were just let in on a family secret. “You’ve seen the city, my descendent, our way of life. We live side by side with our dragon counterparts, our brethren. What he did to Alder cannot be forgiven. We will have a meeting later, but rest assured that the Mad Alchemist will be considered an enemy of the family.”

Milia softly squeezed my hand as she too knew just how big that was. Whether he cared or not, even the Peace Spawner likely knew the value of being able to hide within Dreamlight territory and his would-be pursuers wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.

“We’d have to come up with a way of punishing him for his atrocity without breaking our pact,” Elder Shelly said.

“What does that brat call himself again, Ares the what? A Pee Spawner?” one elder, a thin man with dragon aura, said to the other in a heated conversation. There were seven of them, by the way, not counting Grandmother. Though whether The Second was considered an elder or beyond, I didn’t ask.

“It’s Peace Spawner, grandfather,” said a younger man, voice tired.

“What a stupid name,” said that man’s wife. “Honestly, we’ve done him a favor by calling him his true title.”

“His true title will always be the Mad Alchemist,” Elder Christoph lectured. “There is nothing sane about that one. I’d love to see him pay dearly for daring to disturb Alder’s remains.” He motioned for a dragon butler to refill his glass. “Thank you, Melv.”

“It is always a pleasure, elder,” the butler, a man who appeared to be in his forties, replied. Being a dragon, guessing his true age simply wasn’t happening.

The Ancestor stood moments later. “I will be returning.”

The others stirred, some expressing disapproval, but the family leader wasn’t having it. He raised a hand, silencing everyone.

“I will make a family decree soon, and I expect the elders to honor it,” he said. “As the Sage of this family, I will give you some wisdom. Keep an eye on the seven natural disasters, even the great leviathan. Or if you have spies outside, have them report back anything related to them, including any person or force that disturbs their resting quarters.”

The Ancestor turned back to our group.

“Heavenly Demon, Heavenly Daughter, you and the others have my thanks for bringing this matter up,” he said. “It finally gave me the excuse to refuse him. For those with our blood would never betray the elder dragons.”

The maids and butlers bowed. Some even wiped away tears. One of the Dreamlights pulled a dragon woman into a hug. The dragon lady, who most certainly wasn’t there before, turned out to not be one of the palace staff members based on the fancy clothing she wore. She was seated at the elder’s table, though without the obvious white hair and red eyes, the woman wasn’t of blood. She was potentially a Dreamlight’s wife or even an honored guest like a noble or elite.

Later that night, Milia and I were ready to call it a night after getting gardening advice from cousin Aya and Grandma. It was all in preparation for the ridiculously valuable items we recently received.

[The Heart of the Endless Forest. Item rank: Unknown. Item quality: Exotic. Requires a high-ranking garden to grow its tree. However, you may plant this in any garden to automatically increase its rank by one tier. It will consume no nutrients nor require water while in this dormant state. All dryads, flower nymphs, forest nymphs, fairies, forest dragons, pixies, forest-attuned beings, phoenixes and their relatives, beastkin, elves, wolves, foxes, and sprites will receive special benefits for being within two miles of this flower. If you plant to one day attempt to grow high-ranking gardens, such as the Garden of Eden in attempt to create mythical-tier potions, you will need this flower.]

The blue-haired dragon lady seemed especially interested, though she kept her distance, opting to stick to the elder’s table.

I received advice on Sorcerer’s Sight, too, though it wasn’t something I could currently pass down to my apprentices since they obviously weren’t sorcerers. Though if Harmony turned out to be something close, I wouldn’t be surprised. She had some kind of power, perhaps received from her late or missing magician mother. What if her core was broken simply because it couldn’t handle her untrained, unique raw mana? Speculation wouldn’t get me any closer to learning about my brats, though. That’d come with time.

[Sorcerer’s Sight. While meditating, you can travel to nearby areas in a spiritual body for up to several days away. The system isn’t suggesting spying… You will be able to recall yourself back to your body instantly. You will still be aware of the world around you. This is an Arcane-tiered ability. A gift from the amulet for resisting sorcerer’s corruption.]

Milia and I followed a butler to our rooms, pets along with us, and after bathing, called it a night. These rooms were cooled with a mix of Dreamlight and the Blizzard Queen’s magic, like air conditioners.

“Luxury isn’t half bad,” I said to my wife, then kissed her.

She giggled. “Just wait until you see Harmonica.”

Cheetara seemed to either glare or frown at us before letting out a sigh. Yes, our cat sighed. She tapped at a butterfly statue, then took a seat next to Wolverine at the foot of the bed.

The goodest of all boys and the most adorable of all cats were both freshly bathed and their fur magically dried and fluffed. I won’t lie, it is exactly as fun as you’re thinking. You can’t help but give a hearty laugh with these two.

Cheetara finally stopped pretending to be angry and snuggled into me. Then the lights were out.

Despite the worries, that was one damn good sleep.

Or so it should’ve been, but a soft knock on our door and the immense presence behind it meant that the goddess herself had parting words for us. The fact that she didn’t just barge in and essentially hung out with us all day gave us a tiny clue about her character. In a good way.

“Gaia’s great plain,” Milia whispered.

The fact that dryad cursing referred to the ancient name of the mother of Earth still tickled me. We were maybe ten minutes into sleeping, after all. Wolverine stood first, followed by the rest of us. He barked twice, tail wagging, tongue lolling.

“Please come in,” I said to Wanda. “Not that we could tell you no or anything.”

Milia shot me a tired, flat look.

I shrugged. “It’s true.”

The door opened, causing the light of the goddess figure to seep in. The candles and lamps lit. The potted flowers, which weren’t in season just yet, blossomed with gorgeous blues and oranges. They also released a pleasant scent.

“This is my first time ever being face to face with a god, so I’m not sure how to act,” I admitted. And no, my voice didn’t sound dumb, just sincere.

“It is the same for me,” said my wife.

“Please be casual,” Wanda said as she entered. “I will be quick. I came to give you some advice. You may take it as a quest or treat it as a mere suggestion, for human freewill is important to me and the universe. Without it, life has no purpose. So, every time I give advice, always remember I do not force you to take heed of it.”

Wanda… wasn’t bad at all. Nothing like the dickish system, or how the Axem described her. Not that we should automatically believe every evil villain that spoke to us. Lying was a thing, after all. The system also confirmed none of its words. A part of me believed that it would love to if it meant pissing me off even just a little. At the same time, I wasn’t about to believe that Wanda’s past wasn’t full of destruction. Strictness aside, she supposedly mellowed out, even more so since I arrived.

“Thank you for any help,” I said. “We’re not exactly in any position to refuse it.”

Wanda giggled. “You’re in a better position than you think. Someone who solved all of his problems without relying on the heavens. Sure, we collided a few times, but through your own power, you’ve made a difference to the world. Even if you cannot see it. It helps that you are not as much of a problem child as your Ancestor. But his hotheaded past is not something we’re here to discuss.”

She floated over to a desk and set a letter on top of it. “Sending a letter is kind of fun. Something I’ve never gotten the chance to do. Do deliver this to one of my two favorite humble followers. Nuwa or Awa.” She turned to us. “Please continue to utilize their services, for their healing abilities only grow through use. With your training, Nuwa protects herself and others.” She sighed. “Most of all, continue to look out for your first disciple and the others. Harmony is special, just like the woman who fell in love with a handsome army captain whose stoicism made him socially strange, some years ago.”

I felt my eyes widen a bit. “Wanda, do you know what happened to her mother?”

“That is something I cannot discuss with you,” Wanda replied. “Perhaps Harmony will tell you more about her past someday.” She started toward the door. “You may not be involved with the upcoming war, but it is possible that Merridon will be sheltering those who fled. But hope is not lost. You must take Lucas to see the dwarven monarch. The messenger will soon approach your land.”

We didn’t need the goddess to clarify what she meant by that since we heard the message. I may not be going to war, but still had to deal with the things it produced. Refugees aside.

“Even if they push back the invaders, some spies and assassins could sneak deeper inland, aiming to cause as much damage as possible as vengeance for interference,” Wanda warned.

Then just like that, she rose into the air and vanished, her last words being, “They will need your help more than ever. That strongly includes yours, too, Milia, for without you…”

The sentence didn’t finish, leaving implications.

“No pressure, right?” I said sarcastically. “Just dump that on my wife.”

“It’s okay, Nate,” Milia said. “I knew the moment I agreed to marry you, life wasn’t going to be just honey cakes and orange spirit wine. We’ll overcome whatever trial she throws at us together like always.”

I pulled my wife into a kiss. Cheetara meowed with annoyance in her voice, which got laughter from us. Wolverine softly facepalmed.

Some time later, we finally drifted off to sleep.

Cheetara had a dream about carrots that night for some reason.

End of Phase 2…


PHASE 3…



INTERLUDE


During the afternoon in which Sir No-Fun Nate and the others were gone, Ronica found herself sitting in a chair within what that man called the Bird Block. She wasn’t sure whether to be insulted by the name or grateful it had a name in the first place. His land’s jokes were weird. She had yet to receive an answer on who this mysterious Jesus Christ was. Hmph!

Normally, Ronica would be munching on honey cakes about now while enjoying the clean countryside air, but having just paid her rent recently, she had to be a bit more careful with her remaining disposable gold. Else the woman would be tempted to spend every ounce of her savings, future purchase and growth or emergencies be damned. Wanda’s bottom, just one honey cake, or if she could convince Nate to bake up a cinnamon bun. Then she’d simply have to dodge Nuwa and Iris for a while so that they wouldn’t nag her about health issues for a week, and all should be well.

Seeing Lady Feathers walking with her chick following her, Ronica waved cheerily.

“Hi! Hope you’re enjoying your afternoon.”

Lady Feathers bowed before walking over to the woman. “We sure are. It is an honor to be in the presence of and greeted by one such as yourself.”

Ronica waved off her comment. “Don’t waste such words on a blown-out flame who’s lost her way.”

She petted the elicrone.

“We simply cannot ignore what you are,” came the voice of Beakwing.

“Anyway,” Ronica continued, “what do you think of the current situation? Do you think Nate will involve himself in some dumb war? Will Milia try to stop him, but end up as a widow whose husband went off to war?”

Lady Feathers chuckled. “Too many books I see, Esteemed One. You know that won’t happen. Otherwise, I would’ve gone with them on the trip and discouraged it. It is indeed an unpleasant, unnecessary war. When the fighting begins, if a form of it hasn’t already, those who live in Jasper will flee. In weeks, Wingston and possibly even Kyushu will find themselves dealing with Jaspian refugees.”

Ronica frowned. “I hate war.”

Lady Feathers nodded in agreement. “It is certainly the most unpleasant thing about humanity.”

Ronica gestured for Lady Feathers to hop into her lap, which the elicrone obeyed. In a rare showing, the young woman hummed a song from her homeland while stroking the bird’s head. If she was capable of producing tears, Lady Feathers’s eyes would be watery, for the tune touched the hearts of all her kind. Even Beakwing gave a bow. Only they’d know the true beauty and sadness in her voice.

Every avian-type winged creature and even some dragons knew or heard of the old tragic incident concerning the great mountain. The loss of life included the people that lived in the small town surrounding it. Knowledge of the event transcended past House Sigil that expanded into their market threatening the locals, and made its way even to the highest of the Merridon royal family. Perhaps it was unfair to place hatred on them, since everything happened too fast. Maybe the Lord Ruler with his army, top royal court magicians, his knights, elites, and secret forces wouldn’t be enough to face what Ronica saw. As she settled in Kyushu, learning through Nate’s foreign customs and wisdom, the woman had slowly begun to drop the blame, her fury at the nation. When she grew strong enough, she’d go back.

No one discussed the great mountain’s disaster simply because those who lived couldn’t muster the will to explain the unbelievable situation. The heat aura surrounding the vicinity also made it so that mankind couldn’t investigate without being baked like a fresh honey cake.

“Such a lovely voice,” came an unfamiliar feminine voice.

Ronica looked around, saw no one, but did sense a new presence.

“Down here,” said the sophisticated voice.

Ronica finally noticed a cute, white-furred rabbit sitting in front of her.

“I know you must be shocked by a talking rabbit, but trust me, it is fine, yes. I’m probably in the same situation as that fox over there,” she said, then eyed the garden. “This… is embarrassing, but is it okay if I have something to eat? I’m sure the rumored master of this land, perhaps you, wouldn’t mind helping a hungry soul.”

Ronica knew right away that this was no ordinary spirit beast, as her immense power pushed back on even the young woman’s true aura. And of course she’d be drawn to this place. Still… cute was cute.

Mazu yawned. “Must be wabbit season.”

“Shouldn’t you be helping Nuwa with the horses?” asked Little Moo the calf.

Ronica apparently didn’t hear him as she cheerily accepted the rabbit into her arms. Whether she could hear non-avian creatures that didn’t speak as freely as Mazu and the rabbit, who knew. “Of course I’ll get you something to eat.”

Thankfully, unbeknownst to her, Mandi would help Nuwa wash, dry, and feed the powerful lightning horses.
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The Moonlit Blade’s crystal-white armor glimmered like a beacon and continued to do so as the fleet landed on the Jaspian coast. He immediately ordered some men to take temporary defensive positions in the forest, some to scout, set up a temporary camp, and also to prepare that.

The moment of truth had finally arrived for the champion of the United Scattered Island Nation—or for some, Nations, since islands were still allowed to act independently if it meant earning income.

He’d get to show these people what it meant to be the champion of a nation and how the land thieves would crumble beneath his might. He’d already proven his worth to the great Moon Lord to obtain this title. Now, he’d have to do so for the Moon Priest, who surprisingly gave permission for this endeavor.

While the permission seemed suspicious, the fact still stood that the Jaspians stole their land on the coast and had been their enemy for decades, perhaps even centuries. It was time to pay back these scum!

An armored woman approached him, sword in sheath, special staff strapped to her back rather than store it within her storage ring just in case they found themselves confronted by the unexpected and needed to retreat.

“Lord Moonlit, division two is ready on your command,” she said with a salute.

“Diamond General,” the Moonlit Blade greeted. “Brief the men again. I need it to be clear that we’re here for the pride of our nation and in the name of the Moon Lord, one who could even overthrow the dwarven motherland if he wished with his strength. The civilians already took a beating from the reported hallow attack. They are not to be harmed. We’ll take our land back and some more as reparations. I’m sure they’ll want to negotiate, using the Kingdom of Merridon as the mediator. Let us make sure our demands are loud and clear. Also, send a small observatory force into Merridon.”

“Yes, Lord Moonlit!” said the woman as she saluted. “What if their master magician decides to intervene?”

“She won’t,” replied the Moonlit Blade. The muscular man walked past his general without another word. They all knew he planned to meditate before the first march. It was no ordinary form of meditation, for it’d bring out a level of devastation fit for one-man armies.

Fifteen minutes later, the first scout report came in, interrupting the champion.

“My lord, you won’t believe this!”

“What is it?” he asked.

“Dwarves. The army from Ironhelm is intervening on behalf of Jasper! There are still a lot of Merridon soldiers still around as well,” reported the scout after saluting.

The Moonlit Blade frowned. “We, of course, didn’t come unprepared in the case of another nation joining in the fight. I didn’t expect our summoners would need to use it so soon.”

“A-are you sure we should unleash that thing on our lands my liege?”

“Only on my signal. It will exist on a limited timer, before the mana runs out, so don’t worry,” the Moonlit Blade said. “Return to your unit, soldier. Shout for the generals to meet with me at the central command tent.”

“Yes, lord!” The soldier saluted before running off to follow his orders.

The Moonlit Blade chuckled. “Thank Wanda’s ass this won’t be a boring fight, after all. I do not want easy, it’d sully my name and the hard work achieving it.”

He looked toward the main marching route, smiling. “The dwarves will indeed give me a challenge on the battlefield.”
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That midafternoon while Nate and company were in Dreamlight City…

Rin, the Love Saintess, couldn’t help but feel a little cheery as she returned to Kyushu, especially after stopping by the shop currently run by Harmony and the others. Saints usually traveled alone, pushing to expand their services across as much of the world as possible. With every revelation from Wanda, they mobilized to carry out her will. This only proved to be a fraction of why the group angered the Inquisition. Thankfully, she managed to avoid them on her short journey. Hopefully, Aidyn had done the same.

The Inquisition wasn’t always corrupted. They used to be a neutral organization that worked with and sometimes as law enforcement to protect the peace of the kingdom. There was even one guard that often chanted, “For the peace of the kingdom!” when an agent walked nearby. Rin believed that man retired a decade ago.

With the Inquisition betraying the saints to further push into politics, Rin and the others worked tirelessly to not only stand in their way, but also continued their charities or secret missions revealed to them by Wanda’s oracle. To have a place to come home to was almost a new feeling.

Sure, the saints had a secret mansion, but they were rarely in it. It now served as a place to hold and rehabilitate the dark elf princess, Liam, and the home of the staff that worked in it. Some of the staff members had families, too, and eventually they formed a community around the mansion, also known as the Hall of the Saints. Awa beat Rin to the punch in reminding the people to not worship the saints, who were simply Wanda’s messengers, eyes, and servants.

Rin stopped by a honey cake stand to buy a freshly baked treat before heading home.

Soon, she and Aidyn would be running an adventurer’s den together. Currently, the mayor had staff renovating a building far from the current tavern. They’d still probably need more workers, but for now, posting jobs for adventurers, serving food and drinks, and redirecting travelers to the inn would be their job in the name of the clan.

Perhaps the former hero’s party could help out.

“Although if Lord Nate could swipe Anzu from the Red Star, that’d be great.”
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In the Jaspian Royal Palace, Maximus Truestorm, the Lord Ruler of Merridon, received a report from a general that was not one of his sons.

General Tiger Shao first bowed and then saluted, fist to chest.

“Lord Ruler, the fleet has finally taken over the Jaspian coast,” he said. “An estimated fifty thousand soldiers, including magician-killing units. It is likely they will exercise their slow-consume method of attack for the normal soldiers, while the champion and his elites lead a fast assault.”

“Which means the already damaged civilians will be left alone until they’re later subjugated. Nobles will be either jailed, executed, or if they haven’t fled in advanced by now…” The Lord Ruler paused to glance at the fully healed Jaspian prince delivering his orders to his remaining troops. The mystery of what happened to his main army still hadn’t been resolved just yet, as only a day passed since the hallow hell night. They were a powerful force consisting of strong magicians and brutally trained soldiers. A small, but elite force well-suited to defending the nation.

Without them, the nation was doomed. The Lord Ruler offered asylum to the prince and his family, but he would not allow his soldiers to fight for Jasper. The power struggle in Merridon was already intense. If he made a call that provided no benefits, he’d lose the majority support of the nobles. Even a man as powerful as Maximus couldn’t rule a nation completely alone. If the dukes turned against him for a civil war, old enemies such as the War King of Kremlin or even smaller nations may seize the opportunity to strike at the kingdom while it fought itself.

“Great Lord Ruler!” yelled someone as he rushed into the main hall. He bowed to the Lord Ruler. “Dwarves! They’re offering to fight on Jasper’s behalf!”

Maximus’s eyes widened. The dwarves moving on anyone else’s behalf? Impossible!

“General, make sure the security is increased for our homeland. Teams to look out for spy units, more checkpoints, and permit-checking at every city and as many towns as possible. Make sure the dukes receive the word, of course. They will need to enforce this.”

“Yes, Lord Ruler!” the general said with a salute before doing an about-face and running off, presumably to carry out his new orders.

Maximus stood. “I’ll meet with the dwarven captain. I must know what brought this sudden change of heart. What is their goal?”

The Jaspian Prince nodded. “I will join you. There isn’t a day in this universe that I’d believe the dwarves would do anything for free. Not even those who live in this nation.”


CHAPTER 17
[image: ]


Gone were the days of a check getting voided because of some bullshit with my bank—and no, that’s not just an excuse for days where I had twenty-two dollars in my account. Here I stood along with Grandma, my wife, Mom and Pops, the pets, receiving a warm farewell from the family, in one of the most incredible cities I’ve ever seen in my life. Yes, life was good. Sure, there were issues, but it was the small moments like these that mattered the most to me. Something to keep me grounded, out of my head, and looking forward to things for once.

“Do you hear me brat, Ares the Peace Spawner?” said Elder Christoph. “You are no longer welcome in the inheritance battle! This is the Ancestor’s decree.”

And so we were off to show Grandma the farm. She even promised to make a blueberry pie before leaving, which got my wife excited to try the original recipe. Okay, fine, me too. I took pride in anything I made or cooked up in the kitchen, but even my skills paled against Grandma’s. Shoot, she was the one that taught me how to not make a buffoon of myself and, really, depend on cooking, especially when I was single. She never was a fan of my old takeout habits.

Not to say they completely went away, but instead of ninety percent of the time, I ordered food ten percent of the time.

That was when the system decided to tell me I had work to do.

[Quest: Take Milia, Aline, your grandmother, and father to your holy mountain. Accept? Reward: Unknown.]

[Quest: Forward town building! Build three new buildings. Home, restaurant, shop, clinic, house of scholars, engineer hangout, tavern, or something from your world within the technological possibilities. You’ll have to fund and handle the technological bits yourself without breaking Wanda’s law. Reward: A lot of spirit and some heavenly spirit coins + unknown!]

A second, more specific town-building quest. That carried some implications as to where we should take the town.

[Optional Quest: Broadcast four shows of at least three minutes each. Reward: Unknown.]

[Special Quest: Defeat the second floor of the S-ranked dungeon. Requirements: You must have a very strong party, Milia must be evolved, Wolverine is required to attend (as the dungeon will not unlock without him present), Harmony is required for a bonus.]

[Quest: Create more potions of greater medicine for the runic cold situation in Lucas’s village. Note: You can still name this village or ask for its name.]

[And lastly, Sir Patience. Optional Quest: Teach your apprentices how to make Greater Medicine potions, then test them. Reward: Unknown. Taxes and the cost of living may be increasing soon due to the war, especially land taxes. You will need to maximize your earnings if you plan to keep everyone employed.]

Well… that was just great.

Shit, were there any additional potions that I could add to the menu? System, you never ceased to just let me be, I thought bitterly. Also were some of these quests or naggy reminders?

[Current self-use potions: Health, Energy, General Medicine, Speed Booster, Sleeping, Clarity, Greater Medicine.]

[Special potions: Night Vision, *Mana Core, Water Breathing, Masking, Eagle Sight, Shadow, God Flame, Summoning (Aku), Blood Lightning, Cupid.]

[Mid-tier special potions: Water Spirits, Dragon Slayer.]

[Complex self-use potions: Minor Luck, Angel Summoning (Asia), Basic Holy Cleansing, Humble Sage’s Mana Potion, Wind Droughts, *Elixir of Cure*, Flight.]

[*Grand-tiered simple potions: Storms.]

[Advanced Potions: Cupid, Shapeshifting, True Potion of Shapeshifting.]

[***Mythical potions***: Ten Thousand Night Shades.]

[Utility potions: Light-aesthetic/Lamp.]

[Misc potions: Flavors, Basic Purification.]

[Blighted potions: Steam Blast.]

Other:

[Heaven’s Tears. Item grade: SSS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Effect: Rapidly heals and also repairs damaged mana channels within the body.]

Ares didn’t respond to the declarations just yet, but we knew he heard them. The Dreamlights increased their already high security. However, Mom doubted the Peace Spawner would stupidly attack the city.

“I’ve been wondering, what’s the closest nation to this city?” I asked Mom. “I hadn’t gotten the chance to ask for a map.”

“We’re somewhere far away, but that’s all I can say,” Mom said. “You’ll have to explore this land yourself. Hmm… if you have a special magical world map… Anyway, let us be going.”

Before we could move, the sky darkened, and a familiar voice boomed from the sky. Lightning blasted in all directions for effect, and super winds almost swept Aline off her feet, only for my wife to catch her with a vine.

“You think I’m not worthy of the inheritance!? Do you think you have the right to be hypocritical, Ancestor? Favoring a pup magician just to insult all who sweat years into perfecting our crafts.”

Elder Christoph responded to him in a strong voice, holding back his anger. “Even in the quest for power, there are some things that are forbidden and, among Dreamlights, disturbing the rest of our dragon counterparts is one of them. You took it a step further⁠—”

“Perhaps you have grown quite complacent and overconfident in your old age,” the Peace Spawner interrupted. “That and you’re suffering memory loss, perhaps brain damage, for if you cannot understand the genius of what I’ve done, then the inheritance must be worthless. You’ve got your focus in the wrong places.”

Ares chuckled darkly. “Besides, someone eventually undid the spell.”

“You truly have no shame,” snapped Elder Shelly. “Show yourself, boy. I’ll crush every bone in your neck.”

Ares laughed. “I’m sure you’d have plenty of advantages in your homeland. Mark my words, I may one day crack this domain of yours, sending every man and woman living here into utter despair. Of course, I’m not all talk. Favoring the pup magician… even the Association badly seeks to recruit me. Whether you agree with my alchemic research or not matters not, for the brilliance will soon be all this world knows. And you Dreamlight fools will regret burning bridges with me, who also has the blood. I’ll kill all of the inheritors, including the pup magician and his pathetic friends. None will be able to hide from me forever. Perhaps I’ll just take the inheritance or destroy it all.”

“If you think you can kill me, then come to me,” came another voice.

We turned to see Michael. The cheerful woman with him, Yuria, was of course as serious as the rest of us, having heard the fully projected conversation.

“And this won’t be about the inheritance,” Michael said. “Or are you afraid to take on a real magician?”

“What a morning,” I commented. “There’s nothing like a good pissing contest to start the day.”

“Sorry,” Yuria said softly. “He doesn’t mean anything by it. I think.”

I chuckled. “It’s fine.”

A projection of Ares’s face appeared in the sky and he looked down with the smuggest of smiles.

“Very well.”

[You are being confronted with an overwhelming sense of dread.]

[You are being confronted with unimaginable power. Warning, this may not be a fight you can win. System recommendation: Urgent retreat!]

[Dreamlight City is facing a culling…]

“Enough,” Mom said, eyes glowing, aura blasting so powerfully that we were all reminded that she was the Heavenly Serpent. “You come here, and I’ll ignore Wanda’s rules and disassemble you painfully, atom by atom.”

She pointed a finger at the center of Ares’s projection. It burst into sparkles, his last expression actually being that of surprise.

“Remember who you’re dealing with, brat,” Mom continued. “Do not believe we of Dreamlight will allow you to do whatever you please on our territory. Have you lost what’s left of your mind?”

[Oncoming battle canceled. Elder Christoph has disrupted Ares’s attempt to cull Dreamlight. Lucky you, and especially your sister.]

“So the royal Dreamlight who ascended and ended up fighting the Association is here,” Ares said. “You’re powerful, but you left the job incomplete. You are no better than the elders, arrogant with age. It wouldn’t surprise me if you one day found Association members banging at the doorstep of this land, ready to rip it apart.”

“Is that supposed to be a threat?” Mom said coolly.

“Threat? The enemy of my enemy is not my friend,” Ares said.

Just like that, his presence vanished with no signs of him returning. Now if you’re wondering why I said nothing, it was simple. To understand who I’m dealing with, I needed to listen. Learn. Normally, I would be nothing more than an afterthought for a man like this, but the fact that he brought me up specifically indicated that our encounter last time left quite the impression.

Given that he wanted me dead now…

“Good. We confirmed that he heard the message loud and clear,” Elder Christoph said. “I do urge you to be careful. I know you’ll reject this, but I must offer it anyway. A mansion of your own or a room within the Dreamlight palace.”

I shook my head, smiling. “I appreciate the offer, but I’ll have to turn it down. Come on, let’s go show Grandma the farm before she has to leave.”

Mom created the portal and off we went.

“Bye-bye! Please come again, and with Cheetara and Wolverine,” called Little Starrcia.

Farewell Dreamlight City, home of my family, but it will definitely not be the last time we meet. Even my cousin Aya and her husband would likely send a powerful messenger bird our way. Probably.

We ended up back at the portal point, of course, due to the strange magic of Dreamlight City. Grandma chuckled. “Perhaps the battles with the Association did you some good, seeing how much stronger you’ve gotten.”

Mom created a second portal, which showed our farm on a bright and sunny morning. And… Lady Feathers appeared to be waiting for us on the other side, almost as if she knew we’d be back at this very moment. Creepy? Nah, she was a magical beast like Beakwing, a kind peacock-like bird, looking after the pets, as well as her own chick.

We stepped through, leaving unsettling, war-approaching, salty Jaspian forest air for clean, fresh air from our magical farm.

“We’re back,” I greeted.

Lady Feathers bowed. Wolverine and Cheetara greeted her before speeding off to Mazu. Approaching from the path were the disciples and apprentices. Well, Iris was already here, helping Chenzu and Lucas out with the farm. By now, all of the teenagers were well-versed in how everything worked, receiving additional pay for farm work on top of their daily chores at the shop.

“Welcome back!” Nuwa greeted first, waving cheerfully as they approached. I had Wanda’s letter, which pulsed with much-too-pure-for-me holy aura, at the ready.

“Good to be back,” Milia said.

“This… place,” Grandma said. “This is yours, Nate, Milia?”

“Oh, it gets better,” I told her.

Aline nodded in agreement. “Even now, he surprises me.”

“But you can’t help but be proud of him,” Pops said, patting my shoulder. “Don’t forget about that drink tonight.”

“Would never,” I said. Pops and I did have a few father-son nights out in the town, though this drink was actually going to be on the farm. We were currently brewing something using fruit and ingredients he brought back from Earth beneath Wanda’s nose, and he was excited for it.

The drink would be served at Milia’s Guardian Day party tomorrow, but tonight, we planned to sample. To make sure it tasted good. Don’t give me that doubtful look.

“Grandma, I’m curious, but can you feel the mountain?” I asked.

Grandma turned to look directly at the holy mountain. “After we get settled in and you give me the tour, you must take me there.”

I recalled the prompt.

[Quest: Take Milia, Aline, your grandmother, and father to your holy mountain. Reward: Unknown.]

“Of course. I’ve been meaning to go there myself,” I told her. “I just didn’t have the time. Milia, Aline, Pops, do you mind joining us?”

“Hey, don’t exclude us,” Ronica said as the approaching group got closer.

I halted my glare for the twerp to gaze at the white rabbit she carried. Ronica having a pet was already random, but one with this level of power rose some red flags.

Then it spoke.

“Master of the land, this humble bunny offers her greetings.”

Everyone turned to stare at the adorable rabbit. And then she decided to have a glare off with the cat.

“Cheetara, don’t growl at our guest,” I said tiredly. The cat let out a “tssh” then sat down. Wolverine gave her the side eye, which almost got a laugh out of me. “It’s nice to meet you… uhm.”

“I named her Ribbon,” Ronica cheered. I passed Nuwa the letter, watching her eyes widen as she knew exactly what it was. That, or had a suspicion based on the intense aura.

“Wanda’s bottom, they’re so cute,” Harmony said with a sigh, then turned to us. “Are we running the shop today?”

I nodded, deciding that Ronica’s terrible naming sense wasn’t worth the energy expenditure. “Yep. I can feel the customers waiting for our opening hours already. I’ll leave it to you when we take Grandma and the others to the mountain. On second thought, actually, we’ll close shop for a break. Everyone’s going. It’s time to see how things changed.”

Harmony giggled. “I’d love to see what’s become of it. We were so busy yesterday that we didn’t have the time to explore that deep into the forest.”

“I do want to check on the residents,” Milia said. “Beyond just sensing them.”

Muiy suddenly rushed out of the forest to dive-hug into Milia. “Welcome back, Milia!”

“Oh, that reminds me,” I said. “Lucas, after the trip to the mountain, we’ll need to create some greater medicine potions. Your village will need them.”

“They will?” he asked. “I will gather the ingredients.”

“I don’t know much about the runic cold, but we can’t just leave your home village to fend for themselves,” I said. “Also, some of them are loved customers.”

People of Lucas’s village either chose to take the two-day trip our way or to Wingston, depending on their needs. I glanced at the quest once more to make sure I wasn’t mistaken.

“I’d like to help, too!” Muiy declared.

[Quest: Create more Potions of Greater Medicine for the runic cold situation in Lucas’s village. Note: You can still name this village or ask for its name.]


CHAPTER 18
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We showed Grandma around the farm and the shop before settling down for some lunch. Pops manned the grill while I ran the shop with the others. Also, the kitchen smelled heavenly. Milia seemed to have to force her eyes not to look at the oven.

I should point out that the rabbit followed me everywhere except the bathroom. Eventually, I picked her up, fed her some of the veggies from our garden and asked an important question.

“Ribbon, where are you from?”

The rabbit grew silent for a moment and a bit too long for Cheetara’s liking as she hissed. Wolverine seemed tired in the face of the new rivalry, also known as soon-to-be-good-friends, and walked outside to join the calf and Beakwing for what looked like idle chatter. Man, I wished I could understand what they were saying.

“I… got lost,” Ribbon finally said, her eyes on Cheetara. “I lived just on the edge of the Great Blighted desert for a while, in a nice patch of woods. There was an attack by a monster on the night of the double crimson moon. My friends… well, not friends, just forest mates. We fled in different directions from a strange creature that tried to eat us. None of my powers worked on it. In a last-ditch effort to escape, I used a transport spell, draining all of my mana. I ended up at the edge of your domain. Even far off, I felt the tranquility of the forest, the farm, and traveled in this direction more out of curiosity. Then I heard⁠—”

“I think that’s enough,” Ronica interrupted. “They get it. And you’re welcome to live with me as long as you want.”

Ribbon hopped into the twerp’s lap to snuggle into her. “Thank you. It is truly an honor.”

Harmony petted the rabbit. “She’s so polite. Cheetara, please try to get along with her.”

Cheetara meowed something. Ribbon actually responded.

“What kind of life have you lived for you to be suspicious of my power?” Ribbon said. She paused. “Hmrph! I’ll go ask him right now.”

She abandoned Ronica to hurry outside, followed by the cat. I waved off the twerp and Harmony who seemed to want to go after them.

“Give the two some time,” I said. “Cheetara’s predator senses will eventually calm down a bit and she’ll accept the rabbit, just as the others have. Besides, do you think Lady Feathers would allow a threat on the farm?”

“You make a fine point there,” Ronica said.

“The strangeness this land attracts never ceases to amaze me,” Ramon said.

Nuwa finally finished reading… or re-reading her letter to join the rest of us back in reality.

“It did attract us, after all,” she said.

Alexander laughed. “That it did, lass. That it did.”

Grandma, Milia, and Aline were having a conversation in the kitchen. Mom and Pops were walking around the farm chatting, and every now and then, you could hear Mom’s cheerful laughter when they were close enough. Maxus was currently meditating in the spiritual room, having received my permission earlier.

Having taught the apprentices how to brew the potion of greater medicine—Grandma advised me to do that first and take things slowly, since the mountain wasn’t going anywhere—it was finally time to shut down the shop temporarily. This quest sure as heck wasn’t going to complete itself, after all.

On a funny note, because of the life I lived before, you know, the modern dream of the States for the middle-aged shift worker, I was the only one in our group that used profanity. Just who I was. Well, strangely enough, and I know many of you feel this, but the ability to curse pretty much disappeared with Grandma around. Hell, you could say I kept it to zero with my parents. A strange phenomenon if you grew up in a household that forbade it unless you were an adult from another household.

Anyway, enough about that. Let’s clean some quests up. It was currently sometime midafternoon and we needed to get to the mountain. Alexander and Harmony took care of the last customer.

“Let’s go ahead and lock things up,” I announced. “It’s time to get to the mountain.”

“I’d better take the pies out to cool,” Grandma said. “Or would you like to eat some first?”

“Is it okay to eat first?” Milia asked, giving me puppy eyes and good lord, it was impossible to resist. My wife was dangerous.

Still, she was onto something. The pies blanketed the shop with a godly fragrance and even customers hesitated to leave. Some asked if slices were for sale. Of course they weren’t. I did redirect them to the bakery, though they would not find the pie there. Just a reminder of how rare blueberries were in this world.

“Fine, let’s eat. Mandi, Opal, do you mind retrieving the others?” I asked.

“Sure, I don’t mind,” Mandi said.

Opal huffed. “You didn’t take the news I gave you earlier seriously enough, and dare ask me—hey wait up, Mandi!”

The pixie took off after her.

“Despite her mannerisms, the pixie’s quite kind-hearted,” Grandma said. “It’s strange. In their homelands, they live in a system where your rank and even noble blood determines your place in society, far more extreme than what humans do. Lower-ranked pixies usually don’t receive opportunities, and those of the gadget variety can forget about putting their talents to use.”

At this point, I wasn’t surprised Grandma knew all of this.

“How many times have you been to their motherland?” Harmony asked as she accepted her plate of pie. She only wanted one slice to avoid getting full, having promised the other apprentices she’d treat them to one of Anna’s recipes later. Anna was her personal maid, by the way, someone who served their family with the staff for years. She seemed to make more than most of the townspeople, not that that was saying much for the D-ranked Kyushu.

“Only a few times,” Grandma replied to the blue-haired teenager.

I glanced at the town’s stats as I accepted my two slices of goodness. We all thanked Grandma as she handed us our food.

“You’re very welcome,” she said warmly.

Mom kissed her on the cheek. “You still got it, Mother,” Mom told her, gaining a hearty laugh.

“You bet I do,” she said.

[Kyushu’s current stats.

-Settlement Rank: D, Small town.

-Holy mountain protected. Rank: D. Extra: negates the effects of a double crimson moon.

-Defenses: F. 99 of 100 until eligible for natural promotion.

-Offenses/army: N/A. [There are no private militaries, mercenaries, nor contract adventurer groups present at this time.]

-Research and Development: You have not set this up nor selected anyone to be in charge of this. 0/100.

-Revenue: F. Perhaps try to get out of debt first. The loan from the Wingstons is too dependent on your presence.

-Entertainment: E. Nothing yet, though the signs and advertisements have garnered a lot of interest for Abbi’s concert. To invest points here, you must have entertainers or a district, as well as funding.

-Trade: E. 80 of 100 until eligible for natural promotion. Local trade is great, but trade with other cities and beyond drastically needs improvement. Perhaps it could start with those vending machines? Do not forget about your deals, from the harpy chief to stores in Whirl-Waters, merchant guild, so on.

-Merchant Guild: D-rank. Promoting your license will depend on this. Sure, you can make potions, but can you profit from them?

-Education rank: D. [This is the average of Kyushu natives. Needs a focused education system.] Without a higher rank, building any powerful facilities here and expecting Kyushu natives to know how to operate them would be unfair to said natives.]

[Clan stats.]

[Clan: Potion’s Will. Rank: B. Clan Standing: Hidden. Sects: Off. War: None. This is a peaceful clan… for now. Peace bonus: 45%. Crafting fame: 90%. Combat fame: 72%.]

- Saviors of Fire Stone. Relations: S.

- Saviors of the future! Hidden Wood Elf Village, Star Oak. Relations: S.

- Preventers of Culling! Saviors of Isabella. Rebutters of the Dark Lord. Whirl-Waters. Relations: S.

-Hallow Root Destroyers! Kingdom of Jasper. Relations: S.

-Dungeon diving credit: A!]

One step at a time, I thought. I’d check over fortifications, my newest MMABS option, later. Since I was going to be this town’s lord, the least I could do was get these stats up.

Anyway, after we finished eating, we all started into the forest, an excited Muiy joining us. She still insisted on helping us deliver the potions to Lucas’s home village when they finished brewing.

I supposed I should also ask Grandma what to do about the Philosopher’s Stone fragments, too. The Peace Spawner being after them only made the situation seem worse. Although questioning the second highest authority of our family about them could draw Wanda’s attention, so I didn’t expect much in terms of answers.

I glanced at Kyushu’s increased stats. Only one more point for Defenses to rise to D. Not bad.

As for the Wingston loan, the mayor often set a portion of the earned tax revenue aside to pay them back. In fact, he even let Gwendolyn know of his intentions. She told him to focus on creating a town capable of earning the revenue and to not dwell too much on somewhat free funding.

Since Mayor Rue, Harmony’s father, was well aware that nothing in this world came free, he continued the act of setting gold aside. I know all of this because he discussed it with me before asking for permission to do so.

I told him to continue running the town as he pleased while slowly paying the Wingstons back. The Rue family were known and loved in Kyushu. To take their jobs away from them would bring unnecessary resentment. I didn’t care for being a lord in the first place, so bringing that upon myself would be stupid.

I also couldn’t slack off, since that would also bring resentment and damage not just to my reputation, but the mayor and Cerial’s too. As a shop owner, this simply couldn’t be allowed to fly.

Thank fuck for magician powers and the Dreamlight blood, for it allowed me to operate on significantly less sleep. I voluntarily chose to sleep for the natural buffs. Maybe to keep a little humanity to myself, too.

Despite being used to a life without electronics, I still intended to fix the boringness of Kyushu, introduce some fun other than that once-a-year owl fruit festival they planned to bring back. The schools were fine and even the librarian helped out.

The forest felt even more pleasant than ever, coated by the presence of the mountain in the distance, with its residents out and about like a harmonious orchestra. They bowed upon noticing us—or if they were fairies, flew around us curiously, greeting and giggling. One of them even landed on Milia’s shoulder for a hug before she quickly flew off.

“Such a lovely forest,” Grandma said.

“You wouldn’t think there was a feral demon attack just a couple days ago,” Mom told her.

Grandma stared into the distance grimly. “Just walking through here puts into perspective the events you explained. Dragnats are unable to manifest in conditions like this, nor on Wanda’s holy grounds.”

“Like the forest that saints are tested in?” Nuwa asked.

“Yes,” Grandma said.

“I still think you should’ve become the saint,” Lucas told Nuwa, gaining a death glare from the blonde.

“I wholeheartedly agreed with Wanda’s offer for you to become the tenth saint,” she said, her voice strict, but still kind. “If Wanda doesn’t doubt your abilities, you shouldn’t doubt yourself. I’ve heard of your true abilities, on top of being a genius. Doubting yourself doesn’t fit your image, future Saint Lucas.”

Lucas’s eyes widened and he seemed to look at Nuwa in a new light, obvious respect in those eyes. The naïve healer often reminded us that she, too, carried a brand of wisdom that all of us could use all the time.

Why didn’t Wanda make her a saintess? My guess, which seemed likely, was due to her mother being in the position. There could only be one Conviction saintess. Nuwa was likely the successor.

“Thank you, Nuwa,” Lucas said, then his eyes hardened. “I will try… No, I will believe in myself more.”

Nuwa smiled at him. “Good. I look forward to seeing your progress.”

“Absolutely,” Harmony chimed.

I couldn’t help but enjoy the way everyone had each other’s backs. The look of approval in Grandma and Mom’s eyes only made me chuckle with pride.

Soon, we approached the foot of the enormous mountain. We were seriously taken aback by the ridiculous energy and aura of peace it emitted. Surrounding it was a large lake.

“What’s your mountain’s rank?” Pops asked, his eyes glancing around in wonder.

[Quest completed, take your clan and the required people to the mountain!]

“This… is unbelievable,” Ribbon said, awed. Cheetara gave her a smug but agreeing meow.

I wonder what happened, I thought.

Well, at least the two… rivals—AKA blooming friends—tolerated each other for now.


CHAPTER 19
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[Quest completed. Reward: Silver Ring Chest.]

[Optional quest: Create a potion of clarity and have everyone consume it with tea around the mountain. Reward: Spawn point for Asia the angel. Opal will also be able to cultivate and charge the night star orb significantly faster.]

[Potion of Clarity. Consuming a medium bottle of this will clear your mind and increase the chances of you gaining insight. Warning: This is a highly valuable potion. Magicians will likely do whatever it takes to extract this recipe from you.]

[To create this, you will need five Underwater Emblem herbs, one mix of Blood Lightning potion, one bottle of purified water, Underwater Emblem berries and ten pieces of random edible herbs. Mix it with pure water, then allow to sit for at least a day. Also, try⁠—]

System, I know how to create the damn potion, sheesh, I thought as I dismissed the prompt and the following one that revealed the mountain’s rank and effects for me to tell Pops.

[Holy mountain protected. Rank: D. Extra: Negates the effects of a double crimson moon.]

“At the moment, the mountain’s just at the rank of D,” I replied to Pops. “It even comes with the added effect of negating the juju of the double crimson moon.”

Pops spun to me. “All of this… and it’s just at a D-rank.”

“Just like a spellbook,” Ramon said. “D is quite powerful for us. So imagine the effects of this place when it upgrades.”

“That could take decades, perhaps even a century,” Mom said. “To begin at the rank of D. You seriously are blessed, my son.” She chuckled. “A mountain like this in your forest. You know what that means, Shrine Daughter.”

Milia nodded. “It’s in good hands. Even the residents love it.”

Explaining what I needed everyone to do felt awkward, so I mostly pushed the blame on Wanda. We eventually had our tea and potion. And with that bit of clarity, we all collectively turned to the mountain as something happened. A light burst at the center, revealing a thick golden door that wasn’t there before, only for it to disappear a moment later.

A voice chanted, “Make yourself worthy.”

[Sharlia’s Trial. Mini-dungeon. Rank: S. Boss defeated: No. Unlocked: No.]

It felt like I almost heard a chime, like the one in a game starring a certain green tunic-wearing swordsman, after discovering a secret.

[To challenge this secret dungeon, you must defeat the Axem. Reward: An MMABS item unlocked, heavenly spirit coins, and the Philosopher’s Stone core enhanced with the capability of pacifying a natural disaster.]

System, you can’t award me with a dungeon for defeating one of the strongest dragons around, I thought tiredly. I need more… something tangible and helpful.

[Reward request: Denied due to the significance of the current offer. Greed is not a good look.]

System, that wasn’t the point, I thought. Uh, never mind. You’re fucking with me, aren’t you?

The entrance to the mountain’s interior vanished.

“Nate, how did you know that was going to happen?” Nuwa asked, grabbing my hand. “What did Wanda show you?”

I pulled it away, shaking my head. “You should know by now that I haven’t a clue what’s going on. Does Wanda ever explain insights she passes onto people?”

Grandma chuckled. “We’ll leave it at that, then. What we witnessed was a dungeon I failed to complete back in my teenaged days.”

We turned to stare at Grandma in shock. She continued. “Sharlia’s Trial. She was a husband-stealing wench, according to the young ladies way back then. No one had the strength to challenge her.”

“Did she come out of the dungeon?” Lucas asked.

Mom shook her head, clearly having heard the story before. “Unsuspecting adventurers went inside and never returned. Eventually, some men were found bewitched by a woman that could shapeshift into a fox so powerful that even dragons couldn’t stand against it. The men weren’t real, of course, as they had already passed away upon their defeat. The dungeon then disappeared one day.”

“To see it resurface here inside the holy mountain,” Grandma said softly. “That could only mean something important is inside, and Wanda wants you to retrieve it when you’re strong enough.”

Mom frowned. “Wanda’s asking too much.”

“What if she brought you here to re-challenge it?” I asked, but Grandma shook her head.

“I’m afraid that’s not the case,” Grandma told me, then gave me a cheery smile. “That’s why you’ll be the one in charge of getting my vengeance.”

I nearly fell. Everyone laughed at my expense, even Pops.

As we turned to head back to the farm, I glanced at the mountain one last time. There weren’t many options for it except to observe its stats, a grayed-out dungeon challenge, and one line consisting of question marks.

[Aku can now manifest from the summon of the mountain.]

System, you know I’m going to sneak back here and summon him dramatically, I thought. You wanted some entertainment, didn’t you?
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“Say, Big Brother Woofy, Father asked Lady Feathers a strange question,” Cheetara said to Wolverine.

The sunlight woof glanced at her. “Best Buddy’s wisdom is the result of two world’s teachings, I think. What did he say?”

“He asked her, why did the chicken cross the road,” the cat said. “I never got the answer for it because Ronica interrupted him. She didn’t particularly like Father’s question for some reason.”

Wolverine grumbled. “Hmm. What do you think, Junior Disciple Ribbon?”

“I… I’m at a loss for words, Master Wolverine Woofy,” replied Ribbon. The others only briefly glanced at her, but being locked in their own conversation, they turned back. Mistress Milia seemed to be explaining upcoming plans about expanding the shop’s inventory. Wolverine hoped they would add food to the menu. Everyone loved food, especially Best Buddy’s grilling. Why wouldn’t they add it?
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Why did the system want me to take Grandma, my parents, and Aline specifically to see the mountain? My only guess to that was personal growth. Grandma to sense an old dungeon she visited in the past, instilling her will of challenging it into me, and my parents and sister gaining hidden insight for them to meditate later as they left.

They wouldn’t be here daily like the clan.

Our stats and general progress were significantly faster than was supposed to be possible. All of these accomplishments in just a few months.

Even so, I’d probably still need another set of years to be able to challenge the Peace Spawner. No, I’m going to be honest. I couldn’t pull off half the crazy things he did. Shit, if I could talk to people from the sky, I’d probably consider abusing it in the name of being lazy, until Milia decided to forbid it. On Earth, someone would use it to tell their kid to hand them the remote.

[Optional quest completed. Reward: Immunity to the Axem disrupting your dungeon dive. Now he must wait for you to reach his chambers. There is no shame in giving up. Only the thought of never meeting Sharlia, the dungeon boss who bested all challengers in her prime. After all, it is her power that is being channeled from this mountain all the way to his dungeon. Do try not to take too long, especially since the holy mountain’s rank isn’t high enough to maintain this intense level of power forever.]

Whoa! That was one hell of a boon rewarded by the system. With this, we wouldn’t have to worry about the Axem potentially teleporting us to a blackhole dimension or just interrupting our journey in general. The system basically locked him away to his own chambers using the holy mountain’s powers.

Ha! Another benefit—so glad I purchased this thing. It was beautiful, by the way, like something out of a painting. Massive and could take a while to climb. It even seemed like unique plant life was sprouting around it, like cherry blossoms on a beautiful spring morning.

An hour later, Lucas and Muiy were off on Beakwing with the medicine to deliver to his village. Before he left, I asked the name of it.

“Fallen Rock,” he replied. He hadn’t a clue where it got its name but would ask Nia, his blacksmithing master.

“Let’s see what’s in the chest,” I said after Lucas and Muiy left. The rabbit, curious, hopped over.

Ronica had left for work half an hour ago, smartly leaving Ribbon on the farm.

Remembering the reward received from my ancestor, I examined the inventory panel within the storage ring. It displayed as a grid in my mind, and I was able to push the image in front of me. Again, the option to display health bars probably existed somewhere within the settings.

The first thing I noticed was the feather, of course, and took it out, which made the rabbit gasp.

[Shrunk Phoenix God Feather. Item rank: SSS. Item quality: *Heavenly. A feather that belonged to the first Phoenix before his departure. Liquid super mana drips from it like a river of diamond.]

[If you decide to make this a decorative item in the shop, it will automatically increase its rank by one. Be very careful if you choose to experiment with this. Flames that cannot be easily put out by a mere mortal could potentially spawn from any explosion. Too bad you don’t have a celestial lab. You’d have nothing to fear if that was the case. A shame.]

[Your Ancestor’s boon will be revealed upon viewing the gift received inside your storage ring.]

[Note: Unlike Wanda’s boon, this one was locked until now.]

I pulled what appeared to be a decorative cube made of diamond out of the ring. Immediately, the boon list updated.

[Boons: 1. Wanda’s Mana Gift. Continue to fight, even when your mana should’ve run dry. Gain the ability to quickly pull mana from the environment and even from a double crimson moon. You will also be able to use that mana to defend yourself and others around you.

2. The Ancestor’s Will of a King. You cannot be forced into portals against your will, and gain 50% resistance to all demon-related attacks and magic. You will also transform into your dragon state significantly faster. As you take damage or ease toward fatigue during a fight, the chances of igniting a transformed state from wielding the scythe increases. You also deal 25% more damage to unnatural entities, including bone dragons. This is a gift granted to Dreamlight’s Heavenly Dragon Core, Demon, Serpent, Draco, etc. This is considered a rare boon. Be grateful.

3. Ancient Wandering Druid: Master-Student Bond. [All student growth is faster when you’re teaching them.]]

This was when more of the picture clicked for me. Wanda didn’t exactly interfere with the fight or the world. Instead, she took advantage of abilities I already had within, that is, temporarily unlocked my Ancestor’s boon, which made me resistant to the hell portal, as well as his attacks. Somewhat. That wouldn’t have saved me from being grinded into paste or turned into a spell book spirit. Wow, so many truths revealed. What was next? Euphoria?

The demon realm had to be a fucked-up place. Fortunately, there should be no way his daughter would find out about us, though Mom shouldn’t have any trouble dismantling her if she decided to make a go for revenge.

What a hell of a boon! If only the world didn’t fear our family to the point of confining them to a single territory. They could probably do the world some good. Then again, this was a pact between the gods in response to whatever happened centuries ago.

[Quest completed: Lucas delivering the greater medicine potions to his village. Reward: new potion recipe. Potion of Ice Resistance, 20,000 spirit coins, 1,000 heavenly spirit coin bonus for teaching the apprentices the potion. Lucas has mastered the Flaming Dragon Magic Burst.]

[Total Spirit coins: 1,901,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 23,190.]

Earning money through easy quests. Love it. Still, there had to be a way to significantly increase the amount of spirit coins I could earn. Even the marquess had at least one hundred thousand of them.

[Simply attract high-ranking adventurers to your shop. Where is your adventurer’s den? You must build before you walk.]

For once, the system had a point. Also, I couldn’t expect to have a billion spirit coins in only a few months. However, that didn’t mean I’d allow myself to fall to a standstill. Also, I was still onto the notion that Kyushu needed something fun, anything. Even a sports team would be better than nothing.

I glanced at the list of quests as I opened the silver chest. The potion of Ice Resistance was probably a hint from the system that may involve visiting the Blizzard Queen, a friend of the family, someday. At the moment, however, I just wasn’t in a rush to visit more monarchs.

“I suppose I’ll get started on the Ice Resistance potion after this,” I said. I’d use the brochure to search for missing ingredients. Thankfully the noon was quite slow, allowing me to hang outside for a bit without attending to any customers. Milia worked in her office assisted by Mandi and Opal, though at the pixie’s insistence. She wanted to embed runes into clothing and have them spawn gadgets and whacky weapons. The little blue demon planned to push her newly acquired C-ranked status to the max.

A cool winter breeze made me glad I decided to put on a light coat before coming out here. Townspeople were already predicting snow. We would soon be in for it, something that sucked for a southerner such as myself. Though I had lived briefly in the north before. It sucked, by the way. Awful cold in the winter, then Mother Nature attacked in the spring. The northern States weren’t for the weak.

[Cube of Higher Destination. Item rank: SSS. Item quality: *Exotic*. A gift from the Ancestor. It is the core of a celestial lab. Unfortunately, you are nowhere rich enough to acquire the remaining components. Current components: 0 of 15. Note: the system WILL NOT reward these out of safety and to follow the universe’s natural order. You will be on your own for this. You will need a lot of heavenly spirit coins to purchase even one of these components. Good luck!]

I nearly dropped the damn thing in surprise. He just gave me something this valuable for the hell of it? Even if it didn’t contain all the components, to just give away a core like this felt too generous. It had to be bait for the inheritance.

That or he also followed heavenly law or whatever, and I truly was on my own when it came to locating these.

Noticing a carriage approaching from the west and Wolverine standing up, I put away the cube and the chest.

Sike, I wasn’t about to deny myself the reward. I quickly opened it, took the two daggers inside, and allowed the chest to despawn.

[Alchemy Daggers of Petrification. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Mysterious daggers with the ability to add petrification effects to certain blighted potions. Be extremely careful with these. Some enemies may only be able to be defeated this way due to their body’s natural properties.]

I put away the daggers just as the carriage stopped in front of our farm. It carried no house symbol on it, and I couldn’t see who was inside. What kind of strange customer was we going to get this time? At least it wasn’t the Linus duchess returning to destroy us using politics.


CHAPTER 20
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As Royal Advisor Monroe stepped out of his unmarked carriage, his secret mission to visit this rumored talented potion maker who somehow cured severe mana poisoning, he took a look around the farm. Roughly a short distance away was the E-ranked town that former captain of the army Rue governed.

He frowned at the man whose existence seemed to be getting in his way. How could they allow…?

Monroe froze as he realized the features of white hair and red eyes and almost had a heart attack. Very few knew of the Old Family. Wanda’s writhing bottom, not even the Lord Ruler acknowledged them, and Monroe doubted the brute would so much as remember the one warning he received from a fellow world leader.

But a few knew and couldn’t reveal their existence, and among those was the Phoenix Magician from the hero’s party, rumored to be living somewhere in the east.

Why would one of the Old Family members be out here, of all places? He decided at that moment it wasn’t worth pressing. Still, to have his plans crushed by one posing as a farmer felt like the highest insult. Perhaps a test was warranted?

“I presume you’re Lord Nate of this shop. Are you still conducting business?”

Royal Advisor Monroe refused to scan him so as not to garner any suspicion, though he spoke with a strong voice as to not seem weak. With the war happening, his schedule would soon be packed with ledgers, documents, and developing a strategy to keep their kingdom on top.

Another nation’s war would not lead to Merridon’s bankruptcy, that was for sure. He wasn’t a prime minister, but close enough. If he didn’t dedicate himself fully to directing the royal family to prosperity, Monroe’s plans would fall into doom. He did not want his legacy to be that of disaster.

He snuck to this backwater mostly to verify the numerous claims and to make sure a hidden magician hadn’t cast some kind of unknown magic of deception on anyone they crossed. Seeing a member of the Old Family involved explained a lot, though he sure didn’t act like one of them. He seemed like someone hiding a dragon inside of himself, only for it to be unleashed when angered, whereas the Old Family wore their confidence like coats in the winter.

Monroe sent the mental command to his shadow to be on alert. The confirmation returned in the form of an invisible mana fluctuation.

Something is not adding up here, Monroe thought. Perhaps I should test him? No. Not even I’m that insane or oblivious to the overwhelming aura signature oozing out of his shop. Makes me not even want to go inside! And I’m the royal advisor!

In the end, Monroe chose caution over recklessness, despite this Nate being the one standing in the way of his plans to get Prince Lixin on the throne. Prince Lixin was a true man of honor who’d give his life to protect not only this kingdom, but also his allies. Even his siblings, including that crafty Elric, crazy Ling, or devious Myster, stayed clear of him.

Reports and secret investigations pointed to him being Raider. Saving lives was great, and the royal family tried so hard to make him a knight, but if he refused to serve the country with his great power, then surely he had more ambitions, right? Most people like him do! Even those arrogant master magicians. Damn them!
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“Yes, and yes,” I replied to the man who looked to be in his fifties. He was a little on the short side with mid-brown skin, cold and calculating gray eyes, a strict ‘fatherly’ voice, a short, neatly trimmed beard to go along with a fancy robe-wearing package, and a hooded cloak as if hiding himself for some reason. In other words, a noble and potentially one with a decent amount of influence. Why would he be here now, of all times? Sure, not all nobles immediately engaged in wars, but they’d at least prepare their territories and homes for the worst-case scenario, right?

The noble went nuts over our wares, making several purchases, and asking too many questions, many of which I simply didn’t answer. We watched his carriage head toward Kyushu when he finally left.

“So, who was that again?” I asked.

“He seemed familiar somehow,” Mandi said. “Maybe the others would know.”

The disciples were all at work, of course. Rent wouldn’t pay itself and, honestly, I couldn’t fault them for that. It was a little humorous when you thought about it. The hero and his party manning mundane jobs to pay rent.

Happy with the pile of gold we just made, I said, “Welp, time for a bonus. I hope you buy yourselves something nice.”

Later, I found myself in the lab with my wife. If Milia wanted to be my lab assistant, who was I to say no to that? In fact, it was I who took the backseat and helped her brew some potions. We still had some time before we’d make our way over to Harmonica, the dryad kingdom, to check on the results of the pink material discovered in the S-ranked dungeon.

We also had to prepare for the second floor, which meant getting Milia to her evolution. She said she’d do so very soon, likely in a couple of days. If so, all of my quests would be disabled, not that the system needed to do such a thing.

I was there for everyone’s evolutions, after all. I sure as shit wouldn’t miss my wife’s.

“Okay, now this is what I’m talking about. Good shit,” I cheered, accepting a high-five from Milia. She created a SS-ranked potion with extraordinary quality. Watching her concentrate to the max gave me a window of how I probably acted when working on a project. We discussed creating several types of mana potions in the future, including the humble sage’s variant.

“We’ll have to plant mandrakes somewhere,” I said. “I’m not looking forward to that.” I chuckled.

Milia sighed. “Neither am I. I suppose we should prepare some kind of hearing protection magic in advance. Even I can’t keep mandrakes silent for very long.”

I glanced at the humble sage’s mana potion description again and decided that this would become my main potion challenge. The system gave me potions, but now that I thought about it, I did not make this. At least not on my own. Dumping a bag of silent ingredients didn’t count. Also, I doubted the system would provide any more of the cheat items, which meant we were on our own.

Now, despite showing Milia how to brew a potion like this using fake or practice ingredients, I still cautioned her against doing so outside of the magic lab. Without its inherent protections, things could get a bit too dangerous. Not that she needed me to tell her that, but I warned the apprentices in the same manner just to instill some good safety habits. And keep my own memory jogged.

There was just something charming about working in the lab with Milia. She caught onto things nearly instantly and sometimes offered suggestions that brought a new perspective into my current brews. Unfortunately, Milia didn’t have the potion maker nor alchemy class, which meant limitations.

Dungeons ware mentioned quite often, but mostly among adventurer types, including Milia, the former hero’s party, and Anzu, a retired S-ranked adventurer. Take it as no surprise that talk about classes, gear, treasure and loot, guilds, ceremonies to celebrate adventurers, even magician topics that isn’t related to fear was virtually non-existent in Kyushu.

No, I had no right to interfere with this place’s culture, but having gotten the lord thing practically pushed on me, keeping the town at a low D-rank wasn’t going to fly.

Kyushu was essentially a requirement to help grow my potion maker’s class. That included discovering whatever awaited me at the final percent mark of the primary quest.

[Humble Sage’s Mana Potion. Potion level: Complex.]

[Drinking a small vial of this will replenish your mana and, if you’re compatible, replenish your Sage Mana by 1%. Warning! This is an extremely valuable potion. Magicians could make an attempt on your life or blackmail you for the recipe.]

[Humble Sage’s Mana Potion ingredients are the following: Ripe shimmer nax flower petal x15, seed of a dragon heart flower, wyvern scales x10, silver wyvern scales x10, dread root, high tier mandrake (extremely important, so consider ear plugs or you may be in a world of unbearable frustration), pure liquid mana from a mana river, pure water mixed with phoenix mana, and a medium tier calming lotus flower growing in the lake near Phoenix Mountain. Good luck with that.]

[Required gates: heaven, fate, immortality, and fire. Required symbols: four. Use the super diagram to create the heightened version of this potion.]

I glanced at the description of the Special Guard Cube, wondering if it was possible to use it for the benefit of the shop. Not that I wanted to make guards do fetch quests.

[Special Guard Cube. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Exotic. Town link: Kyushu. Version: Altered/Lord. A cube that allows those in charge of the settlement to access the guard interface. Use this item to rank up guards. In the Kingdom of Merridon, only capital cities have these. This cube also has other functions, as it is catered to your wishes and not military affairs.]

[System note: Normally, permission from the nation’s sovereign would be required before one could use a Special Guard Cube. Once the master guard cube approves, you’d be given limited permissions to handle provincial militaries and city guards however you saw fit. This version of the cube allows guards to rank up like normal while under the mayor’s supervision. You are not required to give orders. You may also allow mayor to remotely use limited functions of the cube.]

System, how do I give orders? I thought. In response to my question, the option to do so appeared on the menu.

[Would you like to send an order to the town guard?]

Yes. Tell them to be on the lookout for strangers and Jaspian refugees, especially within the next few days.

[Acknowledged.]

As I stepped outside, ready to help Chenzu wrap up things for the day, a new prompt appeared in my view. It didn’t have to since I felt the power strike up within the town, involving none other than the disciples and the mystery man from earlier. It seemed like they knew each other.

Since we were shutting down the shop at this time, I figured I’d at least go see what the fuss was about. However, I had no intention of involving myself in everything—screw that. They were big boys and girls. They’d handled their own problems. Other than being slightly nosy, ignoring an easy quest like this wasn’t an option.

[Quest: Observe the dispute between the man and your disciples. Reward: The location and name of special soil that will help you grow valuable spiritual herbs revealed to you via your brochure. Note: If you reveal the secret to anyone, your fellow farmers, magicians, and potion makers will likely never allow you to rest. But you should know this by now.]

System, do take note on making sure I don’t get too many quests. Please and thank you, sheesh.

“Harmony, take charge of closing down the shop,” I ordered. “I’ll be back in a sec.”

“Is everything okay?” my sister asked. She and Milia were tending the garden while having a conversation. My parents were sitting at the table nearby. Lucas was currently assisting Chenzu with the farm.

“I’m about to find out,” I replied. “Wolverine.”

I whistled. A second later, the goodest of all boys was at my side, excited. We were going for a walk later anyway. Starting early only served as a bonus. The cat, of course, didn’t want to miss out on the action and rushed toward me, followed by Ronica’s pet rabbit.

“Lord Nate, do you mind dropping this humble disciple back to her living quarters?” asked Ribbon the rabbit.

“Disciple? Never mind. Sure, I don’t mind taking you back,” I said as I started toward my expectant griffin. “Do you mind taking us to town, buddy?”

Beakwing let out a noise of confirmation and excitement.

“Thank you,” I told him as I gave him some head pats.
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Kelvin let out a sigh as he laid back at his desk, classes wrapped up for the day. Kyushu was a small town with little funding, little attention from Merridon’s capital, and the province’s main city due to its low rank. As a result, teachers were few. In fact, before the man arrived, there was only one.

Nate—or respectfully, Lord Nate—managed to arrange more since his short stay. For someone supposedly from a foreign land, he’d done more for Kyushu than its own king. What did Mayor Rue do to get banished to a low-ranked town so far in the east?

Deciding he’d do some training before preparing lessons for the next day, Kelvin rose from his seat only to freeze when he detected a familiar presence in the city. It blasted near Ramon. So much for his plans, one which included using this opportunity to finalize the move of his wife and kids while the Jaspian disaster distracted the kingdom. Maxus did the same, and his family would be arriving soon. One could feel the loneliness fall away from the man.

Despite being handsome beneath the broodiness and cloak, like Kelvin, Maxus remained fiercely loyal to his kind wife.

“It couldn’t be,” Kelvin thought aloud. What could that man, of all people, be doing here? Kyushu wasn’t a place someone as high up as him would so much as blink at. It held so little value that the capital practically abandoned it.

He bolted outside, toward Ramon’s house and, sure enough, there they stood. Two powerful guards, one of which was obviously a shadow, the Wanda’s forsaken royal advisor, and Ramon Thunderblade.

“That’s enough, Royal Advisor Monroe,” Kelvin said loudly and boldly for anyone around to hear, though he wasn’t sure about those on the approaching griffin.

Royal Advisor Monroe sneered at him. “So all of the capital-abandoning traitors really are here living it up cozy like a bunch of cowards. Even if the Lord Ruler no longer cares, I will hold this against you and will report this to the church.” He smiled. “Unless, of course, you do something for me. Then I’ll look away and pretend I didn’t see you.”

“Even if we agree, what makes you think we’ll trust you?”

“Even you know I never go back on my word. Why should I?” Monroe said.

He knew he shouldn’t ask, but he had to. Of course, Monroe didn’t know that they cared not if he contacted the church. The church still needed them for what Lord Nate dubbed a propaganda war. The former hero’s party could still lay low while planning to deal with any pursuers. They also had a secret weapon, a signed letter from Queen Cerial herself, which protected them from any attempted official action assigned by the Inquisition.

“What do you want?” Kelvin asked.

Ramon eyed the man but with a gaze filled with humor and trust.

“Listen carefully,” Monroe began. “With a war brewing, perhaps happening at this very moment, you’ll need to think carefully about our royal family.”


CHAPTER 21
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“We will not be involved in your politics!” I heard Kelvin snap as we landed in town.

“Pfft, Cheetara, your tastes are odd. I suppose that is a cat thing,” Ribbon told her. The cat meowed something. “Oh really? Then follow me. Let’s go to her excellency’s home.”

Off the spirit beasts went. Wait. Even I doubted Ronica would have the rabbit addressing her as excellency. Maybe the twerp’s hospitality earned her a worshipper? Because there was no way the mischievous Ronica, who laughed at the thought of nobles, would be royalty. Right? If not, then what could she be?

What did the fire angel wings mean? I thought about her title, only to be snapped back into reality by the heated reply of our previous customer.

“Think about it,” said the man called Monroe. “Prince Lixin’s the only man of honor among the royal successors. Like many in the know, you clearly do not trust in the other siblings. Wanda’s winding rear, not even Princess Wei did. So she fled. Did you know she warned us of a purple poison? If we don’t push the only honorable successor into power, the entire nation is doomed.”

“Please leave, Royal Advisor,” Kelvin said calmly.

“Kelvin’s right. Our clan will not involve ourselves in kingdom politics,” Ramon said. “We had no power before, only lived as puppets. We have no power now, only this time, we live as we please. Politics are dirty, backstabbing, and cruel. Leave us out of it.”

Monroe’s eyes widened. “Are you not Ramon Thunderblade? You’re… different. Do you not desire to right the wrongs you felt were placed onto you? Prince Lixin would surely listen.”

“Prince Lixin may be a man of his word and honor,” Kelvin said, “but you’d be doing him a disservice by pushing politics on a man who’d rather serve the people through duty and combat.”

“That is why I’m here,” Monroe continued. “He becomes the battle king we need, someone the people would look up to, someone who’d stop what he’s doing just to help an elderly woman who missed a step stand. I’d become the prime minister, handling all of the political matters and presenting pathways to glory for him and the generals. I’ve been this kingdom’s royal advisor for decades. It is time I take things to the next step by being the hand that directs it to greatness without brats standing in the way, talking down on my advice, ignoring it entirely. Prince and soon to be Lord Ruler Lixin would also fix what’s wrong with this kingdom. You can’t trust⁠—”

“We will not get involved,” Kelvin said, a finality in his voice. “If you want Prince Lixin to win, then work for it. One thing that I learned from Lord Nate is that one can find purpose in peace.”

“Why you! How dare you speak to me that way after all I’ve done for you, Kelvin!” Monroe snapped. “You will regret this. You and this Lord Nate!”

He stomped off without another word.

[Quest complete. Observe the dispute between the man and your disciples. Reward: The location and name of special soil that will help you grow valuable spiritual herbs revealed to you via your brochure.]

[Brochure activation. Item: Gleaming Soil. Locations: 1. 2nd floor of the S-ranked dungeon 2. Master’s Island, Scattered Island Nation. 3. Beneath the Blizzard Queen’s castle.]

Well, I can at least say that if not for the system, finding this soil would be simply impossible, but come on! The island kingdom went to war with Jasper, we weren’t ready to challenge the second floor of the dungeon just yet, and the third option felt like lunacy. That, or it wasn’t specific enough. Hmm… with the Blizzard Queen being a friend of the family, I could simply make an inquiry to her through one of my relatives… right? Maybe abuse my imaginary Heavenly Demon authority. Yeah, right. Still, it felt like a better option than searching for the soil under the threat of S-ranked dungeon death. Better to be laughed at outright, I supposed.

System, how much experience left before I can level up again? I thought jokingly, though secretly hoped for an answer. The system didn’t reply, to no one’s surprise.

“Hey, I won’t pry, but⁠—”

“It’s fine,” Kelvin interrupted. “We’ve made our point and he’ll have no choice but to accept it. I worked with him before, during the early days of the hero’s party. I can’t say whether it’s wise to trust him or not.”

“Obviously not,” Ramon interjected. “Most certainly not. I’ll trust no one who uses the church to threaten us.”

“Whatever you guys do, just know that I have your back,” I said.

Kelvin nodded. “You will always have my eternal gratitude.”

“Mine, too,” Ramon added. He let out a sigh. “We must also protect Nuwa with everything we’ve got. She’s dedicated to the point that she may be blind to deception from the darker…”

He paused. “No. Nuwa isn’t blind. No matter how much she pretends everything is okay, the divide in the church, all the friends she made inside that are fighting… it’s tearing her apart.”

“She’ll figure it out somehow,” I said. “If not, well, that’s when we step in. Especially you guys, who were her friends for years.”

Ramon chuckled. “You’d find it amusing and surprising to learn how much she hated me at first.”

Kelvin laughed. “That’s probably not that surprising.”

“Hey!” Ramon said.

“Anyway, I’d better lock up the school. I think Nora left ahead of me,” Kelvin said.
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Cheetara easily kept paced with Ribbon as they hurried through town. They accidentally shook a merchant stand or two, gaining the following yell, “Hey, watch it!” or, “Someone get their Wanda-forsaken pets!”

“Where are you taking me?” Cheetara snapped.

“We’re almost there,” Ribbon said. “I sure hope you can keep up. Would be a shame if you got left behind.”

The rabbit snickered.

“You wish!” quipped the cat.

There would be more yells and curses of annoyance, but also some cheers, for the people had not forgotten what Cheetara, her Big Brother Woofy, or her father done for them.

Ribbon giggled.

“I wonder which of the two are eviler. Cats or rabbits,” croaked a frog as it leapt toward the creek, which ran before the entrance of the owl fruit forest.

“Oh, bugger off,” Cheetara heard Ronica yell. The fast duo were already closing in on her home.
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As I made my way down the path to return home, a boar burst from the bushes, only to be bitch-slapped by the wing of the griffin that walked at the side of me and the wolf. It wasn’t hurt, though, as evidenced by how fast it got up to run. That was a regular boar, by the way. Between the mystical aura output of the holy mountain, the farm, Milia and I, and even Mom, demonic beasts would struggle with surviving in the area.

Then again, I should at least verify that.

“Let’s go into the forest,” I told Wolverine and Beakwing. “I want to verify if there are monsters still living near the dungeon.”

My second reason, of course, was to lure the powerful shadow following me as far away from the others as possible. Maybe he’d be more likely to explain himself or suffer a good beatdown. No, I honestly wasn’t happy to dip right into violence so quickly, but often, fate reminded me of where I lived.

You either defended yourself and your loved ones, or you got stomped into the ground. The world of Mondra moved on regardless, ignoring my internal desires for the life of peace that I knew I couldn’t have.

This shadow emitted killing intent, by the way, so if I allowed him to get too close to the apprentices, a hostage or a life could be lost before anyone could do anything. Sensing a very high magician rank, I assumed this was none other than Royal Advisor Monroe’s knight.

And so I lured him as far inside as possible until stopping, not by the dungeon, but in a secluded spot with the holy mountain in sight.

“You can show yourself now, bud,” I said with deadly calmness. “Talk with me like an adult.”

No response. I aimed a hand in his direction, allowing blood lightning to spark around it. “Don’t say I didn’t give you a chance.”
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Mazu grumbled but allowed Alexander to keep petting him.

“Did Lady Feathers seriously taste the shapeshifting potion?”

“It was accidental, of course,” Mazu replied. He ignored Little Moo’s smug snicker. So what if he was allowing himself to be pampered a little? Sometimes old bones and fur needed external care. That little brat understood nothing, lacked respect for his elders! The fox figured he’d have to teach extra wisdom to him, lecture away such weaknesses. “She turned into a human.”

“Really now?” Alexander asked, surprised and skeptical. “What did she look like?”

Mazu looked somewhere, almost as if staring through the plains of another dimension, and said, “You’d like to know, wouldn’t you? Tsk, tsk. Cleanse yourself through the might of the purifying waterfall!”

Alexander shook his head. “Where are you looking…? Also, I’m just curious. Was she like part bird, or had the wings of an angel?”

Mazu chuckled. “I can hear the real question beneath that and, while I do not feel for humans, I am aware of the concept of your society’s so-called decency. Her feathers did turn into a dress for some reason.”

“Magical censorship?” Aline asked.

“Censor… What?” Mazu and Alexander asked at the same time.

“Nothing,” Aline said with a giggle.

Milia patted the fox, which he secretly enjoyed, even if he didn’t show it. No, he wasn’t too proud.

“We’d better make sure Nate doesn’t leave any potions out,” Milia said. “He was a little grumpy about having to clean that up. Then Cheetara pours something she made, and it disappears.”

“Wait. Does the cat really…?”

“Yes, she really makes potions,” Milia finished Aline’s thought.

“Do you think Ribbon would translate her words to us?” Aline asked moments later, changing the subject.

“Listen up, there’s a universal golden rule mankind should follow,” Mazu said. “Never ask for translations. It’s considered rude and, in some spirit beast lands, disrespectful.”

“I meant no disrespect,” Aline said.

Mazu waved away her comment. “Oh, I know you didn’t. Just giving some wisdom. Now if I can get Little Moo to listen, we’d all be happy.”

The calf had already hurried back to the pasture and, at that moment, was chasing one of his siblings. Milia and Aline looked at each other, then giggled.

[image: ]


The shop’s cleaning went by relatively fast as the apprentices felt eager to return to their personal projects or go eat dinner at home. Mandi invited all the apprentices.

Training would resume the next day, Lucas was sure. Would Sir Nate make it one of suffering or a focus on meditation or potion creation, their specialties, or a new life skill?

Muiy entered the shop and wasted no time hurrying over. The pleasant scent of rose,s or perhaps some flower Lucas didn’t recognize, emitted from the flower nymph as she greeted him. He wished he knew how she did that. Flower nymphs were related to dryads, though as far as Lucas knew, they served them as royalty.

Well… Milia treated Muiy like a little sister, though Lucas felt as if she was misunderstood. Her cheerful attitude contrasted with some of her shared deeper thoughts, or rather some which she allowed to slip. Those which made Lucas pity her.

Her biggest one was perhaps being left alone in the forest and never being able to see the bigger world. As they became friends, he ended up promising to show her somewhere new. He did not count the trip they took to his village, even if she was ecstatic about it. However, even he knew he couldn’t prevent her from thinking about the purpose of her life. Cultivation felt meaningless. In the end, she was still a young girl, his age actually, lost and yearning for a more human life.

Flower nymphs were common in the dryad kingdom, that Lucas learned from Milia, but until Muiy went herself, she’d never truly believe. Also, she did not want to be restricted to just Harmonica.

“You’re looking bright and cheery as ever,” Lucas greeted back. “Did your mother like the pendant?”

“She loved it!” Muiy said. “Thank you so much. Mom felt so overjoyed, she added more gold to the payment.” She passed Lucas a small bag. “I offered to deliver it as an excuse to get out and meet with you.”

Harmony seemed as if she was about to say something when a surge of incredible power and aura vibrated through Lucas’s mana channels, pulling his focus toward the forest. They all rushed outside, stopping in the yard.

It was quite obvious that a fight between Lord Nate and someone strong had just begun. His parents stood.

“Wait right here,” Lady Angeline said to everyone, then turned to Nate’s father. “Husband, let’s go observe. Princess Milia, I trust you’re able to see with the eyes of the forest.”

Milia seemed surprised. “But I’m only just learning that ability. How could you possibly…? Never mind.”

Angeline smiled at Lord Nate’s wife. “I shall help you train the ability when we return. You have the ability to observe things through the earth, but it has its limitations, while the forest version enables you to manifest a shadow of yourself anywhere you please within that forest. If only Gaia upgraded your abilities earlier.” She sighed. “The Mother of Earth and Nature’s decisions are always cloaked in mystery.”

She hurried off behind Nate’s father.


CHAPTER 22
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Jerod Starrigon mostly hated his life, especially when it came to working as the knight of the royal advisor. The only pieces of excitement that occurred in his life, aside from being yelled at by his wife after intentionally angering her with talk about work, were the fights. Occasionally, the royal advisor assigned him a target. His task would be to learn as much as possible, report back to his superior, then rough the mark up a bit. Most couldn’t resist him, a King-ranked magician, so Jerod had to get creative. For the pathetic mortals, he simply raised his aura, forced them to beg for forgiveness and swear their loyalty to the royal advisor and for nobles, pay a small protection fee. For magicians, things got a more fun the stronger they were. Even better if he intentionally hid his abilities behind a treasure and goaded the mark into attacking.

Jerod, of course, couldn’t risk losing his job or causing problems for the royal advisor, so he made sure never to go too far. When he made the first move, he’d miss on purpose or it would be a very weak attack with the intention of provoking his opponent.

Self-defense meant he could ‘fight’ his opponent. In some cases, he let them think they stood a chance, only to reveal his true strength and beat them just a bit. Sometimes he chose not to attack, but humiliate his foes, though he had to be extremely careful with most of his marks, as they lived in the capital.

Out here in the middle of Wanda’s forsaken nowhere with a man who likely wouldn’t be missed would normally be a dream for Jerod. However, being a King-ranked magician ignited a sixth sense within him, a warning not to take this person lightly. In fact, his first mistake was following such a man, even if it was on orders, after learning that he could potentially be from some dangerous family. Though Jerod wasn’t sure about that. He was a deep branch member of the Starrigon family. He doubted a peasant-turned-lord could do anything to him.

Yet… why did he feel threatened? Also, why was this man unscannable? How did he immediately detect Jerod?

Well, it didn’t matter. Jerod may have been born from a one-night hidden affair between a Starrigon baron and a lonely troupe elf, but he was still a Starrigon. The blood of the strong coursed through him. He’d survived the special medicine awarded to him from the man he looked up to: the Red Knight. The risky miracle of dark alchemy that allowed him to grab meaning for his life. Soon, he’d use the secrets of this very alchemy to offer to join the great Peace Spawner so that they could destroy the kingdom that ruined his life.

How dare this white-haired menace, this peasant lord, not bow down to his might immediately? Very well, thought Jerod. I’ll teach this dragon turd some manners.

He stepped out of the bushes, aura raised, and drew a combat staff. With a mental command, magical, poisoned spikes manifested all over the weapon’s tip.

“I don’t like your attitude.”

Jarod only briefly took notice of a white-furred wolf and a… a griffin observing the fight from a distance, as if they were expecting certain victory from this man. That, or they wanted to be entertained.
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[Mini-Boss fight, begin!]

[Blood Lightning Dart Rope. Launch a speared rope made of blood lightning at your opponents or an object. You may even help allies with it. You can toggle its damage mode on and off at any time. The longer it’s active, the more mana expended. Warning! You will need a mana potion to maintain this skill for long durations. You may overcharge this for a small explosion. Page Type: Offensive, Utility. Element: Special; Blood Lightning. Rank: D.]

Well, my attempt at a fast and cheap shot failed, but stat-wise, he’d be impressive if not for one glaring prompt that followed after his initial analysis.

[Enemy analysis.]

[Jerod Starrigon, knight of the Royal Advisor. Race: Half-elf. Disposition: Hostile. Magician rank: 6th Realm of the King*. Spell book: D. Affinity: Amplified Miasma.]

[System note: He volunteered himself, along with others, to ingest unorthodox and illegal blood pills, which cheated himself into the King rank. The Lord Ruler, to the contrary, has trained hard to achieve his magician rank. Tremendous strength with limitations. Do make sure your apprentices learn that there are no such things as shortcuts.]

Magical steroids. Go figure.

“Yukihara,” I said, humor in my voice due to the prompt, as the man activated his funky-looking weapon. My logic at starting with the fairy summon came with the following thought. Rather than take a chance on said magical steroid man, caution urged me to have my spell book ready right away. Well, that went for dealing with King-ranked magicians in general, even if they were rare in these parts.

Jerod was a man built like a knight that loved to work out, with a shaved head, a scar on his left eye, pointy ears of an elf, and dim blue eyes. So yeah, in addition of being an asshole, he looked the part too, at least while attacking me.

“I’m ready,” the fairy spirit replied.

Man, being able to instantly summon my spell book or having Yukihara present most of the time was so kickass and gave me an unfair advantage. The C-ranked boost added significant bite to my blood lightning as evidenced by the yelps and snarls of my opponent.

“I’m pretty sure Duke Starrigon would love to hear the news of a family member attacking a civilian for no reason,” I taunted, which only made the man smile.

“He won’t hear from a dead man.”

Jerod blurred toward me with the speed of a King-ranked magician and swung the staff in a way that created an illusion. In this illusion, I saw six staves coming at me from multiple angles. Avoiding them seemed impossible. Also, something felt off about the weapon—like an ominous, near-invisible miasma emitted from the spikes.

So I dodged every swipe using my movement technique and Heavenly Demon forms. Jerod frowned.

“Release!” he chanted.

Common sense and TV shows dictated what would happen next, so I got the hell out of Dodge. “Oh, it’s not over yet,” he yelled after the spikes dispersed into the ether. “I sense the power of your spell book. If I don’t take you seriously, I’ll die. The release was the phrase for my spell book, Genex the Poison.”

The spikes reformed into a caterpillar-like creature that stood about seven feet tall. Its back was filled with the same spikes, it had two jacked human arms, and an alligator-like maw. Like any spell book spirit, it hovered over its book, but was free to move or do whatever it wanted.

“I see you require my services, master,” said the jacked caterpillar monster. If you ever needed an excuse to work out, just know that even a horrendous abomination could do it.

“The fu…” I let my words drop and took on my fighting stance, readying to etch the forms into this guy’s face.

“You have no idea who you’re messing with, shopkeep peasant,” said Jerod as he pointed at me. “Genex, help me kill him. Use page three, Miasma Engulfment.”

Rather than just stand there while he yapped, I emerged from the shadows behind him, to his surprise, blood lightning charged in my palms. Combining this with the first form of the Heavenly Demon was a little tricky, but the move gave me the satisfying collision of knocking my opponent forward and through several trees.

[Heavenly Demon Class: Demon Forms.]

[First technique: Heavenly Crushing Palm.]

The Heavenly Demon techniques were mostly palms that the Old Family allowed to be used in public. The Heavenly Dragon martial arts, on the other hand, had more restrictions, though at this point, I used them only if I felt the need.

I didn’t have much time to relax since Genex the caterpillar dashed into action, unleashing three baseball-sized spikes from its maw as if it were a cannon. I formed a blood lightning cage, trapping it inside. Yukihara flew in front of it, both hands forward, and unleashed what appeared to be blue lightning.

Well, the magic from a C-ranked spell book spirit tore Genex apart, literally. Unfortunately for us, a piece of it survived and that was when I learned reformation was possible for them.

“Spell book spirits can regenerate?” I asked.

“No, not exactly,” Yukihara replied as she landed on my shoulder. “Normally, we’d have to retreat into our books for some time, assuming the entire thing wasn’t completely destroyed. He’s a strange one. Now, enough talking, let’s show them who they’re dealing with!”

I supposed getting serious would be a nice change of pace. A couple layers or so higher than my opponent’s rank gave me a decent advantage, but by now, getting arrogant or underestimating them wasn’t my style.

I still kicked him back into the tree when he returned to the scene.

Now, killing this knight in self-defense in the middle of the woods was a thing… and the correct answer for most people. If I didn’t do something, he could simply come back and burn the farm down. Okay, to be fair, anyone could do that, especially if they found out Raider’s identity. Not that I asked to be a throne candidate, even as a joke.

You know, there were superheroes called Black Lightning and Static Shock. Wait. No, I wouldn’t want to be called Blood Lightning, nor Red Shock. Sigh. Forget I brought those up. Raider it is until I can get rid of it.

Jerod reengaged me into hand-to-hand combat and martial arts, his aura blasting. I blocked his attacks and advances, then gave him a Superman-style punch in the face, sending him flying. You know how Superman punches in Justice League. Don’t act like you didn’t watch that growing up.

Seeing that I outmatched him in rank, Grim Reaper training, Old Family training, and the Heavenly Demon cultivation manual, which the Ancestor may have alluded to, I pulled out a sleeping potion.

“I was kind of hoping I could test my skills in a manner that didn’t involve me getting my ass handed to me by my parents, but it seems like I’m not allowed to have it easy,” I said.

“Believing yourself to have the upper hand is quite arrogant of you,” Jerod said from somewhere in the thick of the woods. “Genex form two, Berserking Aura. We will push that damned formula to the max!”

[Warning, Jerod Starrigon has abandoned all defenses to trigger a berserk state induced by the illegal blood pill. He will become incredibly strong and could kill you before suffering his own consequences. Prepare yourself.]

[Upgraded to a BOSS fight.]

Jerod’s aura darkened into a bloody red as it burst from his spot like a raging tidal wave. Super winds pushed me back a little, though overall I wasn’t too bothered.

Until I saw him.

He. Was. Jacked. Like I’m talking about real life Broly from Dragonball, or even the Hulk. His eyes glowed like deep red lightbulbs and veins, ugh, popped from him like crazy. His hair stood up straight as if he was trying to go… you know, I could put another Dragonball reference here, but I think you get it. This motherfucker was big—seven feet tall too, holy shit!

Also, Genex was nowhere to be seen, but I sensed him within Jerod’s aura.

“Yep, I’ll be dragging you to your big cousin after this,” I said. “I bet Serina would love to know about this.”

His eyes went lucid and widened for just a second, then he roared. “You won’t be alive to squeal, dragon turd!”

Abruptly his mouth glowed and, before I knew it, a massive beam of gray mana erupted from it.

I activated my ring of force fields to block it, then leapt into the air to dodge a downward fist that created what looked like a twenty-meter-deep chasm upon collision.

I struck his back with a Heavenly Crushing Palm, sending him forward into the hole. So much energy erupted from it. At the summon of the pinkish pillar of raw magic, spheres rained down on me.

One managed to graze my side, doing no damage.

“Why can’t I hit you!” yelled the berserker as he jumped from the hole to land in front of me.

“Is that really the question you want to ask?” I asked, leaping backward as the fist came. “Whew, I sure as shit don’t want to be hit by that. How about you take a time out, reflect on yourself in a cage.”

Yukihara shot me a flat stare, but I ignored the fairy spirit. Opal would get my joke. Speaking of…

“Sir Nate—I’ll just wait way over here while you finish up,” shouted the pixie’s receding voice. Somehow, she teleported back to the farm.

“She really followed me into the forest to deliver me news, instead of waiting for me to get back,” I said as I sidestepped forty-seven consecutive mana-coated fists. He was certainly getting faster and crazy heat emitted from him. Honestly, I wondered if he’d just burn out, making this entire encounter kind of pointless. After all, the fun would be this getting back to Duke Starrigon, sealing his fate for some time.

That or Serina earning a new blackmail piece against the royal advisor himself. I couldn’t afford to let this guy stupidly kill himself.

I stepped into Jerod Starrigon’s guard, flowing like the wind, relishing how just one day of training with the Old Family made fighting this guy a joke.

Of course, I wasn’t stupid enough to get complacent. For example, the Moonlit Blade, also known as the champion of the Scattered Island Nation, could potentially body me within seconds if I wasn’t fighting him seriously.

Abruptly, I felt an extreme spike of incredible energy erupt from the berserker.

“Gold tier magic. Genex’s Destructive Outward Force,” Jerod chanted. “Die.”

[Warning. This attack WILL kill you.]


CHAPTER 23
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Waves of spikes and fire poured from Jerod, almost as if he was the epicenter of an explosion. In fact, an observer may assume he did that very thing, going out with the vicious self-destruction of a certain angry red and white orb.

Time seemed to slow as I realized that this attack would not only damage the forest but could hurt my pets too. Ultimately, I had shit to do, like finally opening up the MMABS and buying the first of its fortifications or developing a transportation or taxi service for this place to safely get to Wingston and back, hell, even to one of the towns in the Deep East.

Allowing this uninteresting Broly wannabe to take up any more of my time would be a disservice to even the pets waiting on me.

First, I removed the imaginary stopper from within my spirit, allowing my aura to drown the forest. The result was far quicker than I expected, shrinking the developing explosive magic significantly.

Before Jerod could realize he goofed, I simply appeared in front of him, courtesy of my movement technique, Wind Dragon Rush. Shaking my head at his widened eyes, I smashed a fist into his gut, causing the man to double over.

“You know, I still take no joy in wasting my time with these fights. Especially when there’s money to make. Do I sound like a broken record, boy?”

Wolverine barked once in response, tongue lolling.

“I thought about letting you take this guy into the air and dropping him into the mountain’s lake, but that may gain us some stares.”

Beakwing huffed and almost seemed to shrug. Ah, quality time with my pets, right? Sure, planning someone’s demise in the name of justice seemed a bit strange, especially when my tired ass didn’t want to be in this situation, but hey, there was nothing wrong with a little creativity.

“You… You! I won’t let a freak beat me so easily,” Jerod managed to get out. Letting go of his stomach, he punched down at the ground, releasing a tremendous amount of energy.

“You know there’s no shame in giving up when you’re outmatched,” I said as I jumped out of the way of the attack.

Not allowing him to gain any bearings—or, really, get up, because screw this guy—I chucked two fresh potions of steam blast into his face. One of them contained some weird, unknown liquid Cheetara made by combining plants she found in the forest. No, there was no need to feel jealous. One day your cat will gift you with potions, too.

“Wolverine, finish him, boy,” I said. “Use tail whip!”

Wolverine, not humoring me, simply tapped him on the forehead with a paw, knocking the royal knight out instantly. I blinked, wondering what the hell my cat put in those potions to weaken a King-ranked berserker to this degree. That or my wolf used some kind of technique, perhaps even took a page out of Cheetara’s playbook. No… Was he the one that taught the cat…? Never mind, too many questions. No need to question these things, Nate. Just be grateful to have them as family.

“Now, who’s the goodest of boys?” I said, which caused Wolverine to rush over to me for some head pats. I shared the love with my griffin too since he secretly created a barrier to keep the kinetic forces of our clashing powers from leaving the forest. At least, that was what I assumed it did.

I looked down at Jerod, frowning as I realized something weird was going on within the kingdom. Another weird thing, that was.

“Okay, this may be a coincidence. But two friggin’ half-elf knights? I hope this isn’t some kind of fet⁠—”

“I believe the Red Knight’s a half-elf too,” came Mom’s voice, interjecting. A second later, my parents strolled into view, clearing away the smoke and steam with wind magic.

Vines picked up the unconscious body, which would’ve gotten a start from the old me, but at this point, nothing surprised me anymore. Moments later, Milia appeared. “I guess she decided not to sit back either.”

“Of course not,” Milia said with a chuckle. “My forest, my rules.”

“I suppose that is fair enough,” Mom replied.

I brought the subject back to the man. “Is there a reason why they’re specifically hiring half-elves? You know what? Never mind, let’s just get this guy to Serina.”

“Why…? Don’t tell me,” Mom said, surprised.

“Yep. He’s a Starrigon,” I answered. “Feel free to scan him if you wish.”

Pops shook his head. “I wonder what the royal advisor will have to say for himself.”

Upon returning to the town and notifying both the mayor and the guard, we slapped the idiot knight with anti-magic handcuffs. Afterward, we got Serina involved so that the royal advisor asshole couldn’t interfere. Unfortunately, he decided to just leave, ignoring the mayor’s summons as if government was nothing more than a side hustle and nothing serious.

Little did I know Cheetara snuck about twenty fat frogs into the back of his carriage. We only found out because Ribbon spilled the beans in an offhand comment toward the twerp. There did seem to be a yell echoing over the wind, but imagination was imagination.

Ah, let’s make this clear. We used the potion of Cupid to make Jerod confess to his cousin. In fact, we explained the potion to Serina and had her administer a dose to the fucker. He was still too low on mana, damaged from his magical steroids, and too exhausted to resist. He even flinched when I gave him a warning look.

[Potion of Cupid. Item grade: SSS. Item quality: Dark Extraordinary. Level: Advanced.

This potion allows you to tame ANY creature for a short amount of time. For humanoid beings or any intelligent race, it can instantly change all hostilities and neutralities to friendly. Be careful. While it is a rare side effect, this potion can cause someone to harbor feelings of love toward the first person they look at. The effect doesn’t last long and the person under its influence still has free will. But they will know it’s the potion. When it wears off minutes later, prepare for consequences if you’ve taken advantage of them, as it grants a temporary 100% attack and speed boost.

Note: This could pull up long-dead feelings from people, so don’t go giving this to your ex or yourself to rekindle a crush you buried. Be careful. Certain acts could violate heavenly law.]

The next morning, we had to see Grandma off, but not just her—Mom, too. They both could return to the territory to say their goodbyes, potentially stay for a bit. However, Wanda was now enforcing her rules for whatever reason.

In fact, we awoke that morning with the goddess’s presence engulfing the farm. The first prompt I received was:

[ALERT. You are now in the general presence of Wanda, Goddess of Mondra.]

She didn’t manifest but reminded Grandma and Mom that they had to leave Kyushu. Thankfully, we had a send-off party the prior night since they were planning to return to Dreamlight City anyway. Nuwa angrily dragging a drunken twerp into Mom’s portal will never stop being funny. Ramon, especially, laughed his ass off.

“There’s one more thing I’d like to talk about,” I said to Grandma and my parents. Milia and I discussed it the night before, deciding it was best to at least ask, despite Wanda potentially forbidding it.

Pops arrived a bit after we awoke and only stayed for an hour. He appeared without my sister since she had matters to take care of on Earth. Mom didn’t allow her to reject items she stuffed in a strange silver storage ring. If it was money, Aline would use it for her family. She loved her job, which allowed her to work from home and decided it’d be best to keep it as a coverup. Her husband, good man as he was, wasn’t allowed to learn of anything involving Mondra.

Now, whether the kids spilled the beans or not, that’d be up to Wanda, the god of Earth, Mom, and Aline to figure out. They did mention a spell that slightly altered their memory and prevented them from revealing anything; however, if they turned out to possess any powers, talent especially, the spell would break when they turned sixteen. Not that that mattered. We didn’t intend on stopping their weekly visits for training and education. The runts clearly weren’t normal. Also, the family blood still existed within them.

Anyway, I went out and began the reveal to Grandma by forcing the Philosopher’s Stone fragments out of my soul space. It took considerable effort. So much effort. Thank fuck for all of the training. Nate Sullivan… Dreamlight shall not be the prison for these things!

Grandma’s eyes widened. “Nate…” She closed her eyes, as if in deep contemplation. “Oh Wanda, who is behind this? Who in the heavens or perhaps on Earth decided it was a good idea to get my grandson involved with such an object? With such evil.” She opened her eyes. “I can sense that you’ve had at least one of those fragments for a considerable amount of time. At the rank you were, it should’ve been impossible for you to so much as detect it, which means you were given—no, forced to take it. It leads us to the question of why the heavens would do such a thing.”

“My only guess is⁠—”

“To counter that Peace Spawner brat,” Grandma finished for me.

I nodded. “Yep. He’s the only one that I know that’s collecting them. But with him banned from the inheritance battle, surely he’ll stop, right? That’s what I’d like to believe. If only my gut wasn’t telling me something different.”

“You’ve heard his threat,” Grandma said. “He especially had it out for you. If you want to ensure this life of peace, then you know what to do.” She glanced at the fragments. “As long as you possess any amount of those, he’ll never be able to manifest it. The world has enough problems, no? Hallows, the natural disasters. It needs not the Philosopher’s Stone piling onto that mess.”

“You couldn’t have said it better, Grandma,” I said. “I’m not happy with guarding over these, but at least they don’t seem to do much.”

“Well, you do have them purified,” Mom said. “I’m won’t even begin to think how you pulled off such a thing without the help of a large spiritual group like the shamans.”

“Wait, one more thing,” I said moments later as Mom prepared to create the portal. I turned to Milia. “Is it okay if we began your evolution under the supervision of Grandma and Mom?”

Grandma shook her head. “She needs no such thing. But if you’d like a witness, then have none other than Viria here to oversee.”

“My master?” Milia asked. “I’d rather not have her here.” She chuckled. “I prefer her to be surprised during our next encounter.”

Grandma nodded. “See, my grandson, just like that, you must continue to have confidence in your own abilities.” She waved a hand. “We old folks will watch over you, enjoy the legends spoken about you in the years to come, but your life is your own. We cannot hold your hand, as you yourself do not baby your apprentices.”

After the next set of hugs and goodbye kisses were done, Mom handed me a silver ring. “Wanda reduced the contents greatly and restricted access to it until you’re ready. Treat it as our own form of inheritance.”

She opened a portal.

“Of course this isn’t goodbye, Mom,” I said.

Mom smiled. “Wanda opened Pandora’s box. She knows she cannot close it.” We both laughed. “Take care of yourself, my son. I’ll probably see you in a couple of weeks, anyway.”

She winked. “Shrine Daughter, make sure he stays out of trouble.”

Milia smiled. “Thank you for all of your wisdom, Bonded Mother.”

Mom and Grandma turned and stepped through the portal. It vanished a second later, leaving Milia and I alone with a strangely silent house. Chenzu handled farmwork as usual and the pets were out and about, though they’d be running back in soon for breakfast.

“About that evolution,” Milia said, her hand still in mine. She squeezed. “Do you mind taking a walk with me, into the forest? I’d like to visit the holy mountain before we open the shop.”

“Sure,” I said.

I figured she had one more checkpoint before putting everything together. So after feeding the pets, we let Chenzu know where we were headed.

Milia and I started into the forest. We chatted and teased each other along the way, keeping the conversations mostly lighthearted, avoiding topics regarding the Peace Spawner.

“Well, you see back in the day, in addition to the birthday parties, we served cake, ice cream, hamburgers, and hotdogs,” I said. “Kids got the honor of being embarrassed by a happy birthday song or smiling as they appreciated their parent’s love.”

“In Harmonica, we sometimes held a royal celebration for achievements,” Milia said. “It’s nothing like these birthday parties you’ve described, but there are refreshments served.”

“I mean, it’s something,” I told her. “Let’s not forget about the drinking parties I’ve heard about.”

I grinned as Milia shot me a flat stare.

Eventually, we reached the mountain and could not help but stare up at the giant wonder as well as its surrounding ecosystem. To think Asia the angel now had the ability to spawn here whenever summoned. Opal had use for it too, being able to charge the night star orb or cultivate.

The serenity of this place… it was like a dream or even a painting, a sight that one could never forget.

Milia turned to me, smiling. I gazed deep into those golden eyes as I held her.

“Watch over me,” she said, before kissing me.

Before I could say anything, my wife… turned into golden sparkles of magic. A second later, they merged with the holy aura of the mountain.

All I could do really was just stand there, staring, a bit dumbfounded, but also confident that she’d return stronger than ever.


CHAPTER 24
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Chimon Reglins pulled his senses away from the brutal conflict raging in Jasper to focus on the small, C-ranked city of Wingston ahead. He felt a little bad for pushing his winged elk-like mount, known as a shennot, to the limit.

As they landed, Chimon took the time to glance around, taking in the culture of this nation. It wasn’t his first visit, but he rarely, if at all, traveled this far east of Merridon. He had travel permits for almost every nation as an anomaly hunter from the Astral Empire. The Blizzard Queen was still too stubborn to progress his paperwork, despite Chimon’s accomplishments. And he’d not get started with the fairy king. Having that man or his son in his thoughts threatened to give him a headache.

“Axo, you may go relax in the forest. I’m going to grab a drink before I start asking around about the half-dwarf,” Chimon said to his winged partner. “I look forward to learning why the monarch’s taken an interest in him.”
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[Thisissparta plant. Rank: B. Useful in: spices and accuracy increasing potions.]

I picked a few plants that sprung up around the mountain before making my way back to the shop. Milia’s presence flowed not just through the holy mountain, but also the entirety of the forest like an invisible river of comfort, perhaps a blanket, with a touch of power from Gaia’s Tear, Milia’s reward from the battle of Jasper.

Speaking of winter, the weather only progressively got colder. If the Jaspians held out, they could use it to their advantage. Wait. Why did the Scattered Island Nations forget to consider the weather? Maybe they planned to quickly and easily march in there, take over, and settle down?

Anyway, when I arrived back at the shop, I entered the lab, figuring I had a little time to make purchases and brew before the brats arrived. Yukihara, my spell book spirit, manifested on top of my shoulder to watch. A stream of golden light suddenly poured from the tattoo on my wrist and crawled up my arm until Aku manifested on my other shoulder in his small form.

“Master, what will you brew today?” Aku asked, which was definitely odd, as the dragon had never taken an interest in anything potion-related before. Then again, he could never manifest like this, either.

“Nothing much just yet,” I said. “Just a few experiments and some shopping through the cube.”

“About Mistress Milia,” Aku started.

“She’ll be fine. Whatever’s happening is a step toward her evolution,” I said.

“Her Guardian Day’s tomorrow, I think,” Yukihara added. “Every resident has prepared for it. I know you gave her a gift early, but… perhaps surprise her with something else.”

“I’m already ahead of you,” I said as I pulled the metallic red cube from the storage ring.

The menu appeared in the form of an interface which neither the spell book spirit nor Aku understood. I also had the option to display it within my head just like any system prompt.

[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.]

[Current options: Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices. Farm. Shop. Structures. Home type. Fortifications.]

“I do want to upgrade the home, but are we expected to not be inside for hours or days?” I mumbled as I scrolled through the options. I decided I’d talk with the mayor about the fortifications, especially since they were quite expensive. Shit, I needed a way to recoup those costs somehow. Charity work was never my strong point. No, donating blood didn’t count, especially when I only did that way back when for free pizza or gift cards. In fairness, the other broke college kids did so too.

[Home Types. Currently unlocked:

1. Large Home. Price: sold out.

2. A Lord’s Large Home. Price: 150,000 spirit coins. Construction time: 10 minutes.

3. A Lord’s Manor. Price: 250,000 spirit coins. Construction time: 10 hours.

4. A Mana-Infused Lord’s Manor and Shop Size Increase. Price: 450,000 spirit coins. 4,000 heavenly spirit coins. C-ranked shop. Construction time: 5 days.

5. Mansion and Shop Size Increase. Price: 1,400,000 spirit coins. C-ranked shop. Construction time: 10 days.

6. Mana-Infused Larger Mansion and Shop Size Increase. Price: 300,000,000 spirit coins. 5,000 heavenly spirit coins. B-ranked shop. Construction time: 1 month.

7. Castle and Shop Size Increase. Price: 800,000,000 spirit coins. B-ranked shop. Construction time: 1 month, 15 days.

8. Palace and Shop Size Increase. Price: 900,000,000 spirit coins. A-ranked shop. Construction time: 2 months.

9. Supreme Mana-Infused Mega Mansion and Mega Shop. Price: System error. Construction time: 3 months.

[Homes requiring higher construction times will first be created in a separate dimension. Upon completion, you will be required to accept the changes before the morph. It is recommended to not be inside the home after you confirm that you are ready for the switch.]

The system outright explaining that increased my mood significantly. I’d been wanting to upgrade, especially with the bathroom complaints. Also, now that I was a lord, upgrading to option three, a manor, felt doable. Hmm. Funny thing. If spirit coins were converted to home currency one for one, this manor would be cheaper than anything I could buy… mortgage in my own area. No, I won’t bore you with endless complaints about house pricing.

[Would you like to purchase option 3: A Lord’s Manor? Yes or no.]

With the options still being around, did that mean I could own more than one home? Ah, so the system wanted me to get into the landlord business. No, thank you. Taking on too much at once would spiral me into crashing and burning.

I accepted the purchases of the lord’s manor. Sure, I could go option four, but five days was too long when preferring to have something ready for my wife upon her return. The price still felt possible for now, but the higher options were way too far out of my league.

[You paid 250,000 spirit coins.]

[Total remaining spirit coins: 1,651,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 23,190.]

[Construction of your amazing new home has begun! In 10 hours, you will receive a notification in regard to its completion.]

Cheetara entered the room, giving me a ‘good morning’ meow.

“Good morning, Cheetara,” I said cheerily. “Milia’s at the mountain evolving, so it’ll be up to us to guard the home front for her. You up for it?”

Cheetara… pumped a paw into the air with her own cheery meow. Yes, you have to believe me. My cat wasn’t normal. I don’t smoke, so I’m not high! But if you’re this far into this tome, you should know by now.

Still, she’s so damn adorable. From kitty to junior cat.

I glanced back at the red cube, admiring the fact that it was about to give me a manor. Sometimes it was easy to forget the MMABS was technically an artifact, even if the system didn’t label it as such. The reality bending opened many doors for my shop.

“Let’s make a few practice brews.”

And so time passed and I found myself wondering what I could create with my most odd ingredients. Well, I still had some items leftover from the E-ranked dungeon. May as well add them to any brews.

[Preserved Yabrakadra Heart. Item rank: Unknown. Item quality: Exotic. The heart of an exotic spirit beast only found in supposedly extinct, water-based S-ranked dungeons. Perfect fertilizer for growing heavenly-ranked trees. Not that you’re foolish enough to attempt to grow Yggdrasil, especially without proper preparation. On a side note, this could make one hell of a meal.]

The sound of the approaching teenagers fifteen or maybe twenty minutes later reminded me to set aside the new project for now to attend the shop.

[HandmonViagrio Leaf. Rank: D. Useful as an ingredient perfect for potions that can improve one’s heart health. Stamina boosts, muscle relaxers, and other applications.]

I felt a sudden surge of clashing mana miles away, but didn’t pay it any mind. I’d be driven to madness if I chased after every magician passing through the area or getting into their own disputes. I sure as shit didn’t sign up to do the hero’s job. If it posed no threat to the shop, my clan, or the town, others would take care of it. Assuming the surge was an actual issue. I felt surges before that turned out to be passing magical or spiritual beasts minding their own.
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After ordering the servants to clean out the frogs from the back of his carriage, much to his thinning patience, Royal Advisor Monroe had some time to think.

“I ordered you to observe him,” he snapped. “What use is there for a knight that can’t follow simple orders?”

Monroe sighed, figuring he couldn’t be too angry since the knight likely misunderstood the words he threw at Kelvin in a fit of anger. Deciding it was best to let Jerod return to Starrigon custody, the royal advisor simply left the town. He was a high official. He owed no explanation to some lowly mayor or lord. They were lucky he decided to let the knight stay there. There wouldn’t be any secrets to pry from him since he was simply a bodyguard and nothing more.

That turned out to be Monroe’s mistake as someone stepped from the forest.

“Alone with no protection,” said the modulated voice. “The kingdom losing its royal advisor is what we’ve been waiting for.”

Monroe chuckled. “Please. You people think you know everything about me.” He turned to the cloaked man. “You confuse me for some weak, defenseless old man who needs a knight to protect him. You forget that I’ve worked with or schemed against the most paranoid people of the kingdom. And not even your masters, the Inquisition, can stomp all over what I’ve worked for.”

The man chuckled. “I don’t work for the Inquisition.” He raised a hand, allowing the vicious power of red summoning magic to engulf the air around him. “This is war, old man. Dance and slash my enemies, Shimma.”

Monroe felt his blood chill as his assassin summoned a D-ranked spell book, one of the most powerful things a magician could get their hands on. If the power of an F-ranker had to be put on a numerical scale of one through ten, it’d just be a measly five. Its older brother, an E-ranked, would be fifty, only to look upward at the tower of a D-ranked one thousand, five hundred.

Spell books not only allowed magicians to access more powerful spells, but the more pages one unlocked for said book, the stronger the spellcaster grew, which was why Monroe tried to propose to the world an enhanced scale to track this power. No one budged, cowards.

Royal Advisor Monroe smiled. “It’s a shame, really. If you were so confident in taking me on, you wouldn’t have wasted all of that time summoning such a powerful spell book. And allowing our escape talismans to activate.”

The assassin leapt backward into a void of darkness as Monroe and his staff vanished. Someone coming after his life wasn’t anything new; however, he couldn’t allow anyone to learn of his cards while remaining unidentified.

Ironically, Prince Myster wasn’t one of his prime suspects. If it’d save him on costs, Myster would hire a mortal before hiring a professional assassin with the ability to summon a D-ranked spell book.

Could this be a foreigner? With the voice modulator, Monroe wasn’t sure. He wanted to suspect the Inquisition as they were known by those in the dark to hire assassins of this tier whenever they wanted nothing to trace back to them. The assassin had little reason to speak and could’ve just lied.

What was his game? Where did that level of overconfidence come from? Rogue magicians, true ones that wielded shadow spells and turned invisible, and so on, were rare.

Needless to say, Monroe and his staff managed to get to Wingston safely.

He fumed internally but forced himself not to think of how much that escape talisman cost him. One could only use them once or twice before they burned out.

However, what mattered was staying alive and suspecting an adversary hidden in every shadow.

“If I keep this up, I’ll end up as paranoid as Prince Myster,” Monroe told one of his butlers as they started toward the Wingston’s mansion.
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I shot the cheery Ronica a flat stare, then sighed.

“Damn, I can’t pass up on this. Twerp, you’re hired,” I said, shaking her hand and knew there wasn’t a single quip in the arsenal. I passed her the bag of gold. “You know, you’re more reliable than you let on.”

“As I’ve stated before, even she can stop being a child,” Kelvin said.

Ronica pouted. “You should appreciate me more. I should be complimented for discovering this, you know.”

Opal flew up to Ronica’s face. “That’s my line. The appreciate one, that is.” She darted over to Kelvin, landing on top of his head. “Soon Mandi and I will reveal creations that will knock the shoes off your feet. Figuratively, of course.”

“Harmony, could you join them?” I asked. “You’ll get paid, too, of course. I’d ask Mandi and Lucas to join as well, if I hadn’t tasked them already.”

“Sure, I don’t mind,” Harmony said.

“Yay, you and I are going to obliterate this task,” Ronica cheered. “We should high-five afterward.”

“I want to go too!” Opal declared.

Mandi and I sighed at the same time, then both laughed.

“Mandi, make sure to give your partner a high-five after a successful project competition,” I said. “Anyway, Harmony, use this opportunity to collect your own potion or pill ingredients.”

Opal pouted but didn’t deny how much she loved the earthly gesture.

And so Ronica, Harmony, Kelvin, and Wolverine set off on Beakwing toward a field a couple of hours past Lucas’s village. I wasn’t sure where the twerp got her information about these high-ranking herbs. Something about her senses seemed vague, but she was always reliable, so that was that.

I shoved away the thoughts when a strange customer entered the shop. Or was he a customer? What was the deal with the winged white deer outside. His pockets were probably deeper than the average magician’s, potentially a noble.

Something about him felt… Well, I wasn’t sure, but he couldn’t be from Merridon, right? His mana felt powerful but also refined, even sophisticated. Milia’s mana was sophisticated too, but a dryad princess being trained by a monarch and an ancient dryad sage… yeah.

The man nodded as he observed the surroundings, though his eyes widened just briefly at the sight of Lucas before he turned to walked toward me.


CHAPTER 25
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The Moonlit Blade stared down at the dead dwarf.

“And here I thought I’d finally have a challenge. Too bad the monarchs sent a bunch of their weaklings.” He shook his head. “Even the famous Prince Julius is a coward. He’d rather fight grunts than face me on. Is he not the dwarven champion? What a joke.”

The battlefield surrounding the Moonlit Blade, which used to be a forest, was an unsightly place of horror and sadness, a repeat of the past, and a small potential for the future. The combined resistance of a small Merridon force and the dwarven army were formidable, but if the Scattered Island Nations didn’t expect this, they wouldn’t have bothered with this invasion. They sent the Moonlit Blade to be the equalizer and also the one to take down any enemy champions.

“Come out, cowards!” the Moonlit Blade challenged. “I’m bored. Give me something other than foot soldiers to fight.”

The Scattered Island army were not outnumbered yet, as the enemy’s reinforcements hadn’t arrived. There was also the mystery of the original Jaspian army, elite warriors that always made the cabinet think twice before attacking. The Moonlit Blade couldn’t help but pity them meeting their end by the teeth of a hallow, likely one of the rumored tier two variants, hallow sentries. Even the Scattered Island champion would think before challenging one.

The dwarves were strong, very strong, but so were his soldiers. So was he.

Bored, the Moonlit Blade wondered if the spies he sent into the other surrounding nations found anything interesting. Did the contacts he had known for years honor his proposals?

“Don’t take this personally,” the Moonlit Blade said as he stepped over another fallen warrior. “We fight for the crown and what we believe in. We fight with honor. And we also fall knowing we’ve given our all in a battle orchestrated by the ones we serve.” He frowned. “For that, I shall hunt down your cowardly generals, leaders, who abandoned you to your fates.”

“Lord Moonlit, Lord Moonlit!”

The Moonlit Blade turned to the armored woman hurrying to him. She bowed. He gestured at the spy to make her report.

“Witnesses of one of the rumored Old Family has been discovered living in Merridon.”

The Moonlit Blade’s eyes widened. For those who knew of this family that had a pact with the heavens, coming across them would be a nightmare. The pact ordered the family not to interfere with the world’s affairs with their unreal power in exchange for territory and something else unrevealed to those not in the know. As the Scattered Island Champion, secrets were bestowed upon him, even more so as his years of proven loyalty increased. No one of the Old Family would ever break this pack, right? Did they walk amongst the people in Merridon, of all places?

The ruthless Old Family, hidden monsters to the world… Merridon would surely be their next grand battle. Either the Moonlit Blade should take his men and retreat, or see the Old Family member himself, perhaps conjure a deal with him. Or go all out to kill him. At the very least, he had to confirm his existence with his own eyes.

“Tell the Diamond General I will be leaving the battlefield for a few days,” the Moonlit Blade declared. “She has my permission to allow the summoners to unleash their aces in order to maintain our upper hand.”

“But Lord, if they lose control⁠—”

“Do it!” the Moonlit Blade snapped. “If the Old Family sighting is true, then we may have to retreat. It is not in our best interest to make an enemy of them.”

The spy bowed. “Your command shall be honored, my lord.”

The Moonlit Blade held up a hand, triggering the summon of a mount he hadn’t used in a while. “Flying water dragoon, come to me.”

Despite their names, dragoons weren’t dragons and came in many forms and shapes. His summon resembled the sea serpent partner he rode during the trip to this land. The differences were in the wings and size. Smaller, significantly faster, and even a great swimmer. It couldn’t travel nonstop like the sea serpent, however.

He hopped onto the back of his summoned creature. “Where to?”

“A low-ranking town east of a small city called Wingston,” said the spy. “That’s all I know. You should recognize him if you see him.”
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As the Moonlit Blade left, the spy’s disguise dissolved into a motes of golden sparkles, revealing a young woman with black hair and green eyes. She smiled.

“Your disguise spell worked like a charm, Lila,” Ling said cheerily. “With him gone, cleaning up should be easy.” She started toward the enemy camp. “Father and the dwarves will owe me one after this. My newest witchling friend will gain her first claim to real power in her kingdom. Honor will return to my name, and this filthy war shall not be brought to my beautiful people.”

No one expects Ling, after all…

And thanks to her numerous encounters, whether with Raider, Milia, the assassin, or her enemies, she’d grown significantly stronger. The rising monster of Merridon, some would call her. She preferred to be known as the Blazing Flower. Perhaps the Bladed Rose.

Roses manifested from Ling’s shadow, brightening the girl’s smile.

“No Rose deaths allowed,” Ling ordered. “Kill all of the invaders!”

“Yes, Shadow Princess!” they cheered.

Truthfully, Ling knew virtually nothing about this so-called Old Family, nor cared. Perhaps they were random foreign nobles, perhaps not. It didn’t matter for her current purposes.

She tortured that information from a spy moments ago. Lila, who waited for her fields away, agreed to proceed with the Merridon shadow princess’s ridiculous plan.

Ling was not only a monster in strength, but her own cleverness kept all of her brothers under pressure. Even with her currently disqualified from the throne due to outside interference, they were still unable to rest at ease, especially Myster.

She ended up ignoring his summons and slowly began crumbling his little shadow empire bit by bit, even with him now released from custody. He somehow managed to keep his title, but that didn’t matter, since being a disgrace in Father’s eyes decreased the chances of winning the throne significantly. For now, that would be enough for Ling.

And so, as Ling and her small, but powerful force that included King-ranked magicians, proceeded to the main camp of the Scattered Island Nation’s invaders, the soldiers across the entirety of the battlefield felt sudden chills. They weren’t sure, choosing to ignore a deep, hidden instinct.

The dead dwarves, Merridon soldiers, Jaspian guards, volunteer adventurers, and mercenaries would be avenged. Even if they wouldn’t envision it being done by a villainess.

Even after this battle, Ling was sure she’d still be associated with such silliness. She preferred that over being viewed as a helpless princess enemies could toss into a brothel or confine as a political hostage at their leisure. Whether it’d be the rage of a rival bitter queen or a pig king. Ling heard every story growing up, and personally witnessed lives of old royal friends ruined by adult nobles.

The shadow princess might have been a form of chaos, perhaps a villainess, but unlike those other pour souls, she still maintained control.

In the name of the kingdom, she’d remain unapologetic, ruthlessly pursuing her goals. That also included creating a super family that would rule Merridon for generations.

Ling chuckled darkly.
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“Welcome to the shop,” I said. “What can we get for you?”

Cheetara meowed from my shoulder as if imitating me. What? I can let my cat run the shop.

Alexander, having wrapped up some accounting, turned to look at the new customer. He set aside a bowl of rare mushrooms Iris brought in earlier, which were to be used for that evening’s dinner.

The person standing before us was a beastkin man wearing nice white and silver robes with a few emblems on them. White fox ears and tail, silver hair, pale gray eyes, average height, and with the age of at least thirty, judging by his appearance and maturity.

“Good afternoon, everyone,” he said after an elaborate bow. “Seeing that there are no other customers, I take it I chose a good time to request a meeting.”

That familiar voice. Now where did I hear it…? Oh.

“That expression is all I need to know,” said the fox beastkin. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Chimon Reglins. You can call me somewhat of a traveling historian. The one and the same voice from the mass whispering wind output.”

He briefly glanced around at the shop and my wares, though the Heaven’s Tears were not on display today. A good thing too, since Chenzu’s following words silenced the room. I couldn’t have this spreading back there yet.

“Chimon Reglins from the Empire?” the well-informed wolf beastkin bard asked. “The anomaly hunter? What’s a legend like you doing here?”

Mandi gave Chenzu a confused look. Opal yawned, her eyes seeming to search for a book to take a nap on. It made me wonder if this was simply a pixie thing.

I scanned the newcomer as Chenzu explained what he knew, talking over the historian’s attempt to be modest. Chenzu seemed annoyed that we never heard of this guy.

“Wait, did you say Empire?” I asked. “As in the Astral Empire?”

[Analysis.]

[Chimon Reglins, Anomaly Hunter. Race: Beastkin. Disposition: Friendly. Magician rank: Blocked by artifact. Spell book: D. Affinity: Energy wind. Astral Empire Elite.]

“Yes,” Chimon replied. “I take it you’re only familiar with the loud factions throughout the empire. Don’t let those noble families speak for all of us.”

“Fair enough,” I said, then gestured at a chair. “Would you like to sit⁠—”

“Actually, is it okay if I shop while explaining everything?” Chimon asked. “There were rumors of your potions in Wingston. Some of your fellow C-ranked potion shop owners and alchemists may be slightly jealous.”

I chuckled. “How the tables have turned. Milia would get a kick out of this.”

“Milia?”

“Oh, my wife,” I said. “She’s away for the day. Anyway, don’t hold us in suspense. What’s the scoop?”

“For someone like you to come all the way here,” Chenzu said. “One cannot help but be curious.”

“Very well,” Chimon said. “It started with the rumors of a hero of Jasper.”

He informed us of the events of him leaving a restaurant from Ironhelm, the dwarven kingdom, to a telepathic encounter with their king and monarch. Apparently, he not only knew of Lucas, but wanted to see him as soon as possible in exchange for the dwarves’ help.

“We were planning to take Lucas to Ironhelm soon anyway,” I said after a short stretch of silence. “But if the king is inviting him, tell him we’ll be there in a week.”

Chimon nodded. “Of course. I know you’re giving it a week for the fighting in Jasper to calm down and your swift decision will certainly be pleasant to his ears, but do be careful. If the war is still raging, then delay the trip for a month, perhaps longer. I will not be able to live with myself if I find out these kids were killed in the crossfires of war.”

I offered a hand to the man. “I’m Nate, by the way. This is our shop, Potion’s Will.” He accepted the handshake, a universal gesture. “You’re not what I expected from the rumored evil empire.”

Chimon laughed. “Common empire citizens that travel outside the nation get that a lot. Do you mind if I purchase these five items? If the rumors are to be believed—and with these incredible prices—this is practically a steal.”

After taking his order, he turned to leave, but stopped. “I came all this way and have never been this far east of Merridon. I think I’ll take the time to check out the town. Thank you for the hospitality.”

“No problem,” Nate said. “Hope to see you at the shop again sometime.”

After he left, the system finally revealed the quest.

[Major quest: Take Lucas to see the dwarven monarch of Ironhelm. Chimon has informed him that you will leave Kyushu in one week; however, due to the current war, the monarch will allow you to be as late as necessary. Reward: Monarch of Ironhelm’s trust, spirit coins, and a Bubba Chest.]

[Optional sub quest of Ironhelm: Before meeting with the monarch, take Lucas to the forest of the saints to acquire his destiny. If he decides not to do it, you will receive a replacement quest. Reward: spirit coins, unknown.]

Really, System… a Bubba chest. Really.

[Name correction. Bronze chest. System notice. Perhaps next time you shouldn’t question anything. Be thankful you’re not receiving a reduced reward.]

Deciding that it wasn’t worth the headache of arguing with the system, I turned my focus back to the shop. Customers were coming in and the first one was some weird lady… magician.


CHAPTER 26
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Long, purple, twin tails hairstyle; frilly, short, light-purple dress; a tiara; and a pink-painted wand with a heart-shaped tip was the start of the magician woman’s appearance as she entered the shop with a cheery demeaner. I guessed she was maybe in her twenties… then again, with magician ages, she could be one hundred and still look young.

Her appearance seemed familiar, not in the way of knowing her, but… Ugh, too much TV back in the day. She clearly wasn’t a Kyushu resident. In fact, the carriage outside pulled by a fucking giant grasshopper creature indicated a lot of things, such as foreigner, a noble, or even someone that lived in a sect.

The only reason why I’m explaining all of this was because she drew a lot of attention, not just from us, but the townspeople too.

“So this C-ranked shop is secretly rumored to be responsible for saving Isabella?” she commented unhappily as she glanced around, eyes narrowed.

Opal flew up to her face. “If you don’t like it, then leave,” the pixie said.

“Oh, you misunderstand, little pixie,” said the magician. “The lack of… prestige, while irritating, could mean I’m the first adventurer to discover a gold mine.”

Her eyes could damn well be the real-life equivalent of dollars signs and gold bars. Sheesh, make your intentions more obvious, will you? Where was the twerp when you needed her? She’d be the perfect opponent to counter the visitor.

“Welcome to the shop,” I told all of the customers. “Have a look around at the wares. Let us know if you find something interesting.”

The woman nearly danced over to me, her voice becoming upbeat. “Don’t change the subject. Where are you hiding it? I’ll give you platinum for it! Well, spirit coins, if you want.”

Thankfully, Alexander and Mandi were here to take customer orders or else the line would be damn near stretching around the building, held up by the adventurer. The way the others stared, they were in fear, or awe—this clearly wasn’t some nobody.

In fact, Mandi stared blankly at her the entire time, until she at last pouted, turning to the petite girl.

“You don’t have to rain on my celebration, Mandi Wingston,” she said, placing her hands on her hips. “You didn’t even show up to my banquet! But if you were here, that means the rumors of you training under someone— Oh! Oh! Your core! Those rumors are true, too. I’m so proud of you! They called me crazy for believing in you!” She hugged the shit out of Mandi, who struggled to get out of her grasp. “But if Hector says something, it’s true. Only idiots don’t believe someone as handsome and competent as him.” She looked at Opal. “Then you’re the rumored little friend that’s been helping her? Some said you were a fairy, others said a facial hazard, whatever that means. You’re so pretty!”

Thanks to the noble lady moving out of the line, I was able to shrink it by taking orders. Most people wanted the usual health potions, general medicine, energy, lighting, muscle relaxers to ease working in the fields, some for the candy if we had any in stock, and others for the trinkets Alexander placed on sale.

Unfortunately for Mandi’s old noble friend, Opal, sometimes able to be buttered up, expressed further distaste. In fact, she grew suspicious and, being the way that she was, had no filter. Mandi sensed that and gestured for her pixie friend to return to her shoulder.

Opal glared at the magical girl wannabe, muttered something, and flew back to Mandi’s shoulder.

“Stella, what are you doing here?” Mandi asked. “Did your mother send you?”

Stella waved away Mandi’s sentence. “Pfft, as if Mother cares where I go. I’m honestly surprised she isn’t here trying to marry all of you into the family. Speaking of which, Mandi, I always wanted you to be my little sister.” She froze. “Oh, Wanda’s rear, first allow me to apologize for your loss. I’m sure that Astral boy⁠—”

“Mandi’s quite happy that he’s gone,” Opal snapped. “He was just a prick and dared walk over such a brilliant mind. Hmph! Humans.” Her voice lowered. “You’re the facial hazard.”

Stella moved as a customer entered Mandi’s line. The redhead quickly took care of her.

“So you’re really okay with a life like this,” Stella said softly. “You’ve most certainly changed.” She lowered her voice, even though the last customer was currently leaving, waving me off. “Perhaps all nobles should be required to do peasant work and labor for a year… especially if it makes them grow like you.”

“So, who are you again?” I asked after telling Lucas and Alexander where to sweep. I was going to do it myself, but the half-dwarf volunteered, even insisted, quoting from Iris in regard to the owner doing simple labor being a bad look for the shop. I needed to lecture the elf for that one. I could almost see her smug smile.

Curious about their improvement, I quickly checked the ranking system, including Lucas’s.

[Apprentice Ranking System. Detecting apprentices… Four.]

[Harmony Rue, Mandi Wingston, Lucas Fireborn, Alexander Demonblade.]

-Potion Maker’s Apprentice class: All of them.

-Potion Maker’s Apprentice Advantage class: None has earned yet.

-Team boon: None. Required: They must earn their alchemist cloaks.

-Apprentice team leader: Harmony Rue.

Apprentice stats:

Harmony Rue. Magician rank: 9th realm of Adjusting. Apprentice rank: SS. Points: 11,155. Affinity: Earth, wind, and fire mana. Dao of Dreams. Spell book: D. Type: Warfighter. Light Stopper. Unique: Your dragon essence and has a special source of power buried within core. Alchemist cloak: Yes.

Mandi Wingston. Magician rank: 3rd realm of the Beginnings. Apprentice rank: SS. Points: 10,170. Affinity: Fire and *radiance mana. Unique: Attuned to runes and forms of magi-tech. Can also use radiance.

Lucas Fireborn. Magician rank: 12th realm of the Initiates. Apprentice rank: SS. Points: 12,780. Affinity: Fire and earth mana. Spell book: F. Type: Offensive. Ember/Fireball. *Upgradable* Utility: Can forge enhanced heavenly items thanks to the tools. Unique: Can learn both dwarven and human magic. Alchemist cloak: Yes.

Alexander Demonblade. Magician rank: 3rd realm of the Novice. Apprentice rank: SS. Points: 13,400. Affinity: Water and wind mana. Spell book: F. Type: Offense. Wind Spear. Unique: Knowledge of past life, Yomi the Pirate King. Ability to one day regain that strength. Alchemist cloak: Yes.

[Lucas’s items:

-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.

-Shifting Blade of the Flame Walker. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. A special dwarven sword that can change into a dwarven hammer, a spear, or pickaxe with just a thought and a little mana. Not the most compatible item for humans.

-Pendant of the Tenth Pillar. Item rank: SSS. Item quality: *Exotic. The wearer of this necklace (Lucas Fireborn) is eligible to take the Saint’s trial and become the tenth Saint, gaining access to the depths of Wanda’s blessings.

-[Skill] Flaming Dragon Magic Burst.]

I felt so fucking proud of the kid. Honestly, it was humbling to see Lucas’s hard work pay off. Having started much later than Harmony, he pushed himself to keep up and beyond. Physically, too. When I first met him, he was on the thinner side. Now the dwarven side seemed to have reached an equilibrium with the human half, because the muscles didn’t lie.

Before you give me the side eye, our training was safe. Mostly. It gradually increased in difficulty, often challenging the brats, not in just brawn, but brain too.

I had to push aside my thoughts and reward brainstorming to pay attention to the newcomer. Her next words brought the frown out of me. No wonder Mandi knew her.

“I’m Stella Linus,” she said as she walked over. “Of course, you’ve probably never heard of me since that witch is ashamed of me.”

She was the daughter of the duchess that visited the other day, during Kyushu’s noble rush. The Isabella news caught up to her, wherever she lived, and like the others, hurried over. “Now about that mystery potion.”

“Even if I had it on me, you do realize you weren’t the first to show up in attempt to retrieve it,” I said. “If the other nobles, including your mother, weren’t successful, why would you expect to be?”

Stella pouted. “No need to be so stingy. I’m offering a fortune. Even the recipe will be fine. You can’t just cure someone of an incurable disease and try to disappear from the world. Are you clueless about the conversation surrounding you? Even when the rumors reached my personal villa late, the people, my servants… they seemed to have lost it. I’m sure you know the marriage proposals are⁠—”

“Most know he’s already married by now,” Chenzu interrupted. “It’s probably best that you drop this. I’m sure this isn’t the impression you want to leave.”

Stella stared blankly at the beastkin. “You know, crashing a negotiation seriously diminishes your handsome points.”

“Stella,” Mandi said, seeming as if she was struggling not to facepalm.

“Fine! I don’t want the potion anyway,” she said, folding her arms.

Chenzu grinned. “Are you going to offer him your marriage proposal?”

“I don’t want to be married over this,” Stella said. “If I got married, I’d lose the right to travel wherever I want.”

“And how will you lose such a right?” Chenzu asked. “Unless Merridon laws have changed.”

“I—I don’t know. Aren’t wives supposed to…? Never mind! That’s not the point! A wife would look suspicious if they traveled as much as I did,” Stella said. “I am an adventurer, after all.”

“You do know adventurers marry, sometimes other adventurers,” Chenzu continued, clearly amused.

I shook my head. “So, do you want to buy anything? We’re about to close shop soon. I won’t immediately kick you out, but you’d be better off as a guest of the mayor’s daughter or Mandi.”

Stella huffed as she pulled gold from her storage ring. “I won’t easily give up. I’ll return someday with something you can’t refuse, just you wait.”

She hurried out after making the large potion purchase, though not without first waving at Mandi and sticking her tongue out at Chenzu.

“I thought you were a lady killer,” I joked to the beastkin.

He played a silly tune on his lute. “Perhaps when I’m in the mood for spoiled nobles,” Chenzu said. “But that person… I don’t know.”

“She’s also friends with Ling,” Mandi said. “At least in the past.”

I frowned. “Is that why she’s got a bad relationship with her mom?”

“Some of why, yes,” Mandi said, “but Duchess Linus can be… a bit tiresome for anyone to deal with. I bet she tried to set Stella up for many marriage interviews. It’s no wonder why she grew rebellious.”

“I see,” I said. “Ah well. Anyway, let’s close the shop and clean up. Tomorrow, I hope to introduce everyone to some fried food. Oh, would you look at that? Harmony and the others are landing.”

“Your senses are faster than my nose,” Chenzu said.

“What’s fried food?” Mandi asked.

“You’ll see,” I replied.

Opal, having pulled a familiar orb from her soul space, stared at it and muttered some things to herself. I scanned it.

[Night Star Orb. Item rank: S. Item quality: Extraordinary. An orb capable of absorbing starlight at night. Perhaps you could trade the fully charged version with the fallen angel?]

[You have entrusted Opal with the Night Star Orb. Pixie magic resonates naturally with this object. Current charge: 80%.]

“Thank you, Opal.”

Opal smiled. “Just leave it to me, Sir Nate! Just having that mountain in the area has made this so much easier. I’ll need perhaps a few more days at most. I’m also studying its properties.”

That evening, I entered the forest to check on Milia, greeting passing residents along the way. A strange feeling stopped me halfway through the walk and as I looked at the path that led to the S-ranked dungeon, chills crept up my spine. In fact, something seemed to desperately draw me in that direction. I even noticed one of the residents, our favorite Panda holding a wooden surfboard, pointing in said direction while staring at me.

Now, going out into the forest for the old Nate simply would usually never happen. Remember when I first met Milia?

Things were so different now. Imagine being armed with superhero powers one hundred percent of the time, on top of being well-trained in vicious martial arts.

Anyway, I hurried down the path and was greeted with a disturbing sight.

Three figures stood in a formation just a few feet in front of the entrance of the dungeon, as if guarding it or keeping watch for something or someone. Above the dungeon, holy aura mixed with Milia’s own aura visibly flowed toward the roof of the cave-like structure.

In fact, upon closer inspection, the cloaked figures were focusing on something… chanting quietly in an unknown language.

They were intending to pull all of that gathered energy into the dungeon. Feeling Milia’s energy mixed with that pointed toward something potentially worse.

I wasted no further time and attacked.
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[Warning, Milia’s spirit and soul are being pulled into the dungeon.]

[Urgent Quest: Save Milia. Defeat the enemies before you. Reward: Milia’s salvation and continuation of her evolution, unknown. It goes without saying that failure of this quest is an automatic game over.]

[Mini-boss fight, begin!]

[Enemy analysis.]

[Shaolin Wendigo. Type: Evil spirit. Rank: SS. Disposition: Super hostile. Affinity: Dark, spirit, quivering energy, shallow wind.]

[System notice: Most mortal beings cannot damage a wendigo.]

The cloaked figures suddenly looked at me, eyes wide with surprise, as magic and killing intent flew at them like missiles. One dodged by jumping upward, unveiling bat-like wings. The second received a graze as he barely got out of the way in time. The third figure lost his entire arm, his scream cut off as I roundhouse kicked him right in the throat.

“I’m going to take a wild guess and assume that the Axem is behind this,” I said as I drew on the dragon within, Yukihara, and something else. If I hadn’t been out here to interrupt this, my wife would’ve been gone, absorbed into a hellish fate. I stomped down my incoming inner complaint about the holy mountain being useless upon remembering that its rank was only D. Shit. Could I have prevented this by simply buying anything from fortifications? Honestly, I had all day to weed through the options, but ended up distracted by other things, including running the shop and even Stella Linus’s appearance.

No, I didn’t know that for sure. Well, whatever. These creatures were going to learn the hard way what happened when one treaded too far on mine.

The wendigo hissed at his buddy in an unknown language, while looking between us, seemingly panicky. Considering the prompt above, he wasn’t used to taking damage. That or he was arguing about the disrupted spell.

With a hand aimed at the unconscious one on the ground, I fired blood lightning at it. Both of the creatures jerked their heads in my direction, watching in horror as their buddy burst into purple flames, destroyed like any other dungeon aberration.

“These things are what attempted to take Milia’s soul?”

The wendigo screamed a bunch of shit at me in its language. Suddenly, it teleported or dashed in front of me, its speed no joke as it attempted to slice me into ribbons with long claws. The hood of its cloak fell off, revealing a skull face, antlers of miasma, long straight orange hair, and glowing yellow eyes. Skeletal arms, too.

Now, these weren’t the same wendigos found in myth on Earth—at least, I didn’t think so—unless they really did have wings. A subspecies, yes, but not the same.

I easily dodged its attacks before countering with a blood-lightning-coated fist, knocking it to its back.

I destroyed it before the flying one could scream.

“Blood lightning as a weakness,” I said. “It’s a shame you tried to steal my wife’s soul, of all people.”

“You… think you’re all in the clear, human,” the airborne wendigo snapped, surprising me with its clear use of common tongue. Or English for me. “You defeat mere underlings and believe yourself to be superior. Gr—ah! Shadow cast!”

Thrusting a long nail in my direction, he released a giant ball of bright purple magic, a feat done with hardly any cast time.

[Warning, this attack cannot be countered.]

Well, at least the system warned me, even when the damned thing was practically on top of me. As I activated the ring of force fields, the flying wendigo started talking again.

“I will gain a name for myself. A true name. A silly mortal cannot… How did you survive that? It seems I have no choice but to get serious with a human. Absorption!”

Even I wasn’t sure how to stop him from reigniting and swallowing the flames of two slain buddies. Instead, I fired a good bolt of blood lightning, but unlike the other two, it did jack diddly squat to him. Or to be specific, a barrier kept emerging around the creature at the last second. Points to it for actually playing some defense, though to be fair to the other two, they hadn’t a clue what hit them.

The wendigo tossed his cloak to the side as he made a transformation. From skeletal arms to a muscular build, and thicker wings that now glowed with flames. New wendigo, new him!

“Well, that’s one hell of a⁠—”

A giant vine slid out of its chest, causing the creature to drop like a fly sprayed with insect killer.

“…Transformation,” I finished then winced. “Ooh, that had to hurt. Milia gave you the classic ‘bitch, please.’”

I looked around, but Milia was nowhere to be found, to my disappointment. Her energy, however, did return to the holy mountain, much stronger than before, like an ignited torch.

Now, the wendigo wasn’t dead, far from it, but his outburst of energy likely woke up Milia from her deep meditation. The flames around his wings were replaced with glowing purple mana. He stood up.

[Milia has disabled the wendigo’s automatic barrier technique. Finish him!]

“Thanks Milia,” I called out. “You saved me so much time. I was wondering how I’d shatter that thing without depleting too much of my mana.”

The wendigo tried to run, but it was useless. Not even a spirit could outrun my movement technique, Wind Dragon Rush.

“You were talking a lot of shit up in the air earlier,” I said as I smashed a blood lightning fist into the same hole Milia made. I released a current that vaporized the creature’s body in an instant, gaining the purple flames of satisfaction a second later.

The feeling of peace returned to the forest, but I’d patrol it for the rest of the night just in case. All of the training received from Master Yama, being a King-ranked magician, and other factors of mana meant skipping sleep for a measly night wouldn’t harm me. In fact, I could replace sleep with meditation, expanding my presence across the forest to make sure nothing else spawned.

[Quest complete! Well done. Reward: Exclusive, low-grade mana potion to your vending machine inventory x20. Price automatically set for the option of gold and higher, or spirit coins. Your vending machine currently in town has been restocked!]

[You received 20,000 spirit coins.]

[Total number of spirit coins: 1,671,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 23,190.]

It wasn’t too long ago that receiving a massive twenty thousand spirit coins as a reward would’ve felt like winning a lottery. It was a small fortune in the real world, but in the eyes of the system, it was chump change. Items on the MMABS cost so much, hundreds of millions in some cases. Speaking of the cube, I figured while things were calm, I’d finally make additional purchases. The pets calmed down, no longer sensing my killing intent, and were likely returning to their current activities or sleeping.
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“Big Brother Woofy, what’s she doing here?” Cheetara said with a yawn.

Ribbon sighed. “Did…Did you not detect the evil that manifested in the forest? I ran all the way here to assist.”

Wolverine stopped slurping from his water bowl to look up at the rabbit.

“Best Buddy was in the forest at the time and handled the darkness. The creatures that attacked were not something we could easily fight without damaging Mistress Milia’s forest.”

Ribbon stared at Cheetara, Wolverine, Beakwing, and Lady Feathers for a bit, then nodded.

“Very well, I shall teach you how to easily dispatch a pesky wendigo,” she declared. “As a fellow disciple, it is important for you to be able to fight by my side in the event of another manifestation of evil. Wanda dislikes wendigos almost as much as hallows.”

Cheetara yawned again. “Good night.”

Seeing the stars, she snuggled into Wolverine’s side and closed her eyes.

“We accept your offer,” Wolverine told Ribbon. “Tomorrow morning should be a good time to start.”

“Perhaps force Little Moo to join, too,” Lady Feathers said. “And the fox as well.”

“All hands on deck,” Wolverine said with a chuckle.

“A clever time to borrow Alexander’s words, I see,” the elicrone said as she started back to her home.

“I’d better get back before my master worries about me,” Ribbon said.

“Consider it a great honor to be a direct servant of that one,” Lady Feathers said. “Do make sure not to displease her. Though, even I wonder how that’s possible.”

Ribbon laughed. “She’s even cheery at home. Even during arguments with her friends.”
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[Current options. Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices. Farm. Shop. Structures. Home type. Fortifications.]

At the foot of the holy mountain, I selected Fortifications. They now appeared in subsections, which was interesting. I assumed I unlocked it recently, maybe from the wendigo fight.

[Forest. Town. Home. Domain/Special.]

I decided to just go through all of the forest options for now. Thankfully, things seemed direct and to the point, though they were not what I expected.

[-Rank up Milia’s Natural Aura Protection. Price: 10,000 spirit coins. Forest rank met for all options: S. Description: The power of Milia’s forest protection will increase. This will also allow more plant types to grow and thrive here. Milia’s lake near her tree, and its waterfall, will grow in power, which will certainly make the flower nymphs happier.

-Automatic Earth-Element Golem Spawning. Price: 50,000 spirit coins. Description: Not only does it summon protective golems, but they’ll also tend to the forest alongside the residents, if ordered to do so. The golems can take on many animal or resident shapes, including fairies. Milia will be able to summon a golem into the forest at will.

-Holy Mountain Spirit Spawning. Price: System error. Requirements: High-ranking garden, high-ranking farm, D-ranked or higher oracle spirit stone. Description: Maximizes the protection of the forest and surrounding area. Evil spirits and double crimson entities will lose the ability to manifest in the area, and any outside of the boundary will be brutally repelled. Milia will gain the ability to summon a powerful holy defender at will.

-Yggdrasill’s Offspring Tree. Price: System error. Requirements: Garden of Yggdrasill, completion of Yggdrasill’s test. Warning: You are currently not prepared to confront Yggdrasill.]

System, I’ve never actually asked, since the price ranges of these higher items are lunacy, but how do I actually make these preparations or qualify, whatever? I thought.

[System notice: Quest qualifications have not been met, including the required progression percentage from the primary quest. Try focusing on your garden for once. You will be surprised at the alchemic ingredients and food one could acquire for using their head. You will need to work with Milia to progress the garden.]

No need to be a smartass, System, I thought bitterly.

[Would you like to purchase the rank up to Milia’s natural aura protection and automatic earth-element golem spawning for 60,000 spirit coins?]

I selected yes.

[Purchase complete. Total remaining spirit coins: 1,591,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 23,190.]

I spent the rest of the night meditating, summoning the golems in random places to get used to them, practicing the Heavenly Demon and dragon techniques, and, of course, brewing random and experimental potions as safely as possible. Thankfully, magic cauldrons created their own heat. Also, the lake that accompanied the mountain was right there, ready for me to call upon its waters somehow should anything go wrong.

In the morning, something amazing happened. The mountain released thousands of white and gold sparkles of mana into the area, some in the shape of flowers. Milia floated gently toward me, eyes closed.

I caught her and princess-carried the sleeping dryad back to what was now a manor, since I confirmed its completion a couple hours ago. The residents watched in awe as we walked, some bowing.

Milia’s upgraded power was insane and, despite her being light, holding her felt nearly electrifying. Things would go back to normal once she woke up to control her mana.

Her hair seemed greener, presence significantly stronger, aura seemed to be in line with the dryad monarch’s. In fact, someone far away could accidentally mistake Milia for a meditating or sleeping Queen Dahlia. If the rumors were true about monarch aura calming down to this degree.

I scanned Milia, unable to hold back my curiosity.
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The holy mountain, even at its D-rank, was a cheat code, an oddity as its majesty provided the forest and surrounding area a breeze of serenity. There hadn’t been a single complaint about it from the townspeople, though a few were still scared of it. Plans have been made to visit, only to be cancelled upon realizing they’d have to travel through Milia’s forest to get to it. Most couldn’t afford to hire professional bodyguards, mercenaries, or adventurers to protect them, as wages were still relatively meh in Kyushu. They were far better than before thanks to the financial fraud ring being taken down by yours truly, but still had a long way to go.

That being said, the investment in the mountain seemed to be paying dividends and it hasn’t been a year!

[Analysis.]

[Milia Starbreather-Dreamlight, daughter of Harmonica’s monarch, a princess of Harmonica, also known as a kingdom of Gaia. Race: Royal dryad/ Exalted dryad. Disposition: Your wife/lover. Magician rank:1st realm of the King. Dryad rank: ***Limitless SSS***. Spell book: D. Flamie. Affinity: Forest, semi-divine. Gaia, Goddess of Nature and Land-aligned.]

My eyes widened at Milia’s ridiculous power increase. She skipped most of the Higher Dragon realm! Considering her dryad rank, my wife had at last achieved the perfect evolution.

Anyway, we finally approached our newly transformed home. A manor!

Now, let me make something clear. In this world, the term manor wasn’t the same as on Earth. It was essentially a smaller mansion. The land around did shift a bit, causing it to look like a mini estate or just a really nice yard.

Well, I don’t know. As I approached, this thing looked enormous. I thought our lord’s house was huge, but I may have jumped the gun choosing the manor without thinking. Milia was going to give me an earful when she woke up. Thankfully, today wasn’t a workday or she’d probably have a hard time finding her office.

Oh, in case you’re wondering, yes, Cheetara was freaking the fuck out. The cat eventually calmed down and meowed at me a few times. I accepted her onto my shoulder and off we went, Wolverine following, to put Milia to bed.

Her Guardian Day arrived. I sensed the residents preparing to pay their respects to their dryad mistress. A party with them all attending was coming. In fact, Muiy was already in the yard, dressed nicely, tending to the garden, and offering assistance to Chenzu while waiting for her friend, Lucas, to show. We exchanged the good ol’ morning greetings, of course, before I attacked the manor maze. Fortunately, the general direction of everything was still the same, allowing me to find our bedroom easily.

Wow, did this place look nice. Marbled floors, an aristocratic aesthetic, a full kitchen that was almost modern, a fireplace, an improved food storage box also known as this world’s version of a fridge, beautiful tables—especially in the dining room—an improved shop area which people would see first as they stepped in, a chandelier, an improved wine cellar area—along with a wine room for tasting parties, apparently—and the list went on. Fancy-schmancy awesomeness. Shit, how was I going to explain this mini estate to people? Ah well. I’d blame it on magic and change the subject. They’d just gotten used to the lord’s house, too. Aline’s reaction today should be interesting. Pops would be bringing her and the runts for training and the Guardian Day party.

After the morning activities of washing, I fed the pets, then helped Chenzu with the farm. Milia’s massive aura seemed to follow me, even in the bird block where we fed the elicrones and chickens, as well as cleaning out their homes. Well, the elicrones kept their home nice and tidy and somehow retained a fresh scent of the forest circulating through it. Watching the cat greet Lady Feathers, her mate, Sir Bright, and chick, Sir Colors, was a good treat in the morning.

“Milia’s still resting, so I’ll take the milk to the market and sell it,” I said.

“Siiiir Nate! Sir Nate, Nate, Nate—Nate!”

“Cheetara, defensive tactic ten four two,” I said, only to realize my cat was already holding the overexcited pixie in her paws. She allowed the tiny woman to climb onto her head. I noticed Mandi and Lucas at the beginning of the path, walking and chatting.

“You’re all here early,” I said. “Also, today’s an off day.”

“I did it!” Opal flew up to my face. “Sir Nate, I know I said I’d finish this in days, but Mandi—Maaaaandiiiii’s new mana stabilizing rune worked wonders! Wonders, I say!”

She presented the Night Star Orb then crashed into my face. “Mandi has also completed an… hmmm, let’s call it early version of a mana storage rune with a distribution gadget to go with it. Ooooh—I couldn’t sleep through so much excitement—Sir Nate, what do you plan to do with it?”

[Mandi received contribution points!]

I looked at the pixie then at the redhead from afar. She seriously invented some kind of breakthrough runes! Now that was what I was talking about. I’d have to introduce the new reward pool to the apprentices soon. Mom was quite generous, after all, but reminded me that nothing in this world could be free. They had to earn everything. Nothing new there.

“Chenzu, do you mind selling the milk for me? Or teaching the brats to do it. There’s something I must do,” I said.

“Sure, I don’t mind,” Chenzu said. “Just try not to take too long. I dread the anger of your new super wife… for you, of course.”

I laughed, only to nearly frown when the system presented a new quest. Sigh… Just when I began to wonder how the pets could benefit from this, as well.

[Guardian Day Quest: Night Orb’s delivery. Deliver the Night Star Orb to Atsuki the fallen angel within two hours. Reward: Access to Atsuki’s domain, a seed to a Satovian Tree, a special necklace capable of housing Gaia’s Tear*. Penalty for failing to return on time: well, don’t fail to return on time. This quest is mandatory and cannot be refused.]

Oh nice, the system actually helping me obtain a new gift for my wife. Cool. But, of course, the damned AI, or computer, whatever, would put a brutal time limit on this.

[The Satovian Tree can grow fruits that could be brewed into potions capable of assisting even King-ranked or higher magicians with cultivation, spell book, and skill power. Note: This is a highly valuable item. You know the drill if discovered. So far, you’ve been great at that, except for the Heavenly Tears. Tsk. Tsk.]

[System note: This isn’t an ordinary dungeon quest. You can only use sorcery abilities, as well as sorcery potions only. Two hours, so don’t goof off! You will be teleported to the quest area upon confirmation.]

“Oh, and Opal, I’ll make sure to reward you for this,” I said. “Just let me know what you need.”

“You got it, Sir Nate! I’ll go see what Mandi wants!”

“Wait, it’s your reward,” I tried to call after her, but the pixie was gone, flying faster than my personal best to be honest.

Shaking my head, I examined my sorcery abilities. I planned to train each of them anyway, with the eventual goal of trying to understand the sorcery potions. Like, what the hell was the difference between these and non-sorcery potions? Could this simply be another tier? It could be between complex and advanced. No, I was pretty sure the system probably tossed in a prompt about them somewhere.

[Sorcerer’s Sight. While meditating, you can travel to nearby areas in a spiritual body for up to several days away. The system isn’t suggesting spying… You will be able to recall yourself back to your body instantly. You will still be aware of the world around you. This is an Arcane-tiered ability. A gift from the amulet for resisting sorcerer’s corruption.]

-Sorcery Spell Number 1: Titan Blade of Destruction. Element: Fire and Void. Backlash: 0-4%. Your rank is high enough to use this spell with little to no backlash.

-Potion companion (for #1): Sorcery Potion of the God of Endless Tools. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Pour onto the ground to summon a portal containing magical tools, which you could pull with a thought for immediate use. Simply place the tool back into the portal when you’re done with it. Can be combined with Blood Armory for a boost in power. I.E: let Yukihara use the potion. [She will wield a small version of the titan blade too.]

-Sorcery Soul Cloak: Your stats, realms, and abilities will always be hidden from outside scans unless you allow it.

-Essences: Wyvern, elemental mana, anti-magic, heavenly. [Perhaps you could learn to use these stored essences somehow. Only potion makers can be this lucky…]

-Incorruptible.]

What did the system have in mind for the dungeon if it planned to make me utilize them all? The dive itself would be short, especially since it had a two-hour time limit.

[System note: As an exalted dryad, Milia can now nurture the seed of possibilities.]

[Seed of Possibilities. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. A seed capable of growing the Tree of Possibilities, a spiritual tree. If it bears even one fruit… well, you may receive a heavenly song. This seed is extremely difficult to grow. You must have a garden and soil of A-ranked or above.]

[System note: A tree like this will be incredibly valuable to a dryad.]

With the garden being emphasized so much, it would soon be time to go from something boring and ordinary to epic fantasy, baby!

The name of the game: beat the dungeon with just my sorcerer heritage. Check. I can’t complain about putting what my parents just taught me to use. Eh, you know, this felt a bit too Potterish in a way. Maybe I should give a thanks to Wanda or whoever, since my parents were both alive and kicking ass.

I selected yes on the prompt and just like that, I was whisked away before the teenagers reached the halfway point of the path.

A meow from my side pulled my attention and I looked down to see Cheetara, likely wondering what the hell was happening. I answered the questioning meow before she could freak out.

“Think of this as a special dungeon dive,” I said. “We’re going to trade in the Night Star Orb Opal worked on for loot from the fallen angel.”

Cheetara meowed her okay. If only Wolverine could be here too, but my Best Buddy wouldn’t mind guarding the home front and protecting the others. He’d likely be next to join me if the system sent me on one of these solo journeys again.

[System recalculation. Unexplainable error. Error. Revision. You can now work with Cheetara to clear a significantly more difficult dungeon. Good luck!]

A giant rowbear spawned in front of the cave-like entrance of what appeared to be the A-ranked dungeon but with a fundamental difference. Instead of darkness, it glowed red.

In case you needed a reminder of what a rowbear was, they’re six-armed, giant bear monstrosities with fire for fur. Normally, they’re A-ranked creatures capable of giving even the most hardy adventurers some trouble. I’ve even heard they were partially responsible for the world establishing the adventurer ranking system.

This particular rowbear was different, however. Instead of orange flames, they were blue. Its eyes glowed red. Suddenly, it spoke.

“Oh, what? You want to step in here?” It took a step toward me, then chuckled. “Pfft, please. As if you’re strong enough to face me, human. I’ll crush your bones and use them as fertilizer. That goes for that cat that keeps squinting at me. Now go away before I murder you and your little pet. Shoo-shoo-shoo.”

[Task: Oh-ho, if you believe this will be easy, then you’re in for it. Progressing in the rank of the King is a difficult journey. You must claim your fighting spirit, your resolve, your inner sorcerer, and golden potion maker to overcome this rank at such unnatural speed. It took the Lord Ruler, a genius, a decade to reach King rank, even with his resources. Contact with you has helped him grow faster spiritually, but not on your level. He doesn’t have the Dreamlight blood. The blood of the Old Family. Defeat the dungeon guardian and do not waste another moment of your limited two hours.]

You know, System, delivering me a speech that isn’t that motivating chomps away more time than necessary, I thought bitterly. The system responded to me with a combat prompt.

[You are being confronted with a strong force…]

[Enemy analysis.]

[Chubs, the Hyper Rowbear. Type: Demonic Beast. Rank: SS. Disposition: Super hostile. Affinity: Intense Fire, Special.]

The special in its properties was likely the system’s little hack edit. Shit, I honestly didn’t have many sorcery spells. I didn’t make the sorcery potion either, but still had the system’s free sample. That wouldn’t get me through the entirety of this dungeon trial.

Maybe some of the forms included pieces of sorcery? No, there were very little special-classed magicians in the Old Family.

“What’s that, you’re still here?”

The ten-foot-tall rowbear got off its ass to glare at me. “Say your prayers to Wanda’s ass, little boy.”

Cheetara also stared flatly at the giant, unimpressed. It was strong. Extremely strong, but the way it ran its mouth only served the purpose of pissing me off.

“You’re the first rowbear I’ve ever heard talk,” I said. “And hopefully the last, if they’re anything like you.”

We needed to end this quickly somehow, or get fucked by the system. If not for Mom, that last penalty would’ve killed me.

[Mini-boss fight begin!]

“Look out below,” called the rowbear and I found myself dodging two giant flaming claws capable of crushing even a car from Earth with the greatest of ease.

I tried to retaliate by crashing down the titan blade onto the creature’s head, but Chubs was like lightning, dodging extremely fast, perhaps teleporting and then reappearing thirty feet away. Instead of allowing the sword to dissipate, I picked up the heavy bastard.

My awesome cat fired powerful blasts of magic to keep pressure on the rowbear. Perfect, because I received some interesting distracting prompts.

[You have learned Sorcerer Sword Light, new sorcery.]

[You can now create Blighted Sorcerer’s Bomb Potions.]

Aura blasted around me as the will of the titan blade made itself known. Did you know I never thought to actually pick up this thing and swing it? Why? Because I wasn’t a sword fighter, that’s why. Also, I could tell holding this thing for too long without being at the proper level was extremely dangerous. Like it could explode at any time.

[Cheetara has been engulfed in your sorcerer aura. Her attacks will now have an edge of the unique mana for the rest of this dungeon run.]

“I hope I didn’t disturb your pondering.”

I saw the fireball and then white light, as it couldn’t be dodged from point blank after the teleport.

It hurt a little and definitely cracked a rib. In fact, I spat out a small bit of blood, but otherwise, my King-ranked constitution held just fine.

Calling on the will of my newest technique, I swung the titan blade. The rowbear indistinctly jumped backward.

What he didn’t expect—and what I didn’t, either—was the sword light to manifest behind him in the form of fierce electric blue energy and blast him in the back. In fact, it went through the creature, then into the sky, exploding with a fierceness that created brief, super strong winds.

That didn’t cost too much of my ordinary mana, but something else within seemed to drain.

“Well, that’s that,” I told Cheetara as she leapt into my arms, meowing. “Let’s get in the dungeon and kick some ass.”

Cheetara raised her paw into the air, meowing her cheer.
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Ah yes, the quest to exchange the Night Star Orb for hopefully a nice gift for Milia, as well as a ton of other things, which should eventually lead to this garden thing happening. Better garden, better potions, more possibilities.

Well, the moment my cat and I stepped into the dungeon, a red donkey leapt off a rocky platform, inhaled, and shot a giant blast of fire at us. We quickly jumped out of the way. The impact left behind a deep crater.

“You really tried to sucker punch us there,” I said. Cheetara hissed at the donkey, then appeared in front of it in a flash, swiping a claw that burst the dungeon creature into purple flames. “Woo! Nice one.”

Cheetara meowed in a way that felt suspiciously modest. I gave the cat a head pat before we started the journey.

The dungeon didn’t resemble the old A-ranked one, not even in the slightest. We were walking on a rocky beach with a hot sun blazing on us like the depths of a Florida summer. Waves of steaming water crashed against the shore. Geysers of fire exploded behind the waves shortly after, which startled me a little. This went from a not-so-bad scene to something straight out of hell.

“Fuck, it’s hot,” I said. Cheetara meowed her agreement. “Oh, I’ve got an idea. Let’s take these.”

[Potion of God Flame: Upon consumption, you will have full control of fire. You will also be immune to fire, magma, and even solar magic.]

[You have stopped taking hidden fire damage.]

I love you too, System. Asshole, I thought.

The potion didn’t make the place less hot, but it did let us feel less of the humidity. I wasn’t sweating that much thanks to my mana, neither was Cheetara, but the human within still didn’t appreciate walking through Florida incarnate. And yes, I will blame Florida for this.

The layout appeared to be quite simple, something appreciated for time-saving. A forest of dead trees ahead, the death water to our left and our right, and no other enemies, as if it expected the donkey to kill us from the get-go. A system prompt appeared as the cat and I sped up, feeling the temperature drop as we got closer to the dead tree forest.

[Level 1… use the key to unlock the door to the next zone. Good luck!]

Skeletons of many shapes and sizes burst from the ground to surround us. A leader stepped forward wearing a crown and cape, equipped with a long, silvery combat staff.

Cheetara and I prepared to make the first move only to stop as the seven-foot-tall man-shaped skeleton… began to dance. Some of his minions took out rusted drums, a… mini tuba-like thing, and a lute. Boogie? Funk with medieval? Wanda, what the fuck…?

Then the skeleton began to sing as if this was a stupid movie session. My cat and I were so baffled, we just stood there and watched at first. I scanned the leader just to make sure my sanity still existed.

[Enemy analysis.]

[Skeleton Bard King. Type: Demonic Beast. Rank: S. Disposition: Hostile. Affinity: Intense Fire, Special.]

“Oh, oh, oh—boy, ya want the key,” the skeleton bard king sang funkily and smoothly.

“Want the key,” echoed… the fucking backup singers.

“Well, well, well, just you wait and see,” sang the skeleton.

“Wait and see,” echoed the backup singers.

“Try, try, try, just get through me,” sang the skeleton.

“Get through me.”

“Die, die, die, fall to my feet,” sang the skeleton fiercely.

“To my feet,” sang the backup singers.

“Okay, no, I don’t have time for this. We’re not doing this. Go eat shit,” I interrupted, forcing my feet to stop tapping. One of the fuckers actually made the DJ cut sound effect. No, seriously, this really happened. How? Magic, I guessed, and Wanda or whoever screwing with me. “Cheetara.”

The cat, who stopped dancing, meowed cheerily, even gave me a salute, then blasted the skeletons into pieces. A key manifested in front of us a second or two later.

Now before you get mad, the skeleton bard king had moved in to attack with a sword he’d pulled out of thin air. He planned to fight, sing, and make us look stupid in the process. The timer to complete this quest slowed down for no one.

Shaking my head, I plucked the key from midair. When we reached the forest, a prompt flashed into view.

[Would you like to use the key to unlock level 2? Yes or no.]

I selected yes. The key in my grasp rose into the air, slightly startling Cheetara, and like a New Year celebration, burst into sparkles and moats of colorful light. We proceeded into the forest.

The moment we stepped into the forest, trees turned to us. Dark grins emerged on the trunks.

[Quest: Defeat the controller of the forest.]

A giant ball of dark mana launched from one of the trees ahead, barely missing my leg. I felt Emperor-ranked energy from it. Steam oozed from the ground beside me. Pure destruction followed the path of that mana ball.

[System note: Try not to get hit by one of those…]

No shit, System, I thought angrily.

The skeleton bard king reappeared in the air with a lute.

“Dance, dance, dance!” He laughed.

[System note: Avoid the skeleton bard king’s attacks while searching for the controller.]

“Not this guy—” I dodged the massive beam that erupted from the tip of his lute. “Again. Come on, Cheetara, let’s go.”

The cat fired her Divine Requiem at it but, unlike last time, a seemingly indestructible barrier manifested around him to easily block her attack. Taking that as the cue, we took off, avoiding the death magic from any tree with a face.

Luckily for us, they only fired one or two at a time, then paused for a good bit, likely to recharge their attack.

“Yadda, yadda, dabba la dee,” sang the skeleton. “Tell my momma I need the key.” He strung the lute viciously. “Yadda, yadda, dabba la dee. Ohhhhh, ya want the key.”

He laughed and spoke his next sentence, giving us a break from his annoying singing. “Jump!”

We did, which allowed us to dodge an instant-death, bowling ball-sized death blast from a tree we couldn’t see. The skeleton started singing again. “My momma said, duck!”

We ducked, dodging the super beam from his lute. It collided with a pelican that was minding its own business, likely flying toward the rocky beach, and exploded it into mist. “My momma saiiid, jump! Jump! Then duck!”

Cheetara meowed with annoyance as we followed the instructions. “Ooohhhhh, lordy, lordy lord! My momma said, stop and fight, fight, fight!”

Gray lizardman creatures burst from the ground to surround us. The cat and I had to fight while dodging the tree attacks as well as the lute beams. Thankfully, the skeleton stayed silent while we dispatched the lizards into purple flames.

“Ohhhhh, good work! Hey, hey, hey,” sang the skeleton bard seemingly with his chest. His voice grew demonic, carrying reverb at the edges of his words as he spoke this time. “Destination death again. Can you win, or will you die?” He laughed, then vanished.

“What the hell was the system smoking when it created this dungeon?” I thought aloud.

Cheetara sighed and gave me some soft meows.

I nodded. “I’m tired of this place too.”

I assumed we reached the center of the dead forest as we got closer to this so-called controller. I half-expected the skeleton bard king to be the perpetrator. Instead, we found ourselves staring up at a giant, four-handed bronze pigman statue. Its glowing yellow eyes jerked down at us, almost as if in surprise.

“I shall assume you have come for the key, yes?”

“Yep,” I replied. “Will you make it easy for me?”

The statue laughed. “You’re funny, human, really, quite the jester. The question you and your little cat should be asking is, can you stay alive? Or can you take the key from me?”

[Mini-boss fight, begin!]

[Enemy analysis.]

[The Controller- Statue of Brokenness. Type: Demonic Beast. Rank: SS. Disposition: Super hostile. Affinity: Time and Space, High Fiend Energy, Intense Fire, Special.]

“Cheetara, on the shoulder,” I said. She did so just as two Emperor-ranked mana beams erupted from the statue’s eyes to blast her spot.

[System note: Remember to use your sorcery or Cheetara! You cannot damage the statue otherwise.]

System, I know, I snapped. Why do you think I asked my cat to finish off the skeletons?

Unfortunately, the beams were way too fast and strong and while I trusted Cheetara, risking her life wasn’t in my blood. Especially with time and space being among her main weaknesses. Hell, she had some weakness to high fiend energy as well.

[The Controller has shifted to defense mode… Begin charging. 10%… 15%… 25%…]

I didn’t know what the hell was happening, but I quickly crashed the titan blade down onto the statue’s head.

It didn’t so much as crack, but it did give me the chance to pick up the sword.

“Cheetara, fire now.”

Cheetara unleashed a full-powered attack that did jack diddly squat to the statue.

[55%… 69%… 77%… 90%…]

I focused on the energy within me, calling upon the breath of sorcery itself and swung the titan blade, unleashing its sword light just as the statue open its mouth. It unleashed a massive black beam to contest the sword light.

But…

This was sorcery and it… had some weird properties. While my cat and I were still blasted backward by the mere shockwave of the colliding energies, the titan blade’s unleashed magic managed to devour most of the incoming attack, imploding it into visible, weird white aura.

When the dust cleared, we took notice of the missing half of the statue’s head.

“Holy shit,” I said.

Weird light suddenly shined from the opening. First, Cheetara meowed something, causing a field of unknown energy to surround the area. I believed this was her new Calamity Field ability. This either stunned or weakened the statue somehow, I honestly wasn’t sure. The cat followed that up with a full-powered Divine Requiem, blowing the statue monster to bits.

“Well, would you look at that,” I said to the cat, smiling. The key floated over to us. I used this opportunity to drink a health potion, having taken just a little of the Emperor-ranked attack, despite the titan blade’s sword light doing its best to protect us.

[Would you like to advance to the final level? Time is ticking and you’re almost out. Quite frankly, you may fail and suffer a great penalty.]

System, just cut the shit and advance us already, I thought tiredly.

The barrier guarding the area beyond this point shattered, allowing my cat and I to continue our journey.

Beyond the forest, we saw a small palace with its own little rocky beach of lovely, steaming hot purple water and dancing red lurkermen, armed with spears.

When Cheetara and I got within eyesight of the gates, the stupid skeleton bard reappeared with his backup singers.

“What you seek is in the palace,” said the skeleton, “but you’ll have to get past my men first. Skeleton army, emerge, surround the palace from the inside out.”

He began playing his lute. The funky-style music from earlier returned as some of his minions with their instruments joined in. “It is time we got serious. Gold tier magic. False Double Crimson Moon. Give us the power!”

A mass of blood-red aura burst from around each skeleton. Following the obvious buff in stats and power was, of course, the glowing red eyes, the darker demeanors, and the humor seemingly thrown into limbo.

“It is time we settled this,” said the skeleton bard. “You versus my men. It matters not if there’s a guardian. You will never get past us!”

I frowned.

“Fine,” I said. “Cheetara and I will just have to smash through all of them. Meet us in the main room, asshole.”

Their auras felt like they were influenced by the real double crimson moon. Gold tier magic was insane!

But Cheetara and I had a dryad to greet and little time to waste. We both unleashed our auras, meeting the challenge.

If I weren’t so tired, I’d think this dungeon was simply training to prepare me for something unexpected and dangerous in the near future.


CHAPTER 30
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[Enemy analysis.]

[Super Skeleton Bard King. Type: Demonic Beast. Rank: SS. Disposition: Hostile. Affinity: Crimson Moon, Intense Fire, Special.]

[Task: find the key!]

[Mini-boss fight, begin!]

Knowing damn well that I could only use sorcery for this fight, I recalled an option available to me that I hadn’t used.

[Potion companion (for #1): Sorcery Potion of the God of Endless Tools. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Pour onto the ground to summon a portal containing magical tools, which you could pull with a thought for immediate use. Simply place the tool back into the portal when you’re done with it. Can be combined with Blood Armory for a boost in power. I.E: let Yukihara use the potion. [She will wield a small version of the titan blade too.]]

“Yukihara,” I called. The spell book fairy manifested, took one look at the skeleton army, then turned to glare at me. Cheetara increased her aura output as the army began to charge. The skeleton bard king leapt backward to finish his song that tapped into the fake crimson moon. Because that totally wouldn’t have consequences for him.

“Never mind them, here, drink this,” I ordered, forcing down my giddiness. Why didn’t this world have cameras! “I’ll need you to fight with Cheetara, okay?”

Yukihara sighed. “For you to possess a potion that even works with spell book spirits.” She drank the sorcery potion. “Sorcery, I tell you. You’d better hope the Inq— Oh my.”

The fairy spirit found herself enveloped with an aura output made of whatever mana spectrum sorcerers tapped into. A tiny titan blade manifested in a sheath at her side. “Woaaah! I see! This is dangerous, Lord Nate. I might decide to take over the world. Wahahaha⁠—”

“Focus!” I said, bonking her with a finger.

“Ow!” Yukihara whined, kind of adorably. “Sorry. The storybooks were right about being drunk on power.”

“Anyway, take care of the skeletons for me,” I told her. “I need to find the key quickly so we can get out of here.”

“Okay!” Yukihara cheered, rose into the air and… and… Oh shit. She created a Freiza-like giant energy ball, launched it at the heart of the army, blowing them to smithereens, then unsheathed the mini titan blade. Cheetara cheered her on, pumping a paw into the air. The skeletons screamed, then growled as all of their attention turned toward the teddy bear-sized warrior. I laughed.

“System, whatever you’ve got me smoking…”

I slapped the silly joke out of my mind and proceeded to searching for the key, not that I had a clue as to where to look. Other than the obvious iron chest far ahead, guarded by cannon fodder skeletons armed with various blades and spiked clubs.

Halfway there, the skeleton bard king landed from the sky, blocking my path.

“Gouki Fire Wave!”

I leapt over one blue fire burst, ducked under another, dodged the third, but a fourth exploded again my chest, propelling me backward like paper in a hurricane and through several skeletons. They reformed, surrounding me as I stood. I winced at a jolt of pain in my side.

Furious with the limitations of my attack restrictions, I gathered a dangerous amount of mana into my palms.

“Come on, mix in that sorcerer juju,” I snapped. “I seriously don’t have time for this!”

Well, no miracle happened and the magic I fired was simply Dragon’s Savage Destruction Beam. The skeletons didn’t so much as budge. “Oh, the hell with it.”

I crashed the titan blade through the center of the surrounding skeletons, destroying a good bit, while causing the others to move away out of caution. It felt strange that I hadn’t run out of mana yet. In fact, I grew more accustomed than ever to wielding the few sorcery spells that I did have.

That didn’t make picking up the titan blade any easier. Fighting with this massive sword simply wasn’t practical. The skeletons seemed to figure that out, too, as they easily stayed back to avoid my massive swings, then rushed in.

Well, I tricked them the third time around, getting the bastards, including the bard, comfortable to the point that they started making fun of me, only to finally unleash as much sword light as possible.

The bard managed to avoid some of the magic at the last second, getting out of it with just a lost arm. Rather than pursuing the chest, making a witty quip while running away, I continued my assault. Well, the cat did.

Cheetara burst from a wall of skeletons, her claws glowing as bright as the sun and with one slash at the air, unleashed a… claw light? It turned everything it touched into ribbons, including the skeleton bard king.

With their leader dead, the rest of the army fell.

“Hell yeah,” I cheered, but before I could pump a fist into the air, a fucking pelican landed on top of the wide-open chest, lifted the key, and flew off. A pelican! He was a fast fucker, too, getting away before we could shoot it down. In other words, that wasn’t an ordinary water racoon.

Cheetara’s aura erupted so strong, the winds it created nearly knocked me off my feet. Yukihara flew down to land on my shoulder.

“It’s headed to the beach, I think,” she said. “We should proceed with caution.”

The cat took off before I could check for any injuries or heal her with potions. Well, she had a soul space, so things should be fine.

“Let’s go!” I said. “Wait, before I do, let me grab a couple of these off the trees not destroyed from the skeleton fight.”

[Fruit of Elating Wonders. Item rank: B. Item quality: Average. The fruit, while safe for human consumption, gives no benefits. A magic chef can make it useful for both spirit beasts and magical beasts. A superior magic chef can make it useful for humanoid beings.]

“Nate! Let’s go!” Yukihara snapped nearly feebly.

I gave the fairy a pat on the head. “We’ll probably see a fried pelican dinner when we get there.”
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“So long, suckers!” laughed the pelican.

“Stupid… big dumb beak bird, how dare he steal from us!” Cheetara snapped as she raced toward the retreating pelican. Having recharged most of her mana from the dungeon’s air which was saturated with it, she felt more than ready for the challenge of chasing down this dumb bird. Of course, it wasn’t an ordinary pelican, she could sense that, but to pull such a cowardly move as this dungeon’s guardian frustrated the honorable cat to no end.

Pelicans couldn’t even be considered prey due to their size. They were less stupid than seagulls in Cheetara’s opinion, but stupid nonetheless.

“Kitty, kitty,” taunted the pelican. “You can think whatever you’d like of me, but such thoughts are useless if you can’t fly.”

Cheetara, angered further by the insults, opened her mouth and unleashed a Divine Requiem so powerful, it bent space around it as it grazed the pelican.

“Tssh,” hissed the pelican. “I won’t let your cheating catch me off guard again, kitty. Bye-bye!”

He tried to fly higher, only to realize he underestimated just how terrifying the cat’s attack was. “Why you. Fine, if you want to fight, so be it, kitty.”

The pelican landed in front of the water. Waves splashed against the rocky shore. The scent of the sea blanketed the area.

“Hand it over,” Cheetara said, “and no one gets hurt.”

“Pah! You don’t scare me, kitty,” the pelican said, then laughed. “I, the glorious Rilus, will teach you some manners. You were going to use this key to invade my lair. But I guard the domain beyond! Killing a kitty is child’s play.”

Cheetara’s eyes narrowed into slits. “You’ve been warned.”
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[Boss fight, begin!]

[Enemy analysis.]

[Rilus, Dungeon Guardian. Type: Demonic Beast. Rank: SSS. Disposition: Neutral. Affinity: Water, Time and Space, Wind.]
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Rilus the pelican took a surprising stance that left no openings in his guard for Cheetara to exploit, but that wouldn’t stop her. She was trained by her amazing big brother and elder Mazu. Uncle Beakwing and Lady Feathers helped improved her magic to the point that even the cat found her control a bit scary.

That or it had something to do with her crest. None of that mattered right now to Cheetara, except slashing the arrogance out of this key thief.

Deciding to make the first move, the cat lurched forward with a mana claw, which the Pelican responded to with a winged block.

“Ha-ha!” he taunted. “What now? You thought I’d be so easy to fight like those brainless bone-for-no-brains. They work for me, kitty!”

The pelican knocked Cheetara backward with a glowing kick. She quickly recovered, eyes glowing, aura radiating.

“Not bad,” Cheetara said. “It is time I had a real challenge, dumb bird.”

“Oh?” Rilus said, returning to his fighting stance, as if he was a martial arts master. “How about this. Gold tier magic, Ambience.”

Rilus’s body changed into a translucent blue as he blurred in front of the cat. Cheetara saw hundreds of wings fire at her. She didn’t stand there, of course, as her nimbleness and reflexes offered an advantage that immediately frustrated the bird, for he realized all of his attacks missed.

“You won’t catch me off guard again,” Cheetara said. “Your silly counters won’t work forever.”

Around the cat were hundreds of holes where the magic feathers struck. Smoke emitted from each of them—a deadly attack, the cat admitted internally. She had relied a little on her instincts there, but knew if she didn’t try harder, Father would catch up to a pile of fur.

The time and space element troubled her to no end.

“Calamity Field!” Cheetara chanted. Her energy enveloped a large portion of the area, including the sky. There. The buff provided by this skill should help her to avoid attacks that contained her weakness easier, as well as double the damage inflicted on the pelican. Rilus noticed, too, and grew serious, his blood red aura pouring from him in waves.

The two dashed at each other and engaged in a series of hand to hand… er, paw to wing combat. Winds and shockwaves blasted around them, trees bent, the water rushed in the opposite direction, craters appeared from some clashes, and all in all, they seemed evenly matched. Seemed, but the Calamity Field prevented the pelican from inflicting serious damage.

In a major clash, the two jumped backward, panting. Blood dripped from both combatants. Cheetara winced from the vast amount of damage she took, almost questioned her ability to keep going.

“Bad kitty!” Rilus said. “Just die already. You’re running out of energy. You can’t recharge from the dungeon anymore—it’d also be too toxic if you try. I, on the other hand, need no such handicaps as the guardian. Just face it!” The pelican squawked a laugh. “You can’t win!”

Cheetara’s collar suddenly began to glow.
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[Collar of Calamity. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Unknown. It is a collar tied to the realm between hope and calamity. The gate which holds it at bay. You should probably start celebrating now. Or crying.]
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“If that’s what you think, then you’re delusional, dumb bird,” Cheetara said. “I didn’t chase you unarmed. Father gave me a perfect gift. A no-good thief like you wouldn’t understand, so there’s no point in going into detail. Collar of Calamity!”

Cheetara leapt into the air, aimed a paw at the surprised pelican, and unleashed several glowing chains of mana that moved so fast, escaping seemed impossible. Once she had him secured, she swung him in circles numerous times. He screamed and screeched, even let go of the key.

Cheetara slammed the bird into the purple boiling water, lifted him again using the chains, then slammed Rilus deep into the ground. Feeling herself nearly pass out from exhaustion, which was dangerous since the pelican was still alive, she pulled a health potion from her soul space.

“What… what are you doing?” Rilus weakly asked as he struggled to his feet. The pelican coughed up red. “For a mere kitty to do this to me. I will make you pa— Why are you drinking that?”

Cheetara fully healed and visibly, too, which widened the pelican’s eyes. This was a potion she made with her father. It finally got some use, as well as reminding the powerful cat that even she wasn’t invincible.

“Ah, now that’s better,” Cheetara said. She gave the nervous bird a toothy grin. “Now, now, there’s no need to look so glum. We all have our bad days, no? Hehehe.”
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When Yukihara and I caught up to the scene, we only saw a cat with the key in her mouth. I looked around, wondering where the pelican went. Shit, this place looked like the scene from a freaking Dragon Ball Z battle. I glanced at the completely unharmed cat suspiciously, but couldn’t glimpse anything from that innocent expression.

Shrugging, I accepted the key from her.

“Oh well. And hey, that damned pelican was actually the dungeon boss,” I said, petting the cat. “Good job. You’re the best cat in the world.”

She leapt into my arms, and we started back to the castle, ready to accept our loot and get back to Milia. “We’ve got a fallen angel to see.”

Cheetara meowed her agreement.

End of Phase 3…


PHASE 4…



INTERLUDE


Milia yawned again as she watched her vines grind the coffee. Perhaps it was due to the morning haze and tiredness, but it was now that she froze. Did it always take her so long to get to the bath? With a bit of haze gone, her mind awakening a little, she also wondered if the washing room doubled in size. Also, what the Gaia was up with that distance between the room, the shop, and even the kitchen?

Milia flinched, her mind fully awakening upon realizing the drastic changes to the place she called home. This, for sure, had her husband’s shenanigans all over it.

It still felt familiar, but the prestige…

She sighed, sensing that the walking distance between where she needed to go increased. Then again, with her evolution, she could essentially perform an earth teleport to get wherever she needed within the property or forest.

Still, she knew why Nate upgraded and couldn’t help but feel happy. He’d protected her while she was in a heavenly meditative state.

With her new strength, Milia planned to pay the Axem back for what he’d tried. She wasn’t sure why the wendigos agreed to this, especially since they rarely associated with other beings, but whatever the undead dragon king promised them, she’d crush it to pieces.

Infused with the power of the Gaia’s Tear, her evolution went above and beyond, pushing the woman into something she’d never dreamed was possible. Only spoken about in whispers and legends, exalted dryads were supposed to be myths. Gaia’s chosen ones, capable of wielding both the gentle motherly touch of Gaia and the ruthless aura of Wanda at the exact same time. They were considered goddesses among dryads.

Yet she heard Nate read her entire… What did he call it, stats? It was as if he somehow knew she’d hear him within her meditative dream.

Milia opened her palm and watched as two auras danced and swirled above it. One golden, one pearl white. While her coffee brewed, she checked the mirror. Thankfully, her appearance didn’t change drastically. The same couldn’t be said for every dryad, as evolution was sometimes tied strongly to affinity, inner nature, or even the forest they were born in.

Her appearance was essentially the same, though some would say her hair seemed greener and eyes more golden. The aura surrounding her, however, when brought into a visible state, definitely brought her closer than ever with the divine, though Milia didn’t see herself with such arrogance.

As an exalted dryad… Milia most definitely qualified for the throne, even more than her sisters. They shared the same father, but not everyone could evolve into an exalted dryad. After all, they were seen as a myth. Even Milia’s monarch mother wasn’t an exalted dryad.

Milia decided she’d keep this from her family, though her master, a dryad specializing in mana detection, would likely be able to tell something was different right away.

After pouring herself a nice cup of coffee and even one for Nate, she decided to get a quick layout of the new place before heading outside where the celebration of her Guardian Day would start. The residents waited, some even helping Chenzu with the farm, others chatting or watching the apprentices. Milia’s husband refused the idea of opening the shop this day, even when she tried to insist.

She took another sip of coffee and let out a cheery sigh, her eyes eyeing their beautiful new interior.

“I’d better put on something better for the occasion,” Milia mused. “So many to bless today.”

She could sense Muiy’s eagerness and honestly couldn’t wait to provide the younger woman as massive of a blessing as possible. A dryad’s ability to bless activated mostly on its own, couldn’t be abused, and required one to be pure of heart. Certain mermaids technically could do so, too, though Milia wouldn’t think too deeply on that. She did like Abbi, and hadn’t run into any adversaries from the past ever since she moved to Kyushu.

Milia briefly thought about the human and half-elf druid clan that disappeared years ago, rumored to have been killed by the Peace Spawner. They were a nomad clan that constantly paid their respects to the dryads and were among the very few humans capable of borrowing the power of Gaia.

She glanced at Harmony using the earth, sensing a similar, albeit incredibly small, trickle of energy pulsing through her. Could the druids that vanished and that girl’s mother be related?

No, Milia would’ve no doubt recognized Harmony’s similarity to anyone in that clan. For now, she decided to put off the thought of the blue-haired teenager’s mother and focus on hosting her beloved residents. This extended family that took her in when she was but a wandering dryad. This family that made her drop any lingering royal pride to become a guardian dryad of a non-holy forest. However, she wasn’t sure if that standing remained the same due to Nate, the mountain, and all of their friends.

Milia giggled. She really did love them all and would gladly give it her all to protect them, from the apprentices all the way down to the sleeping trees.

“Flamie, come out, join us.”

[Milia’s scan:

-Mana katana.

Evolution: Exalted Dryad.

-Flamie. Rank: D. Type: War fighting and Control. Silver Winds. [Spell book]

-Grail of the Holy Forest. Item rank: AAA. Item quality: Extraordinary. Activate to increase the power and defense of the holder and its allies nearby. The boost lasts for one day, perfect for a dungeon dive. If the holder of this item has an affinity with a forest, the boosts are increased significantly. Any liquid added into the grail will be purified if the holder applies mana. This will also work on poisons.

-Harpy Medallion of Honor. Item rank: S. Item quality: Extraordinary. Show this to any harpy and they’ll be more than happy to show any hospitality. This is a symbol of harpy pride and can only be rewarded by a chief or above.

-Mysterious necklace given to her by Nate from the Skeleton King’s chest.

-Shattering Sword of the Graceful Wind. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. An earth mana-enhanced katana capable of unleashing forest- and wind-attuned dense sword light. This item will automatically create a soul space for its contracted wielder. It can be retracted into the soul space or into the user’s mana, should it have an attunement with earth, forest, or wind. It can also be used to create a mana shield. Warning: this is recommended for advanced sword users.

-Gaia’s Tear. Item rank: Immeasurable—SYSTEM ERROR. Unscannable at your level.

-Moon Splitting Sword Slash.

-Earth Teleport.]
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The first event that greeted Iris in the morning was a half-awake Ronica slumping into her house, uninvited as usual, and taking a seat on one of the stools at the elf’s counter. She nearly yawned half her words.

“Iris, did you finish Milia’s gift already?”

Iris stared at her friend blankly but was well-used to this by now. She served the other woman a cup of hot ivorleaf-broth, a sweet elven drink from Elwood.

“Before you worry about that, try waking up,” Iris replied. She smiled at Ronica’s pout. Despite having a particular sense of humor and maybe childishness, Ronica was quite thoughtful. Who would’ve known she cared so much about Milia’s Guardian Day? Iris honestly thought she’d be the only one devoted to it, as elves looked up to dryads.
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Location: somewhere in a luscious grassy area with a forest on its right and rear…

Truffles the duck stared down at his sect from above. Sitting on top of a cloud of golden mana, his personal appearance felt intimidating, like a giant heavenly bird capable of moving the heavens with just the shift of a wing.

“So it is true that Ribbon left,” Truffles said, voice flat.

“Y-yes, my lord,” answered a nervous racoon.

Truffles floated down to the ground. His landing appeared to be light as a feather, though beneath one webbed foot was a crack spanning dozens of fields. The duck retracted its immense aura, allowing the others to relax.

“Good. She ate my last honey cake—I mean, we have no choice but to track her down,” Truffles announced. “I will lead this expedition myself. That rabbit only moves when something is afoot.”

“My lord, are you sure we can trust her absurd claims about their being a legendary one in Merridon’s lands?” a robin with a bandana tied to her head asked.

“It’s nonsense, Lord Truffles,” said Namun the goose, though he received wary gazes, being the one who left the ruthless Geese clan just to join their sect, of all things. He contributed greatly for years, but in the back of some of the spirit and magical beast minds, the goose still felt like a spy. A strong one. “This feels like a jest, a prank—and let me guess, we will begin hearing other nonsense reports like her befriending a cat. We should assume she abandoned us.”

The animals argued with each other until the duck cleared its throat.

“As I said, I will be leading a small group to track her down,” Truffles said. “Namun, Robina, you two will join me. Everyone else shall continue your duties as normal. We shouldn’t be gone for too long. Racky Racoon, make sure your son stays out of my backroom.”

“Yes, sect lord!” the spirit beasts cheered.

Truffles let out a soft sigh. Just what did that rabbit get herself into? He hoped for her safety. None of the Flying Heavens Sect deserved any harm.

Truffles… did sense an enormous power headed toward the east incredibly fast. It carried with it the scent and aura of war and also of the seas, as if it came from an island nation. The duck shrugged. Not their problem.
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Location: Capital City of the Kingdom of Merridon…

It wasn’t easy, but Prince Myster managed to regain control over his underground empire after his sister wrecked as much as possible and dragged his name into the mud. He kept his title, as they were unable to prove his involvement in anything. Zero proof and not even the witches or the Inquisition could say anything to him.

While detained, Prince Myster came across something interesting. A starving weasel. Since he was still a prince, he abused… used his authority to get it some food. After all, hours of waiting for his father to dismiss this nonsense seemed to pass slowly.

To think this weasel ended up being a spirit beast.

“So your name is Popper and you’re on a mission to capture a pixie…?” Myster asked. “I can think of a thousand better ways to obtain power.”

The weasel looked at Myster as if he was a pitiable child. “Prince, there is a secret within the depths of pixie dust. Never mind that, it is but a side hobby. I must repay you for saving my life. Here, from my soul space, I carry something that is useless to spirit beasts, but may help you make amends with your father, or perhaps regain some of your power if you can figure out how to use it. It’s mostly poisonous to us. Think of it as a gift, and may it serve you well.”

Myster’s eyes widened when the weasel presented him with none other than a Philosopher’s Stone fragment. He immediately awarded the spirit beast one of his favorite treats, an egg.

“I never thought I’d see one with these very eyes,” Myster said, awed. “One of the most sought-after items—alchemists would kill for it.” He chuckled maniacally. “And here it is, in my hands. Popper, for such a gift, I shall reward you with your dream. I will send men to conduct a search…”

Myster paused. “I need to be sure, but there may be a place you can go. For now, enjoy all the food, whatever. I must explore my options with using this fragment. Make sure to keep this secret. We cannot have Red Alchemists getting bold.”

“That goes without saying,” Popper said as he stuffed his mouth. “You do not speak with a child, Prince.”

Myster left the room, though not without first locking all of his drawers, checking every corner for magic circles once again, and closing the door behind him. He decided not to lock it, as the weasel was most definitely powerful enough to take care of itself. He also wouldn’t be stupid enough to betray Myster.

Myster did enjoy his own hidden spells, after all.
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It was finally Mistress Milia’s Guardian Day and Wolverine set off with Lady Feathers, Mazu, and Beakwing to pick his own seeds or roses to present to her as an offering. One more unexpected guest joined them at the last second. He turned to see Ribbon the rabbit easily keeping up with them.

At first, the wolf wasn’t sure about allowing her to join them, but eventually warmed up to the kind rabbit. She was wise, too, a sign that her age far surpassed his own. The attention she brought to Ronica confirmed Wolverine’s own suspicions.

There was something strange about the cheery partial-human. No… not even partial. Wolverine’s nose knew the mana structure, its scent, to be similar to perhaps Lady Feathers’s or any bird’s. He’d bet his tail she’d be excited for the mistress’s Guardian Day as well.

Wolverine hoped that his favorite disciple Cheetara Cutie and Best Buddy managed to find a great gift in that trial. Today should truly be a good day.


CHAPTER 31
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“Ithink the only thing more annoying than pelicans are seagulls,” I told Cheetara as we approached Atsuki the fallen angel. The cat walked at my side, upbeat and cheery in demeanor, not that I could blame her. Victory felt amazing. I showered her with praise, but I kind of did that every day. She and Wolverine were the greatest, after all.

The bizarre sight we came across as we approached Atsuki was her… painting. She had her own canvas, numerous cans of paint of every color of the rainbow, and more. Behind her was a small house, a waterfall that fell into a lake, some fruit trees, and a crow staring at us from one of the branches.

The fallen angel, dressed in a dull pink dress, had on an apron and a painter’s beret, as if she’d explored every corner of France, searching for answers.

“Well, well, look at you,” I said. “From dungeon boss to painter. Moving on up.”

“It’s an old hobby of mine,” Atsuki replied. She twirled the paint brush, somehow not flicking paint all over the place. “There’s nothing like passing the time by telling my story through highly detailed art.” She made the paint brush and canvas vanish before I could get a good look at it. “Ooh! I can sense a night orb at full charge on your person. If you’d like to trade, I’ve got a good chest for you. Oh! If I’m not mistaken, your wife is a dryad. I will make it worthwhile for her, too.”

I pulled out the Night Star Orb.

[Night Star Orb. Item rank: S. Item quality: Extraordinary. An orb capable of absorbing starlight at night. Perhaps you could trade the fully charged version with the fallen angel?]

[Would you like to exchange the orb for an exclusive loot chest from Atsuki?]

I selected yes.

“Sure, show me what you’ve got,” I said. “I don’t mind making a trade.”

Cheetara meowed, as if she was setting up a hard bargain. Atsuki chuckled.

“You know, master magicians outside are rumored to be incredibly selfish individuals, but you’re definitely not among them,” Atsuki said as she raised a palm. A glowing chest manifested a second later, landing in front of me. I passed the fallen angel the Night Star Orb, which made her giddy.

“If you find any more, please bring them to me,” she said. “Oh, and food, too.”

I decided not to ask why she needed them and let her run off into her house. On the table, I left a spare storage ring containing fresh hashbrowns and fried spirit fish from a test fry using fats I obtained from the butcher. Well, I cooked them down to make beef tallow first, that was.

[You received a Night Star chest.]

I wasted no time opening the chest, appeasing the curious cat in the process.

[You received a Wanda’s Tear, a mouse-shaped cat toy that boosts cat cultivation, 20,000 spirit coins, and a new MMABS purchase option.]

Cheetara immediately grabbed the toy, tapping at it a few times and just being adorable. I watched her for a minute, then took out the cube to glance at the new MMABS option. To my surprise, the system gave me the first as a reward for the completion of this quest.

[Bodies of Water.]

[Pond. Price: Free. You paid for this via the completion of Guardian Day quest.]

[Lake. Price: 10,000 spirit coins. Requirements: B-ranked garden and Mermaid Queen’s Tear.]

[Mana Pond. Price: System error. Do you even need this? Probably not. Requirement: Pond and Lake.]

[Mana Lake. Price: System error. Displayed here for laughs. Greed is bad. Requirement: Mana Pond.]

[*Limitless SSS* Glorious Heavenly Mana Pleasant Waterfall. Price: 5 billion heavenly spirit coins. Requirements: Mana Lake, mermaid’s song, dryad’s song, dwarven-forged mithril bar, extreme-pressured runic gem, ultimate qi pill, ancient doubloon infused with the mana of the sea, music of the soul, one secret mythic potion or Philosopher’s Stone magical pulse, sunlight wolf’s blessing, divine cat’s blessing, griffin’s blessing, elf magic, saint magic, live phoenix burst of magic.]

My stare froze on the final option and shook my head.

System, you could’ve just tossed this behind the system error price like you normally do. There is no need to tell me this is impossible.

Something about those requirements… felt… well, familiar, possible, but just not now. Wait a fucking minute. This was actually insane, though still speculation. This waterfall seemed to require the best from me, my apprentices, my wife, Abbi the mermaid, my pets, saints, Iris, and… a phoenix? I wasn’t surprised that they existed in this world, too, but nobody talked about them.

That was when the realization hit me so hard, I almost felt an imaginary backlash. I recalled all of the signs, including a potential obvious hero’s party title. It apparently was literal!

Either she was part phoenix or a full phoenix… which took on human form just like the dragons!

I’d seen her talk with Lady Feathers, Beakwing, and even the chickens before, but didn’t think much of it. I talked to the animals all the time, including my cat, wolf, and griffin. But my pets were sentient beings, spirit and magical beasts, and so were the elicrones, though not all elicrones were. Lady Feathers and Sir Bright, along with their chick, were of the magical beast variety. Magical peacocks.

Other signs included her nature to hide her past, perhaps even true feelings. Did something happen to the phoenixes? It’d explain why they’re not around like the dragons. Fuck. We needed to go back to Dreamlight City, perhaps with the twerp, to ask questions. Then again, I promised not to meddle. I had no idea what happened and also no idea of phoenix culture. It could simply be rude to pry, though my curiosity only heightened.

Next sign was the item the system awarded her. Also the fact that Henry the Leviathan referred to her as Little Flame. Her respectful attitude toward Beakwing, her freaking fire wings she manifested while trying to hide her true self, and her magic that no one else I knew seemed to have. The pink lightning… I wasn’t sure if it was a form of phoenix fire or magic.

I recalled the prompts of Ronica’s reward. Okay, I opened the system menu, scrolled through the logs, and pulled it up. Did you know the system allowed you to sort these by date? It didn’t expect me to memorize these prompts, thank fuck, though I did my best to do so for the important things and loot.

[Upgradable D-ranked special spell book, The Immortal Flame. Item rank: SSS. Item quality: *Exotic*. A spell book that can only be used by qualified beings.]

[Ronica knows what she must do to tame the true power of this spell book. Desiring its power, she may come to you for an important talk. Since you care for your disciples and will listen, there is hope for you, after all.]

Why did the twerp hesitate? Phoenixes were as powerful as dragons, feared by many, if I recalled correctly. Heck, in some myths, they’re damn near worshipped. She hid this form for some reason… but why? Inquisition? Capital?

Even if she wasn’t a fully powered-up phoenix yet, she could at least trust us to protect her, by now. Also, come to think of it, scanning her only brought basic fake results. Sometimes I felt discouraged at the thought and didn’t bother.

I respected her privacy. The apprentices did, too, but surely her teammates scanned her upon their first meeting. They didn’t seem to know or had sworn never to tell.

She had a bone to pick with the Lord Ruler for some reason. Did the phoenix ask for help, and he ignored their request? I couldn’t imagine them needing his aid for anything.

I felt stupid for taking so long to realize this. The hints were there in my face. Now all I could do was wait for her to bring up the topic herself so that she could use the power of her special spell book, or confront her.

I’d at least talk to Milia about it. It was possible that my dryad wife knew, maybe even assumed I did, or kept that fact secret until I figured it out or Ronica revealed it.

[Total spirit coins: 1,671,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 23,190.]

I examined the gemstone called Wanda’s Tear, though without scanning it, remembering what happened last time with the Gaia counterpart. Instead of an emerald, it was a lemon-sized ruby this time. I believed the system prompt would likely read the same way.

[Wanda’s Tear. Item rank: Immeasurable—SYSTEM ERROR. Unscannable at your level.]

[Trial ending. You and Cheetara will be transported soon…]

Before I could express any reaction to that, I froze. The crow that was far off now hovered just a few feet in front of me, eyes glowing red.

The size increased, too, from just that of an ordinary crow to the size of a small dog. Yeah, let that soak into your head. We were talking the generic ordinary crow found on any tree, utility pole, or power line.

“I saw everything,” it said, its voice a cross between low, whisper, demonic, and reverb. “Impressive, I must say, but you may want to take heed of the warning I’m about to give you. Or not. It will be amusing to the higher crows nonetheless, though I personally would prefer you to stay alive and return to this dungeon to entertain me with yet another challenge victory.” It chuckled demonically. “Ah yes, you’re not expecting for someone that sounds like me to root for your victory. But it’d be boring if all I watched were people getting devoured one-sidedly.” It turned to Cheetara. “You are special, cat. Without you, or he who’s tied to the winds of fate, your little world… so-called farm, may be doomed.” It turned back to me. “You will encounter someone soon that outmatches you in power and battle experience. A true war fighter. A champion. Your time spent in the trial closed some weaknesses, but it will not be enough. So do try not to fight alone. You cannot persuade this invader not to kill.”

“Is it the Peace Spawner?” I asked, knowing damn well that this was a no-bullshit warning, though from who, I couldn’t tell.

The crow chuckled. “Fortunately for you, no, or else I wouldn’t waste my time giving you a warning. He could kill you with one hand tied behind his back. Your only advantage is his inability to track you, no matter what. For now. Possessing a Philosopher’s Stone may some day turn into a beacon should his project succeed within the next few years.”

The crow rose into the air and let out a laugh so dark, I cringed. The cat hissed.

“Oh, cheer up,” laughed the fading crow. “At least you’re not some fairy tale hero stuck saving the entire world. It’s a big place out there, ripe with ingredients for your potions. However, you aren’t the only special-tier potion maker. Perhaps the only bizarre one, but not the only one who created something worth talking about.”

“How long do we have until this mysterious threat appears?” I asked.

“Perhaps a day or so, who knows. Find him yourself.”

The crow vanished, leaving me with a major clue. A him. A person, not a monster, hallow, or demonic beast.

[Transporting in 3… 2… 1…]

[System note: You have just barely made it back in time, within seconds of the limit, in fact. Such a lucky fellow, yes, you are. Yes, you are.]

System, why are you the way you are? I thought. I feel like my thoughts are but a broken record when dealing with you.

In a flicker of light and cool wind, Cheetara and I were back on the farm.

“Whoa!” Ronica cheered. “What an entrance. Maybe I should start doing farming chores too, then start reappearing in front of everyone with Ribbon at my side.”

Ribbon the rabbit chuckled, though I could tell she held back a sigh. She definitely knew about Ronica, I sensed that. Were phoenixes seen as nobility, perhaps? Or just well-respected like sunlight wolves? Speaking of which. I turned right on time to catch my best buddy. He licked my face, tail wagging.

“I hope your morning has been good, too, buddy,” I told him, smothering the sunlight juvenile with head pats, a hug, and some chin scratches. The apprentices were here, as well as most of the disciples. But the real scene, of course, was the residents.

“So… do you mind explaining your new manor?” Ronica asked. “The mayor almost freaked out.”

I waved off her comment. “Maybe later. I’m going to shower and check on Milia.”

Muiy pouted, hands on hips. “Where’s your gift?”

I casually revealed Wanda’s Tear to them. “Is this good enough for your approval?”

Muiy nearly missed a step.

“I’ll have to figure out where I’m going to place the pond,” I thought aloud as I headed back inside.


CHAPTER 32
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Location: potentially a day or two away from Kyushu… High in the air via flight magic…

Andre Chevalier, also known as the Moonlit Blade, was the fabled champion of an archipelago nation known as the Scattered Island Nation. This particular country is ruled by a powerful dwarven monarch called Moon Lord Mighty, though the dwarf’s real name was only known by a few, likely including the king of the dwarven motherland, Ironhelm.

As with many kingdoms, states, or nations, Scattered Island and Jasper fought each other fiercely over the years regarding resources and land. Jasper claimed victory eventually, but Scattered Island wrote vengeance into their laws.

Andre was once a scrawny street urchin that no one cared about until, one day, the master magician of the Red Island Lake abducted him off the street for an experiment. With some forced training, free food, chores, and verbal abuse, the master magician at last forcefully activated the dormant core within the boy. Unfortunately, he was considered trash and literally thrown off the island into the ocean. He would’ve drowned if the then-king hadn’t stationed a guard to spy on the master magician and his project. The guard rescued him, enrolled Andre into an elite academy, and from there, he fought and fought until, one day, he fought his way to the title of champion.

From worthless street brat to decades of blood to well-respected champion. The last name Chevalier was granted to him by the princess. Despite all of that battle experience, despite the thrill of fighting for every scrap, Andre Chevalier… still felt chills as he drew closer to his destination.

Ahead wasn’t just one of the Old Family, but another power that he was sure wasn’t there before. A powerful one in tune with two goddesses. No… wait. More? Fire… spirit beasts… peace.

Curiosity could result in death, but Andre the Moonlit Blade knew there was no turning back for someone like him. He followed his king’s orders without question, like a true soldier, and so whatever consequences fell upon the man would be in the name of service to the crown. A champion.

But could these powers truly take on the Moonlit Blade’s ruthlessness? He’d trained with the master magician of the Red Island, the Academy of the Moonlit Channel, and the brutality of war.

Andre needed to find out.
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Milia and I eyed the last slice of blueberry pie, then looked at each other. Chenzu played a familiar tune on his lute, one I’d whistled some time ago while trying to get the bull to listen to me: The Good, the Bad and the Ugly. I wasn’t sure if the cosmos was playing a trick on me or the beastkin’s timing was just that lucky.

And so the dueling words began. You probably saw this coming, but in the end, Milia ended up sharing it with me. Feeding it to me, actually, as suggested by the twerp. They got a good laugh at my expense.

The Guardian Day festivities were massive, as insisted upon by the residents and everyone attending, from Serina Starrigon, to the mayor, the saints and all of our clan, even Tom and his family showed up. Most of the townspeople stopped by hoping to buy something. I solved that problem by having a vending machine active, to their dismay. It was amusing to see them either hesitate to learn a new technology, flinch at it, or for the teenagers, nag at their parents to give it a try. A lot of townspeople enjoyed talking to us, usually causing an already long line to grow longer during normal shop hours, so we still chatted them up while enjoying the party. Their reactions to the residents got me a few laughs. I got a good pout from Milia before finally explaining and introducing them.

By the way, I’d asked Milia about inviting her family, but she declined the idea. This ceremony was meant for the guardian dryad and her residents. The next celebration would likely be in a few years, though some forests celebrated yearly. I told her I didn’t mind doing this once a year.

Later, it was time to close the Guardian Day ceremony. The residents already presented their gifts, which were rare seeds, special flowers, treasures, or for some, anything they deemed precious. They gathered around, eagerly awaiting the blessing. You could tell they truly loved my wife like a motherly queen. Muiy, a flower nymph, especially felt kinship with the dryad.

Milia closed her eyes, hands positioned as if praying.

[Guardian Day benefits. Recognition. Harmony and peace. Power to protect.]

[Milia is releasing a massive blessing.]

Nuwa also closed her eyes, imitating Milia, likely because she couldn’t help herself. The residents bowed. I felt taken aback when I saw the twerp bow, only to ruin it a second later by giving me a goofy pose.

Kelvin whacked her with a rolled-up map. Iris shook her head. Ramon chuckled, knowing that the twerp would always be the twerp, no matter how serious things got. For the most part. Maxus only gave her a brief blank stare.

[Blessing burst for everyone!]

[Excessive energy flow! Gaia’s Hand. Wanda’s Hand.]

[System alert. Excessive energy tsunami! Milia’s Hand. Milia’s harmonic distribution.]

[System note: Your apprentices also benefit greatly!]

The system wasn’t lying about the blessing’s power, because holy shit. I checked the apprentice contribution system.

[Your apprentice’s realms were either pushed all the way to the 12th layers or broken through to the next realm.]

[Your disciples have grown significantly in strength!]

[Ronica has regained full access to #%$##]

I flinched at the static feedback. Really, System? I can easily guess that it’s probably her phoenix transformation. The question is, what happened? What led to the twerp’s set of unfortunate events?

[Apprentice Contribution system:

[Apprentice Ranking System. Detecting apprentices… four.]

[Harmony Rue, Mandi Wingston, Lucas Fireborn, Alexander Demonblade.]

-Potion Maker’s Apprentice class: All of them.

-Potion Maker’s Apprentice Advantage class: Harmony.

-Team boon: Nature’s Gale. [If all four apprentices are present and they’re faced with a stronger opponent, this boon will activate.]

-Apprentice team leader: Harmony Rue.

Apprentice stats:

Harmony Rue. Magician rank: 12th realm of Adjusting. Apprentice rank: SS. Points: 11,155. Affinity: Earth, wind, and fire mana. Dao of Dreams. Spell book: D. Type: Warfighter. Light Stopper. Unique: Your dragon essence and has a special source of power buried within core. Alchemist cloak: Yes. [Apprentice Advantage Class en route…]

Mandi Wingston. Magician rank: 12th realm of the Beginnings. Apprentice rank: SS. Points: 14,170. Affinity: Fire and *radiance mana. Unique: Attuned to runes and forms of magi-tech. Can also use radiance. Alchemist cloak: Yes.

Lucas Fireborn. Magician rank: 1st realm of the Adjusting. Apprentice rank: SS. Points: 12,780. Affinity: Fire and earth mana. Spell book F. Type: Offensive. Ember/Fireball. *Upgradable* Utility: Can forge enhanced heavenly items thanks to the tools. Unique: Can learn both dwarven and human magic. Alchemist cloak: Yes.

Alexander Demonblade. Magician rank: 12th realm of the Novice. Apprentice rank: SS. Points: 13,400. Affinity: Water and wind mana. Spell book: F. Type: Offense. Wind Spear. Unique: Knowledge of past life, Yomi the Pirate King. Ability to one day regain that strength. Alchemist cloak: Yes.]

Oh nice, at some point, Mandi earned her alchemy cloak, I thought. Not only did they gain realms from this, but also a team boon. Harmony even acquired the advantage class, something I felt was inevitable given her massive potential.

As for my end, not much had changed, except gaining some progression into my primary quest. Seriously, did that mean all of this would be over at one hundred percent? Did the last bit require me to kill the Peace Spawner?

[Lord Nate Sullivan (Dreamlight)

-Primary Class: Potion Maker. Soul: **Divine Master Magician**. Bloodline: **Heavenly Demon**. Birthright: **Sorcerer**. [You have reached the class limit.]

-Magician Rank: 8th Realm of the King.

-Class Rank: Seasoned.

-Ability: Can make up to SSS, divine-grade potions, blighted potions, sorcery potions.

-Power: Low Heaven’s Sword.

-Defense: Low Dragon’s Scale.

-Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Greatly Enlightened. This is an enhanced high stage.

-Physique Rank: A.

-Primary Quest: Purpose. Progression: 70%.

-Shop Rank: C.]

Okay, System, I know most people would take decades to get even one rank of the King, but what gives? I gained hardly anything from the blessing. I normally wouldn’t give a shit, but the Peace Spawner has his eye on my soul. What must I do to advance to the next layer of this realm?

[System alert. Find those answers using your own tools, abilities, and skills. Inspiration and insight could suddenly manifest through any activity, whether it’s making a breakthrough with your shop, apprentices, disciples, saints, garden, wife, pets, farm, etc. You could adventure to find treasures and fruits while hoping not to catch the attention of a monarch or worse.]

Oh, so now you don’t want to hold my hand, I thought bitterly. But the system did make a point. If I wanted to finish my one and only primary quest, I’d have to push harder through the potion maker class line. I would have to complete as much as possible, but probably not everything dished at me with the MMABS… Right? I highly doubted the Peace Spawner would sit on his ass, wait for me to S-rank everything, then come to kill me. No, I had a timer to gain as much strength as possible… or solve the puzzle of dealing with him without reaching whatever insane realm required.

[System note: It is highly recommended for you to progress past the realm of the King if you intend to challenge Ares the Peace Spawner.]

[If it isn’t obvious… do try to complete your quests.]

System, no need to turn the douche back on. It’s not like the quests award EXP and level me up the regular way. No, that’d be too much to ask.

The system didn’t reply, indicating that it was done with me for now. You know, what if I started with fully completing the S-ranked dungeon? The Axem had to die either way, so screw it, why not? Ripley and Anzu might be up for another dive.

[System quest update: Lady Feathers and Ronica are now mandatory, along with Wolverine for the second dive.]

Oh. Well, getting them to agree was potentially going to be the challenging part of the second dive’s prep. Lady Feathers mostly did whatever she wanted, and also mothered a child.

System, I’m not sure about this, I thought, but still received no reply. In the end, I returned to the celebration.

Abbi sang to close out the party while sending everyone off with a cheerful mood. You see, it wasn’t one hundred percent my idea to make her sing a song that every ocean-dwelling creature should hate, but it was too funny to pass up. No, it’s nothing vulgar or anything, I’d never allow that, especially in a family-friendly setting where the townspeople’s kids played. It was essentially a fishing song. We titled it Set That Hook. Amazing how fast the beastkin bard can come up with these songs. I told him about the idea for giggles just to mess with the adorable mermaid. He sang first, she memorized the lines instantly and stole the show. By the way, I had to demonstrate the preferred style to him.

Given the environment, I chose country. We will not talk about how I pulled it off. Unfortunately, we couldn’t get Abbi to pull off a cowgirl accent. Maybe my sister would be able to demonstrate it better if she was here, but she ended up cancelling her visit, likely due to Earth life things to take care of, or even work. Aline also didn’t want to give up modern technology in favor of magic.
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“Big Brother Woofy!” Cheetara called after the song ended. The cat sang along… though whether it was because the lyrics included fish or not, the sunlight wolf would never know. He walked over. Little Moo and Lady Feathers were sitting at the cat’s side.

“What is it, Senior Disciple Cheetara Cutie,” Wolverine asked. His nose picked up the intoxicating scent of the meat on the grill.

“Mother is amazing,” she said. “But what’s… rum? Is it tasty?”

Wolverine glanced at Lady Feathers. The elicrone gave the equivalent of a bird shrug.

“She’s always been a curious cat, no?” Lady Feathers said.
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Everyone enjoyed themselves. But approaching them was the scent of blood and a dark cloud. A clash set in motion by Ling, of all people.

But why did she risk allowing a monster to roam her country? Did she actually believe Raider would defeat him?

Dangerous games could easily lead to her demise, yet she boldly played them with her head held high.

The nobles were right to be afraid of her. Her rapidly growing strength and talent were but a double-edged sword and they knew it.


CHAPTER 33
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That night, I received an interesting prompt that woke me. A slight bit of darkness still covered the sky, pretty much the five-thirty to six in the morning impression.

[Race boosting pill absorption complete. Natural strength increased. Mana, control, natural defenses, aura, and sixth sense increased! As a result, the Heavenly Demon inside as well as your bloodline stirs yet again.]

[New blighted potion listing. Potion of Subtraction.]

[Potion of Subtraction. Type: Blight. Effect: A throwable potion which creates a cloud of gas capable of debuffing enemies caught within. Can inflict weakness, weaken magical damage, and slow them down slightly. May not have an effect on all foes. Effect is doubled if consumed, as with any poison, really. Note: Alchemy cloak blocks this effect. Any health potion can cure the Subtraction blight. You do not need to brew this in a strong cauldron, as it burns very easily.

Ingredients: 1 small chalk plant or 100 rotten herbs, poison heffan leaf, water (swamp or other bad water will make the potion stronger), seagull feather.]

One could not complain about getting a useful potion out of this ordeal, not to mention the numerous boosts. I had to make sure none of that would be meaningless. One glance at my stat page confirmed a Boosted status. Why the seagull feather? You know what? It’s best not to ask.

Deciding to be a potion maker today, I gently moved Milia’s arm to the side in an attempt to get out of bed without waking her. Her arm went back into position instantly. It took a tickle or two to finally escape.

The potion of subtraction was actually a simple-level potion, which felt nice. No need for conjuring diagrams nor symbols.

After washing up for the morning, I slipped into the lab. I started with studying the brochure. You can’t make a potion without the ingredients, after all. You also couldn’t just up and start messing with the garden without pissing off Milia.

Reading up how to not screw things up was the play here.

Thankfully, Harmony was nice enough to let me borrow her garden book, minus the stern warning about not getting it dirty and asking my wife to make sure I didn’t burn it in a potion explosion. Jokes on her. She’s asleep. Muhuwhawha. All kidding aside, I had some knowledge mostly from Chenzu, watching Milia, and from the old life.

The brochure revealed that all but two of the ingredients were found in Kyushu’s woods. The swamp water was actually just past Lucas’s home village, and the seagull feather could be found at the lake where we fought the Lesser Dragon Spirit Fish. That wasn’t too far. A potion like that potentially meant an auto-win against our mystery attacker or Ling’s crew.

I hurried back into the bedroom.

“Hey Milia, I’m headed out. For some reason, I need a seagull’s feather for this cool new potion. The brochure pointed toward the lake with the scary dragon fish, so awayyy I go,” I said, then turned, only to hear,

“Hold it! I shall join you.”

Milia crawled out of bed.

I shrugged. “Well, it’s no rush. You get ready and I’ll make us some coffee. Deal?”

Milia yawned. “Deal.”

To her credit, she did not drag ass into the bathroom. While she brushed up, I ground and prepared two mugs of coffee. Wolverine was the first to awake, having slept in his doggy bed in the pet room. Cheetara followed after, greeting me with a meow. I gave Wolverine some head pats, smiling at my memory of the sunlight wolf’s bath with the cat the prior night. Cheetara still played a little in the water. Sure, like any cat, she groomed herself, but the rule was, always give your dog or cat pets baths. Otherwise, they’d eventually smell, as any living organism would. The spirit beasts loved them anyway.

No, they’re not weird.

Since I had time, I set our fresh mugs of coffee on the counter and fed the pets. Chenzu would show up soon and, as usual, we both worked together on all the farm chores. I’d leave a message behind if he didn’t arrive in time. The apprentices would help out in my stead.

[System notice: Defeating the upcoming threat will count as protecting Kyushu. As a result, you will earn town points.]

Neat. Hopefully we’ll gain more options, too, I thought.

I glanced at the town system menu, especially after seeing how many points I earned. The angel’s points were included too. She actually came through.

[Town Points: 1,690.

[Purchases currently available, subject to update at any time:

-Guard Rank Increase to C. Cost: 60 town points. Yes, this will increase their strength, abilities, and also ability to attract those to join it. Note: Drafting guard members forcefully will require higher authority and will decrease your reputation.

-Raise or Lower Taxes. [Action not available at your lord tier.]

-Instant Empty Building. Cost: 30 town points. Cost 30-100 per size increase. You may build a residential neighborhood for 1,400 town points.

-Kyushu’s Farmland Size or Fertility Increase. Cost: 50 town points.

-Shrine Upgrade. [N/A. No shrine available.]

-Holy Mountain Influence. [Select to see holy mountain status and any additional options if unlocked.]

Nodding, I purchased two options: ‘Guard Rank Increase to C’ and ‘Kyushu’s farmland size or fertility increase’ for a total of one hundred ten town points. The prices rose sharply afterward.

[Purchase accepted. Town points remaining:1,580.]

[New Kyushu stat unlocked. Farming rank.]

[Kyushu’s farming rank increased to C. As a result, new crops can now be grown. The mayor will be notified via his child special guard cube. Town revenue will increase as more purchases are made. Soon, as its lord, you will begin to earn a commission and attract higher-ranking customers, potentially adventurers. There are other S-ranked adventurers out there, some as strong as or even stronger than Anzu. Perhaps even stars and powerhouses from the empire may one day appear. Will your apprentices become stars of the Kingdom of Merridon someday?]

[Guard Rank now increased to C. This is still not enough to attract true talent among the guards, but it is a start. A D-ranked force is okay for a small town, but not good for a town like Kyushu, which is a place constantly showered with strong attention.]

[Kyushu’s defenses rank increased to D. Kyushu’s revenue increased from F to E!]

Before calling it, I glanced at Kyushu’s streamlined stats. There were definitely changes since the last time I looked at it.

[Kyushu’s current stats.

-Settlement Rank: D, small town.

-Holy mountain protected. Rank: D. Extra: Negates the effects of a double crimson moon.

-Defenses: D. 27 of 100 until eligible for natural promotion.

-Guard rank: C. [Capable of dealing with standard threats, but no talent among guards just yet. Only standard boring captains and very low-ranked magicians, if any.]

-Offenses/army: N/A. [There are no private militaries, mercenaries, nor contract adventurer groups present at this time.]

-Research and Development: You have not set this up nor selected anyone to be in charge of this. 0/100.

-Revenue: E. Perhaps try to get out of debt first. The loan from the Wingstons is too dependent on your presence. Debt remaining: 67%… Booo, you suck.

-Entertainment: E. Nothing yet, though the signs and advertisements have garnered a lot of interest for Abbi’s concert. To invest points here, you must have entertainers or a district, as well as funding.

-Trade: E. 60 of 100 until eligible for natural promotion. Local trade is great, but trade with other cities and beyond drastically needs improvement. Perhaps it could start with those vending machines? Do not forget about your deals, from the harpy chief to stores in Whirl-Waters, merchant guild, so on.

-Merchant Guild: D-rank. Promoting your license will depend on this. Sure, you can make potions, but can you profit from them? Note: Try utilizing your team and allies to work with the guild, including selling things to them, accepting quests for favor, or even inviting guild officials over to dinner after accomplishing or creating something they’d like to see.

-Education rank: D. [This is the average of Kyushu natives. Needs a focused education system.] Without a higher rank, building any powerful facilities here and expecting Kyushu natives to know how to operate them would be unfair to said natives.

-Farming rank: C.]

Progression probably seemed slow, but we literally just got these options not too long ago. I wasn’t expecting to be at S-rank in just a few days. The same should be expected of my King rank—that was, I hadn’t been in the realm for very long at all. My ludicrous cultivation progression was essentially unreal in this world, and could be credited to the Dreamlight bloodline, being the son of sorcerers, and other degrees of luck and unluckiness, or planets aligning, which led me to this moment.

Anyway, when Chenzu arrived, I explained our current plans to him.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Leave the farmwork to me. That lake isn’t that far, anyway.”
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Before…

Diamond General Veralia knew something was wrong immediately when the presence of her lord quickly vanished from the battlefield, heading deeper into enemy territory. He’d only abandon a battlefield for a bigger one, a threat that could potentially topple their entire operation. Following the protocol set by the general army, one which the champion couldn’t override if he was away, she shot a green and blue burst of magic into the air, the secret signal for all commanders to amp up their fighting, for the champion was no longer present on the battlefield.

Her sixth sense seemed to blast upon noticing a figure, a scout—who should know the protocol—heading her way. She narrowed her eyes. Shammy? No, there was no way that girl would break critical orders to speak to the Diamond General’s platoon, not unless she was a masochist for punishment. Shammy, however, was efficient to the core, and too weak to consider boldly marching through a battlefield. She most definitely didn’t have such vicious aura. A guise like that could’ve fooled anyone, especially a hothead like the champion, but for Diamond General Veralia who took accountability for the entirety of her platoon, well, the general’s eyes saw through many ruses.

“Platoon four, we are under attack by witch magic!” Veralia announced, which widened the eyes of the fake Shammy. “I will assume you killed her, given that you stole her form.” She unsheathed her glowing sword. “I’ve fought in more wars than you could possibly count, bitch. You must be very young if you believe that you could possibly fool me of all people.”

The Diamond General allowed her aura to unveil, her rage overcoming the sorrow for a lost friend.

In war, she’d have to weep later. But that was fine. At least she had a target for her rage. She froze when multiple women surrounded the fake Shammy. The fake grinned, then allowed the disguise to drop, revealing a brat with black hair and green eyes.

The surrounding women, her elite or friends… Wait. The royal family files struck the mind of the general. Merridon, in fact, did stay behind to help Jasper. This girl, her aura, her Dao meant that she was most definitely Princess Ling…

Someone who, if allowed to grow, would become an unstoppable monster.

Diamond General Veralia admired her before the war. A young lady figure that couldn’t be leashed. However, in war, she was just another enemy and one that killed a friend, a fellow soldier. The elites that surrounded Ling were no doubt the Poison Roses. Not much was known about them, and even the general had no idea some were in the King ranks. This was bad. Very bad. King-ranked magicians teamed up with Ling spelled the doom of their platoon. In fact, Ling herself looked as if she planned to use this battlefield to significantly boost her power.

But Higher Dragon as she was, even she’d need more time. One did not simply achieve King rank by any ordinary means, genius or not. Perhaps in another year, she’d do the unthinkable.

The champion leaving at this time…

No way. Had Ling and her Wanda’s forsaken hooligans orchestrated that? They… They tricked the Moonlit Blade somehow with false information.

This couldn’t be happening!

Ling laughed. “I see someone’s realizing the trouble they’re in, no? You think you can just barge into Jasper while soldiers from my beautiful kingdom are present. How arrogant. Let’s not waste any time. Roses, I want every one of them exterminated. Capture their Diamond General. We’ve got many means to getting answers out of her. Also… I’d like her to watch what happens when you invade our friends.”

Veralia mustered up as much energy as possible, aimed both hands at Ling, only to be knocked into a tree by the backhand of a King-ranked Poison Rose. What could she possibly do against that kind of power?

“Andre, you fool,” she muttered as she stood, still grasping her sword. By now, her platoon charged the newcomers. “You couldn’t drop your pride, even for a second to stick it out with the army you’re championing for.”

Flames manifested on her blade. “LIIIINGGGG! YOU BITCH! I WILL KILL YOU.”

Ling only laughed as Veralia charged her. Rather than allow her master to enter the battle, the King-ranked Rose introduced a well-placed mana punch into Veralia’s gut, knocking the woman unconscious.

And just like that, the Diamond General became a prisoner of war.

“Let’s clean this up,” Ling said. “I’ll go find Father.”
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Milia, the pets, and I took off on Beakwing, high into the sky, the morning early-winter cool air whipping across our faces. Energized by coffee, today would be a regular shop day after we obtained the potion ingredients. Cheetara was definitely going to attack the seagull. Unfortunately, that didn’t happen since none were present at the time, only a few feathers scattered across the ground, sniffed out by Wolverine.

About halfway back to Kyushu, I sensed something.

“Beakwing, hold,” I said. “Go down a bit.”

It didn’t take us long to spot a camp. A pitched tent, a fire pit with ashes inside, and a large, dragon-like creature in front of it, asleep, though a part of me felt like its senses could snap awake at any second to gobble up any intruder.

“That’s a sea serpent,” Milia said. “A summoned one, since an ordinary sea serpent would not fall asleep outside of water.”

“Who goes there?” came a voice from the tent.


CHAPTER 34
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Location: Myster’s room in the royal palace of the capital…

Popper glared at the reports he copied from the records room then, with a flick of his paw, ignited a flame which instantly incinerated the documents.

“Oh, just you wait. Soon, I will take over this kingdom and then the world.” He let out a maniacal laugh. “Ahahahaha.” The weasel coughed twice.

“Fooling Myster’s impossible,” Popper said to the empty room. “So I will continue to use him in subtle ways. If he wants those tainted, horrific gems we call Philosopher’s Stone fragments, then I will gladly give them to him. Perhaps he’ll find a way to handle that kind of power. I doubt even the Peace Spawner takes them lightly and rightfully keeps them locked away in a storage ring. Using the power directly… it’d be an interesting show. But Myster is most certainly no fool. He’s going to reveal a weapon, a breakthrough that even the Mad Alchemist doesn’t have.”

He glanced at the small flask he stole from Prince Han’s room before he set off to Wingston on horseback.

“Strong stuff,” he said, then hiccupped. “Needs honey. I’ll order humans to sweeten all of these beverages. Then the eggs…” He licked his lips. “Perhaps I can force every bird to lay eggs for my meals. Elicrone eggs especially…”

He thought about a report of a cat actually defeating a Wanda’s rearing Starrigon. Weren’t they supposed to be strong? How could he lose to a mere cat?

Of course, it wasn’t an ordinary feline. Why would it be? There were probably others, too, in its friend circle.

Popper chuckled darkly, his eyes briefly glowing red. “Not even they will be able to stop me.” He sighed. He wasn’t trying to be a villain from Queen Cerial’s adventure books. But even a weasel like him could tell this world would be doomed without new guidance.

Guidance from a genius such as Popper.

The weasel sniffed at the flask, took another gulp, only to groan as the room began to spin. Perhaps that strange liquid…
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As a tall, muscular man dressed in crystal-white armor and demon-like helmet emerged from the tent, my ultimate identifier skill automatically activated, giving me the warning I needed.

[Enemy analysis.]

[Andre Chevalier, the Moonlit Blade, Champion of the Scattered Island Nation. Race: Human. Disposition: Neutral. Magician rank: 12th realm of the King. Spell book: D. Affinity: Blood Moonlight.]

His aura dwarfed ours.

We couldn’t so much as consider retreating, either. He’d shoot us down or get away. Running wasn’t the first thing that came to mind, but I wasn’t alone. I had Milia and the pets to look after.

“To think I was worried for nothing,” said the Moonlit Blade, unsheathing a glowing white sword. “I got lost and considered retreating back to my army, only for the man I’m looking for to deliver himself. I will have to reward that scout for being correct.”

“Well, isn’t this quite the bitch,” I said as I hopped off Beakwing. “I leave to do some simple ingredient hunting and what do we encounter? The leader of the invading army. Also, abandoning your troops to find some random dude you’ve never met? The fuck?”

Wolverine began to growl. Cheetara hissed, her claws glowing, her powerful aura pushing back a little against the Moonlit Blade’s. Beakwing growled, too.

“Random, no, but a threat,” Andre said. “Do not take this personally. If you’re not eliminated now, we will always have a looming dark cloud of a wandering Old Family member hovering above us. After I’m done with you, I’ll have to return to the battlefield and clean up my mess.”

“I don’t know how the Scattered Island’s champion got so deep into Merridon territory undetected, but…” Milia paused, unveiling her new aura. “I don’t care if you are at the peak of the King. This will not be the quick and easy fight you’re imagining.”

Andre the Moonlit Blade chuckled. “Toothback, Clameater, you kill the spirit beasts. I’ll take care of these two.”

A gray-feathered seagull with glowing purple eyes manifested from one of the sea serpent’s scales. It wasn’t a small one either, as it grew and grew until stopping at the size of a cow.

“As you wish, champion,” Clameater said, her voice almost secretary-like. “This shouldn’t take long at all. I don’t even need Toothback’s help.”

Toothback growled, then actually spoke. “You’d be wise to not underestimate them, bird face.”

The seagull was incredibly strong, and even I wouldn’t be able to easily take it down.

“Wolverine, Cheetara, Beakwing, can I count on you?” I asked.

Wolverine barked once, Beakwing grunted, and Cheetara meowed. They’d handle themselves, that I knew. It was a shame that I couldn’t make the potion of subtraction in time. Well, when had anything ever gone to plan? Marriage after the spring? Nope! Monarch mother-in-law appears, starting it right away.

The alchemist sorcerer cloaks manifested around Milia and I, an indicator that we’d need all the defenses we could muster.

[Alchemist Sorcerer’s Cloak. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Exotic. Increases your hidden and mental defenses significantly. Decreases chances of alchemic failures. You can now make sorcery potions. WARNING: Sorcery potions are now considered a Potion’s Will secret. However, they are also a secret of the Bringers of Dawn sect. If they find out, they will either forcibly marry you into the sect or kill you, as well as all members of your clan. System advice: Create sorcery potions only when you’re confident at defeating an elder magician, or use them immediately. No evidence, no foul.

Note, this cloak is upgradable.]

[Quest: All-Out Battle! Defeat the Moonlit Blade and his pets. Reward: Unknown, cloak upgrade.]

The pets began their battle far off to the side.

[Champion BOSS fight, begin!]

“Another weird element, blood moonlight,” I told Milia as I pulled the Staff of the Benevolent Halo Lord from the storage ring, took aim, and made the first move with a Dragon’s Savage Destruction Beam. It was more of a smokescreen than anything, but still an attack fired from a very powerful staff.

Andre the Moonlit Blade vanished in a burst of speed, reappearing right inside my guard, forcing me to dismiss the staff and switch to the forms to defend myself.

A thick and spiky golden vine burst from beneath the ground, forcing him back a little, but not much.

“Two of you won’t be enough,” Andre said, “but you haven’t died within seconds like some of those Jaspians or dwarves. I may not be able to scan you, Old Family dog, but if this is all you’ve got…”

He raised a finger. “Gold tier magic, Spearing Umbrella Downpour.”

[Warning, this attack has a major piercing damage modifier. Shields will not work.]

“Flamie, Silver Winds,” Milia chanted.

Andre pointed the finger at Milia, unleashing an incredibly powerful wave of red and white magic that devoured the ground as it rushed toward us. I didn’t sit around, of course, having manifested the staff again.

“Yukihara,” I summoned.

“I’m here,” said the spell book fairy from my shoulder. “We’ll push it back.”

We unleashed a wave of our own which contained a ton of blood lightning. With the powerful war-fighting strength of the Silver Winds spell, we successfully pushed back Andre’s gold tier magic. Knowing playing just defense wasn’t going to be enough against the fucking champion of a nation, Milia and I leapt into action—I went to the left, conjuring a Blood Lightning Dart Rope, and my wife went to the right, conjuring what appeared to be some golden lightning. Perhaps an evolution to her divine energy balls, the heavenly stars, or a new attack?

I found out a second later when she chanted it.

“Gold tier magic, Judgement Strike!”

“Oh please,” Andre said as he jumped over it and continued going up. The electric sensation of him conjuring only meant something big was coming.

“Thanks for making yourself an airborne target,” I said, only to frown when Andre flew to the side, avoiding my blood lightning.

“It is a shame you can’t fly,” he taunted.

“Is that what you think?” I replied. “Not to advertise, but check this out.”

I pulled out two potions of flight, passing one to my wife, as I felt annoyed with the system for jinxing my need for this into a deadly fight. While Milia did have her own, I had too many extras and an excuse to offload some.

We dodged Andre’s magic blast just in time, having downed our potions and leaping into the air. In case you’re wondering, yes, we practiced with these particular potions. At first, Mandi flew circles around us, but it didn’t take long for us to figure out how things worked. That, and the system directed me.

[Flight. A potion that enables you to fly for a short time. You can also use it to hover and lazily float. Note: You can get potion sickness extremely easily, so do not consume too many in a day.]

Andre laughed. “I toy with you and you both humor me. It makes me want to savor this fight even more.”

As soon as I took to the air, blood lightning wrapped around me, creating something of a shield. Andre frowned, vanished, and reappeared beneath my feet. Before I could stomp a lightning bolt into his skull, he vanished again.

“Moonlight Wade,” he chanted.

To his dismay, I countered it with a defensive technique.

[Defensive technique: Heavenly Dragon Holy Barrier.]

It turned out the Heavenly Dragon forms worked wonders while midair. I chained that with a Blood Lightning Dart Rope, pulling the man forward.

“Gold tier magic, Judgement Strike!” Milia chanted, taking that opportunity. The direct hit dispersed my attack but seemed to do some damage to the Moonlit Blade based off his wincing. Don’t get me wrong, he was most definitely still amused, looking down on us.

I nailed him with a steam blast potion before landing, right as I felt the potion of flight whittle down in power. It did nothing to him, only bought us enough time to get back to the ground.

“I really feel like we’re wasting so much time here,” I said, “but given that you’re specifically after me due to being born, I can’t afford to ignore you.”

“Good, because ignoring me will cost you your life, this nation, and all of your loved ones,” Andre said. “And yes, do take my words as a threat, Old Family. Preventing interference from you freaks is something I live for! After I’m done with you and this war, I’ll make sure the Moon Lord creates a law that encourages the strong to kill the Old Family on sight.”

I gave him a skeptical look. “The hell did they do to you to make you this mad?”

“Huh?”

“Never mind,” I said. “Threats on my loved ones and family. You’re laying it on as thick as possible.”

“Did I call it a threat?” Andre asked. “I should revise that to promise.” He landed ten feet in front of me, eyes cold. “Killing the enemy in the name of the king is but a sport. You’d better defend yourself. Shine Bright, come to me, Moonlight Reaver.”

His D-ranked spell book manifested at his side and above it floated a basketball-sized full moon with a winged dagger stabbed through the center. Two silvery eyes stared at us.

Then there was a, “Tssk.”

It spoke, though no visible mouth appeared. Probably a feat only capable by spell book spirits and other spiritual beings.

“Summoning me for these two. A bit overkill, but your wish is my command.”

As I thought about my next move, the system-enforced training the prior day came to mind.

“Gold tier⁠—”

Interrupting Andre was the titan blade crashing toward him. Unfortunately, both the Moonlit Blade and his spell book companion were too fast to hit. Milia shot me a blank stare.

“Don’t mind that, it’s only the first phase,” I said as I picked up the titan blade.

Her look became skeptical. “I understand you’re able to shrink it from the size of a super palace to just a home, but how do you plan…?”

She paused when I swung the blade, unleashing a sword light that Andre did not see coming. Because no one expects sword lights. Only a few could master such a difficult technique. Milia once told me there were debates on whether the energy fired from the sword was even made of mana or something special, unidentifiable, and related to light.

[Critical damage inflicted.]

The force of the incredibly fast sword light bashed the cocky swordsman backward, cracked a bit of his armor, and blew off his helmet, revealing the face of someone in their late twenties or early thirties.

Unfortunately, that attack came with a cost, as I found myself flying when the moon flashed a fast beam, nailing me in the chest, causing the energy of my alchemy cloak to flicker out. Oh, and the pain.

So much pain that I downed a potion.

Did we just double-suicide-crit each other? We both recovered at the same time, though Milia tried to keep the pressure on Andre by attacking. Her magic, despite being extremely strong, wasn’t that effective on him. She’d be able to wipe a field of hallows and evil creatures much easier these days, but for a human man with an unclear weakness and a much higher rank, things wouldn’t be so easy.

“Milia, dodge!” I warned as Moonlight Reaver, the spell book, flickered with bright silver and red aura.

Milia and I barely avoided the twin dagger-shaped bursts of magic, each leaving behind massive craters.

“Not bad,” Andre said. He, too, downed a health potion before our eyes. “How long will you be able to go on before I cut you down? There’s a reason why I’m a champion.” He grinned as he rearmed himself with the sword from before.

But that couldn’t have been an ordinary sword. He hadn’t swung seriously at me once, which meant that it was likely a magician’s tool, something equivalent to a staff. “The surprise sword light from that was impressive, but you’d be best putting it away. You won’t hit me with that again.”

I swung it anyway, but keeping to his word, the Moonlit Blade easily evaded the sword light as if it moved in slow motion.

“That’s no ordinary sword light,” Andre said, “but I can’t put my finger on the type of magic that is. Whatever it is, it’s highly destructive and only proves why we can’t win this war with Old Family members living too close by. Reaver.”

“I am with you, master,” said the spell book spirit.

Activating a D-ranked spell book, of course, not only made a magician stronger, but gave them access to an additional pool of magic that enabled spells that the body couldn’t handle normally. Even certain staves required being bonded to a spell book, that I knew.

Andre vanished, reappearing in front of Milia a second later, and there, they engaged into swordplay so crazy, I wouldn’t be able to keep up if not for my prior experiences.

Knowing time slipped and that Andre potentially set a trap for me, I did something he didn’t expect. I created a blood lightning cage around him set at maximum damage.

Milia took that opportunity to heal and get back.

Andre burst from the cage a second later, clearly unamused, his fiery, white aura raging.

“Reaver.”

“You got it, master! Page four activated.”

“Flamie, it’s time we try page five,” Milia said. Flamie the wisp made a confirmation noise.

The atmosphere of the Moonlit Blade getting serious dawned upon us. Honestly, he only took damage once so far, while Milia and I had to heal up a couple of times.

I took this respite to down an energy potion to Andre’s confusion, as well as a shadow potion. We’d have to take the fight more seriously as well, after all. My potion fighting style prevented me from being predictable, but also, it allowed me to succeed where magic failed. And believe me, magic failed a lot.

Andre’s hair suddenly grew long, muscles budged a bit, eyes glowed the same silver as his spell book spirit—then poof! He was covered in fur and his mouth shifted into a wolf’s muzzle.

“Oh, come on, no need to put on the fur suit, man,” I said. “I thought we were cool.”

[Prepare…]

[Andre has shifted into a silver werewolf.]

Oh, so that’s why his spell book’s a moon. This man… I sighed. “Milia, do you have any silver bullets?”

My wife ignored me, her eyes finally stopped widening as Andre’s transformation completed. His aura created super strong winds briefly that caused us to slide back some.

[Silver werewolves are creatures of the moon, almost an embodiment of it. They are the moon!]

[You are being confronted by a strong force!]

[CHAMPION BOSS FIGHT, PHASE 2.]

I sighed. “The embodiment of the moon, they say.”

“You know about that?” Milia asked without taking her eyes off the Moonlit Blade.

“Someone needs to slash it,” I said, mostly to the system.

Then my eyes widened as I remembered something insane.


CHAPTER 35
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On an early afternoon consisting of just a winter breeze, a partially cloudy sky, and no sound from spooked wildlife, Wolverine, Cheetara, and Beakwing engaged in a battle of honor against two strong opponents. Toothback the sea serpent, and Clameater the seagull.

[Clameater’s piercing aura…]

[Aura has no effect on Wolverine due to the Supreme Collar of the Divine Beast King.]

“Your petty tricks won’t work on us, bird,” Wolverine said.

“Tsk tsk tsk, my aura is the least thing you should focus on, honored sunlight wolf,” Clameater said. Suddenly, her voice switched from secretary to berserk. “FOR I AM YOUR END. I AM THE MOONLIT GULL. AHAHAHA.”

Clameater launched into the air while still laughing, aura doubling, then tripling. The fighting from Best Buddy and Mistress Milia’s side was so fierce, the crazy seagull’s aura went unnoticed.

“Don’t worry, Big Brother Woofy, I’ll deal with that crazy water bird,” Cheetara said. “I don’t like ’em!”

The cat launched the first attack, her trademark powerful mana beam called the Divine Requiem, an upgrade of the Shining Realm Blast, erupting and smashing into the seagull. She followed that up with a Calamity Field, engulfing not only their battlefield, but Best Buddy’s too.

Toothback chuckled. “I guess that leaves me to clean up the small fry.”

He unleashed a vicious, bloody aura that created winds that would’ve blown back any ordinary spirit or magical beast. Beakwing and Wolverine simply stared blankly at the sea serpent, debating their first attack strategy against a foe that couldn’t be underestimated.

“Sea serpent, you possess a misconception within that head of yours,” Beakwing said darkly.

“Oh?” Toothback mused. “Enlighten me, my good feathered sir.”

Beakwing chuckled, his eyes glowing. “You forgot that you are nothing more than prey.”

Beakwing flapped a wing, unleashing a lightning bolt the size of… well, Wolverine assumed five big buildings, because wow, was it massive. Before Toothback could react, two claws from the griffin dug into its back.

Toothback howled. “Cheap tricks won’t work on me! I can use spells too. Ragnarok Blast!”

Wolverine tapped into the winds of fate, slowing down time slightly, giving him the speed to appear in front of the deadly red forming blast. He diverted it upward with a single paw. Eyes now glowing, he unleashed his own beam of magic into the head of the sea serpent, blasting it backward, though it missed the nearby pond, instead landing in a patch of trees.

The trees exploded around him as Toothback recovered, roaring at the duo.

“Oh, did that hurt?” Wolverine taunted. “Remember who were the ones that started this.”

“You think this is a game, mutt?” snapped the sea serpent. “You two think I’m just some run-of-the-mill sea serpent?”

“Quite frankly, yes,” Beakwing said. “You interrupted our family trip. Do not fret at the consequences.”

Toothback inhaled, then exhaled a geyser of energy-infused water. While Wolverine could not tap into the winds of fate to move at extreme speeds, his senses and natural agility of a wolf allowed him to dodge the attack. Beakwing took to the air, avoiding it, then fired back with two twin beams of green energy. Toothback jumped, then teleported, landing just in front of the sunlight wolf.

He backhanded Wolverine to the side but failed to avoid… a clone of Beakwing tackling him backward, unleashing multiple pecks before vanishing.

Wolverine recovered, dodged Toothback’s attempt to bite him with vicious fangs, and leapt onto Beakwing’s back.

“Ambigon Spike Jet!”

The sea serpent began firing multiple rows of spiked mana water jets that moved so fast, Wolverine could barely see them. The first penetrated the griffin’s barrier, piercing his wing, and down the duo went. The sunlight wolf wasn’t spared either, as three of them grazed him in multiple places. Then a fourth…

Is this how I’ll be defeated? Wolverine thought as the spikes finally stopped. No. There’s that, and I’ll have no shame in using it.

Wolverine pulled a potion from his soul space and devoured it. He laughed, seeing the griffin doing the same thing. Both fully healed. Their master provided all of his apprentices and disciples with potions.

Wolverine was very proud of anything Best Buddy made and treated everything given to him as something to treasure within his heart. He hoped to hang onto as many potions and items as possible, but also knew each contained a purpose.

“Wh…? You healed from death’s door?” Toothback asked. “But… we’re beasts. We don’t… We don’t use… I mean, we’re not supposed to, right? Where’d that even come from? How is it possible for you to have a soul space? That’s a human thing!”

Wolverine chuckled. “I owe no explanation to the likes of you. You’re not worthy of Best Buddy’s alchemic magic.”

The sunlight wolf charged and unleashed his enhanced Cosmic Sunlight Flash right into the muzzle of the sea serpent.

Beakwing manifested another shadow, and both fired upon the surprised Toothback. Wolverine could see Cheetara gaining the upper hand on her feathered opponent. Well, she did have the experience with fighting the waterbirds. The cat even looked… How would Best Buddy describe it…? Oh! She had a bone to pick with her!

Wolverine loved that phrase.

Toothback trembled with utter rage as he burst from the pond the force of the magic bashed him into.

“I guess that hurt, eh?” Beakwing taunted. “Observe. For what you witness is the true power of our clan. And the true power of a griffin.”

Beakwing’s eyes shifted to a glowing purple.

“As if you’ll defeat me so easily. I am the serpent of the Moonlit Blade, the carrier, his sword of death!” Toothback snapped. A lamp-like ball of light manifested within his mouth, signaling the formation of a powerful beam-type spell. The same emerged within the beak of Wolverine’s fellow disciple, only it took on a golden color.

Beakwing was finally unleashing one of his strongest attacks.

Winds increased, bringing forth a storm, and the land shook. Some of the ground opened and shuddered, spewing rocks and dust in every direction. The sky seemed to darken.

Knowing this to be a decisive moment, Wolverine charged his energy as well. The winds of fate began to stir around the sunlight wolf. His fur glowed as bright as the gathering mana.

[Wolverine’s Unrestricted Fate Aura.]

He summoned his dagger, forcing that gathered energy into it. The blade extended until it was the length of a sword. It continued to glow, a construct made of bright white fate mana.

When Beakwing and Toothback unleashed their magic, the sunlight wolf patiently waited until his senses gave him the signal. The scent of dissipating magic in which the two attacks successfully blocked each other, though the griffin’s attack did carry more force.

The sunlight wolf vanished, reappearing a second later inside Toothback’s guard.

[Wolverine: Sword of Fate.]

With one swing using his mouth, he decapitated the sea serpent. It burst into purple flames before its head so much as moved.

Just like that, they worked together to defeat a formidable opponent that dared try to kill their clan.

“We did it,” Beakwing said. “Let’s clean this up.”

Wolverine nodded. “Our cat will be annoyed at the assist, but we need to be ready in case Best Buddy needs us.”

He flinched and turned to see what was once a human shapeshift into a very tall silver wolf.
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[Prepare…]

[Andre has shifted into a silver werewolf.]

[Silver werewolves are creatures of the moon, almost an embodiment of it. They are the moon!]

[You are being confronted by a strong force!]

[CHAMPION BOSS FIGHT, PHASE 2.]

[Enemy analysis.]

[Andre Chevalier, silver werewolf. Race: Werewolf. Disposition: Super hostile. Magician rank: 12th Realm of the King. Werewolf rank: SSS. Spell book: D. Affinity: Blood Moonlight, Earth, Forest.]

I wasn’t expecting his analysis to change so much from a transformation. It added things for me to be wary of, such as him being triple-S-ranked. So yeah, I now had to fight a furry. Werewolves were always fearsome creatures, but for this magician to fucking own a portable moon… No, I’m not that jealous. To think the entire time, Moonlit Blade actually meant something. Did his country know?

Andre the werewolf made the first move, dashing at us with a burst of speed and raw aura and not even I could react in time. He raked a claw across my chest, then teleported behind Milia to kick her into a tree. She didn’t crash but instead entered the tree.

Ignoring my shallow cut—that was probably not shallow—I engaged the wolf using both the Heavenly Dragon and the Heavenly Demon forms to no avail. The fucker was just too fast. So I took slash and bash after bash, barely avoiding what could be killing blows.

[Andre activated Werewolf Arts: Moonlit Strike.]

Andre’s glowing claws struck the air, unleashing several unavoidable streaks of purple claw-shaped light that even my ring of force fields couldn’t block due to their piercing nature. A bitch of a modifier!

This couldn’t go on. He attacked extremely fast in a matter of seconds, before Milia could recover. Following his attacks as I was simply wouldn’t happen.

I downed a speed potion out of frustration.

“Alright, asshole, two can play the transformation game. Milia, you know what to do.”

This technique took a toll on my mana, but it’d work better than the dragon magician state and have little consequences.

[Fifth form: Heavenly Dragon Transformation.]

I shifted from human to dragon and with it came immense strength, wisdom, but also arrogance. I soared toward my wolf prey, inhaling in the process. Now, I wasn’t a true dragon, so there were obvious limitations.

But that didn’t matter. Remember the training Grandma drilled into me? Yes, for a short period of time, I gained a new wave of insight when it came to utilizing this form. It’d be a while before I could get the hang of controlling my mana.

Andre the werewolf was so surprised, he only responded to my attack a second after it crashed into him—that was, my Heavenly Fire Breath.

We engaged in nearly barbaric combat, from slashes to biting, tackles, and I even attempted to crush him. I ended up bashed backward by another shoulder tackle, though his entire arm glowed purple, indicating a wolf art.

“You really are of the Old Family,” Andre said as he paused, his werewolf aura increasing. Just so you know, my fire did jack diddly squat to him. I know, I know, broken record.

[Werewolves have high resistance to some magic. As you’re not a true dragon, your fire is simply magic.]

Shut up, System.

“You must feel quite frustrated to be outclassed by someone of higher rank.” Andre chuckled darkly.

“You are a strong son-of-a-bitch, I’ll give you that,” I replied, my voice that of a dragon. “I’d be more worried if I had to fight you alone.”

My wounds finished closing.

“What?” Andre said.

“Moon Splitting Sword Slash!” chanted Milia as she emerged from seemingly nowhere.

[Milia has activated her mother’s technique.]

[Milia’s overwhelming pressure.]

Andre the werewolf tried to block with a purple mana shield, but it was no use. Milia’s sword glowed with the intensity of a star as it slid through a barrier I couldn’t with no resistance. A wave of super magic erupted from the sword, blasting Andre, not that that mattered. His goose was already cooked, his spell book slashed into two along with him.

In fact, the attack created a fissure that went on for hundreds of meters into the forest. Andre, having been in werewolf form and taking the full brunt of that monarch-level attack, burst into purple flames, which turned into ashes that blew into the wind a second later, a magician’s fate.

Milia collapsed to her butt, panting, clearly worn out by the level of mana exertion. Judging from the quiet, the pets had defeated their opponents as well.

I ended up reverting back to my normal form due to the lack of mana to maintain the heavenly technique.

[Quest completed: All-Out Battle! Defeat the Moonlit Blade and his pets. Reward: 100,000 spirit coins, 1 S-ranked dungeon chest key, 1 Phoenix-infused spiritual herb, and a cloak upgrade.]

[Total number of Spirit coins: 1,771,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 23,190.]

I sat beside my wife. “Remind me to never piss you off. You most definitely split the moon.”

Milia chuckled weakly. “That took a lot out of me.”

Cheetara’s calling meow caught our attention and we turned to see the pets hurrying toward us.

Now that was a hell of a family time, if I must say.

I glanced at Andre’s storage ring left behind. It contained a few documents, gold, platinum, and other crap I didn’t feel like dealing with. We’d have to stop by Wingston to talk to Gwendolyn about this attack and the papers.

[Congratulations for defeating an enemy champion!]


CHAPTER 36
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“Potion’s what?” asked an inquisitor woman.

“Potion’s Will,” the spy repeated. “It is only a rumor, but it could contain what we’re looking for.”

“Oh? Will it have the urn of souls or the missing shadow we sent to round up that princess brat?” she snapped. The spy simply stared at her. “That’s what I thought!”

The young woman stood. “The last time I failed a mission from the Primal Eye, he threw me into the Starrigon’s chaotic imprisonment.” She shuddered, her eyes glistening for a bit before hardening. “I have the worst luck! My mother’s the royal inquisitor. I can’t investigate Phoenix Mountain because of that thing!” She forced herself not the scream at the spy man who only did his job, listened to her complaints, and offered advice. “Ling gets away and now is apparently earning a noble title back for her war efforts. My proposal was interfered with by those dryads!”

“You have no proof it was the dryads,” came another voice. “So stop whining, Velvet. You’re supposed to be the leader of Inquisition Gold.”

Velvet turned to see her foster brother enter and held down her killing intent. No… it wasn’t the dryads, after all. It was him. No, it wasn’t even her brother, just him following a secret order from that dastardly Myster.

Velvet was an inquisitor through and through, and she drilled Myster into the ground during the questioning. However, he always found a way to strike a nerve, get into her head, and it took everything to not strike him. Even they couldn’t just harm royalty, especially with grave consequences en route upon their release. Like simply being ordered into exile with nothing, perhaps into the Great Blighted Desert to die. That happened to her beloved apprentice, who’d lost her temper and struck a duke’s son.

“What do you want, Calus?” she snapped. “If you’re looking for Father, he’s not here.”

Her foster father, Magmus, was an honorable man and head of the court magicians. If only all of the magicians were like him. Unfortunately, nobles were nobles. The only reason why Velvet and her brother were inquisitors was because they were political hostages and nothing else.

“I only dropped by to give you a little heads up, perhaps a warning,” Calus said. “The half-vampire heretics that resigned have left the north. They’ve heard of this so-called Potion’s Will and plan to buy from them. I’ve been ordered to delay them for a bit, if you know what I mean. Would you like to join me for some glory, little sister?”

Velvet frowned. “You know I’m under the Primal Eye’s orders, so what did you really come here for? I’m not selling my soul for that skinny prick’s money.”

Calus shrugged. “Your loss. More for me. But when the Primal Eye finally ousts you out of your position, don’t come crawling back to me. I found a way to some power and offer it to a family member to double it. But you’re still soft. You need to break that. Especially in this kingdom, of all places.”

He turned to leave. “Oh, and don’t worry. I’ll cover for your incompetence again. The assassin has been spotted in the Kingdom of Kremlin. You can thank me later.”

He left, leaving Velvet fuming.

“Keep looking down on me while you can,” she said. “The prince’s protection won’t last forever. Remember why they handpicked me to lead Inquisition Gold, despite being just a hostage, as you are. You will have nowhere to hide, dear brother. No friends, just like that pathetic prince you follow.”

Velvet glanced at the spy. “You know what? We’re going to help Potion’s Will. Are you with me?”

“I’ve served you and your mother for decades,” said the spy. “I’m not stopping now.”

Velvet smiled. “Good. I’ve warned the Primal Eye many times about grasping for too much power. Our jobs are only to get the information out of criminals and send them to trial. I won’t pretend to be a saint, but I also do not want any part of his schemes. He’s not only a selfish dragon turd, prick, but one with a temper that will lead to my death. Calus also plans my downfall.”

“We’re aware of his attempts to get Myster control of the Inquisition,” the spy said. “And I thought Ling was the one we’d have to watch the most. But Myster… that man scares me, my lady.”

“He’s a paranoid coward,” Velvet said, “and there’s a reason why. For now, we will keep Inquisition Gold away from Kyushu.”

“What about Silver? Rumors of Raider passing through that place a lot has gotten many of them fired up,” the spy said. “What if…?”

Velvet shook her head. “Even they wouldn’t abandon their assignments in fear of the Primal Eye’s wrath. But…”

“Your brother.”

“Exactly. He may convince the Primal Eye to allow them to ‘scout’ the town, search for clues,” Velvet said. “They will inevitably run into Potion’s Will and cause trouble, perhaps put some of them to the question. But…” She smiled.

The spy gave her a skeptical look.

“A source of mine stated that a certain saint was spotted departing from there numerous times,” she continued. “Silver suffered a humiliating defeat last time against the saints. Not only that, but Serina’s there too. She’s currently the favorite of the duke.”

“I see,” the spy said, upbeat. “So that only leaves us to keep Gold out of Kyushu and find a way to undermine Myster somehow. The Primal Eye will be tricky to deal with.”

“Send a letter to Potion’s Will,” Velvet said. “Warn them to beware of the Primal Eye.”

“As you wish, my lady,” said the spy, bowing.

“Oh, one more thing, Lex,” Velvet said. “What’s a vending machine?”

The spy gave her another skeptical look. “A… a what, my lady? I… suppose I could ask your mother.”

“Don’t,” Velvet interjected. “Mother is still the royal inquisitor.”

“I see,” replied the spy with an acknowledging bow.

The relationship between Velvet and her foster mother wasn’t great, only business-like. She often wondered if it was because her foster father, Magmus, treated her like a real daughter. Then when Velvet became an adult, she saw their positive relationship in another light. Despite Velvet herself being married.

No, even she wouldn’t be that petty. Velvet’s mother was simply strict, a stickler, having grown tired over the years beneath the Primal Eye’s rule. He held limited power over her, but with Velvet and Calus as hostages for the nobles, she knew that exploitation was rampant. Situations could be staged, leading her and the entire family to the questioning and eventually execution. What a mess she was in.

The Primal Eye hired powerful assassins by the dozens. He could easily order one to make his life easier, which was why Velvet had to tiptoe around him.
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After insisting on picking up some items for Chenzu, Mandi set off into town, Opal flying at her side. With Nate and Milia out, the apprentices ended up helping with the farm work. The farm itself was quite small, allowing its chores to be completed quickly. The beastkin sometimes took it a step further, inspecting the pasture the cows grazed in, and then the animals. He believed they were protected by Nate’s domain somehow. Whatever that meant.

“Can you believe the audacity of Nate not being present,” Opal grumbled, her cheeks puffed into a pout. “I give him important updates. He can’t just leave without first hearing them.”

Mandi shot the pixie a flat stare. “He⁠—”

“Is that carriage entering town? I wonder who it is?” Opal piped, slightly excited. In a split second, she seemed to forget her anger toward Nate.

Mandi couldn’t be angry at her for just wanting to contribute to the clan. The pixie sometimes let slip her worries around bath or bedtime.

She glanced at the carriage, which came from the direction of the Deep East, rare for anyone able to afford a ride. Mandi doubted it’d be from a major noble house, as they’d likely be monitoring the Lord Ruler’s actions or waiting for his commands, perhaps even prepping reinforcements.

When she got closer, she took notice of the Starrigon family emblem, as well as a merchant’s. She could’ve sworn she had seen this in Whirl-Waters. It’d make sense for it to come from the Deep East. There were clients all over the kingdom, after all. She heard avians not only made coffee, but also used the beans in recipes.

Strange. High end merchants would rather die than visit a low-ranking small town like Kyushu.
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We decided to just fly to Wingston. I wanted to call it a day and send one of our messenger birds, even if they were E-ranked, requiring an upgrade. Milia reminded me of the importance of reporting a nation invader to the nearest authority figure. Even if the broadcasting system was fully set up at this time, it’d only put everyone into panic mode.

Oh, and I finally reached the ninth realm of the King. The system gave me a chime and a rank up prompt, too. Unfortunately, I’d have to work manually on my class rank. It also required time. Perhaps in another few years?

[Congratulations, your realm increased!]

[You can now shrink or increase the titan blade at will, at the cost of mana. You can also change its shape into knuckles or a staff.]

We seriously needed to get to brewing mana potions. Everyone felt drained and exhausted, yes, redundant, but this level of tired has to be emphasized this way. Mana loss below thirty percent was a weird feeling. Hell, I doubted even coffee could fix us.

I glanced at my stat sheet and at the numerous changes, including updates to boon and ability definitions. This from a rank up to the ninth? Even my power and defense finally hit middle. About damn time! Listen, as much as I’d rather be doing anything else, the dragon within—or whatever happened to me—craved the strength to protect my loved ones. Think of the cat, folks, think of the cat. Okay, Cheetara definitely needed no protection.

I gave her a head pat, accepting her adorable cat hug in return. Despite being fiercer than she was as a kitten, Cheetara’s personality remained. I figured as she went from a juvenile cat to fully adult, sophistication, independence, and other cat things would naturally occur. Wolverine’s transformation would be interesting, too, maybe grand. Sunlight wolves were once protectors of humanity and while quite rare, they were still not forgotten.

[Lord Nate Sullivan (Dreamlight)

-Primary Class: Potion Maker. Soul: **Divine Master Magician**. Bloodline: **Heavenly Demon**. Birthright: **Sorcerer**. [You have reached the class limit.]

-Magician Rank: 9th Realm of the King.

-Class Rank: Seasoned.

-Ability: Can make up to SSS, divine-grade potions, blighted potions, sorcery potions.

-Power: Middle Heaven’s Sword.

-Defense: Middle Dragon’s Scale.

-Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Greatly Enlightened. This is an enhanced high stage.

-Physique Rank: A.

-Primary Quest: Purpose. Progression: 70%.

-Shop Rank: C.

-Merchant License: D. [You will find getting C-ranked and above merchant/large store trades, contracts, and opportunities incredibly difficult on your own with this license.]

-Merchant’s guild sponsored.

-Heavenly Attunement Rank: B (Enhanced). [Perhaps if you were to luck into a heavenly spell book, you’d be able to use it…]

-Lord Ruler Select as Raider; Friend of the Kingdom of Merridon.

-Forest attuned. [Increased stats in or near a decent forest. There are other benefits too. Considered a dryad honor. Level 3 of 9.]

-Boons: 1. *Wanda’s Mana Gift. Continue to fight, even when your mana should’ve run dry. Gain the ability to quickly pull mana from the environment and even from a double crimson moon. You will also be able to use that mana to defend yourself and others around you. [Note, while a powerful boon, it may not always activate. So do carry mana potions.]

2. The Ancestor’s Will of a King. You cannot be forced into portals against your will and gain 50% resistance to all demon-related attacks and magic. You will also transform significantly faster into your dragon state. As you take damage or ease toward fatigue during a fight, the chances of igniting a transformed state from wielding the scythe increases. You also deal 25% more damage to unnatural entities, including bone dragons. This is a gift granted to Dreamlight’s Heavenly Dragon Core, Demon, Serpent, Draco, etc. This is considered a rare boon. Be grateful.

3. Ancient Wandering Druid: Master-Student Bond. [All student growth is faster when you’re teaching them. Update: This boon also increases power and a little defense in or near a forest.]

-Supreme Heavenly Demon’s Cultivation Manual.

-World Map Interface. [Combines with the brochure automatically, enabling you to effectively track potion ingredients. However, there are some ingredients that only a dryad or flower nymph can detect.]

-Honorary Reaper.

-Boosted. [Race boosting pill absorption complete. Natural strength increased. Mana, control, natural defenses, aura, and sixth sense increased! As a result, the Heavenly Demon inside as well as your bloodline stirs yet again. The power of your 5th Heavenly Dragon form has increased!]

I made a mental note not to make it a bad habit of reviewing this thing, but after a fight like that and the energy now coursing through me, there wasn’t much of a choice. One realm increase may appear to be insignificant, but for King-ranked magicians, each layer required so much mana and training.

If I didn’t have an actual enemy, I’d say fuck it and be satisfied with my current magician accomplishments. It was not as if I took it that seriously.

As we approached Wingston, I noticed that something seemed to be off. A familiar vibe. Either the Lord Ruler returned or there was a VIP currently in Wingston.

I froze, looking down from my griffin. A familiar little brat waved up cheerily. Nah, there’s no way, I was confusing her with a regular eight-year-old that could somehow see us way up here above the clouds.

Milia’s words shot away my chance to pass this off as a delusion.

“Isn’t that your cousin’s daughter?” she asked. “Oh my—she was about to fly up here. Oh, thank goodness, she stopped.”

Cheetara meowed agreeably. Wolverine’s tongue lolled, tail wagging.

I wondered if they were waiting for me or just happened to be in Wingston. That or they were enroute to Kyushu.

“Beakwing, let’s land.”

So, a hotshot in Wingston and one of my family members. We still needed to speak with Gwendolyn, so that’d take priority.


CHAPTER 37
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Mudwater the coyote observed the growing farm a bit more, his eyes wide in surprise at the manor to start. At first, the holy mountain limited his movements and abilities, but thanks to its ranking being so pathetically low, the coyote managed to shake off its curse.

Well, the legends and stories and researchers did praise the high adaptability of coyotes.

“So Wolverine’s not here,” he muttered to himself. “Bah, I came all this way to have a little fun. Disrespectful.”

He chuckled, eyes on the chicken coop. With his mana cloaking active, none of the pests living in the forest could detect him, aside from the flower nymphs, but they were too far for that to matter.

Mudwater halted his advance. “Tsk. I should’ve known she’d be there. Maybe next time. Damned elicrone.”

He turned and vanished into the forest.

Mudwater wasn’t exactly sure how powerful Lady Feathers was, but even he lacked the will to test his fate. Only a fool couldn’t sense her mysterious aura. Only a fool knew it couldn’t have been a coincidence that she was brought to this farm specifically, along with her mate.

Not all elicrones were sentient magical beasts, and some even made it to the plates of a human table. Mudwater had never seen one as terrifying as that one.

He’d disobey any direct order from his master if it conflicted with her, punishment be damned.

For now.

No one was immune to everything. He’d find a way to deal with her, then the sunlight wolf.

Perhaps he could look into hiring a demonic beast cult. No. If a coyote lacked the power to handle his own problems, what good was he?

“Enjoy your peace for now, Lady Feathers, Wolverine. And whatever the cat’s name was,” he said. “I will take over this farm. Then the chickens shall be mine.”
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“Thanks for helping me out, Muiy,” Harmony said. Despite the cooler weather, garden work still grew sweaty beneath the sun. To think magical weeds could pop up overnight, threatening the nourishment of the herbs, vegetables, and fruit that grew in it. Since the morning farmwork appeared to be finished, with Lucas and Chenzu finetuning things, Harmony’s eyes fell upon the garden, plans to brew a potion or two in mind. Taking notice of its sudden state, she immediately started pulling weeds. Muiy strolled from the forest minutes later and, despite wearing some kind of sundress, she helped without hesitation.

“Of course,” she said cheerfully. “I don’t mind at all. Besides, Milia will be happy to return to a neat garden.”

“I guess I’ll start opening the shop,” Harmony said moments later. “What’s taking Mandi so long?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps it has something to do with that carriage?” Muiy replied.

Something felt off, though she wasn’t sure if it was good or bad. It had what appeared to be a Starrigon family emblem, but no high-level merchant would visit Kyushu in its current state, so it couldn’t be the coffee merchant. It clearly came from the Deep East, an odd direction since most nobles would arrive from the west, some likely stopping at important destinations or meetings beforehand.

“Chenzu, I’m going to check on Mandi,” Harmony said. “We’ve still got a little time before the shop needs to be opened.”

“Sure, sure,” Chenzu called from afar as he set up a table near Beakwing’s barn. Lucas assisted him. Alexander, however, was somewhere in town. Mazu hadn’t arrived, either.

“Coming along?” she asked Muiy. “I’d love your company.”

“Sure,” said the flower nymph. “I don’t mind.”
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Terria the former necromancer sighed as she finished washing the last round of dishes for the afternoon. Her boss and owner of the adventurer den of Wingston stepped out for a moment, just as the rush finally ended. Terria realized why a moment later when she sensed familiar masses of mana approaching the small city. It made her remember him as well as his promise to let her off easy should they find nothing egregious. First offense, no criminal history, and desperate for coin to survive was all they found on Terria.

Since she couldn’t afford to travel back to the province of Tomlin without starving to death, the woman decided to search for work in Wingston. Anzu, taking notice of her pitiful state, hired her immediately, potentially fearing that Terria would turn to the dark establishments.

Much later, Terria finally left the inn, got herself a small living quarter, and used a portion of her earnings to pay rent. She vowed to never get involved with the royal family, especially Myster, ever again. She also vowed to never use her magic, except strictly to defend herself. Well, thanks to the Wanda’s forsaken terrible side of the city she lived on, the woman had to reveal her magician abilities far quicker than she preferred. But at least they left her alone.

Her coworker Sonya, a young woman even poorer than Terria, was quite nice. After work, they sometimes ate leftovers together with Anzu and one of the cooks.

One day, she hoped to repay those two.
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[Quest bonus received. Wanda’s Tear effect: Wolverine’s next evolution time has been reduced!]

Sweet! Too bad you’re not going to be specific, are you, System? Also, the Wanda’s Tear can do this?

I glanced at my wife’s necklace, which contained an awesome pendant. Half being Gaia’s Tear and the other, Wanda’s Tear, each the size of a quarter.

“Hi!” cheered Starrcia as she picked up Cheetara for a hug. The cat allowed it. I almost pictured her saying, “I shall allow this and take pity on the little human.”

Then again, Cheetara had always been a friendly cat. The strange and suspicious bird lady in the middle of an S-ranked dungeon didn’t count, since the cat was right to be cautious in the presence of a dimension-traveling old monster. A reminder that some freakish magicians could just do that.

“Where are your parents?” I asked after we entered the Wingston gates.

“Mother’s shopping and Father’s at the inn. I think there’s someone important in town, so everyone’s acting weird,” Starrcia said, still holding Cheetara. The cat continued to allow the petting. I gave Cheetara an amused half-smile. If she could shrug, she probably would’ve done so. My tendency to be nonchalant about most things may possibly be rubbing off on my people.

“Why are you alone?” Milia asked.

“I ran away,” Starrcia replied simply. “Watching Mother shop was boring.”

My hunch that some hotshot was in town seemed to be on the money. Hopefully, a duke or someone with the power to get our warning to the capital.

“We’ve got an errand to run,” I said. “Do you mind asking your parents to meet with us at the adventurer’s den in half an hour?”

Starrcia pouted. “Fine. Can Cheetara come with me?”

“Watch over her, Cheetara,” I said, gaining a meow in response. Beakwing was currently resting at a barn provided to us for free for obvious reasons. They’d tend to the griffin well. Many of them were simply awed at being able to see one up so close. If only they’d learn the work of trying to wash one. Griffins typically cleaned themselves with water and magic, so don’t try.

After parting ways with the kid, Milia, Wolverine, and I wasted no time starting to the Wingston’s estate. Midway, we noticed people gathered around the outside of a fancy bar but paid no mind to it. We could be nosy later.

I thought about the fight with the werewolf, including what could’ve been done better. For instance, creating a diagram and using my new shooting star potion. Well, now that I thought about it, the system did not provide samples for it. That, or I set them in the lab somewhere.

[Shooting Star Dragon Summoning Potion. Pour the entire bottle on a diagram to summon a powerful shadow of Aku. If consumed, you’ll enter the Shooting Star Dragon Magician State, an evolution of its predecessor. Note: Do not allow your apprentices or disciples nor anyone else to recklessly consume this. One must have compatibility and a magically trained body at the peak of Higher Dragon or more that can handle the energy.]

I wondered how the others would look in this form but tossed away the thought. What else could’ve been done better in this confrontation?

Maybe the holy summoning miracle?

[The Holy Summoning Miracle. Item rank: *Supreme SSS*. Item quality: Exotic. To use this summoning potion, you must pour the entire bottle onto the ground. Not a vial, but a medium-sized potion bottle, so no shortcut. You will summon the Divine Knights of the Heavens to aid you. Sometimes you may call upon something greater with them. Be careful. (x2)]

Okay, you know what? I would use one or both of these potions against the next guardian in the S-ranked dungeon as originally planned. The hint of beating the werewolf was too obvious, anyway. Wasting a potion of the Holy Summoning Miracle, a potion that I didn’t unlock, would be regretful anyway. Man, I’d like to test it though.

By the way, I did, in fact, consider using the scythe until I remembered the consequences. It could only be manifested for the evilest shit. It made practicing with it annoying. Sure, Master Yama, the geezer, drilled the knowledge into me like a military hard ass, but still.

[Sacred Skill: Scythe Soul Reap. Under no circumstances should you use this skill unless you’re ready to explain to Yama why you did it. He will kill you if the reason isn’t valid. The purpose of owning this ability is to improve your ability to show restraint. Surely, it wasn’t given to you as a way to surprise the Peace Spawner. The honorable Yama takes no sides in mortal conflicts, right?]

Anyway, the moment Milia and I stepped onto the Wingston estate, a butler and maid led us inside and straight to Gwendolyn’s study.

“Sir Nate, Lady Milia, please come in,” Gwen greeted, gesturing at two comfortable-looking, fancy red chairs. “I was told you had something urgent to discuss.”

“Sure do,” I told her. “If I’m not mistaken, there’s a higher up in town. You should get what we’re about to tell you to him as soon as possible. Or better yet, call him up.”

Gwen frowned. “Trust me, it is better to not have him involved. My younger maids will not be able to handle him.”

“Do I want to know?” I asked.

“It’s Prince Han,” the redheaded woman replied. “Youngest son of the royal family. He’s probably drinking somewhere in a tavern right now. The last thing we want to do is agitate him.”

“I see,” I said. “Another brat… Never mind. I’ll get to the point. Don’t want to take up much of your time.”

“It is fine,” Gwen said. “You’ve done so much for us. We’ll never rush you out.”

I told Gwendolyn about our encounter, which got the pale expression I was expecting. A little too pale.

“Oh, dear Wanda,” she said softly, her voice barely above a whisper.

We took our leave as she scrambled to get her best messenger birds. Our proof, of course, was the storage ring containing all of the Moonlit Blade’s documents, gear, and other goods.

It still felt surreal that we fought a werewolf. Why couldn’t he have been a customer instead of a murderer? Another soul sent to Yama.

Hopefully, the Peace Spawner will be the next and final so I could get on with my life.

“I guess we’ll go see what my cousin’s up to before leaving,” I said. “I’ll trust in the brats to run the shop properly.”

Milia giggled. “They’ve always done a great job.”

“They really have,” I agreed. “We’ll have to treat them somehow.”

Wolverine gave a bark in agreement.

“Oh, that reminds me. Do you think any shopkeep here will be interested in the vending machines?” Milia asked.

I blinked. “I totally forgot about those. We can ask around. I’ll take only a small cut of the revenue. The only thing we’ll have to do is weed out the assholes.”

“We’ll have to ask other towns, too, like the harpies, and even that gnome and the potion maker in Fire Stone,” Milia added.

I nodded. “Maybe Aya and her husband will warm up to the idea too.”

We passed by that same rich-clientele-only bar, only to see it guarded by some heavily armored magician guards.

“Keep moving, sir, there’s nothing to see here,” one of them said.

I simply shrugged and Milia and I were off, unbothered.

“I think we’ve earned ourselves some lunch,” I told Milia. Wolverine barked in agreement.

“And perhaps a little orange spirit wine to go with that,” she said.

Unfortunately for us, Aya, her husband William, and their daughter showed up. Cheetara meowed at us, almost waving. Wolverine looked highly amused, almost laughing. Don’t ask me how I could tell. I just could.

“Perfect timing,” I said. “We’re headed to the adventurer’s den for lunch. We know the owner.”

“Then we’ll gladly join you,” Aya said when their group reached us. “I know it’s only been a few days, but the family heard all about your business plans. They were especially curious to know why we changed our minds and decided to seek you out.”

“Finally, some good news,” I said, then offered my cousin a handshake. “Let’s talk further over some food. Maybe if we’re lucky, we’ll get to see Anzu kick out a grown three-hundred-pound man for being too rowdy while drunk.”

“Something tells me you’ve seen that before,” Aya said with a chuckle.

Milia nodded. “That’s Anzu for you. I don’t know if she’ll accept a vending machine in front of her business, but you never know.”

“Imagine how popular the convenient potions will be for those that get hurt or caught up in some drunk shenanigans. Maybe we should sell Cheetara’s drunkenness cure too,” I said.


CHAPTER 38
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Milia and I probably looked smug as we watched Anzu, William, and Aya marvel over the vending machine. Earlier, we got to meet some of the den owner’s employees. Among them, surprisingly, was the necromancer woman that once served Ling. She appeared to be doing well now, having gotten her life together. Proof of that was the heartfelt thanks she gave Milia and me.

“I’ve never seen something like this,” Anzu said. “The concept… A shop that operates by itself. How is this possible? How does it know what you want? The simplicity may convince certain people that this is a form of witchcraft.”

“And literal magic isn’t?” I asked. “So, what do you think? You can load this out with whatever you want that won’t spoil. Pay me a small percentage of the sales, perhaps monthly, and we’re good. Of course, you can still order potions from us. I’ll give a discount for large orders, you can mark up the price however you see fit, and boom, this thing makes money on its own.”

“You said something about a special potion Cheetara makes?” Anzu asked.

“I won’t always have that available,” I said. “You’ll have to request it from her directly. If she feels like it, she’ll accept your order. Psst, I recommend paying her with something she’ll like.”

Cheetara meowed smugly and nothing could stop me from bursting out into laughter. It almost seemed as if Wolverine joined me. Again, I just felt blessed or something when it came to having the pets with me.

Milia smiled. “Cutie, what do you think?”

The cat was currently in Milia’s arms. She gave some ‘I’ll think about it’ meows.

“She’ll probably consider it,” I said. Wolverine barked agreeably. “We’ll figure out something later. I still have a good bit of her cure on me, and while I do remember how to make it, it requires a specific application of mana that only the cat knows.”

“I guess we’ll just have to keep the general medicine in stock for now,” Anzu said. “I’m not sure how the Wingston potion makers will feel. They may try to sabotage your… device.”

Cheetara gave an annoyed meow and another, as if saying, “Ooh, I dare them to try.”

“I’d like to use some of your potions for ours,” Aya said. Starrcia floated tiredly in midair, still full from lunch. Her father’s presence guarded the area around the eight-year-old in an impenetrable three sixty defensive death zone. I figured I’d be the same, too, if I had a brat of my own.

“So, what do you⁠—”

“What is that?” came the voice of a young man, interrupting me. We turned to see a long-haired young man approaching us with his guards following. He had the pretty boy looks, fancy robe, hair tied back in a single tail, the same green eyes as his siblings.

“Prince Han,” Anzu said, seemingly holding back distaste. I could tell was what I’d like to say, but with Anzu, you never knew. “What brings you to this neck of the kingdom?”

“Sudden and sad orders,” Prince Han said, “and the game of houses. Never mind me, what is that?” He gestured at the vending machine in front of Anzu’s restaurant. “I’ve never seen a device like it.”

“It’s called a vending machine,” Milia said.

He looked at Milia, then blinked. “Wait, if you’re that dryad princess in the rumors that I swear mother loves more than us, then you’re…” He turned to me. “That genius who saved Isabella.” He bowed. “Thank you for all that you’ve done. Isabella’s a rising star at one of the biggest academies in the world, having solved that insufferable puzzle three years ago… Oh right, I’m not allowed to talk about that.” He sighed. “It is a shame that she left with her master. I wanted to try my luck proposing to her.”

We nearly fell. Clearing his throat, the prince continued. “Anyway.” He examined the device. “Vending machine, you say. Is this some kind of… It looks like a shop? How does it work?”

His eyes grew starry after we demonstrated how it worked to him.

“Wanda’s bottom, that’s intriguing.” He folded his arms. “Why do I feel like this is something far ahead of its time?” Prince Han mused. “Could you imagine if these devices were everywhere? Add only a few items, perhaps, to make sure local shop owners don’t feel as if they are stealing away their customers.”

I nodded. “Good point.”

“You’d better be careful about spreading too fast and where you put these,” Prince Han warned. “I’d love to make it against the law to sabotage such finery, but I doubt my parents would listen.”

A guard tapped his shoulder, causing him to frown. “Fine, but let me make one purchase from this. Are these items for sale?”

“They’re mostly just demonstration items I had in my inventory,” I said. “We’ll have them stocked for Anzu later.”

Thank fuck I was able to do this from the main menu. However, the system kept what I could add very limited. So no, I wouldn’t be able to make vending machine check points of random items or weapons all over the world.

“I see. Then I shall return some other time,” Prince Han said. “I do look forward to the purchases.”

“Prince,” said an older woman in silver robes.

“Alright, alright, I’m coming,” he told the attendant. He turned to us. “Farewell. Hope to meet again. Rarely do I have an opportunity to meet such interesting people. Oh, if you see Ripley, tell him I covered his tab.”

He left with his attendant.
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“Father. Father!” Cheetara said. She leapt from her mother’s arms to his shoulder. He was still explaining the machine not just to the newcomer noble, but the others as well. He still gave the cat a head pat. “I want to add something.”

“What do you have in mind, Cheetara?” Wolverine asked. For some reason, the cat could tell her big brother greatly looked forward to her idea, reminding her that she indeed had the greatest big brother one could ask for.
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[Mana-Powered Vending Machine and System.]

[Remote Debt Collection System.]

[Mana-Powered Vending Machine Network.]

These three components, which I had to purchase separately, allowed the vending machine system to work, including remote stocking it and collecting payments from the system menu.

The Platinum to Hybrid Spirit Coin Conversion System was a MMABS option beneath them that I wanted to purchase in hopes that it could relieve my spirit coin issues. Then again, stocking the machines with items that cost platinum might end up with them vandalized or even attempted robbery. Still, the prices were way too insane, and if I wanted to buy these things before I sprouted a gray hair, I’d have to utilize everything within my grasp.

Anyway, the other potion maker shops were either too busy or their owners were out, so Anzu ended up being our sole customer of Wingston for now. She also eagerly agreed to join us for the second S-ranked dungeon run whenever we decided to take the dive.

Before leaving, Milia and I took Cheetara and Wolverine to a fancy place that served fish and steak. I mostly suggested the idea due to what happened earlier, though the cat wasn’t mad at me. She ended up explaining whatever mystery idea it was to Wolverine.

I’d see it when she made it.

I narrowed my eyes at the green rectangle thing on my plate. “I don’t know about thi⁠—”

Milia picked it up with a fork and shoved it into my mouth. She giggled at my blank stare as I chewed what turned out to be some kind of tangy fruit treat.

“What’s this again? It’s surprisingly good,” I said.

The waiter, a brat who barely looked like an adult, glared at me. “How can you have lived without trying our tarts! I put my heart, soul, and passion in⁠—”

Thankfully, another waiter bonked and took him away. I gave the brat an innocent smile. He probably pouted in the back. Milia gave me a playful look.

“You totally knew he was going to flip out,” I said, eyebrow raised.

“Whatever could you be talking about?” Milia said as she reached for her wine glass.

After paying for our dessert and pet’s apology supper, we headed back to Beakwing’s barn to see if he was finished eating. I considered checking on the Red Star but changed my mind. We reported everything to the proper authorities. Now we had to patiently await the results.

Aya and Willliam planned to visit Kyushu and our farm tomorrow. Unfortunately, Pops, Aline, and her kids wouldn’t be back until next week. Thankfully, Pops agreed to help train her, mostly in sorcery and mana stabilization. I’d be responsible for everything else. So yeah, my big sister was essentially a junior disciple.

She couldn’t have been in better company since the disciples, saints, apprentices, and Milia were also there to help her along her magician journey. No, Aline didn’t officially join the clan, wasn’t interested, but her kids wanted to be in and wouldn’t take no for an answer. The system remained silent for now.

Though to be fair, I didn’t seriously ask her to join, only joked about it.

Anyway, ten minutes later, we were on Beakwing and out of there.

What a long day.
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A few things came to Harmony’s attention as she entered the town. The carriage with the Starrigon family’s crest was now parked out of sight, as if the owner didn’t want to be seen. Two rough-looking magician men guarded it. They… were drinking and conversing loudly. Even Serina’s guards weren’t this rowdy.

Something felt off. No magician, especially ones as strong as these two, would allow themselves to be employed as measly carriage guards unless it contained something important or nefarious. Harmony didn’t want to assume just because they were drinking on duty and, for magicians, appeared to be downright drunk.

Suddenly, she sensed Mandi and Opal observing from the rooftop. For Opal to partake in that, something serious was happening. For Mandi to push out her presence meant that she spotted Harmony and called.

The young woman downed a shadow potion and leapt into the shadows, but before going to her friend, she reappeared at the rear of the carriage. She listened carefully, expanding her senses into the vehicle. Two faint mana signatures responded.

There were small, muffled cries. Two young children?

Her mind dove back to how bandits were trying to find Lucas to sell him off to the highest bidder.

They’d likely be bound to the service of a corrupt noble, or sent off to a network to someone of a kingdom that had no laws against slavery or child abduction. Wait… there was one more person inside, barely alive. Starrigon nobles tend to be pricks, but none of them would resort to banditry, right? Even Serina had serious regrets about attacking the town, that she let pride cause her to forget basic manners or who her father was. The duke who tolerated nothing that would tarnish their family name, especially crime. They were a governing family, after all. Dukes reported directly to the Lord Ruler, on top of ruling an entire province. If the royal family found themselves unable to decide a winner, they’d have to look to the dukes or their children.

Did they attack a Starrigon family member and steal their carriage? To boldly enter a small town like Kyushu meant they didn’t take it seriously, perhaps never heard of it, and potentially stopped for supplies.

Should she inform Serina? Why was Mandi doing this alone? No, the redhead simply didn’t know. That explained why she was observing from the rooftop. A nagging suspicion, but no proof, and if she made too much of a fuss, she’d risk confrontation with the magicians. Perhaps even risk townspeople passing by.

Harmony was about to slip into the shadows when a wolf-like creature burst from the ground beside her to bark.

“Shut up, you ol’ mangy mutt,” one of the drunken guards yelled. “You’ve been barking all damn week. Get out of here, go on somewhere! Wanda’s ass, why did she insist on bringing these useless mutts along? Pieces of garbage! What’s the point of hiring us?”

“Shhh, don’t talk bad about the boss,” said the other guard. “You heard what ol’ Lonny said. She eats people.”

There was a smack.

“Wanda’s… You dumb turd, that tiny little thing’s a strong magician, but that’s all she is. A twig-gician. Besides, she’s…”

Harmony tuned out their conversation due to what stood in front of her.

Black fur made of fire and shadow mana, glowing orange-red eyes, and a vicious snarl made the young woman freeze. The wolf guardian, which was about three times the size of the girl, looked ready to leap at her, only to pause when the guard snapped at him. Suddenly, it grinned.

“Very well,” said the wolf, nonchalantly, its voice dark and manipulative, like a story time villain. Somehow, Harmony felt sure the guards couldn’t hear it speak. It chuckled evilly. “If they insist, I shall abandon guard duty. You can do whatever you want, blue human. But you’d better make it quick. Your luck is short with two magicians. You’ll be hopeless with three, especially their boss.”

The wolf vanished.

Harmony wasted no time slipping back into the shadows, reappearing next to Mandi a second later. Opal crashed into her face.

“Haaaave you lost it!?” the pixie scolded as Harmony winced, pulling her off. She deserved it, she supposed. “That was dangerous! Stupid! You could’ve been— What did you learn?”


CHAPTER 39
[image: ]


“Are there any saints in town?” Harmony asked Mandi and Opal after explaining her experience.

“Only Rin’s at the saint office,” Mandi said. “She’s only just arrived an hour ago, tired. She should be over at the shop later.”

“The disciples are scattered all over town,” Opal added. She landed on Mandi’s shoulder, arms folded. “We should come up with a way to notify everyone without alerting any potential nasties.”

“I agree. But Harmony, are you sure there are children inside the carriage?” Mandi asked. Both girls came to the same conclusion that the carriage was highly suspicious. Mandi, especially, knew how the Starrigons operated. The town’s low D-rank wouldn’t attract any of their merchants, not even the coffee-selling traveling merchants. Even the merchants Lucas lived with, that were like his grandparents, never stayed in town as Kyushu sadly provided little opportunities for them. Harmony couldn’t wait for that to all change.

“I had no time to look inside, but I sensed three mana signatures,” Harmony explained. “Two from potential children and I think… I think the third may be the actual owner of that carriage. A Starrigon.”

“So it’s possibly a slave trading carriage, boldly stopping in little ol’ Kyushu,” Opal said. “Hmph! The nerve to look down on us.” She narrowed her eyes at Harmony and Mandi. “You’re both apprentices of the greatest alchemist on this continent, even if he’s modest. They’re magicians with dirty tricks, perhaps magic that could capture even me.”

“Aren’t you nearly immune to anti-magic?” Mandi asked.

“Do you know what a specialized butterfly net can do to my wings?” Opal snapped. “Anyway, I think you two can beat these two with your potions on hand. But if you pick a fight, their leader runs out, and you’re, as Sir Nate would phrase, toast! Instead, you should ask Ronica. Ramon’s on guard duty, Kelvin’s teaching. Oh, Iris. Grr, no, she teased me the other day. Nuwa’s working. You can see her sweeping from here. Ooh, I’d hate to be the shop owner to face her father should he see that. She probably wouldn’t be the best ch— Oh! Ooooh! Nuwa is the greatest choice. I have a plan!”

“Do you have one in case the leader comes out?” Harmony asked.

“Sure do. We make sure to inform as many of the others as possible about what’s happening,” Opal said. “I sure as heck don’t want you two… or three, if you count Nuwa, to be stuck trying to apprehend these dangerous people by yourselves. We’re maidens. We can’t let their icky aura touch us.”

Mandi shot the pixie a flat stare, though she nodded in agreement.

“Just consume some of the shadow potion,” Harmony said.

“We already did,” Mandi said with a giggle. “I feel like we’re in a novel about— Anyway, I’ll go inform Serina and Iris.”

“I’ll go to Ronica, Maxus, and… wait, why is Nuwa our greatest choice?” Harmony asked.

Opal simply smiled.
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As Velvet, leader of Inquisition Group Gold and daughter of Magmus, leader of the court magicians, made her way down the halls of the main headquarters within the capital of Merridon, she came upon a disgusting sight. The Primal Eye’s pope puppet, Anos, the rotten son of the currently sick former pope Ester, slapped a butler.

“Listen here, prick,” he said. “You make sure she’s in that dining hall this evening. She wanted to make this deal. You cannot take your word back from the pope after he’s spent so much gold. She has no idea what I went through to find that! Now get out of my sight!”

The middle-aged butler bowed and hurried off.

Anos was essentially a criminal and lech that lusted after every brothel and tavern wench out there. He’d been robbed by many of them after a night of who knew what. Alcohol, a terrible attitude, and a fake new persona for the public that no one was dumb enough to buy unless they were unknowing foreigners. Even they’d catch on quickly.

To think the Inquisition would boldly exalt him to the pope position after he tried to do who knew what to Duke Brackston’s daughter. The judges that argued about this were silenced by the Primal Eye’s hidden circle.

Anos glanced lazily in her direction before dismissing the inquisitor leader as if she was nothing more than small fry. Something had to be done about him before the country was led into ruin.
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Location: Kyushu…

“Excuse me, sirs, do you have time to hear the message of the great goddess?”

“We’re not interested in being preached to by some brat,” one of them said. “Now beat it.”

“Hold up now,” said the other guard, his smile devilish. “That is not how you talk to a pretty lady. Come, you may talk about Wanda over here.”

“You’ve got a point,” said the first guard. “Perhaps you can provide a change of heart through the power of Wanda. Maybe even solve the mystery of why some people are blessed with magic and others are stuck groveling at our feet.”

He allowed magic to dance across his fingertips, believing himself to be intimidating Nuwa. The blonde pulled out a tome.

Harmony mentally gave Nuwa props for maintaining an angelic smile. Well, the smile felt somewhat terrifying and if one looked closely, they’d notice fiery aura radiating around the blonde girl. Harmony made an internal vow to never anger the other woman. She felt serious power from her.

Was Nuwa always this strong?
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You know, the clan stats seemed quite odd when I checked them after receiving a prompt pertaining to the disciples. We were still a couple hours or so from Kyushu. Thanks to Beakwing, a trip to Wingston didn’t take days.

[Clan: Potion’s Will. Rank: B. Clan standing: Hidden. Sects: Off. War: None. This is a peaceful clan… for now. Peace bonus: 45%. Crafting fame: 90%. Combat fame: 72%.]

- Saviors of Fire Stone. Relations: S.

- Saviors of the future! Hidden Wood Elf Village, Star Oak. Relations: S.

- Preventers of Culling! Saviors of Isabella. Rebutters of the Dark Lord. Whirl-Waters. Relations: S.

-Hallow Root Destroyers! Kingdom of Jasper. Relations: S.

-Dungeon diving credit: A!]

[Current Alchemist Sorcerer’s Cloak holders: Yukihara, Harmony, Milia, Lucas, Mandi, and Nuwa.]

Wait a fucking minute, the disciples could earn cloaks too?

[Starting now, your disciples from the former hero’s party can now earn alchemy cloaks.]

Nuwa was the first? Wait, what? Not Kelvin or the former hero? Before the twerp? What the hell was happening in Kyushu?

No, this is Nuwa we’re talking about, I thought. Maybe she saved someone’s life.

Then again, I always said she was quite strong. If only I could see! System, is this possible?

[Perhaps try upgrading your observation to the max in order to unlock remote viewing functions. Pity pity.]

Oh, go eat a donkey, System, I thought. I opened the menu to glance at the C-ranked observing orb attachment. We had a show coming up, but why not do a news broadcast? Excluding the attack by the late Moonlit Blade, of course.

[Communication to tower owner established. Tower owner will now receive notifications from the tower when events occur or events you manually transmit to him. Upgrade for further long-range abilities, such as transferring items from the shed to the owner.]

-C-ranked Observing Orb. Range: You can only observe your farm, the forest toward the deep east and the grasslands west of your home. [C-rank upgrade: Greatly increased range, broadcasting abilities.]

[Alert. This orb is an attachment for the special lookout tower, designed to dramatically increase its power and give it the ability to connect to a wizard’s tower under your command, as well as a holy mountain, a dragon or griffin’s nest. Just don’t go bothering the dragons.]

[D-rank upgrade available. Since you already own the special lookout tower, this upgrade will be free. It will automatically attach itself to the tower, enabling you to observe as far out as Whirl-Waters! You may also send basic messages via mana waves, though they’re virtually useless with this world’s current technology. Raise your noble rank, take control of more territory, build this world’s technological know-how.]

“Milia, how strong do you think Nuwa is?” I asked, which gained an interested look from my wife. In a power scaling conversation, the healer would rarely come up.

“Well…”
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Harmony’s eyes widened when two spears and three sword-shaped forms of incredibly powerful magic manifested around the normally kind healer. Within a blink, they embedded themselves at the center of the guards’ chests, knocking them unconscious.

A vast display of power without killing. Her teacher would be proud. Suddenly, an alchemy cloak manifested around her. Feeling proud of her friend, Harmony summoned hers as well as she hurried over.

“It’s not over yet,” Nuwa said. “The leader’s coming. We’ll have to get these people to safety.”

They carefully opened the carriage, wincing at the creaking of the door and the dust clouding at the bottom of it. The sight of two half-elf children and an unconscious blonde man dressed in fancy but worn clothing greeted them. The Starrigon owner of that carriage. All prisoners were tied with magic-infused rope.

Harmony concentrated the magic within her hand, created a sharp point, and sliced the rope. She picked up the young girl.

“Mandi, grab her brother. Let’s get them to Iris’s.”

They collectively decided this mostly due to the short travel distance. The farm was ten minutes away, too far for such an urgent option.

“Let’s go, go, go—Nuwa, you’ll have to carry the man with your magic,” Opal directed.

The moment they set off, a wolf of darkness manifested in front of them. This wasn’t the same one from before, that Harmony could tell. The voice that emerged was female.

“Oh-ho, and where do you think you’re going?” the giant shadow wolf asked, amusement in her voice.

“I’ll hold it off, Nuwa, carry this one by magic too,” Harmony said. She wished she could do the same, but needed plenty of time to develop that level of control in order to form the building blocks of mana telekinesis. For most magicians, that potentially took years.

“You should⁠—”

“Serina and the others should be here any second,” Harmony interrupted the healer. “You’ll need to protect the children. I can handle a big wolf.”

She manifested her bow.

“Fine, but you be careful. Come on, Mandi, let’s get them to safety as quickly as possible.”

They both downed a speed potion and were off, dodging sudden mana balls the shadow wolf fired from its mouth.

“I suppose I could go for a quick snack before hunting them down,” said the wolf. “There’s nothing more fun than a hunt, so the longer you survive, girl, the more thrilling things will become.” She chuckled. “To challenge me on your own is bold, but it will be your last mistake.”

[Sub Boss fight begin…]

[Harmony is being confronted by a strong opponent!]

[Harmony’s scan failed…]

Taking a breath and letting it out, Harmony pulled the imaginary string of her special bow, releasing a glowing blue arrow embedded with the light element.


CHAPTER 40
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Harmony’s bow was special and made by someone she considered not only a fellow apprentice, but a dear friend. The smug wolf’s maw morphed from a grin to a snarl when the special arrow shredded her front right leg off with ease. In fact, she seemed confused and surprised, aghast at the girl she underestimated.

“Atum, reveal yourself,” Harmony chanted.

[Atum. Rank: D. Type: Warfighter. Light Stopper.]

The D-ranked spell book manifested and floating above it was a three-foot-tall golden knight with glowing blue eyes.

“Ugh, wolves. Reminds me of a bad time in an adventurer’s storybook,” Atum grumbled. “If you’re not a sunlight or natural wolf, you’re dead to me.”

“How can a mere human girl, barely considered an adult be this… powerful?” growled the wolf. She was obviously trying to buy time to reform her leg. The special magic from Harmony’s bow wouldn’t allow for such a thing.

“Atum, page one. Light Stopper!” Harmony commanded, ignoring the shadow wolf. She blurred in front of the young woman, having dodged her golden mana spears. She would’ve bashed the old Harmony into the ground, perhaps even bit off her throat.

Unfortunately for her, Harmony had triggered her artifact at the beginning of the battle, enabling her to track her mana. It even revealed some headed in her direction. It wasn’t entirely a prediction, perhaps a fluke, but that didn’t stop the girl from taking advantage of it.

[The Hour of Truth. Item rank: SSS. Item quality: Exotic. Artifact. While this charm is in your possession, you will be notified if someone lies to you. You may activate its function to see the magic spectrum and hidden magic, mana waves, etc. Very useful for potion, pill, and even rune creation when it comes to observing mana generation and flow.]

Having summoned the Skeleton King’s Wand, an S-ranked item, she nailed the shadow wolf that underestimated her with a cloak- and wand-boosted Light Stopper.

The wolf jumped to her feet to Harmony’s surprise, charged a massive ball of energy, and nailed the young woman in her center. Bashed back, but not out. She considered slipping into the shadows, only to feel uneasy at doing so within the close vicinity of this type of monster.

Harmony immediately found herself on the defensive as the wolf rushed in, swiping claw after claw; however, with her missing leg, dodging the attacks felt quite simple to the girl. She had to make this quick, for it’d only be a matter of minutes before the townspeople came in and discovered her magician abilities. The town’s population wasn’t terribly high, but not empty. Aura of this level wouldn’t keep them away for too long.

Harmony had no intention of becoming a pill user, but in this case, it was all that she had on her that would give her the excess mana to cast a spell she worked on in secret. She pulled out a red sphere, dreading the stomachache she’d get later, and popped it into her mouth.

The feeling of surging mana approached immediately, light and aura manifesting around the young woman like bright fire. Truthfully, it didn’t create new mana like that of a mana potion, but supercharged what was in her core. The pill itself still needed work, requiring difficult-to-find ingredients, and the consequences were too great.

But she knew that this wolf hadn’t grown too serious with her yet and if the other returned, she’d be killed without mercy. Instead, it was time to catch her off guard.

She willed her wand and bow back into the storage ring, gaining a confused look from Atum and the shadow wolf. Then she dashed forward.

“Suicide attacks are unbecoming of a warrior,” laughed the wolf.

“Soul Dragon Magic Burst!” Harmony chanted.

The wolf’s eyes widened as all she saw was a building-sized blue-white sphere of light coming at her and no matter where she tried to move, it followed with uncanny speed, as if bending space and time around it.

The shadow wolf’s scream lasted only a second before it was vaporized to nothing.

Harmony collapsed to a knee.

“Heh, I’m still conscious. Good. I’ll take any progress,” she said after panting for a bit.

“Must be really proud of yourself for that one,” came a new woman’s voice. This one brought chills to the drained, young blue-haired woman. “Elestra was her name. She was supposed to be immune to most magic. She even toyed with you. But… not only could she not reform her leg, you somehow blasted her to nothing. With magic! Did you kill…? No, you knocked out my guards. At your level? Even if you defeated one of my shadow babies with dirty tricks… there’s just no way…”

Harmony forced herself to stand to get a good look at the newcomer. Short and petite, dark green skin, long red hair, yellow eyes, two vampire-like sharp teeth or fangs along with her regular teeth stood out first and foremost. She also wore a very nice, light green dress, her hair styled and wavy, concluding with the glistening of jewelry. Not the kind of jewels one would find in a human settlement, either. These weren’t stolen, though likely purchased with blood money.

An orc noble woman? Or a rogue orc magician. Most likely both, since noble magicians sometimes did as they pleased, uncaring of potential consequences, if any were threatened with them.

Atum frowned. “I’m sure you were the butt of every jest due to being a scrawny orc, but I can assure you, kidnapping children and participating in heinous criminal activity isn’t going to put you at the top of the world.”

“How do you think I got so rich?” the orc woman asked, then laughed. “Getting preached at by half a man, now that’s rich.”

“Calling a spell book spirit half a man isn’t going to have the effect you want,” Atum said. “But I guess orcs really are still dumb. You may not be big, but brain-wise, some things never change.”

Harmony winced, knowing Atum struck a nerve. There were several types of orcs, even some in human kingdoms, living normal lives. However, in the past, a powerful orc tribe ran by massive gray orcs that only thrived on battle, lacked intelligence, and due to their numbers and overall presence, sparked some hatred against nearly all orcs at the time. The gray orcs did silly things at times, simply due to ignorance according to the history books, leading them to being made fun of by civilians. Sometimes thought of as just being another type of monster due to their shared murderous traits. Centuries, perhaps even a thousand or so years later, normal orcs were still trying to overcome the humiliation. For an ageless spell book spirit, that event likely felt like yesterday.

Purple aura manifested around the body of the orc.

“What did you just say? I’ll tear out your insides and use them as wall decorations!”

Knowing that the orc’s amused phase was gone, Harmony activated the only thing she believed could help her at this moment.

Something she acquired from the S-ranked dungeon.

[Pendant of the First Summoner, level 1 of 3. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Exotic. Tap into the death attribute for the first time and summon frenzy fairies to fight for you! Each level up will add to your summoning reservoir. Cost is only 1 charge per summon. Charges at level 1: 3. Also, the exotic nature of this item increases its wearer’s evasion and defenses significantly.]

With the power of Atum, her D-ranked spell book, surging through her, she still had the energy to make some moves.

She could fire her special spell again, reduce its mana output, controlling it the way Nate did it…

Just what in Wanda’s bottom was her teacher, anyway? A potion maker. Wait, he once stated that sometimes magic was just useless.

Three frenzy fairies exploded into existence right as the orc woman charged a very powerful sphere of darkness in her right palm. It felt as if it had some shamanic elements to it, though Harmony doubted this person was a full shaman.

[Boss fight begin…]

[Harmony is being confronted by overwhelming power!]

[Harmony’s scan failed…]

“Come here, you blue brat!” the orc magician yelled as she batted away the frenzy fairies with a single hand, as if they were nothing more than flies. Two managed to bite down on her, drawing a green substance, only for the slave trader to not care whatsoever. In fact, she casually crushed them each to goo. Seeing the murderous rage in those eyes and knowing the difference in strength was vast, Harmony slipped into the shadows, dodging a massive, carriage-sized ball of purple magic just in time.

Unfortunately, she didn’t get far, as something ripped her from the shadows and smashed her into the carriage.

No… Not again…

The image of Rian, the saint-ranked cultist, smashing her around like useless garbage flashed into her mind.

Not again…

As Harmony felt multiple fists and herself being flung again, the image of Rian, a cruel bitch from her nightmares, emerged into her mind and laughed.

“Taste it, Bluey, taste the blood of uselessness. The feeling of utter helplessness. I haunt you, not because I still exist, but because of your own weakness. Ahahahaha. Die here and join me in damnation, Bluey.”

“Stay in hell where you belong…”

The orc woman stopped, noticing a change in the young blue-haired human before her. Her core stirred.

Then she drank some weird potion.

Harmony down the entire bottle of her last dragon summoning potion. Since she did not have a dragon of her own bound to her like her teacher did, she’d get nothing but a shadow. Nothing close to the real thing.

[Ashen Dragon Magician State…]

[Wrath of the daughter of ???]

“What am I looking at?” growled the orc magician. “Your last-ditch effort won’t save you. Our ranks are vastly apart, small fry. Now die. Mask of Dark Ball!”

The Dao of Dreams stirred awake. A breath later, a purple-white, steam-like aura surrounded Harmony. She ignored the powerful magical attack as she walked toward the orc, expressionless.

Her appearance greatly changed to the point where most wouldn’t recognize her. Ash-white hair, pale purple eyes, aura on her back shaped into dragon wings, as well as a dragon tail made of that aura.

She vanished, then reappeared in the sky seconds later.

[??????????????????????????????]

A world-destroying sphere of purple energy began to manifest in front of Harmony’s mouth, aimed downward. The sky darkened and following that were powerful planet-sized bolts of lightning swimming across the sky, powerful winds, and an unknown presence smothering everyone like a blanket. But none had it worse than the orc magician.

“All of this from a mere child… No, you are much too young to believe yourself a match for me,” snapped the orc woman. “Rise and destroy, Hakkoni!”

The slave trader woman’s D-ranked spell book manifested at her side, its spirit taking the form of a butterfly the size of a couch with human arms. It folded them. Long golden hair, long eyelashes, and pouty red lips only added to its bizarre appearance. Anyone’s nightmare, perhaps.

“Wanda’s ass,” Hakkoni grumbled. “You summoned me to kill a child? Shouldn’t you just sell it to the highest builder, you sick bitch?”

“Shut it, I have no time for your complaining today, and if you think that looks like any ordinary brat, then you’re mistaken. My scanning is all over the place!” She pulled a black staff from her storage ring. “I could make a killing off this runt, once I subdued her. I’ll be damned if I let someone several realms below me be my downfall.”

“It is rumored that even your old bedmate died to a kid as well,” laughed Hakkoni. “The so-called unkillable manslayer. The mortal magician killer, killed by a child.”

The orc raised the staff. “Doesn’t matter what kind of a boost you have, gold tier magic will wipe it away.”

“I hate to fart on your parade, shrimpy, but I’m pretty Wanda’s damned sure that is grand tier magic she’s casting. It explains why it’s taking so long to charge.”

“Grand tier magi…” The orc’s eyes widened. “She’ll kill herself and us with her. She clearly cannot handle that kind of power. Now let’s use page twenty-nine before we lose our prize. And you’re the shrimp!”

Unfortunately for the orc, golden spheres from behind entered her chest, absorbing the consciousness from her, as well as reversing the manifestation of the accompanying D-ranked spell book.

Nuwa casually looked up at Harmony right in time for the backlash of the dragon summoning potion to undo the transformation. The healer casually waved a hand, catching her junior in a bed of magic.

“There isn’t a need for that kind of harmful magic against someone like this,” she said cooly.

Nuwa waved a finger. The sky… healed, returning from darkness to its afternoon blue.

“Show off,” said another voice. “Ooo, look at me, I’m Nuwa the Goddess Healer. I’m just going to fix the sky and act as if that isn’t a big deal.”

Nuwa turned to smile at Ronica. “She’ll need some rest. And a good lecture. Master Nate warned her about this.”

“Go easy on her,” Ronica said. “She was only trying to protect the town.” She shuddered. “I never knew she had so much power… Nuwa, do you know anything unique about her missing mother?”

Nuwa shook her head. “Only what you do. That she was once supposed to be the leader of the court magicians, only to disappear. Years passed and she was presumed dead. This is her daughter. But let’s not forget who’s apprentice she is. Remember that strange cultivation book Nate drilled into our heads.”

“How can I forget?” Ronica said. She sighed, glancing at the unconscious apprentice. “You did good, friend. You did good. To think we were just a second too late to prevent you from resorting to this.”


CHAPTER 41
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Location: Prince Elric’s private meeting room…

Prince Elric took a sip of his coffee, a courtesy of the Starrigons. Melony Demonblade, Alexander’s mother, once again glanced at the scroll he passed to her. Closing in on Myster would still be as difficult as ever due to his paranoid nature.

Thanks to Elric listening to her daughter’s plea and unveiling that skinny bastard’s trap during the double crimson moon night, Melony was released from the hold of the Inquisition. The witch hunters hidden within that twisted organization were even more powerful than the last time she’d encountered one a few years ago. Since then, she informed the War King through Elric’s spirit messenger bird that she’d be in the nation for longer than she anticipated. The War King approved the extension, his attention focused on the sudden war in Jasper.

“It still doesn’t explain why my daughter chose to work with your little sister,” Melony said softly. “Is it because she was once a sold pawn of the Inquisition?” She frowned. “These two becoming friends will be disastrous. No offense.”

Prince Elric laughed. “I think it’s fine. I know my sister. She loves this kingdom more than anyone and will do whatever it takes to protect it. Even if her actions are twisted. She is no fool. Everything she’s done has its cost and someday she’ll pay for it.”

Melony stared at the prince blankly, wondering if they were talking about the same people.

“So what’s next?” Melony asked. “Internally, we’re dealing with your brother, Myster, and his unspoken alliance with the Inquisition. Externally, rumors of an Empire spy or two working for Prince Roman.”

“The day of succession draws ever closer,” Prince Elric said. “For now, I’d like to draw Raider out of hiding.”

Royal types and their need to use puppets, Melony thought. Still, if it meant getting her vengeance on Myster, then so be it. “Perhaps something other than that?”

“Oh?” Prince Elric asked. “What do you have in mind? We can’t do this alone, and my allies across the continent are a little busy at this time.”
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Maximus Truestorm, the Lord Ruler of Merridon, Jaspian Prince Landus, his daughter High Lady Shiana, and the newly arrived dwarven monarch, King Iyelon Metalhammer, watched as the enemy retreated. They only gave partial chase but stopped to limit further losses. After all, the enemy still had plenty of capable generals remaining. Even worse, if their champion hadn’t disappeared, they would’ve suffered far more losses or even a potential annihilation of the combined army. The dwarves had no champion, believing that any dwarf could prove themselves and rise through the army ranks. Though some would say the dwarf king’s son, Prince Julious, fit the role.

The prince and his elites entered the fray just before the champion vanished, though Maximus knew he didn’t stand a chance.

But… where did the Moonlit Blade go? Maximus failed to detect his massive presence—even when checking Merridon.

“Lord Ruler!”

Maximus turned to see a guard rushing to him, a red spirit messenger bird in hand.

“Urgent message from the Red Star!”

His eyes widened when he read the scroll. “Impossible! Prepare the lightning horses, now! Set course for Wingston.”
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We arrived at the farm early evening due to the Wingston trip, only to be met with Opal crashing into my face. In fact, the pixie was so eager to tell me things, she insisted on waiting for me. However, they still ran the shop as normal and closed accordingly. The planned pay raise would be reflected in that for sure.

“Siiiiir Nate! Nate, Nate—it’s about time you’re here!” Opal snapped.

Peeling the pixie off my face, I said, “Sheesh, calm down. And did you guys at least eat?”

The crew still around consisted of Lucas, Mandi, and Chenzu. Lucas was working harder than usual, seeming disappointed at something. Chenzu did employ them, but mostly did the farm work by himself today.

“Sure did,” Chenzu replied. “Serina treated us to meals.”

“Listen to me, Sir Nate!” Opal blabbed. Mandi held the overexcited pixie in place.

“One second,” I interjected. “First, we’ve got to explain what took us so long. I’m going to assume the authorities are going to want to keep this under wraps for now. But it’s important.”

“My news is more important!” Opal said, then flew out of Mandi’s hand and up to my face. “And I will not be silenced!”

Cheetara gave Opal an annoyed meow. Wolverine slurped down his water as Milia filled up his bowl.

“Anyway,” I said talking over Opal. “Let’s start from the top. Then Opal, you can explain your bit in an orderly manner.”

“Fine!” Opal said, folding her arms as she landed on Mandi’s shoulder.

I kept things simple, explaining the attack and then reporting to Wingston, as well as expecting my cousin and her husband to visit the shop soon.

“I seriously cannot believe you two defeat a champion!” Chenzu exclaimed, his voice a mix of awe, surprise, and reverence. He was seconds from grabbing his lute, ready to rock and roll, only for a pouting Opal to manifest in front of it, aura pouring from her heavily. She gave the beastkin one of those smiles filled with enough venom to poison a whale, despite seeming angelic.

“Surely you’re not about to delay what needs to be told to Sir Nate, are you?” Opal asked, her voice damn near half-demonic.

Chenzu chuckled nervously. “O-of course not! This is important, you know.”

Opal nodded in smug victory. “Exactly. I’m glad that you realize this. Now, listen to me, Sir Nate! Harmony⁠—”

And so Opal dumped a fuck load of information pertaining to today’s events onto me. My blood chilled. Don’t get me wrong, I had full trust in the disciples to easily protect the town while I was away. I wasn’t Kyushu’s guardian or anything, but I did accept the title of lord, which meant responsibility for keeping the town in good shape.

Even if the orc hadn’t actually attacked Kyushu, she casually parked her carriage inside the town without a care in the world, with slaves inside it.

The system took that time to interrupt my thoughts.

[Your teachings were instrumental in the rescue of two half-elf children. For such deeds, you received two crystal chests to reward to Harmony and Nuwa.]

[System note! Scary Nuwa! How can someone so precious be so frightening? For the training you provided Nuwa, especially through your cultivation manual, you receive 20,000 spirit coins and 1,000 heavenly spirit coins. Yep, you weren’t even here and still received rewards. Lucky you! Nuwa will not accept the spirit coins, so don’t try to give them to her. She’s wise and is clearly aware of the danger of possessing such currency and also has no need for them. Whereas you have the MMABS. Total number of spirit coins: 1,791,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 24,190.]

System, what are you, my AI parent now? I thought, annoyed.

Where the hell were the guards when you needed them? Shouldn’t they be patrolling the town? Again, was the C-ranked guard ranking simply not good enough? The costs were high and I lacked the town points to get them to B.

[Defenses: D. 27 of 100 until eligible for natural promotion.

Guard rank: C. Capable of dealing with standard threats, but no talent among guards just yet. Only standard boring captains and very low-ranked magicians, if any.]

Okay, System, my apprentices and disciples can’t be everywhere. They may need to leave town as well. It’s possible we may all be leaving on a trip soon. Even Serina’s allowed to take time off and could be called to her family at any time for an event. What can be done about the guard issue? They were constantly training, right?

I doubted I, a non-military, non-police, technically a civilian, would be able to talk sense into them. They’d be insulted by my criticism.

Wait, gates! Kyushu lacked any security to prevent anyone from just entering the town. There wasn’t much there, anyway. However, I was positive that the entertainment building would get big. The mermaid being our first star opened the path for new performers.

The broadcasting system should blast them to nationwide stardom, global following if deals of that league were made.

The system responded with a suggestion and a reminder prompt.

[System notice: Try issuing a command through the Special Guard Cube. Your order will be sent to the mayor and, if equipped with a receiving device, the captain of the guard. They are also aware of their failure, despite being a C-ranked force, something not easily obtainable.]

[Special Guard Cube. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Exotic. Town link: Kyushu. Version: Altered/Lord. A cube that allows those in charge of the settlement to access the guard interface. Use this item to rank up guards. In the Kingdom of Merridon, only capital cities have these. This cube also has other functions, as it is catered to your wishes and not military affairs.]

[System note: Normally, permission from the nation’s sovereign would be required before one could use a special guard cube. Once the master guard cube approves, you’d be given limited permissions to handle provincial militaries and city guards however you saw fit. This version of the cube allows guards to rank up like normal while under the mayor’s supervision. You are not required to give orders. You may also allow mayor to remotely use limited functions of the cube.]

Ah, I kind of forgot about that thing, I thought as I pulled it from the storage ring. The others looked at me.

“Let’s go to Harmony’s house,” I said.

“She’s still out like a light,” Opal warned. “Disturbing her is rude!”

Yukihara manifested on top of my head. “Perhaps we may be able to call Atum for his perspective? What do you think, Flamie?”

The shy wisp only made a noise, likely of conformation.

“Some things never change,” said the spell book fairy spirit.

“I think Opal’s right about this,” I said. “Let’s find Nuwa instead.”

“You mean Scary Nuwa,” Opal mused. She flew around Milia’s head a few times. “Milia! If I didn’t see it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe it myself. I’m no longer watching you, Milia. I’ll be watching Scary Nuwa instead! Then again, Nuwa never splashed water on me.”

Mandi let out a long-suffering sigh. “Opal…”

I chuckled. “You’re right, Yukihara. Some things never change. Milia, are you calling it for the night or coming?”

“I’ll be coming, of course,” Milia said. “I’m starting to feel quite annoyed with these random attacks while we’re away. This would be yet another I missed.”

Lucas gave the dryad a sad half-smile. “If it helps, Chenzu and I were on the farm when everything happened so quickly.”

I decided it’d be best to talk with the mayor and the captain of the guards first before demanding anything through the guard cube. Patrols, a gate like Wingston, guards at the gate, the works. No need to make things complicated.

[System note: The two half-elf children were once rescued by Ares the Peace Spawner at the edge of the Great Blighted Desert, though they wouldn’t remember, being unconscious.]

I nearly missed a step.


CHAPTER 42
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Truffles the duck and his two chosen representatives of the Flying Heavens Sect stopped to make camp for the night. Spotting a pond nearby, the duck almost gleefully sprinted toward it, but pushed back internal urges. Oh, he so wanted to feel the caress of that water. Leadership first! Duck things later.

He turned to his reps, Robina the robin with a bandana tied to her head and Namun the goose. “We’ll be there soon. For now, take the night off, rest. I will have the first watch. Namun, you’re next. Robina, you’re on third watch.”

Both the robin and the goose bowed.

“Yes, Lord Truffles!”

Truffles noticed a cricket strolling about and chuckled. “A quick snack and a swim. Life is good.”

He hummed a tune as he closed in on his meal.
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“Are you sure, seer?” a man dressed in a black cloak asked, his voice as rough as his middle age. “I ain’t got time for no games.”

The beastkin shaman woman chuckled. “Yes, I’m sure, lousy human. You paid the gold and any client that pays gold is precious to me. Until they stop paying, of course.” She winked.

The man frowned. “Wanda’s ass, I hope his potions really are as good as you say they are.”

The wolf beastkin woman gave him an award-winning smile. “Oh, my brother will never lie. For farmwork, of all things, to cure his heartbreak.” She took a sip of her wine and crossed her legs. “You may be powerful, but don’t go causing any trouble. If you’re aware of the Old Family, then⁠—”

“I’ll do whatever I please,” the man interrupted. “If he’s actually strong, then he’ll defend himself.”

“You S-rank adventurers are all weird ones,” said the seer. “Since you’re heading to that place, would you mind invoking your honor code?”

The adventurer looked at her, eyes serious. “What the hell do you want, seer? Trusting people like you to not manipulate fate for your own gain is difficult.”

“Oh, there are rules which a seer must never break or they die. Wanda makes sure of that,” said the seer. She pulled a letter from her chest. Specifically, her soul space.

The tired adventurer wasn’t a school kid. Did she really think he’d blush or get handsy like a bandit?

Not even a bandit as rotten as the Manslayer would dare mess with a seer. Too bad rumors of him dying were spreading like wildfire. The adventurer wanted to be the one to deliver the death blow someday.

“Give this to my brother. His name is Chenzu,” said the seductive beastkin. “Thank you.”

The S-ranked adventurer grumbled at being forced to become this woman’s messenger boy.

“I’ll give you half off should you visit again.”

“I hope to never step in here again, you rip-off enchantress!”

The seer laughed. “Give my regards to your wife and daughter.”

“So, what do you know of this Old Family member, anyway? Could he easily be provoked into a kill fest? Or is he mellow and safe to approach?” asked the S-ranked adventurer, though his voice contained jest and humor.

“If you try to kill him, he’ll be forced to kill you back, despite hating it,” replied the seer. “Don’t start fights when you’re trying to buy a cure from him.”

“Don’t tell me what to do, seer,” grumbled the veteran adventurer as he stepped out of the shop.

“Bye!” cheered the seer. “I hope you’ll enjoy that cure!”

The S-ranked adventurer’s eyes widened. Why was she so confident in this potion maker? Now he couldn’t help but be curious.
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“Opal, do you need a drink?” I asked, stare blank. “Because it sounds like you had a long day, were at the forefront of saving the town, and are filled with unknown stress.”

Opal puffed her cheeks into a pout. “Hmph! For your information, it was my plan that contributed greatly.” She landed on my shoulder. “The least you can do is reward Mandi.”

Thankfully, Nuwa finally finished talking to a no-longer-depressed middle-aged man. That man motioned for his five-year-old son to follow, and they were off, allowing our healer to close down her chapel for the day.

Scary Nuwa, my ass, System, I thought. Not that I had many chances to truly see the healer in action. Speaking of which, for the next dungeon dive, we’d have to slot her in. Ripley didn’t heal as much as she did, if at all.

“Hello everyone,” Nuwa greeted as she approached our table, which was near a delicious food stand that cooked in the evenings. The scent of grilled meats, vegetables, spices, and herbs danced through the air. Heck, my wife was currently downing a veggie kabob.

Everyone returned the greeting. We gestured at a spot reserved for her. The server took her order after we insisted that she allow us to treat her.

“Oh, and I’ve got a chest with your name on it,” I said. “Add it to your storage ring, open it later.”

“But—”

“We’ve got one to deliver to Harmony, as well,” I interrupted her protest. She seemed to accept that and took the chest without complaint.

Ronica patted her friend on the shoulder. “See. Everybody wins.”

“Except me,” Kelvin said.

“Or me,” Maxus added. “And if Ramon was here, he’d say the same thing. Hey, Nate. Where can I sign up to be awarded a chest?”

“No kidding,” Ronica said, snickering. “Normally I’d make fun of you, especially Ramon, but you contributed to that boney fight as much as we did.” She gave me a look that only brought a frown. “You’d think I’d be one of the last people to end up as one of your favorites, given that I rarely get praise, but⁠—”

“Zip it, twerp, I’d like to remind all of you that I have zero control whatsoever over this mysterious reward system. Be glad that Wanda or whoever’s giving us anything at all. We could’ve been risking our lives for nothing. Besides, your time will come. Patience, my friends.”

“Oh, it’s no complaint,” Kelvin said. “The training you’ve given us from that weird cultivation book would cost most rich generations of wealth. I’m more or less curious about gaining some dungeon rewards.”

“Hey, feel free to challenge that A-ranked dungeon any time you please if you think you’re ready, but don’t go alone and perhaps tell anyone staying behind,” I said. I allowed Ronica to take the last honey cake from the center of the table.

“He means the dungeon loot you’re getting from Wanda,” Maxus explained. “We’ve never seen anything like this. Dungeon chests normally go from F-ranked wooden to A-ranked golden, unless you’re some kind of Wanda’s forsaken weirdo S-ranked adventurer that managed to conquer A-ranked dungeons. Then you’re introduced to S-ranked chests that go up to platinum.”

Kelvin nodded twice in agreement, his arms folded. The waitress lady took his plate, though not without first smiling politely at everyone at the table, as if asking for permission to interrupt.
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“Cheetara.”

The cat stopped stirring her mixture to glance at Little Moo.

“What is it, Little Moo?” she asked.

“Do you think it is possible to learn to fly?” asked the calf.

“Hmm. You know, Father does have a potion for that, so… maybe? I’ll ask Big Brother Woofy when he gets back.”

Lady Feathers walked over, her chick Sir Colors following. “Don’t count him out yet. If you take training more seriously, you never know. You did good in helping defend the farm against the cultist, Little Moo. An unsung hero.”

Cheetara nodded. “I really do hope you learn to fly.”

Little Moo chuckled. “Thanks.”

“You’re growing, after all. Just listen to your voice deepening.”

“Really?” Little Moo asked.

“Don’t willingly get pulled into her trap,” Mazu the fox muttered.

Sir Bright, husband of Lady Feathers, sighed. “That’s just how she is. Strange as it is, she’ll be a mother hen to all of the kids.”

Mazu remained silent, but they all knew Sir Bright was right.
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After handing off the chest to Harmony’s maid, Anna, we went our separate ways for the night. The two half-elf kids were asleep in one of Iris’s spare bedrooms. She got them cleaned, clothed, and fed.

Before going to bed, I needed to take care of a few things, starting with the potion I didn’t get the chance to make due to all of the crazy events. The Potion of Subtraction was thankfully just a simple-level potion. No diagrams needed!

[Potion of Subtraction. Type: Blight. Effect: A throwable potion which creates a cloud of gas capable of debuffing enemies caught within. Can inflict weakness, weaken magical damage, and slow them down slightly. May not have an effect on all foes. Effect is doubled if consumed, as with any poison really. Note: Alchemy cloak blocks this effect. Any health potion can cure the Subtraction blight. You do not need to brew this in a strong cauldron, as it burns very easily.

Ingredients: 1 small chalk plant or 100 rotten herbs, poison heffan leaf, water (swamp or other bad water will make the potion stronger), seagull feather.]

Despite the system’s elusive suggestion of brewing it in a normal cauldron, I brewed it in my Cauldron of the Dragon Heart anyway. I even tempted fate a little by applying some of the Dao of Creation to it.

Well… let’s just say I got an interesting result.

[Potion of Unholy Destructive Doom Extreme Subtraction. Type: Apocalyptic blight. Effect: Take the original effects and multiply them by 100. Note, this may kill anyone within the vicinity of the released blight, including you. Chance of conditions creating an explosion capable of destroying the entire Kingdom of Merridon, sending clouds of extremely poisonous gas to its neighbors, and in general, causing the world to become an unhappy place. Is this what you want? Have you stepped onto the path of the evil sorcerer? Unfortunately, your B-ranked bottles and vials can’t contain this blighted potion. As a precaution, the system will remove this potion from existence, on your behalf, as a favor. You’re welcome.]

My glowing, reddish-orange liquid simply vanished.

“System, what the hell even happened?” I asked, snapping out of my confusion. No reply, to no one’s surprise.

I was forced to brew everything again in a normal cauldron this time. Thank fuck I had extra ingredients, or I’d be complaining right now.

Yukihara read a tiny book on top of my head, half observing my nonsense, half zoning out into the drama.

While bottling my new potions of subtraction for use among myself, Milia, and all four apprentices, a new idea came to mind. What if I used the town points to create a shopping center for Kyushu? A proper marketplace, like even in Wingston. We could bring in new merchants too.

This would cost me a whopping fourteen hundred of my fifteen-eighty town points, but the investment should bring in much needed revenue.

I couldn’t just talk to the mayor alone on this one. I needed Milia’s wisdom and advice first and foremost. Also, Chenzu, Kelvin, Iris, Serina, Shera the librarian, Nora Lightwoods, Harmony, and maybe Howie.

Important opinions and suggestions on how things should be arranged, calling in merchants to occupy the new buildings, so on. Good grief, I actually needed the tax option, but it was locked behind a higher lord tier.

This ordeal would no doubt push us toward that of a small city, at least little by little. It may even give us a C-ranked medium town or something.

[Town Points: 1,580.]

[Purchases currently available, subject to update at any time:

[-Guard Rank Increase to B. Cost: 25,000 town points. Yes, this will increase their strength, abilities, and also ability to attract those to join it. Note: Drafting guard members forcefully will require higher authority and will decrease your reputation.

-Raise or Lower Taxes. [Action not available at your lord tier.]

-Instant Empty Building. Cost: 30 town points. Cost 30-100 per size increase. You may build a residential neighborhood for 1,400 town points.

-Kyushu’s Farmland Size or Fertility Increase. Cost: 5,000 town points.

-Shrine Upgrade. [N/A. No shrine available.]

-Holy Mountain influence. [Select to see holy mountain status and any additional options, if unlocked.]

Well, sheesh. System, how do I raise my lord tier?

[That increase may be coming a lot sooner than you think. It can only be approved by the Lord Ruler.]

Well, guess that’s not going to happen, I thought. Why was the system so confident? System, how do I build a shrine?

[Would you like to create a shrine?]

I blinked, surprised at how easy that was, and selected yes.

[Ah, what a shame. You do not have the required ingredients to create even a basic shrine. However, thanks to the holy mountain, hope is not lost. You may now harvest holy wood from the trees surrounding the mountain. Maxus and Kelvin are experienced in lumber work. Bring one of them with you.]

Dickish to the end, System, but thanks for the info. We’ll be doing that tomorrow before opening the shop.

[Kyushu’s uprising is beginning thanks to your proactive work. Now get to that garden!]

[Your proactive work is contributing toward your Liven the Town quest greatly!]

[Town Building Quest: Liven the Town. Reward: A chance to purchase a discounted system error option from your MMABS using heavenly spirit coins, plus 1 evolution point for Wolverine.]

The system decided to give me yet another quest on top of that.

[Quest: Upgrade the garden and plant your spiritual herbs. Note: You must work with Milia. Note, you can delegate this work to Harmony as long as she’s working with Milia. No experienced gardening and energy from the dryad, no progression.]

[Milia can dramatically accelerate the growth of spiritual and special herbs, plants, fruit, or anomalies.]

You know, System, I do have a life, I thought.


CHAPTER 43
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“Llllllaaaady Milia!” Opal crashed into Milia’s face the next morning when we were out in the garden. Seeing the angry smile on my wife’s face, I tried to move, but she grabbed my arm, clearly aware of the inaudible giggle I let out, along with the, “Holy… it’s not me for once.”

Damn this pixie, getting me in trouble along with her.

After we both received a punishing lecture, which even had Opal terrified enough to beg forgiveness, she allowed the little twit to reveal her news. She pulled out a letter from her soul space.

“Casually has a soul space and didn’t tell anyone,” I said, shaking my head at the Looney Tunes phenomenon. Thank fuck these didn’t exist on Earth. Would you trust your neighbor or assholish friend with one? No. Don’t lie. I imagined an old friend taking as much lake water as possible, with the fish inside, and unloading it into my apartment, laughing as I opened the door to an even worse day.

“Oh, and Mandi needs someone to fix her broken desk,” Opal added as Milia read the letter. “She doesn’t want to ask Lucas for fear that she’d be taking advantage of his kindness. I think, in my opinion, she thinks Harmony would get jealous. She’s probably going to ask Howie.”

“I could fix it for her later, if she wants,” I said. “Assuming Howie hasn’t done so already. She’ll need to bring it by in her storage ring.”

Opal stopped flying in chaotic patterns around my head and waved at Yukihara as she manifested.

“Good morning! I hope we didn’t disturb your rest.”

Yukihara yawned. “It’s fine, Opal. I was in the dream realm, anyway.”

I watered the last plant.

“Anything good from the letter?” I asked.

“It’s from Elia,” Milia told me. “She’s looking to visit in a couple of months. Mother’s forcing PomPom to go, hoping they could get along.”

“Ooh, that’s going to be a tough hope,” I said.

Chenzu, having finished a bit of the farm work, smiled. “Another chance to get PomPom on a dinner date.”

“You’d better not let Iris hear you say that,” Opal said, then flew up to Chenzu’s face. She swatted his nose and stuck her tongue out. “Bad dog!”

Wolverine keeled over laughing. At least, it looked that way. I only stopped laughing when the system flashed prompts into my face.

[Garden EXP increased. Garden ranked up to C+]

[One more day of upkeep and it will become B-ranked, enabling you to finally plant Phoenix-infused spiritual herbs.]

[Spiritual herbs planted: D, C, and B-ranked.]

[Add spiritual herbs to certain potions to either increase their potency, add new effects, or spirituality to them. You may cook with them too. You may find them tasty the higher they’re ranked.]

[Note: Spiritual herbs are very valuable, especially to magicians and magic chefs. You can sell them for spirit coins. Despite having them here, the herbs are extremely rare throughout the world. A- and S-ranked herbs tend to naturally grow in the harshest environments, such as the Great Blighted Desert, chaotic no man lands, or near one of the seven natural disasters.]

[Try brewing some wine with these spiritual herbs as ingredients. You can now start acquiring special wine to consume or sell to adventurers, enthusiasts like Anzu, guests, and so on. Perhaps someday, you may create something unimaginable.]

“I guess we can finally start making some unique wines,” I said. “A heightened version of your favorite orange spirit wine.”

A gleam of ideas sparkled in my wife’s eyes.
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Cheetara watched as Lady Feathers glared at two approaching pigeons flying from the town onto the farm, likely to steal food.

“Ugh, how many times do I have to shoo them away?” said the dark-feathered elicrone.

“Morning, morning, morning, morning!” chirped the pigeon on the left as he landed on the roof of a chicken coop.

“Ah, she’s already here, that she is, that she is,” said the other pigeon. “Oh, hi Cheetara.”

“Hello Larry, Mango,” Cheetara said dryly. “Could you not steal any of Lady Feather’s food, please? I don’t like it when she’s grumpy. And she’s almost never grumpy.”

Lady Feathers gave a bird-equivalent pout, followed by a sigh. “I’m not grumpy. I’m practical. Or at least I try to be until these two lazy feathers come flocking around, stealing our food. I haven’t forgotten what you did to my chick.”

Mango chuckled. “Oh, come on, it was a little harmless prank. He laughed too. You didn’t have to seek the fox on us.”

“You mean sic,” Lady Feathers corrected, wagging a feather at him.

The pigeons looked around, sighing in relief when they didn’t spot Mazu.

One of the lightning horses laughed. “Get a load of this guy. Scared of a fox, and he can fly.”

The other horses joined in the mockery as they walked toward the open pasture.

“That’s rich, coming from lightning horses slower than griffins,” Larry shot back. “Good morning, morning, turtles!” He twitched.

The lead lightning horse stopped, shaken with anger. Many of the animals knew about his complaints by now with how the humans favored the griffin far too much.

The bull chuckled. “Looks like a nerve was struck.”

“Go piss in a ditch,” the lead lightning horse growled, then stomped away.

The bull laughed. “Who knows, maybe someday they’ll start riding me too and leave you lot locked in your stables.”

The cows shook their heads.

“Don’t start more trouble with the horses,” groaned Little Moo’s mother. “We’re a part of Lord Nate’s domain. Act like it!”

“You tell ’em!” Lady Feathers laughed, then turned her glare back at the pigeons. “Now listen, you two. If you want food, just ask for it nicely. I will not tolerate any stealing. Do you understand?”

“Pfft,” Mango snorted. “Sharing is cari…”

“Do. You. Understand?” Lady Feathers said cheerfully, her voice… somehow… nearly demonic. Cheetara wasn’t sure if that was her imagination or not.

The frightened pigeons quickly flew away without answering her. Lady Feathers sighed. She couldn’t catch them if she wanted to. Elicrones could fly for a short time and very fast, but that was it. They were land birds that could swim.

“Better luck next time, Lady Feathers,” Cheetara said with a giggle.

“Can’t blame the two nutjobs for being scared of her,” chortled the bull.

“Oh hush, you,” Lady Feathers said. “Oh, dear Wanda, I’d better make sure Chenzu adds some extra seeds.”

“Just replace them with a few bugs,” grumbled a hen.

“Easier said than done,” Lady Feathers told her. “It’s winter. There aren’t as many as usual.”

“You could hunt fang-crickets with us tonight,” the hen suggested.

“Hmm. I suppose that isn’t a bad idea. Maybe we’ll find mana worms too,” said Lady Feathers.

A hawk landed in their spot. Villainous aura emitted from him. “If you want, I could bring them back, gobble them down in front of you. For a price, of course.”

“Bah, I don’t need your help to deal with those two,” Lady Feathers said.

The hawk gave a bird-equivalent shrug. “Only trying to help an old friend’s wife.” He took off. “Have fun when they come back!”

His evilish laughter made Cheetara groan.

“What a… What did Father call that human…? Oh yeah, dou… douche canoe.” The cat shook her head. “Father’s dialect is weird.”

“That it is,” Lady Feathers said. “What in Wanda’s bottom is a douche?”

“Or a canoe,” Cheetara added.

“Cutie!” Milia called.

“Mother calls!” Cheetara said cheerily. She leapt from her spot, hurrying over to Milia, hopping into the dryad’s arms.

“Want to do some shopping with Mother?”

“Do I?” Cheetara meowed happily. Shopping trips with Mother were among her favorite things ever. She even buys Cheetara food!
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The morning began as busy as ever, garden work aside. I first told the mayor I’d like to meet with him and several others in regard to the shopping center, in about three days. After that, I employed Maxus to help me chop some holy wood, then with Milia’s guidance, built Kyushu’s first shrine. I’m just kidding, there’s no way we’d be able to gather so much wood, create the blueprints, and build it all in the same day. Instead, I hired a building company to do so. They’d have it done likely in a few days if we went small or more than a month if fancy, depending on how the blueprints turned out. There were probably some of Wingston’s shrine prints somewhere.

“Now who would I put in charge of research and development?” I thought aloud. Things for later, I supposed. But a small town like this needed a drive to keep growing.

Deciding to open the shop, I headed back, Wolverine at my side. Had to take the goodest of boys for a walk outside the farm.

I paused to check out my town building quests. I pretended to read a pamphlet, while sitting on a bench, so that I didn’t look like a lost idiot standing in the middle of the street.

[Town Building Quest: Liven the Town. Reward: A chance to purchase a discounted system error option from your MMABS using heavenly spirit coins, plus 1 evolution point for Wolverine

[Quest: Forward town building! Build three new buildings. Home, restaurant, shop, clinic, house of scholars, engineer hangout, tavern, or something from your world within the technological possibilities. You’d have to fund and handle the technological bits yourself without breaking Wanda’s law. Reward: A lot of spirit and some heavenly spirit coins, and unknown!]

Aha, my shopping center idea would cover this quest easily! Now… a boost of funding. Wait! System, I need a way to spend some of these heavenly spirit coins. What else can I use them for?

[Processing… System note: Error. A shame… Try again later.]

I love you too, asshole, I thought bitterly.

[Heavenly spirit coins are extremely rare. Think carefully. Progress the town and your shop for those options to become available. You may consult with master magicians to trade among them at the risk of your life and all of your loved ones.]

Why are the master magicians such murderous assholes? I don’t want them near my shop.

[Optional Quest: Broadcast 4 shows of at least 3 minutes each. Reward: Unknown.]

[Optional quest: Get Harmony one rusty root plant for her current potion project. Reward: 1 magic chef questline and a Bibbity Babbity chest.]

The hell, System, I thought. I’d use the brochure to grab that plant for Harmony. Speaking of which, I needed to check on everyone.

It was still very early, but the brat should be up by now, as well as Iris and the children. This town didn’t have an orphanage. However, I hadn’t seen any homeless kids running around, either. We’d figure something out.

Whirl-Waters was probably a different beast, maybe even Wingston… Wait. Every town had slums, right? How the hell did Kyushu avoid having one? I blinked. Mayor Rue should be given more credit.

Now, I wouldn’t be surprised if reality struck as the town grew, but as the lord, I’d do my damned best to try to keep the people in their homes.

I glanced at the quest list again. Today would be a good day for a broadcast. People were hounding the mayor about it, poor guy, but we simply had other things to do. The Moonlit Blade encounter was certainly unplanned.

“Let’s go check on Harmony, Wolverine. Hey, Twerp, Kelvin, wanna join?” I called to them. “We’re going to see how the brat’s doing.”

“Don’t call her a brat,” the twerp said. “She’s a hero. Put some respect on her name.”

I chuckled. “She may be a hero, a badass too, but she’s still a brat. Our brat. I hope she’s enjoying her reward from the loot box.”

Ronica nodded. “That was a really nice thing you did for her.”

“I—”

“I saw you slip in some extra goods,” Ronica said, smug.

Wolverine barked once, as if in agreement.

“Don’t double team me,” I said.

Kelvin chuckled.

“Now if I can just get her into a Jaspian skirt,” Ronica mused.

“Don’t go trying to be a bad influence upon my brats,” I quipped.

Eventually we arrived at Harmony’s house. Her maid, Anna, answered the door, allowing us in shortly after.

“Rise and shine,” I said, though Harmony was seated at the table with a cup of hot tea.

She smiled. “Good morning to you, too.”

Ronica was the first to sit at the table, the rest of us following. Wolverine earned himself some pats and caresses from the adorable blue-haired brat.
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Chimon took one last look at Wingston, but as he prepared to take off on his winged elk-like mount, another idea struck him. Perhaps closure. If the rumor, which slipped out of the Red Star’s household, was to be believed, then that Nate fellow was far more powerful than he initially thought.

“It seems like I left that town too soon,” he said to Anzu, the owner of one of the best adventurer dens he ever visited. Food and beverages were great. She tolerated no foul play. The regulars enjoyed watching her toss out people several times her size with ease.

“Try ordering a few items, learn while looking around,” Anzu said. “He’s the one that lent me this thing.” She gestured at the portable shop device. “It’s called a vending machine. Very handy, especially when I close for the night.”


CHAPTER 44
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The next couple days or so passed quite normally with us running the shop, even preparing for a colder, potentially snowy winter. Hell, we’d managed to get a broadcast out, sparking the people to turn the town square, if one could call it that, into a miniature festival. That stirred up conversation a bit in regard to their annual owl fruit festival they used to have before many of the merchants and people left. Arranging all that in time before the winter grew harsh would be pushing it, but hey, why not? If they could somehow make it happen, then more power to them.

The meeting got delayed a bit but today would be the day we hopefully implemented the needed shopping center. That would lead to a quest completion, something new for Kyushu for the first time in a while, and even the start of a teenage hangout spot for the off days. Though I wasn’t sure if my brats would buy into it.

Aline and Pops would likely be popping up today, right in time for cousin Aya, her husband, and daughter. Chenzu and I had long since expanded the size of our grilling area. The meat was already prepared, some even grilling to Wolverine’s delight. The goodest of all boys couldn’t help but enjoy the amazing scents wafting through the air.

“Hey Lucas, could you start another batch of general medicine?” I asked after realizing we were close to running low. We set aside some of our stock for the vending machines. You can’t blame me, either. The system showed me the amount of gold and silver that Anzu’s vending machine raked in, along with my share, which quickly added up. Getting a small percentage of each sale in exchange for allowing her business to be afloat during the sleeping hours. The simplicity of the deal probably made the restaurant owner ecstatic. I’d charge others more and she knew it.

“Got it,” Lucas replied.

[Current vending machine clients: Anzu: 1.]

Having received a nice payday, not that he seemed to spend much, the half-dwarf had a pep to his step. We planned to take him to Ironhelm soon, though seeing how he still wore the pendant, a detour to acquire saint powers seemed to be on the menu. I couldn’t help but look forward to seeing how things went. I bet Nuwa would go nuts if she wasn’t allowed on this trip.

[Pendant of the Tenth Pillar. Item rank: SSS. Item quality: *Exotic. The wearer of this necklace (Lucas Fireborn) is eligible to take the saint’s trial and become the tenth saint, gaining access to the depths of Wanda’s blessings.]

“Alexander, how are we looking in the cash flow department?” I asked.

“Not bad, not bad,” Alexander replied. “Very high in excess, but things could get a little boring if you don’t invest it into something. The dukes invest in building their territories using tax revenue. The royal family does that, too, along with funding the kingdom troops. No soldier will fight their hardest without pay.”

I nodded at the reincarnated former pirate king.

“In due time,” I told him. “Right now, we’re just a shop with a tiny town for customers and the occasional random adventurer.”

I knew we were growing, but one couldn’t get arrogant so early. It hadn’t even been a year yet. Besides, the top five shop list showed it.

[The top shops in the world.

1. Matriarch Aria’s Repository. Rank: AA.

2. Yabba Dabba Donk. Rank: A.

3. Rip-off Gary. Rank: A.

4. Dwarves Own You. Rank: BBB.

5. Angelic Red Alchemy. Rank: BB.]

Damn you, Rip-off Gary!

To think some random guy walking the markets of Dreamlight City gave us an invitation to Matriarch Aria’s Repository.

“I’ll be back in a sec, need to check on the grill,” I said.

“Aye,” Alexander replied.

Since no customers we currently in the shop, we were essentially free to slack off a bit, or work on other projects. The mayor and the others would be joining us, of course, and we’d have the meeting. I asked a few residents to be on the lookout for Pops and my sister in exchange for some food. That annoyed Muiy a bit, but the fairies, craving blueberry pie, insisted on helping.

After turning over the meats, sneaking a piece to my best wolf buddy, I headed up to Milia’s office. The apprentices gave me flat stares or smirks every step of the way, except for Alexander, who shook his head.

And in case I have to remind you, this place was now friggin’ huge. So they made comments and teased me until I was out of sight. Never mind the cat being upstairs, too! These brats.

Milia appeared to be working on three different projects at once, and they weren’t all just clothing, but accessories, too. I took notice of one of Mandi’s runes embedded into a suit that seemed to be seventy-five percent finished.

“Ah, sorry to disturb you, but damn. Every time I see your work, I get impressed all over again,” I said. Cheetara napped adorably nearby.

Milia giggled. “Thanks. I’m almost finished for the day. I’ll be ditching this stuffy office and joining you in the shop.”

“I can’t complain about that,” I said.

After chatting up my wife for a good bit and asking if she needed anything, I set off to town to pick up her items and also some additional comfortable chairs. Queen Dahlia, Milia’s mother, left a few behind from the wedding for us, but not enough for my taste. Kyushu only had one furniture store, if one could call it that, run by decent and skilled people.
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Mandi, having forgotten her tome on the bed, asked Nate’s permission to return home. He granted it and off she went, down the path, and into town. There, she came across a scene that boiled her blood.

A man, probably of at least forty, greeted a woman as she walked by.

She snapped at him. “Don’t talk to me, trash! If you’re looking for money, go work for it.”

She threw coins at his feet and continued walking, nose in the air.

It was a stark reminder that no matter the town, one would always find these kinds of people. Mandi almost started toward the man when another surprise struck.

“Well, young miss, just so you know, I’m your contractor. Or should I say, I was,” he said. “That deal you wanted in hopes to get into the intermediate position. Call it over.”

He flashed a card of a shop name Mandi never heard of before. However, judging by the pale look on the rude woman’s face, she most certainly did.

“Wait, I’m sorry⁠—”

“Save it,” interrupted the man. “Go back to your hometown. Kyushu’s not the place for people like you.”

He turned and left without saying another word.

Opal, flying next to Mandi, shook her head. “She’s like the pixies from my homeland. Those no-brain lunatics get so smug with their fancy ranks and don’t know how to treat their neighbors. I’m proud of you and your growth. Lucas comes from a village that lacks even what Kyushu has, and you treat him quite well. You also treat the people of Kyushu well, too.”

Mandi blushed faintly.
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The twerp and Ribbon the rabbit dropped by around lunch time as predicted. We served them, of course, Ronica the normal food; the rabbit, a dish of raw and leafy vegetables. Admittedly, the cat and rabbit dining looked quite adorable.

“So what do you think of my proposal?” I asked everyone.

“I like it,” Harmony said. “A shopping center would allow us to compete with even Wingston. Assuming we’re able to staff it properly.”

“It would be nice to have something to do on my off time,” blabbed the twerp.

“Training,” Harmony said, raising an eyebrow.

“Boo, don’t give me that,” Ronica said. “You’ll be shopping right there with me.”

Aside from Ronica and Harmony, the people in this meeting consisted of Chenzu, Kelvin, Iris, Serina, Shera the librarian, Terrance Lightwoods the magic chef, his wind elf teacher wife Nora Lightwoods, Mandi’s butler, Howie, and Pops. Aline and Milia were inside with her kids and Wolverine.

“If we could get a store that sells winter things,” Kelvin said. “Perhaps wood, so I don’t have to chop it myself.” We glanced at him. He shrugged. “It’d be good for my back.”

“Good point,” Mayor Rue agreed.

“So, all in favor? Write down any suggestions and ideas and give them to the mayor’s assistants,” I said.

“You mentioned using the gift of Wanda to create the buildings,” Mayor Rue said. “Is it okay for us to see?”

“I don’t see why not,” I said.

“I’ve never heard of a gift creating houses and buildings. Maybe I should start dungeon diving,” Serina mused.

“Are you capable of handling A-ranked dungeons?” Shera the librarian asked, giving her a playful smile.

“A-rank!? That high?” She sighed. “Even adventurers don’t enter those alone.”

“I’ll need somewhere to actually manifest the shopping center,” I said. System, how many buildings should I expect from the neighborhood?

[You may spawn up to 10. The shopping center will be recognized by the system and buildings adjusted to fit this kingdom’s aesthetic.]

If only I knew that was a thing earlier, I thought. Thank you, System. There were a few times where it wasn’t a dick.

“We’ve got plenty of space,” the mayor said.

“Thankfully, this is a small town,” Shera added. “Although, you could cut down some of the woods and place the shopping center there.”

The mayor shook his head. “I’d rather have it in view. Nate, if you’re free right now, I’d like to show you. Everyone else, please feel free to join us.”

“It’s no problem,” I said. “One sec.”

I walked into our manor. “Milia, Aline, we’re heading into town to spawn the shopping center.”

“We’re coming!” Milia called. She, my sister, and her kids walked from the shop-café area.

“Please tell me we’re not riding the griffin into town,” Aline said.

“There’s too many people for that,” I said. “I doubt Beakwing would allow an entire freaking army on his back.”

When we all arrived at the town, the mayor led us to his desired spot, which turned out to be an entire area of empty. Not even the children played here. It would eventually lead to the woods, which people avoided ever since that demonic beast showed up a few months ago. Milia and I had easily defeated it, meeting Wolverine for the first time.

I glanced at the options once more. It was time for a major move!

[Town Points: 1,580.]

[Purchases currently available, subject to update at any time:

-Guard Rank Increase to B. Cost: 25,000 town points. Yes, this will increase their strength, abilities, and also ability to attract those to join it. Note: Drafting guard members forcefully will require higher authority and will decrease your reputation.

-Raise or Lower Taxes. [Action not available at your lord tier.]

-Instant Empty Building. Cost: 30 town points. Cost 30-100 per size increase. You may build a residential neighborhood for 1,400 town points.

-Kyushu’s Farmland Size or Fertility Increase. Cost: 5,000 town points.

-Shrine Upgrade. Cost: 2,500 town points.

-Holy Mountain Influence. [Select to see holy mountain status and any additional options, if unlocked.]

I’d have to make this fourteen hundred town point investment worth it. As of now, I had no idea how to actually gain town points. Spending this much could be risky, but with the low available options, I doubted it’d cause that much of an issue.

“Alright, let’s make it happen,” I said. “Everyone stand far back. We’ll need guards to cordon off the area.”

“Do it,” the mayor told his guard.

“Yes sir,” replied the guard. “I’ll go grab some others.”

“While we’re waiting, who wants tea?” Serina announced. “I’m sure that restaurant doesn’t mind brewing a good batch.”

My sister Aline still seemed confused.

“You’ll see,” I told her as I flashed the cube. “The Looney Tunes magic is insane.”

Aline gave me a skeptical look. “If you say so. You sound as if you’re going to magically… Wait, did you say you were going to spawn in the shopping center earlier? I didn’t think you meant that literally. I thought you were just getting the location ready for the builders.”

I smiled. “You’ve got a lot to learn, sis. This world’s logic makes little sense, but at the same time, more than our home world.”

I made sure to keep the home world discussion low. Chenzu didn’t come. I wasn’t sure if Iris had enhanced hearing, but she left with Ronica to retrieve the two half-elf children from the chapel.

They’d gone to school earlier.

However, we couldn’t expect Nuwa to babysit all day. Well, the kids seemed to be around Alexander’s age or slightly younger. Without an orphanage present, we took on the responsibility of taking care of them. For now. Our message should reach Wingston any time.

They were good kids, by the way. I did not ask them anything regarding an encounter with Ares.

That prompt still brought me chills, but also confusion. What was the deal with that, anyway?

I sensed the approaching presences of my cousin and her family.

Right on time, I supposed.
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Prince Myster Truestorm anxiously watched the dwarf assemble the mold of his new staff. Soon, he’d be testing out the power of a Philosopher’s Stone fragment. Soon, he’d possess a weapon capable of dealing with all of his enemies, no matter what. At least, that was what he hoped. Even the urn of souls wouldn’t be as reliable as having a fragment of what some would call the pinnacle of alchemy.

Even the dwarves felt unnerved by Myster’s very rare smile. Popper the weasel gave them a pitying look.


CHAPTER 45
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[You paid 1,400 town points. Town points remaining: 180.]

I smiled when Aline’s mouth dropped, her eyes wide as she got to confirm that yes, in real life, an entire Edo-period shopping center spawned from nothing. Funny enough, I never outright admitted to being a magician in front of the magician-nervous townspeople, yet none of them seemed that surprised. Many were curious, some stopping their work to gawk. Things grew lively, in fact.

Damn, I should’ve used this for the entertainment building—that’s what you’re thinking, right? Well, that particular place needed to be massive and capable of supporting crowds, be part restaurant and bar, the works. At this time, there wasn’t an option to build big, customized buildings. We essentially spawned in a line of nice houses, which the system altered into shops, though it wouldn’t do anything further. We’d have to make modifications ourselves.

[Quest completed: Forward town building! Build three new buildings. Home, restaurant, shop, clinic, house of scholars, engineer hangout, tavern, or something from your world within the technological possibilities. You’d have to fund and handle the technological bits yourself without breaking Wanda’s law. Reward: a lot of spirit and some heavenly spirit coins, and unknown!]

[System notice: A shopping center is just creative enough for you to not lose points over this. However, the above buildings will now be available in a new optional quest. Yes, another quest as a reward. It’s not as bad as you think. You have a purpose in life, no?]

System, deactivate yourself, please, I thought.

[Optional quest! Build any of the following buildings, use some of your town’s funding. Taxes may need to be raised slightly, unless you’re capable of paying everything yourself. Ha. Restaurant, unique shop, clinic, hospital (staffing requirements not met), house of scholars, engineer hangout, tavern, or something from your world within the technological possibilities. You’d have to fund and handle the technological bits yourself without breaking Wanda’s law. Reward: Unknown, 1 merit if all completed.]

[For the completion of the forward town building quest with the shopping center idea, you received 150,000 spirit coins, 10,000 heavenly spirit coins, and a gold wind badge. Note, try contracting a local for a vending machine.]

[Total spirit coins: 1,941,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 34,190.]

Almost to 2 million.

Hold on, so this rewarded me more spirit coins than taking out the enemy champion? Never mind, nothing made sense when it came to the system.

Oh, in case you’re wondering about that cloak update, it’s fine. The name slightly changed to the Alchemist Sorcerer’s Cloak Silver and with it came increased defenses, increased attack, and the ability to glide. Nothing too noteworthy with this upgrade. Though gliding from rooftop to rooftop or anywhere seemed only useful for ninjas or spies. And maybe my ninja-spy fantasies, but that was beside the point.

[Gold Wind Badge. Item rank: Unknown. Item quality: Unknown.

Combat: Use it to create a powerful wind barrier or even a windstorm to blow your foes away.

Noncombat: You may activate it to boost all wind- or storm-based potions significantly. Sadly, it can also be used as a fan during desperate times, but if you can help it, don’t treat such a valuable badge like a common fan. Even dukes would pay top gold for this rare badge. Boosting storm-based potions is normally impossible. Do try not to destroy a city with this or cause a typhoon. Yes, this world has cyclones, though not as often as Earth.]

I wasted no time equipping this bad boy. Simple and non-edgelord name, but capable of making my grand-tier potion of storms even more monstrous. Though let’s be honest. You know damned well I planned to use it as a fan. Tonight, in fact. Milia was going to be thrilled. Then again, it could end up as another cold night, so maybe not.

System, where’s my credit for the Liven the Town quest. Come on now, don’t be stingy.

[Town Building Quest: Liven the Town. Reward: A chance to purchase a discounted system error option from your MMABS using heavenly spirit coins, plus 1 evolution point for Wolverine.]

[Optional Quest: Broadcast 4 shows of at least 3 minutes each. Reward: Unknown. Remaining: 2.]

[Entertainment building missing. Shopping center buildings are there but not in use. Not enough broadcasts. Get with the program, scrub lord.]

I almost told the system to eat a big flopping you-know-what, but my sister interrupted my thoughts.

“So this is what you meant,” Aline said softly.

“I guess now is as good of a time as ever to broadcast,” I said.

“Oh yeah, and explain to the people what’s happening,” Aline added.

And so we did just that. The observer orb allowed me to give everyone essentially a drone view of the new buildings while explaining their purpose and what would be coming to Kyushu. When word spread, it’d be up to the mayor’s staff to vet any merchant interested in establishing there. Serina could help, too, if he needed the opinion of Duke Starrigon’s eldest daughter. Also, Stella Linus, the weirdo daughter of Duchess Linus, planned to return in a month or so with staff to help Serina run the bank.

This wouldn’t be a problem if she wasn’t a friend of Ling’s. I wasn’t sure if they were that close, but even Serina didn’t like the princess. Sure, Serina said it was an act of rebellion against her mother, but couldn’t she have done that literally any other way? Seriously!

“Should we reserve one of the buildings for the merchant’s guild?” Ramon asked.

“Is that Ramon actually coming up with a reasonable idea?” Ronica cooed. The leader of the former hero’s party ignored her teasing. He had led their party, after all, saving a lot of lives.

“I suppose it wouldn’t hurt,” I said. “Speaking of which, how far are we with the adventurer’s den thing? Well, there’s been barely enough time to get around to that.”

“If it’s not getting attacked by a random cult, then it’s the Wanda’s forsaken double crimson moon,” Ronica said.

I turned to Milia for advice, as she was a million times smarter than me and had plenty of experience with adventuring. There simply wasn’t enough time to pretend like I knew what I was doing.

“Aidyn and Rin volunteered, but we can’t have saints running an adventurer’s den, not when so much is happening, especially politically,” Milia said.

“Now wait a minute,” called a petite woman as she hurried through the crowd toward us, having heard the beginning of my wife’s solution. It was Rin the Love Saintess, someone we met during our trip to Whirl-Waters. Tell me you haven’t forgotten her already, no? “We’d still like to run that den.”

“Unfortunately, it collides with your duties, no?” Milia said. “Aidyn’s still out, heading for the capital. I’m sure there will even be times when all of you may have to travel. We’d like there to be at least one person here that may even get to know regulars.”

The differences between a tavern and an adventurer’s den were night and day for the most part. Civilians typically avoided them. They were often a place for magicians and adventurers to exchange information, trade, contribute to the local economy, and so on. A guild. There were even sleeping quarters in bigger dens.

“In order for Kyushu’s den to be worth its salt, we need to keep it staffed,” I told her.

“And we’re willing to be that staff,” Rin countered. “If one of us must leave, then the other will stay behind. In fact, all of the saints are willing to help run the den. While traveling, we’ll always acquire information, which can be passed onto you or any adventurer. We can’t sell the information, as it goes against our code. Besides, wouldn’t it be better if the clan ran the den and not someone random?”

All of Rin’s points and solution to the problem seemed logical to me. But…

“Wouldn’t having the saints congregated here put a massive target on Kyushu’s back for the Inquisition?” I asked.

Rin shook her head. “Have you caught wind of Kyushu townspeople talking about the saints?”

“Heh. Not even a peep of it,” Opal said from Mandi’s shoulder. “That’s weird. Kyushu’s weird.”

“Oh, hush you,” Ronica said.

“So in other words, you’re not going around and telling everyone you’re saints,” Opal continued. She rose into the air.

“I see,” Milia said. “Still, just because the people of Kyushu don’t recognize you…”

“Again, no need to worry,” Rin defended. “We can properly disguise ourselves if need be. Even if the Inquisition did come for us, we’d give it our all to protect this town. Also, we know you’ll do the same.”

I looked to Milia to see what she thought.

“We’re still a way off from actually opening the den,” Milia said to her old friend. “I think we should talk it over with all of the saints.”

“Yeah, I doubt Radan or the dragon girl would easily agree to this,” I said. “But it’s not like we need all of them to run things. Only the majority.”

“I’ll let them know,” Rin said. “I think running a den on the side will be fun. I’ve got some ideas for it, and I’m sure Ronica will be more than happy to chime in.”

“Heh?” Ronica asked.

“You heard her, twerp. When the time comes, make it classy,” I said with a laugh.

“Hey! I didn’t agree to this,” Ronica protested, pouting, only to relent as Rin pulled her fellow short woman into a cutesy hug.

“You’ll be getting paid for your help, of course,” I reminded her.

Ronica sighed. “Fine, fine. Someone remind me to bring some honey cakes during this planning session.”

“I’ll bring a tray of them,” Milia volunteered. “We can make it a planning party.”

I noticed the healer walking from presumably the chapel and gave her a wave. She smiled tiredly, waving back.

“Thanks for watching the kids,” I told her when she reached us. “I’ll make sure you get compensated for taking the time out of your schedule.”

“Oh, it’s nothing,” Nuwa said. “They were so cute and well-behaved. Unfortunately, they have no family. The sister takes care of her little brother to the best of her ability. If not for their elven blood and mana, I’m afraid they’d be sickly by now.”

“Glad to hear they’re fine,” my wife said. “Their names were Yosaka and Myles, right?”

“Yes,” Nuwa replied. “That reminds me. I brought them some of the food you made. They loved it. Especially the pie.”

I chuckled. “Glad they enjoyed it.”

Now if I could get Pops to sneak in some Chinese food or perhaps a good cookie dough cheesecake, like would turn from great to fat great. He did manage to get me a recipe book and instructions for sushi and even soy sauces, but what was the fun in having to make everything myself?

I told my wife to look forward to other treats from our world. Dryads wouldn’t be addicted to blueberry pies forever, if I could help it. They didn’t sell nor harvest blueberries, by the way, due to the extreme scarcity. They were found in dangerous forests containing monsters and often weren’t worth the effort. There are fruits great for cultivation scattered across the globe. Why waste time searching for tiny berries? Milia’s forest was the only place in the kingdom that grew more than one bush of them.

[Optional Quest: Broadcast 4 shows of at least 3 minutes each. Reward: Unknown. Remaining: 1.]

“Everyone’s quite lively,” my sister mused, causing a prompt to flash into view.

[Town Building Quest COMPLETE: Liven the Town. Reward: A chance to purchase a discounted system error option from your MMABS using heavenly spirit coins, plus 1 evolution point for Wolverine.]

Well damn, really, System, you know what, I’m not going to complain about a gift horse. Thanks!

[Wolverine no longer has to wait two years to evolve again. Warning: Too fast evolution may be tricky to deal with, especially with sunlight wolves this powerful. Think carefully before doing so.]

[Requirements for Wolverine to be evolution ready: 12 times meditation in a B-ranked or higher spiritual room, healthiness (met), mana from a holy mountain (70% complete. Walking your sunlight wolf here was a good idea, after all), access the winds of fate organically at least two times (met).]

[Check the MMABS to find out the option you unlocked for heavenly spirit coin purchasing.]

“Aya and her company’s waiting for us,” I said, putting off the MMABS for now.

“Oh, our cousin from Mom’s side,” Aline said. “I didn’t know she was visiting.”

Aline’s kids hurried to us, Wolverine at their side. You have no idea how awesome and adorable it looked. The runts had the best protection this land could offer.

We parted ways with the mayor and folks and headed back to the farm where our cousin awaited. Chenzu led their horses into the stable. By the way, I did offer them a ride on Beakwing. They declined it, preferring to enjoy the full traveling experience. Aya also knew a powerful spell known as a Transport, which was essentially longer distance teleportation. The problem with using it was that it drained just about all of one’s mana.

It made sense why the Lord Ruler probably didn’t use it. An assassin would be thrilled to finally reap his soul for being careless.

“Welcome to our home,” I said. “It’s not much, but⁠—”

“You didn’t tell us you had a manor and a beautiful yard,” Aya interrupted. “That fountain, that ruby building, the garden. I’m impressed. You’ve acquired this all on your own without even knowing of us.”

Her husband William nodded. “See, I was right. We were going to be blown away.”

Aya shrugged. “You and your weird ability to judge someone’s character. You barely even know him.”

“Perhaps not, but I’ve heard rumors that spilled from a city called Whirl-Waters.” William smiled. “I had no idea you were that Nate until Starrcia accidentally injured herself. We gave her your potion.”

The adorable eight-year-old brat was busy introducing herself to Aline’s kids and pretending to be cool by flaunting her ability to fly.

Yeah. Starrcia can just freaking fly and nobody’s saying anything about it. Lucky brat!

My humorous musings died down the moment two fancy carriages came from the west. At least we’d gone a few days without any disturbances.

As quickly as it left, the humor returned.

If only Aya was here when that orc lady appeared. She’d simply blink, maybe sneeze, and poof, one-shot her.

I scrutinized William, wondering if he was a vampire. His aura practically screamed it. Hmm… Nah, Aline probably wouldn’t appreciate it if I brought up her teenaged werewolf or even the vampire phase.

But I so wanted to.

But seriously, what was my cousin’s husband? Besides annoyingly handsome. He gave off an aura powerful enough to rival mine for sure.

Ah well.

“So, vending machine aside, how about I show you the shop?” I asked. “Oh, Milia, would you like to talk about your magic clothing line?”

It probably wouldn’t be long before my wife started making armor for funsies.


CHAPTER 46
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“Wow, Lucas, you’re really good at this,” Muiy said as the half-dwarf claimed another victory in the game Sir Nate introduced them to. He called it checkers. For some reason, it brought out a sense of competitiveness within the young man and he ended up defeating everyone at the game except Sir Nate and Cheetara. He came close to winning against Nate, but the cat. She was essentially impossible to beat. Alexander wasn’t a slouch, either, something one wouldn’t expect from a kid.

Not that he was an ordinary kid. He claimed, “Once I get a good understanding of this game, I’ll sweep you kids off the plank with my eyes closed.” Only for the cat to metaphorically smack him off the plank.

Cheetara did lose to one opponent, however. Yukihara. Opal was busy inside with Sir Nate, his guests, one of them being his cousin, but Lucas wouldn’t be surprised if the pixie turned out to be good at the game too. He looked to his left to see the little girl named Starrcia staring adorably at the board game. Harmony was currently battling Mandi.

He thought briefly about those two half-elf children. Something about them unnerved Lucas, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Their old clothing was worn, but upon close inspection, one could tell they had to have been something respectable.

The most chilling thing was something Sir Nate let slip. They were rescued by the Peace Spawner, of all people, inside the Great Blighted Desert, one of the most inhospitable places in the world. Why were they there?

They were running from something or someone, but didn’t trust Nate and company enough to tell. Half-elves weren’t like normal children. With the blood of human and elf, as well as elf longevity and mana, these eight-year-olds could be both innocent and intelligent, perhaps self-aware. Lucas would know after all, being half-dwarf.

Now that Lucas thought of it, some half-elves ended up in the service of Merridon. That potentially implied they were being mistreated by some nation and chose to leave and offer their services in some other kingdom.

No, things weren’t so black and white. Nobody would cross the Great Blighted Desert on foot unless they were at the height of desperation.

Lucas decided he’d befriend them. If he were to go through with the saint transformation, this would be his first duty. Help these children find peace by all means. Of course, his missing parents were first priority, but multitasking was always one of the young man’s strong traits.

He turned toward the path, taking notice of some figures walking toward the farm.
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Remember when I joked about my wife making armor? Well, I opened my mouth and she liked the idea. Let’s not forget I married a warrior, someone who can cut down the moon with a single wave of her blade. In fact, sitting on the table was what appeared to be a random pair of cutesy socks she wanted to give to Harmony. Get a load of this description.

[Socks of the Wonderous Goddess of Winter. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Socks fitted for Harmony Rue, though any woman with a similar foot size can wear them. Complete ice resistance. Waterproof. Keep your feet nice and warm. The winter has no shot at terrorizing you!]

I glanced at Milia’s stats again.

[Analysis.]

[Milia Starbreather-Dreamlight, daughter of Harmonica’s monarch, a princess of Harmonica, also known as a kingdom of Gaia. Race: Royal dryad/ Exalted dryad. Disposition: Your wife/lover. Magician rank: 1st realm of the King. Dryad rank: ***Limitless SSS***. Spell book: D, Flamie. Affinity: Forest, semi-divine. Gaia, Goddess of Nature and Land-aligned.]

Still the same, but with so much going on here, especially as a King-ranked magician, it was no wonder she’d learned to create insanely strong items.

Aya tried to buy them off her but got rejected. Fortunately for her, she was able to place an order.

“For these exact resistances, it will cost spirit coins and gold,” Milia said. “Are you okay with that?”

“Sure am,” Aya replied cheerily. “And they’re so cute. Can I order some for Starrcia too?”

“Let’s not spoil her with expensive socks,” William said.

“But they’re cute,” Aya protested, but the potential vampire wasn’t having it. He wasn’t exactly hiding his fangs. His aura was powerful, but it didn’t contain any of the recognizable vampiric vibes that that brother and sister duo had.

“Siiiiiiir Nate,” came the voice of Opal.

She zipped in here, but stopped just an inch from my face, smiling sheepishly at Milia.

“Sir Nate, you have some people looking for you. One of them is a noble and is being rude to your sister.”

While I trusted the apprentices to protect my sister should anything go wrong, they fucked up the moment they brought their disrespect to this shop. This wasn’t a damn tavern.
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“Who the hell does this limp-face looking boy think he is?” Aline snapped.

The gruff-looking man beside the noble was facepalming. “Wanda’s flailing, noble, you were supposed to be my guide here. Not a troublemaker.” He looked at Aline. “Sorry for this moron’s actions, missy.” He glared at the noble dressed in a white suit. “Just go back to the carriage.”

“How dare you dismiss me like some common servant?!” snapped the noble. “Do you know who I am? And I’ll say what I want! Peasants should know their place, else my family will come down on them like the claws of a tiger.”

The gruff man grew nervous. For some reason, he looked uncomfortable at the site of Aline. At first, he entered the yard as if he owned the place, perhaps even to start trouble himself. But she seemed to judge too quickly, as he pulled out two letters and also asked if the shop was still open. The noble said something scummy to Aline, as if these words would pick up any date, and right in front of her kids nonetheless. Thankfully, they were too distracted playing with Starrcia to get roped into this mess.

Her brother’s apprentices were already standing and even one of the disciples that stayed behind, the hilarious woman named Ronica, made her way over to them. The pixie vanished into the house, to warn her brother no doubt. Not that Aline felt he needed to be involved to deal with this short wannabe Bruno Mars-looking d-bag.

“Uh, just listen to how you sound,” Aline said, shaking her head. “Someone get this cartoon-character little leprechaun out of my face.”

The translation hit the meaning close enough because the short noble’s face darkened from red to a few shades of purple. Wow, he really was sort of like a real-life cartoon character.

Abruptly, the noble drew a glowing sword only to get slapped to the ground by the gruff man beside him.

“You fool! Do you not have any self-awareness?” he yelled. “In all of my years of adventuring, the first thing above common sense to keep you alive is situational awareness.”

Ronica sheathed her dagger, though it still drew a tiny bit of blood from the noble’s back. She moved so fast, Aline couldn’t see her! Then the gruff man, who seemed like a good person, knocked the magician noble out with just one hand without even moving from his spot.

“I do hope you can forgive us,” said the man. “I’ll be taking him back to the carriage and using some of his gold to pay for his murder attempt. When he’s in the dungeon, you’ll be receiving another payment from his family. If you want, I’ll even personally deliver it to you.”

“Uhm… I think prison time will be good enough,” Aline said. “Just make sure you actually tell the police… guards.”

“Will do. To think he’d so much as talk smack in front of someone of your status…” The man shook his head. “The moment I felt the aura of this farm, I knew.”

Aline had no idea what the hell this man was going on about, but assumed it had to be magician-related. She had a long way to go with her studies that her parents weren’t allowing her to sneak out of. She tried, but Dad showed up at her house, lectured her on the importance of not losing control of her powers and hurting or accidentally doing worse to those around her. Who could argue against that? Also, she didn’t mind seeing her brother more often, making sure he didn’t croak in this unknown world.

She also knew the reality of her life. She wouldn’t be able to stay with her husband forever, or even on Earth. She had a ridiculous lifespan, perhaps even immortality.

She couldn’t get angry; this was simply natural for someone with her bloodline.

“Seems like you were worried for nothing, Opal,” came the voice of her brother.

“I hope you don’t mind having a limp body in the yard,” Ronica joked. “He’ll be off to the dungeon soon enough.”

Nate frowned at the unconscious man, then looked at the gruff adventurer. “I guess you’re running the show then. What’s your story, big guy?”

[image: ]


Turns out the guy before us was an S-ranked adventurer seeking a potion with the highest quality as possible without breaking the bank. Despite being one of the few S-rankers out there, the respect he earned still wouldn’t get him access to the potion makers of a royal household. Those that create royal grade potions using coveted techniques.

He wanted to buy out my stock, but with customers coming in, I had no choice but to limit him to twenty for now. He also had letters, one for me and another for Chenzu.

“Talk with Mandi and Alexander over there to sign up for a company order. You can either pick it up, or have us deliver it to you in Kyushu, assuming you’re able to get yourself an inn room. It will be extra for delivery.”

He grumbled. “Inn rooms too small. Do you accept Wingston deliveries?”

“Yeah, but it’s going to cost ya,” I told him. “Upfront. And no cancelations. It’s a pain in the ass brewing so many potions.”

“Of course,” replied the adventurer. “No one in their right mind works for free.” He placed a bag of gold on the counter. “Will that be enough for potions and the delivery?”

I took out the cost of the number of potions he ordered and the shipping costs. There wasn’t much of a need for handling since they were going in a spare storage ring he left us. Not surprising that an S-ranked adventurer could afford them. I passed him the rest back, which made his eyes widen.

“We’d like you to return someday,” I said. “This shop was built on integrity, not swindling folks out of their money.”

Before leaving, he bowed. “The potions will be used to help my hometown. It’s an F-ranked rough zone along the border, but it’s my home. Thank you for accepting the order.”

I nodded. “Of course.”

“Take care, man,” I said as he headed out and just like that, we just had our first S-ranked adventurer customer. Well, second if you count Anzu.

[Secret quest completed: Your true first S-ranked adventurer customer. Reward: Broadcast bonus for the next five broadcasts. Local broadcasts are worth 10,000 spirit coins. Local premium broadcasts are worth 50,000 spirit coins. Broadcasting to another town or city with basic receiver (outer broadcast) is worth 20,000 spirit coins. Outer broadcast with a premium receiver is worth 100,000 spirit coins and 10,000 heavenly spirit coins.]

[Broadcast bonus remaining: 5.]

[For now, you do not have to worry about trying to broadcast in a capital or major city.]

I checked the MMABS. Aku and Yukihara manifested.

“Is it already for a major purchase, Master?” the Dao dragon asked. Aya stared at him, awed all over again.

We gave our cousin and her family rooms to use for the night, by the way. They planned to leave either tomorrow or the day after, with a vending machine in their storage ring, as well as instructions on how to use it. Not for them, since we demonstrated, but for others.

I was so damn glad Aya had a husband. With him around, Chenzu wouldn’t dare try. Not that I was sure he’d roll the dice with an Old Family member. Our family was feared by all that knew, and Chenzu for sure knew.

I suspected the twerp did, too.

I frowned at the cost of each receiver. If I simply used the local, I’d at least profit fifty thousand spirit coins. The premium was much too costly, and I’d break even after five broadcasts to a neighboring city. Aside from the massive fifty fucking thousand heavenly spirit coin boost. A neat idea, but without anything to use those heavenly spirit coins on at this time, I wasn’t so sure about proceeding.

[C-rank broadcast basic receiver. Cost: 100,000 spirit coins and 100 heavenly spirit coins.]

[C-rank broadcast premium receiver. Cost: 500,000 spirit coins and 2,900 heavenly spirit coins.]

[MMABS:]

[Current options. Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices. Farm. Shop. Structures. Home type. Fortifications.]

I selected Shop.

[Shop. Currently unlocked:

1. F-ranked Physical Building Upgrade. Price: 1,000 spirit coins.

2. F-ranked Messenger Spirit Bird System. Price: 2,000 spirit coins, D-ranked shop.

3. Apprentice Rank System. Price: 8,000 spirit coins, D-ranked shop.

4. Mana-Powered Vending Machine and System. Price: 20,000 spirit coins, C-ranked shop.

5. Remote Debt Collection System. Price: 50,000 spirit coins, C-ranked shop.

6. Mana-Powered Vending Machine Network. Price: 55,000 spirit coins, C-ranked shop.

7. Platinum to Hybrid Spirit Coin Conversion System. Price: 5 heavenly spirit coins, B-ranked shop.

8. C-ranked Mana Potion Recipe and Liquid Mana System. Price: 50 heavenly spirit coins, B-ranked shop.]

Damn, I needed to figure out how to rank up to B. Ah well. Putting the cube up, I decided now would be the end of the workday.

“Maybe tomorrow will bring in some new ideas,” I said to Aku.

“Patience, my master. That which you devised will start to come together,” the dragon said.

“You’re right,” I told him.

I glanced at the bodies of water option of the MMABS. Maybe a duck or two for the pond. Should be nice. I guess the elicrones would have to do.

I read the letter again.

Beware of the Primal Eye. What was most shocking was that it claimed Inquisition Group Gold supported us.

Sounded like BS and a trap, in my opinion. I’d have to trace the origins of this letter somehow, learn of the Inquisition groups and their leaders. Even Milia felt uneasy about the letter’s contents.

That evening, before heading home, Lucas had finally made his decision. He'd become a saint. He already had in mind whom he'd save first. I was floored at the growth of this young man.


CHAPTER 47
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Inquisition Group Silver’s ride toward the east slowly reached its conclusion. They were led by Calus, eldest son of the court magician leader and of the royal inquisitor. Few magicians could match him; however, even he knew his limits. Hence why he brought two members of the Inquisition’s Shadow Axes with him and, of course, the strongest of them all, the Left Hand Executioner.

This was his first major operation assigned to him by Prince Myster with an authority that overshadowed even the Primal Eye’s orders to his and that pope puppet’s dismay.

Myster cast some unknown spell on them using a new staff he acquired somehow without anyone catching wind of it. With the Lord Ruler, Ling, and Elric currently out, that one schemed unchecked. Calus couldn’t help but smile, for being a part of that meant making a serious name for himself. Sure, pledging loyalty to Myster was like pledging to a hallow, but unlike the others, the paranoid prince offered him a path. Chaos and prosperity.

Putting that aside, this ordeal brought Calus’s mind to the present. The vampire siblings turned out to be crafty runners with well-bred lightning horses. However, they failed to completely lose the Inquisition.

The Left Hand Executioner, an enigma, caught their trail in almost no time with some kind of unknown magic, and kept the chase going. Even if the siblings were an hour or two ahead of them.

The Inquisition angrily debated, wondering who tipped off the vampire siblings. Even Calus wondered. He only told one person recently, but it’d be essentially impossible for her to send a messenger bird ahead of them. They had special members whose job it was to monitor any chance of betrayals. She’d never get past them. After all, kingdom secrets needed to stay secret. Also, Calus doubted his sister cared enough to even try when she had her own problems to worry about. Such as avoiding getting trapped into the questioning herself by the Primal Eye.

She had her doubts about him, after all, and while attempting to keep her opinions silent, there was no way he hadn’t suspected her of drifting from his will. As the overall leader of the Inquisition, the Primal Eye carried an uncanny ability to judge the motives of all that worked beneath him. Saving most of them from his constant gaze was his preference to be hands-off, trusting his well-trained Inquisition, especially with their reputation striking fear into the world around them.

Calus himself was no slouch, sitting in a unique position as the son of two incredibly important people of the kingdom. Trained by both the leader of the court magicians and the royal inquisitor. The same went for his little sister too, even if the relationship between her and Mother was too strict. He wondered if it fell apart the moment Velvet fell in love with some glassblower.

Calus liked him. He was an efficient man that inspired those around him. But what made Mother angry with Velvet had to be that one rumor that said the glassblower potentially had roots in the Astral Empire. Calus dug into that dragon turd of a rumor, finding out that the man was born in a small village east of Wingston. Where his parents were from, that he couldn’t find, since they disappeared along with two others in some unknown adventuring incident, likely lost in a dungeon. Foolish, moronic, Wanda forsaken adventurers. If Myster got into power, Calus would propose banning adventurers. Only the rulers should send in specialized and highly loyal knights to scavenge and bring back treasures in exchange for honors.

Calus glanced at the hooded figure. The Left Hand Executioner was calm, collected, calculating instead of chaotic like Ling. Unlike their now so-called shadow princess, he was simply a mystery.

Only the highest of the royal family and Inquisition knew his true identity. None had ever spotted him out during the day.

He never left a trail of blood, just death. Why Ling chose to be so open with her jobs scared many, but Calus figured the princess simply used that as a fear tactic, a deterrent.

“Lord Calus, I believe they’re headed for the Deep East,” said an inquisitor man.

Calus chuckled. “The last time I checked, there was either an F- or E-ranked town in that direction. They will stick out. Bring them to me when you find them.”

“Of course,” replied the inquisitor.

Calus glanced at the two silent Shadow Axes, each wearing a dragon mask. Both were supposedly able to take on even Queen Cerial’s famous personal knight with the greatest of ease. They were bonded by the darkest magics, blood magic loyalty, and dark alchemic rituals.

Shadow potion makers were written off as myths, but Calus knew that was simply a code name. They were essentially Red Alchemists that ran operations behind the backs of the Sons and Daughters of the Philosopher’s Stone. Ugh, Calus hated those lunatics. They believed themselves to be smarter than everyone and often took their experiments too far. However, Calus himself assassinated their backer months ago, which eventually led to them running out of money and having the audacity to open a store front. They made it to the top five shop list, unlocking fame that made it difficult for shadow operators to remove them quietly.

Not that killing them was easy.

Red Alchemists were strong. Very strong. And their main headquarters were rumored to be in the empire. Magicians from the empire were on another level, which was why nations across the continent were terrified of the Day of Succession. Should that battle-crazed son of his, Prince Roman, take the throne, he’d begin expansion again. Nations fighting back meant bathing everything in a level of blood that only the very old ones knew of. Even Calus didn’t want that. But he also would not accept becoming an Empire vassal, that was for sure.

“Pick up the pace, Inquisition Silver,” Calus commanded. “I was chosen to redeem your name after the failure of your former leader, Arthur.” The man smiled. “So why not show the Primal Eye your capabilities through overwhelming force.”

Calus could give a Wanda’s ass about Inquisition Group Silver. However, those two vampire siblings needed to die. Especially since they knew too much.

Afterward, they’d have to hunt down the Love saintess once and for all, or perhaps all of the saints. That sigil, the authoritative magic within, was too dangerous to be in hands outside of the government. If Aidyn figured out how to use it, the Inquisition would find themselves fighting another front.

The Inquisition pushed their lightning horses to the max as they prepared to close in on their prey.

“Mmmm, half-monsters. Delicious,” said an inquisitor woman that Calus wrote off as mad, dangerous, and overly… out there, regardless of who saw her. She once threatened his chances of being promoted until another woman secretly dealt with the perverted overseer. The new overseer in charge of work evaluations was a viciously strict old woman that no one dared displease.

Most magicians looked young, having discovered the spark early. The earlier one discovered the spark, the younger they looked. Aging only slowed the body once it was introduced to its mana. No one knew when the old woman discovered the spark. If she discovered it early on, then she was centuries old and likely pulled the strings of the Inquisition. But another rumor surfaced. This one claimed that she wore multiple faces and secretly kept the Inquisition a symbol of fear across the entire world by herself.

Calus didn’t know what was true and frankly didn’t care. In the end, the old woman evaluated them and selected him alone for the promotion.

To this day, he still held a record of zero failures. This was how he was able to draw the attention of Prince Myster’s creepy servant in the first place.

Both of the Axes were equipped with D-ranked spell books, as well as the Left Hand Executioner.

Calus couldn’t wait to catch those two dead siblings walking! Myster’s bonus on top of that just made this mission irresistible.

However, the spell he cast on everyone except Calus, from that new staff of his, slightly worried the man. The red gem that felt as if it wanted to swallow the soul of its owner and those that gazed at it. Something felt really off about it, like the darkness of a hallow fragment.

Ah well, Calus didn’t have time to care about what his prince did in his off time. But… it looked as if Myster had no true control over that staff. He sure didn’t want to keep it out for long. And what was with that weasel on his shoulder?

Ha! A weasel teaming up with a weasel! Calus didn’t know Myster was such a comedian.

Within the back of his mind, the guilt of betraying the half-vampire siblings remained locked away in a black box. He offered them salvation and they rejected it. Before he could try again with a more convincing argument, the Primal Eye ordered their silence.

Myster doubled the pay of this assignment and while the Primal Eye hated him for it, he couldn’t cancel anything recognized by royalty. But Calus knew the Primal Eye would seethe secret about his authority being superseded by a royal family member.
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By lamplight, courtesy of the potion maker’s product and the gentle illumination of the moon, Chimon finished documenting his time in Kyushu, as well as his interactions with everyone that lived or worked at that farm. Sir Chenzu was especially helpful when it came to answering questions. Thankfully, that idiotic noble that accompanied the big man didn’t ruin the beastkin’s mood.

As a historian and somewhat of a journalist, he could not allow such a hidden gem to remain uncovered.

For some reason, he felt like something big was going to happen, and sooner than one would think. Smiling to himself, he departed from an outdoor seating area of a closed restaurant. A good rest in his inn room should trigger the fire within for what brewed on the horizon. He’d document as much as possible.

He’d have to write to his family in the empire in regard to this amazing find.
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Nimni and Paul Mildwind were two half-vampire siblings, unofficially exiled from the Mildwind family for leaving the Inquisition. Wanted by seemingly no one, they suddenly found themselves narrowly escaping an ambush from their former employer and for no reason! Talking with them was pointless. Led by someone they knew, someone who changed greatly, the two fled on their cousin’s best long-distance lightning horses. The sting of Calus’s betrayal especially hurt Nimni. There were a few times she confided in him. After all, they’d known each other for years by now. He used to be someone that encouraged his Inquisition brothers and sisters and guided the newcomers. A role model. That… that couldn’t have been a guise… an act, right? What happened? If not for his sister, Velvet, abusing the Inquisition’s captain-only special Whispering Wind spell, they’d be dead. It reached them right on time.

Nimni figured something happened that led to an Inquisition failure and the Primal Eye giving the order to frame the half-vampire and her brother.

Why did this have to happen right in the middle of their journey to visit a heroic shopkeeper and their friends? Nimni always wondered about that man’s shop. Her brother did, too. He enrolled into a small potion making academy as a result.

“Shadow mistress damn these Inquisition bastards,” Nimni snapped. “I thought we lost them.”

“There’s only one possible reason why they could catch our trail so easily, despite the magical measures I set into place,” Paul said.

“Do you think they really have him?” Nimni asked.

“This is Calus we’re talking about,” Paul said. “There won’t be any half-measures with him. If they catch us, it’s over. Either we’ll be dragged across the rocks, bloodied into the questioning, or killed with our bodies on display as they frame us for whatever they fumbled.”

“So it is true that the Left Hand Executioner is far more heartless than Ling,” Nimni said, her voice tinged with disguise.

“They’re like the fires of the sun and the chill of the moon,” Paul said as he glanced back briefly. They were still at least an hour, maybe even just a half hour, ahead of their pursuers and only due to taking unexpected paths and turns. They’d get forced to hide in their destination town ahead, which could put the innocent people at risk. “Ling’s a misguided bundle of death who at least wants the kingdom to thrive. The Left Hand Executioner feels nothing. He’s not only significantly stronger, according to the rumors, but is a cold-blooded murderer. I… If we weren’t out of options, I wouldn’t lead this monster into town. As if things weren’t bad enough, the Left Hand Executioner has a Dao tattoo and a D-ranked spell book.”

“Why does he have all of that?” Nimni exclaimed.

“He’s the secret weapon of the Inquisition’s execution force. Perhaps even the Lord Ruler’s secret, forced to bind himself to the kingdom through oaths just so they could control him. Who knows what’s true.”

“I’ve heard him speak only once,” Nimni said. “Then I never saw him again.”

“Where?” Paul asked.

“He was submitting reports to the Primal Eye,” Nimni said. “Then he sort of disappeared. Like… faded out of existence. It felt… It was unnerving.”

“Not the kind of words you hear from someone with half of a vampiric bloodline,” came a humorous voice.

They turned to see a… flying astral projection of Calus, which indicated they needed to increase speed and get out of its range.

“Oh, don’t mind me, keep going,” Calus said, laughing. “Even you know how this chase is going to end. In fact, I may not kill you. We may tie you face down on the back of a carriage and drag you all the way back to the headquarters. The Primal Eye himself wants to conduct your questioning. Ah, that’s it. That’s the pale face I want to see.” The astral projection fizzled. “Oh, you’re speeding up.” He laughed. “Go ahead, speed out of range. You’ll never break his tracking senses.”

The astral projection fizzled away when Nimni and Paul finally got out of its range. The last words from that bastard were, “Don’t give up. I’m rooting for you. Make this fun.” Then he said something to someone scolding him, likely an Axe inquisitor, which was just as dangerous of a threat to the half-vampire siblings as the Left Hand Executioner. “Have some humor. Their last days should feel thrilling.”

The duo considered hiding in Wingston, but they weren’t sure if they could trust the Red Star or any of her people to take them in.

“Someday, I want to pay Myster back for causing all of this,” Paul said, voice tinged with venom.
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Ronica fell to her bed after a good bath. Personal training and honey cakes went together quite well. She most definitely didn’t nod off during meditating! She even broke through a few realms. Nate’s scary training and cultivation book pushed her to the peak of Saint.

Ribbon curled next to her side. “Mistress, are you well?”

Ronica smiled at the rabbit. “Don’t you worry about me. I’m sword-proof!”

“Is that a phrase from your homeland?” Ribbon asked.

Ronica closed her eyes, drifting off to sleep, her dreams consisting of flying and laughter. But she knew by the end of that dream, it would show up to destroy everything. It would steal their territory.

It would steal their pride and joy.


CHAPTER 48
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Ileapt out of bed very early the next morning, handling all the morning activities and feeding the pets before heading into the lab. Well, do you remember this prompt?

[Town Building Quest: Liven the Town. Reward: A chance to purchase a discounted system error option from your MMABS using heavenly spirit coins, plus 1 evolution point for Wolverine.]

That’s right, it was time to see what the system had planned for my reward. My sister, currently back on Earth, probably still wondered why I thanked her.

When I entered the lab, the lights turned on automatically like usual. Pulling the cube from my storage ring with just a thought, I accessed it. An addition before work for the morning, hell yeah.

[Accessing the Magical Master Area Building System…]

[Current options. Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices. Farm. Shop. Structures. Home type. Fortifications.]

[System error removal protocol activated…]

I figured the easiest one the system could give me was the holy mountain spirit spawning. Sure, I didn’t meet the requirements just yet, but it didn’t appear to be something that would break the world.

[Holy Mountain Spirit Spawning. Price: System error. Requirements: High-ranking garden, high-ranking farm, D-ranked or higher oracle spirit stone. Description: Maximizes the protection of the forest and surrounding area. Evil spirits and double crimson entities will lose the ability to manifest in the area, and any outside of the boundary will be brutally repelled. Milia will gain the ability to summon a powerful holy defender at will.]

Well, the system didn’t give us its newest creation. Instead, the price reveal came from the Farm option.

[9th option revealed. It is now possible to purchase this should you meet the requirements.]

[Beep beep badaloopa beep. Discount applied! Instead of a price that you definitely can’t afford, you poor sap you, your hard work and brilliant tactics in shaping this place, as well as defeating a champion above your rank, earned you a little pity.]

Gee, thanks, System, ya dick, I thought.

[Farm. Currently unlocked:

1. Basic Enclosed Cow Pasture. Price: 2 spirit coins.

2. Basic Fowl Home. Price: 2 spirit coins.

3. F-ranked Feed and Hay Barn and Pig Housing. Price: 3 spirit coins.

4. F-ranked Stable. Price: 3 spirit coins.

5. D-ranked Advanced Farm Containing Everything Needed. Price: 650,000 spirit coins.

6. F-ranked Mana Barn. Price: 700,000 spirit coins.

7. Heavenly Mana Farm. Price: 250,000,000 spirit coins.

8. Gaia’s Farm. Price: 7 heavenly spirit coins, B-ranked shop, Heavenly Mana Farm.

9. Animal Evolution Array. Adjusted Price: 27,000 heavenly spirit coins. Other requirements removed, as the reward strictly stated: using heavenly spirit coins. Personally, the System believes this option available at this price will be one of the biggest losses of all time. Companies could flop! Worlds, end! Civilizations, ceasing to exist.]

Too damn bad, System, a deal is a deal. Gimme that evolution array!

A smile curled across my face as the purchase confirmation box flashed into view.

[Would you like to purchase the animal evolution array for 27,000 heavenly spirit coins? Note: You cannot purchase this option again… not that that should matter, since many of the farm items here cannot be purchased again. Warning! Warning! Be careful of what you evolve. You will need a powerful farm to maintain the health, well-being, and sanity of the newly evolved creatures. As a result, the array’s interface will display what’s allowed and farm requirements.]

[Purchase complete. If you add this to your farm, your shop will automatically rank up to B and cannot be downranked. Total spirit coins: 1,941,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 7,190.]

I raised a fist into the air. “Woo! Finally, something insane.”

Cheetara, whom I didn’t notice walked in, pumped a paw into the air. I laughed, picking up the cat and raising her up as if presenting a gem to the world.

“We’re finally going to reach B-ranked,” I said. “This has got to be the world-record for such an achievement. The cube watching over each registered shop must be flipping the fuck out.”

The cat probably had no idea what I was going on about, but she still relished the attention, anyway. I eventually set her down as to not push my luck. You know how cats are.

“What’d you buy?” Milia asked as she came in to see what the commotion was about.

“An animal evolution array,” I said. “It seemed like an impossible item slapped behind a grayed-out system error.”

Cheetara gasped and dashed out of the room, as if excited about something. Was she about to go tell the animals?

I set aside the thought for now.

“As soon as we place the array on the farm, we’ll be accelerated to B-rank and can’t be downranked,” I continued.

“Great Gaia’s plain, really? Is this seriously possible?” Milia asked.

“Let’s check it out,” I said. Kissing her first, I led my curious wife outside.

I selected the animal evolution array from the MMABS’s menu. An outline of a transparent, four-foot-tall crystal appeared. I placed it in a spot that didn’t get in anyone’s way, near the spiritual room. What manifested was no crystal, but also, I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Pearl with gold trimmings, crystal-shaped, but it looked like an alien device. A screen manifested when we stepped close to it. The menu. The system forced a scan.

[You are accessing a great artifact…]

[Animal Evolution Array. Item rank: SSS. Item quality: Exotic. Artifact. Evolve any animal on your farm. The cost and type of farm required will be displayed. Some animals can lead to the most precious potion ingredients known to man, or provide special magic and nutrients to your gardens and even Yggdrasill offspring, as well as dryads, flower nymphs, forest fairies, and forest-attuned beings.]

[Warning: You can evolve mortal, demonic, elemental, and magical beasts with the array, but not spirit or divine beasts.]

[Select your option.]

[1. Evolve. 2. Remove evolution. 3. ???]

System, why do you always have to have a locked option? Do you know how much this thing originally cost? Body parts, System, body parts!

I selected the first option.

[Pick an animal you own on the farm. Note, your requirements will be displayed. For some pity against your complaints, the system shall grant your first approved evolution for free. No need to express thanks, you are most definitely welcome.]

Ignoring the snide way of the system’s wording, I noticed a random option and selected it.

[Would you like to evolve your bull? Cost and farm requirement reduced to free. Wow, are you having an impossible affair with Wanda? Because luck like this shouldn’t be happening for a mortal.]

Wanda, if you can hear this thought, you may want to reboot the computer, AI, whatever it is.

Anyway, I selected confirm on the prompt.

The bull suddenly let out a… roar as it began to glow. The cows quickly moved away from him, confused, horrified.

Yeah, I probably should’ve warned that mortal bull. Or asked Lady Feathers to do it. She did seem to understand what I was saying, meaning she could issue the command with no problem. In theory. In fact, the elicrone currently watched in Milia’s arms.

The outline of the bull’s transformation revealed itself. Thankfully, it didn’t appear to be hurting it. I was no sadist. Also, what beast would agree to evolve if it did?

[Your bull is evolving…]

[Your bull has become a magical beast. It is now a Thundercloud Bull. It can fire bolts of lightning at its foes and also ride the clouds.]

[Normally, you’d need either an A-ranked Mana Barn and or a Heavenly Mana Farm to sustain the well-being of such a rare creature and keep it from leaving. However, for just one year, the mana required will be automatically provided to the Thundercloud Bull every night.]

The light faded to reveal a bigger black bull with a mane of clouds, golden eyes, and a longer tail. Electricity sparked around it.

“What in Bodacious’s hell did you do to me, domain lord?” asked the bull.

“It talked!” came the voice of a familiar eight-year-old brat. Little Starcia flew from a window of the manor, right up to me. “Can I pet him? Please!”

“Oh, for Wanda’s sake,” the bull continued, his voice slightly booming, as if he was some kind of thunder god. Then he reverted to speaking… bull or cow, whatever. The cows calmed down as a result of his reassurances and approached him.

[Yes, your bull can speak both the common tongue and his native language. I bet you can’t wait until Cheetara talks, can you?]

Cheetara meowed, leaping into my arms, pointing a paw at the new bull, as if saying, “Whoa! Look at that.”

I think.

“Don’t go bothering the bull,” I told the runt. “Your parents would kill it if something happened to you.”

She pouted. “I’ll be fine! He’s friendly, see⁠—”

“Starrcia,” called her mother, thankfully, before she recklessly flew over to mess with the distraught bull. Sure, our bull never attacked us, he just sort of grazed like the others and bred, but that didn’t mean I’d just up and send a child over there. Puppy dog eyes didn’t work on me. Well, Wolverine’s would, but he didn’t resort to such things, as hyper intelligent wolves like him easily handled their own issues. No matter how much I wanted to be involved like a doting father.

I knelt down and pet my wolf. “Do you want to talk to him, Wolverine?”

Wolverine barked once, snuggling into me, getting all his pats and scratches before I let him go to talk to the bull.

“Morning, twerp, you’re here early,” I greeted. “Uh, are you okay?”

“Do you not sense that?” asked an uncharacteristically serious Ronica and now I wanted to just leave this planet. Ronica’s serious moments lasted for maybe two to four seconds, but they served as a premonition to something terrible approaching.

“Yeah, that’s partially why I woke up so early,” I said. “It’s still far away, but that ridiculous mass of mana is approaching rapidly. Likely a group of magicians.”

“At such speed, Nate,” Ronica said, humor returning to her voice. “You’d think someone was being chased by the tax collector.” She bowed slightly to Milia, a non-vocal greeting that was used in some places in this world. “But you and I both know that the ranking of this town is too low for us to be so lucky.”

“We’ve got to head back,” my cousin Aya announced as she exited the manor, approaching us. “There’s been an incident in the city, and the elders want us back as soon as possible.”

“Couldn’t have been at the worst timing,” Ronica commented.

Aya, having not a clue what was happening due to being distracted by urgent business, activated her transport spell, targeting her brat and husband.

“I’ll be sure to report back on how the vending machine’s progressing. Oh, and take this. I’d like to visit again and get to know you, Milia, and Aline better. Your situations are all quite unique.”

She handed me a green gem, then in a blink, vanished along with her family.

Well, when have I ever had the opportunity of having someone one-shot everything for me? The system continued its prompts, taking my mind off the approaching energy. I pocketed the gem.

[For obtaining a rare Thundercloud bull, you received a new dungeon location! You will need a special permit to travel into the Blizzard Queen’s domain. But hey, the dwarf king’s a friend of hers. Make the request to his staff and they may just help you. Or, if you’re brave enough, foolishly sneak into her lands.]

[Dungeon location: West Ice Province in the Forest of the Slumbering ???]

[Item possibility: Loot, spiritual herb seeds, mana potion ingredients, and a secret within that forest. Perhaps you’ll finally be able to put the Staff of the Benevolent Halo Lord to use in the garden.]

[Congratulations! For setting up the Animal Evolution Array, your shop’s rank has increased to B! New opportunities await! You qualify for a higher-ranked merchant’s license. Long goes the D-rank! How does it feel to move on up?]

Feels great after being in what felt like a slump for who knows how long.

[Unfortunately, you will have to set that aside, for danger approaches.]

[Your clan is being confronted by a very strong force…]

[Quest: Gather everyone within the hour! This quest is mandatory and cannot be refused.]

Well, fuck. It was quite cold out here this morning, too. A fight wasn’t the warmup I had in mind.


CHAPTER 49
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Prince Myster smiled, realizing the opportunity to test his new weapon had presented itself. His pathetic brother, Fang, walked the palace at this time, unguarded. No one was around, not his mother, the other siblings, the staff, not even the knight responsible for guarding the wannabe heroic fool. The war in Jasper ended up being profitable, after all.

He stepped from the shadows, behind Fang, causing the other man to stop. Knowing it was pointless, Myster deactivated his stealth magic.

“So, you’re finally making your move, and out in the back halls of our home like a coward,” Fang said without turning around. He drew his sword. “I never did trust you. Your character always screamed villain.”

“Perhaps some would call it that,” Myster said. “But those that desire something outside of this so-called status quo, this lockdown in which we simply wait for the empire to devour us, will call it being practical. But I tell you what, brother. I’ll give you one chance to swear your loyalty to me. Give me a magic oath and I will show you exactly how I plan to pull this kingdom from its doomed fate.”

Fang turned around without sheathing his sword. Instead, his aura began to radiate a wispy blue.

Myster, still smug, shook his head. “Are you blind to it? While we’re fighting over a throne, along with the Inquisition and the Inquisition’s pope puppet, and other unknown parties, the Day of Succession continues to approach. Father’s clearly brainless, believing his friendship with the current emperor is going to save us. No, even he doesn’t believe that. He’s not naïve, he damn well knows what’s going to happen, and yet does nothing. He just waits, likely intending to surrender, let us become an empire vassal, and slaves to them.”

“You speak as if you know the future,” Fang said. “You speak as if you’re the most brilliant person in the kingdom and that no one else but you is able to come up with a solution for this problem. You act as if Father isn’t stretching as many resources as possible in order to prevent what no one is speaking of aloud. Perhaps it is he that doesn’t believe in us, leading us to fight over the throne like a bunch of vultures. I show little interest in it, yet you still target me first. There must be something you want, Myster. What is it? Speak, so that there is no spilled blood. And this will be the only time I ask.”

Myster pretended to be appalled, but the unsettling, rare grin couldn’t help but present itself. Then it fell into a sneer.

“You dare talk to me that way!? I tried to offer you salvation, but you cannot so much as respect your elders.”

“What is there to respect? Your childish, delusional vision of the kingdom?” Fang asked. “Don’t make me laugh.”

“Childish? That is rich coming from a man running from reality,” Myster said with a scornful chuckle. “Fine. You can ignore our dire reality, run off and play hero, and continue to fail to get the approval of that corrupt church. Say what you want about me, I am what you see, whereas the Inquisition lurk in shadows deeper than even I.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Fang said. “You show us just a bit of your darkness as a warning, but you’re hiding far more beneath the surface than we suspect.”

“I think the time for talking is done,” Myster said darkly. “If you won’t swear fealty to me, then you’ve asked for this fate.”

Fang blurred toward Myster, believing subduing the scrawny magician would take no more than a breath, only to jump backward at the last second, realizing something was wrong.

“W-what is that?” he asked, eyes wide. The red gem embedded in the weapon seemed to beg for his soul and Myster’s. That wasn’t something anyone could just control. And uck! What was with that taint?

Wait…

It couldn’t be, thought Fang. “To think of all the things… You do know using that is almost the equivalent of activating an object of evil. It comes at a cost, and it will take that and interest. I suppose talking with you doesn’t matter, but I now understand why you’d try to kill me. You’ve lost it! That thing is sending you to madness.”

“No, brother, don’t try to explain away being outclassed,” Myster said, his voice almost pitying his younger brother. He gave Fang another nasty, devilish grin. “Don’t even try, your escape talisman and your spell book were disarmed by this thing the moment you unsheathed your sword. Hasn’t anyone taught you not to bring a toy to a magician’s fight?”

Myster waved his hand. Fang’s eyes widened as he tossed his sword to the side. The sword melted into bloody goo.

Years of training and chasing allowed Fang to see it. Paleness after using that staff, followed by a slight cough. Such an evil weapon came with a tremendous cost.

Fang vanished, reappeared inside Myster’s guard, and rammed a hidden dagger through his brother’s stomach.

“To think this is how it would end,” he said softly.

Myster laughed. “Try again.”

Seeing that Myster blocked the dagger strike with one finger filled him with immense regret. He broke his master’s number one rule. Never underestimate your opponent. He’d done it with Ramon, and now with Myster. No wonder he could never convince them to give him the hero’s title.

“I tried to save you,” Myster said. “But in the end, you made up your mind before I could so much as present my case. It led you into this rather simple trap. But worry not. I’ve made my point.”

He poked Fang’s nose. “I’ll ask you again in ten years.”

“What—”

The gem of the staff glowed and, for the first time, Fang took notice of Myster’s D-ranked spell book. The medusa serpent floating on top smiled.

“Page zero. Petrification.”

Just like that, the magic supplied by his new weapon enabled him to turn Fang into a stone statue. He absorbed it into his storage ring. Oh, if only Ling could be that easy to deal with. He chuckled.

“Popper, what do you think?”

The weasel on his shoulder shrugged. “You were able to tap into a previously unreachable spell. My question is how? No one has figured out how to use the Philosopher’s Stone, right?”

“It is not that no one knows how to use it. They’re just not as desperate as I am,” Myster admitted. “And I still have a long way to go before learning to force out its mana properly. With each push, I lose something. In this case, more than a third of my mana is gone. Do you think this is worth it for practical use?”

Perhaps if it wasn’t so tainted, but that’s your problem, not mine, thought the weasel. Popper chuckled darkly. Fool.

Myster doublechecked the area, not risking it with any witnesses, even if there were children of maids or butlers. He’d deal with any shadows, even his own, to prevent anyone from giving away his secret.

“Lixin may be trickier to deal with. Ah, Han may be the youngest, but making him disappear should pull all attention to Wingston.” Myster chuckled darkly. His eyes briefly glowed hallow yellow. Feeling the stone’s attempt to taint him, he pulled the staff back into his storage ring.

Then he activated the protective stone on the ring to prevent any tainted aura from leaking.

“Try not to take this personal, brother. I’m what’s best for this kingdom, and I will even solve the Peace Spawner problem.”
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You know, I couldn’t help but wonder why purchasing the animal evolution array elevated the shop’s rank? A reward? No, even the system seemed to either have limitations or was a little on the stingy side. It still wouldn’t let me have access to the ring Mom gave me just yet. Strangely enough, it did have a condition.

[Grand Heavenly Storage Ring. Item rank: Supreme SSS. Item quality: Supreme Extraordinary. Access to this storage ring has been locked by Wanda. Does this seem fair? Perhaps try getting your primary quest to 95%.]

At least it didn’t ask for one hundred percent, which was surprisingly generous for the normally dickish system.

That aside, did the animal evolution array have a purpose in regard to helping the shop? I asked the system that.

[Option 3 is currently locked. In it is a function which you may use evolved beasts to further profit the shop. Clear your upcoming quest for the price to appear.]

Not going to give it up for free I see, you stingy bastard, I thought.

Anyway, everyone was gathered, including the apprentices. They ignored my messenger bird that ordered them to stay home, and rushed right over like this was some damn anime. Harmony’s hard-headedness shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but her proactiveness had rubbed off on Lucas and Mandi, as well. Alexander, who had the day off, got roped in. He still muttered about having to stuff down his muffin.

“You may not sense it, but for those with far more experience, we can tell something’s coming, like a massive blob of mana,” I explained, deciding to give up shooing away the brats. Not a single world of reasoning worked on the blue-haired girl who believed she needed to be here to help, despite having no clue about the hell that approached.

There was simply no time to put my foot down and even if I did, she’d still find a way to appear. Like when the Peace Spawner attacked us in Whirl-Waters. Oh, and Rin, the love saintess, showed up too.

Abruptly, my Spidey senses went off. I pulled Lucas out of the way of just as two horseback riders were blasted off their mounts and thrown against the water fountain.

[Urgent quest! Defeat the Inquisition! Save your half-vampire associates.]

[Your party is being confronted by a strong force!]

While Nuwa and Harmony went to check on the two riders that got blasted into hell and back, I, along with Milia and the disciples, focused our attention on the damn near small horseback army waltzing into our yard as if they owned the place, led by a very smug-looking man dressed in fancy enchanted leather armor. He wasn’t even the strongest of their group. I immediately felt the concentration of power from two people in masks and a hooded fellow.

Wait a fucking minute, the system said they were Inquisition? I glanced at Rin and, sure enough, her eyes lit with fury.

“Nuwa, are they okay?”

“They’ll be fine,” Nuwa replied as she unleashed a dose of healing magic. “Nimni and Paul.”

My eyes widened. They were holding to their promise to shop here, only to be intercepted by their former employer.

Some of these riders looked to be part of that group we encountered in Wingston. I believe Aidyn the Soul saint referred to them as Group Silver. This was clearly not the same Silver we encountered last time, but an insane overhaul based on my observation.

“Kill the healer,” commanded the leader. “I’m sure her parents will understand that healing the fugitives of our operations is treason. The rest of you will sign an oath of silence or die.”

The system triggered a scan, revealing that, like most strong opponents, he of course had a D-ranked spell book, complicating things even further.

[Enemy analysis.]

[Calus, Inquisition Specialist. Son of Magmus and the Royal Inquisitor. Race: Human. Disposition: Neutral. Magician rank: Blocked. Spell book: D. Affinity: Jaeger-class Fire.]

Nuwa stood, having finished healing our exhausted customers, and unveiled some seriously powerful aura.

“Jesus Christ, where have you been hiding that?” I asked Nuwa. To the Inquisition leader, I said, “I think you’ve brought your bullshit to the wrong yard. You get one chance to turn around. Any attempt on our lives and we will defend ourselves.”

“Lord, he’s strong,” said one of the standard inquisitors.

“I’ll take him on,” said a woman that probably believed she was the most seductive person alive.

I paid the cost to upgrade the shed from D-ranked to C. We were shy from the two months required to do so for free.

[You paid 200,000 spirit coins and 1 high grade spiritual herb.]

[Total Spirit coins: 1,741,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 7,190.]

[C-ranked Shed. It is possible to store magical items in here and grant access to specific people. Anyone without permission will be attacked until they’ve left the entirety of the premise. Upgrade for more storage space and features. To upgrade to B for free, use it for at least two months. No mana offering is needed. Otherwise, fill it with highly pure mana and pay 400,000 spirit coins, 12 B-ranked or higher spiritual herbs.]

[Upgrades increase storage space, offensive and defensive capabilities, and its anti-hallow, anti-evil, safe-zone protection bubble will extend, as well as increase. Permissions will automatically be detected and administered. Reach A-rank or higher to connect this to fortifications.]

Security system, maximum output. The inquisition’s a massive threat, I thought.

[Acknowledged. Exterminate… Exterminate… All humans—er, the Inquisition… Preparing attack sequence.]

“He is quite the strong one indeed,” Calus said, still smug. He was a man that looked to be in his late thirties, though due to being a magician, he wouldn’t age any further for a long time. Or ever, if we were forced to do what we had to do.

Of course, when it came to government officials, we had to be extremely careful. I’ve heard many rumors in regard to Raider, after all. “If you intend to stand in… Wait a Wanda’s forsaken minute. Is that the Love saintess?”

“Not just her, but the former hero’s party, including the victim of that disaster,” added the woman. She hopped from her horse.

“Clearly there must be a reason why you’re gathered here,” a young Inquisitor said, a boy who looked to be either Harmony’s age or even a year older. “Lord, I think we shouldn’t fight them. Maybe there’s a⁠—”

“Shut your pathetic naïve mouth, new boy,” Calus said. “All three of our heretic targets in one spot. Do you not realize that bringing them in will guarantee all of you promotions? Or did you forget whom you belong to?”

On my signal, Shed, start attacking, I thought.

“If they’re here, I take it you’re this Lord Nate of the low-ranked town?” Calus asked, his voice condescending. “By order of the Inquisition, I demand you step aside, or else you and this entire farm will be erased for treason.”

“Nuwa, Harmony, Mandi, Lucas, get those two inside and watch over them,” I said. I nodded at the thundercloud bull, whom I decided to name before Milia beat me to it. Cheetara hissed, allowing her aura to come out, which made some of the inquisitors nervous. Wolverine growled, even barked viciously at the intruders a few times.

[Milia has already named the bull Sir Snuggles.]

“Oh, come on,” I said, looking at my now-confused wife. “Sir Snuggles?”

“Hmm? It’s a cute name,” she said. She didn’t so much as ask how I found out.

“Never mind,” I said in defeat.

Calus burst into laughter.

“Oh, shut up, you prick,” I snapped at him.

He stopped holding his sides.

“What are you laughing at?” Opal said, flying up to Calus’s face. “Your beard makes you look like a lion.” She stuck her tongue out, then flew back into Mandi’s hair.

“Why you little—kill that pixie, too, after we take care of these fools,” Calus barked.

“Everyone, no holding back,” I said. “They’re trying to kill us. We’re going to have to defend ourselves. If you can’t knock them unconscious for capture and questioning, do what you must. That means you too, twerp.”

I allowed my aura to emerge. “Threatening my domain and clan will be your fuck up.”

“Let me take on that one,” said the hooded man, his voice sounding modulated, like an assassin hiding their identity.

Well, when I scanned him, my eyes went wide.

Even more when Nimni, the tall vampire woman said, “They’re running shadow operations for Prince Myster!”

“Shut your mouth, heretic!” snapped one of the inquisitors.

The dragon-masked inquisitors moved to the side. “We shall observe for now.”


CHAPTER 50
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[Your party is being confronted by an intense conflict…]

[Potion’s Will vs. Inquisition Group Black Silver.]

[Executives remaining: Inquisitor Specialist Calus, Left Hand Executioner, Dragon Omni, Dragon Wind, High Inquisitor Lucia.]

[You will have to settle things with Prince Myster another time…]

“You’re all heretics!” yelled one of the inquisitors. “Your fate is your own fault!”

The alchemy cloaks manifested around those that had them, as if resonating with each other. Hopefully, when I finally had more than a few days of free time, I’d launch an investigation into the phenomena.

I focused on my opponent, whose status flashed across my mental screen. The eagerness of the potentially evil shed pulsed within my mana, begging to unleash its newly upgraded death lasers. Lady Feather’s aura began to manifest as well as she stood at Ronica’s side.

[Enemy analysis.]

[Given alias: Krome, the Left Hand Executioner of Merridon, a lost existence. Race: Unknown (appears to be half dark-elf, half life-elf, thanks to your stage three ultimate identifier piercing through). Disposition: Neutral, coldblooded. Magician rank: Blocked. Potential illegal black magic user. Spell book: D. Affinity: Shadow, death, black ice.]

[*Fierce BOSS fight, begin!]

“Let us see if you can back up your conviction,” Krome said as he manifested a wicked, spiky black staff.

I didn’t wait for him to attack first, blurring into his guard, and starting with the first Heavenly Demon form.

[Heavenly Demon First form: Heavenly Crushing Palm.]

The slippery bastard twisted and sidestepped, allowing my palm to glide past him, as well as the shockwave it created. Electricity sparked between the two of us. Literal electricity, as a result of opposing auras colliding. How did the Inquisition keep a monster like this hidden? Unfortunately, dodging my opening attack proved nothing. They fucked up the moment they attacked our farm.

“Shadow Ice Blade,” Krome said softly.

I slapped the blade of ice away with half a Savage Dragon Destruction Beam, then countered with a spin kick. Or so I tried. This time, it was the Left Hand Executioner that got into my guard, unveiling well-trained martial arts, and with the staff pointed at my face, I could only use the ring of force fields to block it.

The black ice he unleashed smashed against my shield so hard, the force of it threw me backward.

By the way, Shed, start blasting, I thought as I recovered. Aim for lethal force. They’ll survive.

[Acknowledged! Muhwuahwua, yes, yes, yes!]

I blurred back into the fray, dodging his punches and shards of black ice, and using the forms, nailed a kick in his stomach, a punch to his jaw, and a spin kick to his side. This brawling went on for a few minutes when I realized something felt a little off. For some reason, my attacks weren’t as effective as they should be. I’m not saying better training couldn’t put me down, but the impact of what I did barely fazed him.

Krome suddenly leapt backward, his staff aimed at me. “Chronos Ice.”

I sidestepped the lightning-fast streak of energy but having not expecting another beam to branch from the first, I took a direct hit in the side. Tar-colored ice immediately emerged on my side.

Frowning, I shattered it.

[Warning! You have been inflicted with the Black Cold status effect.]

[Your HP and mana were halved.]

I couldn’t retaliate with something snarky because holy shit, did I feel that like a drain on my overall energy. The feeling of coming down with sickness was the best way to describe it.

By the way, chaos erupted around us from our clan clashing against the Inquisition, to even the spirit and magical beasts joining in the battle, and even crazier, some residents came out to help. The shed went nuts.

Milia was a force, as the power of the forest allowed her to show off. She and Ramon double-teamed Calus, the Inquisition Specialist.

I had to keep my focus on the Left Hand Executioner, as he clearly was the strongest of the group by a mile. His aura easily pushed back against mine. Again, how did the Inquisition keep this hidden from the Lord Ruler? Or did he know and simply turned a blind eye?

I downed a potion of greater medicine, a health potion, and one of ice resistance. I didn’t know this would come in handy already! For the first time, Krome looked surprised, just briefly.

“The reports did state that you were either of the potion maker or alchemist faction,” he said as he walked toward me. “Why are they missing the details of your potions? Shouldn’t someone of your caliber be employed by the kingdom army?”

“That’s not how things work, bud,” I said. “And I’m pretty sure the royal potion makers would not be happy if an outsider started stealing their revenue.”

Krome vanished and reappeared at my side, only to jump back at the sight of my aimed staff. The Staff of the Benevolent Halo Lord. Anyone feeling it would have the same reaction.

“Yukihara,” I said, instantly summoning her.

The aura of the C-ranked spell book nearly blasted everyone backward. Normally, I contained it because advertising this summon was more trouble than it was worth. The Left Hand Executioner wasted no time calling forth his spell book as well, knowing I turned up the heat.

I did so because I saw movement from the two dragon-masked inquisitors. They stopped, their interest in this battle returning.

“Return to this world, Maverick!”

Krome’s aura pushed me backward some as the table-sized spell book exploded into existence. Floating a foot above it was a giant pair of red scissors, riddled with seven golden eyes. It had long arms too. Its hands remained stationed in a prayer position.

“So he’s the leader? Oh Wanda, what is that!?” Yukihara asked from the top of my head. “Aku, will you help us?”

“Already on it,” Aku the Dao dragon said, manifesting from my tattoo in a display of golden light.

Yes, in a battle like this, fantastical displays would be a marvel to see from a distance. Being in it, not so much, since the other person wanted me dead. With freaky monster scissors staring at me, I just didn’t know what to think anymore. Who would want a spell book spirit like that? An assassin, I guess. The Left Hand Executioner was most definitely an assassin.

“That isn’t an ordinary spell book, that I can tell,” Krome said. “But I always get my kill.”

Aku inhaled and exhaled pure white fire. To the executioner’s credit, he didn’t just stand there and leapt away, only to be struck by Cheetara’s mana beam. She wasn’t even aiming at him. The cat angrily meowed at the man.

“Maverick, page seven, Martillo De Hielo!”

The freaky floating scissors cackled as it glowed. “DIE, DIE DIE DIE.”

[Warning, this attack will freeze most of your farm, you, and the party!]

“Aku, let’s push it back. Full force!” I ordered.

“Yes, master,” Aku said, then grew to the size of a modern tall building. Some of the fighting paused, eyes wide.

Beakwing joined at his side, firing his magic, followed by Wolverine, fucking Little Moo, Sir… Snuggles, and Sir Bright. I didn’t even know Sir Bright had powers! And they were strong, too. His eyes glowed red and he seemed menacing now that I observed him. Heh, he was pissed that these intruders attacked our farm.

Lady Feathers had the audacity to cheer him on, pumping a wing into the air. She returned to fighting viciously at the twerp’s side.

The twerp seemed to be preparing something, because her mana rose rapidly. To worrying degrees, actually. Thankfully, she summoned her spell book so that the massive draw of mana didn’t burn her body out. Her spell book spirit…

Unfortunately, I had no time to pay attention to others, because the moment Aku and the others successfully countered and blocked Krome’s crazy ass ice wave attack, he lurched toward me, hoping I’d be off guard.

I blocked his dagger strike with my Bracer of the Heavens, then activated the Gold Wind Badge to blast him backward. Or attempt to, but not only did he jump away in time, he countered with a wave of very cold mana.

Knowing the wind barrier would struggle against that, I used the last charge from the ring of force fields instead.

Spamming items to win these fights, I’ve got no shame about it, I thought as I pulled my newest potion out of the storage ring.

I wasn’t one hundred percent sure about this, but every member of the Inquisition seemed to have some kind of impact reduction, defensive spell, or enchantment on them. It acted as if it reduced half of the damage delivered. If that was the case… The system decided now was the time to reveal this important information to me.

[Your speculation is correct. Ultimate Identifier skill activated!]

A reddish aura outline manifested around each of the inquisitors. Something about it… felt familiar and unsettling.

[Unknown protective spell: At the cost of soul energy, you may cast a special defensive spell on an entire group. Physical and magical defenses significantly increase. Stun resistance greatly increase! Unknown benefits. However, it will cost them dearly.]

[The unknown magician responsible for this barrier spell didn’t care for the lives of his targets and gave all of them the risky buff, except Calus. Calus will be spared from the extreme backlash. Warning. End fights as quickly as possible, for the special protective spell could eventually be overloaded, forcing the backlash.]

The insight ended. Nimni said Myster was the one responsible for deploying these fucks. Either he or Calus cast the spell. I needed to use that against them.

As much as I hated to admit this, there was simply no way I could beat the Left Hand Executioner with that spell active. Of course, I had to at least try.

“How long can you keep up with me, Lord Nate?” taunted the Left Hand Executioner. “You’re the first challenge I’ve had in a long time. Try not to die so easily. Blizzard Req⁠—”

I smashed the bottle containing the Potion of Subtraction right into his face. Still heating with rage, I also unloaded three fists into his jaw, but in return, took a kick to the gut.

I pulled the potion of shapeshifting out of my storage ring, downed it, and then transformed into a tiger.

Dodging his attacks, still fueled by rage, I took this bastard down to the ground. That was when one of the dragon mask inquisitors took that time to butt in, striking me with unknown blasts of magic so strong, it leapt away, my transformation undoing itself.

Not that it would’ve lasted long anyway since I drank the original potion of shapeshifting, instead of the new version I recently received as a reward from the S-ranked dungeon. I simply hadn’t gotten the chance to make that one yet, as it required ingredients that weren’t around.

Milia incapacitated her first inquisitor, then hopped back to take a breather as Iris stepped in for her.

As much as I wanted to complain about Iris stealing my fighting partner, concentrating both King-ranked magicians on a single opponent would obviously be a bad idea, putting the others in danger.

“You are most definitely full of surprises,” Krome said as he dusted himself off. He turned to the masked inquisitors at his side. “This is my fight. I don’t need your help. Begone! Anyone would be caught off guard if the man before him suddenly turns into a Wanda’s damned tiger.”

The masked inquisitors looked at each other, then walked away. One of them turned back to stare at me for a bit more, then looked forward. The Left Hand Executioner was now on his own. Not that that mattered with the unfair barrier enchantment protecting him.

I couldn’t tell if the potion of subtraction did much, but it did create the opening I needed for my shapeshifting potion.

Suddenly seeing Iris and Ramon cornered and my wife fighting that female inquisitor, I crashed the titan blade onto the unsuspecting group of enemies.

“Thanks, Nate,” Ramon said.

In that moment of surprise, I leapt over there and picked up my giant blade.

“First, I am unable to freeze you with all of these tricks you keep pulling out of a hat,” Krome said. “People complain about my mysteriousness, but you… this farm, your choice of friends. You’re running a freak show beneath the kingdom’s nose.”

“It is kind of funny hearing that from you,” I said as I shrunk the blade to a manageable size. Knowing he’d just dodge, I instead sprinted toward the left. He followed as expected, arrogantly ignoring everyone else, even if they were high-tiered threats.

That was when I increased the weapon’s size and unleashed five giant sword lights, nailing him twice before he could even think to dodge. Unfortunately, that came at a cost, as the retaliation was strong.

“Secret page three,” he said, his voice flat, but venomous. “Empty of Zero.”

I found myself in a bubble of darkness and he stood in front of me. The subzero air stung like needles, everywhere. “You will die now. It is time for the fun to end. Farewell.”

[Warning! Your HP is dropping rapidly. This spell WILL kill you.]

Black ice began to creep up my body, starting with my feet, but moving slowly thanks to the ice resistance. If not for that, I’d be fucked, not that I could move much. The floor in this bubble felt like the stickiest gum.

I suppose one could think, how could I lose to this fucker after working with the team to defeat the Midnight Bone Dragon? Sorry to burst that bubble, but fighting a person isn’t black and white. People were unpredictable, carried spell books with God knows how many magical nukes, and generally held some form of intelligence.

I could be unpredictable too.

[Fifth form: Heavenly Dragon Transformation.]

[Fifth form alpha: Heavenly Fire Breath.]

In a breath, I transformed into my dragon state. Then I burned it all down.


CHAPTER 51
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Flames of white, red, and orange, like the reflection of how we view our sun, laid waste to the oppressive ice storm like poetic justice. The Left Hand Executioner failed to escape completely unharmed, even with an overpowered enchantment protecting him.

I knew he wasn’t a Merridon native, of course. His description hinted at it for the most part. After all, Merridon was still considered the weakest nation due to not having a monarch ruling it. Their knights were half-elves.

Could it be that these people were actually from the empire? The Lord Ruler and the current emperor were friends. To help protect his ally, he loaned him King-ranked magicians. I had no proof, this was just a working theory. The royal family, for all we knew, could have dark connections from who knew where.

I floated a few feet in the air and even allowed the Left Hand Executioner to get back up. He looked like shit and honestly lucky to be alive. The heat forced him to toss his melting cloak, though he still wore some kind of half-metallic mask thing over his mouth. The device responsible for his modulated voice.

The elven features were now there for everyone to see. One eye red, the other green. That enchantment was really beginning to get on my nerves.

The mystery enchantment seemed to hold in place, based off the enhanced red glowing, almost like steam.

“Master Blade, status,” said the scissors.

I didn’t wait for a reply, launching into the air while still in my dragon state. Then I inhaled again.

“If you thought that one was impressive,” I told him, “get a load of this.”

[Fifth form alpha: Heavenly Fire Breath.]

I activated the heavenly pocket watch to enhance the attack. Honestly, I forgot I brought this thing with me.

Suddenly, the damned thing burst into a mess of smoke. Sheesh, to explode like that when I needed it.

The strangeness didn’t end there.

Like a calling star of the night, the green gem cousin Aya gave me began to glow, signaling an activation. Being mid-fire-blast, I decided now wasn’t the time to scan it. Well, the system somewhat disagreed.

[Old Family treasure activated. Dragon’s Obliteration Stone. Item rank: X. Item quality: *Supreme Exotic*. Warning, an item like this could attract the attention of Wanda. Be very careful with it and do keep it in your storage ring. It activates⁠—]

[Activation of the stone pacified and reduced to half strength due to your lack of mana. The person who gave this to you should’ve warned you that it requires the mana level to be up to par with that of your family.]

System, just admit that you stopped me from accidentally blowing up the yard, I thought.

I breathed out a fast and powerful wave of newly dark green fire, courtesy of the gem. However, your potion maker took things a bit farther, probably to the extreme. In order to prevent the executioner from dodging, I dragon-ported behind him.

“Up you go!”

With a tail swat, I knocked the bastard into the center of the descending maelstrom.

“Damn, this form’s a bitch on the mana,” I said. When clear of the fire storm, I reverted back to normal. Better voluntary than forced and completely manaless.

“Did ya see that, Lord Calus? He done turned into a Wanda’s damned dragon,” asked an inquisitor that sounded like a British American southerner. “Golly, I need some ale.”

“Shut up, Hank,” said the high inquisitor lady, Lucia. By the way, she was clearly strong as hell. Shoot, despite my wife and Iris’s efforts, she looked as if she had taken little damage. In other words, the overpowered mystery enchantment paid its dividends and then some.

I glanced through my inventory, only to frown at the lack of any kind of mana potions. The Left Hand Executioner fell to the ground, landing on a knee, panting.

“Oh wow, Lord Krome survived that,” Hank said. “Wanda’s fanny, my golly. Empire magicians really are scary.”

“Shut up, Hank,” Calus snapped.

“Hey, don’t bully Hank,” I said. “He’s trying to ease the tension.”

“Don’t defend Hank,” Lucia said, voice deadpan.

Hank, to his credit, didn’t snap at his superiors. Well, if he did, they’d probably just kill him or subject him to the… questioning.

The Left Hand Executioner continued to pant, giving me all the time in the world to recover. Bad for him since we were on the farm.

The shed suddenly fired, nailing Lucia right in her center. She let out a squeak as she leapt away. Some of the other inquisitors snickered.

“Stop goofing off, you foolish idiots!” Calus snapped. “Get back to wor⁠—”

He froze upon realizing I stood in his guard, hand at his neck.

“Did anyone see him move?” Hank asked. “Wanda’s damn, I’ve been at this job for fifteen years and ain’t never seen anyone move like that.”

Krome knew he fucked up, too, as well as the inquisitors wearing the dragon masks.

“One move and his head’s off,” I said. “Throw down your weapons.”

They didn’t, so I charged up the might of my King aura, disregarding the danger I put our manor in. The area began to shake. They still didn’t break their guard, admittedly a compliment to their training. “I guess you’re fucked, son of Magmus.”

“Wait,” he said, sweating. Yes, this motherfucker, after all that he did, was actually sweating. “No need to get hasty. I-I was just doing my job.”

“Killing us for being law-abiding citizens is one hell of a job,” I said, “but I’m afraid you’re still fucked. Your enchantment’s at its limit. Oh wait, you don’t have one.”

I throat-punched him hard enough to knock the breath out of him. He didn’t die, but it’d be a while before he got back up.

[Executives defeated: 1 of 5.]

To show everyone what I meant, I followed up the attack by blurring next to a standard inquisitor and with a mana-infused, King-ranked fist, punched through what was left of his barrier. The disciples, buffed thanks to Rin and my potions, as well as the farm’s protection, forced a stalemate that had to be broken.

“Ha!” Lucia said. “Now that was brutal. What are you doing Left Hand? Do your Wanda’s damned job or we’re toast!”

Unfortunately for her, Milia studied exactly how I overwhelmed their annoying enchantment. She was for sure at her limit, being double-teamed by a forest-enhanced, likely goddess-tiered super dryad and Iris the Heavenly Bow.

But what Milia did wasn’t the moon-splitting sword slash, a technique passed on from her monarch mother. Her aura switched from gentleness to… harsh and ruthlessness? Picture light golden flames surrounding her, changing into a scarlet, maybe crimson, larger fire. Shit, it felt as if it had a reaper’s blessing mixed in.

In fact, I believe I felt this in Whirl-Waters once.

“Reaperess’s Call,” Milia chanted cooly.

The enchantment kept Lucia alive as a fucking sword-like vine carried her into the air, exploded into a scythe-shaped amalgamation of energy, and then dropped her from fifty feet or higher like a sack of potatoes.

[Executives defeated: 2 of 5.]

I walked over to the Left Hand Executioner. The shed fired a ton of beams onto his barrier, before returning its fire back to the other inquisitors. None of them looked as if they wanted to stay. Especially with the thundercloud bull zapping them like crazy, and Lady Feathers firing some kind of unknown mana toward their faces. She knocked out quite a bit of them. Let’s not forget our favorite super cat and sunlight wolf. They all worked together to overwhelm the enchantments.

“Ah, didn’t expect the tables to turn so quickly, did you?” I asked him. “I did gain something from this little experience. Knowledge. Maybe you’d like to fill us in to why the Lord Ruler’s employing magicians from the empire? Or wherever some of them are from. I know for fuck sure, no one from his forces born in this kingdom can take me. That’s not being arrogant, that’s just the cold truth of this world. You’re not one of the fabled master magicians. If you were, we’d be fucked.”

“You can say that again,” Ronica cooed. “But they don’t care about us lower magicians. Or anything around them.” She pouted. “Pricks, all of them.”

“Enough,” came the voice of a dragon mask, the red one.

Before he could make a move, I activated it. Yes, the skill Grandma, greatest woman ever, taught me. I finally had an opening and knew how to overwhelm their overpowered enchantment.

[Heavenly Dragon Secret Form 1: Hand of the World.]

The giant glowing fist—made of whatever our family’s energy was—shattered the enchantment as expected and sent the executioner on a trip through the forest.

[Executives defeated: 3 of 5.]

[Wolverine activated the Heavenly Dragon Secret Form: Hand of the Wolf God.]

The goodest of boys aimed at the dragon mask fucker, smashing him into the ground with a giant mana wolf claw.

Unfortunately, his enchantment was still full due to not participating in the fighting. However, that didn’t mean he stood unharmed. The secret form also attacked something internal, though Grandma didn’t tell me what.

“There’s only two hotshots left and a bunch of lackeys,” I said. “Are you sure you want to continue this?”

The masked inquisitor took that time to summon his D-ranked spell book, its aura pushing against everyone. The other one did the same. They were no slouches themselves, these black ops inquisitors born of either the empire or some other country.

“Come hither, Ragen Blue,” said the blue dragon-masked inquisitor, Dragon Wind.

“Rise again, Ragen Red,” chanted the other, Dragon Omni.

Red and blue Chinese-style dragons burst from their respective spell books.

“Gold tier magic, Red Healing Sky, Massive Revitalization!”

My blood chilled, knowing that if they healed everyone to full health, we’d be fucked. Or rather, our time would be because we’d have to beat their asses all over again. However, revitalization probably fixed exhaustion, too.

Nuwa was an amazing healer, but I hadn’t… My thought paused when she stepped into view, holy aura blasting, F… no, E-ranked spell book summoned. I believed her mother, Awa the Conviction Saintess, gave her daughter that before setting off to work. “This would be so much easier if I had a spell book as powerful as Ronica’s, but here we go. Gold tier spell, Holy Spell Canceller!”

With both hands in the air, Nuwa unleashed a fast spear of red and gold magic that struck the growing magic circle in the air, shattering it to pieces. She collapsed to a knee, panting.

“I guess Mother’s training helped, after all,” she said.

“You know, credit where it’s due, you’re the first group we encountered that actually brought healers,” I said.

Sometimes I really wished I could use my potion of the spirits, but having a concoction that relied on specific weather kind of made it a bit useless. I manifested one from the storage ring that I believed could help overwhelm their enchantment quickly, though using it felt like a waste.

[Shooting Star Dragon Summoning Potion. Pour the entire bottle on a diagram to summon a powerful shadow of Aku. If consumed, you’ll enter the Shooting Star Dragon Magician State, an evolution of its predecessor. Note: Do not allow your apprentices or disciples nor anyone else to recklessly consume this. One must have compatibility and a magically trained body at the peak of Higher Dragon or more that can handle the energy.]

“Oh, we’ve only just gotten started,” said Dragon Wind. His blue dragon spell book spirit roared and then inhaled. Pulling a wooden staff from his storage ring, he casted. “This is what happens when you underestimate us.”

I couldn’t focus on him and his partner who leapt away, charging his own powerful spell as well.

“Do you have any idea who we are?” Dragon Omni, the red mask asked. “I…”

Two pigeons crashed into his face then flew off as quickly as they came.

“Ronica,” I said, since she was the closest to ol’ Red.

Her spell book spirit was similar to Milia’s, being an adorable mass of fiery energy with eyes. Then it shapeshifted into a woman-shaped mass of fire with glowing red eyes.

“Run, Omni!” Hank said, only to be finally knocked out by Kelvin’s ice fist.

“Shut up, Hank,” Dragon Omni said.

“Poor Hank,” Nuwa said. She had downed an energy potion, managing to stand back up. Still, it was no replacement for a mana potion. In fact, some of the inquisitors downed a few themselves during the battle.

“Page two, Immortal Flame Pillar,” Ronica chanted as she thrust a hand in the black ops inquisitor’s direction. He retaliated with a massive fire spell of his own. The collision shook the yard, creating a death sphere at the center, which grew and grew.

“Fuck, our yard’s in trouble,” I said.

Dragon Wind laughed, which may as well have been in my face since the surge of anger that came through me provided further motivation.

Despite being low on mana, I utilized my movement technique again—this was how I moved insanely fast—and got into the smarmy fucker’s guard, pulled his mask off as hard as I could, then smashed a potion of steam blast right in his face. I didn’t care if the enchantment reduced most of the damage.

He still yelled in agony.

I quickly downed the Shooting Star Dragon Summoning Potion, as things needed to turn around for the better. The extreme course of power that connected me with the world felt incredibly magnified as I entered the transformed state. Listen, I’m not going to get poetic about this. Drank crazy potion. Shazam! Take on crazy form.

Resorted to this due to little mana remaining within me. Enough said.

[Shooting Star Dragon Magician State.]

I smashed the palm of my hand into the face of the surprised inquisitor executive, who no longer found this situation funny, and cast the spell.

[You activated Gold tier spell: Shooting Star Destruction Beam.]

So my existing abilities gained additional traits from drinking this potion. Neat. Something I’d have to study.

The enchantment thankfully overloaded and into unconsciousness went Dragon Wind.

[Executives defeated: 4 of 5.]

Suddenly, the twerp, struggling to break the stalemate with the red dragon masked inquisitor yelled, “Fine! You asked for this!”

She performed a magical girl transformation into a…. into a… giant, wicked-looking flaming bird.

Its aura was so unbelievably strong that I actually felt worried she may have accidentally attracted unwanted attention. The people of Kyushu were ten minutes away, but guards would have the area blocked off, preventing anyone from leaving.

Yes, you bet your ass I ordered the mayor to lock the town down through the cube. The system did warn us yesterday that something was approaching.

[Ronica’s Phoenix Presence…]

[Ronica’s Immortal Pressure!]

“Now, be a good little inquisitor kid and have a nice nap,” Ronica said in a god-like voice.

Sheesh, moving in her aura felt a little difficult, though having little to no mana and wanting to just nap was the main culprit of my struggle.

Since the transformation still had some juice left, I pulled my staff from the storage ring, wincing as the mega twerp stomped on the inquisitor with a giant flaming talon.

[Executives defeated: 5 of 5.]

Let me say, looking at a phoenix up close felt unexplainable. Seriously beautiful creatures, though equally terrifying. There were broken bones, after all, and by the intensity of that surprise magical attack, severe damage to the defeated inquisitor’s core.

I decided it’d probably be best to destroy the cores of Inquisition Black Silver, even the Left Hand Executioner, which Ramon, after being voluntold by Nuwa, brought back for me. The residents had him tied up with thick vines.

Well…

[Unknown enchantment backlash triggered. All cores destroyed.]

Neat. I guess I don’t need this staff, after all.

Before deactivating her transformation, Ronica stomped on Calus too, destroying his core.

“Now he won’t feel alone,” Ronica cheered after reverting back to normal.

If I wasn’t worn out, I would’ve laughed. Instead, I accepted Opal doing that for me.

“Serves you right!” she said to the unconscious inquisitor specialist.

Despite the chaos, the farm looked fine. Undamaged, in fact.

“Talk about a workout,” I said. “Can I get a high five?”

Opal—who could apparently teleport now, judging by how fast she moved—slapped her tiny hand against mine.

“High five!” she cheered.

She immediately went for Mandi and the other apprentices.

After making sure everyone was fine, including our two vampire guests, we hurled the detained inquisition into a corner of the yard. I’d let the guards and kingdom soldiers deal with them. The broadcast system probably recorded everything, but I’d rather not allow our secrets to escape, such as the twerp’s transformation. Their boss was for sure going to kill them, but as the saying went, not my monkeys, not my circus.

In fact, everyone was staring at her.

“Just let it go, everyone,” I said in her defense. “She’ll explain when she’s ready.”

I didn’t go with the ‘maybe it was the spell book I gave her’ lie. Nah, she knew our secrets. It was fair that the clan also knew about her.

“It’s okay, Nate,” Ronica said, stretching. “It’s been a while since I took on that form.” She smiled. “It’s thanks to you that the curse preventing it was shattered. Besides, you already knew. I’m a phoenix.” She shrugged as if it was no big deal whatsoever. The audacity of this twerp. “Milia, Nuwa, and Harmony figured it out, too. Iris always knew. Not because that honey cake stealing woman is my best friend or anything.”

Iris bonked the twerp. “Don’t go making blanket accusations just because you forgot you ate all of your honey cakes in one sitting.”

Ronica gave her friend a pout.

“So we really just beat the inquisition,” Ramon said. “And we’re still alive somehow.”

“This farm seriously made the fight easier,” Maxus said.

I nodded. “Who wants to go summon the mayor?”

“I’ll do it,” Harmony said.

“I’ll go with you,” Mandi said to her. “Wingy, are you well?”

Beakwing, completely unharmed, let out a huff, as if saying, “Of course I am.”

He allowed the girls on his back and off they went.

“So like dragons, phoenixes have human forms?” Lucas asked. “I’ve never met one in person.”

Ronica seemed briefly pained about something, but knowing the half-dwarf’s innocence, didn’t hold that against him.

“That’s a long story for another day,” she said. “I’m exhausted.”
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Location: Zaster’s study within his mansion of the Astral Empire…

“Lord Ares, are you sure it is a good idea to meet with Prince Roman? What if he found out you were behind the constant attacks?” Zaster asked while kneeling. He didn’t expect the great dark lord himself to personally visit his home. If so, he would’ve arranged a banquet in honor of an important guest.

“He’s tired now,” Ares said. “It is now time for the cult’s influence to take root in the empire. Besides, do you see any harm in offering the exhausted battle craver the chance at salvation? And the promise of a fight that he’ll remember even if he’s cast six feet under.”


EPILOGUE
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Location: A large room within the Jaspian Prince’s palace…

Shadow Princess Ling felt their energies wink out and burst into laughter. “That insufferable brother of mine really sent them off to their defeat. Wanda’s bottom, that’s rich! Even those foreigners failed!”

Lila, Alexander’s big sister, shook her head, releasing the scrying spell a moment later. While working with the princess of Merridon had been nothing but fun, a tinge of worry began to sink into the young woman’s veins.

This wasn’t because of Ling or her kingdom, nor her fight to get vengeance on Myster. No, this was in regard to the War King’s dwindling patience. Sure, her mother served loyally for many years. However, if they stayed too long, someone would surely paint them as enemy spies, despite the daily reports.

If that happened, the entire family would suffer, including her little brother. Lila’d rather die than allow anything to happen to him.

Still… Perhaps Lila could reach out for help. Maybe that master magician that currently trained her little brother knew something.

She knew Ling had a fearsome reputation in the kingdom. However, unlike Myster, Ling used her job as Right Hand Executioner to instill fear into all of those around her as a method of protection. Lila, understanding the power of chaos herself and pigs in general, didn’t blame her. Consequences, perhaps karma, may be paid in the long term.

To think the First Rose caught onto Myster’s plot and reported it to Ling so quickly only broke into the surface of her capabilities. She wasn’t a curse carrier either, yet between the two half-sisters, lay real trust.

Lila, however, felt the chaos buried within the First Rose. If she felt it, she knew Ling did. Whatever the princess’s half-sister planned, Ling likely guessed it and helped directly or indirectly.

Everyone seemed to think of Ling as the threat, but unlike Myster, she actually cared about the kingdom and its people, chaotic methods aside. Myster cared for no one but himself, vouched to put their neighboring nation into his image, and had a nasty plan to make as many royals across the continent as possible indebted to him.

Even Lila knew how out of control a debt trap could get if allowed to flourish.

“How long do we have to stay here?” Lila asked Ling.

“Oh, we can head back if you want,” Ling said. “I’m sure Jasper will take care of reconstruction just fine without us.” She stood from her chair, stretching. “I thought we could figure out Myster’s mystery power, but I guess we’ll have to tear the answers from his throat after all.”

“Are you sure attacking him is a good idea beneath your father’s rules?” Lila asked. “I don’t mind, but if you get in trouble⁠—”

Ling waved off her comment. “We won’t easily be able to confront him directly, not a paranoid weasel like him. I can’t imagine how many traps he probably has at his disposal. What if he turns us to stone? For now, let’s go back to Wingston. I heard Han was ordered to live there, and I think tasked to search for any signs and information regarding Raider. Let’s go pay him a visit.”

Lila didn’t mind the idea of conversing with someone as handsome as Han, but his womanizing rumors killed the charm she created in her head. As a part of a family as powerful as the Demonblades, she couldn’t allow herself to be viewed as just another number.

Sure, she was willing to allow chaos to take over for her mother’s former backer, the Lamashtu group, which required her to temporarily marry her brother. In return, she’d receive significant power, God tier cultivation treasures, and other gifts to help push her family’s strength past that of even Astral Empire magicians.

Lila didn’t care much, since Alexander was adopted as a baby. His real parents were a mystery, producing a genius child with incredible magic potential. Her mother had used witchcraft to infuse her blood into Alexander in order to claim him as a Demonblade without breaking some stupid symbolic whatever.

Lila would’ve thought of him as her true brother regardless.

“Okay, let’s go to Wingston,” Lila said. “Perhaps Mother and your big brother had better luck?”

Shadow Princess Ling shrugged. “Who knows? Hmmm… I wonder if we could recruit Fang into helping. Wherever he is. He’s more than aware of Myster’s concerning behavior. More concerning than mine.”

Lila giggled. “Okay. Let’s go.”

“You know, the Scattered Island Nations sure are arrogant,” Ling said, gesturing for Lila to halt.

“Why do you say that?” Lila asked, skepticism in her voice. She kind of wondered why they hastily sent a force. There couldn’t have been much time to plan, after all.

“They only brought in a small force,” the shadow princess replied. “I wouldn’t have attempted something so risky otherwise. We may have gotten lucky. That, or if Father’s suspicions are correct, the Moon Lord sent them behind the back of the Moon Priest and then lied to his generals about it. They seem a bit clueless in the questioning. We’ll have to see what the Inquisition can get out of them.”

Lila frowned, her head aching a bit.

“Politics. You may be buried into them someday, just as deep as Lady Melony,” Ling told the teen witch. “I take it a delegation will come over to negotiate the return of their captured soldiers.”

“This will certainly be a loss of face for the Moon Lord,” Lila said. “He’ll lose the faith of his people, perhaps be ousted from power.”

“I can’t blame him for striking a severely weakened enemy, sending out the champion to guarantee a victory,” Ling said. She shuddered, her voice becoming melancholy. “Fighting him just wasn’t an option, not as I am now. It took everything to remain calm, pushing my acting skills to the limits.”

Lila nodded. “You used his own lust for battle against him. Then we managed to get most of the enemy divisions to surrender when they were surrounded by reinforcements. Thankfully, the dwarves provided most of that.”

“Had Prince Julious not appeared when he did…” Ling’s words trailed off. “Wait. We’d better get moving to Wingston now. Something feels very wrong. Ugh… Why am I remembering my sister’s warning now? The purple poison.”

Lila felt confused and wondered if that sign could be found within witchcraft as well. For now, she’d continue to follow her mother’s orders to assist the chaotic shadow princess. She kind of liked Ling’s determination.

However, keeping someone like this at arm’s length was important. Lila understood chaos but didn’t indulge it in as Ling did. She didn’t have blood on her hands.
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“So what now?” asked a buff man as he chomped down on his bowl of slop.

“Oh, be silent, Hank. Just keep downing your bowl of peasant soup and leave us alone to tremble in fear of our failure.”

“The Primal Eye, huh,” Hank replied to Lucia without a care in the world. He chuckled. “Oh tarnation, it should be fine! Wanda’s bottom, it ain’t a big deal, Lady Twists. Our leader will just have to understand that we can’t win them all.”

“Who gave Hank the poppy?!” Lucia snapped.

“Won’t both of you just shut up!” Calus yelled. “It is a double failure for me. Myster’s going to send an assassin to silence me very soon. I need to concentrate and write my regrets and confess as much as possible, so that Wanda will at least not send me to the ninth circle of Allihas.”

“I don’t know what’s more surprising. You actually believing in anything spoken of by the church, or that you’re planning to release confidential secrets to these small-town buffoons,” Lucia said.

A chuckle emerged from nowhere, following the mana released from an escape talisman. Then they saw him.

Prince Myster smiled. “Worry not, those who had not planned to betray the order of secrecy shall be fine. Besides, you don’t know too much. On the other hand, the moment you willed the intent to break the oath, my treasure alerted me. And what do I find? All of you jailed here and beaten up. Keep your mouths closed, I don’t care who did it. I only care about shutting this one up.”

Calus’s eyes widened. “Wait-wait-wait-wait-no-no—agggghhhhh⁠—”

Myster had already aimed a staff with an unsettling gem for its tip. “Perhaps I’ll release you in a hundred years so you can despair at all that you lost.” He laughed in Calus’s face as something horrific happened.

Before the eyes of Inquisition Black Silver, Calus turned into stone. A moment later, Myster pulled that terrified statue into his storage ring.

For just a brief moment, Myster seemed weakened and very ill. If Lucia had… If Lucia had a core, she would’ve attacked and killed the skinny prick, then smeared his corpse all over the walls. The fact that he boldly did this and intended to leave them alive meant that… the Primal Eye had something worse in store for them.

“You figured it out,” Myster said, smiling. “I wouldn’t dream of robbing that experience from you. Luckily, I have no intention of helping that prick, so he’ll have to hunt you down himself, assuming you don’t rot in here first. Ta-ta, and have fun living in utter fear.”

He laughed again before triggering another escape talisman.

Lucia hoped he accidentally anchored it to the depths of Pheonix Mountain!
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[The Inquisition of Merridon’s Church of Wanda has been greatly weakened!]

[Warning! The Primal Eye, leader of the Inquisition, and the Pope will notice.]

[You have been covered by Inquisition Gold. Wow, talk about fatal attraction. Lucky you! Primal Eye suspicion has been reduced by 50%. It goes without saying that you cannot send the defeated Black Silver back to the ranks of the Inquisition.]

Of course not, System, which is why they’ll rot in jail until Gwen answers my letter, I thought. In fact, I was sure the Lord Ruler hated them, too. Attempted murder of a civilian potion maker and his friends and family, also the kids, should give him the perfect excuse to lock up the assholes for good. After all, they made the conscious decision to ride all the way out here with the purpose of murder. I’m not naïve to spare anyone. No deals, no pleas. Get the hell out of here.

I made sure that message to Gwendolyn included all of that.

In fact, I paid to rank up the Messenger Spirit Bird System all the way up to B. It cost me the one hundred fifty thousand spirit coins the system awarded me for this fight. Worth it. That spirit bird should reach Wingston in a few hours, instead of days. I’d need to upgrade it again if I wanted to start sending messages to the other provinces or the capital, even to other kingdoms.

I know I told Gwendolyn not to tell anyone it was Milia and I who defeated the champion, but she insisted that by law, an explanation had to be given. So credit went to Raider. Now, Queen Cerial wasn’t going to buy that shit, and would immediately guess I had something to do with that.

After all, when the hallow sentry attacked, she and her half-elf knight, Ami, saw a bit of my abilities for themselves, including the downing of the original dragon summoning potion that transformed me into the dragon magician state.

Anyway, the rank-up rewards from the system didn’t stop. Minor options such as the stables got an upgrade too, which meant shit was about to get very busy on the business side of things quite soon. Free upgrades! I wasn’t complaining. Though, a part of me believed the system counted them as being paid for by the massive one hundred fifty grand it robbed me of, the prick.

[B-ranked Feed and Hay Barn and Pig Housing. Increase size, durability. Upgrade to A for the ability to feed black-winged griffins, unicorns, baby dragons, and more.

B-ranked Stable. Increased size, durability. Upgrade to A for the ability to hold even the empire’s flame horses.]

The empire has flame horses? What the fuck? How advanced were these guys? No wonder the Lord Ruler insisted on keeping friendly relations with them.

[B-ranked Messenger Spirit Bird System. Can reach Wingston in hours instead of days. Upgrade to A for faster continental messaging. This upgrade is too expensive at this time, as with any A-ranked upgrade.

B-ranked Food Storage Box. Improved cooling system, durability, can now display food via menu. Upgrade to A to unlock a spiritual fruit juicer, as well as a special food reheater.]

Why is the microwave upgrade out of my price range, System! Sheesh!

[B-ranked Sled. Improved durability, size, and now can transform into a small boat. Upgrade to A for automation.

B-ranked Waterwheel System. Waterwheel. Increased efficiency—Lucas is so grateful. Can now serve multiple projects at once using the domain’s mana. Don’t ask how. The final upgrade to A will allow it to utilize a mana river, adding special properties to anything any forged. Potential power source enabler someday if Wanda allowed.]

What seemed like simple everyday MMABS options became awesome within their higher-ranked forms. A-rank appeared to be the maximum rank for many of them. Something to work toward, I supposed. The S-ranked dungeon looked even more appealing now to fund all of this. Something to do once our trip with Lucas concludes, I thought.

Chenzu seemed agitated by the letter he received from his sister and planned to take a trip himself within the next week or so. I was more than happy to give this man some time off. In fact, we insisted on dropping him off to wherever he needed to go, but he rejected the idea, choosing to borrow a lightning horse instead.

He didn’t want Lucas’s trip to be interrupted any further. The addition of a tenth saint would be something historical to not just this nation, but the entire world. The saints traveled the continent, after all.

[You’ve unlocked the third option from the animal evolution array: harvest and market. You may remotely harvest eggs, harvest produced mana cores, feathers, mana-charged milk, or whatever the evolved animal specializes in and sell that to market. You can even arrange for your local merchant’s guild rep to handle worldwide selling for you in exchange for some of the profits. Or keep whatever’s harvested to yourself, choosing to sell them to the locals or even better: adventurers… if you attract some. Nevertheless, your shop will find itself with very valuable wares to sell. Consider selling these for spirit coins.]

That evening, the mayor invited the clan, as well as the half-vampire siblings over for dinner. The half-elf children joined too, not that Iris would leave them behind.

They were prepared to rent a room from the inn, but the mayor provided them with a house instead. A reminder of how many people left Kyushu as a result of the minor noble fraud scheme we squashed months ago.

I’ve been here for just a few months and ended up thrown into numerous unimaginable situations. Our objectives now were to take Lucus to the forest to officially gain his title and then meet the dwarf king afterward. The half-elf children would be joining us on this trip, of course. Maybe that’d give us some time to get to know them. They opened up some to Iris but remained shy at the dinner table.

I sensed them stealing glances a few times. All in all, the dinner went great with lighthearted conversation and Opal making Inquisition jokes.

That night, I thought about the decent progress made while selecting a good open area to place the pond.

Beating up the Inquisition shouldn’t have felt like a million bucks, but ooh boy, it did. In addition to that, we stopped an invasion, progressed the town significantly to the peak of D, progressed the farm and shop, and the list went on. What a week! Maybe we shouldn’t bring those kids into this mayhem.

While the pond built itself, I went to the magic lab to create a potion using an ingredient I almost forgot I owned.

[Thisissparta Plant. Rank: B. Useful in spices and accuracy increasing potions.]

“Noice,” I said as I tossed the six plants I had into my strongest cauldron. Experimentation on a calm and cool night felt relaxing. My wife meditated, pulling together her gains from that Inquisition fight. The cat napped nearby, and Wolverine was outside with Beakwing, watching the pond construct itself.

All felt right.

[Roundhouse Kick to the Face Potion. Grade: S (due to the cauldron’s ability). Quality: Foot. A potion that should be thrown in the trash, for masochists may… Error. Error. Reboot. Displaying correct description.]

[Potion of Swift Justice. Type: Self. Level: Simple. Grade: S. Quality: Extraordinary. Increases the power of all kick-based attacks by 100% for 5 minutes. Increases speed by 50%. Should an apprentice drink this, the quality of their projects will increase by 20%.]

[Too bad you don’t have any more of those plants sitting around.]

[New potion listing… Potion of Swift Justice.]

System… You know what? Never mind, I thought.

Sensing the completion of the pond, I went outside, only to stop upon noticing the stare off between a duck, a bird… robin wearing a freaking bandana, and a goose. Sensing their magic, I knew right away they were spirit beasts.

And very, very strong ones, especially the duck.

The minute I read the name off the duck’s scan, I turned to glare at my wife who stopped beside me, having known about the pond’s construction and wanted to see for herself.

“How could you have possibly named him so fast?” I asked.

“Hmm? I didn’t name him,” Milia replied, “but his name is definitely cute. I approve!”

I nearly fell.

Truffles the duck turned from the beautiful new pond to look at me. I sensed the permission request within those eyes.

“Wolverine, Beakwing, he’s fine,” I said, already respecting the duck. “Sure, little guy, have at it.” I turned to Lady Feathers. “I’ll leave talking to our guest to you. If you can convince the bull or Mazu to translate, that’d be great.”

I gave the elicrone a head pat. “Thank you for fighting with us. You and your mate were amazing out there.”

Lady Feathers leapt into my arms, snuggling into me. It was adorable, though I wasn’t sure if peacocks on Earth were as friendly. She leapt away to rejoin her family. Seconds later, they entered the pond to talk with a cheerful golden duck. The goose and robin sat in front of Beakwing and Wolverine, as if introducing themselves.

“Did Wanda grant my wish?” I thought aloud.

“What?” Milia asked.

“Never mind,” I said. “I wanted ducks for the pond and now we’ve got one. I think.”

“Uhm… I don’t think he’s staying for long,” Milia said. “Something… Well, I’m not sure the rumors are true about spirit beast sects still existing in this day and age.”

“Wait, there are spirit beast sects?” I asked my wife, eyes wide. “Holy shit.”

I turned back to watch the birds swim. Tomorrow would be a busy day. Host and sell items to the vampire siblings, meet with Gwendolyn in regard to the Inquisition captives, and prep for the upcoming trip. This was on top of finally getting the twerp’s story. She decided she’d tell us. Milia, the other disciples, and I secretly discussed how we would help her.

I thought back on her transformation for a bit. I knew she gained the ability to do so from the prompt, but why now of all times? What could she gain from revealing this to us in such a manner?

It was a prelude to learning about the mysterious event of Phoenix Mountain. The crazier thing, perhaps creepy, was that not many people talked about this place. Was it not a part of Merridon or at least an ally, or had the kingdom covered up something?

Queen Cerial would be nice to ask about that, but I highly doubted she’d have any of the darker details. That left us with the Lord Ruler himself, the dukes, or the royal advisor.

At this moment, I internally vowed to get to the bottom of this. What could Ronica be hiding? Knowing her, it was something extremely dangerous that even a phoenix had to keep it hidden so that her friends wouldn’t charge into the fray.

“Are you well, Nate?” Milia asked. “I don’t usually see you this lost in thought.”

“Something… feels off about the twerp,” I told her. “Or rather, whatever she hid from her own friends. It feels like we may be getting into something well over our heads. She may back down from telling us. Do you think the kingdom government knows? What about your mom?”

“You’re also asking if I know,” Milia said. “I’m afraid if I did, I would’ve rushed to Phoenix Mountain myself. It’s a long journey and it may still be off limits by the kingdom. Many times, I considered asking Ronica to take us there, but it felt as if she knew I’d do so and dodge the topic somehow. If she does reveal her background, there’s a chance some things may be left out.”

“Damn. I told her I wouldn’t pry and I plan to honor her wishes,” I said. “But I’d really love to know. Something dangerous must be there at that mountain and I’m damn sure it isn’t lava.”

Milia shook her head. “Even a Lesser Dragon-ranked magician should be able to deal with lava if they know the proper spells.”

I sighed. “I want to handle Lucas’s chores as fast as possible, but I can’t rush anything regarding his missing parents. Something about that feels weird, too. Why are the dwarves being secretive in regard to those details? We have to meet the king just to learn more.”

“I’ve been wondering the same thing,” Milia said. She leaned into me. “We know his parents are adventurers, a human mother and a dwarven father. But who are they, really? To be seen in such high regards to even the dwarven king means they’re likely S-ranked adventurers.”

“Oh, for sure,” I added. “I wonder. Is there any connection between these events? Lucas becoming a saint, has to visit the dwarves, Ronica’s strangeness.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. The connection is you as their master,” Milia said.

“That, or Wanda’s trying to tell us something,” I said. “It kind of annoys me that she directly stated that she does in fact drop hints in mysterious ways in order to not interfere with the world.”

I recalled the question I asked the goddess late at night in Dreamlight City.

I’d snuck out of bed, as if being called, and found her waiting for me at the table, alone. She outright stated she’d answer only one question and the one within the center of my head. Why couldn’t Mom be allowed to live with Pops, while under her protection? She’d easily contribute to the well-being of this world, which badly needed her.

I didn’t receive a satisfying answer.

Ascension cannot be undone. The world’s rank is but a C, bad for her potential, and one day, may not be able to fully hold her while she’s still a magician with a bloodline that never stops strengthening.

Unable to interfere with mortals under the pact, except if Mom attracted the full might of the Association. Her response will put many lives in this world in danger. Apparently, Mom knew this, too.

Their compromise was to allow Pops to freely visit her whenever he pleased. However, Aline and I couldn’t go to the world Mom lived in without a golden core.

Unfortunately, the Association was much too far out of our league for us to do anything about them. Bullshit, yes, but it wasn’t as if every magician in the universe could be brought to justice.

Maybe that type of heroic fairy tale person could make his or her appearance in reality someday. Until then, I’d have to work my ass off to form a golden core. There’s only one family that could help with that.

And that was the Old Family. I’d have to maintain contact with them, which I had no problem with. They turned out to be a lot friendlier than I expected.

The nerve of Verom himself to barge in on us with his puppet. The electric currency salesman turned out to be a bigger nightmare than I would have ever guessed. To think, this entire time, he flashed into my mind… it was a warning somehow. Maybe an instinct deep within, screaming critical danger.

Well, it’d be just another thing I’d face when I crossed that bridge. Would magic end up useless again? Potions… felt almost as overpowered as magic, maybe even more so. And no one truly knew how.

I glanced at the duck.

Something told me it wouldn’t be sticking around for long, like a fleeting customer. I figured I’d let it take care of its business and hope it visited again someday.
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Location: Association building on an unknown world…

“She sure has grown, hasn’t she?” a woman with long blue hair asked. She smiled at the recording of a fight between a teenaged girl sharing her traits and an orc woman.

The Mad Hatter shrugged. “I’ve never seen anything like it. If it wasn’t for that insufferable goddess, I’d ask you to recruit her, Daughter Rue.”

The woman shook her head. “Leave her be. Perhaps contact with that family you were once after will push her toward even more amazing feats.”

“As a daughter of the Supreme Hand, you do have the authority to travel there at will,” reminded the Mad Hatter.

Daughter Irene Rue shook her head. “No. If I were to baby her now, it’d stunt her growth.”

She turned to stare out the window, eyes on the night sky. “Vice Lord, what’s next? Shall we eradicate those disobedient fools or continue to wait for the Supreme Hand’s signal?”

“Two hundred years and we have heard nothing from him yet,” the Mad Hatter said. “But I still sense his activities.” He shrugged. “While I’m still in charge, we will continue to allow our members to roam wherever they please freely, making accomplishments and finishing research topics in the name of the Supreme Hand.”

“Very well, I will be on my way,” said Irene.

“I met her master, you know,” the Mad Hatter said. “He has a lost crest. A man born as the Heavenly Demon, son of the Heavenly Serpent, younger brother of the Heavenly Draco. If you meet your daughter in a century, it may be as enemies.”

Irene Rue laughed. “She will need a lot of centuries before she’s ready to challenge me. That will not be her concern. Like I did, she will have to realize the meaning of mortality.”

“You left because you were a selfish magician, a mana cultivator just like the rest of us,” the Mad Hatter said. “Accepting our offer to expand your potential beyond anything possible, even if it meant leaving everything behind. Did you shatter your daughter’s core?”

“What are you talking about?” Irene asked, eyes skeptical. This didn’t seem like one of the Mad Hatter’s philosophical tangents, however.

“I guess not,” he said. “You had no idea, else you would’ve simply healed it with a magical talent not meant for such a low-ranked world. Luckily for you, the Heavenly Demon did that for you. If you weren’t like us, you’d owe him a debt.”

Irene giggled. “Little… no, she’s not little anymore. She owes him that debt and seems to have paid quite a bit of it. The best payment will be to perfectly display everything he taught her. Then show the world what a disciple of the Heavenly Demon is capable of. From there, make a name for herself.”

The Mad Hatter chuckled. “You sound as if you’re cheering on your abandoned child.”

“Vice Lord, I never took you for someone who attempted to wield what you must assume to be piercing words,” Irene said. “That girl has her own path to carve and I have mine. She’s not in my way, so she will not be cut down. At least for now.”

Irene turned and left the room without another word.

The Mad Hatter grinned. “Maybe someday, I will arrange for her to stand in your way. I’d love to see if you can sleep at night after killing your own daughter.”

He laughed.
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This has been The Old Family: Rise of the Cheat Potion Maker, volume 6.


OUTRO


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 keep 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 , https://Facebook.com/Syr456.

Here are some other interesting Facebook groups if you enjoy the LitRPG or Progression Fantasy genres:

*Potion’s Will 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

-LitRPG: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup
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