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Chapter one
The Legacy of Ryuk Lewis


In the bustling newsroom, where ringing phones and clattering keyboards reverberated, Sarah and Mark sat, poised professionally. They were ready to delve into the most discussed topic of the day.

Dressed in her sharp blue jacket, Sarah began, "Good evening, everyone. I'm Sarah Wilson, and beside me is Mark Robert. The world's eyes are on one question today: Who's going to take over the Lewis empire's crown?"

Looking dapper, Mark joined, "Exactly, Sarah. With the departure of the legendary Ryuk Lewis, speculations are everywhere about his successor."

The screen transitioned to show Jane, their correspondent stationed outside the majestic Lewis mansion. The city's glittering skyline acted as her backdrop, with screens everywhere flashing updates about the successor's announcement.

With excitement in her tone, Jane reported, "Hey, Sarah and Mark! The atmosphere here is charged with anticipation. People are curious about the next successor, especially with Theo Lewis's sudden return from his overseas studies."

Sarah asked, "Jane, what are you hearing on the ground? Is Theo the crowd favorite, given his close relationship with Ryuk Lewis?"

Jane responded with a knowing smile, "Sarah, it's hard for everyone to ignore their bond. It was unlike any grandparent-grandchild relationship. Ryuk Lewis, often reserved and distant with others, was a completely different man around Theo. They played golf, attended parties, almost like best buddies. It was as though Theo infused youth back into the elder's life, showcasing their strong bond."

Back in the studio, Mark pondered, "Their bond was undoubtedly special, but we're talking about the colossal Lewis Empire. Predictions could backfire."

Sarah concurred, "Absolutely, Mark. It's not just about family ties but also business acumen and the leadership ability to steer a global Empire."

Mark nodded in agreement, finalizing his thoughts, "Couldn’t agree more. It’s a waiting game now."

To wrap up the discussion, Sarah declared, "Thanks for the update, Jane. Everyone, stay with us for the latest updates. This is one announcement that promises to be unforgettable."

*Whir!!*

At that instant, the television screen faded to black as a young man clicked off the remote. The penthouse suite was immediately shrouded in a deep stillness, with only the distant hum of the city coming through the open window.

His eyes seemed to absorb every nuance of what had been discussed. This wasn't just another day; it was a defining moment. A moment that would not only carve his own future but also shape the destiny of the monumental Lewis empire.

Aware of the massive responsibilities awaiting him as Ryuk Lewis's successor, the fourth richest man in the world, Theo was acutely aware of the enormity of the decision that lay ahead.

Releasing a deep breath, Theo rose from the armchair. At six feet tall, with ebony black hair and captivating silver eyes, he was a figure who commanded attention. His eyes seemed to hold a depth of wisdom beyond his years. Theo's physique was a manifestation of his dedication to fitness; his perfect body build hinted at a disciplined workout routine.

Yet, beneath his composed exterior, conflicted emotions churned. With a calm look on his face, he exited the room. The years of grooming for this critical role were evident in the way he carried himself, radiating an aura of confidence and elegance.

As Theo navigated the grand corridors of his luxurious residence, memories flickered like aged film reels. The loss of his parents in his childhood had been a devastating blow to him. He didn't remember any of his childhood memories before the age of twelve, when his parents died in a car accident in which he miraculously survived.

But from that point on, his late grandfather, Ryuk Lewis, had served as his guiding light, offering guidance, love, and invaluable life lessons. Ryuk wasn’t just a grandfather; he was Theo’s best friend, mentor, and, most importantly, his only family.

For over a decade, the old man had dedicated himself to Theo, bestowing invaluable wisdom, fostering unwavering values, and nurturing his business acumen.

But, amid their cherished moments, one important message echoed ceaselessly: 'The path of a wise ruler lies in being kind and just to your people, but when the time demands, unsheathe the sword to safeguard those you hold dear.'

The only aspect he disliked about his grandfather was when Ryuk taught him swordsmanship. During those times, Ryuk pushed him to the brink and subjected him to relentless training that felt like torture. Theo questioned why he needed to learn swordsmanship in the modern age, but Ryuk's response was simply that he wanted to pass down his bequest to someone worthy.

Today, as the successor announcement approached, Theo’s feelings were a complex blend, gratitude for the love he'd received and a fierce resolve to honor Ryuk's legacy. It wasn’t just about the inheritance; it was about upholding his teachings of giving back, continuing his philanthropic initiatives, and making a positive impact on the world.

Theo's tall figure shadowed over the blue carpet as he walked toward the exit of his penthouse. The moment he stepped into the hallway, his bodyguards, dressed in black suits, took positions on either side of him, forming a formidable escort.

As they made their way to the building's entrance, the doors opened to reveal a long, black car – a Bugatti La Voiture Noire.

It was one of the rarest and most expensive cars in the world, a gift from his late grandfather to mark his 21st birthday. The car, limited in its editions, was as much a showcase of the Lewis family's influence and Ryuk's love for his grandson as it was an extravagant vehicle.

A uniformed chauffeur hurriedly stepped out, opening the passenger door with respectful manners.

Theo slid into the comfortable leather seats, his bodyguards taking their positions in the convoy of vehicles that flanked the Bugatti. More than fifty other vehicles, a mix of armored SUVs and high-end luxury cars, revved up, signaling the grandeur of the event.

As the convoy snaked through the streets, it was as though the city itself had awakened from slumber. News of Theo Lewis's movement had spread like wildfire, and throngs of people lined the road, stopping in the middle, eager to catch a glimpse of Theo Lewis. The powerful engine's roar from the Bugatti was muffled only by the loud cheers of the onlookers.

Yet, as they approached the vicinity of the Lewis mansion, the sheer number of people made it almost impossible for the convoy to proceed. But the crowd's mood shifted the moment they recognized the distinctive car.

Murmurs of "It's Theo Lewis!" spread, and magically, a pathway opened up, akin to the parting of the Red Sea. Hands reached out in a desperate attempt to make contact, their fingers grazing the sleek surface of the Bugatti, faces glowing with awe and reverence.

Upon arriving at the mansion's grand entrance, another chauffeur swung open the Bugatti's door.

*Snap!*

The world seemed to freeze as Theo emerged from the car. A blinding sea of camera flashes vied to immortalize his composed exit. His bodyguards encircled him instantly, forming an impenetrable ring that shielded him both from the surging crowd and the incessant snapping of the media’s cameras.

Together, they traversed the groomed lawns leading to the mansion’s grand entrance.

The colossal wooden doors of the Lewis mansion opened, welcoming Theo back to the place where memories of his beloved grandfather were strongest. As he entered, the clamor outside faded, but the weight of the moment, the suspense of the announcement, and the legacy of Ryuk Lewis pressed heavily on him.

The foyer was bathed in the scent of lily, a fragrance his grandfather favored. Across the hall, a woman in a neatly tailored black suit and glasses met his gaze. She gave a quick bow, her eyes showing a shade of respect. "Good day, Sir. Everyone's waiting."

"Who else has arrived before me?" Theo asked in a calm tone.

"Your uncle, aunt, and their children, as well as Lawyer Walton," she responded, carefully maintaining a neutral tone as she avoided mentioning names.

Nodding again, Theo advanced into the grander part of the mansion. The atmosphere was heavy, almost stifling, thick with visible tension.

Six pairs of eyes locked onto him, four icy cold, brimming with hatred and annoyance, while two differed: one exuded a soft warmth, and the other was filled with complex emotions, hinting at an inner turmoil.

Four of them naturally belonged to his uncle, aunt, and two cousins - male siblings who held an evident disliking towards him.

Uncle John, hoping to lighten the mood and keeping in mind Theo's potential new role as his next boss in the Lewis family business, broke the quiet, "Theo, nice to see you again."

A bit taken aback by the unexpectedly warm greeting, Theo blinked, momentarily surprised. However, he quickly recovered, replying with a soft smile, "Been on a diet, Uncle John? You're looking good!"

A muffled giggle floated from a girl situated across the room. Her eyes, previously engulfed in complicated emotions and inner conflict, now glimmered with mischief.

She had mesmerizing hazel eyes that seemed to hold secrets and depths of curiosity. Her shoulder-length blonde hair flowed down in a shade of warm honey that perfectly complemented her fair complexion.

Her stylish pastel-colored dress, adorned with delicate floral patterns, hugged her slender figure. A silver necklace graced her neck, glinting under the soft glow of the room's lights, completing her ravishing appearance.

Though she usually kept a distance from Theo, today he chose to sit beside her, making her shift slightly, her eyebrows raised in surprise.

An old man, his face lined with age, cleared his throat. It was Lawyer Walton, tasked with revealing Ryuk Lewis's last wishes. Despite his coldness towards the young man for arriving late, he couldn't conceal the warmth hidden in his eyes when looking at Theo.

"Theo, you're a tad late," he remarked with a hint of annoyance in his voice.

"My flight had some issues, Uncle Walton," Theo explained.

Looking back to a black file, Walton pulled out a paper and adjusted his glasses. "Alright, time is of the essence. Let's proceed to hear Mr. Ryuk Lewis's last wishes," he declared, understanding their delayed start.

A hushed silence engulfed the room. Everyone's attention was now on that single piece of paper.

Walton's hands, slightly trembling with age, spread the paper out in front of him. The room was heavy with expectancy, every gaze focused on him.

"According to the last will of Mr. Ryuk Lewis," he began, "The shares of the Lewis empire are distributed as follows: 18% is retained by various investors of Lewis Industries."

This piece of news was widely known, as no attempt had been made to conceal it. The people present in the room were keenly interested in knowing how much share they would get.

The old man surely knew how to tease them with his silence as he paused after announcing the first part of the distribution.

Taking a deep breath and pushing up his glasses, Lawyer Walton continued, "George Lewis will hold 8% of the shares, while Alina Lewis will possess 31%."

John Lewis frowned at this announcement as Alina got to have a bigger share in the company than his youngest son, even though they were both his children. This outcome was expected, given that Alina was closer to his father, Ryuk, among the three of his children.

However, it was clear to John that Ryuk still favored Theo the most. Deep within his heart, he knew without a doubt that the rest of the shares would undoubtedly belong to Theo, as he was the cherished favorite grandson of Ryuk Lewis.

Taking a deep breath, Walton looked around the room. His eyes moved to every person who was present in the room, but in the end, Walton's gaze lingered on Theo and Alina, building suspense, before he dropped the bombshell.

"The successor to the Lewis empire, the new leader, will be... Eren, the eldest grandson of the family, who has been given 32% of the shares."

The room went silent, the announcement having made them all freeze in their place.

Alina's eyes widened in surprise, but there was something else there, a glint of understanding, as if a piece of a puzzle had just fallen into place for her.

Meanwhile, Theo's face remained calm. Yet his eyebrows drew together ever so slightly, a small crack in his serene façade. He hadn't expected this news. There was a pause that felt like an eternity as he collected himself, the outcome of the result being unexpected.

Uncle John and his wife were caught with their mouths agape in surprise. They hadn't expected this, but the shock quickly wore off, replaced by joy and pride.

As the realization sank in, Uncle John exclaimed, "Holy… No… Is this real?"

Equally overwhelmed, his wife added with delight, "My son, you've become the next boss of the company…"

Their expressions shifted from astonishment to joy as they embraced their eldest child. Their faces beamed with happiness, and the room filled with their cheerful congratulations.

However, Eren's younger brother, George, didn't share in the celebration. A scowl twisted his face, his eyes flashing with annoyance and hatred. Without a word, he stormed out of the room, pausing only to send a glare filled with hostility in Theo and Alina's direction.

As George slammed the door behind him, the room's laughter and excitement gradually faded. Silence settled, and all remaining eyes turned to Theo, who remained silent with a slight frown on his face.

Beside him, Alina's eyes seemed to hold hidden knowledge, as if she knew something the others didn't.

A new chapter in the Lewis family's story was beginning to unfold, filled with unexpected twists and turns.

For Eren, it was a time of triumph and celebration. For George, it was a bitter disappointment, a moment of loss that he couldn't easily shake off.

And for Theo, something else entirely was waiting. Far from the Lewis business empire and the family politics, it was just the start of something bigger.

He didn't know it yet, but his life was about to take a wild turn. A whole new adventure was waiting for him, something big, something exciting, something he could never have guessed, even in his wildest dreams.


Chapter two
Grandpa’s Cunning Plan


Alina was nibbling at her fingernail, lost in thought, as she sat beside Theo at the announcement place. Her mind drifted back to the words spoken to her by her late grandfather a few months ago in the grand chamber of the Lewis mansion. The memory was as vivid as if it had just happened yesterday.
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(Flashback)

"But how can you choose Eren as your successor, Grandpa?" Alina asked, her voice filled with disbelief and frustration. "Isn't this unfair to both me and Theo?"

A knowing smile spread across her grandfather's face. "I thought you didn't care for Theo at all."

"I don't like him, but I dislike Eren and George even more..." Alina countered with a hint of annoyance in her tone.

"You are too naive, my little Alina," her grandfather responded, his eyes soft but serious. "You have a long way to go before you can lie convincingly. Deep down, I know how much you admire Theo."

"No... it's not like that, Grandpa..." She retorted.

"Do you want to be the queen of the Lewis business empire, Alina?" He asked, an unexpected question.

"Me, Grandpa?" Alina's eyes widened in surprise.

"Yes, you. You have the strength, the intelligence. You can do it." He smiled.

"But why can't you choose Theo as your successor?" Alina’s eyebrows scrunched.

"Because there's a more crucial task destined for him," her grandfather explained, his voice laden with mystery. "Theo is going to leave this city when the time comes. I want you to take over the company on his behalf. You are the most capable of handling it, among all my remaining grandchildren."

Shaking her head, she declined. "I won't help you, Grandpa. This Lewis empire only belongs to Theo," Alina had stated defiantly.

"Ah, why favor him when you say you hate him?" the old man asked, placing his hand on his jaw, but a playful smile glinted in his eyes.

"..."

"Do you think you have a choice, my dear?" her grandfather questioned. "Here, give this box and envelope to Theo, when the time comes, you will understand."

He passed her a black envelope alongside a small, ornately carved box, its lock gleaming under the chamber's dim light. Its craftsmanship was exquisite, with intricate crimson patterns engraved on its surface.

"Giving this to him will help you take over the Lewis business empire. If you don't do this, then Eren will become the next successor, and if I'm not wrong, he will try to get rid of Theo as soon as possible, and you will be next. Theo's life will be in danger," he added with a grave voice.

"You're a sly fox... How can you be so cunning to your own grandchildren?" Alina demanded, her voice flowing with annoyance.

Her grandfather laughed, a rich, hearty sound. "Hahaha..."

With a heavy heart, Alina took the items. She had known then that her grandpa was going to leave soon.

[image: image-placeholder]

*Clack!*

A shiver ran down Alina's spine as Lawyer Walton's hand snapped the file shut, bringing her back to the announcement place. His face was solemn; his task was done. The future was set, the wheels in motion, with no turning back.

Standing, Mr. Walton addressed the room. "Although your grandfather didn't leave anything for you in his family business, Theo, you still possess 11% of the Lewis empire shares that you inherited from your parents. I'll take my leave now, Everyone."

His eyes met Theo's, a sadness in them, as if wanting to convey a wordless apology, before he walked out of the room.

Theo's face remained calm, but his mind was in total chaos. Why had his grandfather made such a decision?

Finally, he spoke with an impassive expression, "It seems Grandfather had his reasons. Congratulations, Eren."

Saying those words, he left the room, leaving behind a room abuzz with unanswered questions in people's minds.

Exchanging joyous glances, they followed him outside. However, Alina remained fixated on her seat, hesitating as if she was fighting a battle inside.

Outside the villa, news reporters were swarming around Mr. Walton, cameras flashing. A few tried to approach Theo, but bodyguards escorted him to his car. He was still a Lewis, still owning 11% of the shares.

"Take me to the old farm," Theo told the driver, his voice quiet but firm.

The driver nodded, understanding his situation, and the car pulled away from the city, leaving behind the convoy of vehicles that usually followed Theo.

As they drove, the city lights began to fade, replaced by the soft glow of the countryside. The journey took them through winding roads and lush green fields, the day gradually turning into night and the stars began to twinkle in the sky.

Hours passed, and the car finally reached a village, nestled between fields of crops and surrounded by trees. The night was quiet, the only sound the chirping of crickets and the occasional lowing of a cow. People were working in the fields, their silhouettes moving under the soft glow of lanterns.

The car stopped in front of an old cottage, standing amidst a garden filled with colorful flowers and various plants.

The air was thick with the mingling scents of blooming flowers and the rich, earthy aroma of freshly turned soil. Chickens clucked happily in the yard, and a dog lazily barked a friendly greeting at its master’s arrival.

As Theo stepped out of the car, he took in the simple beauty of the place. Here, away from the busy city and the Lewis empire, he found a comforting peace.

The driver remained in the car, watching Theo walk towards the cottage. He knew this old farm held a special spot in the young man's heart, a feeling that couldn't be found in the city's skyscrapers, a place where the boy found comfort and a sense of home.

Inside the cottage, two maids noticed Theo's return and respectfully bowed.

The dog that had been barking earlier ran to Theo, wagging its tail and licking him, a warm and loving welcome. Theo patted the dog's head affectionately before entering the house.

His eyes fell upon a wall adorned with old photographs of him and his grandfather, Ryuk Lewis. The images spanned from Theo's 13-year-old self to more recent memories, displaying the bond they shared.

As he stood there, he closed his eyes, memories flooding his mind - the laughter, the wisdom, and the love shared with his grandfather.

But alongside those cherished moments, thoughts of why his grandfather might have done this disturbed his mind. Despite his composed exterior, he was only human and experienced a mix of complicated emotions.

More than the property, he felt a deep sadness for losing his grandfather. The property held no meaning compared to the strong bond they had shared.

Yet, beneath his stoic facade, a whirlwind of confusion and betrayal churned, his mind echoing the unanswered question, 'Why, Grandpa? Why?'

The question sounded in the depths of his soul, as he continued to ponder the reason why his grandfather may have made this decision.
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The following night, under a cloak of stars, a car halted before the weathered facade of the cottage, from which a blonde-haired girl elegantly stepped out. She wore an elegant yet simple and expensive dress - a white skirt paired with a purple top and black glasses.

She approached the cottage entrance; it was wide open. No one seemed to be inside on the first floor.

The girl knew precisely where to go; she ascended to the second floor using the wooden stairs. She knocked on the door, and Theo's voice welcomed her in, saying, "The door is unlocked; you can come in."

As she entered, the boy offered her a seat, but she nervously declined.

"How did you decide to visit a humble home like this, my dear sister?" he inquired, with a hint of sarcasm in his tone.

"I have something for you, left by Grandpa," Alina's voice trembled slightly as she spoke. She reached into her small hobo bag, pulling out a mysterious black envelope.

Theo's eyebrows scrunched together, his heart skipping a beat. Surprised and intrigued, he met Alina's gaze, a silent question in his eyes. All she did was extend the black envelope towards him, her hand shaking ever so slightly.

With a calm look, Theo took the envelope from her. His fingers traced the edges, sensing that this was no ordinary letter. He tore it open, finding to his surprise a blank sheet inside.

Alina watched him, her lips pressed together. She had tried to read the letter secretly before, sealing it back after finding it blank, and didn’t inform him about it.

Yet, Theo seemed to know what to do, thanks to the knowledge his grandfather had imparted. With a silence that belied his curiosity, he moved to the room's chimney. The fire flickered, casting a warm glow on his face as he held the paper close to the flames.

As the heat kissed the paper, words began to appear, slowly revealing their hidden content. Alina's eyes widened, her breath caught in her throat. Theo's hands were steady, but his heart pounded against his chest.

The room fell into an eerie silence, broken only by the crackling of the fire, as the enigmatic secrets left behind by Ryuk Lewis began to unravel right before Theo's eyes.


Chapter three
The Mystery of the Grandfather's Letter


As Theo read the letter's content, his brows knitted together, showing his confusion and heavy emotions within him. The words from his late grandfather seemed to pull at his heartstrings, leaving him with more mysteries than clarity.

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

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

Hello Theo, My Boy.

I trust you're up to no good, as usual. Before we get down to serious matters, let me spill some family tea – Alina, though she plays it cool, fought like a wildcat as she wanted to make you the next successor. That girl admires you more than you realize. It might be hidden deep down, but it's there, bubbling in her heart.

Now, let's talk business, my boy. I've got a proposition for you. If you're willing to sign over the 11% shares you inherited from your parents to Alina, she'll become the rightful head honcho of the Lewis empire, booting Eren off his high horse during the next company board meeting.

In return, she'll hand over a special box to you. Inside, you'll find the key to unlocking the truths about your parents, secrets buried for far too long. But to get this box, I'll need you to part with your stake in the Lewis business empire. I know it sounds like a puzzler, but trust your grandpa. Everything will come together in time.

With all my love, mischief, and blessings, Your ever-handsome, ever-wise, and one-and-only Grandpa.

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

------------------------—

Theo's eyes flickered with a tangle of emotions as he reached the end of the letter.

A sigh escaped his lips, he was amused and in disbelief at his grandfather's playful tone in such serious matters. The warmth, humor, and love of the man he'd admired all his life flowed in every word, hidden between the lines of an offer that both intrigued and troubled him.

His grandfather wanted him to hand over his remaining share of the Lewis business empire to Alina, all in exchange for a seemingly ordinary box that held secrets about his parents. He would be left with nothing, and the weight of the decision gripped his heart tightly.

Yet, he understood that his grandfather knew him well enough to trust that he would agree to this unequal arrangement. The mystery of his parents, the void of memories from his forgotten past before the age of thirteen, beckoned him, leaving Theo with no real choice but to accept the deal.

With a quiet resolve in his gaze, Theo folded the letter and placed it in the chimney. Unlike before, this time the flames consumed it easily. He watched, knowing that the words were meant for him alone.

Beside him, Alina's eyes widened, a silent protest in their depths. She had wanted to read the letter too, curiosity nagging at her. But she held her tongue, respecting that this was something intended solely for Theo.

Her delicate heart ached for him, understanding the complex emotions he must be feeling, yet realizing that she wouldn't fully comprehend the weight of the decision before him.

As Theo finished burning the paper, he turned to Alina, his expression serious yet tinged with curiosity. "Did you bring the paper and pen?" he asked.

Alina's hand trembled as she reached into her hobo bag again, pulling out a file and a pen. Her grandfather had prepared these months ago, knowing she would be too conflicted to do it herself.

'I can't believe Grandpa made me do this, even though I didn't want to,' she thought, her heart aching.

The girl handed Theo the file and pen, her eyes filled with complicated emotions.

"Where's the box?" He inquired, his gaze searching.

"One second," Alina replied, her voice slightly hesitant, as she took it out from her bag and spread her palm to hand over the intricately designed crimson box.

She trusted Theo completely but was conflicted about the whole situation. Though uninterested in taking the share, she knew that she had to play her part to prevent Eren from gaining power over them so he wouldn't assassinate them. Her fate, it seemed, had been decided by her grandfather.

Theo's gaze was drawn to the mysterious box, his eyes filled with jumbled emotions. Without hesitation, he signed the paper, exchanged the pen for the box, and then handed everything back to the girl.

"Do you really have to leave?" Alina's voice broke slightly, showing her concern.

"Why would I leave?" Theo responded, puzzled.

"Oh... I thought Grandpa wanted you to do something for him, something that required you to leave," she said, her words tinged with relief.

"No, he didn't say anything like that." Theo's voice was low, almost a mumble.

Alina's nerves tensed visibly; she bit her lip and her gaze dropped to her feet. With a deep breath, her eyes lifted to meet his. "Thank you for saving me."

Theo's brows furrowed, a glint of surprise briefly showing in his gaze. He wondered, ‘How did she find out?’

Yet, he simply nodded in response, allowing his eyes to lock onto hers for a short yet heavy moment.

"I'll take my leave, Big Brother," Alina finally said. Her words were filled with emotions she wished to express, yet couldn't.

This was the first time she had called him big brother yet Theo didn’t show any reaction. He knew he couldn't tie her to emotions that would hinder her path as a new leader of the Lewis empire, so he felt it was better to decline all her advances towards him to be close.

A tense silence clung to the room. Alina waited for him to speak, her eyes almost pleading. But Theo's expression remained impassive, etched with an icy detachment.

Disheartened but not entirely surprised, Alina half-heartedly turned and left. A tinge of sorrow engulfed her thoughts, but she blamed no one but herself for his lack of response.

Theo, on the other hand, waited for her to depart. He waited until her footsteps had faded into a distant sound before he attempted to close the door. Just before the latch clicked into place, his dog burst into the room, its tail wagging.

This was his bedroom, where the maid had already set his dinner on the table. He sat on the couch, taking a moment to relax. The house was empty, both of the maids were outside shopping for groceries.

His eyes landed on the enigmatic box on the table. He reached for it, intent on solving its mystery, but found it locked. As he turned it over, examining each intricately crafted inch, a rhythmic thumping began to emanate from within the box—subtle yet unmistakable.

*Thump!*

It was as if the box had a pulse, a heartbeat, as if it were not an object but an entity.

Suddenly, The box lashed out as if it had teeth, biting deep into the flesh of his hand, and Theo leaped up from the couch in shock.

"Argh!" He groaned, dropping the box to the ground. He clutched his hand, blood oozing from the wound, his face twisted in pain and shock.

Before his very eyes, the blood dripping onto the floor was absorbed by the box. It was as if the object was drawing life from his blood, feasting on his life essence. His heart pounding, Theo stared at the box, now lying innocently on the floor.

‘What had just happened?’ The pain in his hand was real, but the rest felt like a bizarre dream.

And then, as if the universe had torn up its own rulebook, the room was thrown into chaos. Chairs and tables levitated, spin in the air, swept up in an invisible maelstrom. Theo's eyes widened in amazement, darted around. He stumbled back into the couch, its cushions offering him no comfort, his mind racing to make sense of the unbelievable scene that defied explanation.

"What's going on?" Theo thought. He didn't know if it was magic or something else, but he was both thrilled and amazed. Was this magic, or had reality itself fractured?

A light, brighter than a thousand suns yet softer than a feather's touch, burst forth from the fallen box. It enveloped him, a tidal wave of illumination, blinding him to all else.

Then, as quickly as it started, everything went back to normal. The room was quiet, and Theo was gone. All that remained was the room, engulfed by the stillness, and the bewildered barking of a dog that had no inkling where its master had vanished to.

<<<<

[System Initiating]

[Scanning Current Host]

[Host Status: Theo Leywin - Active]

[Retrieving Previous Environment Data]

[Previous Environment Status: Inactive]

[Checking Host's Inter-dimensional Travel History]

[Primary World Detected]

[Establishing Connection to Primary World]

[Connection Established]

[Initiating Seamless Transition for the Host]

[Analyzing Host's Physical and Mental Status]

[Transition Safety Protocols: Active]

[Transition in Progress...]

[Primary and Secondary Body Synchronization in Progress]

[Primary and Secondary Body Synchronization Complete]

[Soul-Body Synchronization in Progress]

[Soul and Body Successfully Merged]

[Residual Memory Integration: Ongoing]

[System Calibration: Adjusting to New Environment]

[System Update: Checking for any inconsistencies]

[No inconsistencies found. System Stable.]

[Transfer Successful. Welcome Back, Theo Leywin]

>>>>

[image: image-placeholder]

Back in the lively newsroom, Sarah and Mark, looking both astonished and curious, were ready to dive into the unprecedented twist of the day.

Dressed in her blue jacket, Sarah began with a tone of disbelief, "Good evening, everyone. I'm Sarah Wilson, and beside me is Mark Robert. Today's events at the Lewis empire board meeting have left everyone, including us, in sheer astonishment."

Mark, still processing the news, added, "Exactly, Sarah. The world had expected Theo Lewis, the favored grandson, to inherit the company's reigns. Ryuk Lewis, however, left no share for Theo, appointing Eren as the next head. And now, out of nowhere, Alina Lewis has ended up becoming the next head and CEO."

The screen shifted to a chaotic scene outside the Lewis Business empire headquarters, where Jane and other reporters swarmed around Alina, who was surrounded by bodyguards. Microphones were thrust forward, and questions were being thrown at her.

With excitement in her voice, Jane asked, "Alina, did you ever imagine becoming the successor of this colossus Lewis empire? Did you aspire to follow in your grandfather's footsteps?"

She spoke, her voice tinged with a hint of pride, yet her expression remained an icy facade. "No, I don't want to follow my grandpa's footsteps. There's another person I respect more than my grandpa or anyone else. I'd rather follow his ideals. He's always helped me from the shadows, even though I've showed him nothing but dislike and hatred."

A murmur ran through the reporters, and Jane, her brows furrowed, questioned, "Who is this person, Alina?" It wasn't only her; everyone was curious to find out who this person was, the enigma that had somehow surpassed Ryuk Lewis in her heart as the perfect ideal.

The girl's eyes gleamed with respect and affection as she declared, "My big brother, Theo."

Time seemed to freeze in that instant. The cameras zoomed in, capturing her expression for small details as it was beamed onto countless screens worldwide. Reporters exchanged bewildered glances, their eyes widened in disbelief.

Unable to mask her own surprise, Jane asked, "Why, Alina? What has Theo done to earn such admiration?"

With a mysterious smile, Alina announced, "I'll tell you all another day." And with that, she turned, leaving the interview and everyone present — including the reporters, the audience watching at home, and even the readers — in a state of mystified intrigue.

The new head of the Lewis Business Empire had made her mark, and the world was left to wonder what lay behind her unexpected rise to power and her strong admiration for her brother, Theo.

Back in the studio, Sarah and Mark exchanged glances, the effect of Alina's statement was visible on their faces.

Sarah concluded, "Well, there you have it. A family drama unfolding with unexpected twists. The Lewis empire has indeed given us a story that promises to keep us all guessing. Stay with us for more updates on this unfolding saga."

Still in thought, Mark nodded, "Absolutely, Sarah. This is one story that's far from over."


Chapter four
Master and the Maid: A Puzzling Bond


Golden rays of morning sunlight filtered through the narrow gaps in the mansion’s windows, their gentle beams tickling the face of a young man. His eyes fluttered open as he gazed at the towering ceilings adorned with beautiful patterns. He was puzzled by these unfamiliar surroundings.

He lay in a bed, the silken sheets caressing his skin, which was so comforting. Though he had lived in luxury before, this comfort was different; softer and more relaxing.

Blinking in confusion and rubbing his eyes, he mumbled, "Where... where am I?" His voice, thick with sleep and tinged with a headache's ache, bounced faintly around the room.

He could recall the last moments before he found himself here: opening a mysterious box, the wild swirling of objects in his room, a blinding light, his dog's frantic barking.

How had he traded his grandpa's cottage room for this grand and baffling place?

His thoughts, like restless spirits, tumbled over one another, each demanding attention but offering no answers.

Theo tried to rise from the bed but found his body uncooperative, as if weighed down.

He looked down, confused and concerned, startled to see a rounder torso and a protruding stomach that had not been there before.

"Oh, heavens above, this can’t be real...!" he exclaimed, his eyes wide with shock.

After discovering his strangely altered body, as though he had gained weight in an unnatural way, he managed to pull himself upright with great effort. Every movement felt oddly laborious.

Sitting on the bed, he began to examine his surroundings. The bedroom, unlike anything he had ever seen, gave him the impression of an ancient magnificence.

White and high stone walls enclosed the room, their surface covered with intricate carvings that had a touch of medieval times. A large fireplace, now cold and unused, sat against one wall, its mantle adorned with decorative objects covered in a thin layer of dust.

To one side of the room, a wooden door remained shut, its lock giving no entry to the attached bathroom. Across from the bed, a tall window with narrow gaps allowed the beams of sunlight to trickle in, illuminating the room with a gentle glow.

He discovered a dressing table nearby, crafted from dark polished wood. Various grooming items were kept on the surface. The ornate mirror was facing away from him.

With a stumble in his step, he approached the mirror. As he positioned himself to see his reflection, an almost unrecognizable figure greeted him: ebony black hair flowing down in waves to his shoulders, silver eyes looking out from a face set in a much rounder frame.

He touched his face, half-expecting it to be a dream, but the sensation was real, and his reflection remained unchanged. The revelation froze him for a moment, leaving him standing there.

"They say dreams come true, but this is ridiculous! How did I become Hulk's cousin?" he stammered, his voice quivering with disbelief.

Taking a few deep breaths, he tried to calm his chaotic thoughts. "Get it together," he muttered to himself, patting his cheeks.

Even when Uncle Walton dropped the bombshell about his grandfather's will, he hadn’t felt so rattled.

This was different. This was totally unreal.

The questions came to mind: How had he ended up in this strange place? How had his body transformed? What was happening to him?

The fact that he was more flustered now than he'd ever been was saying something.

Or maybe it was just the new weight he was carrying around that made everything feel... puffier.

Annoyed, confused, and desperate for some kind of understanding, he shook his head in disbelief, needing a change of focus.

His gaze fell on a window, its narrow opening allowing him to see a tiny glimpse of the outside world.

His thoughts raced with hope; maybe a peek would reveal some hint of where on earth—or perhaps not on earth—he was.

As he reached the window, the horizon came into view, bathed in the gentle embrace of the morning sun. Below, a vast expanse of water flowed, seeming to merge with the sky at a distant point, as if the world ended right there.

The view from his lofty position revealed that he was in a mansion, nestled atop a mountain; the majestic beauty of nature spread out before him, giving comfort in this alien location.

His eyes flickered with shock as they tried to absorb the strange sight all around him. The room, the view outside the window, everything was unfamiliar. He had no idea where this place was.

A sarcastic but forced laugh escaped his lips as he spoke to himself, "What's going on? Have I been kidnapped by Eren, who dropped me off at the world's end? Well, if this is a kidnapping, they've really gone all out on the accommodations. A+ for the effort!"

Yet, the humor didn't ease the knot in his stomach. Deep down, he knew this wasn't Eren's doing. The feeling was inescapable that this had something to do with his grandfather.

As Theo was lost in his thoughts, trying to make sense of his new surroundings, the gentle creaking of a door pulled him back to reality. He turned around, brows raised, and found himself face-to-face with an unexpected visitor.

A young woman walked in, her brown hair framing an innocent face and falling down her back, accentuating her neck. Her blue eyes, brimming with genuine care, suggested a deep familiarity with him.

She wore a white blouse, impeccably tailored, though it appeared slightly strained across her more than ample bosom, clinging snugly to her chest.

Her waist was slim, flowing into well-rounded hips that were accentuated by a black skirt, which hugged her figure tenderly. Despite her allure, her expression was adorned with a sweet, gentle smile. She gave off a vibe that she could handle any task, whether as a devoted maid or a loving housewife.

Theo faltered for a second, struck by her appearance, but he collected himself quickly. The situation was strange enough without losing himself in a daydream.

Her presence in this unfamiliar place only added to the growing list of questions in his mind. He felt she might have some of the answers he so desperately sought.

"Master, glad to see you awake," she said, her voice soft and her head gently inclining in a respectful bow.

Theo's eyebrows drew together. 'Who is this girl? And why is she calling me master?' he wondered, unable to hide his puzzlement.

She seemed not to notice this and continued, "It's time to freshen up. I have already prepared breakfast, Master.”

Before Theo could voice his many questions or even protest, her hand was upon his, gently guiding him with a warmth that felt strangely comforting.

Full of confusion, he didn’t resist her gentle touch. 'Have I... transported to a new world?' The thought occupied his mind, both unbelievable and terrifying. This was one of the possibilities he could come up with.

'Ah... this girl... she is strong...' he noted, surprised by the firm yet tender grip of her hand.

Together, they walked to a previously closed door, and she opened it, revealing what appeared to be a bathroom. The sound of falling water filled the room as she turned on a faucet.

"Open up," she coaxed, in a gentle tone, holding out a toothbrush.

He hesitated, eyes locking onto hers, searching for a hidden motive. 'Should I play along?'

After a moment, he obliged, his mouth opening in a slightly exaggerated "Aaah."

She began brushing his teeth, her touch was deft. This was so awkward for Theo.

The room, the scene outside the window, the girl, the way she called him ‘Master’ - Theo's mind raced as he tried to piece together the puzzle.

'This isn't Earth... is it?' he thought as the realization began to take hold.

Images from his last meeting with Alina flashed in his mind, each one fitting into place like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.

'Do you really have to leave?'

'Why would I leave?'

'Oh... I thought Grandpa wanted you to do something for him, something that required you to leave..'

He connected the dots one by one and remembered the strange box that Grandpa had given him. The room had become chaotic when he'd opened it, a blinding light enveloping everything. Then, when he woke up he was here, in this unfamiliar world.

'Was Grandpa talking about unlocking the key to another world? Who would've known that he wasn't just using mysterious words about unlocking the key to my past but actually hinting about unlocking a real door to this place...'

The more he thought about it, the more his head ached. The questions were piling up, and he felt dizzy with confusion.

Stumbling, he leaned against the cool bathroom wall, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath.

"Master?" the girl's voice was soft and concerned, “Are you all right?" She reached out with her hand that felt warm on his shoulder.

Her touch grounded him, and he looked into her caring eyes. How was he supposed to tell her that he wasn't meant to be here? That he was from another place, or perhaps, another world? The words stuck in his throat, and he could only nod, his mind still racing.

The more he thought about it, the more he realized that his Grandpa's mysterious box had truly opened a door to somewhere else, somewhere far from everything he knew. The questions kept coming, but the answers were hidden behind the veil of a reality he could barely comprehend.

As the world of thought consumed him, Theo barely noticed the girl finishing with his teeth. Her fingers tickling his round belly as they worked to unbutton his shirt snapped him back to the present.

Startled, Theo jumped back, instinctively adopting a fighting stance, his heart racing.

"Hey! Miss... What do you think you're doing?" Theo's voice was stern, his eyes narrowed into a glare.

Though his intense look might intimidate others, it only brought a look of surprise, then a bright smile to the girl’s face.

"You can speak? Master!" She seemed genuinely happy.

"Why are you trying to undress me?" The boy glared at her coldly. This was beyond outrageous.

"It's my duty to help you bathe, as your personal maid,” she replied earnestly, not a hint of jest in her voice.

'Personal maid? Is this like the medieval times?' The thought sent a sharp pain throbbing through Theo's head, causing his legs to buckle as if struck.

But before he could crash to the cold, hard floor, the girl's surprisingly strong grip held him upright.

His gaze, pained and astonished, met her worried eyes. 'How could someone so fragile support my elephant-like body? What are you feeding those arms of yours?'

The pain in his head wasn't just a simple ache now; it grew fiercer, turning into a raging storm inside his skull. His vision wavered, and suddenly Theo was drowning in a torrent of memories and sensations that were foreign yet familiar.

It was as if a floodgate had opened, and he was being swept away by a river of someone else's life. He clung to the girl's arm, feeling the world spin around him, the intensity of the pain threatening to overwhelm his senses.

"Arghhhhhh!!!!" Theo groaned, his face scrunching in agony, beads of sweat dotting his forehead.

"Master, are you alright?" The maid’s voice was laced with concern, her face darkening with worry.

"Aaaaahhhhhhhhhh!!!" Theo screamed again, the pain intensifying, twisting his expression into a grimace of pure suffering. His body was drenched in sweat, and he trembled uncontrollably.

The girl's heart ached at the sight of Theo in such pain. Her eyes moist, tears threatened to spill as she tightly embraced Theo. She tried to comfort him by gently ruffling his hair.

Shaking, his body wracked with torment, flashes of images danced before his eyes. Theo's head swirled with memories, bright and clear, like a movie playing just for him.

Scenes from another person's perspective, another time, were unfolding in his mind, each one more vivid than the last. The sensation was disorienting, yet strangely compelling, as if he were reliving someone else's experiences.

"Master, hold on," she whispered. "I'm here with you. Just breathe."

Her soothing words clashed with the surging memories, threatening to sweep Theo into the depths of a past that felt entirely his own.

In one vivid scene, a man, draped in dark, mysterious clothes, held a boy that looked just like Theo. Nearby, another Theo lay on a bed, still and quiet. It was like looking into a weird, confusing mirror.

‘Why are there two of me?’ he wondered, the question echoing loudly inside his mind. Pain, like lightning, shot through his head, making him grit his teeth.


Chapter five
Between Two Worlds


Suddenly, an illuminating door opened in front of him. Its border glowed in the shades of blue and purple.

The man, holding Theo, whispered in the boy's ear, "I have to take you away to keep you safe. But one day, you'll come back."

And then, *whoosh!*

They were both sucked into the door, which vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Though he didn't recognize the person behind the mask, he was all too familiar with those eyes. They were undoubtedly the eyes of his grandpa, Ryuk Lewis. Eyes that held wisdom, mystery, and a secret connection to a past he was just beginning to understand.

The scenes changed fast. This world's Theo wasn’t the same. Theo in this scene was different. Something had happened to him, making him act strange and lost. He didn't speak and acted more like a robot than a normal human. His own family, the Silverblades, didn't want him anymore. They were planning something sinister.

In the next vision, Theo found himself in a dense forest, the cool breeze whistling through the towering trees. His carriage was surrounded by bandits, their eyes filled with malicious greed.

The guards who were supposed to protect him lay motionless on the ground, their lives brutally taken.

Theo watched, his face empty and eyes lifeless as if he had no will or concern to protect himself. He just watched in silent resignation.

With a cruel smile gracing his lips, the bandit leader taunted him, "Your family would reward us well for killing you, a Dumbhead without a shred of Mana! How could they let an idiot like you live, just standing there, unable to act or speak? You're a disgrace to the count’s family." His words were dripping with scorn and disgust for Theo.

Just as he unsheathed his sword and began walking towards the boy, a sudden volley of arrows whistled through the air, striking the bandits one by one. They fell like ragged dolls, their surprised expressions frozen in death.

The bandit leader's face darkened at this surprise attack. Soon, warriors clad in shining armor emerged from the shadows.

One of them quickly secured Theo, his voice tinged with relief as he announced, "Princess, the boy is completely unharmed. We have reached him in time."

Just as he spoke those words, Theo noticed an extravagant carriage stopping nearby.

A white-haired girl stepped out, her eyes filled with concern. She rushed over and hugged Theo tightly, her tears wetting his face.

Her whisper was soft, filled with messages that only the two of them could understand. After sharing those private words, she gently helped him into her carriage and took him away, her eyes never leaving his face.

The vision faded, leaving Theo breathless and bewildered, still in the girl’s gentle embrace. The revelation was stunning, as if a door had been opened in his mind that he hadn't known was there. It was a puzzle, and he was just starting to find the pieces.

When everything cleared and Theo opened his eyes, he felt different, as if he had awakened to a new reality. He now remembered things from this other world. It was like he had lived two lives, and now they were coming together as one. Each memory was like a piece of a puzzle, helping him understand who he was.

The maid’s eyes widened, concern flickered in her voice. "Master, are you alright?" Seeing him open his eyes, no longer in pain, she breathed a sigh of relief.

"I... I think so," Theo mumbled, his mind still reeling from the unexpected flood of memories. His voice was barely above a whisper, filled with confusion.

Suddenly, he felt something soft pressing against his face. Looking up, he realized he was hugged close to the girl’s chest. It was awkward, yet strangely comforting.

Trying to regain some semblance of control, he gently pushed himself away from her embrace. "I'm better now," he declared, avoiding her eyes. "But thank you."

She glanced at him with worried eyes, "May I assist you in washing, Master?"

There were many new memories that he had yet to digest, and Theo wanted some space to think. "I'll do it myself," he refused flatly. "You can leave."

The boy had so many questions, but they would have to wait. He needed time to go through all the new information that had been thrust upon him.

The maid seemed to sense his bitter mood and nodded, "I will wait outside, Master." With a polite bow, she left the room, leaving Theo alone with his thoughts.

He was left alone in the bathroom, a room that felt like a blend of two different worlds. Ancient, medieval-style tiles adorned the walls, and a huge bathtub sat to the side, so much larger than anything he had seen on Earth. The bathtub looked like it was from a bygone era, with clawed feet and a classic design.

Yet, alongside these ancient touches, there was a hint of the modern. A shiny shower-head was set into the ceiling, controlled by a small, shiny moon-shaped lever on the wall.

The boy knew what to do. He pulled the moon-shaped lever, and water started falling down from the shower-head. Cold and soothing, he stepped beneath the stream.

Instantly, the chill touched every cell of his body, washing away the physical ache in his head and soothing the mental agony of his mind.

It was a relief, a moment of peace. He let the water wash over him, feeling his body and soul slowly coming back into harmony. The memories were still there, still fresh and new, but the shock was beginning to fade. He was preparing himself to face his new reality.

As he bathed, the water worked its gentle magic, helping him relax and think more clearly. He let the water rinse away the sweat and tension, allowing himself to simply be in the moment, to feel the connection between his past and present.

'So Grandfather was behind all of this... He took me away from this world at the age of thirteen, and replaced me with a doppelganger that looked exactly like me but acted differently.

Was that another me? My duplicate? I'm not sure, but this is my real world for sure... The count’s family abandoned my second self, Theo who replaced me here, after finding he couldn't use mana when he turned thirteen.

Since my duplicate couldn't speak or act normally like other humans, they became even more upset. They saw me as a stain on the noble blood of the count’s family, and they decided to get rid of me.

But then, that princess saved me... What's my relationship with her?

Why didn't she abandon me, even though she's a princess, while my own parents did?

And why can't I remember anything before the age of thirteen?

Why is my memory still hazy even after merging with my duplicate body that was left here...?'

As he finally pieced everything together and was enjoying the soothing touch of the water, a bell sound rang in his ears, crisp and clear.

<<<<

[Ding!]

[Residual Memory Integration: Complete]

>>>>

His eyes were filled with amazement as he saw the floating messages appear before his very eyes. They were unlike anything he'd ever seen before, yet oddly familiar.

'These messages, they're just like the ones I saw when I opened that mysterious box. I didn’t remember them before as I had passed out right after and woke up in this strange place.'

Thinking about it, the boy shifted his gaze upward to view the older notifications he hadn't been able to read before. A list of messages hovered before his eyes.

<<<<

[System Initiating]

[Scanning Current Host]

[Host Status: Theo Leywin - Active]

[Retrieving Previous Environment Data]

[Previous Environment Status: Inactive]

[Checking Host's Inter-dimensional Travel History]

[Primary World Detected]

[Establishing Connection to Primary World]

[Connection Established]

[Initiating Seamless Transition for the Host]

[Analyzing Host's Physical and Mental Status]

[Transition Safety Protocols: Active]

[Transition in Progress...]

[Primary and Secondary Body Synchronization in Progress]

[Primary and Secondary Body Synchronization Complete]

[Soul-Body Synchronization in Progress]

[Soul and Body Successfully Merged]

[Residual Memory Integration: Ongoing]

[System Calibration: Adjusting to New Environment]

[System Update: Checking for any inconsistencies]

[No inconsistencies found. System Stable.]

[Transfer Successful. Welcome Back, Theo Leywin]

[System Standing By]

>>>>

‘This is just like those novels I used to read. Transported to another world, parallel universes, mysterious systems. I never imagined they could be real. So this is my primary world? It feels so familiar and yet so foreign.’

He remembered that these kinds of things happened in web novels and he knew about the theory of a parallel universe, that such things might be possible.

There were lots of system messages that were floating in front of his eyes, it seemed he was transported by this system to his primary world, which he didn't remember before, and his grandfather was behind all of this.

<<<<

[Profile]

[Notification]

>>>>

Looking at the two options flashing on his screen, he selected, [Profile].

Just as he tapped, a status panel appeared in front of him, revealing a series of information.


Chapter six
Half-Human and Half-What?


However, the name displayed on the screen was different from the one he remembered in Theo's memories of this primary world. It wasn't Theo Silverblade, but Theo Leywin.

<<<<

[Name: Theo Leywin]

[Race: Half Human - ???]

[Class: N/A]

[Elemental Affinity: N/A]

[Elemental Affinity Grade: N/A]

[Special Ability: Magic Nullification]

[Circle Rank: 0]

[Evolved Rings: 0]

[Ring Rank: 0]

[Mana: N/A]

[Strength: 2]

[Defense: 4]

[Agility: 3]

[Stamina: 4]

[Intelligence: 4]

[Precision: 6]

[Mental Power: 12*]

[Perception: 9*]

[Wisdom: 11*]

[Charisma: 3*]

[Luck: 14*]

>>>>

'Half human? Now that's a twist I didn't see coming. Who knew I had such an exotic background? Here I was thinking my biggest concern was losing weight again, and now I learn I'm not entirely human.’

This situation reminded him of the massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs) from Earth, similar to those depicted in novels.

He didn’t even have any Mana, and these numbers were heart-aching to see.

‘Could this be the side effect of having excess fat? Hopefully, things will get better as I become more fit. I mean, if this system has any common sense, it should work that way, right?'

He looked at the special ability that was hovering in front of him and reached out with his finger to click on it.

<<<<

[Magic Nullification]

[~ With this unique spell, the user gains the power to nullify any kind of magic. The User possesses the unique ability to completely negate and render ineffective all forms of magical spells and enchantments, regardless of their level or complexity.]

>>>>

While the water from the shower continued to fall down over his face, mingling with a soft smile, Theo read the skill description.

As cold droplets trickled down, he mused, 'Magic Nullification. This might prove valuable. Even without Mana, I have a way to stand against all magic. Who needs Mana when you've got the power to nullify it all? This might just be my trump card.'

After examining his profile and special ability, and pondering over all the new information, Theo realized he'd spent enough time in the shower and if he remained in the water, he might catch a cold on his first day in this new world.

As he turned off the lever, bringing the flow of water to a stop, he cursed inwardly. 'I forgot to bring a towel or some fresh clothes. These are already wet, and I didn't even think to remove them before showering.'

Feeling a bit awkward and without any other option, he reluctantly called out to the maid waiting outside. "Hey, can you hand me a towel and some clothes to wear?"

The sweet voice of the maid, responded from beyond the door, "One moment, master, I will come and assist you." She was ready to help.

Theo's voice cracked slightly with embarrassment as he hurriedly replied, "Just do as I asked, don't barge in on my privacy."

Embarrassing memories of how she had taken care of his duplicate self filled his mind, leaving him pondering how different things were now.

The girl’s thoughts were simple and innocent as she gathered the requested items, 'I've helped Master like this every day. Why is he so shy today?' she wondered to herself, her tone more of a concern rather than judgment.

Theo carefully opened the door, just a crack, enough to slip his hand through, feeling her soft fingers against his as she handed over a fresh set of clothes. He could sense her confusion but didn't dwell on it.

As he took the clothes, he noticed that they were similar to what he'd been wearing before, but a different color, and of course, a bit larger to fit his new body.

Setting the clothes aside on a smooth, stone ledge near the bathtub, he reached for the towel she'd given him and began to dry himself. The fabric was gentle on his skin, similar in quality to what he remembered from modern Earth.

He first removed the wet clothes, carefully folding them and placing them beside the sink. Once dry, he then dressed in the new clothes, noticing how comfortable and well-fitting they were, despite his sudden weight gain.

Feeling refreshed and wearing his new, larger clothes, Theo left the bathroom. His mind was still full of all he had learned, but the simple act of bathing had given him some calm.

As he came out of the bathroom, he was struck by how tiring it was to carry this new body around. He didn't even know how much weight he'd gained.

His footsteps felt heavy, each step a conscious effort as if he were dragging not just his feet but also the weight of his unanswered questions.

He glanced at the maid who had been waiting for him outside.

The maid’s eyes widened a bit, clearly surprised by his sudden transformation.

"I have some questions to ask you," Theo spoke, trying to sound casual.

"What is it, Master?" she asked, her voice sweet and a little curious.

The young man hesitated, not quite sure how to put his thoughts into words.

"Somehow I got better from the curse I was under, and I remember a few things from the past," he began. "Could you help me understand my current standing? How did I end up here from the count’s family? And, where exactly are we located within the kingdom? I'd like to get a good grasp of our surroundings and more about the world we're in since you know I haven't studied much because of my condition."

He decided to ask about his current location, even though he knew in his heart it was Princess Liliana's doing that had located him here to protect him against his family.

Theo didn't think asking these questions would expose the fact that he had transmigrated into old Theo's body and taken over.

According to his memories, both Theos were the same, but to be exact, he was the real one, who was supposed to be here all along.

His duplicate had stayed muted for the last four years, while it had been almost ten years for him in the previous world. Only four years had passed in this primary world, so technically, he had spent more time on Earth than here. He had returned here, but he still didn't have memories of what happened before the age of 13.

But one thing was clear: it was a lie that his parents had died when he was 13, and he had lost his memories.

It was clear to him that something more complex was at play, a hidden conspiracy perhaps. Was it to protect him or to harm him?

He wasn't sure of the real identity of his grandpa and his intentions, but he leaned more towards believing that it was a plan to protect him. After all, he was shifted back to this primary world when the time was right. He didn't know the exact reason, but one truth stood out: Grandpa Ryuk had lied to him.

Theo's question seemed to pull Elena into deep thought. For a moment, her eyes clouded with memories.

'So Master was under a curse. Her Highness said this might be due to some curse or disease that may go away as he grow up, but no one believed her. They thought Master would remain mute and in a dumb state for his whole life.'

As she pondered this, she noticed Theo had moved to sit on the bed, his heavy body taking labored breaths, waiting for her answer.

"You're the third son of the Silverblade Count family, Theo Silverblade," Elena began in a gentle tone.

"This place is a village called Ashenvale, given to you as a barony in the neutral area of the Lighthaven country, The human nation. The mansion, where we stand, is located atop a small mountain known as Dawnspire. The village is surrounded by sturdy walls to protect against wild creatures from nearby."

Theo's eyes narrowed as he tried to absorb the information. "And what about you? Who might you be?"

"I'm Elena, Master. I’m sent by Her Highness, Princess Liliana, to take care of you in her absence and to be your personal maid." She introduced.

"Who is this Princess Liliana?" Theo asked, his memories a confusing jumble. The name was unfamiliar, and he wondered why she seemed to be helping him more than his own family.


Chapter seven
The Princess's Gift


Elena's eyes softened. "Princess Liliana is the only daughter of the royal family. She's the one who believed in you when others didn't."

Theo's mind was filled with a barrage of questions. He knew his name was Theo Leywin from his profile, so why was he now associated with the Silverblade family?

The title of Baron, this village called Ashenvale, and the mysterious help from a princess were all unfamiliar to him.

Although he understood he had transmigrated, the relationships and politics of this world remained a tangled web, and his exact place within it was unclear.

Seeing his confusion, Elena elaborated, “This village, Ashenvale, is surrounded by the ancient wall of the Elari civilization and was given to you as a home. The Princess thought you'd be safe here from the Silverblade family.”

"But why such a secluded place?" Theo wondered aloud, feeling a nagging suspicion that he'd been sent to live at the end of the world.

Elena walked to the window, opening it to reveal an expansive view. “Ashenvale has its stories. To the East lies the Whispering Sea, part of the Cursed Abyss Ocean. The Shadowmire woods turn into the Great Forest of Sylvana to the South. To the North is the Frostbound Reach, an unexplored area where the temperature is so low people can't survive, and high-level creatures reside.”

She turned back to face Theo, “Many fear Ashenvale village due to the geographical conditions like the dark Shadowmire forest, Cursed Abyss Ocean, and all that. Yet its strategic position and the strong walls of the Elari civilization keep the dangers out of Ashenvale. It's a stronghold, Master. In its isolation, there's protection.”

Theo's gaze met Elena's, and he realized that this place, with its mysteries and unique geography, was now his home. He felt a strange connection to it, one he couldn't quite explain, but he knew he had to unravel its secrets and find his place within this new world.

"And what about the continent?" Theo asked, curiosity flickering in his voice. He knew the human empire was just a small part of this vast world, and as a half-human, he guessed the presence of many other races.

Elena's smile widened as she gestured towards the window, showing Theo the lands that stretched far into the horizon. She found joy in acting as a guide, teaching a young man who seemed to know so little about this place, especially since he had been in a condition resembling a coma, even though he had been able to move.

Her voice took on a melodic tone, "The human empire lies in the heart of the Varidian continent, settled among other powerful places.

To the west, there's the Netherscape, where the nefarious demon race resides, forever in conflict with our lands. To the south lies the Silvania Empire, home to high elven races, known for their wisdom and harmony with nature.

Then there's the Territory of Feralon to the southwest, where other races have built their lives. They, along with the elves, are our allies, united against the demon threats."

She paused as if thinking something and then she added, "But it's not just the demons that pose a threat. The alliance between elves, humans, and Feralon is fragile at times, often tested by the relentless attacks from Netherscape."

Theo could understand the meaning behind her words, it was even in his previous world where humans fought humans for their greed and massing powers and lands against other countries.

Elena turned to face Theo, her eyes were serene. "But except these regions, there are also dark creatures, wild beasts that roam freely in uninhabited areas. They find their homes in dense forests, vast deserts, and secluded mountains. There are also some creatures that are said to possess powers beyond our understanding.”

Theo let out a deep sigh, having a glimpse of the crazy situation he was in. The peaceful Earth he once knew was now a distant memory, replaced by a new reality filled with uncertainty and danger.

He found himself in a strange land, in a familiar but heavier body, with so much yet to learn and understand. This was his primary world, and he needed to adapt.

"Thank you for explaining, Elena," he said, his voice tinged with gratitude. "It seems I have a lot to learn."

He could see his new path unfolding before him. There were challenges to face, mysteries to unravel, and a new life to build. But he couldn't let Elena, or anyone else, know about the changes within him.

The old Theo had been like a puppet, unable to speak, moving and behaving as commanded.

Was there a word for that? A robot, perhaps? Whatever it was, Theo knew he had to maintain the facade that he had just become free from the curse that caused him to act that way.

Elena bowed her head slightly, her eyes filled with genuine care. “Always at your service, Master. Let me know if you need anything.”

With a soft click, she left the room, leaving Theo alone with his thoughts. He turned back to the window, his eyes fixed on the horizon. He was back in the place where he belonged, the place from which he had been taken by his so-called grandfather. Doubts started to come into his mind. Was that man really his grandfather? Could he trust anyone here?

Questions swirled around, but one thing was clear to him: There was no one in his previous world who would have missed him if he went missing. His uncle, aunt, and cousins were likely to be happy about his absence. Perhaps only Alina might miss him, since his grandfather had said that she had fought for him to become the next head of the Lewis family.

But that was all in the past now. This was home. This was where he belonged, and it was time to embrace his new destiny. The world outside was waiting, filled with secrets, dangers, and possibilities. He knew he had to ready himself for all of that or else he might not survive.

Theo looked down at himself, patting his new, larger belly. 'I feel like a sloth. I'm really too fat to do anything right now.' The thought was frustrating, but he knew he had to deal with it.

He understood he had to find a way to improve his situation. Remembering about the system profile, he continued, 'First, I need to learn how these classes and stats work, and how I can gain more. Maybe that will help me increase my strength and stamina so I won't feel like I'm carrying a mountain around this castle. Even Elena is stronger than me right now.'

With that thought, he started to carry his heavy body out of his room. He needed to explore and find answers. 'This place is related to the Elari civilization, so there must be a library,' he thought, hopeful that he could find the knowledge about the power system of this world that he needed.

As Theo went out of his room, he happened upon a corridor that led him to several rooms. The first one turned out to be a kitchen, filled with the inviting aroma of spices. The next revealed a spacious hall with a cozy couch and dining table, suggesting a place of gatherings and feasts.

But it was the third room that truly caught Theo off-guard.


Chapter eight
Secrets of the Awakened


He expected a study or perhaps another empty room, but instead, he stumbled upon something entirely unexpected.

There stood Elena, caught in the middle of changing her clothes. Though she wasn't completely exposed, her pale, perfectly shaped body was generously revealed. Her half-revealed bosom seemed to grab attention, while her flustered, innocent expression added to the already tense atmosphere.

The sight was enough to send any young man's hormones into overdrive. But Theo, for his part, gathered his wits and averted his gaze.

"Ma-Master?" Elena's voice trembled with surprise, her hands instinctively covering her chest to shield herself. Her cheeks turned a soft shade of pink.

"Uh... umm... sorry!" Theo's words tumbled out as he rapidly backed away, nearly tripping over his own feet. "I didn't realize. I mean, I didn't know this was your room!" With one last apologetic glance, he gently closed the door behind him, making a mental note to knock next time.

He leaned against the wall outside, his heart still thudding against his ribs. 'That was close!' he thought, unable to shake the image of Elena's half-revealed, ravishing body from his mind.

'I need to find that library and focus on something else… anything else!'

But despite his best efforts, it was hard to forget what he had seen.

On the other side of the door, Elena was quickly putting on her dress, flustered but determined to maintain her composure. She had planned to take a bath after her morning chores, and now this unexpected encounter had left her both embarrassed and curious.

With her cheeks still glowing a soft shade of pink, she stepped out of her room, her eyes meeting Theo's. "Do you want to have breakfast, Master?" she asked, her voice filled with a hint of shyness.

"No. I am looking for the library" Theo replied, keeping a normal face, though his thoughts were still fresh with the tantalizing glimpse he had caught of Elena's beauty.

He realized now how extraordinarily beautiful she was. If she had been on Earth, her grace and appearance alone could have made her a top celebrity.

"The library? It's on the first floor," Elena responded, her voice gentle yet noticeably tinged with embarrassment. She gave a slight bow, adding, "Let me bring you there, Master."

Her gracefulness, despite the awkward situation, made Theo appreciate her even more. There was something about her, a poise and elegance that seemed natural and unforced.

He trailed Elena down the staircase, the air heavy with the scent of ancient wood and stone enveloping them.

With every step, Theo felt the age of the place, like he was stepping through time. "So, who else lives here besides us?" he asked, trying to fill the silence.

Elena glanced over her shoulder, her eyes reflecting the soft glow of the magic stones that lined the walls. "We have twenty-two guards who patrol around the castle. Oh, and Mister Leonard," she replied.

Theo simply nodded, and they reached the library doors. Elena reached out, her slender hand grasping the silver handle, and opened the door.

A musty scent of old paper and ink filled the air. "Which book do you want to read, Master? Let me help you find it," she offered.

He hesitated, about to decline her assistance, but then his gaze fell upon the towering shelves laden with books. He realized he had no idea where to begin. The texts engraved on their covers seemed foreign, yet strangely familiar, as if he had known them all his life.

"Something that tells me about the classes and magic of this world," he finally said.

Elena's eyebrows furrowed momentarily, but then her face broke into a soft smile. She moved to the back of the library, her figure gliding between the aisles.

After a moment, she returned, holding out a weathered tome. "This book, 'Secrets of the Awakened: Navigating the Mana Path,' will tell you everything," she assured him.

Theo took it from her, feeling the worn leather cover beneath his fingertips. "Thank you," he said, his voice filled with sincere appreciation. "I will read it. You can go now."

Elena bowed, her cheeks still tinged with the earlier embarrassment, and left the room.

Theo sank into a nearby chair and opened the book. Though the language of this world should have been foreign to him, it wasn't. Somehow, since he had grown up in this world, his subconscious mind recognized the words. There was no struggle; it was like reading his native tongue.

Word by word, page by page, he began to soak in the basics, a growing sense of understanding lighting up his mind.

==============

In the vast land of Varidian, upon reaching the age of Twelve, a young soul is bestowed with a unique power, known as a class. This class becomes the guiding star of their destiny, influencing their path and future.

==[Type of Warriors]==

At the milestone of circle rank 10, a rare phenomenon occurs: a warrior has the chance to awaken a dormant element, a feat so rare that only one in 100,000 achieves it.

Those who unlock this elemental gift are known as Elemental Warriors, while those without an element are termed Mana Warriors.

==[Warrior Ranks]==

As they harness this newly awakened power, a ring appears on their hand. Mages and Healers will see the ring appear on their left hand, while Warriors and Beast Tamers have theirs on the right.

However, it's noteworthy that these rings are shy; they only reveal themselves when one's power is invoked - during battles, elemental manifestations, or moments of intense emotion.

One ring signifies they've attained at least the 10th circle rank. Two rings? They've reached the 20th circle rank or above.

As for the grading of their circle ranks, it is divided as follows:

Circle Ranks 1 to 9 are classified as Novices;

Circle Ranks 10 to 19 as Masters;

Circle Ranks 20 to 29 fall under Elite;

Circle Ranks 30 to 39 are Lords;

Circle Ranks 40 to 49 bear the title of Overlords;

Circle Ranks 50 to 59 stand as Kings;

Circle Ranks 60 to 69 are Emperors;

Circle Ranks 70 to 79 are distinguished as Sages;

Circle Ranks 80 to 89 are known as Titans;

Circle Ranks 90 to 95 reign as Celestials

Circle Ranks 96 to 99 ascend to Ascendants;

and the unparalleled Circle Rank 100 is known as The Sovereign.

==[Seven Elements]==

Varidian is known to be aligned with seven predominant elements: Fire, Water, Earth, Wind, Thunder, Ice/Snow, and Nature. An individual's element determines their class and its potential advancement.

To make it clear, let's delve into the element of Fire:

[Fireblade Warrior] - Warriors who, with a swing of their weapon, can engulf enemies in searing flames.

[Fireweave Mystic] - Sorcerers that conjure fiery spells, turning chilly nights into blazing days.

[Firetouch Healer] - Gentle souls that summon the warmth of the fire to close wounds and comfort the pained.

[Firebeast Tamer] - These individuals form bonds with creatures of the blaze. It's rumored they can merge with their fiery beasts, becoming one powerful entity.

This same pattern applies across all elements. If you're thinking of remembering them, here's a tip: "-blade" indicates warriors, "-weave" stands for mages, "-touch" signifies healers, and "-beast" represents tamers.

But what powers these classes?

It's Mana - the life essence of Varidian. It is the invisible force present in every nook and cranny of this world and is the heartbeat of these classes.

This energy, both mystical and primal, breathes life into their extraordinary capabilities. Every being has it, but for those with a class, it's the source of their unique powers.

==[Awakening Stones]==

As one approaches the age of Twelve, these precious stones come into play. Classified into unique tiers, they unlock the dormant power within an individual, setting them on their journey in Varidian.

==[Status Panel]==

When one reaches the age of twelve, they are bestowed with a magical status panel which can be accessed by them to see their progress.

An average status panel appears like this:

<<<<

[Name: Elon Sparrow]

[Race: Human]

[Class: Firebeast Tamer]

[Elemental Affinity: Fire]

[Elemental Affinity Grade: A]

[Special Ability: Sword Expert]

[Circle Rank: 12]

[Evolved Rings: 1]

[Ring Rank: 2]

[Mana: Moderate]

[Strength: 9]

[Defense: 11]

[Agility: 10]

[Stamina: 12]

[Intelligence: 8]

[Precision: 9]

[Mental Power: 7*]

[Perception: 6*]

[Wisdom: 7*]

[Charisma: 5*]

[Luck: 6*]

[Unused Stat Points: 24]

>>>>

==[Name]==

~ The user’s given name by their birth parents.

==[Race]==

~ Their racial traits, which solely depend on their birth parents.

==[Class]==

~ By default, one is a Mana Warrior unless they awaken an element at circle rank 10. It's usually recommended to wait until circle rank 10 to assign stats points as per their chosen class.

If a Mana Warrior awakens a Mage class at circle rank 10, then assigning points in strength beforehand would be counterproductive.

Various skills like martial arts, swordsmanship, archery, spear fighting, and close combat are typically trained in, as the class one awakens at circle rank 10 is primarily talent-based.

Specialized classes like blacksmith, merchant, miner, alchemist, and herbalist are often given to those who train in these areas before the age of awakening. These classes usually don't possess warrior skills but are valuable for earning money and gaining high positions within noble and royal families.

==[Elemental Affinity]==

~ Revealed upon awakening at circle rank 10.

==[Elemental Affinity Grade]==

~ Indicates one's closeness to their affinity. Grade A enables high-level attacks compared to Grade B. A is the highest, and F is the lowest.

==[Special Ability]==

~ Bestowed by the heavens upon every individual born into this world. Usually guides the path one will take in life.

==[Circle Rank]==

~ Determines one's power level and journey as both a mana and elemental warrior.

==[Evolved Rings]==

~ Shows the number of evolved rings one has. Rings can evolve by absorbing ring essence and fully evolve at ring rank 10.

==[Ring Rank]==

~ Indicates current ring rank. Ranking up can be done by absorbing ring essence.

==[Mana: Moderate]==

~ Indicates Mana reserves, graded from very low, low, moderate, high, to very high.

==[Strength]==

~ Represents the physical power one possesses. A higher number means a stronger individual, capable of lifting heavy objects or delivering powerful blows.

==[Defense]==

~ Indicates one's resilience and ability to withstand attacks, both physical and magical.

==[Agility]==

~ Determines speed and flexibility, crucial for dodging attacks and maneuvering in combat.

==[Stamina]==

~ Measures endurance and how long one can sustain physical or magical activities.

==[Intelligence]==

~ Reflects one's aptitude for learning and understanding complex concepts, crucial for Mages and scholars.

==[Precision]==

~ A higher number would result in greater accuracy, be it in combat or tasks requiring a high degree of exactness.

==[Mental Power]==

~ Related to willpower and focus. A high-value benefits psychic or magical tasks. Points cannot be assigned; improvement comes from going beyond one's willpower.

==[Perception]==

~ Affects awareness and the ability to notice details or changes in one's surroundings. Points can't be assigned; only learned through meditation.

==[Wisdom]==

~ Relates to decision-making abilities and a knack for choosing the right paths. Points can't be assigned; it's learned through experiences, betrayals, and teachings from masters.

==[Charisma]==

~ A low number signifies social awkwardness; a high number indicates skill at socializing. Points can't be assigned; it's developed through self-grooming.

==[Luck]==

~ A higher stat means better chances in almost everything—be it dodging a fatal blow or finding valuable items. Points can't be assigned; it relies on one's own luck.

==[Unused Stat Points]==

~ Two points are given as a reward when one's circle rank increases. Once assigned to an attribute, they are set in stone and accompany you to your grave.

==============

He read through page by page, he finally started to understand most of the things about the power system of this world.

Yet, as the excitement of learning about the classes grew, a nagging doubt crept into his mind. He had no Mana. Could he even awaken any class?

Finally, he closed the book, his fingers tracing the edge of the cover.

'It seemed, grandpa took me away the same year when I was going to awaken a class and the Silverblade family didn't waste an awakening stone on me since I was not acting normal after I was taken away from here...'

He gently placed the book on the table, his mind engulfed with swirling thoughts and future plans. Theo glanced at his hands, clearly aware that his absence of mana acted as an unseen barrier, denying him the remarkable abilities that others his age possessed.

Though he lacked mana, he refused to accept defeat. He would find a way, carve his own path, and define his own journey. There had to be a way for him too.

With a deep sigh, Theo stood up, his mind was tired from what he'd just read.

"I should get a tour outside the mansion," he mumbled to himself.

Theo found his way down a corridor and through a big door. Stepping out onto a stony path, he saw he was on top of a mountain. Right side of the mansion, there was a small garden.

Turning around, he saw the foot of the mountain. Beyond that, settled in the distance to the west, was a small village about 200 meters away. Kids were playing, their distant laughter could be heard, carried by the wind.

Everything — the mansion, the village, and the land around — was enclosed by an ancient, towering wall that seemed to keep the dangers at bay.

"So this is the village that comes under my barony," Theo mumbled to himself, remembering that Princess Liliana had given him this place to keep him safe.

"I think I've seen enough for today," Theo mused, his gaze lingering on the distant village. "I should return to my room; visiting the village will have to wait."

His heavy body felt tired, and he had yet to digest all the information he read from the book.

With a thoughtful look, he slowly turned around to head back into the mansion.

[Ding!]

The sudden chime of a notification stopped him in his tracks. Messages appeared right in front of his eyes, taking him by complete surprise.

<<<<

[Quest Name: "The Weight of Destiny"]

[Quest Description]

[~Your body has been poisoned with a mysterious bug that causes you to gain 50 grams of weight every day. If your weight surpasses 190 kg, you will suffer a fatal heart attack. There is only one way to counteract the poison – regular exercise. Dieting is not an option as it would worsen the situation. You must undertake the "Workout Challenge" to prevent your untimely demise.]

[Quest Objective]

[~The quest requires you to work out rigorously for 2 hours each day (repeatable). The more you exercise, the more you can counteract the weight gain caused by the poison. Your goal is to keep your weight below the dangerous threshold of 190 kg.]

[Quest Rewards]

[~Upon completion of each 2-hour workout session, You will receive a random reward.]

[Quest Failure]

[~ If you don't complete your daily exercise goal, you will gain an extra 1 kg, bringing you one step closer to death.]

[Current Body Weight: 178 kg]

>>>>

"Wha...at?" Theo whispered, his face darkening.


Chapter nine
Help Mira first, alright?


He was gazing at the 'mysterious bug' message, his brow furrowing in deep thought.

In an instant, it all clicked - the reason behind his unexpected weight gain in this primary world, despite only four years having elapsed compared to his previous life. Doubts began to bubble up in Theo's mind.

Could the Silverblade family be behind it?

Maybe someone unknown to him? Or even Grandpa Ryuk?

His mind raced with countless theories. But, pushing those thoughts aside, he realized there was something more urgent to attend to.

"I'll get to the bottom of this later," he decided, "Right now, gaining another kilogram isn't an option."

The quest requirement was clear to him. A two-hour workout was required to fulfill the demands. Although such a duration of tiresome workout wasn't hard for him since he was used to it in his previous world, attempting it in his current, heavier state was going to be an annoying trial. He let out a resigned sigh.

He decided to descend and climb the mountain to complete his quest. As he jogged toward the mountain slope, a progress bar appeared before him, clearly marking out the 120 minutes. He began his descent, and the minutes on the bar started ticking away, decreasing in number.

"Well, at least this counts as exercise," he thought, taking small steps.

The journey down was proving more challenging than he predicted. Only ten minutes in, and his breath came out in ragged, heavy puffs. Sweat poured from him, soaking his clothes and making them stick uncomfortably to his skin.

Needing a moment, Theo found a large rock midway and eased himself onto it. The cool stone beneath him provided brief relief as he tried to regulate his breathing.

Looking around, he could hear the faint chirping of mountain birds, and the distant laughter of children from the village below.

The setting sun cast long shadows, painting the landscape in a soft orange glow. This brief moment of tranquility contrasted sharply with his pounding heart and the urgent task ahead.

After resting enough, Theo began his descent again, he noticed the system's progress bar indicating [109 minutes]. Every step he took on the mountain's rugged path was a challenge due to his heavy body. Yet, he was resolute to finish the task at hand.

After descending for about 50 meters, his legs started to protest, and his breaths came out ragged. His gaze fell on a large flat stone, and he decided to take a brief respite.

Closing his eyes, he felt the soothing breeze of the mountain, which offered a temporary relief to his sweating face.

Gathering his strength, he pushed forward. The next 50 meters felt even longer. By now, his clothes and body were completely drenched in sweat. It seemed like he'd just stepped out of a bath.

As he approached the 100-meter mark, the weight of his body and gravity's pull made every step feel like lifting heavy boulders. The village was in sight, yet still a bit distant.

Once he reached the 100-meter mark, he felt a sense of accomplishment. However, glancing at the system's progress bar, he realized he had only completed half of his exercise quest.

“Looks like I might need to climb back up," he mused. But for now, he decided to venture into the village.

Theo’s shoes kicked up small clouds of dust with each step, further marking his first journey through the village.

He could hear the joyful laughter of children and the distant barking of a dog. There was also the scent of something delicious cooking nearby.

He watched the older villagers sitting on wooden benches outside their homes, sharing stories or merely enjoying the warmth of the sun. They looked up with curious eyes as he passed by.

'Probably wondering who the huge stranger is,' he thought.

The simplicity and harmony of their daily life made him reflect on the stark difference from his previous world.

Amidst the shade offered by the trees, he felt a cool breeze brushing against his face, carrying with it the fresh scent of blooming flowers. This tranquility was occasionally disrupted by the sound of a door creaking open or the playful shouts of children running past.

As he approached the central square, he paused for a moment, watching the scene. Women were bending over the well, drawing water into their clay pitchers, and chatting among themselves. Their conversations seemed to be related to details of daily life – crops, children, and community news.

He continued to walk, the progress bar now decreasing at a steadier rate, filling him with hope that he could complete the quest without having to climb the mountain again.

As Theo ventured deeper into the village, he noticed a growing commotion up ahead. Dozens of villagers had gathered in a tight circle outside an adobe house with a thatched roof. Theo's steps slowed as he was curious to find out what was happening here.

From his vantage point, he could see a distressed woman seated on the ground, cradling the limp body of a young lady in her lap.

The child's skin was a pale, sickly shade, glistening with sweat despite the cool morning air. Her eyes were closed, and her breathing shallow, revealing the unmistakable signs of a severe fever. Her hair was damp and plastered to her forehead.

A young man, probably in his early twenties, stood beside the pair, his eyes ablaze with anger.

"Elder Morin," he spat, addressing the village head, "It was your decision that kept us here! Now see what happened to my sister! She's fallen sick after just a trip to the forest's edge."

Elder Morin, an old man with deep-set eyes and a wrinkled face, looked pained. He began, "Rolan, I understand your anger, but the Baron will surely help if we go to him."

A murmur spread among the crowd, and another voice rose, filled with resentment. "The baron? The same one who hasn't sent rations or offered any aid for a year, even though the empire grants him funds for us?"

The woman, Mira's mother, looked up, her eyes brimming with tears. "I don't care about politics or rations," she sobbed, holding her daughter tighter. "I just don't want to lose my child."

‘Wait a minute, aren't I the Baron of this village?’ Theo almost tripped over, realizing he was the very Baron they spoke of.

His heart constricted in his chest as he watched the sad scene. He had only recently taken over this new body, and now he comprehended the weighty role of a baron. It was the first instance he genuinely sensed the immense burden of responsibility.

Theo took a deep breath, trying to calm the storm of emotions within him. "I've got to fix this," he whispered to himself, determination evident in his eyes.

Turning around, his eyes set on the mountain’s peak where the mansion stood tall. The familiar path up, which he had descended not too long ago, now felt like a challenge. But it wasn’t just about a personal quest anymore. It was about saving a life, about fulfilling the duty he had unknowingly inherited.

His feet pressed forward, moving over rocks and loose soil. Every step was a fight against the fatigue trying to hold him down. His muscles ached, yearning for a break, but the urgency of the situation wouldn't allow him to stop. His heart raced, thoughts consumed by the image of Mira, lying sick in the village below.

He stopped halfway, taking a brief moment to rest against a tree. Looking down, the village seemed so small, so peaceful. But he knew the truth – there was a girl down there fighting for her life. And the responsibility weighed on him.

"This is my village now," he whispered, "I am its Baron."

Pushing off from the tree, he continued his ascent. Despite the tiredness pulling at his limbs, his pace was unyielding. As he pushed forward, the occasional notification bell rang in his ears, but he ignored them all. The closer he got to the mansion, the more mechanical his movements became, each step a proof of his sheer willpower.

By the time he reached the mountain’s top, exhaustion had painted itself all over him. His clothing, now darkened with sweat, clung to him, signaling the effort he had put into the climb.

The ascent was brutal. With every meter, his energy decreased. He made it just over the mountain before collapsing, breathless and fully spent.

From his position on the ground, he stared up at the sky, trying to catch his breath. His system's chime sounded, momentarily distracting him but he wasn't in the mood and condition to check it right now.

Taking a moment to catch his breath, his thoughts immediately shifted to Mira. "First things first," he murmured, "I need to find Elena to help that sick girl."

Theo's heart thudded in his chest, its rhythm louder than the sound of his tired feet dragging across the ground. With every painful breath, he could feel the exhaustion threatening to engulf him, but he pushed through. The mansion stood before him, but the distance of six meters felt like miles away in his current condition.

Lurching forward, he made it to the entrance and his knee gave in, collapsing on the cold, hard floor of the mansion's entrance.

Lying on his back, the vast sky was the only thing in his vision. Its blueness held his gaze as he tried to calm his erratic breaths. The limitless sky seemed to mock the limitations of his own body, and for a moment, all was silent.

Then, a familiar chime broke the tranquility, but his mind was filled with one name, Elena. He needed to find Elena.

He attempted to push himself up when he heard hurried footsteps approaching.

Elena appeared at the entrance, her doe eyes filled with concern. Her face darkened as she saw him sprawled on the ground. "Master, what happened to you?" Her voice wavered with worry.

With an exhausted smile, Theo tried to inject some humor into the situation. "Let's just say the mountain and I had a disagreement," He coughed, struggling to keep his smile.

Seeing that the girl didn't find his joke funny in this situation he decided to get to the point first.

Gasping for breath, he replied, "Elena, there's a girl in the village, Mira. She's unwell. Do you have anything that could help her?"

Elena blinked in surprise, her brows knitting together. "Mira? Who is she? And what happened?"

Exhaling slowly, Theo explained, "She ventured into the forest and came back sick. The villagers are desperate, and I can't let them suffer, especially when I am here."

A look of understanding crossed Elena's face. "I have some high-grade healing elixirs given to me by Her Highness," she informed hesitantly. "It's very precious, and was meant for emergencies concerning you."

Theo's eyes lit up with hope. "How many do you have?"

"Twelve," Elena replied, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her dress.

"Use one for Mira," the young man requested resolutely.

"But, Master, it's--"

"I know," Theo interrupted gently, his voice tinged with humor. "But I'm still here, aren't I? I'll be Alright. Don’t worry, Elena, we’ll sort everything out soon. But first, We need to help that girl. She needs it as soon as possible."

Elena hesitated, her gaze flitting between the mansion and Theo. With a nod, she murmured, "Alright, Master. I'll see to it."

As Theo watched her prepare to depart, his exhaustion caught up with him. He murmured, "Help Mira first, alright?"

Elena cast a reluctant glance back at him, a hint of sadness in her eyes, but she nodded in understanding.

As she disappeared from view, Theo's eyelids grew heavy, a comforting darkness wrapping around him as sleep pulled him into its embrace, and the weight of the day's events finally took its toll on him.

The last thing he felt was a warm sense of pride – he'd made the right call, even in his state of utter exhaustion.


Chapter ten
Trash of the Count Family


The soft caress of sheets enveloped Theo as he stirred on his bed, the sunlight came through the curtains of his room.

He blinked slowly, his thoughts muddled from sleep. There was a short moment of confusion as he remembered about collapsing near the entrance.

'How did I get here?' he pondered, propping himself up on his elbows.

As if in response to his thoughts, the door creaked open, revealing Elena.

In her hands, she held a steaming bowl, the aroma filling the room. She walked to his side, gazing at the young man with concern in her eyes.

"Master," she began gently, "how are you feeling now?"

"Better," he replied with a hint of exhaustion in his voice. "But, Elena, tell me about Mira. Is she alright?"

Elena’s lips curved into a soft smile. "Yes, she's recovering quite well. Her family was happy that you provided such a precious elixir for her. The entire village is stunned."

The weight in Theo's chest eased at her words, replaced with a warm feeling of contentment.

Elena carefully handed him the bowl, the steam wafting up, tickling his nostrils. The soup looked hearty, with chunks of vegetables floating in a rich broth.

Taking a sip, warmth spread through his body, revitalizing his tired muscles. The soup seemed to do more than just satiate his hunger; it was restoring his very energy.

Feeling new energy, Theo managed to sit up, leaning against the headboard.

Elena's large eyes, brimming with admiration, met Theo's gaze. "The villagers are still talking about today. You really surprised them, Master," she said softly.

A soft smile played at the corners of Theo's lips, he replied, "I think I surprised myself too."

A light giggle escaped her lips, making Theo appreciate that he was able to make her laugh.

However, the happy atmosphere shifted when Elena asked him with some hesitancy. "Master, now that you're recovering, I thought of letting her Highness know. She'd be overjoyed to hear about your well-being."

Halting mid-sip, Theo carefully set the bowl aside on the small table next to the bed. Pushing himself up, he glanced at her.

His voice turned serious as he began, "Elena, it's important that my current state remains a secret for the empire. Not a word to anyone, even Princess Liliana. If my condition becomes public knowledge, it might paint a target on my back."

Theo thought, 'I seriously need to get in shape. Imagine the gossip: 'The legendary figure defeated not by a dragon, but by his own waistline!' And if I skip my exercises... will I pop like a balloon? Is the system trying to get a laugh out of this?' The ridiculousness of the thought made him laugh internally.

Yet, the humor was short-lived as a more serious matter came to his mind. ‘But jokes aside, I sense there's more to this 'mysterious bug' than meets the eye. Someone might be pulling the strings from the shadows.’

When he looked up, he was met with Elena's gentle gaze. Remembering the morning's events, he inquired, "By the way, where did that old man get off to??"

Elena's fingers carefully adjusted the bowls and utensils on the table. "You're referring to Mister Leonard, Master?" she asked, furrowing her brows.

He nodded, "Yeah. Where's he gone to?"

"He's gone to the Stronggate city to collect this month's funds from the count." She responded, lifting the tray filled with bowls and utensils.

This information puzzled Theo. He questioned, "Isn't it the norm for baronies, vis-counties, and counties to contribute to the empire? Why are we receiving funds instead?"

Sensing Theo wanted to discuss this further, Elena placed the tray back on the table. "You see, Master, this castle and its lands were once abandoned. The empire stepped in to offer aid to the villagers. With only a few guards keeping watch, places like our Ashenvale received financial assistance from the crown.

Without this support, many would die. While the princess's influence did ensure a more substantial fund for us previously, over the past year, we've received merely 10% of the intended amount."

His brows furrowed with deep concern as he began to grasp the true financial troubles plaguing the village. It was all becoming clear now, why the villagers harbored such resentment toward the former baron. Their suffering had been unjustly directed at him, and it was painfully obvious that the old Theo had lacked the capability to address the core of their problems.

Taking a moment to collect his thoughts, he mused, 'I want to solve the village's issues, but first, I have to sort out mine. The awakening stone might be the answer, though it's not cheap...' With that, he shifted his attention to Elena, her naive expression making her every bit the portrait of innocence.

"Elena, are you aware of the cost of an awakening stone in the nearby city?" He asked.

She tilted her head, pondering for a moment. "For the lower grade, It is around 50 gold. An intermediate one is about 400 gold, while the high-grade awakening stones, they can range from 1000 gold to a staggering 10,000 gold," She replied, drawing from her memories of the marketplace.

Raising an eyebrow, he questioned, "Such a big difference in price?"

Noticing his puzzlement, Elena delved deeper. "The lower grade stone, though affordable, has a significantly high failure rate during the awakening process. Those who can't spend a lot on the pricier options usually risk it with this. As for the intermediate and high-grade ones, they promise at least a 50% success rate. But even the lower grade is unaccessible for most villagers and common people."

Theo's brow furrowed further, "What if the awakening fails??"

She sighed softly, "One would experience a shock, preventing any new attempts for a month. Sometimes, the wait can extend for several months or even a year. That's the reason those with deeper pockets prefer the higher-grade stones."

As Elena spoke, Theo's eyes were drawn to her fingers, which danced nervously on the table's edge where an empty soup bowl was kept. He could tell she was growing increasingly anxious.

Brushing aside his own thoughts for a moment, he questioned, "What is our current financial standing?"

Elena's cheeks tinged a shade pinker. "Mister Leonard mentioned we've exhausted our funds. He's gone to the city to retrieve this month's fund allocation."

His brow knitted in concern. "How much do we receive as that reduced 10%?"

"About 100 gold," she murmured, her cheeks now glowing with a shade of crimson.

Theo's mind raced. 'With 100 gold, I can not afford even an intermediate stone. But Elena's words make me wonder: should I wait a year and save up for the high-grade stone instead? Or perhaps I should find ways to accumulate more money.'

As he considered his options, he noticed Elena's fidgeting intensifying, her fingers began tapping a hurried tempo against the table. Observing her closely, he realized her breathing had become uneven.

Concern visible in his voice, he asked, "Elena, are you feeling alright? You seem... off."

Elena hesitated, her breathing shallow and quick. "It's... nothing, Master."

Sensing there was something she wasn't sharing, he probed gently, "What's troubling you?".

She shuffled her feet, clearly embarrassed. "I... need. I need to use the washroom." She skipped the customary 'Master' this time, showing her urgency.

The soft blush that painted her ears gave away her embarrassment. It seemed the pressing nature of her need had made her momentarily drop her formalities. Understanding her emergency, Theo tried to suppress a chuckle.

"You should have just told me," he said with a warm smile, gesturing towards the adjoining bathroom. "Feel free to use that one."

She hesitated, biting her lip as her eyes darted between him and the door. "I can't possibly use yours, Master."

Theo leaned back, an amused glint in his eye. "It's not as if I'm going to clean it. You usually do, regardless of who uses it. Besides," he continued, a touch of genuine warmth entering his voice, "You've looked after me, much like an older sister or, dare I say, a mother. It's the least I can offer in return." Memories of her care and kindness filled his thoughts, and he motioned again for her to proceed.

In front of Theo stood Elena, the same young woman who had mothered him in his most vulnerable moments. While it was true that Princess Liliana played a crucial role and had initiated this care, it was Elena who had tirelessly and selflessly carried out each act of kindness.

Theo felt a debt of gratitude for both women, perhaps even more than for his grandfather. After all, Elena and Liliana had rescued him from the brink of despair, saving him from the harsh judgments and scorn of his own known family, who viewed him as the Empire's infamous disgrace – the "trash of the count family."

As Theo's sentiments flowed within him, Elena found herself momentarily lost in his gaze. The depth of gratitude and emotion in his eyes caused her to pause, momentarily forgetting her urgency. Overwhelmed, she offered him a slight bow and a gentle smile, before making her way towards the bathroom.

Once the door closed behind her, silence settled in the room. Theo exhaled deeply, sinking back against the headboard. The memories of today and emotions from the past momentarily overwhelmed him. This whole situation was nothing short of surreal.

"How fate loves its intricate dance, as the wheel of fortune spins with unpredictable turns of destiny," he said softly, tiredness mixing with his every word. "All of this feels like a dream."

The soft click of the bathroom door, followed by a visible relieved Elena broke the room's silence. "Thank you, Master," she chirped, her voice light, almost giddy as if she'd left behind a great burden in the bathroom. It was hard not to chuckle at the sheer relief in her tone over such a mundane act.

With his eyes still shut, Theo's mind wandered to a more serious train of thought. "Do you ever regret staying here, looking after a boy that the world gave up on? Someone who had no voice, no future?"

Elena paused, caught off guard by his inquiry. Honesty was her nature, a trait that ran in the depths of her soft heart.

"In the beginning, yes," she admitted truthfully, "It was strange and, to be honest, uncomfortable. For a young maiden, taking care of a boy in such a manner, it wasn't deemed appropriate by society's standards. And, like many, I had dreams of my own. I wished to become a renowned warrior, exploring far-off lands. But life has a way of reminding you of reality. As a royal maid, those dreams seemed unreachable, especially since I didn't come from a noble background.

Yet, life took an unexpected turn when the princess saved me from the massacre in our village. We grew up side by side after that. Every time she came back from visiting you, she had this certain glow, a smile that wouldn't fade, like she was keeping the most beautiful secret hidden in her heart. And, she trusted me deeply, wanted me to care for someone she held dear."

Deep in thought, Theo tried piecing together the fragments of the past. ‘So, Liliana and I shared something special. Were we just close friends or perhaps... childhood sweethearts? The depth of our bond remains a secret.’ He mumbled to himself, thinking, 'I'm in a tale with missing pages. But isn't the mystery part of the allure?'

Pausing for a moment, he mused further, 'My memories up to age thirteen feel like a fuzzy radio station, and I can't help but wonder if there's an old love song in there somewhere.’ The true depth of their bond was still a jigsaw puzzle with missing pieces

While Theo was piecing together fragments about Liliana, Elena hesitated briefly, then continued. "The princess, she worked tirelessly to shield you from the kingdom's prying eyes and even your own family. I've seen her cry right here in this room, her tears showing her silent battles.

For Princess Liliana, the girl who once saved me, mistreating you would be a betrayal. And honestly, your importance to her became even clearer when the royal family decided to award you the barony only on the condition that she resumed her studies at Phoenixwing Academy. They found it beneath their dignity that their beloved daughter held ties with the... 'trash of the count family'," she recounted, momentarily tripping over her words and clasping a hand over her mouth in regret.

"Trash of the count family?" Theo repeated, a playful hint of mockery lacing his words. He couldn't help but chuckle at the twist of his fate, from Theo Lewis of Earth to this new title.

'How the mighty have fallen,' he mused, a soft smile pulling at the corner of his lips.


Chapter eleven
Trailblazing Beyond Limits


Elena's eyes widened in horror. "I'm so sorry, Master! That wasn't right of me," she stammered, regret coloring her voice.

He waved her concern away, gesturing for her to proceed. "It's alright, Elena. Continue. I'd like to hear it all."

Embarrassment still evident, she hesitated, then went on. "The princess's kindness towards you came at a price. Because of her bond with you, she was warned that she might lose her right to the crown. That another sibling might ascend the throne. Yet, she remained unfazed, uninterested in crowns and thrones. Her indifference, her commitment...; it made me understand that taking care of you was the right thing. So, no regrets. Not one bit," Her eyes shone with sincerity, and her face lit up with a heartwarming smile.

Theo's eyes met Elena's, warmth and gratitude filling them. He slowly pushed himself from the bed, every cell in his body pulling him down. Staggering slightly before regaining his balance, he approached the young maiden, reaching out to gently pat her head.

"Thank you, Elena. Your loyalty will not be forgotten. I promise to repay your kindness one day." He spoke, gratitude shining in his eyes.

For a fleeting moment, the invisible barriers of master and servant faded away. Elena, visibly touched, nodded in acknowledgment, "Mm-hmm."

As Theo withdrew his hand back, curiosity flickered in his eyes. "Could you show me around? I'd like to familiarize myself with this place."

Her face brightened, "Certainly, Master!" With a gesture, she beckoned him to follow. On her way out, she didn't forget to grab the tray, filled with an empty soup bowl and utensils, from the table.

Stepping out of his chamber, Theo found himself standing in a grand hallway on the second floor. The design, much like the one in his room, adorned the walls. The corridor gleamed with care, reflecting its well-kept state.

They paused briefly by a door, as Elena gestured towards it, "This is my room, Master." She opened the door, revealing a glimpse of her personal space.

What caught Theo's eye immediately was a framed portrait. It showcased a young boy, his features unfamiliar.

Could it be a long-lost sibling? Or perhaps a childhood sweetheart? Theo knew mere friends wouldn’t get the honor of such a prominent display in someone’s personal space.

Oblivious to Theo's train of thought, Elena shut her door and pointed at another closed, locked door nearby. "That belongs to Mr. Leonard," she informed him.

After showing him Leonard's room, Elena moved towards the kitchen with the tray in hand. As she entered, she declared, "This is our kitchen."

The room was spacious and filled with the warm aroma of freshly cooked soup. A wooden island countertop stood at the center, surrounded by hanging pots and pans. To one side, a grand wooden cupboard, intricately carved, held plates, glasses, and bowls. Stacked boxes containing grains and spices lined the adjacent wall, with their labels attached to them.

Theo took it all in with a quick glance, appreciating how well the girl had arranged them.

With a gesture from Elena, they continued their tour. The click of their footsteps sounded as they descended the grand staircase to the first floor. Upon reaching the first floor, Theo noticed the striking difference to the luxuriousness he had seen above.

Dim and with an eerie chill hanging in the air, the first-floor hallway exuded an almost haunting aura. It felt colder, the shadows longer, and he could almost hear eerie whispers from the worn-out wallpapers.

Sensing Elena's discomfort, he glanced at her, seeing a blush of embarrassment. She began, "This is the first-floor hallway. I had plans to spruce it up, but Mister Leonard believed it wasn't necessary."

Meeting her apologetic gaze with a comforting smile, Theo replied, "You're doing more than enough, Elena. Don’t stress over this."

Walking further along, they encountered a heavy metallic door, set apart from the rest. The door was adorned with ancient carvings and magical inscriptions, humming with a quiet, otherworldly energy.

Elena halted. "This leads to the mansion's basement," she said softly, a hint of unease in her tone. "But, we've never managed to open it. Mister Leonard tried but even his spells and attacks couldn't break through. He believes that there might be something useful inside, but it's out of our reach for now."

Standing there, He could almost sense the deep secrets that the basement held. The intensity of the door's defenses made Theo wonder if it concealed treasures or perhaps dark secrets that the mansion's previous lord wanted to be hidden.

He thought to himself, 'With all these magical inscriptions and seals, maybe I could try my magic nullification technique? But I should attempt it when she's not around. Even if she's been kind, I can't fully trust anyone just yet.' A soft smile played on his lips at the thought of using his abilities secretly for the time being.

Elena, unaware of his internal musings, waited for a moment. Theo simply motioned for her to proceed.

Finally, they reached the dilapidated Banquet Hall. Its decadent past was clearly visible despite the creeping ruin.

Gazing at the room's crumbling grandeur, he couldn't help but quip, "Well, this would certainly make for an unforgettable dinner party."

His sarcasm drew a soft giggle from Elena, lightening the atmosphere. From there, she led him to the mansion's garden.

Located to the right of the main entrance where Theo had previously descended into the village, this garden exuded a wild and untamed beauty. Dense foliage, thorny bushes, and statues with watchful eyes greeted them.

As he watched his surroundings, the enormity of his new reality began to grip at Theo’s heart. It was overwhelming, and yet, within him sparked a flare of intrigue. It was an adventure he hadn't chosen, but it was his nonetheless. And perhaps, just perhaps, it could turn out to be a thrilling and unforgettable chapter in his life.

Elena stood patiently by the eerie garden as she waited for Theo. The two of them stood there, absorbing the peculiar atmosphere around them.

Meanwhile, Theo's attention was drawn to the notifications that he hadn't been able to read earlier due to the urgency of the situation. His focus had been on helping Mira, who was in a critical state. As a result, these messages had taken a back seat.

However, now that he had a moment to himself, Theo finally had the chance to look through the messages that had appeared. There was more than one.

<<<<

[Quest Complete: "The Weight of Destiny"]

[~ Congratulations! You've successfully tackled the challenge to counteract the mysterious bug's poison. The sweat-soaked clothes and aching muscles are proof of your willpower. Your determination and commitment have paid off.]

[Reward: +1 Stamina Point Gained]

[First Quest Completed: "First Steps of Destiny"]

[~You've successfully completed your first quest, your determination evident in your sweat-soaked clothes and fatigued muscles. This achievement marks the beginning of your journey.]

[Reward: +1 Bonus Stat Point Gained]

[Quest Complete: "Trailblazing Beyond Limits"]

[~By pushing your body beyond its limits, you've unlocked untapped potential within. Your perseverance has yielded results that go beyond mere physical strength.]

[Reward: +1 Strength Point Gained]

>>>>

Looking at the unexpected additional quest completion and the gain of free stats points, he felt a surge of joy bubbling inside him.

These rewards told him that his efforts had paid off, even his good deed toward Mira had paid off. It seemed that the concept of good karma was not just a myth. If he hadn't extended a helping hand to Mira, he might not have pushed himself beyond his limits to complete the quest. And yet, the rewards he reaped now were well worth it.

'Who knew that doing a good deed could come with such impressive rewards? Perhaps good karma truly does exist. My decision to help Mira not only saved her but also pushed me beyond my limits for the quests.' Theo mused with a hint of amusement.

With an ablaze resolve, he turned his attention towards the mansion's entrance, aware of Elena's presence beside him.

"I think I'll do some exercises," Theo stated, peering back at her.

"But Master, you're already in good shape," she said, her soft gaze filled with concern.

"Elena, you're too kind," he responded, a hint of playful sarcasm tinging his tone. "I'm far from being in good shape, and you're turning into quite the mother hen."

Despite his teasing, he understood that worrying was in her nature. It was like she had forgotten she was his maid, her nurturing instinct overflowed for Theo. But that was just Elena, her nature had an innate touch of gentleness.

Realizing her overstep, Elena dipped her head, cheeks tinged with a hint of pink. "In that case, allow me to accompany you, Master. It could serve as a good workout for me too."

Theo's eyebrows shot up, but he quickly masked his surprise. Perhaps, he considered, Elena’s assistance would prove beneficial, especially if he happened to collapse again. With a nod of approval, their training commenced.

Together, they began their descent down the mountain. The sun had almost set, and the stars were beginning to twinkle. Theo felt hot and sweaty in his heavy clothes. Each step was difficult, and his shirt clung to his back. Elena, on the other hand, seemed perfectly fine. She walked easily, not looking tired at all.

After a bit, they stopped. Elena took out a towel and started to wipe Theo's sweaty face.

He glanced at her, surprised. "It's my duty, Master," she answered with a smile.

The gentle swish of cloth caught Theo's attention as Elena dabbed away beads of sweat dotting his forehead. Each touch was gentle, and caring – the sign of a maid deeply committed to her charge.

There were moments he wanted to request her to cease her pampering, but seeing the genuine care in her eyes made him reconsider. From his past experiences, he gathered that Elena wore her heart on her sleeve, and he didn’t wish to trample on her feelings by refusing her small acts of kindness.

They began their exercise after a short rest, every step seemed heavier than the last as Theo descended. As they moved, the late evening sky started its mesmerizing shift. The once bright horizon was now colored with the shade of oranges, giving way to the twinkling stars, and the sun was ready to take its leave.

When they reached the base, Theo, drenched in sweat, caught his breath. Every muscle in his body cried out, signaling the toll the descent had taken.

Yet, when he looked at Elena, she appeared as fresh as ever, as if the mountain was merely a walk in the park for her. As usual, She used the towel to help him wipe his face, her eyes showing a gentle concern.

The ascent back up was a different challenge altogether. Darkness was now settling in, drawing shadows over the trail.

Where Theo stumbled and second-guessed his steps, Elena moved with the confidence of someone who had walked this path countless times. She confidently led the way with steady steps.

As they repeated the journey, descending and then climbing back up two more times, Theo's energy flagged and his legs felt like they were made of stone. His usual calm demeanor was disturbed by gasps of exhaustion, his muscles aching and protesting with every move.

However, memories of past rewards after completing the quests flashed before his eyes, fueling his determination to finish what he started.

Elena watched him with concern. "Master, I believe it would be best if we rest for the night," she suggested sweetly. She could see his dedication, but also recognized the sheer physical toll the workout was taking on him.

Yet, nature itself seemed to cheer them on. As they made their third descent, stars began to glimmer, the crescent moon illuminated their path.

However, as they neared the base of the mountain, Theo's strength noticeably began to waver. His legs wobbled, and every step became an immense effort. Each breath became a battle, and sweat coated his face. He looked as if he had just come out of a shower and would fall to the ground any moment.

‘Come on, don't give up. Just one foot in front of the other,’ he mentally urged himself, each word a silent push against his exhaustion.


Chapter twelve
Not Giving Up on Man's Pride


Elena, realizing her previous cautions might fall on deaf ears due to his unwavering resolve, shifted her approach. Instead of urging rest, she became his beacon of hope.

"Just a little further, Master. We're almost there," she whispered her encouragement.

Upon reaching the base of the mountain, Theo's legs gave way beneath him, and he crumpled to the ground. The cool night air did little to soothe his burning lungs, every inch of his body crying out for rest.

Elena moved close, gently using a soft cloth to dab away the beads of sweat that had formed on his forehead. As she did, her eyes lingered on his face with a hint of admiration. 'Even the most talented of the Empire's geniuses would have found it challenging to do what he just did with this huge physique,' she mused silently.

She knew all too well the challenge he faced, carrying his body around without awakening his class. After all, she had witnessed him panting merely from descending the mansion's stairs.

Yet, here he was, enduring the rigorous training of climbing and ascending, refusing to give up even when every cell of his being screamed for a rest. A deep, genuine respect for the boy swelled in her heart.

Beyond that, her happiness knew no bounds; not only had he recovered from the curse, regaining his ability to speak and act normal, but he also displayed a keen desire to transform himself, dedicating time to train and strengthen his body.

Minutes passed, each second feeling like an eternity as Theo's breathing grew steadier. Eventually, he found his voice, though it was tinged with exhaustion. "I... I really don't think I can move another step. Maybe, I should sleep right here."

Elena's soft giggle broke the silence. Her voice was both sweet and sincere as she shook her head, saying, "If you can't get up, Master, then I'll just have to carry you on my back."

Theo looked at her, seeing the genuine offer in her concerned eyes. It stung his pride a bit. The amusing image of being carried by Elena, of all people, made him momentarily freeze. 'She wouldn't dare... Would she?' he thought.

The mental image of being hoisted onto Elena's back, like a sack of potatoes, was almost too much for Theo. His man's pride flared, battling his fatigue.

"No need," he replied, feigning offense, and using every ounce of his remaining energy to push himself upright. He tried to stand even though his legs felt like they might betray him at any moment. "I can walk on my own, thank you."

Indeed, just the thought of being carried by Elena lent him a surprising burst of strength. Legs wobbly, yet determined, Theo began the slow trek back to the mansion.

As they walked back up, there was a moment when Theo almost stopped. Elena looked at him, worried. But when their eyes met, Theo seemed to find hidden new energy to continue.

Elena was surprised at his unwavering resolve and didn't know it, but Theo was thinking about her offer to carry him. It made him laugh inside and gave him the push he needed.

By the time they got back to the mansion, a bell rang out. Theo looked at the notification messages hovering in front of his eyes, surprised.

<<<<

[Quest Complete: "Breaking Barriers"]

[~ Having pushed your body beyond its limits once again, you've tapped into untapped potential within. Your unrelenting perseverance has led to results that exceed mere physical strength.]

[Reward: +1 Stamina Point Gained]

[Quest Complete: "Breaking Barriers and Not Giving Up on Man's Pride"]

[~ Congratulations! You've defied your own limits, refusing to surrender even when on the brink of unconsciousness. Your determination and pride have yielded results beyond mere physical strength.]

[Reward: +1 Charisma Point Gained]

>>>>

Gazing at the notification, he chuckled, "So I get a charisma point for keeping my manly pride intact? No wonder they say, 'Always follow your gut.'"

With each step to his bedroom feeling like a journey itself, he fell onto his bed without a second thought about the pungent aroma coming from him after his rigorous workout. The idea of a shower was tempting, but he had barely enough energy to breathe. However, a satisfied smile graced his face as he remembered the notifications from earlier.

His sleep that night was so deep and undisturbed that it felt as though he'd been transported to another realm.

Elena peeked in later, her expression lined with worry, but understanding the herculean effort he had put in, she let him be. He had earned every second of this sleep.

The next morning, mischievous sunlight snuck in through a tiny window gap, nudging Theo's eyelids awake. The sun was already climbing, hinting that he'd overslept. His body, however, protested every movement with aches and twinges.

Just as he tried to sit up, a familiar chime sounded, unveiling a familiar quest before his eyes.

<<<<

[Quest Name: "The Weight of Destiny"]

[Quest Description]

[~Your body has been poisoned with a mysterious bug that causes you to gain 50 grams of weight every day. If your weight surpasses 190 kg, you will suffer a fatal heart attack. There is only one way to counteract the poison – regular exercise. Dieting is not an option as it would worsen the situation. You must undertake the "Workout Challenge" to prevent your untimely demise.]

[Quest Objective]

[~The quest requires you to work out rigorously for 2 hours each day (repeatable). The more you exercise, the more you can counteract the weight gain caused by the poison. Your goal is to keep your weight below the dangerous threshold of 190 kg.]

[Quest Rewards]

[~Upon completion of each 2-hour workout session, You will receive a random reward.]

[Quest Failure]

~ If you don't complete your daily exercise goal, you will gain an extra 1 kg, bringing you one step closer to death.

[Current Body Weight: 176 kg]

>>>>

"Ah, the repeatable quest," he murmured. "I lost 2 kg too. Not bad for one day." But as he tried to shift, his body screamed in pain. He groaned, "At this rate, I'm not even sure I can do today's quest."

After a while, the door creaked open, revealing Elena's face, filled with concern. She had come earlier but he was in a deep sleep. She asked with a worried tone, "What’s wrong, Master?"

"It's just the aftereffect of yesterday's training," Theo replied, wincing inwardly. "My muscles aren't used to such a workout, and now I'm paying the price."

Elena's face clouded with sympathy, "You pushed yourself really hard, Master."

As if remembering something, the girl brightened a bit, "Master, I have a healing spell that could ease your pain. Would you allow me to try?"

Desperate for relief, Theo managed a nod, hope gleaming in his eyes.

The boy had never personally experienced magic, his only knowledge of it came from the memories of his doppelganger, which made him all the more curious to experience it firsthand.

Elena approached, placing her delicate hand on his chest. Theo's gaze met hers momentarily before she closed her eyes to concentrate.

The room seemed to quieten, making each second feel like an eternity and then she mumbled, “Healing Mist.”

A moment later, two blue, gleaming rings, like bracelets, appeared around her wrist, making a blue glow emanating from her palm. The light, pure and blue, expanded to cover Theo's entire frame.

The sensation was memorable; it felt as though refreshing water was washing away the searing pain in his muscles. It was cold, but not uncomfortably so—more like the soothing touch of mist on the skin.

He could sense the tight knots in his body relaxing, the burning ache dulling with every passing moment. The radiance of the spell seemed to seep deep into his tissues, mending and rejuvenating them.

The light faded as Elena withdrew her hand, looking at Theo with hopeful eyes, she asked. "How do you feel now, Master?"

He moved slightly, testing his newly healed muscles. "The relief is incredible. But there's still a slight edge of pain. Can you cast the healing spell again?"

Without hesitation, Elena's lips curved into a gentle smile, "Of course, Master." She repeated the gesture to chant the spell, and once again, the soothing blue light enveloped him. This time, when it receded, Theo felt completely healed.

He sat up straight, a look of surprise in his eyes. "Princess Liliana certainly has good eyes. She sent me quite the capable maid."

Her cheeks tinted pink, Elena's smile blossomed at the praise.

The relief from pain made Theo acutely aware of other sensations. One, in particular, stood out: a rather strong odor that seemed to cling to the air. It took a moment for him to realize that he was the source. A quick glance at Elena showed no sign of distaste on her face, but Theo felt the need to address it.

"I should freshen up," he mumbled, embarrassed.

Elena, with a comforting smile, handed him a set of clothes from the cupboard in the room, her tone sweet. "Please take your time, Master. I'll prepare breakfast in the grand hallway while you shower."

With his fresh clothes in hand, Theo quickly headed for his bath. The warm water washed away the grime and the pungent smell, replacing them with a refreshing scent. Feeling clean and more himself, he dressed and headed to the grand hallway.

A welcoming sight greeted him. A long table adorned with various dishes, steam wafting from the bowls, enveloping the air with appetizing aromas. Elena stood beside it, waiting. Theo motioned to the chair beside him. "Please, join me."

Elena's eyes widened in surprise. "Is that... appropriate, master?"

Theo calmly said, "I don't want to eat alone, so leave those noble etiquettes outside this mansion and do as I say."

On Earth, it was unusual to follow such noble traditions. Plus, Theo wanted to repay Elena's kindness. He believed that he could do so by treating her better and decided to take small steps in that direction. He truly didn't feel like eating alone.

Given that she had taken care of him almost like a mother, she had more than earned the right to dine with him at the same table. He didn't care about noble etiquettes at all.

What Theo didn't know yet was how deeply this small act would become the reason to divert the course of their destiny, sparing him from a future guilt so heavy, that it could shatter his soul.

Elena hesitated but seeing his serious gaze she nodded, taking the seat he offered. As she settled, her posture was still tense, her eyes casting downwards, evidently feeling out of place.

Hoping to make her more comfortable, Theo began to serve himself but he paused, realizing that some bowls were out of his reach. Considering his imposing stature, it would require more effort for him to access them.

Elena, noticing his struggle, quickly intervened, "Master, please allow me to serve you."

He gave her an awkward smile, nodding in agreement. He then settled into a chair, which seemed to be specially crafted for his size, fitting him perfectly without any restrictive blocks on either side.

She promptly began serving the rice, veggies, and soup. Even though the meal was simple, the aroma was enticing.

As he was about to dig in, Elena's voice, tinged with a hint of regret, pulled him back to the present. "I'm sorry, master, for offering just these three dishes."

"This is more than enough," Theo responded lightly. "Always be aware of your limits. If you wear yourself out to the point of collapse, then where will I find another maid as devoted as you? Do you want to get rid of me so soon?" he teased, keeping a serious face but there was a hint of playfulness flickering in his gaze.

Elena's eyes widened in surprise, and in her rush to respond, she accidentally knocked a spoon off the table. "No, master, never!" she exclaimed, her face reddening.

Finding her action cute, he laughed inwardly at her flustered state and reassured her in a gentle voice, "Don't worry about it, Elena. Your sincerity speaks for itself."

They continued eating, with Theo refraining from teasing the already nervous Elena. Each bite tasted similar to what he knew from Earth. However, the way Elena had cooked it, he could tell the veggies were spiced differently. He wanted to ask her secret recipe, but seeing her current nervousness, he decided to let her eat in peace.

Watching the adorable squirrel, Theo's thoughts flowed calmly, 'She is keeping her eyes on her plate, still a little embarrassed from before. It's interesting how in such a short time, Elena and I have built such a bond.

We're from entirely different worlds. I wonder if there's anyone on Earth as dedicated as her. I must say, I owe a lot to Liliana for allowing Elena to take care of me, especially considering the condition my older self – my doppelganger – was in. He was in a catatonic state, much like a robot, unable to talk. It seemed like he was soulless. Yet, how there were two of me remains a mystery.'

'Elena has mentioned Liliana a few times,' he mused. 'It's clear Liliana values Elena more than just a maid—almost like a friend. It makes sense now why she was chosen to be by my side to look after me.'

His thoughts then ventured further back.

'Liliana and I, were we twelve when we first met? Or even younger? There's more to our relationship than what I currently understand. We share a deep history, I'm sure of it.'

As he was consumed by these thoughts, he realized Elena had finished eating.

Shaking off his contemplation, Theo said, "Thanks for the meal. I'll head to my room to rest a bit."

Elena nodded as she began to collect the dishes. "Rest well, Master," she responded softly.


Chapter thirteen
Maybe the door’s just shy


After returning to his room, Theo lay down on his bed and allowed himself a small, refreshing nap. When he awoke, it was already noon. Undeterred, he resumed his exercise regimen, a routine he had grown accustomed to or he would die by the weight gain.

For the next ten days, this pattern continued faithfully. Elena, ever the dutiful maid, remained by Theo's side most of the time. In the mornings, when Theo's body felt pain from overexertion, she was there to help him, using her skills to heal and soothe his agony. The only exceptions to her constant presence were when she needed to step away to fulfill her own set of responsibilities — her household duties, including meal preparation.

During this time, Theo regularly heard notifications from the system, congratulating him on breaking his limits and completing various quests. These notifications were a source of motivation, each one accompanied by rewards such as elixirs and random stat points. Gradually, these rewards lifted his stats from below average to a more respectable level.

And his days weren't solely filled with physical workouts. Whenever he found a spare moment, Theo would immerse himself in the mansion’s library.

There, amidst rows of books and scrolls, he took the opportunity to learn more about the world he found himself in. It was a chance not just to rest his body, but also to nourish his mind, providing a balanced rhythm to his new life.

The shelves of the library, lined with volumes of various subjects, offered him insights into the history, culture, and mysteries of this place, and Theo absorbed the knowledge with a keen interest.

Throughout these ten days, life had settled into a steady, comfortable rhythm for Theo and Elena.

Today marked his eleventh day in this strange yet somehow familiar world—his original world where he was truly meant to be.

After completing his daily workout late at night, Theo turned to Elena, who was waiting for him to return to the mansion.

He looked at her and said in a calm tone, "You can go ahead. I'd like to stay outside for a little while longer."

Elena, in a sweet and innocent tone, replied, "Then I will stay with you, Master."

Theo, sensing her sincerity but having other intentions, gently declined her offer. "Elena, you've had a long day as well. You'll be waking up early to prepare breakfast and handle the house chores. Given the late hour, you should get some rest," he turned her down in a soft yet steady voice. "I won't be out here for much longer. Please, go rest. I'll be just fine."

Elena hesitated for a moment, her eyes reflecting the reluctance to leave. Slowly, she nodded, her voice carrying a hint of disappointment. "As you say, Master."

With that, she turned and left, leaving Theo alone in the quiet tranquility of the mansion grounds.

Letting out a sigh, Theo lowered himself to the ground, embracing the cool, solid earth beneath him, uncaring of the dirt that would cling to his clothes. Already disheveled and emitting a rancid smell that clung to the air around him, so the concern of them getting ruined was insignificant. He was planning to take a refreshing shower before slipping into bed anyway.

Sitting there, he could feel the difference in his body. Unlike before, the fatigue that usually settled in his muscles after his workout was now lesser than before.

Over these ten days, he had lost 26 kilograms. While this change wasn't drastic enough to transform his appearance entirely, he now looked slightly less like a mountain than he had before — more human, more approachable.

Eager to evaluate the progress he'd made, the boy was keen to see his significantly improved profile stats. With a simple thought, he summoned his interface and opened his profile to check his progress in greater detail.

<<<<

[Name: Theo Leywin]

[Race: Half Human - ???]

[Class: N/A]

[Elemental Affinity: N/A]

[Elemental Affinity Grade: N/A]

[Special Ability: Magic Nullification]

[Circle Rank: 0]

[Evolved Rings: 0]

[Ring Rank: 0]

[Mana: N/A]

[Strength: 9]

[Defense: 7]

[Agility: 6]

[Stamina: 11]

[Intelligence: 4]

[Precision: 7]

[Mental Power: 14*]

[Perception: 9*]

[Wisdom: 11*]

[Charisma: 6*]

[Luck: 14*]

[Unused Stat Points: 11]

>>>>

Theo studied the numbers on his interface, a small satisfied smile gracing his lips. 'This looks much better,' he thought calmly. 'My stats have finally risen to the level of an average human, just like the book mentioned. It's good progress.'

He could feel the difference, not just in numbers but in his own body - the newly gained strength in his arms, the steadiness in his stance, and his overall flexibility.

'Moreover, The breaking barrier quests are becoming harder than usual to complete,’ he noted. 'Today, I had to keep working out late because the quest hadn't been completed. It demands that I always push beyond my previous limits, which is becoming increasingly challenging I can't rely on this method forever to improve my stats points.'

As he was deep in contemplation, a chime resonated, drawing his attention. A notification materialized in front of him:

<<<<

[Quest: Unearthing Shadows]

[~ The ancient iron door to the basement groaned, echoing with the murmurs of stories long silenced, tales that resonate in your very blood yet dance just beyond the reach of your memory. The moment has come to venture into the shadowed silence below, to chase the elusive truths of a past that whispers your name.

Will you light the torch and brave the depths, or will you let the shadows swallow the keys to your history? This quest is the first step in a chain that will unravel the mysteries of your forgotten past.]

[Quest Penalty: Should you choose to ignore the call of destiny, the door will seal forever at the end of 24 hours, and the secrets of your lineage will be lost to the annals of time, never to surface again.]

[Quest Completion Rewards: Bonus Stat Points]

[Time Limit: 4 hours]

>>>>

His gaze swept over the quest details, and his eyes widened in astonishment. He had never imagined that the secrets of his past could be intertwined with this very mansion, the same place where he had been appointed baron.

A flicker of doubt crept into his mind. 'I wonder,' Theo pondered, 'whether I can break the magical seal on that door.'

While he entertained this thought, his focus remained on the enigmatic sealed basement. The allure of his forgotten past beckoned, fueling his curiosity and resolve. This was, after all, his sole opportunity, and it came with a pressing time limit of just four hours.

Rising to his feet, his eyes glinted with hope. "I won't know until I try," he murmured to himself.

Without wasting more time, he entered the mansion through the big gate. Navigating through the mansion's corridors, he made his way to the sealed entrance to the basement. As he approached, his gaze hovered on it, as if he were sizing up an opponent.

"This better not be as ominous as it looks," he thought with a bittersweet smile.

Standing before the sealed door, numerous arcane symbols stared back at him. They were intricate and woven with a purpose, etched deeply into the wood, glowing faintly with an otherworldly light that seemed to pulse gently like the beat of a heart.

The door itself was an ancient-looking slab, worn by time but still unyielding. The glyphs seemed to dance and shimmer, almost as if they were alive, their luminescence casting eerie shadows that flickered on the walls surrounding him.

The rest of the basement was draped in a suffocating darkness, making the sealed door stand out even more. Even the bravest would feel a twinge of unease, a prickling sensation at the back of their neck, in such a setting. The silence was heavy, broken only by the soft, rhythmic dripping of water somewhere in the distance, a sound that, in this environment, seemed as loud as a drumbeat.

It was a scene straight from a ghost story, but Theo stood calmly.

'I wonder if saying "Abracadabra" would actually open this door,' he mused, his mind wandering as he confronted the task before him.

Pushing the joke aside, he closed his eyes and mumbled, "Magic Nullification, activate!"

Slowly, he opened his eyes and scanned the ancient door. "Did it work? No?" he questioned aloud. The door remained steadfast, just as imposing and sealed as before.

'Maybe the door’s just shy,' he laughed inwardly at his own jest.

But as he was joking around, an unexpected sensation crept over him.

‘Thhhheeeeeeoooo!!!’

A cold, tingling wave enveloped his body, almost as if the basement beyond was calling out to him in a ghostly whisper.

He frowned, his gaze intensifying towards the door, "What is this feeling?" he whispered with a touch of curiosity in his voice.

After waiting for several long minutes, allowing the eerie sensation to fully set down, he let go of his wandering thoughts and brought his focus back onto the task at hand.

'How do I activate this magic nullification skill?' he pondered, his hand hovering just inches from the door’s intricate seals. This time, he didn't chant any magical words, and didn't allow any distractions.

Gathering his thoughts, he placed his hand gently on the door, his focus unwavering on the mysterious lock before him. With a simple, clear thought of wanting to nullify the seal, the room seemed to respond.

A sudden, crackling sound echoed, like the snapping of a taut wire. It resonated around the walls, causing him to start slightly.

As this sound vibrated, an animation appeared before his eyes: a dark snake, burning with crimson fire, slithered gracefully across the door. The fiery serpent traced the intricate patterns of the seals, its blazing body shining through the dark wood of the door.

As it moved, the snake seemed to consume the arcane symbols in its fiery embrace, and with each symbol it passed over, a distinct, metallic 'click' resounded, like the tumblers of a lock falling into place.

His eyes, already fixed on the door, widened as he watched the once unbreakable seals begin to dissolve into a cloud of dark, swirling smoke under the snake's touch. It was as if they were being devoured by this glowing serpent, their once bright radiance dimming and then vanishing altogether, leaving the door free of any magical constraints.

Slowly, the door began to creak open automatically, its ancient hinges groaning softly in protest after what must have been ages of stillness.

Theo’s serious expression softened as the once sealed door now invitingly lay open before him.

He passed through the door carefully, mindful of the unknown that awaited him on the other side.

Descending down the basement’s stairs, Theo was instantly met with a chilling sight.

Skeletons, human bones, and heaps of dust scattered the floor, immediately darkening his expression. Although he had adjusted to the general state of eerie theme in the mansion’s first floor, this place was far more harrowing, teeming with remnants of a long-lost past. The sight of the skulls and skeletal remains made his heart churn uncomfortably within his chest.

As he ventured deeper, the brittle crunch of bones breaking underfoot resonated in the dark chamber. His nostrils filled with the musty scent of dust, mingled with the cold damp air. Cobwebs draped the corners like tattered curtains, and spiders had claimed the space as their own, their webs hanging like ghostly decorations on Halloween.

As he carefully waited for the completion notification of the quest and searched for valuable possessions, his steps halted midway. His gaze was drawn to a picture that seemed to pull at his heartstrings in a deeply emotional manner.

It was a portrait of a young girl, about 6 or 7 years old, hanging alone on the wall. Her eyes, captured in the painting, seemed to hold a depth of emotion. A necklace with two angelic wings graced her neck, adding a holy touch to her innocent appearance.

His gaze stayed on the image, mesmerized by the soft lines of her face and the familiar light in her eyes. For a moment, his own world seemed to fade, leaving only her portrait and the rush of emotions that surged within him.

‘Why is this portrait affecting me this way?’ Theo mumbled, puzzled by the portrait's effect on him. ‘Her face, her eyes, and that necklace, they stir something deep within me. She feels like a part of my past.’

His deep gaze remained fixed on the picture, as if he were willing his mind to pull forth a memory from its depths. Time seemed to stretch in that moment, but the answer remained out of reach.

Eventually, he shook his head, as if physically trying to calm his chaotic thoughts. With a last glance at the portrait that had briefly tickled his heart, he steeled himself and moved on, leaving the young girl’s painted gaze behind.

As he delved further into the basement, an array of books, aged and weathered, came into view. They were lined carefully on shelves. Alongside the books stood statues of ancient warriors. They were adorned in armors of various designs and posed with swords that gleamed faintly in the dim light.

One sword, in particular, caught his attention. It was damaged but its hilt studded with what appeared to be precious stones. In that dark chamber, it seemed to hold a certain radiance, causing Theo to halt in his tracks.

This could fetch a good price," he thought, eyes hinting at satisfaction. He finally found something useful to him.

Just then, in the eerie silence, a slow, deliberate sound of chains began to rattle behind him. It started softly, almost like a whisper, but grew steadily louder and more menacing. Theo’s heart raced; the basement seemed to grow colder.

Before he could react, a forceful cold grip seized the back of his head. In an instant, he was lifted off the ground and slammed hard onto the dusty, bone-littered floor.


Chapter fourteen
The Shackled Beauty


With a resounding thud, a cloud of dust and debris rose from the spot where Theo was thrown. It swirled around him like a storm, momentarily covering his vision.

Pain enveloped his senses. It was sharp and immediate, coursing through his body and causing blood to leak from the corner of his mouth. He groaned in agony, his teeth gritted so tightly that his jaw ached, his face contorted in a grimace.

He was then flung violently into the wall. His body writhed in pain as the impact cracked the stone surface behind him, sending a spiderweb of fractures racing across it.

Slowly, he slumped onto the floor. His massive body felt like a dead weight. This immense size, which should work as a source of strength, now seemed to magnify his pain; the increased momentum due to his weight of 150 kg made each throw and crash more punishing.

Strangely, he was being hurled around like a leaf in a storm, and he couldn't even identify who was doing this to him. The attacks were relentless, allowing him no moment to align himself to look or counter. His attacker remained unseen, a shadowy figure that didn't pause in its merciless assault.

Before he could get his bearings, before he could even draw a full breath, he was tossed again. This time, he crashed into one of the statues, sending it teetering before it too collapsed, shattering into pieces alongside him.

Each assault seemed to drain him further, his strength diminishing, until he felt himself hanging on the brink of consciousness. Warm blood filled his mouth as his face darkened.

The boy lay sprawled on the cold dusty floor, his breaths coming out in desperate gasps.

Barely managing to keep his eyes open, Theo felt a soft, unexpected weight settle onto his waist. Blinking to clear his vision, he looked down and found a girl straddling him, her presence so close and intimate it was almost startling.

She had hair that glowed a silvery-white, even when tarnished by dust, under the dim light. Her deep scarlet eyes seemed to hold a universe of emotions, yet exuded an otherworldly calm.

Her lips, naturally rosy, were irresistibly soft, a beauty not even marred by the grime on her face. Her figure, a tantalizing blend of soft curves, was draped in an embroidered tunic and a flowing skirt, cinched at her waist by a finely crafted belt. Despite all the dust, the rich quality of her dress was unmistakable.

Her bosom was round and of ample size, yet not overly large. They were of an ideal, dreamlike size, yet in flawless balance with the rest of her figure.

She was elegant, like a celestial being in the middle of a dusty basement. Yet, her body and attire were covered with grime and dust. It was as if a divine beauty, straight from a fairy tale, here in this forsaken place, sitting atop him with blood lust in her eyes.

She was bound in long chains, which seemed to cruelly constrict her. Despite her constrained state, she moved with grace as she adjusted her position atop him.

Theo’s eyes remained for a moment longer than he intended. In another circumstance, she might have been a vision he’d have been entranced by.

But here and now, Theo's instincts screamed a clear warning: this scary lady was his enemy, the one who had brought him to his knees.

The girl began to lean in with a predatory gaze, closing the gap between them. He could feel the warmth of her breath brushing against the skin of his neck.

Then he felt it. The sharp, searing pain of wet teeth sinking into his flesh. He could almost sense each particular icy tooth stabbing into his neck. His warm blood seeping out, being drawn into her as she bit into him, causing him to wince in pain.

Gradually, the world around him started to become a blurry haze with the sensation of his life essence seeping out. The intimate and violent act was intensely personal, and it sent a shockwave of sensations through his body.

But as she tasted his blood, she abruptly let go of him. He felt the cool wind brushing against the wet wounded skin.

Her eyes widened as she fixed her gaze on him, as if seeing him for the first time. A droplet of his blood slid from her lips, staining her chin.

"This... This is not pure human blood. but..." she muttered, her voice trailing off in surprise and excitement.

The chilling smile that crept upon her face, combined with the crimson smear on her lips, made her look both hauntingly beautiful and terrifying.

In that fleeting moment, as her attention wavered, Theo felt a surge of adrenaline. He recognized the sliver of chance before him, with the girl momentarily distracted and her movements hindered by the heavy chains. This was it, his critical moment to act.

Seizing the opportunity, Theo marshaled every ounce of his strength, igniting a fierce determination that coursed through his weary muscles.

With his heart pounding against his chest like a war drum, he propelled himself forward, his legs pumping with a vigor spurred by the primal need for survival. Escape was his sole focus, distance was his ally.

"What—!" she gasped, her voice trailing off, her senses still seemingly dulled by the intoxication of his blood.

As Theo bolted, his body protested every movement with jolts of pain that he forcefully pushed to the back of his mind. There was no time for hesitation, no moment to spare. The haunting possibility of further torment at the hands of that demoness spurred him on, lending speed to his desperate flight. He mentally berated the quest giver for landing him in this perilous situation.

He darted through the dimly lit space, his breaths ragged but determined. A look over his shoulder revealed the surprising truth: the girl had not pursued him. She remained where he had left her, a still figure amidst the chaos of their confrontation.

The realization that he had managed to create a substantial gap between them brought him relief. Theo's mind raced with questions, but the throbbing of his chest and the burning in his lungs allowed room for only one thought, to get as far away as possible from the danger that had nearly ensnared him.

However, as Theo stole a backward glance at the girl once more, he noticed she was still not pursuing him. Even if she harbored any intent to give chase, the distance between them was now generous enough to assure his safety.

He studied her expression from afar and surmised she was probably in a weakened state. Otherwise, her assault surely would have been lethal. There had to be a significant reason for her being chained here, perhaps she was too formidable, and sealing her away had been the only option for those who feared her power.

Theo was ready to depart, yet the expected notification signaling the completion of his quest was strangely absent.

Moreover, a glance at the girl revealed a sorrowful look in her eyes as they met his. For some inexplicable reason, he felt a twinge of sympathy begin to stir within him, subtly transforming the tension between them.

Why did he feel this reluctant compassion for the same person who had so viciously attacked him? Could there be a link to his past? The portrait, was it of this very girl? The similarity in their hair color suggested a connection, yet It was hard to be certain just based on that.

In that moment, Theo's perception started to shift. He no longer saw a fearsome demoness but a distressed young woman whose tears now began to fall freely. Unwittingly, at some unmarked point in time, she had started to weep, a prisoner of these chains and possibly of time itself, ensnared within this dungeon for untold years.


Chapter fifteen
Shame, you'd be a five-star dish


The urge to flee tugged at Theo, yet the sight of her tears halted him. A strong instinct whispered within, urging him to bridge the silence between them. There was something inexplicable, a pull in his very core, that nudged him to reach out, to coax the sobs to cease.

"Hey, Demoness, why are you crying now? Weren't you the mighty one tossing me around like a rag-doll just a bit ago?" he asked as he sat near the wall, wiping off the blood from his face and patting the debris and dust from his clothes.

In that moment, he found himself missing Elena, she could have healed him by now. But he needed to take care of this strange, mysterious girl first.

"Wuhuu..."

"Aaaaaaa…"

The cries continued, resounding through the chamber. The girl in front of him was gorgeous, even more so than Elena.

But there, with the blood on her lips and face, blood that belonged to Theo himself, her appearance became even more hauntingly beautiful. The tears flowing from her eyes only made the scene more heartbreaking.

'She looks a little similar to her,' he mused, recalling Liliana’s appearance from his memories.

After what felt like an eternity of sobbing, the girl finally quieted down. Her demeanor shifted from vulnerability to resolve, her posture straightening as a mask of determination replaced her grief.

As she stopped crying, Theo asked, “Why did you attack me first without any provocation? Care to enlighten me?"

She looked at him with a complicated gaze, one that was hard for him to read. It was filled with rage, confusion, and... longing? She swallowed hard, as if trying to suppress a confession.

‘His blood...’ she thought, almost dreamily. ‘It's of the finest quality. It’s compelling, intoxicating… it's causing me to be subdued by him. It’s like a drug I can’t resist. I want to be near him, possess him, keep him all to myself. Why do I feel a strange connection to him?’

A shiver of fear mingled with her fascination, her heart racing at the dangerous allure of her own thoughts. The girl looked almost in pain, as she continued her musing, ‘Why did he make me feel this way? Why?’

She shook her head, as if trying to dispel the maelstrom of dangerous desires swirling within. Being sealed here, in this suffocating space, had worn on her sanity.

Tears brimmed in her eyes, and she knew defiance might earn her a longer sentence in this miserable confinement.

‘God knows how long I would remain trapped here if I don’t cooperate,’ she murmured under her breath, almost too softly for Theo to catch.

The boy was trying to read her emotions, but he kept his expression neutral. For a moment, he could see the desperation behind her eyes, a hint of obsession, a feral hunger that seemed to consume her very being.

The girl took a deep, shaky breath, her internal struggle flowing in her voice. "I was hungry," she replied, her lips curling into a pout similar to a child denied their favorite treat.

Theo's lips twisted wryly. "You do realize I'm not an all-you-can-eat buffet, right?"

"But you're definitely my kind of cuisine," she said, her tongue darting out to lick her lips with an eerie touch. "I've never tasted anything like you before. It's addicting." The dim light in the room caught her eyes, revealing a slight sheen of hunger as she savored the remaining taste of Theo's blood that still faintly clung there.

"But I'm not on the menu," Theo stated flatly.

"Shame, you'd be a five-star dish," she remarked with a playful wink. "I could just eat you up. And then, you'd always be with me, wouldn't you?" There was a hint of mischief in her eyes.

In response, Theo glared at her, his annoyance flickering in his eyes. The memory of the sting was still fresh in his mind, causing him to remain mad at her.

"Glare all you want," she whispered, her voice trembling with fear and fascination, "but you won't escape from me that easily." She wrapped her arms around herself, as if to ward off the coldness of the memory.

Theo blinked in surprise, "You just beat me like a punching bag, and now you sound like you're claiming ownership over me? What is it with you? First, you attack, then cry, and now this?"

She met his gaze, her eyes gleaming with an intensity that showed her madness. "When I catch the scent of your blood, it's intoxicating; an all-consuming urge takes over me. I want you, all of you.

It’s an urge to own you, to mark you as mine, and yet there’s this need to also give myself completely to you. To be both the predator and the prey," her voice was hushed, but the fervor in her eyes was impossible to miss.

Pausing, she took a deep breath, her chest rising and falling unevenly, "I've been starving for years... Someone sealed me here, and your sudden arrival, it's as if you've opened Pandora's box inside my head. I was driven to the edge, barely holding on. All I wanted was to quench that unbearable hunger, even if it was just a taste," she confessed.

Theo, after processing her words, finally responded, "You make it sound as if this all-consuming hunger and obsession with my blood is... inevitable. As if it's something beyond your control. But tell me, even amidst that chaos, didn't you ever think about the consequences of your actions? About what would happen to me? Or, more importantly, if you killed me?" He tilted his head slightly, an eyebrow raised.

A lively smile graced her lips. "Oh, I wouldn't have gobbled you up entirely. I mean, I need you to, um, set me free, though I doubt you'd be so generous..." she murmured, her voice dripping with yearning. She looked away, her fingers unconsciously reaching out towards him before pulling back.

"Right, you are. After our little... exchange, I'm not particularly inclined to do you any favors," Theo replied with a calm smile. He paused, studying her for a moment, then added in a lighter tone, "By the way, next time, You could try 'help me' instead of 'snack on me.'"

She tilted her head slightly, her lips pursing in thought. "Mmm... but you tasted so good," she whispered, a hint of mischief flashing in her eyes. "Okay, maybe my approach was a bit off."

"Considering you almost turned me into a midnight snack, 'sorry' should come first," Theo said, unyielding. He held her gaze, letting his words settle into her mind.

She moved closer, the space between them diminishing. "You expect an apology? After feeling what I did with just one taste?" Her voice, thick with desire, hinted at depths of longing beyond mere hunger. "Now that I tasted your blood, how could I possibly let you go? You're not just anyone, You're special." Her eyes, predatory and desperate, burned like the last embers of a dying fire.

Theo looked at her crazy expression. It was confusing to see this craving and self-destructiveness of the girl. She needed him for escape, yet her desire was insane.

"You seem to forget that I'm your ticket out of here," he mused aloud. "Yet you're so wrapped up in this... obsession. It's almost poetic how you're sabotaging your own escape."

She swallowed hard, "I... It's hard to control, especially after tasting that blood of yours. Everything is just so... intense. I feel a strong pull towards you."

Theo nodded slowly, understanding her struggle while maintaining his distance. "Perhaps, before deciding on the next steps, you need to get a better handle on these urges."

A tense silence filled the chamber as neither of them spoke for several moments. It was a heavy charged stillness, where both seemed to be reassessing their respective positions.

However, the quietness was abruptly shattered as the notification he had been anxiously awaiting flashed before his eyes.

<<<<

[Quest Complete: "Unearthing Shadows"]

[~ Congratulations! You've successfully unsealed the door to your forgotten past.]

[Reward: +2 Stat Points Gained]

>>>>

Upon seeing the quest completion message, Theo knew he could ponder its implications later.

Gathering his thoughts, he addressed the girl, his tone firm yet not unkind, "I'll be taking my leave now."

He took a step towards the exit, but hesitated for a moment. The boy couldn't help but notice the desperate plea flickering in her eyes. Beneath the façade of defiance, there was a visible yearning for freedom.

She reached out, her fingers grazing the very air in his direction, "Don't you want to stay... with me?" she murmured, her voice filled with sorrow. It wasn't just about being freed from her prison, but a deeper desire to claim him.

"No..." His reply was devoid of any emotion. With that, he moved away from her outstretched hand.

For a short moment, a hint of sorrow filled her eyes, quickly replaced by the familiar fierce resolve. As he left, the chilling atmosphere seemed to grow even colder in his absence.


Chapter sixteen
A Blood Pact


As he left, the girl shrank back to her seat, her shoulders trembling. Droplets of tears began to fall from her eyes, washing away the dust that clung to her cheeks.

If Theo had been there, he would have found it hard to believe that this fierce girl was crying in such a way. She wept like a child who had lost her favorite toy and her only hope of escape.

The empty room seemed to fill with her soft sobs. A voice in her mind, perhaps a remnant of her normal self, whispered how she had pushed away her only chance of freedom with her crazy behavior.

After several hours passed, her eyes dried and a new, sly glint took their place. With a new resolve, she wiped away her tears and a cunning smile began to dance on her lips, as if crafting some devious plan.

[image: image-placeholder]

As Theo left the basement, he made sure to lock the door securely. 'This will all fall apart if Elena discovers these seals are missing,' he thought. 'I just hope that she doesn't find out about this anytime soon.'

After reaching his room, he went to take a shower. Elena had already left a set of clothes in the bathroom for him, knowing his routine of showering after a workout and before before bed to avoid the discomfort of sleeping with the sweat and odor from intense exercise.

After the shower, he tried to sleep. He kept tossing and turning on the bed. Today’s events kept replaying in his mind. The obvious duality in her behavior disturbed him; her fierce, Yandere nature clashing with the vulnerable woman desperate for freedom.

How the girl had suddenly bested him, treating him like a mere rag-doll. And when he disciplined her, how her crying had affected him so deeply. Yet amidst all that, the way her voice lowered to a whisper, almost begging, when she expressed her desire to possess him, made him realize the depth of her obsession. But, he couldn’t push away the image of her desperate plea for release.

Remembering the peculiar yearning and mania in her eyes, Theo found himself wrestling with his own emotions. 'I'm not attracted to her beauty, but something—my intuition, which has never steered me wrong before—urges me to help her,' he thought.

The realization of her Yandere tendencies added a layer of complexity to his decision-making process. He knew he needed to approach this situation thoughtfully. He was aware that the girl could be a double-edged sword, beneficial yet potentially dangerous.

'She could be a valuable ally if I can gain her trust while ensuring my own safety from that demoness. It’s clear she’s still in a sealed state, trapped by those chains.'

Having spoken with her, he was convinced that he could ally with her. He could also tell that she had likely ended up sealed there in the locked basement through some devious plot.

After contemplating through the night, sleep didn't embrace Theo until late. But eventually, his tired muscles and the painful injuries finally weighed heavy enough to grant him rest.

The next day, after freshening up and stepping into the hallway for breakfast, Theo asked Elena for help.

"Master, how did you get hurt? What happened?" Elena asked, her voice tinged with genuine concern.

"I slipped on the mountain's terrain while descending," Theo replied calmly, masking the truth shamelessly.

"Ah... You should have been more careful," The girl said, her tone warm and nurturing. "Let me tend to these injuries."

As Elena started to cast a healing spell on his body, he gazed at her innocent and sweet face and thought, "I can tell that she hasn't discovered the anomaly of the basement yet." He knew she typically focused her attention on maintaining the second floor, letting the first floor, including the basement, rest beyond her usual concern.

<<<<

[Quest Complete: "The Weight of Destiny"]

[~ Congratulations! You've successfully tackled the challenge to counteract the mysterious bug's poison. The sweat-soaked clothes and aching muscles are proof of your willpower. Your determination and commitment have paid off.]

[Reward: +1 Agility Gained]

[Quest Complete: "Trailblazing Beyond Limits"]

[~By pushing your body beyond its limits, you've unlocked untapped potential within. Your perseverance has yielded results that go beyond mere physical strength.]

[Reward: +1 Stats Point Gained]

>>>>

After finishing his daily routine, pushing himself enough to finish the breaking barrier quest, and completing his workout, Theo didn't make an excuse to Elena about staying outside. Instead, he went straight to his room to take a shower. Meanwhile, Elena decided it was time for her to turn in for the night.

The boy took a shower and changed into a fresh set of clothes. Moving silently, he navigated to the first floor. Opening the basement door that had been previously sealed, he entered once again.

As soon as he stepped into the chamber, the girl's eyes glimmered with faint hope. This was her chance to make an impression. However, memories of their previous night's encounter quickly resurfaced, causing her eyes to dull once again. Although she harbored a devious plan in her mind, the intensity of her feelings to claim him as her own made her uncertain of its effectiveness.

He had returned and repositioned himself at his original spot where the chained girl couldn’t reach him. She was both relieved and frustrated; wanting him closer but also knowing the danger it posed.

"So, how about you share a bit about yourself?" he asked, breaking the silence. His voice was calm, but there was an urgency deep down in his heart.

He was well aware that the girl's pride and obsessive nature wouldn't let her initiate this conversation, and he needed to take care of this situation before Elena found out about this secret chamber.

He could tell Elena was probably stronger than this girl in her sealed state, so he wasn't worried about Elena getting hurt by her. He had assessed this girl's strength from the beating, the sour memory of which still burned in his mind.

Moreover, he couldn't shake the feeling that she might try to manipulate or use him in a more sinister way, a feeling heightened by her intense possessive, gaze.

"I don't want to," she replied, her tone icy, her chin lifting defiantly as she quickly shut him down.

"Should I just pack up and leave then?" he probed in a calm manner, knowing she needed him more than he needed her.

"No, don't go!" she pleaded, her voice breaking for the first time, clear desperation replacing her earlier haughty tone. The desperation wasn't just to be free, but also a growing obsession with him. Her hands, which were poised to defend her, softened and almost reached out towards him.

"So, what now?" he asked, his stance relaxed but ready for any possible turn.

"What about a deal?" she suggested, her eyes lighting up with hopeful expectation. She felt the urge to bind him to her in any way she could.

"What kind?" he asked, curiosity getting the better of him.

"I'll help you gain control of this realm if you set me free," she proposed, a cunning grin playing on her lips. She was convinced the allure of power would tempt any human. But her true desire was to be close to him, to have him all to herself.

Once freed, she planned to toy with him a little, but she also intended to uphold her end of the bargain and assist him as promised. The malevolence behind her smile was enhanced by the dried blood from the previous night that still stained her lips and face, giving her an eerie yet captivating appearance.

"Sorry to disappoint, but I don't have any such aspirations," he replied, his words shattering her hopes.

"Then what can I offer to secure my freedom?" she inquired, her eyes searching his face for any clue. Her gaze then drifted to his huge, mountain-like frame.

Theo simply looked at her with a small, knowing smile. Sensing his gaze, she instinctively covered her ample chest. Yet behind the defensive action, there was a flicker of possessiveness in her eyes, as if wanting to be the only one he ever laid eyes on.

In her mind, an intense image formed: his large, mountain-like body pressing down upon her. While the idea frightened her, there was also a part of her that craved that closeness, that dominance. She wanted to be the center of his world, to monopolize his attention.

'Why do I even entertain such thoughts? He should be begging for my favor. It's he who should be chasing me, longing for my attention. But letting him close... only if he's mine and mine alone,' she mentally asserted, her strange nature creeping into her thoughts. The very idea of having him entirely under her control, with no room for rejection, was tantalizing.

She leaned slightly forward and asked, "Do you want to see more? If you do, then perhaps you should earn that privilege. Only if you truly submit yourself to me then I can grant you such benefits."

Theo brought his palm up to his forehead, clearly exasperated by her assumptions. "Wow, someone's got quite the imagination, don't they?" he said

"For the record, you are indeed attractive, but don't flatter yourself too much. I harbor no such desires, and I am not some animal driven by lust," he replied, his face impassive. Though, he couldn't deny the intensity in her gaze and the strange allure it held.

Seeing his calm and nonchalant reaction, she felt a pang of irritation. How dare he not react more to her? Why wasn't he panicking or at the very least, pleading? But as her eyes met his clear, straightforward gaze, some of her suspicions waned. The intense need to claim him, however, still blazed fiercely within her.

"Then how can I secure my release? I don't want to stay trapped here forever!" she exclaimed, desperation seeping into her voice.

Theo could clearly see it, the yearning, the craving, especially for him. An idea formed in his mind, pondering the possibility of leveraging this odd desire against her.

He didn't understand what made his blood so special to attract her towards him.

'Is my blood unique due to my lack of mana? Or perhaps, it's linked to my half-unknown race.'

He wasn't sure, but one thing was clear: he intended to exploit this advantage. After all, for a girl who was so feared that someone felt the need to seal her away, he would need every edge he could get.

"If you could provide a reliable way that would ensure my safety from you," he responded thoughtfully, crossing his arms as he considered her plea.

She moved closer, her chains clinking softly. Her gaze never leaving his, she murmured, "If I promise to make you the center of my world, to obsess over you and only you, to ensure no harm befalls you as long as you're by my side, would that be enough?"

"That's not very convincing enough, my dear demoness lady," Theo retorted, standing up to leave. "You want me close, but you're asking me to trade my freedom for yours." He couldn't help but feel her desperate pull, but he was aware of the dangers of getting too close to her unpredictable crazy nature.

"Wait! Please! You're my only hope," she pleaded, her voice carrying genuine emotion, but also a tone that hinted at her longing to possess him entirely. She was at a loss for how to make him stay.

Her plan to entice him with the promise of power had crumbled to dust because of her intense craving for him which got activated all of a sudden as she tasted his blood. Moreover, this boy, it seemed, was immune to the lure of power, wealth, and even her own allure.

Without another word, he turned his back on her and began to walk away. His departure felt like a finality, a chapter closing that she wasn't ready to end.

Her gaze, now heavy with sadness, lingered on the slowly closing exit door. As it sealed shut, so did her hopes, leaving her alone in the chilly stillness of the room. It was in this moment, with the door’s final click, that she allowed herself to cry. Her tears flowed silently, as if each one carried a piece of her broken plan and her fading hope.

Theo's strategy was clear: by leaving her alone for a while and showing that he wasn't swayed by her offers, she would eventually need to devise a more agreeable plan, and he would maintain the upper hand. It was a safety precaution, and a game of patience. Several days of solitude, he surmised, would dampen her mischievous streak and increase her desperation.

In the following days, he didn't revisit the basement, leaving her alone with her thoughts and the oppressive gloom.

On the 4th day, when he entered the basement, the girl was looking in his direction with a melancholic expression. However, upon seeing him, a spark of hope and a hint of obsession revived in her eyes.

‘I thought he had left this place,’ she mumbled. ‘That’s why he wasn’t visiting me anymore... but he left me here on purpose...knowing I’m trapped... What a devil.’

Without waiting for Theo to settle into his usual position, she was already speaking, "Let’s make a blood pact for the time being," she proposed.

Theo frowned at this sudden proposal. "Blood pact? Is that the dark version of a pinky promise?"

"No! It's serious! Fifty-fifty deal," she hurriedly explained. "It's a binding oath where neither can harm the other. Think of it as a partnership. We support each other."

"How about a 90-10 deal instead?" Theo suggested, a frosty smile on his face, taking his usual position on the ground.

"No!" She snapped. "That’s akin to enslavement. I’d rather die."

Her sudden outburst surprised Theo, but he remained cool. "Then how about a deal better than fifty-fifty?" he proposed calmly.

"I can't," she replied, her eyes darting away.

"Why not?" he probed, raising his brows.

She hesitated before replying, "Only as equals can I even entertain the thought of... letting you in." She hinted at something, like desiring control but also craving a mutual bond.

"If it's anything less, you'd have the upper hand that will put me in a submissive position and who knows what you might demand. Taking over my mind, my heart... perhaps even my body," she whispered, her eyes darting away.

She didn't want him to see her vulnerability, yet she wanted to make clear the exclusivity she expected if they entered such a pact.

"I’m not agreeing to a fifty-fifty pact. Besides, you’re not my type," Theo responded, clearly indicating his genuine lack of interest in the girl.

She looked up, her gaze fixing on him, as she tried to gauge his sincerity. A dangerous glint shone in her eyes for a split second before it was replaced by a more subdued demeanor. "But I cannot agree to anything lower than a fifty-fifty pact.” She responded, her eyes filled with sadness.

She had thought that Theo would agree, but her hope quickly crumbled. To her dismay, she saw him stand up to leave, which made her face lose its glow.

"Please don't go," she pleaded, her voice quivering with desperation.

"Why?" he asked coldly, turning to give her a questioning look, gauging the depth of her emotions.


Chapter seventeen
Awakening a Farmer Class


"I'll agree to a pact of 60 and 40," she whispered. "It will give you certain advantages over me, and I won’t be completely free. But you have to promise you won’t treat me badly, and you’ll let me go when the time is right. And remember, if you even think of betraying me or treating me as a mere tool, I'll... I'll kill both of us."

She concluded with a chilling aura. Yet, the boy remained unaffected by her threat, his calm demeanor unshaken. This only served to intensify the girl's annoyance.

Theo let out a sigh, clearly unimpressed. "It appears you think I need you more than you need me. Honestly, I don't think you'd be much help to me. From where I stand, I see a desperate girl trapped, seeking aid. And, from what I've noticed, there’s a certain... hunger in your eyes when you look at me. You expect me to trust someone who might just drain me of my blood in my sleep?"

A flush of embarrassment and anger colored her cheeks at his accusation. "For your information, you're the cause of this thirst. This overpowering pull, this obsession with you. It's as if you've ensnared me in some spell. I never wanted this... this hunger for you," she countered, the intensity in her gaze betraying her feelings. She eyed him like a predator focusing on its prey, yet there was also a silent plea for his help in her eyes.

The boy couldn't understand what his blood had done to her, but he could clearly see that the girl wasn't putting on an act. There were unsolved mysteries tied to his past, and perhaps that was what caused the girl to feel this pull towards him.

He wasn't sure yet whether his blood was a blessing or a curse after seeing the girl's insatiable craving for him. But one thing he was certain of: he had to tame this wildly unpredictable girl.

"Do you want this pact, or should I leave?" he asked, his voice firm with a clear edge.

She clenched her fists, torn between pride and desperation. "Yes, I want it," she finally murmured, looking down.

Theo paused for a moment, studying her face. Seeing her earnest expression, he finally nodded, accepting her offer but with clear terms. "I agree to your terms," he then added, "but only when I am sure you’re not a threat, I will set you free. I won't be jumping into a mess that I can't handle."

She nodded, clearly seeing his sincerity, her shoulders dropping slightly as if a weight had been lifted from them.

"Fine," she breathed, a sense of relief seeping into her voice. "Let’s make this official then."

When it came to the specifics of the pact, she told Theo, "Take off your shirt,"

Theo raised his eyebrows playfully, “Well, that escalated quickly. Are we making a pact or setting the scene for a romance?”

"Shut up," she snapped, her cheeks flushing a delicate pink.

The sudden shift in her attitude made Theo wonder if this was the same girl who had shown such an intense craving for him just moments ago.

'Perhaps she's suppressing her urges to ensure the pact's successful formation,' he thought, recalling her confinement's apparent toll. Additionally, those four days of solitude in his absence had given her enough time to think.

She continued, ignoring his teasing. "To make the pact, I need you to take off your shirt," As the girl informed, she bent down to the ground and began to draw.

A dark black smoke, as rich and fluid as ink, began to curl from her ring finger as she sketched on the floor. She traced out a head-sized circle, followed by an intricate triangle within it.

She then etched another circle inside the triangle and divided it into sections, representing 60% and 40%. Carefully, she inscribed ancient symbols. It took her two full minutes to finish with her unwavering focus.

As the girl worked, Theo watched intently, captivated by the way the drawn circle seemed to pulsate with an energy he could feel but not describe. It was as though the room had come alive with an obvious humming power.

After biting her finger, she let drops of her blood fall into the smaller section. "You need to drop your blood in the other part," she instructed softly. Her eyes, usually so fierce, were now fixated on the ritual before them, showcasing the seriousness of the pact they were about to form.

Theo nodded. He walked over to a statue nearby that held a sword. Using the tip of the blade, he pricked his thumb, then approached the girl and the circle, and let his blood drop where she had indicated.

As Theo's blood mingled with the ground, he noticed something mesmerizing. Her droplet of blood began to pull towards his, drawn together as if by an invisible force. They began to float, twirling and intertwining, creating a dance above the ancient pattern she had sketched.

With every second, the room started to pulse with an otherworldly glow. A deep crimson light emerged, bathing every corner of the room. It was as if the very walls and ceiling were coming alive, reacting to the union of their blood.

Soon, the pattern itself seemed to awaken, as though infused with life. It began to lift, hovering in the air like a specter. It shimmered and expanded, the lines glowing brighter and brighter.

And as it did, a gust of wind started to whirl around them, like the beginning of a hurricane trapped within the four walls. The gusts picked up speed, causing their clothes to whip around their bodies, and their hair to flutter wildly, creating a whirlwind of motion.

The swirling winds circled them, but they remained rooted in place, eyes fixed on the dancing blood droplets and the now airborne pattern. The divisions in the pattern became even more evident as it grew, positioning Theo at the 60% mark and the girl at 40%, just as she had drawn.

As the girl sensed the ritual nearing its climax, she hurriedly turned to Theo. "Your shirt..." she instructed, moving purposefully toward him.

In a forceful motion, she used force to tear apart his shirt down the middle. Without a moment's pause, two elongated fangs appeared from her mouth as she lunged at him, sinking her teeth into the flesh just above his heart.

He was caught off guard by her bold, sudden action. Feeling her teeth sink into his skin was something he had neither expected nor been warned about. He flinched, his muscles tensing, and he readied himself to react.

But before he could move, the patterns and the hurricane of energy around them began to dance in harmony, their wild and chaotic movements diminishing with each passing second.

Slowly, they transformed into a dark, crimson smoke that swirled around them. This smoke was thick, carrying with it the heavy metallic scent of blood, and it began to envelop them, drawing them together in an intimate embrace.

As she released her grip from the bite, a notification appeared before Theo's eyes:

[Do you want to form a 60-40 Bond of Unity with Lilith Silvermoon?]

Theo clicked [Yes].

As soon as he affirmed the pact with Lilith by clicking [Yes], the dark crimson smoke intensified its hold on them, wrapping tighter and tighter until it formed a pulsating cocoon.

Then cocoon encased them and began to glow, its dark red hue transforming into a shade of pure white. Within this cocoon, their bodies seemed drawn closer, as though the cocoon itself was urging their unity.

At that moment, Theo felt an intense surge of energy rushing through him, as though a dam had burst within his soul. It was potent and electrifying, originating from the girl beside him and flowing into him through their newly formed bond.

With that, new notifications appeared in quick succession in front of his eyes.

<<<<

[Warning: System detects an overwhelming absorption of abyssal energy!]

[Alert: User's capacity to hold abyssal energy has reached its limit. Initiating fix protocol...]

[Processing: Utilizing excess energy to awaken class...]

[Awakening Initiated]

[Class Awakening: In progress...]

[Merging abyssal energy with user's innate talent...]

[Success: You have awakened a new ??? class - "Novice Shadow Farmer"]

[The class has been bound to you]

[You have acquired the first fragment of the quest, 'Whispers from the Past'.]

[Quest: Whispers from the Past: Search for Forgotten Memory Fragments]

[Quest Progress: Fragments Found - 1/7]

[~ The first fragment of your forgotten memories has been successfully reclaimed, Theo. The first step towards unlocking your forgotten past has been taken. Continue to seek out the remaining fragments, for they hold the guarantee of revealing your forgotten memories. Your journey in 'Whispers from the Past' has only just begun.]

[Quest Reward: +2 Luck Stat Points Gained!]

[Quest: Whispers from the Past: Search for Forgotten Memory Fragments]

[~ Embark on an epic journey of inner revelation, Theo, as you delve into the mysteries of your forgotten past. These fragments, concealed by the one you once believed to be your grandfather, hold the truths of your past—intentionally sealed away, now waiting to be rediscovered.

Led by the threads of fate, follow the trail of these hidden fragments scattered across the realm. As each fragment finds its place, a piece of your past will return to you, unlocking new depths of power and insight.

Every step forward will unravel the truth of your life, leading you to revelations that shape your future. Face the challenges standing before you, conquer trials that demand your resolve, and grow stronger with each fragment's restoration.

Forge ahead, Theo, and let your quest for the past illuminate your path forward. Reclaim what was taken, cultivate your might, and rediscover the truth behind your existence. Your journey is destined, guided by the fragments that hold the key to your ultimate revelation.]

[Quest Requirements]

[~ Acquire 7 fragments or clues that hold the key to your lost memories.]

[Quest Progress: Fragments Found: 1/7]

[Quest Completion Rewards]

[~ Each fragment you uncover brings you one step closer to unraveling the mysteries of your past. Additional rewards may await you.]

>>>>

With the final notification, Theo's world started to blur, his senses began fading until he lost his rope to consciousness entirely.

In the depths of slumber, he found himself immersed in a dream. In that dream, a young girl was crying, her sobs resounding like a mournful melody. The darkness around him was very suffocating, making it hard for him to notice any details.

Regardless, he was drawn to the young girl, and he willed himself to move closer. As he neared, he recognized her. She was the girl from the portrait of the basement, a figure he thought was tied to his past, yet her name and her story were missing from his memory. But as he was reaching out, trying to comfort her, he felt a sharp, stinging sensation on his cheek.

*Slap!*

The sound cracked like a whip, snapping him away from the girl’s cries. The dream shattered like fragile glass, bringing him back to reality.

Hours seemed to have slipped away as effortlessly as sand through fingers, and Theo stirred awake to the sensation of someone smacking his cheek. Blinking his eyes open, he saw the girl’s playful grin as she continued her mischievous assault.

With a knitted brow, he grumbled, "Why the slap-fest?"

"Just a fun way to wake you up, Sleepyhead. But I gotta say, THIS..." she giggled, "...feels so good." Her voice was flowing with shamelessness.

Shrugging her off, Theo sat up and noticed the remnants of their transformation. The cocoon, materialized from the crimson smoke, had now broken apart. Scattered around them were its remains, like fragments of a shattered ruby shell.

On his skin, he could see faint red marks, dried but sticky as a reminder of the blood pact ritual. The chains that had confined the girl were now broken and lifeless on the floor. She was free.

Turning to her, Theo raised an eyebrow and inquired, "So, what’s the plan now?"

"Now that we're bound, you might have noticed I'm... happier? But still," she said, trailing her eyes down to his neck with that unsettling hunger, "I can't help but crave for your blood." Her fangs peeked out, but there was a restraint in her eyes now, hinting at the pact's influence.

Theo rolled his eyes, clearly unimpressed. "Could you be any more shameless?" he scolded, standing up slowly and dusting off his clothes, which were coated with remnants of the floor's dust.

Despite her unsettling demeanor, Theo felt a special connection with the girl that linked them, so fear was absent from his tone. If she had wanted to harm him, she could have done so while he was unconscious.

Internally, he pondered, 'She seems different after the pact, less menacing but still unpredictable. Is the pact providing her some sense of security, or is this merely another side of her I hadn't seen before?'

"Pleeeease, I'm dead serious... I need blood," she whined, pouting like a disappointed child, the terrifying demeanor she initially showed now transformed, as if a fearsome lioness had morphed into a creepy but harmless kitten.

"I’m not donating," he refused flatly with a calm tone.

"But what if I lose control?" she asked, her words tinged with genuine concern yet twinged with a hint of manipulation.

"Why would you?" His question was laced with suspicion, and he turned to face her with a frown that deepened his expression.

The girl shifted, standing up to join him. "I might, if I don’t get blood on no-moon and full-moon nights," she confessed.

"You're fibbing. You've been here for decades and nothing happened," Theo retorted.

"That's because I had a constant yum-yum supply of mana through those magical seals on the door," she replied, her voice bouncing back to its cheerful timbre. "But you, my uninvited guest, somehow broke that. Breaking those seals ended my food supply, and now I'm all hungry for blood again. Especially yours."

He sighed in exasperation. "Okay, understood... once every 15 days?" he proposed, internally muttering, "Where on earth was she getting all that mana before?"

"Yeah!" she chirped brightly, clapping her hands together like a child rewarded with candy.

"No worries. We’ll find plenty of beast blood," he reassured her flatly as he began to move toward the exit of the basement.

"But I want your blood," she purred, her eyes intensely focused on the vein in his neck, twinkling like stars as she trailed behind him. Her gaze was so fixated on him, as though he were the world's most delectable treat. "Nothing else will satisfy me the same way."

"Don't be so mischievous," he chided as he continued to walk away from the chamber.

‘Did he really catch my lie? I was just trying to tease him some more,’ the girl thought inwardly.

As Theo ascended the stairs to go out of the chamber, he could feel her presence closely following him. The girl’s carefree giggle resounding through the corridor that seemed to suggest she'd never let him out of her sight. He couldn't help but sigh at her infectious energy.

Before stepping through the door, he paused, his gaze sweeping back over the room as if searching for something specific.

He saw the statues, their armor gleaming in the moonlight that was coming from narrow holes in the walls, and the swords that had some expensive jewels etched on them.

Yet these ancient relics weren't what made him halt. Instead, his gaze settled on one particular portrait, which held him captive—that of the same familiar little girl who had appeared in his dream, and who was, most likely, a key to his past.

In that moment, she became an enigma, her presence in the painting a puzzle that softly pulled at the corners of both his memory and his heart.


Chapter eighteen
Swindled in a Mystical Pact


As he left the basement, Theo ascended towards his room, the walls of the staircase softly illuminated by the glowing magic stones. Carefully, he navigated the stairs, clearly aware of the girl trailing behind him with an energetic spring in her step.

Reaching the second floor, he paused momentarily in front of Elena's room, pondering how to explain the presence of this unpredictable girl. He shook his head, dismissing the thought for now, and continued to his own room. Behind him, the girl’s eyes flickered curiously toward Elena’s locked door before she resumed following Theo.

As they entered his room, the girl playfully nudged Theo aside to explore ahead.

Her voice, light but tinged with a mischievous tone, "This place is so small... my room used to be bigger," she declared. Yet her words were betrayed by the radiant smile gracing her lips; Freed from her confined space, every corner of this room was a new delight to her.

Her gaze fell on the window in the room, causing her face to bloom even further. She hurriedly moved towards it, flinging the window open. There she stood, eyes closed, soaking in the soothing night air as it tenderly caressed her face. The soft light of the moon and the twinkling stars seemed to wrap her in a comforting embrace, and her whole being hummed with a joy she couldn't put into words.

Turning to him with a happy glint in her eyes, she whispered, "It's lovely, isn't it? You gave me this Freedom. Every sight, every breath I take is a gift from you. But don't forget... I won't let you vanish from my sight. You are, after all, the one who unshackled me."

"You're insane," He replied icily.

The girl could see his annoyance so she turned around to enjoy the scene outside the windows.

Theo watched her quietly, his cold eyes softening. He could understand the depths of her relief and joy; she had been imprisoned in that basement for decades.

Leaving her to enjoy her freedom, Theo moved into the bathroom. Opening the door, he noticed a fresh set of clothes waiting for him. As he shut the door behind him and began to undress, his hands felt a sticky, putrid substance clinging to his skin.

'I have only read about this in that book,' he mused, eyebrows knitting together. 'It described something similar... Isn't this what happens during body refinement, after consuming a rare elixir or precious medicinal pills?'

Resolving to deal with it, he turned on the shower. The comforting rush of water started to cleanse away the foul residue, and as he scrubbed, he felt the grime dissolve under his touch.

But as he rinsed his body, his eyes caught sight of something new, a strange, dark and crimson engraving on his chest, symbols that seemed both foreign and intimately familiar.

'What is this? This wasn’t here before,' he thought, momentarily surprised. 'Is it a result of the pact with that shameless girl?'

With a resigned sigh, he let the matter rest for now and focused on the soothing embrace of the water, allowing it to clear away the day’s physical and mental grime.

Outside the bathroom, having changed into the fresh clothes left by Elena, Theo found the girl standing on top of his bed. She was jumping like a child, her face alive with a wild grin.

Despite himself, Theo allowed an amused smile to tug at his lips as he leaned casually against the doorway, observing her.

In his mind, he tried to link this girl's current face with the terrifying figure he had first met, a demoness who had beaten him senseless and might have killed him after that confrontation, if he had made a wrong choice. But his decision and planning all went perfectly, ensuring he wasn't merely a pawn in her game or a mere source to satiate her insatiable cravings. He'd turned this dangerous girl into a valuable ally.

"What are you doing there, little imp? Get down," he said, his voice dripping with humor.

"Why get down? It's been ages since I danced on a bed. Can't you let me have my fun?" She stretched her arms outward, tilting her head slightly, her voice filled with cheerful tone.

Hearing her playful complaint, a thoughtful expression crossed Theo’s face, as if her words had triggered a realization. "Although we have made a pact, you haven't told me your name," he asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Neither did you tell me your name, my only and precious muscular mountain!" The girl sang, gazing at his physique with a teasing glint in her eye. Her voice was playful, but there was a strange intensity behind it, a hint of possessiveness.

"Fine, I will just call you shameless witch... or perhaps blood-sucking ghost?" Theo retorted, maintaining his calm tone as he moved to sit on his bed.

As he sat, Lilith swiftly bent her knees and leaned even closer than before, so close that her lips were almost brushing his ear. "You know, if you keep teasing me like that, I might just decide to mark you as mine," she whispered, her fangs threateningly close to his neck.

Her eyes, usually playful, now fixed on Theo with a cold, piercing stare. It was a look meant to frighten, to assert dominance. Despite her best efforts to intimidate him, Theo showed no fear.

Holding her gaze, she sighed, "Ah... I can't even scare you anymore... I'm Lilith Silvermoon. Nice to meet you, grumpy old man, sir!" With that, her serene face quickly grace with a wicked smile.

Theo merely shook his head at her mischievous action, "I'm Theo," he replied casually before lying down on his bed.

However, his mind, remained aware of the odd, Yandere-like creature he'd just made a pact with. There was something captivating about her unpredictable cheerfulness, but also something undeniably menacing.

He added, "You should also clean yourself, you must not have bathed for a decade."

Theo didn't know how she had maintained her healthy good good-looking appearance despite her confinement, but he still suggested she get clean.

As if she could read his mind, she answered with a gloomy tone in her voice, "I used to clean myself with the scant power I had left. They sealed my energy core, but I managed to survive using the limited mana that seeped through those seals on the door. I think those seals were probably placed there to keep me alive. But bathing? I can't do that now; I don't have another set of clothes." Lilith sighed in sad resignation.

He turned to look at her and caught a glimpse of sadness in her eyes. Silently, he made a mental note to help her get another set of clothes, or perhaps ask Elena if she could assist. But he knew he would have to be careful in doing so.

As she was back to her usual dancing on his king-sized bed, he gave up convincing her to not jump. ignoring her presence, he looked at the notifications floating in front of his eyes.

There were plenty of notifications waiting for him to check.

<<<<

[Warning: System detects an overwhelming absorption of abyssal energy!]

[Alert: User's capacity to hold abyssal energy has reached its limit. Initiating fix protocol...]

[Processing: Utilizing excess energy to awaken class...]

[Awakening Initiated]

[Class Awakening: In progress...]

[Merging demonic energy with user's innate talent...]

[Success: You have awakened a new ??? class - "Novice Shadow Farmer"]

[The class has been bound to you]

[System Notification: Ancient Guardian Pact Formation Initiated...]

[Processing: Binding Guardian Pact with Lilith Silvermoon...]

[Success: Ancient Guardian Pact Successfully Forged with Lilith Silvermoon.]

==[Pact Details]==

[Commanding Lilith]

~ You can seek Lilith's aid and guide her actions. Undue force may strain and weaken your bond.

[Termination Conditions]

~ Pact can be dissolved at your discretion or upon Lilith's demise.

~ Caution: If your life is extinguished, Lilith's will follow.

[Communication]

~ Telepathic links established, enabling seamless exchanges.

[Guardian's Duty]

~ Lilith's primary role is your protection. Her assistance is available upon request.

[Lilith's Expectations]

~ Basic Needs: Provide essentials like food, clothing, and shelter.

~ Safety: Ensure her security from external threats.

~ Respect: Maintain the dignity and respect she deserves.

~ Freedom: Grant her personal freedom and recreation.

~ Shared Resources: Share resources and knowledge for mutual growth when possible.

~ Shared Growth: Don't withhold opportunities for Lilith to grow, enhance her skills, or evolve.

~ Emotional Well-being: Ensure regular interactions for her mental stability and contentment.

~ Physical Protection: Guard Lilith from unnecessary dangers.

[Warning: Cherish the bond. Overstepping may risk weakening your partnership and the pact's integrity. In the face of a weakened bond, Lilith may choose mutual destruction over continuation.]

>>>>

Theo stared at the notifications floating before his eyes, 'Wait a minute... Did I just get swindled in a mystical pact? Supposedly I’m in the 'dominant' 60% position, yet it feels like I've been conned by a street vendor into paying extra for a “free” gift. It’s like I’ve bought a pet, only to realize it’s the pet that actually owns me! I imagined her as my guardian, but here I am, turning into her babysitter and emotional pillar. Shouldn't it be the other way around?'

His thoughts were interrupted by another realization, 'I’m thinking too much. I can still command her in certain situations. I just need to tread carefully, as long as I don’t cross her boundaries... or try touching her tail, I should be fine. A fang to the neck isn't on my wish list for a pleasant day.'

A soft smile appeared on his face as he tried to look at the brighter side. 'All things considered, I did gain a powerful ally. And meeting her demands shouldn’t be that challenging; after all, I am a Baron.'

Deep down, Theo was aware of his advantage. In rare circumstances, he could exert command over her. However, a gut instinct warned him of the invisible lines with her. Crossing them, especially violating her principles, would likely unleash a side of her he wouldn’t want to meet.

'While she's my guardian on paper, mutual respect seems to be the real binding force here,' he mused. One thing was for certain: his life had just taken an interesting turn.

After finishing one section of the notification, he scrolled down to see what was next. A series of messages greeted him, making his eyes widen in surprise.


Chapter nineteen
The Demonic Farm


<<<<

[You have acquired the first fragment of the quest, 'Whispers from the Past'.]

[Quest: Whispers from the Past: Search for Forgotten Memory Fragments]

[Quest Progress: Fragments Found - 1/7]

[~ The first fragment of your forgotten memories has been successfully reclaimed, Theo. The first step towards unlocking your forgotten past has been taken. Continue to seek out the remaining fragments, for they hold the guarantee of revealing your forgotten memories. Your journey in 'Whispers from the Past' has only just begun.]

[Quest Reward: +2 Luck Stat Points Gained!]

[Quest: Whispers from the Past: Search for Forgotten Memory Fragments]

[~ Embark on an epic journey of inner revelation, Theo, as you delve into the mysteries of your forgotten past. These fragments, concealed by the one you once believed to be your grandfather, hold the truths of your past—intentionally sealed away, now waiting to be rediscovered.

Led by the threads of fate, follow the trail of these hidden fragments scattered across the realm. As each fragment finds its place, a piece of your past will return to you, unlocking new depths of power and insight.

Every step forward will unravel the truth of your life, leading you to revelations that shape your future. Face the challenges standing before you, conquer trials that demand your resolve, and grow stronger with each fragment's restoration.

Forge ahead, Theo, and let your quest for the past illuminate your path forward. Reclaim what was taken, cultivate your might, and rediscover the truth behind your existence. Your journey is destined, guided by the fragments that hold the key to your ultimate revelation.]

[Quest Requirements]

[~ Acquire 7 fragments or clues that hold the key to your lost memories.]

[Quest Progress: Fragments Found: 1/7]

[Quest Completion Rewards]

[~ Each fragment you uncover brings you one step closer to unraveling the mysteries of your past. Additional rewards may await you.]

>>>>

‘Grandpa, why would you do this to me?’ Theo stared at his screen. The quest description pointed at one person for his missing memories, his ‘Grandpa’. It only led him to doubt about everything. Was Ryuk Lewis even his real name?

His eyes shifted to the newly added options on his screen. Where before he only had [Profile][Notification], now there were more, [Demonic Farm][Skill Book][Quest Log]. He wanted to check the Demonic Farm, but he reined in his curiosity and clicked on Profile.

<<<<

[Name: Theo Leywin]

[Race: Half Human - ???]

[Class: Novice Shadow Farmer]

[Elemental Affinity: N/A]

[Elemental Affinity Grade: N/A]

[Special Ability: Magic Nullification]

[Circle Rank: 1]

[Evolved Rings: 0]

[Ring Rank: 1]

[Mana: N/A]

[Strength: 11]

[Defense: 12]

[Agility: 9]

[Stamina: 12]

[Intelligence: 4]

[Precision: 9]

[Mental Power: 14*]

[Perception: 11*]

[Wisdom: 11*]

[Charisma: 7*]

[Luck: 16*]

[Unused Stat Points: 19]

>>>>

‘Novice Shadow Farmer?’ He mumbled the class name in disbelief. ‘Farmer? Really?’

Out of all the useful classes he could have received, he was given a farmer class.

Puzzling over other details, he thought, ‘So, the awakening was triggered by my pact with the Demoness. The abyssal energy I couldn't handle that flowed from her and it awakened my class. The only good thing seems to be the extra three stat points. But didn't the book say you get only two with each level up?’

He didn’t want to dwell on it any further, his eyes moved to the 'Demonic Farm' option. Just as he was about to click it, a sudden pain erupted in his stomach. Lilith, full of giggles, was jumping on the bed and landed squarely on him.

"Oops, did I hurt you?" she asked, her eyes wide and feigning innocence. "Or maybe... I just wanted to be closer?" Her face spread with a mischievous smile.

"You Demon, if you think of more mischievous ways to annoy me, I'll teach you a lesson," Theo warned her, his voice calm but his eyes cold.

Lilith feigned a sad expression, her hand touching her chest. "Aish, such a mean master, only knows how to punish this delicate flower. But be careful, master, this flower might just gobble you up," she purred, showing her wild nature before pulling back with a playful pout, pretending to be a poor, tormented soul.

Ignoring her antics, Theo clicked on the Demonic Farm. A new menu appeared: [Enter the Demonic Farm]. He pressed it. For the next six seconds, a horizontal progress bar danced on the screen like a mage casting a complex spell in an MMORPG. A foreign energy surged within him, and a shadowy door materialized in front of him.

The door that appeared on his bed looked like a patch of darkness, showing nothing of what lay on the other side. After a moment of hesitation, he rose to his feet and stepped into the shadowy portal, disappearing from sight.

Lilith, who had been enjoying her time teasing Theo, frowned when suddenly the mysterious door materialized and he vanished. Without a second thought, she dashed forward and followed him, vanishing from the room as well.
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Emerging from the portal door, Theo stepped into a landscape that was eerily mesmerizing, lit by the glow of a silver moon. Behind him, Lilith followed, her eyes widening in amazement as she took in their surroundings. The sky looked as if it had been drained of color, adding to the strangeness of the place.

The only break from the heavy silence was the occasional rustling of the soil beneath their feet, suggesting a mysterious aliveness in the land.

From where they stood, they could see a dense fog hiding the horizon, while the strong smell of metallic scent, much like the fresh blood, spread in the air.

Underfoot, the ground shimmered in an odd mix of gray and off-white colors. Just as Theo was trying to figure out the nature of this soil, Lilith's lively voice interrupted his thoughts. "Ah... I can't believe it... The entire ground of this place is made of bone dust and ashes!" she said, her voice shaking with surprise and excitement.

The girl took a deep, satisfied breath. "This scent," she began, her eyes alive with joy, "it's intoxicating." She inhaled again, clearly delighting in the heavy aroma.

Shaking his head with amusement, Theo remarked, "You truly are one of a kind," intentionally taking shallow breaths to minimize his exposure to the overpowering scent of blood.

Looking around, he noted the area's boundaries. Around the vast ten-acre expanse stood tall bone fences, as if they were guardians of the realm. These fences seemed alive, pulsing with a deadly energy that warned onlookers of their protective intent.

On their left was a well. Its dark waters shone in the moonlight. Rather than reflecting the eerie sky above, the pond showed a depth beyond comprehension.

On their right, there were some small mountains. On top of them were bright crystals that gave off a soft light, making shadows on the path below.

Lilith was galloping around like a rabbit, looking as happy as a child in a new playground. She seemed to love the strange energy and aroma of the place. Theo tried to look calm, but there was a surprised glint in his eyes.

"Am I really a farmer now?" he mused. "No swords, no magic, just... seeds and soil? How will I ever stand against deadly beasts and my enemies? Am I meant to just... toss seeds at them?" He sighed deeply, the absurdity of the situation gripping his heart.

Although he talked about seeds but he didn't know if he would even find them.

Right in the middle of the farm, Theo's eyes were drawn to a unique-looking dark shed. There was a certain pull, an unseen energy that seemed to beckon him closer.

With each step he took, more details of the shed became apparent.

The walls appeared to be crafted from shifting shadows, and the roof had a dark, feathery look to it. There were some small windows, but no glass, letting in a bit of that moonlight from outside.

The entrance was wide open, inviting him to take a peek. And inside he saw various tools hanging neatly on the walls. Each one looked odd in its design, and they all had a bit of a dark shine to them, as if radiating an intense, demonic energy.

Then, his eyes caught a glimpse of something golden right in the center of the shed: a vault.

Specifically, it was a golden-colored vault whose metallic surface gleamed even under the dim light. The vault appeared both sturdy and ancient, adorned with complex engravings.

On top of this vault sat a shallow bowl, and Inside, there was a dark blue pill, its surface exuding a shadowy smoke.

He quipped to himself, "Note to self: pills that look resemble a wizard's failed experiment are probably not for snacking."

As he was inspecting these things in the shed, Theo almost didn't notice Lilith sneaking up beside him. She snatched the pill from the top of the vault, its dark smoky aura playing between her fingers.

He mused, 'I hope she doesn't think that's some sort of candy... If she dares to eat it, she's braver than I thought.'

“Look at this!” Lilith exclaimed, holding up the dark blue pill. Her eyes danced with mischief.

“Since I can't have it, it's all yours, my precious mountain man.” Before he could protest, she playfully popped it into his mouth. His eyes widened in surprise at her audacity.


Chapter twenty
From Swordsman to Seedsman: A Classy Dilemma


As his hand instinctively reached out to push her away, his fingers grazed the softness of her cheek, the delicate curve of her nose, and brushed against the edge of her slightly parted lips, feeling their warmth. Her eyes filled with mischief, locked onto his for a brief moment.

With that mischievous smile, she seemed to revel in having caught him off guard. And then, just as quickly as she'd appeared, Lilith turned and darted away, leaving him breathless and flustered.

Ignoring the playful demoness, he prioritized getting that strange pill out of his mouth. Just as he was about to spit it out, the pill dissolved upon contact with his saliva.

A slight tingling sensation spread throughout his mouth, almost numbing his tongue for a split second. Then, without warning, several notifications popped up before him.

<<<<

[You've consumed the Demonic Insight Pill, imbued with the essence of the Abyss from the Abyssal Nexus of Lost Souls. This grants you a passive spell known as 'Netherfield Gaze', enabling you to discern the dark truths of your demonic farm.]

[Netherfield Gaze Acquired!]

[Netherfield Gaze (passive): With a mere glance, the user discerns the nature and properties of everything that resides within their demonic farm, from the twisted hell-crops to the enigmatic secrets they hold.]

>>>>

Blinking in mild surprise, he muttered to himself, 'Well, that was unexpected... Should I thank her or chase her with a broom? It says I can discern the nature and properties of everything... But where's the instruction manual for this?'

He frowned at the notification, then shifted his attention back to the tools hanging in front of him. As he focused on each one, their descriptions began to pop up before his eyes.

<<<<

[Helltiller's Spade - Novice Tool (Level 1)]

[~ Crafted from bones of ancient underworld beasts, this dark spade can, upon the user's mere thought, summon the farm's abyssal forces to till a 1x1 patch within their demonic domain. The abyssal energies cause the soil to writhe and shift, preparing it for planting, and eliminating any manual labor. As the user's experience in demonic farming deepens, this spade can harness more power, enabling the tilling of larger areas. If lost or destroyed, return to the farm within 24 hours.]

>>>>

Staring at the spade, he mused, 'Bone-crafted tools, huh? Rather than wielding a blade, I'm to till this ghostly land. It’s a sword for the soil, a blade for the earth. Well, not having to do manual labor is a plus, but can I fend off a beast with a... spade? At least I won't have to break my back digging.'

After pausing, he mumbled, "But this isn't any ordinary farming, that's for sure."

The boy then shifted his gaze to the next tool, a shadowy pouch.

<<<<

[Sower's Abyssal Pouch - Novice Tool (Level 1)]

[~ This shadowy pouch, stitched from the wings of fallen succubi, when commanded, can either retrieve seeds from the Golden Vault or store them with a mere thought. Upon instruction, it opens its maw to release the chosen seeds. These seeds are then drawn into a 1x1 plot, finding their destined spot in the soil and being sowed with devilish precision. user's experience in demonic farming deepens, the pouch can sow seeds over even larger expanses. If lost or destroyed, it returns to the farm within 24 hours.]

>>>>

He muttered some self-consoling words with a hint of sarcasm, 'So instead of a pouch full of gold or magical gems, I get a fancy seed bag? Great. No grand spells or ancient incantations, just... precision seed planting. Who needs to summon a firestorm when you can... unleash a shower of seeds? I wonder if an avalanche of sunflower seeds would intimidate my foes...'

After saying some comforting words, he turned his attention to the claw-looking tool.

<<<<

[Soulplanter's Obsidian Claw - Novice Tool (Level 1)]:

[~ A dark, claw-shaped instrument, forged from the obsidian of hellfire mountains. Upon the user's thought, it beckons the dark aura of the farm to trans-locate seedlings, young plants, or fledgling trees within a 1x1 area, ensuring they root firmly in the shadowy soil. As the bond between the user and the Soulplanter’s Obsidian Claw strengthens, it can transport plants across even larger areas with just a thought. If lost or destroyed, return to the farm within 24 hours.]

>>>>

A gleam sparkled in his eyes as he read the description.

'With this, I can rearrange the terrain with just a thought. It's not a mighty staff or a powerful wand, but controlling the land and its plants... that's power in its own right. I wonder, can I just yank out a massive tree outside this farm and hurl it at my foes?' he mused humorously.

Shrugging, he figured he'd only find out with a test run. For now, he turned his attention to the next item on the list.

<<<<

[Darkreaper's Scythe - Novice Tool (Level 1)]:

[~ Molded from the eternal darkness at the depths of the abyss, this scythe allows the user, through a simple thought, to harvest anything matured within a 1x1 plot. Crops and fruits are gathered with their peak condition, ensuring no manual labor is involved. As mastery over the tool grows, it can be used to reap larger areas of the farm. After each harvest, the scythe automatically channels the bounty directly into the Golden Vault. If lost or destroyed, return to the farm within 24 hours.]

>>>>

'Now here's something deadly-weapon-like,' he mused at the sight of the scythe. It bore the closest resemblance to a weapon he was familiar with.

'This... feels a bit more like it. It may be meant for crops, but it’s still a scythe. Perhaps it can cut down more than just plants?'

After examining the four tools, he wore a soft smile and then turned his attention to the pièce de résistance in the center. The golden vault's magnificence captured his attention, and almost instantly, its description began to appear before his eyes.

<<<<

[Voidkeeper's Golden Vault - Novice Storage (Level 1)]:

Forged from the infernal gold of the Ninth Circle and sealed with the heart of the Abyssal Dragon, this vault stands as an anomaly among mortal possessions.

Possessing the essence of the Abyss, it offers huge storage, irrespective of type or quantity. The items stored within remain unchanged, preserved in their exact state, unaffected by time or external conditions. Furthermore, its connection with the user allows them to access and utilize its contents even from outside its space.

>>>>

After reading the description, a joyous gleam appeared in Theo's eyes. "So this vault... it might just make having this farming class worth it. This storage feature sounds almost too good to be true. But Can it store anything alive or huge? It's only at Level 1, so perhaps there's more to it as it levels up."

His eyes darted around, searching for the mischievous demoness. Spotting her by the abyssal pond, he shook his head with a wry smile. "Should I... try storing her in it?"

He chuckled at the thought, turning to leave the shed. 'Ah... If I actually tried, she'd probably suck me dry of every last drop of my blood,’ he mused, shaking his head in amusement. ‘Guess I'll test the golden vault elsewhere. Preferably without any blood-drinking involved.'

Exiting the shed, he curiously inspected the soil beneath him.

<<<<

[Bone and Ash Soil (Level 1)]

A unique mixture of ash and crushed bone dust, this particular soil yields crops that carry a touch of the underworld's essence. Additionally, it accelerates the maturation of crops by ten times.

>>>>

"Bone dust and ash, just as Lilith mentioned. And crops that grow at super speed? This might just solve my financial issues. However, what exactly can I grow on this farm? Hope it's something valuable, but not so creepy it'd scare off potential customers. I mean, I don't want the villagers marching here with pitchforks like some medieval witch hunt. The last thing I need is to end up on a 'Farmer’s to Avoid' list." Theo mused aloud.

A soft smile lighting up his face as he thought of the prospect of fast-growing crops.

Shaking off his daydream, he proceeded to take a closer look at the other peculiar structures scattered around him.

<<<<

[Bone Fences]

~ Crafted from the bones of vanquished enemies, these fences not only protect the farm but also add to its macabre aesthetic.

[Obsidian Shed]

~ Almost indestructible, this shed is used for storing farming tools.

[Abyssal Well]

~ Sourced from the serene Abyssal Nexus of Eldritch Springs, this water source is a blend of midnight dew and abyssal springs. With a shimmer that hints at moonlit dances and the mischievous play of impish creatures, this pond's waters have a touch of otherworldly enchantment. Besides its captivating allure, it holds the power to speed up crop maturity by ten times.

When consumed, the energy of this water courses through one's body, cleansing impurities and refining the meridians. Every layer, from the skin to the very bones, undergoes a transformation, leading to enhanced strength, agility, and endurance.

>>>>

Upon inspecting his surroundings, Theo's attention was captured by the abyssal well. "It not only speeds up the maturity rate but also has this body refinement effect.." he murmured in surprise, feeling a swell of happiness. Noticing that Lilith had scampered off to another area, he approached the well more closely and spotted a watering can resting beside it.

Curious, he reached out to inspect the can, and immediately, a description appeared before him.

<<<<

[Abyssal Bloodstone Watering Can - Novice Tool (Level 1)]

[~ Crafted from a rare and dark, porous bloodstone, this can channel the chilling waters from the Abyssal Pond. When commanded, it can precisely irrigate a 1x1 plot, ensuring that each drop provides nourishment to the crops. As the user's experience in demonic farming deepens, the can's reach might extend over even greater expanses. Additionally, it can automate the watering process upon command, allowing for hands-free cultivation. If lost or destroyed, it returns to the farm within 24 hours.]

>>>>

After reading the description, Theo thought, 'Just another useful tool for the farming. Not as flashy as some of the other items, but it does its job.'

Turning around, he took a moment to survey the expansive farm. The vast land seemed to stretch for about 10 acres, at least by his best estimate. 'I've got the land, the tools, the magical abyssal well and even a fancy watering can… but not a single seed to plant. How am I supposed to grow anything without seeds?,' he thought with mild exasperation. 'Where in the nine hells am I supposed to get seeds suitable for this demonic farm? Maybe there's a demonic farmer's market hidden somewhere?'

Scanning the area, Theo found no signs of a shop or anything resembling a demonic farmer's market. 'Of course, I've got a whole demonic farm and not a single seed to my name,' he thought, a bittersweet smile tugging at his lips, finding the whole situation rather absurd.

Taking a moment to reflect on his situation, he mused aloud, ‘According to the 'Secrets of the Awakened' book, when one awakens, their class aligns with their innate talents. I did train in swordsmanship and martial arts for six long years to the point of getting tortured by that old man, but who'd have thought? All those days helping him on his farm would lead me to become... a farmer in a world filled with demons and beasts.’

The boy had never expected that his skill in swordsmanship and martial arts would take a back seat, only to be replaced by his unexpected talent for farming, which became the star of the show when his class awakened. It was a peculiar twist of fate that left him both puzzled and slightly frustrated.

A farmer class was the last thing he expected but he remembered the days during vacation on the farm with his grandpa. ‘Am I being cursed for that simple reason?’

Drawing a deep breath, he tried to stay positive. ‘Well, this isn't as bad as I first imagined. Maybe, with time, perhaps this farm can offer more than meets the eye. Just because I don't have a combative class doesn't mean I'm entirely powerless. After all, every class has its strengths and not all battles are won with brute strength alone.’ He scratched his chin, pondering his options.

His gaze swept over the vast land, ‘But first, what can this farm produce? Is any of it even something I can use as food? And about that well's water... Sure, it's said to refine the body, but it doesn't look all that appetizing. Maybe I could dare Lilith to take the first sip?’ A soft smile appeared on his face momentarily before he shrugged ‘However, first things first, I need to figure out a way to get seeds for this demonic farm. One step at a time.’

In a world where magic and powerful classes held paramount importance, where the law of the jungle seemed to reign supreme, a true survival-of-the-fittest scenario, the notion of retreating to a farm didn't sit right with him. He wasn't the type to cower behind crops. He had been groomed to be a leader, bearing the weight of responsibility for the safety of those he cherished, such as Elena and Liliana.

Hiding in the confines of a farm wasn't an option for him. The idea of monsters attacking and putting his loved ones in danger was something he couldn't bear. While he would prioritize his own safety, he knew he couldn't simply turn a blind eye when it came to ensuring the safety of Elena, Liliana, and perhaps even Lilith.

Even if he was stuck to be a farmer, he was determined to find a way to safeguard his people. In a world of magic and swords, he intended to rely on his intelligence, adaptability, and the tricks up his sleeves to ensure the safety of those he held dear.

As Theo was deep in thought, Lilith's voice abruptly pulled him back to reality. "I can't go any further! There's something here that's stopping me." He glanced up to see her halted near the distant fences, turning to face him with a puzzled expression.


Chapter twenty-one
A Seed of Hope in a Bowl of Breakfast


With a hurried pace and raised eyebrows, Theo approached her. When he reached her side, he tentatively stretched out his hand in the direction she had pointed to. And just as she had described, his hand came to an abrupt stop in mid-air, as if an unseen wall stood in their way, even though the path ahead looked clear.

Finishing his examination, he followed the fence with his eyes. Just beyond it, a scene of tranquil beauty unfurled, beckoning him closer. Taking a deep breath, he leaned forward slightly, wanting to absorb every detail of the scene.

His gaze met the crystal-clear water, allowing him to see smooth pebbles lining its base. Small fish darted about, their scales shimmering in the bright moonlight. Gentle ripples on the water's surface caught the moon's rays, casting glimmering reflections onto the surrounding grass.

The island in the middle was covered with lush greenery, and the flowers that grew there were of various hues - reds, yellows, and purples. Their scent was carried by a soft breeze, adding to the serenity of the place. Butterflies of different sizes and colors danced around, some occasionally resting on the flowers.

It was a calm and peaceful spot amidst the farm's otherwise dark setting. The transition from the eerie surroundings of the farm to this haven was striking, almost as if nature itself had carved out a sanctuary amidst the darkness.

He quickly figured out why Lilith had stopped here; she, like him, was drawn to that enchanting yet peaceful area.

Caught up in the moment, Theo whispered, "How do I get over there?" His eyes roved over the serene pond, hoping to get some information to find a possible entrance or path. Just as his gaze focused on it, a notification popped up in his view.

<<<<

[ Area Locked ]

[ Level Insufficient - Restricted Access ]

>>>>

"Well, it seems we've reached the boundary. I guess even a place like this has its limits," Theo mused, glancing over to Lilith with a wry smile. "Would've been too good to be true if it was endless."

Lilith spun on her heels, her hands gently clasping behind her back as her eyes scanned the farm’s land. Her gaze, usually playful, now seemed intense, as if every word Theo spoke was crucial. "What is this place, anyway?" she asked, her voice tinged with curiosity.

"This is, well, part of my class skill," Theo replied calmly, a hint of reluctance in his voice. "After our pact, I awakened to this class." He sneaked a glance at Lilith, wondering if she might be the 'lucky charm' that graced him with such an... unusual class.

"And that class would be...?" Lilith prompted, tilting her head slightly, her gaze unwavering and slightly disturbing as it bore into his.

"It's... Novice Shadow Farmer class. I believe I can cultivate some unique crops here," he admitted, trying to keep his tone neutral to hide the embarrassment creeping up on him.

Lilith's eyes grew wide in surprise, and for a moment, she seemed to be lost for words. Her stare intensified, as if she was grasping the importance of his confession. Her face took on a deep shade of crimson. She bit her lip, trying her hardest to suppress the emotions bubbling up within her.

Theo could tell she was doing her best to suppress a fit of laughter.

Trying, and failing, to hold it back, she suddenly burst out laughing, falling to the ground and holding her stomach, "Really, Of all things, a farmer? The formidable Theo tending to crops. That's just... hilarious!"

With every chuckle and giggle she let out, Theo felt a slight sting to his pride. His cheeks flushed a pink with a mix of embarrassment and annoyance.

Lilith, still in her fits of laughter, reached out and grabbed the hem of his clothes, as if preventing him from leaving her side. Without uttering another word, he clicked the [Demonic Farm] option. A similar menu appeared like last time: [Exit the Demonic Farm].

He pressed the option to exit the farm. After six seconds, a shadowy portal appeared. Glancing at the mischievous demoness, he decided to get away from her teasing and laughing.

Stepping into his bedroom, Theo immediately noticed that the door, which he usually kept closed, was now ajar. A familiar fragrance entered his nostrils, triggering his suspicion. "Elena was here looking for me, wasn't she?" he whispered to himself.

He quickened his pace, leaving the room urgently. The last thing he wanted was for Elena to uncover his concealed farm world before he was ready to share it.

As he made his way through the hallway of the second floor, the faint sounds of footsteps reached his ears. They seemed to be coming from below, near the grand ballroom.

Picking up his pace, Theo descended the stairs. As he neared the base of the staircase, he caught a short glimpse of Elena's familiar silhouette, her dress swaying as she disappeared into the ballroom.

Thinking fast, Theo sped toward the mansion's exit. Positioning himself just outside the main door, he took a deep breath, trying to calm his racing heart, which was a result of running at a fast pace with his large, mountain-like physique.

Just as Elena emerged from the ballroom, he pretended as though he was just returning from outside and stepped in.

"I didn't expect to see you here," he said, slightly out of breath.

"Oh, Master! I didn't know you were out exercising this early in the morning," Elena remarked with her signature soft smile.

"Just thought I'd take a quick morning walk," Theo replied, managing a light smile.

"That sounds lovely. I've prepared breakfast for you. Please, let's head to the dining room, Master" Elena suggested, her voice gentle, with a bow.

Theo nodded, and together with Elena, they began ascending the grand staircase.

Upon reaching the second floor's grand hall, Theo took a seat at the dining table. Soon after, Elena returned from the kitchen, carefully balancing a tray filled with bowls of steaming food.

As she began to arrange them in front of Theo, the inviting aroma of the dishes spread through the room. Among them was a bowl of freshly-cooked potatoes and a plate of ripe, red tomatoes. With a hint of hesitation, she also set a place for herself, and then served them both.

As they began to eat, Theo's thoughts naturally returned to his secret farm, pondering the next steps in that hidden realm. ‘I need seeds to experiment with, but where would I find any?’ he mused.

Elena's eating caught his attention, and he wondered if she might have some seeds or know where to find them. “Elena," he began, "do we have any seeds in the mansion or maybe in the nearby village?"

Theo watched as Elena paused, her fork frozen mid-air. "Master, our barony is quite barren. It's not suitable for crops. The villagers have tried, but over time, they've given up. Hence, finding seeds might be challenging." She looked slightly puzzled, probably wondering why her master would suddenly inquire about such matters.

Theo chewed on his food, pondering her words. "Why do they still stay here with such disadvantages? If the conditions are so tough, they should move to a better place."

Elena gently placed her fork on her plate, her eyes glistening with sadness. "You see, Master, this land, despite its challenges, offers us a blessing. We aren't burdened with taxes here, which is truly a big comfort for all the villagers. But, our land just isn't very giving when it comes to farming. And the nearest city? It's quite far. We don't have those fancy magical vehicles or the beast-pulled carts like other places. It makes everything a bit more difficult."

Theo digested her explanation, understanding the give-and-take situation the villagers were in. "So, they endure the harshness of this land to avoid paying taxes. Makes sense in a way."

Elena nodded, adding, "Yes, Master. It's a trade-off. Plus, many of the villagers have deep-rooted connections to this land, their ancestors having lived on this land for generations. This place, with all its imperfections, is still home. And leaving home, especially when resources are scant, is not an easy choice" She ended with a soft sigh, her innocent gaze meeting Theo's.

Listening to her, he realized he couldn't rely on his barony or its people to find seeds since his land was barren. After some thought, he mused inwardly, ‘I might have to wait for Mister Leonard to bring seeds from the nearest city.’

However, as he picked up a cooked potato piece, inspecting it, and then glanced at the tomato dish by his side, a realization struck him.

'These potatoes and tomatoes... they can be used as seeds, can't they?'

Perhaps he didn't need to wait after all. The seeds he needed might just be right in front of him.

A soft smile spread across his face. With a hopeful glint in his eyes, he realized he might not need to wait until Mister Leonard returned.


Chapter twenty-two
When Life Gives You Tomatoes, Make... Four Dishes?


After finishing his meal, Theo leaned back in his chair, a calm look in his gaze. "Where do you keep our rations?" he inquired casually.

A surprised look passed over the girl's delicate face. "In the storage room, Master," she replied with her usual sweet tone. "Is there something specific you're looking for?"

"I was thinking of using some potatoes and tomatoes," he said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

Elena's eyes sparkled with curiosity, "Oh! For that, there's no need to visit the storage room. I have some right here in the kitchen. Just give me a moment." She stood up, her dress rustling gently.

Deciding to accompany her, Theo followed her swaying form into the kitchen. He was curious about their supplies; he couldn't just use up everything without a thought.

In the kitchen, Elena bent down to open a low-set cupboard. As she did, her dress hugged her curves, highlighting her figure, and showing her well-sculpted form.

The position unintentionally presented her tantalizing silhouette to Theo, causing him to momentarily lose his train of thought. With a slight cough, Theo quickly averted his gaze, trying to focus elsewhere.

She stood up with two full baskets, one brimming with juicy tomatoes, the other filled with potatoes. Setting them on the counter, she said, "These are the potatoes, and here are the tomatoes. Is this enough, Master?"

Theo peered into the baskets, quickly estimating there were around 22-24 potatoes and 16-18 large tomatoes - more than enough for his experiment. Yet, he didn't want to deplete their supplies carelessly. "Do we have extra in storage?" he questioned, his voice tinged with genuine concern.

Elena nodded reassuringly. “We have enough for a month. But Mister Leonard should have returned by now with more supplies. His delay is... unusual." She looked at the boy, her eyes filled with worry. "Master, may I ask, though, what you plan on doing with them?"

Theo, with a mysterious glint in his eyes, leaned in as if to share a secret, but then pulled back. "That is a secret. But maybe, you'll know soon enough." Holding his secret close to his chest, he left her in wonderment.

Theo picked up a box filled with tomatoes from the counter. Beside it was a sharp knife, which he took along with the box, heading toward the dining table. As he settled into his usual seat, he made room on the table to spread out the tomatoes. While he contemplated fetching the box of potatoes, Elena was already a step ahead. She carried it over, her brows furrowed in puzzlement, clearly curious about her master's intentions.

Unpacking the box, Theo laid out the tomatoes neatly on the table and then began slicing them carefully. Elena's eyes widened in realization as Theo started extracting the juicy centers – the pockets brimming with seeds. The seeds glistened, surrounded by the tomato's gelatinous pulp, as Theo set them aside separately.

Seeing his intent, Elena gently offered, "Can I assist you, Master?"

He met her eyes and nodded gratefully, pointing towards the kitchen, "I need a bucket. I'll be right back."

When he returned, water sloshed gently in the bucket he carried. Working together, they continued separating the seeds from their pulpy encasements. From the 16 tomatoes, they managed to extract approximately 2,400 seeds, given that an average tomato can contain around 150 seeds.

As they neared completion, Theo advised, "When you prepare meals, try to save the seeds like this. And let's use these tomatoes for dinner tonight – wouldn’t want them to go to waste."

"As you say, Master." Elena nodded obediently. She might not understand her master's actions fully, but she respected his wishes.

Once the seeds were all extracted, Theo submerged them in the bucket, using his fingers to gently swirl the water, removing any lingering pulp. Elena, always eager to assist, began helping him.

Eventually, after cleaning all the seeds, Theo went back to the kitchen and brought a large bowl. He transferred the seeds into the bowl he had just fetched, handling them with care. Given the number of seeds, the large bowl was appropriate to contain all 2,400 seeds without overcrowding. Taking a deep, relieved breath, he exclaimed, "Ah... This is done."

Elena looked at the large bowl, brimming with seeds. "What will you do with these, Master?" the girl asked in her sweet tone with a gleam of curiosity in her eyes.

Theo responded calmly, explaining, "We have extracted tomato seeds. Once you take them from ripe tomatoes, you need to remove the gel-like substance surrounding them. Then you place them in water for fermentation. In a few days, they'll be ready for planting, but I'll need to dry them first." He shared his method, recalling the lessons he learned from his grandfather. He hoped he hadn't missed any steps, considering he'd never put the knowledge into practice before.

Elena looked surprised at his explanation and began gathering the leftover tomato pieces.

With the tomato seeds now prepared, there was nothing left but to wait for them to be ready. Meanwhile, Elena went to the kitchen, taking the leftover tomato pieces her master had instructed her to cook for dinner.

When she emerged from the kitchen, she noticed Theo leaning against the dining table, eyes shut, lost in thought. Her voice was soft, tinged with concern, "Master, do you need anything?"

Theo opened his eyes, his demeanor calm. "No, I think I'll take a walk outside. Don't worry about me."

Elena nodded, "Then I'll see to some other chores, Master." Her voice was warm with no nervousness, reflecting the comfort she now felt around him. She no longer felt the need for formalities, bows, or the stiff noble courtesies of the traditional maid around Theo.

Her interactions with Theo had become more relaxed over time. Now, she moved with a comforting familiarity around him, no longer bound by the strict conventions of the nobility.

Their location, distant from the kingdom's watchful eyes, certainly helped, but what truly bridged the gap was Theo's approachable nature, especially when he invited her to dine with him and share meals. It made her feel valued, and that warmth now displayed in every interaction she shared.

Theo watched as Elena moved towards the kitchen. Holding the small bowl with tomato seeds and the box of potatoes, he left the mansion. Reaching the garden, he cast the portal and entered his demonic farm.

Inside, the scenery was painted in a silvery hue of moonlight. Near the abyssal well, Lilith sat, her eyes showing some deep emotion. She appeared different from the lively girl he knew – the same girl who once drank his blood and flung him around like a rag doll during their amusing first encounter.

Her face, usually full of mischief and playfulness, now gazed at the sky, resembling a child lost in a bustling market. This was one of those rare moments when she wasn't trying to bewitch or poke fun at him. The ghostly atmosphere of the farm only added to her current eerie allure.

Pushing her momentarily from his mind, Theo made his way to the abyssal well, carefully laying out the potatoes on the opposite side from where Lilith had been. Reaching for a nearby watering can, he gently watered half the potatoes, mumbling to himself, "Let's see if this helps them sprout faster."

With that half task done, he moved to the obsidian shed, placing the other half of the potatoes from the box inside, believing this spot might be just right for sprouting.

Moving on, he carefully placed the bowl of tomato seeds atop the golden vault. Dusting his hands, he looked around, feeling pride in finishing his task. "I wonder how long this will take," he whispered, pleased with his efforts.

As he was done, he glanced back at Lilith again, noting she still seemed lost in thought. Approaching her, he asked in his usual calm tone, "Planning to stay here a while longer?"

Lilith's eyes shifted to him, softening for a moment, and she simply nodded.

Preparing to cast a portal to return outside, Theo hesitated. He considered asking her more about her mood but then decided against it.

He remembered how unpredictable girls can be. After all, back on Earth, his cousin Alina Lewis had given him enough experience with the roller coaster of feminine emotions. He had often heard that such fluctuations might be tied to monthly cycles, but Theo doubted that was the sole reason.

He mused humorously, ‘Women seemed to possess the superpower of mood shifts just based on... well, mood.’

Theo shook his head, dispersing the amusing thoughts. Activating his portal, he stepped out of his demonic farm. The outside world welcomed him as he diligently began his routine, focusing on his daily quests and physical exercises.

While he was exercising, Elena, as usual, came over to keep him company. He couldn't help but muse, 'I wonder if Lilith is enjoying being cooped up in that demonic farm?'

<<<<

[Quest Complete: "The Weight of Destiny"]

[~ Congratulations! You've successfully tackled the challenge to counteract the mysterious bug's poison. The sweat-soaked clothes and aching muscles are proof of your willpower. Your determination and commitment have paid off.]

[Reward: +1 Basic Elixir of Stamina Gained]

[Quest Complete: "Trailblazing Beyond Limits"]

[~By pushing your body beyond its limits, you've unlocked untapped potential within. Your perseverance has yielded results that go beyond mere physical strength.]

[Reward: +1 Agility Point Gained]

>>>>

After an intensive eight-hour regimen, with the evening sky spreading shadows across the landscape, Theo turned to Elena, a sheen of sweat glistening on his brow. "Elena, I'll head to my room for a shower. After that, how about we have dinner?"

Elena nodded with her innocent smile, "Okay, Master. Dinner will be ready by then."

Post-shower, Theo sat down at the dining table. Before him, an array of dishes stared back at him – all tomato-based. He counted one, two... three... four tomato dishes.

"Looks like it's tomato festival today," he commented. Theo blinked, then, without a word, began to eat, granting Elena a playfully exasperated smile.

It was a tomato overload, and while one might expect a bland taste, each dish was of unique flavors. There was an amusing irony in the tomato-dominated dinner, but the boy wouldn’t complain; the dishes were undeniably delicious.

Elena caught Theo's slightly exaggerated exasperation and suppressed a giggle. After all, it was at his insistence they use the tomatoes. She had half a mind to apologize for the tomato overkill - four dishes, no less!

However, watching him savor each bite with evident pleasure, she decided against it, and instead focused on enjoying her own meal. Two shared a peaceful and happy meal, surrounded by a lot of different dishes all singing praises of the humble tomato.

After dinner, Elena softly hummed to herself as she retreated to the kitchen, immersing herself in washing the dishes. On the other hand, Theo marched to his room, giving off every impression of a man preparing for sleep. However, once the door clicked shut behind him, he opened a portal to his farm.


Chapter twenty-three
Farm Tools with a Mind of Their Own


As he emerged on the other side, his gaze immediately fell upon the slumbering figure of the girl. Lilith lay there, eyes closed.

Approaching her, he couldn't help but whisper softly, "She looks less like a fierce lioness and more like a harmless kitty." The funny comparison lightened his mood. But he didn't dwell on it for long.

He soon turned his attention to the potatoes he had laid out earlier. To his astonishment, they'd sprouted much more quickly than he'd predicted.

Crouching down, he cautiously plucked one up, examining the tiny, green 'eyes' that had emerged. "One sprouted 'eye' per hole, that should do the trick," he whispered, recalling an old farming tip.

Leaving that batch, he headed over to the Obsidian shed to check on the second set. He discovered, these were slower, having barely begun to sprout. He reckoned they would need another day or two. Placing them gently into a box set to the side, he then turned to the tomato seeds. Seeing they had finished fermenting, he drained away the water, preparing them for drying.

After finishing his work in the Obsidian shed, Theo returned to the Abyssal Well, holding the box of potatoes. He decided to place the potatoes where their siblings had grown more quickly, hoping for similar success. Pouring water from the watering can over them, he ensured they would have a fresh start.

He carefully gathered the already sprouted potatoes into the box, being mindful of the slumbering demoness nearby. Not wanting to disturb her peaceful rest, he quietly transported half of the potatoes to the Obsidian shed, preparing for the task ahead.

Settling down inside the shed, he reached into the box, retrieving the knife still showing faint traces of tomato pulp. This was the same knife he'd used for the tomato seeds. With a practiced motion, he began slicing through each potato. Under the eerie radiance of the farm, the metallic blade gleamed, showing his unwavering dedication to the task.

He took great care to ensure each piece he set aside had at least one 'eye' sprouting. From the 11 potatoes, given the number of eyes they had, he was able to carve out approximately 92 seed pieces. The vibrant, tender shoots were signs of life, green and eager to grow.

Soon, he had a considerable collection laid out before him, each holding the potential for new life. The sprouting 'eyes' gazed back at him, indicating their eagerness to grow.

As Theo looked at the seeds, a thought crossed his mind. 'I wonder if these normal seeds would even grow in this not-so-normal farm of mine.' He wasn't entirely certain, as this was his first attempt at introducing earthly vegetation to the demonic soil. The possibility of failure remained.

Nevertheless, he couldn't shake off the urge to give it a try. 'If these seeds don't take root, I'll have to experiment with other ordinary seeds to see if they work or not. Only time will tell.'

Dusting off his hands, he rose and strode purposefully to the other side of the shed. There, his fingers brushed over the tools one by one, finally settling on a particular item: [Helltiller's Spade].

This was the first tool he needed to prepare the land for planting. Without hesitation, he grabbed the dark, formidable-looking spade, intricately engraved and emitting an otherworldly aura.

Holding the Helltiller's Spade, Theo felt its energy move around him. He directed his thoughts towards it, willing it to prepare the demonic land for his freshly separated potato seeds. The spade responded almost instantly.

As if resonating with his intentions, the Helltiller's Spade began to unleash its unique power. Almost magnetically, it flew from his grasp, covering the distance to the intended plot of land several meters away, and began to dig, dark-arcane energies enveloped the soil.

The ground reacted, writhing and shifting as though it were alive, directly under the influence of the spade's magic. The tool ensured each plot was of the right depth and spacing, preparing the land for planting without any manual effort from the boy.

The sequence was mesmerizing. Watching this interplay of soil and spade, Theo murmured, "This is perfect..."

After finishing with the Helltiller's Spade, Theo gazed at the prepared ground. It looked pristine, like a newly-wed bride nervously adjusting her veil before the first big night, awaiting the potato seeds to lead the way.

For the next step, he required another special tool: [Sower's Abyssal Pouch].

He didn't need to search for it. With a simple thought, the pouch was there, resting in his hand.

Carefully, Theo directed his thoughts towards the pouch, instructing it to store the separated potato seeds. In response, the pouch's maw gently opened, like a creature awaiting its meal. One by one, the seeds vanished into its depths, stored securely for their imminent planting.

Now, it was time to sow.

He positioned himself near the prepped patch of soil and focused his thoughts on the abyssal energies within the pouch. Like a patient maestro commanding an orchestra, Theo directed the seeds to be released. The pouch's maw opened wider, and from within, a torrent of seeds cascaded out.

They didn’t scatter randomly; rather, they seemed to move with a life of their own. It was a spectacle to behold. The seeds, now free from the pouch, floated gracefully towards the 1x1 plot.

Guided by an unseen force, they navigated towards their destined spots in the soil. As each seed found its place, it burrowed into the soil with an uncanny accuracy that was both beautiful and devilish.

Standing back, Theo observed the magical dance of seed and soil, controlled by the abyssal energies. Every potato seed was perfectly sown, at just the right depth and spacing. Arranging them in six neat rows, it was an embodiment of precision, all thanks to the capabilities of the Sower's Abyssal Pouch.

Calculating the spacing in his mind, he figured the 92 seeds would require a plot of just over 230 square feet – not even a fraction of an acre.

He sighed, "Didn't even manage to plant a complete acre's worth." Realizing the relatively modest amount of space his seeds occupied, he was all the more aware of the vastness of the unoccupied space around him.

As they settled into their new homes, the potential of what they might become remained a mystery, given Theo's doubts about normal seeds thriving on his abnormal farm.

Having done a good job with the seeds, Theo looked over to the familiar spot in the shed, noting the pouch had returned to its usual place. However, with the land now prepared and the seeds sown, his attention turned to watering. His mind darted to the Abyssal Bloodstone Watering Can that was near where Lilith had been taking her rest.

Walking towards the abyssal well, he noticed that Lilith's mood seemed better; the gloomy aura around her had lessened, replaced by a slightly intense focus on him. Her eyes had that obsessive glint he had grown to recognize.

Their eyes locked for a brief moment before Theo, in a bid to lighten the mood, asked, "Hey, feel like helping me water the field?"

With a teasing glint in her eyes, Lilith stood up and stepped uncomfortably close, almost trapping him with her presence. She whispered, "Maybe... If you let me have a tiny sip of your blood."

Suppressing a chuckle and trying to maintain a hint of personal space, Theo responded, "You always try that, don't you? But no, not for just watering." He could feel her warm breath on his neck, making him a bit uneasy, but he managed a soft smile.

He was used to her playful demands, but today, he was more into playing along. He also wanted to check on her, gauge her mood, and ensure she was alright. She was, after all, his guardian and ally.

Gently pushing her back and moving past her outrageous demand, he grabbed the watering can and noticed something surprising. The second batch of potato seeds, which he had drenched in the abyssal water, had sprouted way quicker than expected. "Seriously? It's only been less than an hour... how are they already grown?" He was genuinely taken aback.

Grasping the unique properties of the abyssal water, Theo focused on transferring the newly sprouted potato seeds into his golden vault. In response, a shadowy hole materialized beneath the sprouts. They vanished into it as if being swallowed by darkness.

Almost instantly, an image of a spacious chamber popped into his mind. In the wide space, he spotted the sprouted potato seeds neatly tucked away in a corner. Though this capability surprised him, he knew he had other tasks to attend to.

He then signaled to the [Helltiller's Spade] to prepare more land. Even from where Theo stood, he was amazed at how he could direct it. The spade obediently began its task, tilling and turning the land.

Simultaneously, upon Theo's mental command, the Abyssal Bloodstone Watering Can took flight. It soared gracefully over the land, letting out generous droplets that showered down, caressing and nourishing each crop in every 1x1 patch of land.

Meanwhile, Lilith watched with a hint of surprise. Her eyes glinted with wonderment. In her mind, she mused, "I've teased this mountain man, calling him just a farmer, but this... I never thought such things could be possible with his newly awakened class."

After watching the magic of his farm tools for a while, Theo decided it was time to prepare more potato seeds. He made his way to the shed and began the familiar process. With a well-used knife, he carefully sliced the potatoes, ensuring each piece was of the right size. Each slice was then stored away in his golden vault with a simple thought.

As the Helltiller's Spade finished its work on the land, a series of notifications flashed before Theo’s eyes.


Chapter twenty-four
I won't chain you to my fate


<<<<

[Ding!]

[You have increased your mastery with the Helltiller's Spade.]

[Your proficiency with the Helltiller's Spade has reached Level 2!]

[Your advanced skill now allows you to till a 5x5 area with the abyssal forces of the spade.]

>>>>

A soft smile spread across Theo's face as he read the messages. The advanced proficiency meant more land could be prepared at once.

Theo refused to let any distractions deter him from his tasks. As he mentally commanded the Sower's Abyssal Pouch, the demonic land soon saw a dance of potato seeds, each finding its destined spot.

With the seeds in place, he then directed the Abyssal Bloodstone Watering Can, which hovered in the air and rained down droplets of nourishing abyssal water, quenching the thirst of the freshly sown seeds. Both tools worked seamlessly, their usefulness on full display in the even spread of seeds and the wet soil.

Throughout this process, chimes of notifications tried to catch his attention, but the boy was busy looking at the beautiful performance of his farming tools.

Once satisfied with the job done, Theo finally allowed himself to glance at the notifications that had stacked up.

<<<<

[You have improved your mastery over the Sower's Abyssal Pouch.]

[Your proficiency with the Sower's Abyssal Pouch has reached Level 2!]

[With your heightened expertise, you can sow seeds with devilish precision across a 5x5 area.]

[You have honed your mastery with the Abyssal Bloodstone Watering Can.]

[Your proficiency with the Abyssal Bloodstone Watering Can has reached Level 2!]

[Your improved skill ensures that each drop of water from the Abyssal Well provides nourishment to crops over a 5x5 area.]

>>>>

His dedication was bearing fruit, and the advancements meant that he could cultivate more land with ease and efficiency. With the addition of the new seeds, he now had a total of twelve rows of potatoes.

With all the tasks completed, Theo stretched his arms, feeling the heavy toll of the day's choices more than the physical labor. "That should do it for now," he mumbled, eyes sweeping over the damp soil and newly watered crops. "Now, it's just a waiting game to see how these crops turn out. "

He glanced over at Lilith and asked calmly, "So, Miss Vampire, what's the plan now? Fancy a bit of fresh air outside, or do you prefer staying in this demonic farm?"

Lilith pouted slightly, shooting him an offended look. "I'm telling you, I'm not a vampire!!! But if you call me one, maybe I'll bite!” she warned. Then, moving closer to him, she added, "For now, I want to go outside."

Theo responded, "Outside it is then." With a swish of his hand, the Portal came to life , and they both stepped through, leaving the confines of the demonic farm behind.

Emerging from the portal, the day's burdens began to weigh on Theo. It wasn't the labor; his abyssal tools had managed the farm seamlessly. Instead, it was the exhaustion from his daily exercise quest.

"Feels like the day took more out of me than I expected," Theo commented, rubbing the back of his neck.

Stretching his hands, he added, "I need some rest," As he approached his bed, the tempting comfort of the sheets beckoned, and he sank into them with a contented sigh.

On the other hand, Lilith positioned herself by the window. Her gaze fixated on the night creatures soaring in the sky and the fish darting in the waters below. A wistful expression crept onto her face; the freedom of those creatures showed her own yearning.

Even though she had escaped the confines of that basement and its chains, she was now bound to the boy through a new blood pact. The vast world outside felt tantalizingly close yet remained just out of her reach.

As she gazed longingly outside, a calm voice shattered the stillness, disrupting the peaceful atmosphere of the room. "Are you planning an escape? Don't worry, I'll take you out tomorrow. How far do you think you can get without me around?" The boy had propped himself up on his bed.

She turned her head, her eyes flashing with an intense gleam. "Actually I can wander wherever I please. But as your ever-devoted guardian, leaving you behind would be... tragic. It would tear me apart, thinking of all the dangers you'd face without me." Her voice held a protective fierceness and a touch of madness.

Theo raised an eyebrow, his voice dripping with playful sarcasm, "Hmm, considering the strings attached to our blood pact, I'm starting to think I bagged a pretty sweet deal."

She huffed, her fangs peeking out as she spoke, "You know just how to push my buttons..."

In a more serious tone, Theo inquired, "So, how strong are you right now? I need to understand your strength."

Lilith twirled a strand of her hair, pondering for a moment. "Given our pact and my role as your guardian, my strength currently mirrors your rings and their level. That means most of my powers are currently suppressed. At the moment, I can only harness about a thousandth of my full might. But, if you were to release me from this blood pact, maybe, just maybe, I could use it all?" The last part was almost a question, revealing her uncertainty.

"So, not quite the fearsome force of nature you once were, and uncertain if you can reclaim that title?" He raised an eyebrow, teasingly.

With a cocky smile, Lilith replied, "Give me time and a few treasures that I lost, and I'll be back at the top. At full strength, no one would stand a chance against me. I could annihilate anyone with just a casual flick in your human realm. I was the best, you know."

With a calm tone, Theo gently reminded her, "That was in the past, remember?"

Her eyes twinkled mischievously, "Just you wait. One day, I'll regain my peak power. But for that, I need you to level up, my precious mountain man. You can do that, can't you?" Her gaze turned hopeful, but when Theo remained silent, her expression began to cloud over, hinting at the tempest beneath.

Lilith's dejected voice inquired again, "You won't remain a level one forever, will you?" Her tone was filled with hope and uncertainty.

Receiving no response, desperation began to seep into her actions. With fast, almost frantic movements, she closed the distance between them and fiercely gripped his collar. Her eyes, usually playful and cunning, now burned with intense urgency and anger. "Tell me! I won't be trapped in this pathetic state forever!" Her frantic gaze searched his for an answer.

The girl's sudden action could've made anyone tremble in terror but rather than showing fear, Theo's gaze met hers with an icy stillness, sending an unexpected chill down Lilith's spine.

Drawing a breath, his words dripped with chilling certainty. "I don't have all the answers," he admitted, his voice deep and filled with a sadness she hadn't noticed before. "This world, these powers, it's all new to me. But know this, even if I'm doomed to remain as I am, I won't chain you to my fate. You won't remain bound here, I will set you free." His words hinted at an unspoken truth, a cruel twist of fate that had bizarrely designated him a farmer.

For a while, there was just silence between them, like words had run out. The room felt heavy, both of them caught up in the depth of their earlier exchange.

Lilith's heart ached, not just for herself but for the deep sorrow she saw reflecting in Theo's eyes. Releasing her hold, the girl took a few steps back, her gaze wandering to the outside, where stars twinkled brightly, so different from the storm of emotions brewing within her.

Theo, feeling all the burden of their talk, just sat for a moment, the silence around them speaking louder than words. After a bit, with a deep sigh, he leaned back and closed his eyes, as he decided to give in to the lure of sleep and let it carry him away.

Lilith sank to the floor, leaning against the wall. She sat there, watching over him, her feelings a mix of confusion, guilt, and a growing fondness she didn't quite understand.


Chapter twenty-five
First Harvest and Level up


As Dawn's first light came into the room through the wide open window, Theo's eyes slowly opened. The first sight that greeted him was Lilith, curled up on the floor. Her defenses were down, revealing a vulnerability she rarely showed, lost in peaceful slumber.

The boy threw back the covers and stretched, letting out a yawn.

Rising from his bed, he made his way to the bathroom for his morning rituals. The cool splash of water rejuvenated his tired face. Glancing back at the room, he noticed Lilith was still lost in slumber, her peaceful expression wasn’t the same as the wild nature he knew she usually had.

Slipping out of his room, Theo made sure to lock the door behind him. Ever since Lilith's unexpected entrance into his life, he had become more cautious, ensuring their shared room remained private. The last thing he wanted was for Elena to stumble upon this mysterious creature and bombard him with a barrage of questions he wasn't ready to answer.

In the kitchen, the delightful aroma of breakfast welcomed Theo. Elena, engrossed in adding the final touches to a dish, glanced up and offered a warm smile.

"Good morning, Master. Just a moment longer and your breakfast will be set," she requested, her voice filled with a gentle warmth as she motioned for him to wait in the Grand hall.

Theo gave a reassuring nod in response. Taking a seat at the dining table, he patiently waited.

In no time, Elena came over with a plate overflowing with a tantalizing meal. As she set it down, a hint of nervousness flickered into her voice, "I hope it's to your liking, Master."

Theo took a bite, savoring the flavors. "It's delicious as always," he complimented. They shared a few more exchanges about the day ahead as they enjoyed their breakfast together in the pleasant morning.

Once done, Theo pushed back his chair and stood up. "I think I'll rest a bit in my room before the daily exercise," he casually mentioned as he needed some undisturbed time, especially given his intent to visit the demonic farm in secret.

Elena nodded, "Of course, Master. Just inform me when you're prepared." She then began her daily routines, her mood light as she hummed a soft tune.

Upon returning to his room, Theo securely locked the door behind him. He immediately noticed Lilith, now awake from her deep slumber. Her natural beauty was evident, but her clothes, unwashed and slightly grimy, took away from her allure. He made a mental note that she needed fresh clothes soon. However, for the moment, his priority was the farm.

He cast a portal, and a shadowy gateway appeared before the girl. Giving her a nod, he motioned for her to step through. Lilith, still drowsy, rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand and then proceeded. Without hesitation, Theo followed closely behind her into the portal.

When the boy stepped into his demonic farm, he saw rows of tall plants. Their leaves were darker than normal plants, but they were definitely plants. His worry about using regular seeds in this strange farm was less now, but he still wanted to check them closely to be really sure. As he was looking around, he saw some messages floating to one side. He could guess that these must've popped up while he was sleeping.

<<<<

[Shadowshade Potatoes are ready for harvest!]

[Shadowshade Potatoes are ready for harvest!]

[Shadowshade Potatoes are ready for harvest!]

[Alert: Delay in harvesting may induce demonic properties!]

[Warning: Prolonged delay might cause the Shadowshade Potatoes to develop unpredictable characteristics. Harvest now!]

>>>>

A perplexed smile crept onto his face upon seeing the mention of potatoes. However, the warnings attached to the notifications made him slightly wary. "I wonder what kind of 'demonic properties' they're talking about. Do I get a potato that argues back when I try to cook it? Or maybe one that sings a dirge in the middle of the night?" he mused, sighing at the absurdity. "Still, I'd rather not find out the hard way."

His eyes then traveled to the obsidian shed. Without speaking, he sent a mental command to the Darkreaper's Scythe tool.

Suddenly, the tool flew out from the shed. It moved smoothly, like a shadow in the night. The way it worked was like watching someone draw a picture, smooth and perfect. As it moved over the plants, the leaves and everything just disappeared, leaving nothing behind.

Soon, more notifications appeared:

<<<<

[You've successfully harvested 6 Shadowshade Potatoes!]

[You've successfully harvested Shadowshade Potato Leaves!]

[You've successfully harvested the Entire Shadowshade Potato Plant!]

[Shadowshade Potatoes successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[Shadowshade Potato Leaves successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[Entire Shadowshade Potato Plant successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

>>>>

Seeing the messages pop up confirmed his thoughts. Using regular seeds here was a good idea. As he reflected on this, his attention was soon drawn back to the ongoing harvest.

As Theo was harvesting the Shadowshade potato plants, several small essences burst forth, merging to form dark crimson particles that twinkled like distant stars.

These particles then started drifting toward him, as if he were a magnet pulling them in. Upon seeing the glowing particles, resembling fireflies, Theo's face turned into a frown. But before he could react, the particles gracefully sank into his skin.

A series of notifications promptly appeared before him.

<<<<

[You've collected 2 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 2 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Ring Power is at 2/10 points.]

[You've collected 2 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 2 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Ring Power is at 4/10 points.]

>>>>

As these new messages flashed in Theo's line of sight, he didn't just see them, he felt them. A coolness, almost like the gentle tickle of a night's breeze started to wrap around him. It was subtle, not the overpowering rush he often felt when gaining points to his stats. Instead, it was like a gentle mist, seeping into the very core of his being.

This energy began to weave its way into him, merging with his essence. It felt as if every pore, every cell was soaking in this newly gained vitality, making him slightly stronger.

It was a soft touch, a hint, almost like a whisper, yet it filled him up, bit by bit, reinforcing him. Every tiny addition, every little bit of power he absorbed, he could feel it, subtle but definite, making him stronger.

Harvesting these Shadowshade plants felt like getting a little gift each time. This wasn't just about power; it was about learning and growing in this new world.

He caught Lilith's surprised glance as she watched the Darkreaper's Scythe in action, but he noticed she didn't see the tiny particles floating his way. It was clear those were meant only for him.

Contemplating the scene and messages before him, Theo thought, 'She doesn't seem to see them... Moreover, These Ring Essences, are strengthening my ring. What will happen when it reaches 10? I guess I will find out soon.'

Theo walked around the field, closely watching the efficiency of the Darkreaper's Scythe tool. It moved smoothly, harvesting the shadowy potatoes one after the other.

With every swipe, a series of notifications popped up:

<<<<

[You've successfully harvested 4 Shadowshade Potatoes!]

[You've successfully harvested Shadowshade Potato Leaves!]

[You've successfully harvested the Entire Shadowshade Potato Plant!]

[Shadowshade Potatoes successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[Shadowshade Potato Leaves successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[Entire Shadowshade Potato Plant successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[Entire Shadowshade Potato Plant harvested!]

>>>>

With each series of harvests, he felt a bit stronger, sensing the tiny ring essence particles, formed from the combined essence of several plants, merging with him.

<<<<

[You've collected 2 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 2 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Ring Power is at 8/10 points.]

.

.

.

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Your first ring has evolved to Rank 2!]

[You've reached Circle Rank 2.]

[You have received 3 free stat points.]

[Your Demonic Farm has advanced to Level 2.]

[You have unlocked an additional acre of land.]

>>>>

Looking at these notifications, brought a smile to Theo's face. "Finally, some real progress with my circle rank. So, even as a farmer, I can still grow stronger," he said, a hint of wonder in his voice.

He continued, trying to understand the new system, "These ring essences... they're kind of like experience points, aren't they? With every essence I absorb, both my ring and my circle rank seem to evolve. And the farm, it's somehow linked to both my ring and circle rank. So, when one advances, the other does too," he mused aloud, piecing together the pieces of a puzzle.

He paused, drawing a deep breath as he soaked in the realization. "I was afraid I'd be stuck at circle rank one forever. With this farmer class and no mana, I thought I'd hit a dead end," he sighed. "But now, I don't even need to battle or get my hands dirty. Just cultivating these crops is enough for me to grow stronger."

However, a shade of concern clouded his face. "Still, there's the challenge of having no mana. Those with combat classes would easily overpower me. But for now, having some kind of strength is far better than having nothing at all."

<<<<

[You have strengthened your mastery of the Darkreaper's Scythe.]

[Your proficiency with the Darkreaper's Scythe has reached Level 2!]

[Your advanced command allows you to harvest crops at their peak darkness over a 5x5 area.]

>>>>

As the notifications streamed one after the other, Theo took a moment to digest the information. His Darkreaper's Scythe had leveled up, now standing proudly at level 2. This meant he could now harvest crops even faster than before.

What he saw next made his eyes widen, a surprising twist he hadn't expected.


Chapter twenty-six
Circle Rank 3


<<<<

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Ring Power is at 18/20 points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Your first ring has evolved to Rank 3.]

[You've reached Circle Rank 3.]

[You have received 3 free stat points.]

[Your Demonic Farm has advanced to Level 3.]

[You have unlocked an additional acre of land.]

>>>>

His eyes lit up, a smile breaking across his face as he scrolled through the messages. This was a pleasant surprise; his ring, circle, and farm ranks had all advanced to level 3.

This wasn't just an upgrade in numbers. He could feel the surge in strength, the additional stat points that accompanied it, and could visibly see the expansion of his land.

The boundaries, which were once fixed, now moved, extending past the pond that both he and Lilith had set their eyes on, making it now a part of his territory. It was quite the sight, watching the fences, which previously ended just shy of the mesmerizing pond, now stretch further, bringing the pond within its confines.

As for the harvested potatoes, even though they vanished from sight after being plucked, Theo knew they were in safekeeping. From the 182 seeds planted, he reaped an impressive yield of 1,274 enchanted potatoes. The notifications left no room for doubt; each Shadowshade potato was stored safely within the spatial dimension of the golden vault, waiting to be taken out when needed.

Theo's attention shifted as he noticed Lilith who was excitedly moving towards the pond. It was evident that even though she cherished the farm's darker environment, the allure of the pond's butterflies and its innate beauty seemed to have a unique pull on her heart.

Theo watched as Lilith's eyes glistened with mischief and delight. Her heels barely touched the ground, almost like a child exploring a new playground. She practically floated towards the shimmering waters, the dancing butterflies catching her eye.

As she drew nearer, Lilith's gaze was caught by a quaint bridge leading to a small island in the middle of the pond. The fine line between a pond and a lake was sometimes the presence of an island, and this particular body of water treaded that boundary beautifully.

Without hesitation, she made her way across, her footsteps resounding softly on the wooden planks. By the time Theo caught up, Lilith was already on the island, completely engrossed in the beauty around her.

Shaking his head, he trailed behind her, his own curiosity piqued. This new addition to the farm, this mysterious pond, caught his attention. He simply wanted to check it out. The entire scene felt like an oasis amid the eerie demonic farm. The serene waters, the butterflies, and the greenery landscape beckoned him closer.

As they both set foot on the island, surrounded by the pond, Theo could hear the gentle lapping of the water against its shores, see the fish darting about, and feel the subtle cool breeze that carried the sweet scent of the blossoms. The serenity of the place was making him momentarily forget the dark environment of the farm they were in.

Unable to resist the pond's charm, Lilith started to play with the water, scooping it with her hands and sending gentle splashes towards Theo.

As droplets landed on his face, different from the sun's warmth with their cool touch, he shot her a stern look.

"Ah, demoness! Trading blood for water now?" He retorted.

Lilith giggled, her eyes narrowing slightly in a playful way. "I could always take both if you're offering, Farmer Boy," she suggested, scooping up another handful of water as if it were a threat.

Sighing in resignation, Theo remarked, "Maybe I preferred the vampire version of you. She at least pretended to have some manners and seemed to be more... cultured."

Her eyes darkened, and her voice lowered to a chilling whisper, "Didn't I warn you about calling me that? One more time, and maybe I'll give you a real taste of what a bite feels like. For a human, you have quite a bit of audacity." Her words held a hint of a scolding.

"Or perhaps it's just a side effect of being around a certain demoness for so long?" He replied with a calm tone.

As their playful banter vanished into the gentle rustle of the surrounding nature, Theo's attention shifted.

Reaching the water's edge, Theo paused and took a deep breath, tasting the freshly flower-scented air, and then glanced at the pond’s water with his discerning gaze.

Almost immediately, a detailed description materialized in front of his eyes, revealing the mysteries of the new unlocked place around him.

<<<<

[Dreamweaver's Pond] (level 1): Provides a glimpse of the world outside the farm, showing the area around where the farm's portal was cast, up to a hundred-meter radius.

>>>>

Theo mumbled inwardly, reading the details of the description floating before his eyes.

'Being able to glimpse the world outside, right from where I opened the portal... this is going to change things. No need to step outside when I can simply look through here. Also, I don't have to worry about Elena's usual check-ins for breakfast. With this pond, I can easily monitor a hundred meters around. This is a good tactical advantage.'

He allowed himself a small smile, realizing the strategic advantage he had just gained. 'Seems like this farm has more surprises in store than I initially thought.'

His gaze settled on the serene waters around him, the island upon which he stood, giving the pond's almost lake-like grandeur.

It was evident to him that this wasn't just any ordinary pond. With its size and the small island at its center, it beautifully blurred the boundaries between pond and lake. The island's presence only added to the allure of the scene.

Suddenly, the water shimmered and scenes began to materialize before him. His own room came into view. With a simple thought, the view shifted to the space just outside his room and then to the grand hall. The clarity of the images astounded him.

However, as the waters adjusted again, they started showcasing Elena’s room. An uneasy memory rushed back to him, the last time he had unintentionally almost seen her in a vulnerable state, changing her clothes.

A pang of guilt immediately enveloped him. 'I shouldn't invade her privacy like this,' he thought. With an inward command, he halted the pond's revelatory abilities, pulling away from the intrusive waters.

As he was busy with the ability of Dreamweaver's pond, a soft giggle pulled him back to the moment.

Lilith made a playful attempt to capture a butterfly, but it escaped her grasp, instead choosing to flutter and settle right on Theo's nose.

The girl made a pout, feeling betrayed. "Ugh, to think even butterflies prefer a simple farmer boy over an alluring lady like me. What injustice! Have you been casting some charm magic on them?"

Theo countered, "The only charm here is my natural charisma. Besides, maybe these creatures appreciate simplicity rather than complexity?"

Arching an eyebrow teasingly, she stepped closer and nudged him. "So, where's the mysterious crop of yours? Where are you hiding it?"

Lowering his voice into a whisper, Theo asked, "If I disclosed all my secrets, they wouldn't remain secrets, would they? And why, pray tell, should I share my farming secrets with you?"

Flashing a sly smile that revealed her pointed fangs, she retorted, "Perhaps because I'm your ever-loyal, ever-hungry guardian?"

Theo laughed, playfully wagging a finger at her. "Or maybe you're an ever-scheming traitor in the making, waiting for the right moment once those chains shatter? Will you still be loyal, or will you turn on me?"

With her fangs gleaming in threat, she stepped closer in an attempt to intimidate him. "Best spill your secrets while you still have all your blood."

His calm demeanor didn't waver, but a smirk tugged at the corners of his mouth. "As enticing as your offer sounds, I'd rather not become your snack today. But I do have news for you: I've advanced to circle rank 3."

She rolled her eyes with a knowing smile, "Oh, I was well aware of that. Felt the slight lift on the restrictions binding my powers."

Spotting the twinkle in her eyes, Theo took out two peculiar potatoes from the golden vault. Handing one over to her, he watched with amusement as she turned it over with puzzlement. Meanwhile, he intently inspected his own grown enchanted potato.

<<<<

[Shadowshade Potato]

This potato, rooted deep in the mystical soils of the Enchanted Land and caressed by the essence of Ash Bone souls, is further enriched with Abyssal water. The Shadowshade's dark hue masks its hidden magical strength. On consumption, they improve one's defense against poisons and diseases.

Perfect for those adventurous souls braving venomous threats and alchemists in search of that special ingredient. But a word of caution: eating too many might leave you a bit disoriented or with an upset stomach. Enjoy their magic, but always in moderation.

>>>>

Reading through the description of the potatoes he had grown, Theo's eyebrows lifted in surprise. He had half-expected them to be merely ordinary potatoes at best or, given their dark hue, possibly even inedible. But the revelation that they were imbued with properties granting poison resistance and immunity to illness was a good surprise indeed. It wasn't quite the shock he had predicted, but rather a pleasant discovery.

After processing the details of the Shadowshade's properties, Theo's thoughts were momentarily disrupted by Lilith's voice, who held the potato close and inquired with a hint of disbelief, "Why are you so fascinated by this? Is this your big secret? A mere potato?"

Theo merely raised an eyebrow, not giving away any answer. He wanted to see if the self-proclaimed 'big shot' could figure it out on her own.

His expectant look, silently urging her to think harder, prompted Lilith to examine the potato more intently. She placed it near her nose, and her eyes gleamed with realization.

"Not bad my precious mountain man... It seems you've truly honed your farming skills. I'm genuinely proud. These enchanted potatoes even grant a bit of poison resistance. In my homeland, you'd be revered as a top-tier farmer..."

Theo just fixed her with an unamused look, not appreciating her jest.

The girl couldn't resist teasing him a bit further, "You know, with you embracing this farming role so wholly, it's almost like you're fulfilling a silly little dream I had once. A naive dream where I thought of... Umm, marrying a farmer boy and living a simple life in the countryside." She spoke, clearly enjoying the discomfort her joke was causing him.

Storing the potatoes in his golden vault, Theo crossed his arms and remarked, "It's a bit hard to picture you dreaming of tilling the land and chasing chickens."

Lilith responded in a pretended serious tone, waving the potato for emphasis, "Oh, but I did. And just look, my dream farmer even grows enchanted crops. How romantic!" Her words were dripping with a touch of playful sarcasm, her eyes fixated on him a tad too intently.

Meeting her gaze, Theo replied with a deadpan expression, "Dream all you want, Demoness. Just remember, I won't be the guy ready to marry a girl whose idea of morning tea is my blood."

Lilith gave an exaggerated Tsk, her fangs peeking out more prominently. "Why do you always resist? As I'm your guardian every drop of you belongs to me, so why can't I have just a taste?" Her voice was filled with frustration and longing, yet there was also a mischievous glint in her eyes, desiring only to tease him.

Theo studied her for a moment, then remarked, "For someone who spent a decade trapped in a basement, you sure have a good sense of humor."

Lilith's eyes clouded over, her previously playful demeanor crumbling in an instant. A dangerous fire seemed to ignite in her eyes as she shot back, "Don't go there," she retorted sharply, irritation flickering in her tone and face.


Chapter twenty-seven
Seed Saver's Insight


Seeing the effect of his bitter words, a pang of regret engulfed him. He hadn't thought that his comment would touch such a sensitive nerve.

He hesitated, but then turned to leave her alone as he thought it was better to not talk further, fearing he might unintentionally wound her more instead of comforting her.

Lilith's expectant gaze followed his retreating form with regret in her expression. She had a tiny hope that he would comfort her, yet he chose distance. Those previous words by him were a cold reminder of the dark past she had wanted so desperately to forget. The sudden mention of it made her snap, causing her feelings to swirl with more intensity than before.

Leaving behind the upset girl, Theo made his way to the Obsidian shed. Inside, he carefully examined the dried, fermented tomato seeds he had previously set aside for germination on the surface of the Voidkeeper's Golden Vault. After undergoing a process of fermentation and drying, these seeds were primed, and ready to thrive in the soil.

"Looks like they're ready for the soil," he murmured to himself, appreciating the potential held within the tiny seeds. Without a second thought, he stored them in the golden vault, ensuring they'd be in perfect condition when the time came for planting.

He then moved towards the Abyssal Well. Retrieving Shadowshade potatoes, he laid out a hundred of them by the pond's edge.

'My dear Shadowshade, you better not be all show and no grow. Don't make me regret ditching the common spuds for you. Let's see if you're worth the hype.' he mused with a hint of humor in his thoughts.

He had a specific goal in mind: to germinate these Shadowshade Potatoes into viable seeds, much like he had done with the ordinary variant. He was 99% sure it would work, but as always, there's that 1% doubt – especially when dealing with the unknown.

He then took the Abyssal Bloodstone Watering Can and carefully sprinkled the mystical water onto the Shadowshade potatoes, ensuring every piece received its share of nourishment. The water seemed to shine with a strange glow, hinting at its magical efficiency.

Finishing up, he commanded the Helltiller's Spade and Sower's Abyssal Pouch to spring into action. At a fast pace, the spade tilled an area encompassing 28,800 square feet, readying it for 2400 tomato seeds.

As if answering a silent call, the pouch opened up, sending the tomato seeds tumbling down. They landed perfectly in the patches Helltiller's Spade had prepared. It was like watching a slow dance where each move was in harmony: the Spade, the Sower's Abyssal Pouch, and the seeds all in sync.

With everything set in motion, he retreated to a spot near the Abyssal Well. His gaze locked onto the area where he had placed the Shadowshade Potatoes. He intended to observe and measure the time it would take for the potatoes to sprout this time, keen on understanding the magical properties of Abyssal Well's water.

As the one-hour mark approached, Theo noticed the first signs of life from the Shadowshade Potatoes. Tiny green sprouts began to push their way up, signaling their readiness for the next phase. One hour might seem a long wait for some, but for Theo, it was a test of patience and a key part of figuring out the special traits of these strange potatoes.

From the Voidkeeper's Golden Vault, he retrieved the ordinary knife he had borrowed from Elena. Holding a sprouted enchanted potato in one hand, he used the knife’s blade to carefully excise the eyes – the small indentations from which the sprouts emerged.

As by previous experience, he knew these "eyes" were the potato's growth points and, when carefully cut out and planted, could become the genesis for new potato plants.

But as he was engrossed in this meticulous task, a sudden chime diverted his attention. A new notification appeared before him, the flashing screen's text brought a smile to his face.

<<<<

[Ding!]

[New Skill Unlocked - Seed Saver's Insight!]

[~ Through good care and unyielding persistence in your experiments with tomatoes and potatoes, you've not only understood the nature of the seeds but have also, quite unexpectedly, awakened a dormant capability within your demonic farm. Because of your dedication, The Darkreaper's Scythe has now absorbed the Seed Saver's Insight skill.]

>>>>

'Seed Saver's Insight? This says it's tied to the Darkreaper's Scythe.' Theo thought. Feeling a twinge of curiosity, he cast his eyes towards the Obsidian shed.

With a mere thought, the Darkreaper's Scythe emerged, hovering in the air before him like an obedient servant.

Eager to understand newly gained skills, he didn't hesitate. Theo inspected the scythe with his [Netherfield Gaze], and a detailed description materialized before his eyes.

<<<<

[Darkreaper's Scythe - Novice Tool (Level 2)]:

[~ Molded from the eternal darkness at the depths of the abyss, this scythe allows the user, through a simple thought, to harvest anything matured within a 5x5 plot. Crops and fruits are gathered with their peak condition, ensuring no manual labor is involved. As mastery over the tool grows, it can be used to reap larger areas of the farm. After each harvest, the scythe automatically channels the bounty directly into the Golden Vault. If lost or destroyed, return to the farm within 24 hours.]

[Seed Saver's Insight - With every sweep of this scythe, crops are not the only treasures you reap. Each harvest guarantees the acquisition of seeds from the produce, ensuring the cycle of planting never delay. These gained seeds are then transported and safely stored in the Golden Vault, ready for their time under the soil.]

>>>>

After reading the updated description, a thoughtful pause settled over Theo's mind. 'So, I no longer need to undergo the delicate process of seed-making every time. This really makes things simpler. Though, if I ever want to grow new crops, I'll still have to stick to my original method and create seeds from ordinary crops at least once... But for now, this Seed Saver's Insight skill has certainly lightened my load.' Drawing a relaxing breath, he voiced his gratitude for the new skill.

Gaining the new skill was clearly a boon, but Theo wasn't planning to abandon his ongoing task. As the Shadowshade Potatoes lay before him, he started to cut out the eyes from them. Hours passed, and by the end, he managed to expertly harvest approximately 1,000 seed eyes.

With a simple thought, he transferred all the 1,000 potato seed eyes in the Sower's Abyssal Pouch. He wasted no time and set his tools into motion once again, guiding them toward the empty patch of land beside the tomato plantation.

As the Helltiller's Spade commenced its elegant performance, Theo's attention, unconsciously, drifted to the serene expanse of the Dreamweaver Pond. Lilith sat there on the island, staring him unwaveringly with her curious gaze.

The intensity of his hard work, the usefulness of his magical farm tools, and the vast expanse of his cultivated land seemed to have intrigued her immensely.

"Such dedication...," she pondered silently, "These tools, the magic they wield – it's unlike anything I've ever seen." In her voice flickered a hint of amazement, yet her tone remained very serious.

In the midst of her musings, her eyes locked with Theo's. For a short moment, the world seemed to pause, and all that existed were the two of them, separated by the pond. Soon, she noticed the boy had begun moving toward the Dreamweaver Pond.

As Theo reached the island, he settled down next to Lilith. The gentle ripples of the Dreamweaver Pond reflected the enchanting glow of their surroundings, and the two of them sat there in silence, watching the tools as they obediently worked the land.

Lilith's mischievous voice broke the silence. "I am hungry..."

Theo turned to her, furrowing his brows, "Wasn't it just the other day you had a... sip of me? I remember something about a 15-day diet?"

Lilith tilted her head, her eyes filled with mischief. "That was just for my 'special' drink to satisfy my thirst for blood. But a girl has other hunger, you know. I do like regular food too."

She kept the real truth to herself, though. Lilith didn't actually need his blood; she needed food like any normal person. But she chose not to tell him, enjoying the way her intense gaze made him uneasy. She was still playing the role of a blood-sucking vampire, just to tease him.

Pausing for a moment, Theo began, "It's rather strange for a vam..." However, he halted mid-sentence, recalling her previous warning. The temperature seemed to drop a fraction as the girl's eyes flashed dangerously.

Dramatically coughing, he corrected himself and continued, "I mean, a high-class demoness like you would be liking mundane foods. I'll ask Elena to serve my meal in my room today. You can join."

In a threatening and eager tone, she declared, "Make sure there are dishes prepared from those enchanted potatoes you've grown."

Letting out a sigh, he replied, "I can't guarantee they'll be to your liking... I have never tasted them before myself."

She leaned in slightly, whispering, "My senses never lie. They are delightfully spicy."

As the dance of the tools came to an end, rows of freshly planted potatoes and tomatoes graced the land. Theo's attention shifted to a series of notifications he had ignored earlier.


Chapter twenty-eight
Lilith's Meal invitation


&lt;<<<

[You have increased your mastery with the Helltiller's Spade.]

[Your proficiency with the Helltiller's Spade has reached Level 3!]

[Your advanced skill now allows you to till a 10x10 area with the abyssal forces of the spade.]

[You have improved your mastery over the Sower's Abyssal Pouch.]

[Your proficiency with the Sower's Abyssal Pouch has reached Level 3!]

[With your heightened expertise, you can sow seeds with devilish precision across a 10x10 area.]

[You have honed your mastery with the Abyssal Bloodstone Watering Can.]

[Your proficiency with the Abyssal Bloodstone Watering Can has reached Level 3!]

[Your improved skill ensures that each drop of water from the Abyssal Well provides nourishment to crops over a 10x10 area.]

>>>>

After reading all the notifications and taking a final glance at his day's work, Theo summoned a portal to the outside. The duo strode through, leaving the farm behind.

Upon entering the room with Lilith, Theo carefully opened an important topic. "Is there a way you can remain concealed from Elena?" he inquired.

Lilith leaned back, her eyes narrowing slightly with impatience. "I can only hide myself within the farm or if more restrictions on my powers are lifted," she murmured with a frustrated tone. "But confining myself to just the farm or this tiny room all day? It's suffocating. I yearn for more fresh air and want to explore outside."

Theo's gaze softened at her demands, "I understand your frustration. But introducing you to Elena isn't an option right now. While she has cared for me, placing my absolute trust in her isn't something I can do just yet."

Although he liked Elena, he wasn't one to drop all his guard around her just yet... After getting betrayed by his beloved grandfather, he wasn't going to trust anyone that easily, not even Elena who had taken care of him like a mother.

The corner of Lilith’s lips curved up in a devious smile, "There's a way to ensure she remains faithful to you, you know?" Her tone had a crazy touch.

His eyebrows raised in curiosity, "And what might that be?"

"With a servant's blood pact made, she'd be bound to you, never able to betray you," she whispered, her crimson eyes glinting with mischief.

Theo's face tightened with concern, "I can't bind Elena with such a pact out of my own fears, especially when she has done so much for me. It's not fair, nor right."

A flicker of jealousy clouded Lilith's eyes, and her voice turned colder, "Your past with her seems... intriguing. Care to shed some light?"

Sighing at her strange reaction, he replied, "You'll know when the time is right."

Lilith's expression momentarily flickered with a hint of vulnerability and longing.

Not noticing her emotions, Theo cast a portal for her. Lilith vanished through it, leading her to the farm; a far more spacious place than the confines of the room.

Stepping out of his room, Theo searched for Elena for their daily training session. The sun was already at its peak.

Seeing him approach, Elena remarked, "Master, I did come by earlier noticing you were late. But, with the door locked, I assumed you were taking a rest and didn't wish to intrude upon Master's nap."

Theo shamelessly lied, "I truly fell asleep." They resumed their daily exercise routine.

<<<<

[Quest Complete: "The Weight of Destiny"]

[~ Congratulations! You've successfully tackled the challenge to counteract the mysterious bug's poison. The sweat-soaked clothes and aching muscles are proof of your willpower. Your determination and commitment have paid off.]

[Reward: +1 Basic Elixir of Stamina Gained]

[Quest Complete: "Trailblazing Beyond Limits"]

[~By pushing your body beyond its limits, you've unlocked untapped potential within. Your perseverance has yielded results that go beyond mere physical strength.]

[Reward: +1 Precision Point Gained]

>>>>

By the time they finished, the day transitioned to twilight, indicating the arrival of the night.

After returning to the mansion, Elena started making her way to the kitchen, ready to prepare dinner. Theo, meanwhile, retrieved a box that had earlier held ordinary potatoes. Carefully, he placed 22 precise Shadowshade potatoes from his golden vault into it.

He then proceeded to the kitchen, setting the box on the counter. "Elena, these potatoes have been enhanced from the original ones. They have a spicy kick. Can you whip up something delicious with them?" he requested, offering her the box.

Elena glanced at the box and then peered inside. Her eyes widened in awe. These certainly weren't the same potatoes he'd taken earlier. Confusion etched across her face, she inquired gently, "Master, how did these turn into enchanted potatoes?"

Keeping his composure, Theo responded, "I'll explain later. For now, just...prepare them for dinner. I'm hungrier than usual today. And, could you serve the meal in my room?"

"Of course, Master," Elena replied with a slight bow. Her gaze still held a trace of puzzlement as she pondered on the mysterious transformation of the potatoes. Could her master have become an alchemist? Knowing he hadn't awakened to any magical abilities, she quickly brushed the thought aside that it could be the result of his special class.

Theo had deliberately refrained from distributing his stat points after leveling up, predicting that Elena might become suspicious. The progress he'd shown during their exercise sessions seemed natural to her since she had witnessed it firsthand.

With those thoughts in his mind, Theo headed for a refreshing shower, changing into clean attire while Elena went on her special culinary adventure with the unique Shadowshade potatoes.

After his shower, Theo patiently waited in his room. The door opened with a quiet creak, and the aroma of a fresh-cooked meal spread through his room.

Elena entered, pushing in a cart loaded with bowls and plates, among other dining necessities. She stopped next to his bed, carefully placing a plate before serving the food with a kind expression.

Alongside some other delicacies, she had cooked three dishes from the Shadowshade potatoes: Spicy Potato Soup, Creamy Mashed Potatoes, and Crispy Golden Fries. Although there were other dishes on the cart, those made from the shadowshade potatoes stood out the most

Once she was done arranging the food, she gave a courteous bow. Her eyes shone with a warm glow, showing her complete dedication to the task, "Master, please enjoy."

Theo cleared his throat, a bit surprised by the variety of dishes before him but also recalling something important, trying to find the right words. "You should go and have your dinner. I'll be fine on my own for a bit. If I need anything, I'll call you."

Elena's face showed confusion. "Master, should I not stay nearby in case you require something?"

Theo hesitated for a moment, thinking about his plans. He needed some privacy, especially since he planned to share this meal with Lilith. The last thing he wanted was Elena stumbling upon the crazy Demoness. "Really, Elena. If I need something, I'll call. You should go."

Seeing his insistent tone, Elena gave a nod, though her eyes still held a hint of curiosity. "As you say, Master." She turned, leaving the room and carefully shutting the door behind her.

After making certain she had departed, Theo hurriedly locked the door. He then cast a portal, reaching out telepathically to call Lilith. "Demoness... Food's ready."

Emerging from the portal, a girl stepped in, her eyes gleaming with excitement. As she inhaled the rich aroma wafting through the room, her face lit up in pure ecstasy.

Remembering their previous interactions and how Theo had made her wait all day for this treat only increased her hunger. She'd been waiting since morning, and now, with the food finally in front of her, she didn't hesitate. Throwing etiquette to the wind, she sat on the bed, eagerly starting her meal.

Theo observed Lilith as she wildly consumed the food from the single plate in front of her. Just a minute into her meal, she abruptly halted, her worried gaze, fluttered, and looked in his direction, meeting his.

"You're not eating?" Her voice was filled with genuine concern. "Look, there's more than enough for the both of us," Lilith implored, the playful light in her eyes contradicting her seemingly worried expression.

Theo shook his head dismissively, gesturing for her to continue. "Don't worry about me," he rejected in a calm tone, showing no interest.

Yet, Lilith wasn't to be dissuaded. Rising to her feet, a loving smile adorned her face, painting it with a warmth that stirred something within Theo. 'Could it be that she cares for me?' he wondered silently, his heart shining with hope.

"No way I am letting you starve," she declared, her voice shifted, teasing at first but then flipped into a sultry whisper in the blink of an eye. "You need to maintain that healthy, delicious blood of yours that I love so much."

Theo froze, his forward motion coming to an abrupt halt as he nearly stumbled from her words. He met her intense yet worried eyes, which suddenly regarded him with a predatory gleam, as if imagining him as he was the most tempting dish on the menu.


Chapter twenty-nine
Rise of the Zombie Tomatoes


Pushing aside the spoon that lay forgotten on the tray, Lilith scooped up a handful of the creamy mashed potatoes. With a mischievous grin spreading from ear to ear, she brought it close to his lips, "Say ah..." she urged.

Caught off guard by her playful demeanor and sudden intrusion, he found himself momentarily at a loss for words.

"Wait, I– Mmph!" Before he could voice his refusal, a generous portion found its way into his mouth, her fingers brushing sensually against his lips in the process, leaving a trail of tingling warmth in their wake.

His eyes met hers, widening a bit in surprise at her boldness. Lilith’s gaze held a playful glint, yet there was a possessive intensity lurking there. It was as if she was daring him to play along and join in her affectionate but slightly over-the-top show of emotion.

The food in his mouth demanded his attention. The spicy potato soup had a thickness that made him think of an old Earth stew, but Elena's recipe had an added layer of rich taste. The mashed potatoes were smooth and homey, a little kick of spice turning each mouthful into a delightful experience. As for the fries, they were crispy on the outside but soft within, getting the texture just right. The spiciness, just as Lilith had warned, tickled his taste buds, bringing back memories of his favorite spicy dishes from his Earth days.

Lilith leaned in closer, her eyes filled with curiosity. "How is it, my precious mountain man?" Her endearing words made Theo feel a bit embarrassed.

Swallowing a mouthful of fries, Theo cleared his throat. "It's good," he admitted, then added with an icy tone, "But I can feed myself,"

Allowing him space, Lilith nodded and backed off with a playful pout. They both sat on the bed, maintaining a comfortable distance but close enough to share a plate. As they ate, Theo found himself relishing the crispy fries and the spicy potato soup, which warmed his insides like a cozy fire. The cart held bowls brimming with enough food for the both of them.

The dinner progressed with teasing quips, flirtatious remarks, and genuine enjoyment of the food. Their shared satisfaction with food was apparent in the joyful gleam that reflected in both of their eyes.

After enjoying the meal, Lilith vanished through the portal, leaving Theo to find Elena. He noticed her absence from the grand hall and found himself in front of her room, where he knocked gently.

"You can come in, Master," Elena's soft voice beckoned from inside.

As Theo entered, a feeling of déjà vu swept over both of them, memories of their last awkward encounter still fresh in their minds. Elena was just rising from her bed, and Theo’s gaze unintentionally drifted to a framed picture on the wall, a photograph of a young boy. This time, he allowed himself a longer, more contemplative look before Elena’s gentle voice pulled him back to the present.

"Do you need anything, Master?" she asked, her face glowing a shy shade of red, indicating her slight embarrassment. Theo could see she was nearly done with her dinner.

“No... I just came to tell you the food was really good. I didn’t expect such perfection on your first try with those potatoes,” Theo commented sincerely with a calm voice.

Remembering the old days, she replied in her innocent tone, “They were similar to the enchanted potatoes I used to cook for Her Highness, so it wasn't too difficult. However, the ones Master provided seemed to be of a higher grade...” Her voice trailed off, filled with wonderment and questions about the mysterious transformation of the ordinary potatoes into something far more magical.

Theo offered her a warm smile, choosing to leave the mystery intact for now, not wanting to delve into explanations and deciding to keep the details to himself for now.

Just then, a series of notifications chimed in Theo’s mind, alerting him that the shadowshade potatoes were ripe for harvest.

<<<<

[Shadowshade Potatoes are ready for harvest!]

[Shadowshade Potatoes are ready for harvest!]

[Shadowshade Potatoes are ready for harvest!]

[Alert: Delay in harvesting may induce demonic properties!]

[Warning: Prolonged delay might cause the Shadowshade Potatoes to develop unpredictable characteristics. Harvest now!]

>>>>

Acknowledging the timely update, he wished Elena a heartfelt goodnight before heading back to his room.

Elena, with a thoughtful sigh, wrapped up her meal and started clearing up.

Back in his room, Theo locked the door securely before opening a portal that led to his demonic farm. As he stepped through, a tranquil scene greeted him; Lilith was curled up peacefully near the Dreamweaver pond, embraced by the gentle sounds of the night.

Opting not to disturb her, he turned his attention to the plot where the shadowshade potatoes stood tall and mature, ready to be harvested. Nearby, tomato plants stretched towards the sky but their fruits were yet to show their full bloom.

With a simple command, Theo initiated the harvesting process for the Shadowshade potatoes. The reliable demonic tool, Darkreaper’s Scythe, sprung into action, operating with a mechanical grace as it went about harvesting the matured crops efficiently.

As Theo observed the process, he couldn't help but feel a twinge of surprise and fear gripping his heart, this time, there were no ring essences accompanying the harvest.

His brow furrowed in confusion, disappointed by this concerning issue. The ring essences had been part of the last harvest. Theo couldn’t shake off the uneasy question that disturbed his mind; how would he acquire the precious ring essences now?

However, as other notifications rang incessantly, pulling him back to the reality of his abundant harvest, he chose to shelf that pressing thought, deciding to deal with it at a later time. For now, the bountiful yield of Shadowshade potatoes required his attention.

<<<<

[You've successfully harvested 7 Shadowshade Potatoes!]

[You've successfully harvested 4 Shadowshade Potato Eyes!]

[You've successfully harvested Shadowshade Potato Leaves!]

[You've successfully harvested the Entire Shadowshade Potato Plant!]

[Shadowshade Potatoes successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[Shadowshade Potato Eyes successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[Shadowshade Potato Leaves successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[Entire Shadowshade Potato Plant successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

>>>>

Having planted roughly 1,000 Shadowshade potato eyes previously, Theo reaped a rich harvest of approximately 7,133 Shadowshade potatoes this round. Once the harvesting was completed, he directed his tools to sow the newly harvested Shadowshade potato eyes.

This time, the yield had blessed him with approximately 4,000 seeds. Remarkably, he needed just about a quarter acre of land to accommodate them all.

With the seeds perfectly planted and the tomatoes still biding their time to full maturity, Theo decided to retire for the night. He left Lilith to her peaceful slumber in the farm, while he sought the comfort of his own bed.

The next day, Theo was rudely jolted awake, not by any physical disturbance, but by a series of frantic telepathic messages bombarding his mind. It was a girl's voice, tinged with desperation and erratic breaths.

"Oh great Master!, for the love of all things holy, please wake up!" came Lilith's comically desperate plea. "I swear, I didn't think it would come to this! Theo, you HAVE to save me from THIS madness!!!"

The cries continued with a blend of funny bargaining and frantic pleas, "My dear, I swear I will never call you Mountain man again, FOR GOD's SAKE... please wake up!!!"

Due to their blood pact, Lilith had the ability to communicate with him directly through thoughts. This, however, was the first time she'd used it with such... intensity.

Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Theo felt concerned. "What on Earth could have made Demoness this rattled?" he whispered. Without further hesitation, he cast a portal and stepped through as he prepared himself to determine the cause of Lilith's distress.

As he emerged, a roar akin to a turbulent sea filled his ears as an entire swarm of lively tomatoes bounced vigorously. Their movements were accompanied by a deafening sound that was a cross between a squelch and a rhythmic thud, creating an eerie yet somewhat comical chorus.

The scene that met his eyes was as puzzling as it was amusing. In the middle of his farm, there was Lilith wielding the Darkreaper's Scythe like her life depended on it, which it probably did at the moment.

She was running desperately and swinging it at chasing tomatoes. An entire swarm of lively tomatoes, to be exact, numbering well over a hundred thousand. The once stationary fruits had apparently uprooted themselves and were now chasing the terrified poor girl.

Meanwhile, She was bravely trying to fend them off her enemies, swinging the Darkreaper's scythe in broad arcs to deter the annoying foe. Yet, for every tomato she knocked aside, another seemed to take its place. Her once cheerful demeanor was now replaced by one of utter exhaustion and panic.

Noticing Theo's sudden appearance, some of the cheeky, yet seemingly demonic, tomatoes diverted their attention towards him. The sound of the swarm grew even louder, their collective movement like a raging sea of red rushing toward him.

As they rolled menacingly in his direction, Theo quickly decided that retreat was the best option. Without missing a beat, he stepped backward into the portal, vanishing from the farm. He hurriedly discarded the portal before the mischievous tomatoes could follow him through.


Chapter thirty
Lilith's New Nightmare: Tomato Apocalypse


Theo stood in his room with a puzzled expression on his face, sending a telepathic message to the desperate girl, "What's going on, Demoness?"

With a hint of exasperation and panic in her voice, she retorted, "This is all your doing, not mine! Now, hurry and open a portal so I can escape! At this rate, I'll be the laughingstock of the world's history, doomed to be remembered as the poor warrior defeated by... tomatoes!" Her voice carried a tone of absurdity that would have been humorous under different circumstances, highlighting the ridiculousness of the embarrassing situation.

Theo thought It was somewhat ironic that Lilith, who once claimed she could annihilate anyone with a mere flick of her fingers when at full power in this human realm, was now reduced to running from a horde of demonic tomatoes.

Theo maintained his composure, directing her with a steady voice. "Try to get back to the place where I opened the portal earlier. I'll reopen it for you there." His words carried a tone of concern even though it was calm amidst the tomato storm raging on the other side.

A quick, mental reply sounded in his head, Lilith's voice tinged with frustration, "Okay, but give me a moment."

He could envision her, leading that chaotic parade of demonic, bouncing tomatoes to the designated spot.

Moments later, her voice rang out in his mind, urgency steeping each word, signaling him to open the portal. Without hesitation, Theo cast the portal, and out bolted Lilith, as if the hounds of hell – or in this case, the tomatoes of doom – were at her heels.

Just as quickly as she emerged, Theo unsummoned the portal, cutting off the tomato onslaught. He then looked over to see Lilith, breathless and exhausted.

She managed a few steps before her legs gave way, and she collapsed onto his bed, the result of a battle well fought.

Her cheeks were flushed and her wild cheerful aura was nowhere to be seen; replaced by a vulnerable figure, gasping for breath, the lively character deflated and devoid of her usual fiery energy.

It was a rare sight, a Lilith devoid of her stubborn pride, showing just how dire their tomato problem had become. It was clear; they had a serious tomato crisis on their hands.

Still catching her breath, Lilith managed to gasp out, "This is insane..." She looked nothing like her usual composed self, her lively energy clearly drained from the frantic escapade.

While observing Lilith, Theo also became aware of the notifications hovering at the corner of his eyes. He hadn't noticed them due to his sleep, missing the typical chime that usually alerted him.

<<<<

[Nightshade Tomatoes are ready for harvest!]

[Nightshade Tomatoes are ready for harvest!]

[Nightshade Tomatoes are ready for harvest!]

[Alert: Delay in harvesting may induce demonic properties!]

[Warning: Prolonged delay might cause the Nightshade Tomatoes to develop unpredictable characteristics. Harvest now!]

.

.

.

[Nightshade Tomatoes are ready for harvest!]

[Nightshade Tomatoes are ready for harvest!]

[Nightshade Tomatoes are ready for harvest!]

[Alert: Delay in harvesting has induced demonic properties!]

[Warning: Due to prolonged delay, the Nightshade Tomatoes have developed mischievous behaviors. They are now capable of mobilizing and may show signs of aggression. Harvest with extreme care!]

[Critical Warning: Extended neglect of Nightshade Tomatoes has caused them to form swarms and display predatory behavior. They may now actively hunt in packs. Harvest with utmost caution!]

>>>>

Theo, staring at the barrage of notifications, murmured with exasperation, "Great... I've got gangster tomatoes," He sighed, still processing the reality that his edible crops had turned into mini tormentors.

This was way more bizarre than he could've ever imagined for his demonic farm. He let out a sigh, rubbing the bridge of his nose as he tried to comprehend the level of absurdity he was facing.

He felt the guilt gripping his heart, realizing it was his negligence that put Lilith's life in danger. Her current state of panic, the exhaustion on her face, was all because of his neglect. The very fact that she hadn't blamed him after escaping that tomato chaos made him feel even worse.

He made a mental note to treat Lilith better, and to be more responsive and considerate towards her.

Additionally, it was clear to him now; both his guardian Lilith and his demonic farm were similar in nature — Double-Edge Sword — offering great rewards but demanding respect and attention. Neglecting either could spell disaster.

The lesson was clear - he had responsibilities that he couldn't afford to overlook.

Shaking his head, he tried to clear his thoughts. 'How do I even deal with this mess...'

And, as if his plate wasn't already full, he remembered about the shadowshade potatoes. They'd be maturing soon, and if he didn't act quickly, his troubles would just multiply.

It was a ticking bomb waiting to explode, doubling the impending chaos. The fear of double trouble was dancing in the back of his mind, urging him to find a solution urgently before things went completely out of hand. Time was of the essence, and he needed to come up with a plan. Fast.

Lilith watched Theo, her eyes were intense with concern, noting how lost in thought he appeared. "What are you thinking so deeply?" she inquired, scrunching her brows.

Turning to gaze at Lilith, the realization dawned on him once again — she did manage to hold her ground against the swarm, taking down many of those nightshade tomatoes, but their sheer numbers had overwhelmed her. The ridiculousness of the scene, where a powerful being like Lilith was bested by demonic tomatoes, was both amusing and frightening.

"We need to subdue those crazy tomatoes before the shadowshade potatoes mature," Theo shared, his tone hinted at the seriousness of the situation.

Lilith's eyes sparkled with hints of madness and frustration, "To think that I, of all beings, would come to despise tomatoes... If only I had a stronger weapon! Your harvesting scythe barely scratches them. " She complained, almost spitting the words out.

Theo raised an eyebrow, amused by the thought of the mighty Lilith, a figure of such formidable power, being bothered by tomatoes. Yet he understood her frustration. "There should be some swords in the basement. Would that be enough?" he asked.

Her eyes brightened a tad. "It's no match to my original weapon, but in desperate times like these, I'll make do," Lilith replied, attempting to muster some show of her usual confidence.

"Wait here. I'll get it for you," Theo responded, sensing that Lilith might not be keen to revisit the place where she had been trapped. He could tell the mere mention of the basement had evoked a nightmarish reaction in her.

She gave a hesitant nod, her eyes revealing a touch of vulnerability underneath her fierce exterior.

The soft pre-dawn light came into the mansion, spreading a bluish hue on everything it touched. Waking up earlier than usual, Theo gently shut the door behind him, being careful not to disturb the still-sleeping Elena. After all, it would cause problems if she woke up during his visit to the basement.

Upon setting foot in the eerily silent basement, his eyes couldn't help but land on a familiar portrait of a little girl. But understanding the urgency of their impending battle, he forced himself to look away and focused on gathering the key items.

His gaze quickly found the statues of warriors, clad in armor and bearing swords. Nearby, broken chains lay scattered on the cold floor. Without a moment's delay, he began collecting each item, placing them safely in his golden vault, statues included.

But as he turned to make his exit, an almost magnetic pull drew him back to the portrait. He wondered if it was mere curiosity or if his heart recognized something his mind had forgotten.

He hesitated, feeling his heartbeat quicken, an oddity given that even the threat of tomato swarms hadn’t evoked such a reaction. The picture of the young girl seemed to resonate with a depth of emotions, pulling at the strings of his heart with a language only souls understood.

It was as if the universe itself urged him to reconsider leaving this portrait behind. The intensity of the connection both bewildered and comforted him, drawing out feelings of nostalgia and longing. He let out a reluctant sigh, surrendering to the unseen force guiding him.

"Oh Divine Momma in the sky, don't let this table betray me now," he mumbled.

Using a nearby table and sending a silent plea to the heavens that it would support his weight, he reached up. The moment he held the portrait, an overwhelming warmth surged within him, almost as if the portrait held a piece of a familiar soul. Gently brushing away the years of dust, the face of the young girl looked back with a piercing soft gaze.

"Who are you, little miss?" he whispered, knowing the portrait was not going to reply back.

There was something about this girl, something linked to memories he had somehow forgotten. Turning the portrait over, he noticed a few scribbled words. Instead of aiding him, they only created more puzzles for him as it was written in an unknown language.

Thoughtfully, he stored the portrait in his golden vault, making a promise to himself to delve into its mysteries later on.

Ensuring nothing else of value remained, he emerged from the basement, silently locking the door behind him. Back in his room, from the space of his golden vault, he took out a sword, presenting it to Lilith.

As she gripped its hilt, her skillful motions sent the blade slicing effortlessly through the air, "This will do," she smiled, her voice filled with determination. "But taking on over 100,000 tomatoes... It's not going to be a walk in the park."

Theo met her gaze with steady eyes. "We don't have to face them all at once," he suggested. "If things get too intense, we can retreat through the portal."

Lilith considered his strategy for a moment before nodding in agreement. With a silent gesture, Theo summoned the portal, and the pair stepped through, bracing themselves for the upcoming battle.

Immediately upon their arrival in the demonic farm, they were met with a swarm of tomatoes charging toward them, an incessant, thunderous noise filled the air. It was resembling a mix of a beastly roar and the chaotic drumming of a cyclone, created by the relentless stampeding of over a hundred thousand nightshade tomatoes.

Each fruit bore a dark red hue, almost reaching to a black, giving them a complete demonic appearance that was different from their normally appetizing nature.

With a simple thought, Theo summoned the Darkreaper’s Scythe to his side. The harvesting tool felt oddly comfortable in his grip, as if it was an extension of himself. He was surprised at its lightweight as he wielded it, ready for battle.

His gaze moved towards the advancing swarm as he prepared himself for the onslaught. Unconsciously, his gaze locked with Lilith for a brief moment, a silent understanding passed between them. No words were needed, the challenge ahead was clear.

Lilith took a deep breath, her fingers tightening around her sword's hilt, while Theo adjusted his stance, the scythe held high and ready.

Then, like the breaking of a dam, the first wave reached, bounding towards them with a fervor only the possessed could possess. The world around them seemed to blur, narrowing to the field of battle and the relentless enemy they faced.


Chapter thirty-one
Circle Rank 5


The pair adopted a kiting strategy to handle the overwhelming numbers, continuously moving to avoid being swamped by the voracious tomatoes.

Lilith was like a tempest, her sword dancing in a deadly ballet, cleaving tomatoes in half with each swing. Dozens fell in every pass, their surroundings filled with the sounds of slicing and the fresh scent of cut tomatoes.

As Theo watched Lilith's fierce onslaught, he turned his attention to his own weapon. He found that his Darkreaper's Scythe had retained its unique harvesting skill. With each swing, tomatoes vanished into thin air upon contact, and notifications popped up confirming their harvest. It seemed as if the scythe was whisking them straight to his golden vault, erasing them from their current existence.

<<<<

[You've successfully harvested 12 Nightshade Tomatoes!]

[You've successfully harvested 117 Nightshade Tomato Seeds!]

[Nightshade Tomatoes successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[Nightshade Tomato Seeds successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[You've successfully harvested 11 Nightshade Tomatoes!]

[You've successfully harvested 109 Nightshade Tomato Seeds!]

[Nightshade Tomatoes successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[Nightshade Tomato Seeds successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

>>>>

His movements were fluid and surprisingly adept for a first-time wielder, dodging attacks with graceful maneuvers that even left Lilith dumbstruck.

During the ongoing slaughter of nightshade tomatoes, something else caught his attention. Theo noticed tiny ring essence particles emerging from the spots where the tomatoes disappeared upon making contact with the Darkreaper's Scythe. These shimmering particles drifted towards him, merging into his body and subtly boosting his power.

<<<<

[You've collected 3 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 3 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 3 points.]

[Ring Power is at 7/30 points.]

[You've collected 2 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 2 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Ring Power is at 9/30 points.]

>>>>

A soft smile formed on his face, as he deduced that these ring essence particles must be from harvesting a new crop in his demonic farm for the first time.

But his moment of happiness soon wavered as he assessed the reality of their situation.

Despite their daring efforts and Theo’s surprising skill at fighting, the overwhelming numbers were against them. Both received minor hits, sharp pricks that came with each tomato that managed to breach their defenses. The swarm seemed endless, a sea of demonic red that moved with a hive-mind determination.

Lilith couldn't help but let out frustrated yells every now and then as she fought bravely. On the other hand, Theo remained strangely calm, his eyes focused and movements measured as if he were dancing with the tomatoes rather than fighting them. However, it was all possible due to him grasping the patterns of jumping enemies in the chaos.

They kept at it for a while, keeping their distance and working together. They were breathing hard, but they had a rhythm going – like they were dancing, but instead of music, it was the sounds of battle. They dodged, struck, and pulled back, slowly chipping away at the massive tomato crowd.

All around them, the loud noise of the swarm was like a storm, reminding them of the crazy situation they were in. Every moment and every hit counted.

But despite their best efforts, they were getting worn out. Their energy was fading, and they couldn't keep this up forever.

"Demoness, let's head back for now..." Theo suggested, feeling his muscles protesting from the extended battle.

Looking over at Lilith, who appeared to be on the verge of exhaustion, he saw her nod in agreement, a trace of relief visible in her eyes. She seemed glad he called for the retreat, perhaps too proud to be the first one to suggest it given that Theo, though apparently weaker, continued to fight resolutely.

As they started pulling back, Theo stayed slightly behind to cover Lilith while she distracted the relentless tomatoes, using the kiting method to maintain a safe gap. Theo knew he needed a bit of time to create a portal for their escape.

With a quick glance to ensure Lilith was not far enough away, he cast a portal behind them. In a blink, they slipped through, leaving the mass of jumping tomatoes far behind.

As they both reappeared in the room through the portal, exhaustion immediately overtook them, causing them to collapse onto the bed side by side in a heap of battered bodies.

The fierce grip Lilith had on her sword loosened, and with a heavy metallic clatter, it fell to the ground. Meanwhile, with a simple gesture, Theo stored the Darkreaper's scythe within his golden vault.

Their clothes clung to them, drenched in sweat, and visible bruises marred their skin, which showed the ferocity of the battle they had just faced.

Despite the physical toll, there was a strange, wild light in Lilith's eyes as she turned to Theo, her voice flickered with exhaustion yet exhilaration, "That was madness... but somehow, it was also thrilling." she murmured, almost entranced by the chaotic battle they fought.

Theo couldn't help but agree, feeling a throbbing energy flowing in his veins, making him feel alive in the most frantic way. “Yeah, it was absolutely crazy,” he managed to say between deep gasps for breath.

As they lay there trying to recover, Lilith turned to him, her hair spread out on the pillow and her eyes narrowed slightly, gleaming with a mischievous glint. “How were you so good at fighting?” The soft glint in her eyes suddenly took on a dangerous edge, turning her usual look of admiration into something darker and more intriguing.

Catching his breath, Theo looked at her, the light in his eyes dimming, “It’s because of my grandfather...”His voice carried a hint of bitterness as he spoke of the man who had kidnapped him away from his primary world.

Lilith's curious eyes caught the overwhelming complex emotions that flickered in his, understanding immediately that she had tread on forbidden ground. Her intense gaze softened, the predatory curiosity retracting back.

Choosing not to pry further, she gave a sweet smile, trying to lighten the mood. “It seems we will need to make several trips to finish this swarm of tomatoes…” Lilith suggested, trying to steer them back to the present task, her voice carrying a calmness.

Theo nodded in agreement, the mention of their current mission bringing him back to reality. After a much-needed rest, they found themselves ready to dive back into the battlefield. The cycles of fighting and resting repeated, a relentless rhythm of slashing, dodging, and harvesting.

It took them sixteen grueling rounds to finally stand victorious, with Theo having harvested around 72,000 tomatoes and approximately ten million tomato seeds, while Lilith had mercilessly cleaved the rest, painting the demonic field with the juices and flesh of the fallen tomatoes.

Surveying their battlefield, Theo sighed at the spoiled condition of the remains. The ripe fragrance of crushed tomatoes flowed thickly in the air of the demonic farmland.

As he didn't want to waste their hard-earned spoils, he stored even the remnants in his golden vault with a thoughtful expression.

After the mayhem with the tomatoes, Theo immediately instructed the Darkreaper's Scythe to harvest the remaining shadowshade potatoes urgently. He didn't want a repeat of the unrivaled tomato uprising. The scythe swung into action, moving at an impressively rapid pace, harvesting the crops obediently.

In the midst of the battleground, Theo and Lilith found a moment of peace. They sat on the ground, backs pressed against each other for support, drawing comfort from the shared warmth. A sigh of relief escaped from both as they took a moment to collect themselves.

Lilith's soft giggle broke the thick aftermath silence. "Who would've thought? Tomatoes giving us such a hard time."

With a relaxed demeanor, Theo replied, "Yeah, I never imagined tomatoes could be so... ferocious? Next time I see one in a salad, I'll be having war flashbacks."

Continuing the light-hearted conversation, Lilith said, "And here I was, thinking of asking you for a tomato soup tonight. But now..." She dramatically shivered, earning a genuine laugh from Theo.

After some moment passed, she moved to the front and leaned in slightly, her eyes locking onto his with a playful yet intense glint. "Though, to be honest, I wouldn't mind a taste of something else right now..." With a mischievous nudge to his side, she hinted at his blood, her voice dripping with desire.

Catching the longing in her eyes, he responded, "Careful, Demoness. At this rate, we might just end up in another battle."

She giggled, "Never thought I'd say this, but it seemed those tomatoes were quite envious. It's almost as if they were vying for your affection, trying to steal you from me."

Still riding the wave of humor, Theo spoke, "It seems I do have a way of attracting the most... abnormal admirers. But you'll probably remain the craziest one".

"Hey..." Lilith started, a playful pout forming on her lips but after some time passed it replaced by a shimmer of laughter.

Their playful conversation paused as the Darkreaper's Scythe finished harvesting. Theo checked the results and found that from the 4000 seeds he initially planted, he managed to harvest approximately 30,000 shadowshade potatoes, alongside over 16,000 potato eyes.

Only now did he find the time to check his notifications, which had been left unchecked amidst the crazy battle against the tomato swarm.

<<<<

[You've collected 2 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 2 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Ring Power is at 27/30 points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 3 points.]

[Your first ring has evolved to Rank 4!]

[You've reached Circle Rank 4.]

[You have received 3 free stat points.]

[Your Demonic Farm has advanced to Level 4.]

[You have unlocked an additional acre of land.]

.

.

.

[You've collected 3 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 3 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 3 points.]

[Ring Power is at 38/40 points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Your first ring has evolved to Rank 5!]

[You've reached Circle Rank 5.]

[You have received 3 free stat points.]

[Your Demonic Farm has advanced to Level 5.]

[You have unlocked an additional acre of land.]

[Special Reward Unlocked: Congratulations on achieving Level 5 with your demonic farm, a significant milestone on your farming journey! You've earned two unique rewards which have been stored into your golden vault. Kudos for your unwavering effort and perseverance!]

>>>>


Chapter thirty-two
Radiant Yggdrasil Tree Seed


Upon seeing the notification, Theo's spirits lifted as he realized he had advanced to level 5. However, a slight frown formed on his face, recognizing the absence of new seeds which meant no immediate leveling up. But his disappointment was short-lived as the additional rewards caught his attention.

Eagerly, he checked his golden vault, discovering two pouches waiting for him. With just a mere thought, both pouches appeared in his hand. One had a mesmerizing rainbow sheen while the other carried a deeper, more mysterious hue.

Curiously, Theo inspected the pouches, deducing that both contained seeds. The rainbow-colored pouch held a single seed, whereas the dark pouch was brimming with dozens. Holding them up one by one, details about each seed appeared before him, floating in front of his eyes.

<<<<

[Radiant Yggdrasil Tree Seed]

[~The Radiant Yggdrasil Tree Seed is said to be the progenitor of world trees of ancient legends. Once planted and matured, this tree stands tall and formidable, acting as a guardian tree for its master. The tree itself emanates a myriad of colors, each branch shimmering like a spectrum of rainbows. These colors not only dazzle the eyes but also harness the might to defend against enemies, ensuring the safety of those it deems allies.]

[Caution: Being a tree of such caliber, it is advised to select the most prominent spot in the farm for its planting, allowing it to radiate its magnificence and protective aura in all its glory.]

[Eldritch Tree Seed]

[~This ancient and imposing tree has a history steeped in mystery. Their gnarled barks and dark, twisted branches are a manifestation of their primordial roots. Upon maturity, these trees regenerate the abyssal energy currents within the farm. As an added boon, they shed Eldritch Wood daily, a material known for its rarity and potent magical properties.]

[Caution: it's advised not to plant any other crops into the soil until the Eldritch Trees have fully matured for the first time, allowing them to establish their dominance and ensure the flow of abyssal energy remains undisturbed.]

>>>>

As Theo was engrossed in reading the description of the seeds, Lilith's curiosity was piqued, and she couldn't resist moving closer to get a better look at what had appeared in his palm.

Catching sight of the glowing rainbow-colored seed nestled in his hand, she reached out instinctively, her hand stretching towards it as if magnetically drawn to the vibrant energy it held.

But before she could touch it, Theo closed his hand protectively, "It's not a candy, Demoness."

Her eyes gleamed mischievously, there was a faint trace of that wildness Theo had grown familiar with, "But it feels so... powerful. I want it." She demanded.

Theo sighed, sensing her overwhelming craving for the Radiant Yggdrasil Tree Seed, "It might look delicious to you, but this seed holds the potential to safeguard our future in this unpredictable farm. So, no snacking. Instead, let's find a worthy spot to plant it."

She playfully replied, "Fine, but then you need to give me your blood in exchange."

Giving her an icy glance, he stood up and began to survey the surroundings to fulfill the demands to plant the Radiant Yggdrasil Tree Seed.

His gaze wandered around the expanse of his farm, passing over the Abyssal Well, drifting past the sturdy structure of the obsidian shed, sweeping over the wide expanse of farming land, and even reaching the distant fences that served as a barrier, a defining line of his territory.

Finally, his gaze settled on a spot near the Dreamweaver's Pond. Recognizing it as the best spot on his farm, he didn’t need much time to decide.

As he walked, he contemplated the potential size of the world tree. Deciding to give it ample space, he moved several dozen meters away from the pond's edges and summoned his Helltiller's Spade to till a patch of land.

Once the ground was ready, Theo stepped into the center of the freshly turned ground, delicately placing the Radiant Yggdrasil Tree Seed into the soil. He then summoned the Abyssal Bloodstone Watering Can, allowing it to release a gentle shower over the newly planted seed.

Lilith trailed closely behind Theo, arriving beside him. They stood side by side, their gazes fixed on the ground where the seed had been planted. After a tense few seconds, a tiny sprout bravely pushed through the soil, reaching towards the sky.

"Look," Lilith murmured, "it's coming out."

Theo didn't respond to her as they continued to watch in silence but, despite their hopeful gazes, the sprout remained just that, showing no further signs of growth even after a long minute had passed.

"It seems our little friend has decided to take its time," Theo commented with a touch of humor. "Let me plant the next batch of seeds. Then we can go out."

While Lilith stayed beside the sprout, her eyes practically glued to it as if her intense gaze could aid it to grow, Theo began to instruct his tools to prepare a large area of land for a new batch of seeds.

He decided to plant seven full acres of land this time, six for the nightshade tomatoes, and one for the shadowshade potatoes.

Obediently, Helltiller's Spade began to prepare seven acres of land, dividing six acres for the tomato and one acre for the potatoes. As the Sower's Abyssal Pouch followed behind, it distributed 36,000 tomato seeds over the six acres and 16,000 potato seed eyes over the remaining one-acre area.

With the large number of seeds in his possession, there was more than enough to sow the separate plots, catering to each type of seed.

Once the farming tools finished their task, and the seeds were safely ensconced in the ground, Theo approached Lilith, who seemed somewhat reluctant to leave the sprout behind.

Gently tapping her head, he cast a portal, and asked her to follow as they both exited the farm, stepping back into his bedroom.

As they reappeared in Theo's bedroom, Lilith looked down at herself with a grimace, "I can't possibly stay in this nasty condition," she declared, hinting at the tomato-embellished clothes they were in.

The aftermath of their tomato battle was on full display, their clothes splattered and smeared with the red-soaked disaster. Even Theo's bed bore the brunt of their earlier battle escape, displaying patches of tomato pulp and seeds.

The thought of explaining the state of his bed to Elena crossed his mind. He mentally noted to clean up the mess before she witnessed the tomato carnage remaining in his room.

As he heard Lilith's dilemma, Theo responded, "But you don’t have another set of clothes though."

With a mischievous glint in her eyes, Lilith playfully stepped closer to him, her sultry voice dripping with a tease, "Are you perhaps too shy to see me in a more... natural state?" The sudden boldness of the cheerful lady caught Theo off guard, making him instinctively take a step back.

Giggling at his embarrassment, Lilith asked, "Why don’t I borrow something of yours for a while? By the time I shower next time, mine should be dry."

Finding himself pinned at the bed's edge by her flirtatious and intense gaze, Theo managed to answer, "Okay, but let me go first though. It's getting late, and I'm pretty sure Elena will be calling me for breakfast soon."

Lilith withdrew to the windows with a lively expression, and replied in a teasing tone, "As you say, Sir."

With that, Theo retrieved a fresh set of clothes and two towels from his wardrobe. Placing one towel on the table, he retreated to the bathroom to freshen up with the other. Lilith waited patiently outside, her gaze drifting to the scene outside the window.

Once Theo emerged, refreshed and in clean attire, she quickly made her way inside, grabbing the towel from the table, eager to wash away the remnants of their tomato-filled nightmare.

He had intended to hand Lilith some clothes to change into, but before he could, she had already disappeared into the bathroom. He spread his wet towel on the table and was reaching for the wardrobe to fetch her something to wear when a knock on his door caught his attention.

"Master? Have you not woken up yet? Breakfast is ready..." Elena's voice floated in.

Turning towards the door, he responded, "Give me a minute... I will be in the grand hall. You go ahead."

"Okay, master..." Elena said before leaving. Theo hurriedly picked out a set of clothes for Lilith - similar to his usual attire but in a different shade - and laid them on the table beside his towel. Satisfied that they were good enough, he made his way to join Elena for breakfast.

During the meal, Elena did not inquire about his late arrival, and Theo didn’t find it necessary to explain either. Once they finished, Elena departed to attend to her other chores, leaving the boy to return to his bedroom.

Upon opening the door, he was met with the sight of Lilith, who had somehow managed to embody both comical and alluring appearances.

The moisture from her bath left her skin glowing, making it appear even more delicate and enchanting. The droplets that clung to her, tracing the sinuous curve of her neck, her collarbone, and further down her captivating form, seemed to highlight her voluptuous figure.

And even though she was wearing his oversized clothes, the drapery of the fabric on her gave tantalizing hints of her physique beneath. It's as if the very act of cleaning up had not only rid her of the tomato grime but also seemed to have amplified her otherworldly beauty, making her seem even more ethereal.

The shirt hung loosely on her, giving a bewitching glimpse of her curvaceous figure, while the pants were so wide they resembled a skirt, held up precariously with a belt she had found in his wardrobe.

Yet, despite the comically oversized clothes, her bewitching allure was undeniable. Her face, now cleansed of all impurities, was the very embodiment of perfection – skin like porcelain, lips the shade of blooming roses, and scarlet eyes that sparkled with a mischievous glint.

She noticed his arrival and gave him a bright smile. Theo found himself involuntarily holding his breath, captivated by her renewed beauty before she continued doing her hair.

Closing the door and locking it, he turned his gaze away from the girl as he started cleaning the room. After a thorough clean-up, he sighed in relief, satisfied with the flawless condition of the room.

By then, Lilith had finished grooming herself. She approached him and spoke with a hint of curiosity, "Shouldn't we go back and check on that rainbow seed?"

Theo nodded at her sudden request, agreeing it was time to check. A few seconds later, he opened the portal and they both stepped through it inside the Demonic Farm.


Chapter thirty-three
Old Man Leonard


Upon appearing in the demonic farm, their eyes immediately landed on a sight that left them both astounded.

What had once been a mere seed now stood as a half-meter-tall sapling. Its leaves shimmered in an array of radiant colors, casting a mesmerizing rainbow glow that illuminated the surroundings. Butterflies that usually hovered by the river were now fluttering around the sapling, drawn inexorably to its allure.

"This... is not what I expected," Theo admitted, looking at the sapling with raised brows.

Equally surprised, Lilith quipped, "This farm of yours is really amazing."

He replied, "Yeah I know, But it will take more time to grow."

Pausing for a moment, the boy then turned to Lilith, "Do you want to stay here?"

She asked, curiosity flickering in her gaze, "Why? Planning to abandon me already?"

He ran a hand through his hair, looking slightly sheepish. "No, I just have to finish my workout."

Her laughter was light, teasing. "Why the sudden urge to exercise? It's not as if I'll suddenly lose my taste for your blood if you put on a few extra pounds. Honestly, even if you became the most unsightly being in the world, I promise your blood would still be my absolute favorite."

He stepped closer, using his finger to give her a playful flick on the forehead. "It's not about appearance. There's a poisonous bug inside my body. If my weight goes beyond 190 kg, well... let's just say it wouldn't end well for me."

The playful atmosphere disappeared as Lilith’s face turned deadly serious, her eyes suddenly turned cold as she demanded, "Who dared to harm you?" There was a murderous chill in her voice that made the temperature in the vicinity drop.

Shaking his head, Theo responded, "I'm not sure myself. But for now, will you join me or stay here?"

Seemingly shrugging off her earlier menace, she stretched, "I'll head back with you. Thanks to your tomato adventure, I've missed my beauty sleep."

Nodding in understanding, Theo activated the portal, and they vanished from the farm. Once they reappeared, Lilith noticed the bedsheets hanging out of the windows to dry. Without complaint, she decided to nap on the bed without sheets. Theo, stealing one last glance at her, left the room to join Elena for his workout.

<<<<

[Ding!]

[Quest Complete: "The Weight of Destiny"]

[~Congratulations! You've successfully tackled the challenge to counteract the mysterious bug's poison. The sweat-soaked clothes and aching muscles are proof of your willpower. Your determination and commitment have paid off.]

[Reward: +1 Basic Elixir of Agility Gained]

[Current Body Weight: 136 kg]

>>>>

Unlike other days, Theo managed to finish his daily quests as per usual. However, lately, he discovered, he was unable to complete the "Trailblazing Beyond Limits" quest. He had already pushed himself to his absolute limits numerous times, and he found himself wondering if he could ever conquer it again.

Deep inside, he understood that only through grueling, hell-like training could he potentially surpass his current barriers and complete the quest once more. For the time being, achieving that seemed like a distant dream.

As the sun began its descent, painting the sky in a hue of orange, they sat in relaxing silence, listening to the birds chirping harmoniously while returning to their nests, their silhouettes gliding gracefully across the sky.

Elena, as she did every day, tenderly used a towel to wipe away the sweat that beaded on his forehead. They were sitting at the mountain’s peak, a place where they often took a moment to breathe and admire the surroundings after the workout sessions.

Initially, Theo had felt a bit embarrassed by Elena's doting, her usual maid-like devotion, but as time went by, he got accustomed to it. He accepted her nurturing nature, knowing she wouldn't find peace otherwise. Besides, in their secluded mountainous abode, far from the royal eyes, he didn't have to worry about noble etiquette that he still hadn’t fully mastered.

As Elena was wiping his forehead, she noticed Theo's brows knit together in a sudden frown. Following his gaze, her eyes landed on an older man in his late fifties, laboriously climbing up the mountain via the crafted pathway, a route they seldom took, preferring the challenging rough slopes for their workouts.

Recognizing the man, Elena's face lit up as she explained to Theo, her voice taking on a sweet timbre, "Oh, it's Mister Leonard! He's back."

Hearing Elena’s words, the old man halted, his eyes wide in apparent surprise as he noticed Theo nodding in understanding.

The old man seemed astonished, his reaction akin to someone who had seen a ghost, and for a moment, he seemed to nearly lost his footing. But catching sight of Elena alongside the mountain-like figure of the boy, Leonard regained his composure, quickening his pace as he headed toward them.

The approaching man, Leonard, had an above-average stature, his physique wiry and lean. Time had turned his hair silver, which stood out against his tanned, rectangular face. Hazel’s eyes peeked out from behind crescent-shaped glasses. He donned a sizable overcoat with matching black pants.

Finally reaching them, he stood there catching his breath, while Elena greeted him with a bright, welcoming smile.

"Greetings, Lord Silverblade. It's good to see that you are better now..." Mister Leonard's words were tinged with genuine surprise.

Despite not knowing the exact circumstances, his years of experience allowed him to discern the significant change in Theo when his gaze first time fell on him. The once-muted emotions that hid behind the boy's eyes now flickered with life, making it evident that the young Baron was no longer the dumb boy of the past.

Elena, her tone flowing with concern, asked, "Mister Leonard, how did it take you so long this time?"

Turning his attention to Elena, the old man, Leonard, let out a weary sigh. "I went to collect this month's funds, but the Count had me waiting for days. In the end, he never even showed up. I later found out he had left for the capital, Crownspire, without so much as a word. I had no choice but to come back empty-handed." His voice carried a clear note of bitterness.

Elena's face darkened upon hearing this, while Theo remained unfazed. Instead of showing distress or anger, he observed Leonard intently.

The old man felt as though the boy had seen right through him as he shifted uncomfortably.

"Our rations will run out after this moon," Elena voiced her concerns, her tone growing even more strained.

Theo remained silent, his calm gaze remained fixed on Leonard. The seconds stretched on before he finally decided to break the silence, "You must be tired from your journey, Mister Leonard. You should go and rest."

Leonard, touched by the young Baron's consideration, dipped his head in a respectful bow. "Thank you, Lord Silverblade."

Elena and Theo remained, watching the old man's retreating figure until he vanished into the depths of the mansion.

The girl had a visible expression of concern on her face, clearly troubled by the realization that they wouldn't have the necessary funds for their rations. On the other hand, Theo, after his recent meeting with Leonard, appeared to be intensely engrossed in his thoughts as if contemplating something deep.

When the night started to show itself and stars began to shimmer, a notification sound pulled Theo out of his thinking.

<<<<

[The Legendary Radiant Yggdrasil Tree has reached full maturity in your Demonic Farm! Its towering branches now pierce the heavens, and its roots extend deep into the abyss, bestowing unprecedented mystical powers and protection to your domain.]

>>>>

After he checked it, the boy decided to head back to the mansion. Elena quickly made her way to start preparing dinner. Meanwhile, Theo thought it was time to wake up the sleeping demoness. He was heading to the farm and he couldn't just leave her behind for Elena to stumble upon this unpredictable girl in his absence.

All he did was pinch her nose to wake her up, and that action earned him a chilling glare from Lilith. For a split second, it looked as if she would unleash her wrath upon him. But the moment she realized it was Theo, her expression softened, perhaps thinking of how to claim him as her own.

With a hand gesture, Theo cast the portal, and without hesitation, the two entered.


Chapter thirty-four
The Elder's Plea


The sight that greeted them was nothing short of breathtaking.

Right before them stood a towering tree, easily a twenty meters tall. Its branches stretched out expansively, each one twisting and turning in tangled patterns, creating a large canopy. The tree's crown was equally magnificent, spread out so extensively that it resembled a vast vegetative sea.

Each leaf glowed in rainbow colors, bathing it in radiant light. The tree looked straight out of a dream. There were countless butterflies wandering around the tree, their wings catching the light, making them look like little floating gems.

But what was more surprising was some of the tree's roots extended into the air, as if dancing to a silent tune, not bound to the earth. They floated around the tree, not fierce or threatening, but moving smoothly, just flowing with the air, like they were dancing to some silent tune.

Lilith ran towards it, her heart drawn to the breathtaking sight before her. She quickly positioned herself beneath its large crown, its shadow enveloped half of the Dreamweaver's pond in a comforting embrace.

The usual eerie glow of the farm paled in comparison to the luminescence of the majestic Radiant Yggdrasil Tree. Even the nearby pond seemed to play its part, reflecting the tree's brilliance in its serene waters. It truly felt as if this corner of the farm had been touched by the heavens.

Lilith, her eyes filled with amazement, asked, "Is this... real?"

"It's like nothing I've ever seen before," Theo responded with an equally surprised tone.

The boy enjoyed standing beneath the tree's crown, feeling a soothing energy surrounding him, as though it was nourishing every cell in his body and infusing him with vibrant energy.

As he stood there, enveloped in the serene atmosphere, he remembered the previous havoc caused by the matured crops for not harvesting them on time. To avoid a repeat, he commanded his Darkreaper's Scythe to harvest them. With its recent level-up, the scythe worked at a faster pace than before.

<<<<

[You've successfully harvested 4 Shadowshade Potatoes!]

[You've successfully harvested 6 Shadowshade Potato Seeds!]

.

.

.

[You've successfully harvested 46 Nightshade Tomatoes!]

[You've successfully harvested 476 Nightshade Tomato Seeds!]

>>>>

After a significant duration, all the matured crops were finally harvested.

From his 1-acre shadowshade plots, he reaped around 112,000 potatoes and approximately 59,200 seed eyes.

In addition, he harvested about 1,810,000 nightshade tomatoes from 36,300 plants. The sheer volume of seeds from this single harvest was so overwhelming that Theo didn't even bother counting. He knew he had enough tomato seeds for a long time.

Once the harvesting was completed, he instructed his other farming tools to prepare an acre of land for the next planting. Without delay, he arranged the Eldritch tree seeds in a 7x7 pattern on the plot, using up every seed he possessed.

However, his earlier theory proved correct again. Upon harvesting, he didn't gain any extra ring essence. It seemed only new crops granted him this particular reward.

With the Eldritch trees planted, and mindful of the warning that no other crops should be planted nearby until these matured, he left Lilith, who had chosen to stay with the mesmerizing Radiant Yggdrasil Tree, and headed off for his dinner.

To his expectation, Leonard was already asleep in his room and hadn't joined them for dinner. Theo didn't bother to invite him either. After his meal, he took a refreshing shower, and allowed sleep to embrace him.

The next morning, after a restful sleep, he cast a portal and stepped into the farm.

What greeted him was an unsettling sight. The acre he'd planted with new seeds had morphed into a dark, ominous forest. It emitted a crimson, eerie mist-like fog. The Eldritch trees had grown, their eerie presence magnified by the glowing, dark red aura emanating from them. Yet, there was no notification about their maturity.

Lilith, who was standing in the midst of the new forest, sensed his presence and turned towards him. Her face was adorned with a joyful expression that was similar to the one she had when she first saw the rainbow tree. It was clear that she adored these eerie trees as well.

Theo sighed, recalling her fantasies of marrying a farmer. Just thinking about it gave him a headache, especially considering Lilith's crazy nature. There was no way he would want to become that farmer and spend the rest of his life with such an unpredictable demoness, not even in his wildest dreams.

Leaving her behind again, he went to have his breakfast. However, he could hear some voices coming from downstairs. Following the sounds, he realized that Elena and Leonard were engaged in a conversation with someone else. As he descended the stairs, three figures came into view. One of them was particularly familiar; it was the village head, Elder Morin, accompanied by two other men from the village.

Seeing the immense figure of the boy, they gasped, realizing that this massive boy must be the Baron. Elder Morin bowed and implored, "My lord, this old man seeks your assistance..."

Mister Leonard interrupted, stepping forward with a stern expression. "We've already informed you that we haven't received any funds this month. There's no point in burdening Lord Silverblade with this. We are even struggling to secure sufficient funds to procure food for ourselves and the guards for the forthcoming month,"

Theo couldn't quite grasp the whole situation, so he threw Elena a questioning look when their gazes met.

Seeing his confusion, she began to explain with a sweet, yet troubled tone, “They have come seeking aid as many villagers couldn't earn food for their families this month."

As Elena was explaining, the village head interjected in a sorrowful tone, "My Lord, young children haven't eaten for two days, and some are already falling sick. Due to the lack of work in Ironkeep city, most villagers have barely earned any money. The funds we all currently possess barely suffice to feed even the children.

Those who went to the neighboring city in hopes of income haven't returned. And those few who do return are unwilling to share their earnings with the rest. We hoped that with Mister Leonard's arrival, we might receive some ration for this month, as we haven’t received any for a year." He expressed this with a disappointed and sour expression.

Theo understood that Elder Morin was referring to the nearby city and that they hadn't received any ration for a year. It was clear to him that the villagers were indeed in harsh conditions. He considered revealing his enchanted crops to help them, but there was the issue of explaining where he got these crops from.

However, he came up with a solution to that problem. He planned to blame it all on Princess Liliana's head. Given how she had taken care of him in his troubled times, it wouldn't be strange for her to help him and send these resources seemingly out of nowhere.

So, he decisively instructed, "Set up a cooking area in the village. Elena will be in charge of preparing food for everyone. Make sure to bring the largest utensils you can find in the village so she doesn't have to prepare it several times."

The village head and the two other men brightened up, their faces reflecting hope and gratitude upon hearing the Baron's words.

However, Elena voiced her concerns, unsure of his plans, "But master, we don't have enough rations..." She feared the kind-hearted innocent boy intended to use their already limited supply of ration, unaware of how they would sustain themselves afterward.

Mister Leonard also chimed in, offering reassurance in a comforting tone, "You don't have to concern yourself with this, Lord Silverblade. The count's failure to provide funds this month isn't your burden to bear."


Chapter thirty-five
A True Hero: Preparing for a Feast


The village head and the other men showed signs of discomfort, glaring angrily at Leonard as they felt the words spoken were against them, but then they heard the immense figure assert confidently, "As the Baron of this village, I cannot stand by and watch my people starve while I dine lavishly in this mansion. A true leader doesn't abandon his people in times of crisis. Elder Morin, do as I've asked."

Even though Elena and the others looked confused, the village head, who had previously witnessed Baron's generosity through his gesture of sending an expensive elixir to save Mira from her sickness, bowed his head respectfully, affirming, "We will prepare right away, my lord."

They proceeded with the preparations as they left. The village head and the two men hadn't expected the Baron to be so young, let alone have such a huge figure. Rumors had painted a picture of a fragile boy abandoned by the Count Silverblade family, who had been granted a barony due to his close relationship with Princess Liliana. They were also amazed by the princess's choice of friends. But it became evident that the Princess valued character over appearances, as it was shown in the kind-hearted boy they met today.

As the village head and others left, Elena went upstairs to serve Theo his breakfast while Leonard went outside the mansion as he told them he wanted to talk to the guards about their rations. The boy didn't think of stopping him as he had his own plans.

Having finished his breakfast, Theo made his way to the kitchen. He asked in a casual tone, "Elena, do you have any empty boxes around?"

Elena looked up from the counter where she was tidying up, her eyebrows raised in surprise. "Boxes?" she questioned.

"Three, if you have them," Theo responded, a faint smile appearing on his lips.

The girl couldn't understand why he needed the boxes. However, she searched through the storage, taking out three large empty boxes. By the looks of it, they had previously held various ingredients. One even had a few leftover potatoes in it, which she quickly transferred to another box.

Handing them over, she said, "Here, Master."

Theo responded, "Come downstairs, when you're done here..."

With curiosity peeking in her eyes, Elena watched Theo leaving the kitchen. He headed downstairs and put the boxes orderly in a corner on the first floor, right by the main entrance. He began filling them with shadowshade potatoes and nightshade tomatoes as he took them out from his golden vault with a mere thought. Each box had about 22-24 pieces.

After a while, Elena descended the stairs, her face showing a hint of curiosity as she noticed the once-empty boxes now filled to the brim. Before she could ask her questions, Theo spoke up in his usual calm manner.

"These are some rations I managed to get," he explained, avoiding her inquisitive gaze. "I can't tell you from where right now. Just help me take them to the village, Okay?" He knew lying wouldn't work with Elena; she had always been with him, too aware of his daily routines outside his room. So it was better to not explain than to weave a tale that wouldn't hold as it would be too easy for her to see through lies.

Elena paused at his response and had a ton of questions swirling in her head. But she knew that in a noble family, asking about a master's private matters was taboo. So, with a sweet, loyal nod, she said, "Okay, Master."

She bent down to pick the boxes. Two in her left hand, clutching them close to her chest, blocking her side view, and one in the other hand. Theo couldn't help but find the sight slightly amusing, the delicate flower-like Elena loaded up with three boxes. It looked funny, even though the boy knew she had the strength to manage them all.

But still, he walked over and snatched two boxes from her.

The girl was surprised at his sudden action and protested in a sweet yet strong voice, "Master, I can carry them alone."

But Theo didn't respond and continued to walk, holding the boxes firmly as he headed out of the mansion towards the village.

Elena followed closely, a mild pout on her sweet face but a sparkle of happiness showing in her eyes at his considerate behavior. Despite the fact that he was a noble and she was his personal maid, he was carrying the load himself.

In her heart, respect for her master increased, yet soon her innocent face darkened as conflicting thoughts invaded her mind. She muttered inwardly, ‘How am I supposed to do it…?’

Unlike before, Theo and Elena took the pathway leading to the village, avoiding the slopes they typically used during training to descend.

Carrying those boxes, especially with his huge body, presented a certain challenge for him. However, it was relatively easy, considering how he had been pushing himself to the limits in the past week.

As they descended the mountain, they saw a large gathering in the village center. An area was set up with firewood, and there were unusually large utensils, the kind typically seen at grand festivals or parties, intended for cooking for a large number of people. It was evident that Elder Morin and other villagers had organized the space in accordance with the instructions they had been given by their young Baron.

Impressively, the Village head had managed to find these sizable cooking tools. Among the villagers, Theo recognized three familiar faces: Mira, her brother - Rolan, and their mother.

Mira had heard from the village head that the Baron might come today to arrange food for everyone. Initially, many villagers dismissed the idea, assuming the Baron was merely lying to send Elder Morin away from the mansion. However, some still had some faith in the Baron, especially recalling his recent benevolent act of sending an expensive elixir for Mira's illness. That single deed had soared Baron's reputation.

Excited yet nervous, Mira strained her eyes in their direction, hopeful to finally meet the kind Baron who had done her such a significant favor.

Deep down, she harbored a fantasy, fueled by the fairy tales she'd read, that her savior would be a handsome hero straight out of a storybook.

However, when her gaze settled on a huge figure of a young man carrying two boxes, accompanied by the girl who had previously given them the high-quality healing elixir, she thought, "He must be the Baron's servant... Surely, the Baron himself wouldn't personally come to the village, but instead send aides with the food..."

Mira's heart sank a little at the idea that the Baron might not be present. Her shoulders slumped in disappointment, and she began to retreat with a downcast face.

Soon, the duo reached the designated cooking area and set the boxes down. The boy was drenched in sweat, clearly exhausted from the manual labor.

At this sight, Elder Morin rushed over, anxiety enveloping his face as he exclaimed, "My lord, you shouldn't have burdened yourself like this! We could have assisted carry them down."

The crowd collectively gasped at the revelation, eyes widening in shock. The idea that a noble, particularly a baron himself, would personally undertake such labor was unheard of. They had never expected that this humble-looking, oversized youth would be their Baron. Noticing that his maid carried only one box while he held two, they were taken aback by his kind yet down-to-earth nature.

Some recalled the rumors about the young Baron being abandoned by the Silverblade family, which only added more sympathy and respect for Theo.

However, there was one person who was more shocked than the rest. Learning that this boy was the Baron burst Mira's fantasy of a dashing hero like a balloon.

Theo flashed a strained smile at the village head before turning to Elena.

In a casual voice, he spoke, "Elena, now it's your turn to prepare something for the villagers and our guards. You should ask others to assist you with the preparations; there's no need to strain yourself too much."

Elena leaned in to whisper in a concerning tone, "But Master... to make a decent meal, we need other ingredients..."

The villagers were puzzled as they tried to decipher Elena's hushed words to the Baron.

Unperturbed, Theo assured her in a collected manner, "For now, prepare something simple to satiate everyone's hunger. We'll ensure that, in the future, everyone here will have access to the best food without any worries."

His words resonated deeply with the villagers, who now understood what Elena was secretly asking and appreciated the Baron's reassuring answer.

Even Mira found herself viewing Theo differently, what he lacked in physical attractiveness, he more than made up for with his kindness and generous spirit. It was not even five minutes since she saw him and just through the sincere words and his noble actions, the boy had transformed in her eyes, becoming the very essence of a true hero.


Chapter thirty-six
Long live Lord Silverblade


Elena busily began her preparations, with a group of women briskly joining her side. They helped her wash and cut the vegetables, eager to assist in any way they could.

One woman, with a kind smile, offered a container of oil and a pinch of salt, "Lady Elena, Elder Morin himself sent these."

Elena nodded with a sweet smile, arranging them nearby.

As they noticed the vegetables they were working with, their expressions subtly changed; they exchanged surprised and puzzled glances at the new shade of the veggies.

The vibrant and unique colors were noticeably different from the usual produce they were familiar with. They looked at each other with raised eyebrows and shared silent questions, but none voiced their concerns, possibly out of respect or sheer curiosity regarding the unfamiliar but dark varieties.

Elena was preparing a rather unique dish with these ingredients; she thought it would be better if they had some rice.

Meanwhile, Mira approached with a chair in hand, offering it to Theo with a gracious smile, "Lord Baron, please sit here."

Theo, not wanting to hurt her feelings, patted her head in appreciation and took a seat. Although the chair was clearly not built for his large frame, its open design on three sides allowed him to sit comfortably.

As he sat there, Theo's gaze finally landed on Mira, standing nearby with a bright expression on her face. Although she seemed to be around sixteen years of age, Mira had a slender, almost fragile build. Her brown hair flowed gracefully down to her waist. It was neatly tied back with a hair clip, intricately shaped like a delicate butterfly, showcasing the fine artistry of its design. The young girl stood at a height slightly similar to Elena.

Though Mira was undeniably beautiful, she still paled in comparison to Elena. Mira’s beauty was innocent, reminiscent of a child who had been doted upon, perhaps spoiled by her mother and older brother, Rolan. Yet, contrary to that innocence, Theo could see a certain wisdom in her gaze - the kind that surfaces from enduring hardships, a depth of understanding not normal for someone her age.

However, what he noticed the most was the strange glint in Mira's eyes that were peeking at him. It was as if he was someone special to her. But Theo could somewhat understand the root of that emotion. After all, he had provided the precious elixir that had likely cured her of the sickness.

Shifting his gaze away from Mira's thoughtful stare, he noticed the villagers were murmuring amongst themselves. Theo's brow furrowed in confusion.

After a few moments, a middle-aged man, seemingly pushed by someone from behind, nearly stumbled in front of Theo. He looked back, feeling betrayed, with a hint of annoyance evident. "Hey, who pushed me?"

Regaining his composure, he then found himself face-to-face with Theo, and he nervously scratched his head and stuttered, "My Lord... Umm... I wanted to—wanted to say..."

His voice trailed off, creating a brief silence, until a woman with some courage stepped in. She began to speak, her hands worn from years of hard work showing her life's toil. "Lord Silverblade, although we're grateful for the food that you have arranged for us, our problems don't end there."

She paused for a moment, catching her breath, and Theo raised his eyebrows at her words, wondering what else they wanted to say, as the lady wasn't clear with her words.

The quiet hum of villagers' whispers grew louder, and seeing the boy's puzzled expression, a man with a rough beard jumped in, "My Lord, the land inside these walls is limited. Growing crops outside these walls is risky with the dangerous forest nearby. Wild beasts can attack us and destroy the crops anytime."

Joining the conversation, an elderly woman added, "And our clothes. They’re worn out and thin. Winters are harsh on my old bones. There's no nearby market, and I don't have enough funds to buy from the city."

Taking a step forward, a young mother, clutching her baby close, voiced her concern, "Our homes leak when it rains, and it gets unbearably cold during the winter. I can endure it, but how will my newborn child live in that harsh condition... Please, my lord, help us."

The villagers nodded in agreement, and then Mira’s brother - Rolan pointed out another issue, "And, Lord Baron, we don’t have a fast means of transportation to reach Ironkeep City like other places do. Traveling takes too long."

One by one, they all voiced the demands that had been pent up for unknown years. They never got a chance to express themselves before, since the old Baron didn't bother to talk to the villagers and, after he left, the village was neglected. And when this new Baron came, he stayed in his mansion for years. Today he finally showed up, so they seized the opportunity, seeing the Baron's kind-hearted nature, they didn't hesitate.

However, this was all new for Theo. Yet it wasn't hard for him to grasp because, previously, he was the heir of one of the wealthiest companies on modern Earth, and he was mentored by the owner himself. His grandfather had taught him how to be a great leader, a savvy businessman, and also a formidable swordsman. Moreover, he possessed a demonic farm that produced some abnormal crops, but he knew he could use them to his advantage if he played his cards right.

Finally, he responded, "I've recently recovered from an illness. I'll need some time to address your concerns. Since you all have waited this long, please wait a little more... For now, I will just be able to handle the food problem. In the coming future, maybe in several months, I will try addressing these issues."

As they listened to his words, a kind of strange silence enveloped the surroundings, their facial expressions changing subtly as they processed what he just said. It wasn't a grand speech filled with fancy words, but a straightforward promise from someone who, they felt, was just like them but with the power to make changes. Their faces lit up, their eyes reflecting a cautious kind of hope mixed with surprise as they started looking at each other, nodding and whispering.

A few elderly folks exchanged meaningful glances, and their wrinkled faces broke into genuine smiles, an emotion that seemed to have been forgotten for years. Even the youngsters felt a strange kind of joy bubbling up in their hearts, a feeling that things were about to change, really change.

Then someone shouted, breaking the thick atmosphere of tense silence, "Long live Lord Silverblade!" It was a simple, heartfelt shout, but it resonated with everyone there, and soon others joined in, their voices rising in a harmonious chorus, reflecting their united hopes and dreams, "Bless our young Baron!"

Some were still doubtful, due to the past disappointments, but even they couldn't completely resist the infectious energy around them. It felt like, after a very long time, the village was truly alive with a rhythm of hope and expectation, with every heartbeat reverberating, "May Lord Silverblade lead us to better days!"

It wasn't just the words Theo had spoken but the sincere way he spoke them, the resolute glint in his eyes, and the approachable demeanor that made them want to believe again, to hope again. It was as if they were all allowing themselves to dream of a brighter, happier future under the young Baron's lead.

As the crowd’s cheers and praises echoed around the village, the rhythmic sound of marching footsteps gradually overtook the joyful noise. The villagers in the back started to quiet down one by one, their expressions shifting from joy to a caution and fear as they recognized the new arrivals. The noise caused by the villagers' uncontrolled emotions had managed to attract attention.


Chapter thirty-seven
Henry Stonehelm, Captain of the Royal Guards


Emerging from the cloud of dust was a tall, burly man with a beast-like appearance. He had broad shoulders, thick arms, and a hardened face that seemed to have seen many battles.

Behind him marched dozens of guards dressed in black and gray uniforms, their timely steps showcased discipline. Trailing the formation was Leonard, who had a solemn expression as he caught up to the commanding figure of the leader.

Upon reaching Theo, the burly man's stern expression softened, and he bowed, "Lord Silverblade," he greeted with a voice that was surprisingly gentle given his appearance, "I'm truly happy to see you in better health. These villagers' cheers were hard to ignore."

Straightening up, he continued with a warm smile, "I am Henry Stonehelm, Captain of the Royal Guards stationed in the Ashenvale village. It's a pleasure to finally meet you, Lord Silverblade."

The difference between Henry's beastly appearance and his sweet, gentle nature was easy to notice.

The villagers watched the other guards who were standing firmly behind Henry, their sharp eyes and strict stance demonstrated their discipline. Leonard was standing beside Henry, with a conflicted look in his eyes.

The intense aura coming from the guards’ formation was one of control, brutal training, and unwavering loyalty. They weren't just any guards; they were the personal royal guards, handpicked by Princess Liliana herself to ensure Theo's safety within the walls of Ashenvale village. Their presence showed the importance and trust that the Princess placed in Theo's well-being even if she couldn’t be here by herself.

As Henry expressed his warm greetings, Theo stood up from his chair, “Your kind words are appreciated, Captain Henry. Ashenvale is fortunate to have you." He spoke with a calm voice.

Henry's eyes glinted with pride at Theo's words. Giving a slight nod, he turned to his guards and loudly declared, "For Lord Silverblade!" His voice reverberated like a powerful wave.

On his command, the guards took a step forward, their boots thudding on the ground in perfect unison. They snapped into an intimidating formation, hands placed over their hearts in a salute directed at Theo. The respect in their eyes was visible as they knew how important this boy was to Princess Liliana. They weren’t just saluting the title of 'Baron,' they were saluting the person who was very precious to their Princess.

This intimidating salute caused many villagers to gasp for air, finding it hard to breathe in their presence. The villagers were just commoners without any high level of power, and these guards were well trained with abundant battle experiences, thus their intimidating presence created a pressure that made it hard for them to breathe. Even Theo could feel this pressure, but he fared slightly better since it was not directed at him, and they were looking at him with loyalty. Their duty was to protect him.

As the guards withdrew from their intimidating yet respectful position, Theo turned to Leonard and commanded, “Mister Leonard, take Elder Morin and others to prepare a comfortable area for everyone to eat. We'll serve the food once it's ready.”

Leonard's eyes showed puzzlement, but he restrained himself from speaking as his gaze fell on the man beside him, who was Henry Stonehelm. He wasn’t just any captain; he was renowned even in the capital for slaying numerous demons in the last battle they had with the demons.

The old man couldn’t fathom why the princess had dispatched Henry Stonehelm to protect this boy. He was not in a position to inquire, being just a normal servant assigned by the royal family, the only one not personally sent by Princess Liliana herself.

As he received the order, Leonard turned to the village head. "We need to make arrangements," he said.

Elder Morin nodded, signaling to some of the men nearby. "I have already arranged for mats to be kept ready," he stated. Together, they moved about twenty meters away and cleared a patch of ground. The men spread out the mats that the village head had prearranged, creating orderly rows for everyone to sit.

As the seating was being arranged, the children and elderly were guided towards the mats, taking their places eagerly. They knew they'd be served first and waited with hopeful gazes.

In the midst of this, there was a soft, yet clear voice. Elena announced, "Master, the food is ready."

Theo, pausing momentarily to assess the situation and ensuring that the villagers were settled, responded, "Then we should serve it."

Before he could leave his chair to move, Mira stepped forward with a determined look. "Please leave it to us, Lord Baron," she requested, her tone gentle but insistent. Around her, villagers nodded in agreement, showing their willingness to assist.

Mira, her brother, and a handful of other villagers then moved towards the prepared food. Holding large bowls filled with the prepared meal, they began distributing it. The atmosphere was festive, almost like a communal gathering or celebration.

Seeing this, Theo took up a large bowl himself. Accompanied by Elena, Mira, and her brother, he started serving food to the children and elderly.

Elena glared coldly at him, her wide, deer-like eyes filled with mild objection, as if silently protesting, 'Master, you shouldn't do this.'

However, she kept her thoughts to herself, choosing not to voice her concerns aloud in front of everyone. Some villagers exchanged uneasy glances at Theo's unexpected gesture.

Recognizing the need to address the situation, Elder Morin stepped forward, clearing his throat. "My lord," he began with a faint smile, "if you serve in this manner, it won’t sit well with us. The elderly might become so nervous that... they might just forget to breathe!" He said this with a hint of humor in his tone, but the sentiment was genuine.

Theo paused, bowl in hand, and looked around. He could see their fearful and respectful gazes.

Nodding at the village head, he set the bowl down. He knew his position, no matter how well-intentioned, might interrupt the villagers from enjoying the meal in comfort.

As the older people and children started eating, their faces lit up with delight. Their eyes gleamed with happiness as they exclaimed, "This is incredibly delicious!" An elder commented, "Such luxury... Lord Silverblade has graced us with a dish made from enchanted vegetables. Even some nobles can't eat this every day."

This revelation caused Leonard's eyes to widen, clearly caught off guard. He opened his mouth slightly, disbelief evident on his face. However, further away, he could clearly see the remains of the enchanted veggies on their disposable plates, confirming the elder's claim.

A wave of amazement to spread amongst the other villagers and the guards waiting in line to eat after the elders and children had finished. Their faces transformed from shock to deep respect as they gazed at the young Baron and bowed their head. Theo acknowledged them with a gentle nod.

Even Elena, who stood at a distance, could not hide the pride swelling in her chest for her master, witnessing the respect and appreciation he was garnering.

Leaving the seating area, Theo headed back to his previous chair which Mira had arranged. As he settled, Leonard approached, the two of them sharing a silent moment while watching the villagers eating joyfully.

Noticing Leonard's contemplative expression, Theo inquired, “What’s the matter, Mister Leonard?”

Leonard tried to offer a smile, but it came out forced, his face enveloped with nervousness. "Lord Silverblade," he began hesitantly, "I've been wondering where you sourced these enchanted vegetables for the villagers. As far as I'm aware, even a count wouldn't serve their people such extravagant food..."

A moment of silence stretched between them. Theo locked eyes with Leonard, his gaze steady yet unreadable. It was as if time had slowed, making the air feel suffocating for the old man.

"Do you truly wish for an answer?" Theo replied, a gentle smile gracing his face.


Chapter thirty-eight
Demonic Farm Auction House


Seeing that smile, Leonard felt a chill creep up his spine.

"I apologize, Lord Silverblade," Leonard hurriedly said, his tone apologetic.

Previously, Theo had planned to put the blame for these enchanted vegetables on Liliana’s head if anyone asked, but he found Leonard's manner of asking inappropriate and felt no obligation to explain himself to him. Even if Leonard were a king, he had no right to inquire about his personal affairs; it was Theo's business and his alone.

To him, Elena was an exception. He felt indebted to her for her maternal care towards his duplicate self in the past and, despite not fully trusting her, viewed her as a friend. Leonard's query, however, was overstepping bounds, so Theo saw no reason to entertain it.

After this short exchange, Leonard remained quiet. Soon, Elena joined them, her gaze hovering warmly on the villagers as they ate. Even though she had initially been hesitant to aid the villagers due to limited rations, and her primary duty was to take care of her Master. However, the sight of her Master providing for everyone visibly lifted her spirits. At heart, she was undeniably kind.

In the midst of this warm atmosphere, the serene moment was slightly broken as Theo's focus was snapped by a chime of a bell ringing in his ears, signaling a notification as its content appeared before him.

<<<<

[!Ding]

[The Eldritch Tree has reached full maturity!]

[The abyssal energy emanating from the tree caused its branches to collapse, breaking into usable pieces of Eldritch Wood.]

>>>>

His eyes stayed on the notifications for a moment, but he chose not to address them immediately, allowing his focus to shift back to the lively scene before him.

As time flowed seamlessly, one group finished their meal to make way for the next, and eventually, it was the guards' turn. However, by this moment, they noticed Lord Silverblade had already disappeared at some point in time. Before leaving, he had instructed Elena to oversee things in his absence.

Neither the villagers nor the guards raised any concerns. Gratitude for the sumptuous meal overwhelmed any questions. Some wondered about the next meal, but recalling the Baron's earlier assurance of resolving their food scarcity, they clung to hope. After all, he had already provided a grand feast made from enchanted vegetables.

Upon returning to his room, he created a portal leading to his farm and stepped through it. As he strolled around his farm, he noticed Lilith napping under the rainbow tree, apparently having lost interest in the Eldritch trees by now.

He walked towards the area where the Eldritch trees were planted. The atmosphere there was now more eerie, a dense crimson smoke enveloping the surroundings. As he entered the space where the towering Eldritch trees stood, he observed fallen wood and scattered branches all over the ground.

He decided to store them in his Golden Vault. With just a thought, the scattered wood vanished from the ground. Immediately, two messages appeared before him.

<<<<

[You have gained Eldritch Wood x 49.]

[Eldritch Wood successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

>>>>

However, in the midst of this, he didn't notice the flickering motes of light hovering above his head before they gradually sank into his body, giving him a cooling sensation. He felt a slight increase in strength.

This made him look up. He saw numerous ring essence particles coming toward him. The forest was enveloped in fog, making it hard to notice them earlier.

Standing there, he absorbed them, feeling his strength increase slightly with each ring essence particle he absorbed. He hadn't expected that these Eldritch trees would also grant him ring essence particles. Soon, a series of notifications flashed before him.

<<<<

[You've collected 2 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 2 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Ring Power is at 12/50 points.]

.

.

.

[You've collected 3 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 3 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 3 points.]

[Ring Power is at 48/50 points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Your first ring has evolved to Rank 6!]

[You've reached Circle Rank 6.]

[You have received 3 free stat points.]

[Your Demonic Farm has advanced to Level 6.]

[You have unlocked an additional acre of land.]

[Congratulations! You've unlocked the <Demonic Farm Auction House>. Now you can trade enchanted crops and various other items.]

>>>>

The sudden appearance of the last notification made his eyebrows shoot up in surprise. He quickly noticed a new icon resembling a gavel hovering over a patch of farmland, which appeared at the corner of his interface, aligning with other familiar options: [Profile], [Quest], and [Notifications].

The icon bore the caption [Demonic Farm Auction House], hinting at a space dedicated to the various exchanges of farm-related goods, including the sale and purchase of items related to his demonic farm.

Tapping on the icon, a fresh window popped up on his display. It orderly presented three sections: [Buy], [Sell & Auction], and [Transaction History]. The [Buy] section was active, further divided into two categories: [Special This Week] and [Demonic Cultivation Supplies].

By default, the [Special This Week] section was active, and he could see three items listed there. The first item was a vial labeled [Elysian Youth Elixir]. Beside the item was a ‘(?)’ icon.

As he tapped it, a small description appeared.

<<<<

[A revered drink favored by the elderly. It has the magical ability to temporarily restore one's youthful appearance.]

>>>>

In the price section, he saw a hefty 10,000, accompanied by an icon of a coin. Upon clicking the coin icon, a tool-tip popped up that read, [Abyssal Coin].

He sighed; this item held no value for him. He was not even thirty, and appearances held no sway over him; this could be seen from the way he had easily accepted the weight gain and loss of his earlier handsome appearance after being transported to this primary world.

His gaze moved to the second item that was named [Shadow Beast Summoner's Scroll]. As he tapped the '(?)' icon next to the item, its description revealed.

<<<<

[A powerful scroll inscribed with ancient runes. Once activated, it summons a Level 40 demonic beast to fight by the wielder's side for a single encounter.]

>>>>

The cost for this item was slightly higher, listed at 66,000 Abyssal Coins.

‘If I could buy this scroll, it would become my trump card in a pinch... but...’ he pondered, his inner voice trailing off. The allure of the scroll was strong and he felt the urge to buy it, but the realization of not having any Abyssal Coins left him with a sinking feeling.

He moved to the last item, which was a [Nexus Demonic Farm Teleporter]. Tapping the '(?)' icon, its description emerged.

<<<<

[A compact spatial magic device crafted with advanced technology. It allows the user to Teleport to various cities, drawing on the abyssal energy from the Demonic farm as its power source.]

>>>>

As he read the description of the third item, he found himself taking a deep breath, "This... This is incredible!" he whispered to himself in surprise.

It was precisely the tool he needed the most; a device to bridge distances in the blink of an eye.

Yet the price tag of 43,000 Abyssal Coins brought him back to reality as it acted like a cold shower on his excitement.

‘I need to somehow buy this item. Who knows how long it'll stay available in the marketplace?’

Without even clicking the [Demonic Cultivation Supplies] section, he quickly navigated to the [Sell & Auction] option. As the interface loaded, he found options to list various items from his golden vault into the auction house.

At the top was [Shadowshade Potatoes] with a system-suggested starting bid of 100 Shadowshade Potatoes for 2 Abyssal Coins.

Just below, the [Nightshade Tomatoes] had a recommended price of 100 for 1 Abyssal Coin. But as he saw the [Eldritch Woods] option, marked at a starting bid of 200 Abyssal Coins, he hesitated.

Deciding against listing them, he thought about the rarity of these woods. They weren't as common as his other farm produce. Obtaining just 49 of them each time they matured. He had a gut feeling these [Eldritch Wood] might be invaluable in the future, even though he didn’t know their exact usage at the moment.

After some quick calculations, he listed 120,000 Shadowshade Potatoes. He kept to the system’s suggested price: 2 Abyssal Coins for every batch of 100.

However, after setting the starting bid price, he noticed the ‘Buy It Now’ option. Considering this, he set the 'Buy It Now' price at 4 Abyssal Coins per batch of 100, reasoning that if someone wanted to purchase immediately, they could pay this amount. He applied the same strategy to the Nightshade Tomatoes, listing 1,500,000 at 1 Abyssal Coin per 100 with a 'Buy It Now' price of 3 Abyssal Coins per batch.

He wasn’t sure who would buy from this shop, but since it was an auction house, there must be an audience for this marketplace. He fervently hoped someone would use the ‘Buy It Now’ option, so he wouldn't have to wait until the next harvest to purchase the [Nexus Demonic Farm Teleporter].

After listing the items, he exhaled deeply, allowing himself a brief moment of relaxation. His attention then shifted to the [Demonic Cultivation Supplies] section and he opened it.

<<<<

[Lunar Slumber Blossom]

- Price: 1000 seeds = 1000 Abyssal Coins

[Agilitybane Thistle]

- Price: 100 seeds = 3000 Abyssal Coins

[Abyssal Delight Berries]

- Price: 100 seeds = 10,000 Abyssal Coins

[???]

- ???

[???]

- ???

[???]

- ???

[Balance = 0 AC]

>>>>

A variety of icons filled the screen, but only the first three were unlocked and visible. The rest bore the label '???' for both their icons and titles, indicating items yet to be unlocked or discovered.


Chapter thirty-nine
Nexus Demonic Farm Teleporter


The first seed available was labeled "Lunar Slumber Blossom." Eager for details, he clicked on the '(?)' icon next to it, and its description appeared:

<<<<

[A plant unique to demonic farms. Once harvested and discarded, it releases a potent aroma, inducing a deep sleep in those who inhale it. Price: 1000 seeds = 1000 Abyssal Coins.]

>>>>

Next, he tapped the '?' beside the Agilitybane Thistle. The description read:

<<<<

[A seed that sprouts into a wicked ball of thorns. On contact, the thorns release a curse, reducing the agility of the afflicted for 5 minutes. Note: Effects can't be stacked more than 3 times. Price: 100 seeds = 3000 Abyssal Coins.]

>>>>

Lastly, he clicked on the '?', revealing the description of the Abyssal Delight Berries:

<<<<

[Abyssal Delight Berries - A coveted Berries from the very depths of the abyss. Renowned across realms for its unmatched exquisite taste. Price: 100 seeds = 10000 Abyssal Coins.]

>>>>

The first two weren't items that he could use as food yet they held immense value in dangerous situations. On the other hand, the last edible item carried a hefty price tag.

He pondered, 'I wonder how these Abyssal Delight berries would taste?'

Just as he was immersing himself in the description, a series of notifications began to flood in, briefly causing him to frown. But as he read through the contents, his face lightened up with joy.

<<<<

[Your Shadowshade Potatoes have been sold at the 'Buy It Now' price.]

[Your Shadowshade Potatoes have been sold at the 'Buy It Now' price.]

[Your Shadowshade Potatoes have been sold at the 'Buy It Now' price.]

.

.

.

[Your Nightshade Tomatoes have been sold at the 'Buy It Now' price.]

[Your Nightshade Tomatoes have been sold at the 'Buy It Now' price.]

[Your Nightshade Tomatoes have been sold at the 'Buy It Now' price.]

.

.

.

[All your items have been purchased at the 'Buy It Now' price!]

[120,000 Shadowshade Potatoes have been sold for 4,800 Abyssal Coins.]

[1,500,000 Nightshade Tomatoes have been sold for 45,000 Abyssal Coins.]

[A total of 47,310 Abyssal Coins have been deposited into your Golden Vault after deducting the 5% Auction House fee.]

>>>>

His eyebrows raised slightly, a soft smile forming at the corner of his lips. He hadn't expected someone to buy his crops this quickly, but it had certainly worked in his favor. 'Well, that was fast,' he mused inwardly.

The marketplace was more active than he had thought and it was clear that these items were in high demand.

With enough funds now available to purchase the [Nexus Demonic Farm Teleporter], he quickly navigated to the [Special This Week] section and selected the third item.

A prompt appeared on his screen, ‘Are you sure you want to purchase the [Nexus Demonic Farm Teleporter]?’ with the options [Yes/No] below.

Upon confirming his choice as [Yes], 43,000 abyssal coins were deducted from his golden vault, reducing his balance to 4,310 Abyssal Coins.

A cylindrical capsule, shimmering with captivating lights, manifested about two meters in front of him. The sight caught Theo's attention immediately, and he went forth to inspect his purchase.

However, one look at its imposing size, and he could tell - this Teleporter was not going to be easy to move. When he tried, he barely nudged it a few inches from its spot.

But then, Theo discovered wheels attached to the base of the Teleporter. This should have made things simpler, but the darned thing still seemed ridiculously heavy to shift.

Feeling a bit defeated, he sighed. Glancing towards the rainbow tree, he noticed Lilith was no longer sleeping and had woken up. "Demoness, could you give me a hand here?” He asked her using a telepathic message.

Lilith’s mischievous voice sounded in his mind, “Mmm, will you grant me a sip of your delectable blood in return?” By then, she was already making her way towards him.

Theo replied back with a hint of exasperation, “Really, Now? Do you actually want me to die from blood loss? Can't you think of something else besides my blood for once?”

The corners of her mouth twitched upwards, showing her amusement, “Just a little sip? I promise it won't be much. Think of it as a... service fee.” Lilith cooed, trying to sound as persuasive as possible. As she neared him, her eyes glinted with mischief.

However, As she was met with Theo's unwavering, frosty stare, her playful expression briefly faltered. With a giggle, she conceded, "Fine, fine. I'll help my favorite human for free – no charges today.”

She reached the teleporter and pushed it with all her strength. The earth underneath her feet slightly sank, indicating the immense weight of the object. But she made progress, even if her strained face gave away the struggle involved.

Managing to find her voice amidst the strain, she puffed, "Where are we setting this beast up?”

“Between Dreamweaver Pond and the Obsidian Shed,” Theo responded, trying to mask his amusement at her struggle.

“On it…” She huffed and started wheeling it to the designated location. After ensuring it was safely placed, she dusted off her hands, shooting Theo a look filled with both fatigue and smug accomplishment.

Approaching her, Theo patted her head, "Well done, Demoness.”

She leaned in slyly, batting her eyelashes, “How about a tiny sip of blood as a tip for a job well done?”

A soft thud resounded as Theo playfully bonked her on the head.

"Ow!" Lilith exaggerated her pain, rubbing the spot where she'd been hit. But a faint smile graced her lips. The girl knew better than to complain; after all, This playful 'punishment' was, in a way, Theo's affectionate response to her banter, especially in response to her endless, teasing blood jokes.

Standing in front of the capsule, Theo spotted a discreet button on its side. Upon pressing it, The capsule began to quiver, its wheels retracting into the ground as a series of mechanisms clicked and whirred, and panels slid out, parts shifted and expanded, anchoring the structure firmly to the ground.

Emerging from this transformation was a platform elevated by three steps, and atop it, a half-opened screen embedded within the semi-capsule shape.

Theo and Lilith climbed the stairs side by side. Glancing at the screen, Theo saw a prompt that read, [Initiate the Geo-Scan.] Without hesitation, he tapped on it.

As Theo started the scanning process, the screen transformed, pulsating with a vibrant luminescent green as a net-like pattern began to oscillate, mapping the varied terrains.

Slowly, the surrounding area began to show on the screen with each oscillation, representing forests with finely detailed tree icons and delineating paths that twisted through them.

Dots in differing colors began to appear, marking various points of interest. The name of Ashenvale village appeared prominently, albeit without the typical green locator dot accompanying it.

In the result displayed on the screen, they could also spot the nearby Ironkeep city, marked with a green dot. However, there were other cities in view, each marked distinctly: some in yellow, others in red, and a few with mysterious "???" labels.

With the last oscillation, the detailed map finalized, presenting a vivid landscape full of possible destinations. Following this, a new message emerged on the screen:

<<<<

[Scan completed.]

[You can designate primary and secondary home point destinations. Modify them at any time.]

>>>>

After a few seconds, more queries appeared:

<<<<

[Would you like to set your current location as a primary home point?]

[Yes/No]

>>>>

Without hesitation, Theo selected [Yes].

Lilith, with wide eyes, inquired, “Where did you find such an advanced Teleporter capsule? And one that even lets you set two home points?”

“From the auction house," Theo replied in a calm voice. "But it cleaned out my funds. I'm almost broke now.”

Lilith comforted him with a sweet voice, “You'll eventually earn more.”

Uncertainly, Theo asked, “Do you know how to operate this?”

“Not entirely. But choosing one of these dots sets your Teleport destination. It'll then ask if you wish to proceed. But, it uses some energy for its function. It seems like it's drawing power from the farm, which nourishes its energy from those Eldritch trees you planted earlier,” Lilith explained, pointing at the dots on the screen.

Upon closer inspection, Theo found 11 color dots, symbolizing cities available for him to Teleport to from his current location. Three red dots indicated areas dangerous for his current level. Four yellow ones suggested caution, and several with the ??? The sign remained locked to him. Additionally, forest areas indicated beasts and creatures, hinting at its dangers.

After carefully checking, Theo remarked, “For safety, it's best to stick to the smaller cities given our current strength.”

Lilith asked, gazing at the boy as he was looking at the screen, “Have any place in mind?”

“I've heard about the Shadowmire woods near the Ashenvale village. Given the village's fear of this wild forest, this city might be a good spot to explore. And since it's marked in green, it's likely safer compared to the red and yellow zones,” Theo mused loudly as he indicated at a city that was within the forest.

Lilith's eyes sparkled with happiness, “I can finally travel outside.”

Theo hesitated, “Given it's my first time using this, shouldn’t you wait here? I'll bring you out when find a good place.”

Lilith gave a resigned sigh, “Fine, but don’t keep me waiting too long.”

“Don’t worry Demoness, I'll get you out as soon as I can,” Theo reassured her.

Lilith then descended from the platform, and Theo, taking a deep breath, clicked on the green dot near the forest. A prompt popped up:

<<<<

[Elwyn city]

[Do you want to Teleport now?]

[Yes/No]

>>>>

Taking a moment to collect himself, Theo pressed [Yes].


Chapter forty
Going to the Elwyn City


As he initiated the teleport, an abrupt burst of blinding white light enveloped him. It was so brilliant and intense that it felt as if he was submerged in a realm of pure radiance. Having never experienced a teleportation before, the sensation caught him completely off guard. It was a strange sensation, almost like floating in a vast, endless space – no up, no down, just an all-consuming brightness.

But just as quickly as he was suspended, he was pulled back into reality, feeling a hard jolt as he hit something softer than the ground.

Blinking away the daze, he realized he had landed on a girl. Her green eyes, wide with shock, stared right back into his. Her crimson hair shimmered, framing her face gracefully. In a rush of embarrassment and realization, Theo scrambled to move away from her.

Yet before he could muster an apology, a sharp pain coursed through his neck. He was thrown back down, this time by a forceful grip. Looking up, he found himself facing another girl, this one also had distinguishing long ears.

Annoyance and a touch of disgust filled her emerald eyes, telling a different story. Her own crimson locks, just as stunning as the first girl's, fell elegantly to her shoulders. Their beauty was undeniable, rivaling that of Elena in their own unique way.

The girl's voice was cold, tinged with menace, as if simply by being there, Theo had committed some unforgivable crime in her eyes. "Filthy human! How dare you touch my sister. Speak, before I kill you." The chilling edge in her voice was unmistakable.

Theo quickly assessed his situation, cursing his decision to teleport to this place. Still, he knew it wasn't entirely his fault. The mechanics of teleportation were unfamiliar to him, and he certainly hadn't expected to tumble onto someone. Was this fate or just bad luck?

With as much calm as he could muster, Theo tried to explain. "I wasn't familiar with the teleporter's drop-off mechanism. I had no intentions of landing on anyone," He noticed a flicker of doubt in her eyes.

She scrutinized him for a moment, seemingly mulling over his words. But her grip on his throat didn't waver.

The younger girl, he'd landed on, stood up, her voice gentle, "Sister, don't hurt him just for being a human. You know, it was an accident and we are also at fault for not being careful. Don’t forget, Grandfather would get mad if you cause an unnecessary conflict with the humans over this.

The elder sister's voice grew cold, "Are you saying I should let this stupid fellow go easily? That won’t happen. He disrespected you by falling on top of you!" Her eyes still burned with anger.

The younger one reasoned, "Do you think a mere hooligan would have access to a teleporter? He might be of noble birth from the Lighthaven Empire. You shouldn’t treat him like this."

"Noble or not, he had no right," the elder sister retorted then shifted her eyes back to Theo, "Identify yourself, Human," she demanded, loosening her grip just a tad.

He gasped for air and managed to speak, "I’m a merchant. This is the first time I've used a teleporter to travel." The boy felt annoyed by her rude way of asking. He knew well he was at fault but not at the level where she should treat him in a vicious manner.

“A merchant? Using teleportation? You expect me to believe that tale?” she shot back, gritting her teeth.

“Here,” he spoke, pulling out a Shadowshade potato from his golden vault.

Even in his compromised position, he couldn’t help but think, ‘Why do girls always have the urge to pin me down like this?’ He remembered his first time with Lilith and now this violent girl.

The fierce maiden snatched the potato and, after inspecting it closely, her eyes reflected suspicion. She murmured, "This is a high-quality magic potato."

After what felt like an eternity, she finally released him with a reluctant look. Studying the potato and then him for several seconds, she asked, "How much of these do you have?" The girl inquired.

"I have around one thousand," Theo responded, slightly confused. Then he stood up and began to pat his clothes to dust off the dirt.

She exhaled in exasperation, “Can’t you speak in weight?” She clearly struggled with the duality of her feelings: anger for what had happened with her sister and a strong desire to buy his goods.

After struggling a bit, her pride didn't let her buy the enchanted potatoes from him. She continued, "Regardless, consider this your only warning. If you ever come close to my sister again, you won't walk away." With that, she started to leave.

The younger girl gave him a small, apologetic smile, whispering, "Sorry for all that," before trailing behind her elder sibling.

As they vanished from his sight, Theo muttered, "What a pair of strange siblings," before making his way out of the Teleporter room.

Navigating his way outside, Theo found himself in an expansive grand hall, its white walls adorned with complex silver patterns resembling leaves. The place was filled with guards, each with pointy ears, which revealed they were of the elven race. Their youthful features seemed to defy time itself.

In the midst of these guards, an elven man, who was probably their leader, caught Theo's attention. With raven-black hair falling down to his mid-back and a physique that, while not very tall, was undeniably well-developed. As Theo's gaze hovered over him, he began to understand why the elven races were known for their unparalleled beauty.

Currently, that elven man was engaged in a conversation with the fierce girl who had not too long ago pinned him down.

“Welcome to Elwyn City, Princess Aerin, and Princess Elara. We are honored by your presence. I am Haldir, the commander in charge of this city," the man greeted respectfully with a bow.

Theo's heart sank. ‘Oh. Damn it…' he thought bitterly, 'She had to be a princess?' The realization that he had unintentionally crossed an elven royal made him mentally curse himself.

'I really need to get better luck,' he mused, feeling a surge of regret over his coincidental teleportation timing. He attempted to exit the hall, hoping they wouldn't discover him. Due to his lack of mana, he was like a shadow, easily slipping away unnoticed.

Once he stepped outside the grand hall, which he now identified as the Teleporter Palace, the breathtaking landscape of Elwyn City appeared before him. Buildings were not just built upon the ground; they were masterfully integrated within gargantuan trees. Their trunks housed homes and shops, their branches working as pathways and their canopies acted as protective roofs.

Below one of the tree shops, an elven boy tugged at his parents' robes, pointing at wooden dolls that resembled fierce-looking beasts. Nearby, a brown-haired elven lady was engaged in a lively negotiation with a shopkeeper. Guards in armor patrolled in the distance.

Everywhere he looked, the ground was blanketed with soft, lush green grass, giving the entire place an ethereal and serene vibe. Even though it was daytime, the atmosphere was cool and soothing. The air was fresh and invigorating, filled with the aroma of flowers scattered around a serene pond. The city was an impressive blend of nature and architecture, showcasing the very essence of elven craftsmanship.

The sight of the city left him in awe. This was his first time in an elven city. He'd only read about elves in fairy tales and had never met one before. Yet, not even a month after arriving in this world, he had not only encountered them but had been pinned down by the elven princess herself.

Recalling the bitter memory snapped him out of his musings. He quickly regained his composure and began to move. He needed to find a shop where he could sell his crops for gold coins. Currently, he was so poor that even the vicious girl had mistaken him for some thug.

As he wandered through the city, he couldn't help but notice the curious stares of the elves. Their eyes followed him, whispering amongst themselves.

At one spot, a young girl pointed at him while tugging her parent's clothing, similar to the young boy he had seen earlier pointing at a doll. It felt as though he was a piece of art on display, walking the streets of Elwyn City. The realization soon dawned on him why he was garnering so much attention: he hadn't seen another human. In this elven city, he was truly an alien.

Choosing to ignore the stares and whispers, Theo focused on his quest to find the right shop. He discovered various signboards above the store entrances: "Lunar Tavern," "Elmswood Inn," "Sylvari's Restaurant," and "Elandrial's Swords and Artifacts."

As he was reading their names, an impatient voice sounded in his mind. "Haven't you reached there yet? You're taking so long..." Lilith's voice came via telepathy.

“Hold on, Demoness. I need to find a secluded spot to cast the portal. There are too many elves around,” he responded.

Continuing his search, a signboard finally caught his eye: “Harvest Haven". He was relieved as he'd located a place to sell his crops and earn some gold coins. Given his knowledge from the books, he was certain the currency in Elwyn City would be accepted in Ironkeep City and the Lighthaven Empire.

Ascending the wooden steps leading to the entrance, he was about to enter when a sudden commotion from inside caught his attention.


Chapter forty-one
Brotherly Bluff: Ice Cream Memories


The atmosphere inside the shop didn’t seem peaceful. At its epicenter was a white-haired young man, wearing stylish black glasses, black pants, and a white shirt. He seemed to be of the same height as Theo and was in a heated exchange with the store manager.

"Look, I've told you," the white-haired man said casually, "My student is on the way. As soon as she arrives, you'll be paid in full. I just need to step outside and greet her. Is it too much to ask for a little trust?"

The manager's face turned a shade redder as he replied in an annoyed voice, “You humans always have a way with words – empty promises and cunning tricks.”

The young man responded with a bit of humor, "Funny, I often think the same about you elves. But let me clear one thing – I'm not a human."

The elven manager looked enraged with such a blatant insult towards their elven race. "So you think you can just waltz into our land and mock us?” He turned his head slightly and shouted, “Guards! Seize him!”

Elven guards began to advance, weapons drawn, ready to subdue the seemingly trouble-making visitor.

As they closed in, the white-haired man let out a lively chuckle, "Really? Drawing weapons in a grocery store? If I hadn't made a promise to my student not to cause trouble here, our earlier conversation wouldn't have been so...polite. But it looks like I might have to break that promise."

But just as the situation looked like it was about to escalate, the young man's gaze shifted to the entrance and landed on the huge figure that seemed to be a human. A hint of surprise enveloped his face as he murmured inwardly, ‘How did I not sense his presence? Ah... He has no mana…’

Theo, maintaining his calm demeanor despite the unfolding drama, simply locked eyes with the white-haired man.

A grin unfurled on the young man's face as he approached Theo, “Hey, my little brother has arrived! Now he'll pay the bill on my behalf.”

The audacity of the white-haired man left Theo momentarily stunned, surpassing even Lilith's shamelessness. Before he could reply, the manager inquired, “So you're here to settle his bills?”

“No, I don’t know this man,” Theo responded in an unconcerned voice.

Feigning hurt, the white-haired man protested, “Oh, brother, have you forgotten? When you were younger, I’d carry you around the city, treat you to ice creams. Don’t those memories mean anything to you?”

After hearing Theo’s response, the guards started to move again and the young man sighed, thinking his tricks wouldn't work and the air around him started to change from that of humor to chilliness, causing elven manager and guards to take a step back unconsciously.

“Wait…” However, Theo’s sudden voice brought that icy change back to normal again, drawing all attention in the shop to him.

He looked between the mysterious white-haired man and the terrified store manager, asked for clarification. “What did he exactly do?”

The store manager huffed, “He ate an enchanted fruit worth 100 gold coins without even paying!”

The young man laughed off the accusation. "I forgot my wallet, okay? And that fruit? It was cheap as dirt. I never thought elves were such misers.”

This rude remark made a vein throb on the manager’s forehead, clearly irritated by how the young man was belittling his race. However, recalling the intimidating aura the man had radiated just moments earlier, he decided not to make the same mistake again.

The white-haired man then turned to Theo, "Brother, could you lend me some money?"

Theo responded flatly, "I don't have any."

The manager's eyes narrowed at Theo suspiciously, thinking this huge figure was here to just fool them just like the rude man.

Seeing the doubtful gaze of the store manager, that he might also get in trouble because of this shameless person he just met, Theo decided to defuse the situation, he took out two of his enchanted vegetables from the golden vault and placed them on the counter. "Can you tell me for how much they would sell for?"

The manager took it from the counter and held it close to his eyes, inspecting them carefully. After some seconds, he said with a hint of greed in his eyes, "10 silver coins for the enchanted tomatoes and 30 silver coins for the enchanted potatoes per kilogram."

For him, this young boy seemed to be unaware of the real price and since he was only a human and in an elven city, the manager had some sly plans.

“Hold on a minute!” The white-haired man, seeing through the manager's attempt to scam, intervened, "These are top-quality veggies. Even back where I'm from, they'd fetch a higher price. You can't just con my brother like that. It’s daylight robbery."

"When did I agree to become your brother?" Theo retorted in response to the man’s claim. However, he noticed the manager's nervousness and the faint, bitter smile that appeared on his face.

The white-haired man continued, "Pay the right price, or I'll complain to the Roseheart Royal family that you tried to swindle my younger brother."

The manager coughed before replying, “Ah, I was mistaken earlier. These are of a higher quality than the ones I usually buy. For the enchanted tomatoes, I'll offer 30 silver coins per kg, and for the enchanted potatoes, 90 silver coins per kg.”

Seeing Theo still silent, the white-haired man spoke, "Though it's still a low price, you can accept this offer.”

Theo responded, "Alright…" But as he scanned the store, he realized that there might not be enough space.

Turning to the store manager, he asked, “Where can I unload all these enchanted veggies? This space doesn't seem enough.”

The store manager, a bit taken aback by his response, replied, "Follow me." He led Theo to a back door, which opened up to reveal a gigantic warehouse. The white-haired man followed closely behind.

Inside the enormous warehouse, they could see many sacks of crops neatly arranged to one side. Yet, despite the stored goods, there was still so much space left that one could easily set up a basketball court and play a game.

Theo began to unload all his remaining enchanted vegetables, as shown by the numbers in his Golden Vault: approximately 30,300 shadowshade potatoes and around 382,000 nightshade tomatoes.

As each number decreased, the corresponding vegetables began to materialize in heaps on the warehouse floor, transforming the barren space into a sea of darker colors. Both the store manager and the white-haired man were stunned, their eyes widened in disbelief as the floor was then flooded with all these enchanted veggies.

The manager hurried over to the spot where Theo had unleashed this avalanche of produce and exclaimed, "We have an important customer here! What would you like, sir?"

Observing the manager's sudden change in behavior, Theo asked, "Please weigh them immediately and settle my payment. Also, what seeds do you have available?"

The manager listed, "We have Mushroom, Mint, Beans, Carrots, Lettuce, Violet Berries, Verdantleaf Tea, and Beets. These are the primary crops grown in this region."

Theo thought for a moment and then instructed, "I'll need enough seeds for one acre for each of these. Subtract the amount from my payment."

"Certainly, sir..." The manager nodded and commanded his staff to commence the weighing process. Shortly, ten workers emerged from a back room, began boxing up the enchanted vegetables, and placed them on a nearby scale.

Seeing the huge quantity of veggies and knowing that the current speed was too slow, the manager quickly made a hand signal, and one of the staff left outside. But soon more staff began to pour into the warehouse to assist with the weighing and tallying.

The white-haired man watched the proceedings with an amused expression, though he seemed surprised as well.

While the tally was ongoing, the white-haired man proudly began to blabber on about his life's adventures to the manager and Theo, who both showed an expression of clear disinterest.

After about forty-five minutes, the tally was complete. The manager had noted that there were a total of 76,400 kilograms of tomatoes and 7,500 kilograms of potatoes. After some calculations based on the rates, the enchanted tomatoes came to a sum of 2,292,000 silver coins at 30 silver coins per kilogram, and the enchanted potatoes amounted to 675,000 silver coins at 90 silver coins per kilogram.

The manager then handed a gleaming blue gem ring to Theo with a broad smile, “This contains 29,670 gold coins. I've also added the seeds that you requested for which you don’t have to pay. And, please accept this spatial ring as a token of our gratitude for choosing us for your business. We hope you'll consider us again in the future.”

Theo accepted the gifts nonchalantly, but internally, he was joyous. ‘The monthly fund the royal family provides my barony is only around 1000 gold, yet I made 29,670 just by selling these leftover veggies.’ He was stunned but kept his astonishment hidden.

The manager added as an afterthought, “We've also settled your older brother’s account.”

"He's not my brother," Theo clarified with a sigh as he turned to leave.

The white-haired man attempted to lighten the mood, "Oh, he's just a bit mad at me, acting like he doesn't recognize me," He then trailed Theo out of the shop.

As Theo descended the steps from the shop, searching for an inn, he became aware of someone walking in step beside him. Before he could inquire, the familiar voice chirped, “Knew you wouldn’t just abandon me, Brother!”

“I'm not your brother…” Theo replied with a hint of annoyance, halting in his tracks.

Choosing to hear only what he wanted, the white-haired man continued, “It might be unusual for a younger brother to give pocket money to an older one, but I don’t mind. Oh, I just remembered something. Hang on a second; I need to check on my student.”

Theo released a resigned sigh, thinking, ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if this lunatic teacher has another lunatic as his student...’

Suddenly, the white-haired man, as if propelled by an unseen force, shot up into the sky, hovering approximately forty meters above the ground. Theo's eyes flickered with surprise, not having expected such a feat from this shameless man.

Around them, some of the elven passersby stopped in their tracks, their gazes locked onto the figure floating above. Murmurs spread quickly among them as they were amazed. It was clear from the expressions on their faces that such a display was not a common occurrence in this elven town.

“There they are,” The white-haired man shouted with a bright face and turned to glance down to where Theo had been, but when he looked, there was no one there. The space was empty, and the boy was already gone, leaving a hint of disappointment to cloud over his bright expression.

'Again, I couldn’t sense when he slipped past my senses…' he murmured to himself. Like a shooting star, he moved towards the approaching figures he'd been waiting for.

Upon landing in front of two stunning elven sisters, they halted their approach.

“Greetings, Master Rowan. We apologize for being late,” the younger one said remorsefully.

“You weren’t just late, you were incredibly late; Both of you kept me waiting long enough to almost land me in trouble. But a 'brother' of mine came to my rescue,” Rowan replied.

“You have a brother, Teacher?” the older sister asked with intrigued eyes.

“He helped me today from causing trouble and not to break a promise. For that, he is my brother for life,” Rowan explained.

The older sister, recalling a prior event, added with gritted teeth, “I also had a run-in with an annoying human today. He's fortunate to have left with his life.”

“Aerin,” Rowan chided, “You must manage your disdain for humans. Not all of them are the same. And given that both of you will be joining a human academy next year, you best prepare. You'll be meeting many of them in the Phoenixwing Academy.”

“Master Rowan,” the younger sister said, “It's fortunate you're not human. Otherwise, my sister might have missed out on training under such a formidable teacher.”

Rowan sighed and spoke, "She needs to understand that It's the heart and actions that define a being, not their race."

With those final words, Rowan gestured for the sisters to follow him. The trio began to make their way, leaving the bustling streets behind.


Chapter forty-two
The Business Savvy of a Seven-Year-Old


Theo entered the Elmswood Inn that he had noticed earlier. From the start, he had planned to stay there, which was also why Rowan couldn't spot him when Theo quickly went inside.

Upon entering, a bell jingled, signaling the arrival of a customer. At the reception stood a young elven girl, seemingly about seven years old. She wore oversized glasses that seemed comedic on her small face.

Her cyan hair matched that of a boy, presumably her older brother, who paused from sweeping the floor as Theo entered. Judging by his appearance, Theo figured the boy was around fifteen.

"Welcome to Elmswood Inn. How can we assist you, sir?" the young girl inquired with a businesslike tone, her voice filled with the adorable lilt of a child.

From the corner of his eye, Theo noticed the cyan-haired boy sighing but saying nothing. After setting the broom aside and wiping his hands on his apron, the boy approached Theo.

Meeting Theo's eyes in an icy manner, it was clear that the boy harbored some animosity towards him, much like the princess had.

"What brings you here?" he asked, his tone void of any warmth.

Not bothered by his odd behavior, remembering that this was the sole inn in the vicinity, Theo replied, "A room for 11 days."

Before the elven boy could respond, the young girl's voice chirped in a high-pitched tone, "That would be 2 silver per day, sir. So, 20 silver for 11 days." Her innocent mannerisms were undeniably endearing, but her miscalculation left her older brother teetering on the brink of a facepalm moment. It was like watching a squirrel try to perform calculus – cute, but baffling!

Choosing to engage with the nicer of the two, Theo stepped towards the reception, addressing the little girl and leaving the brooding boy behind. "Only 20 silver?" he queried in a gentle tone.

"Yes, sir," she nodded, her eyes big and earnest.

Behind him, The cyan-haired boy was making frantic gestures to his sister, seemingly warning her to not give the room to this human boy. As the young girl looked puzzled and was glancing at her brother, Theo noticed it and turned around just to catch the boy mid-gesture, which he hurriedly ceased upon being caught.

Without further ado, Theo laid one gold coin on the counter, saying, "Here's 1 gold. 20 silver for the eleven days, and the remainder is for you – a reward for being far more adorable than anyone else I've met today."

With sparkling eyes, the little girl beamed, "You're the best, big brother!" Her gleeful tone only added to her charm.

The older sibling was taken aback by Theo's generosity, but the sudden ‘big brother’ reference left him truly bewildered.

"What's the name of this little cute angel?" Theo asked.

"I'm Neria," she said with a twinkle in her eye, "and that's my brother, Lorian. What's your name, big brother?"

"Theo," he responded.

However, as their conversation flowed, Theo could feel a chilling glare directed at his back. Turning, he found Lorian standing ominously close. If looks could kill, Theo would have met his end right then and there.

Lorian coldly stated, “Your business here is finished. Let me show you your room.”

Theo nodded, casting a final glance at Neria who was waving at him, her eyes squinted into a joyful crescent shape. He followed Lorian.

As they ascended the wooden stairs to the second floor, Lorian paused midway and remarked, “Mind your own business and refrain from being overly friendly with my little sister. Stay for eleven days, and then leave. I'll return your remaining 78 silver later.”

Theo remained silent, sensing the animosity wasn't directed at him personally but towards humans as he had never met this elven boy before. Most of the elves he'd encountered thus far had displayed prejudice against humans. It seemed this world wasn't much different from Earth when it came to racism.

Reaching the second floor, Lorian unlocked the second room and handed the keys to Theo. Without another word, he departed.

Theo sighed at the rude boy but didn't have the luxury to dwell on it; he was running late, and the demoness was growing impatient.

Inside, the room was modest yet comfortable. A bed sat adjacent to a table, and there was an attached bathroom. Floral and leafy patterns adorned the walls, giving it an added flavor of an elven city.

Drawing the curtains for more privacy, Theo cast a portal. “Lilith, you can come in.” He called her telepathically.

Soon after, a figure stepped out from the portal, with her cheeks puffed and eyes shooting daggers at Theo.

“Don’t be mad. We can go shopping now. Let's get everything we need,” Theo coaxed. The mention of shopping brightened Lilith's mood, her eyes lighting up and she nodded in agreement.

However, Theo realized a potential issue. “Since I came up the stairs and you didn't, could you use the window to exit and wait for me outside?”

“Noo…” Lilith protested.

“They didn’t see you come upstairs, and it might seem suspicious if you suddenly appeared out of nowhere,” Theo reasoned.

Hesitating a moment, Lilith huffed. "Fine."

She approached the window, and, with an elegant motion, descended. It was as if gravity had taken a momentary pause for her; she floated down gracefully, her form barely disturbing the air, landing softly, almost like a petal drifting to the ground. Theo watched from above, impressed by her effortless movement.

Lilith had already left, so Theo exited his room, making sure to lock it with the key. Upon reaching the ground floor, he noticed Neria's downcast expression. It appeared as if she'd been chided by her brother. When she caught his gaze, she lowered her head further, perhaps fearing another scolding from her older brother. As for Lorian, he was nowhere to be seen, likely having stepped out.

Theo sighed and exited the inn, stepping into the evening air. The sun was teetering on the brink of the horizon, ready to dip into the embrace of night. Once outside, he noticed the elves had paused in their tracks, their attention fixated on someone.

As he followed their gaze, he saw it was Lilith. Even though she wore Theo's oversized clothing, her beauty was hard to hide.

The elves whispered amongst themselves, their voices filled with awe.

"She's stunning. Are all human women this beautiful?"

"No way! But I've heard that Princess Liliana from the Lighthaven Empire is even more beautiful than our own Princess Aerin. Could this be her?"

"With those clothes? Why would she be here, looking like that?"

"Maybe she's on some secret mission?"

"Such beauty hidden in those loose clothes. It's almost a crime!"

Hearing the murmurs, Theo quickly clasped Lilith's hand and took her away from the gathering crowd. As they moved, he could still make out the hushed voices behind him.

"How dare he touch that goddess?"

"What's that ordinary-looking guy doing with that lovely lady?"

"Probably, she is doing some charity work by being with him."

"I think, he must've bewitched her or something. There is no way she'd be with him otherwise."

"Perhaps she lost a bet and has to be with him?"

“I bet she doesn't even know how out of her league he is."

"It looks like a swan paired with a toad!"

"More like seeing a rose being held by a weed!"

Though these words stung, Theo brushed them off. To him, appearances and the opinions of others held no importance.

Aware that Lilith's ravishing beauty, even in his baggy clothes, could cause unwanted attention and trouble, Theo approached a street vendor who sold masks and veils.

Lilith's face lit up with excitement as she strolled through the city streets. Her eyes darted eagerly from one shop to another. However, she noticed Theo had come to a halt. Following his gaze, she spotted an elderly elven man displaying a variety of masks and colorful veils.

Without a second thought, Lilith grabbed a black veil and put it on. As she adjusted it, Theo's gaze swept over to land on her, witnessing her beauty.

The veil covered her face just right, highlighting her sparkling eyes even more. The black of the veil against her skin made her look even more unreal. With the veil on, there was this mysterious charm added to her beauty. Even if it covered a bit of her face, she still looked as stunning as ever, if not more.

Deciding to purchase a few, Theo inquired, “How much for these three?”

“3 silver coins each. That makes 12 silver coins in total,” the vendor replied.

"Shouldn't it be 9 silver coins?" Theo asked, a hint of confusion in his voice.

The old man gestured towards a girl beside him. Following his gesture, Theo noticed the demoness playing with a white mask adorned with crimson marks below the eyes, giving it a stylish appearance.

"This would suit you," she commented, holding up the mask.

Though Theo hadn't considered buying one for himself, the price was reasonable enough. He handed a gold coin to the old man, who returned 88 silver coins. After storing the mask, veils, and silver coins in his golden vault, the duo moved on to look for another shop.

Lilith headed towards a store with Theo following closely behind. The signboard read, ‘Elven Elegance: Finery & Attire.’

As the duo entered, they noticed several beautiful elves browsing through the selections. The staff members were all elves, youthful, with all appearing to be in their twenties at most, making it hard for Theo to guess their real age.

The interior of the shop was elegantly designed. Dresses of various colors and designs hung on golden racks, creating a variety of fabric choices. There were sections designated for different types of clothing, with soft, ethereal lighting highlighting the finer details of each piece.

Most of the customers appeared to be female, busy trying on different outfits.

As Lilith was searching for the right dresses, one of the elven assistants approached her and started to offer her recommendations.

Theo positioned himself to the side, observing the demoness.

Lilith commented with a hint of disappointment in her voice, “These aren't good enough.” She made a face, clearly unimpressed.

Noticing her dissatisfaction, Theo asked the elven attendant, “Don't you have something better?”

“We do, sir, but those are quite expensive,” the elven girl replied. Given the casual attire of the pair, she assumed they might not be able to afford the pricier selections.

Not bothered by her scornful look, Theo responded flatly, “Just show them to her.”

“Alright, sir. They're on the 2nd floor,” the attendant said in a mocking tone.

As they were ascending the stairs, she thought to herself, ‘This human is going to regret it when he sees the price tags.’

On reaching the second floor, Lilith was shown a variety of high-end dresses. She seemed to finally find a few to her liking, separating them into two distinct piles - one at the left and the other at the right.

Turning to Theo, she requested, “Hey… help me pick one.”

The boy hesitated, “I'm not an expert in these things. It's best if you decide.”

“Just help,” Lilith insisted, shooting him a sharp look.

Sighing, Theo started to search from the pile and selected a black long skirt paired with a matching top. Embellished with crimson and blue jewels, the ensemble shimmered enticingly. “Here, this one,” he suggested.

Nodding, Lilith disappeared into a nearby changing room. Moments later, she emerged, looking absolutely stunning. Theo appeared momentarily taken aback.

On the other hand, the elven assistant had her mouth agape and eyes wide in shock from Lilith's transformation. Even though she was wearing a black veil over her face, her tantalizing figure was fully displayed in the new dress compared to the baggy clothes she had been wearing.

“How do I look?” Lilith inquired with a soft smile.

“You look... Okay,” Theo responded as he didn’t want to reveal his true thoughts.

The elven girl internally rolled her eyes, ‘He's such an idiot! How can he say she looks just 'Okay' when she looks extremely breathtaking?’

Seemingly unimpressed with Theo's dreary response, Lilith directed the assistant, “Please pack all the dresses on the right side.”

The elven girl, with a hint of disdain in her voice, remarked, “Young Lady, those are twenty-two dresses in total. I'm not sure you can afford even one from this section. Perhaps you should select from the first floor instead?”

Upon hearing this, Lilith turned to Theo for an answer.

“How much for all these dresses?” he inquired with a calm tone.

After taking a moment to calculate, she responded, “They total nearly three hundred gold coins,” the attendant lips graced with a proud smile, clearly expecting them to balk at the price.


Chapter forty-three
Neria's Innocence vs. Lilith's Possessiveness


Without hesitation, Theo took out three hundred gold coins from the blue ring, laying them out on the counter with a clinking sound.

The elven girl's confident expression shattered into pieces, her previous assumptions about the duo proved embarrassingly wrong.

Theo and Lilith exchanged amused glances, finding her flustered reaction rather entertaining.

Once she managed to recover, the elven girl said, “I apologize, sir. That was a mistake on my part.”

With a cold edge to his voice, Theo replied, “Just pack the dresses and use these coins to settle our bill.”

“Yes, sir,” the elven girl responded, hurriedly getting to work. She began packing the dresses into bags. While she was occupied, Theo found a quiet spot and initiated the process of transferring gold from his blue ring to his golden vault. Gold coins appeared from thin air, and just before they could touch the ground, they disappeared, instantly stored within the vault.

By the time Theo had finished, the elven assistant was nearly done packing. Meanwhile, Lilith was browsing through some other dresses from the rack. She picked out another two and placed them alongside the others.

Noticing the additions, the elven girl included them in the bill and proceeded to pack them.

“Sir, the total comes to two hundred ninety-two gold coins. Here's the change,” she informed Theo, holding out eight gold coins as change.

“Keep it as a tip,” Theo declared nonchalantly, storing the purchased dresses in his blue ring.

The pair exited the shop, leaving the elven girl in stunned silence. Not only had they purchased all those expensive dresses, but Theo had also left a generous tip, something usually reserved for the likes of royalty.

Stepping outside into the night, under a canopy of glittering stars, Lilith couldn't hold back her laughter. “You sure taught her a thing or two about not judging a book by its cover. Little does she know that my farmer boy could probably buy out the entire shop if he wished,” she commented, a hint of possessiveness flickered in her tone when she said ‘my farmer boy’.

Stopping in his tracks, Theo turned to face her with a cold expression. “Take this,” he spoke as he offered her something.

Lilith's eyes sparkled mischievously, “Is this your way of proposing marriage to me?”

“Don't daydream, Demoness. It's just a spatial ring. It has all your dresses. Store whatever you wish in it for the time being,” Theo explained as he handed over the ring, and then began walking again.

Examining the ring closely, Lilith slid it onto her ring finger. It magically adjusted to her size, fitting perfectly. For a moment, she stared at it, lost in thought, before hurrying to catch up with Theo, who was now some distance ahead.

After purchasing the dresses, their next stops were to buy a bed for Lilith, some rations, a few bags of desserts, and essential items Lilith needed, such as perfume, soap, and other daily necessities. Theo spent another hundred gold coins, a significant portion of which went toward buying rations for both the villagers and himself, as well as essential items that would prove useful for camping or while traveling outdoors.

Additionally, Theo stocked up on healing potions. he purchased 100 intermediate-quality potions, each priced at 1 gold coin. He also acquired 20 high-quality potions, which were more expensive, costing 100 coins each. In total, he spent an additional 2,100 gold coins on the potions alone.

By the time they made their way back to the inn, evening had settled in. Lilith was at his side. Inside, they found Neria with a notebook, while Lorian appeared to be giving her a math lesson. Evidently, her brother had noticed the miscalculations in the morning when she asked for 20 silver coins for eleven days and Lorian thought it was important to give her a proper math lesson.

Upon hearing the bell ring, the siblings turned to see who had arrived. Their mouths fell open in astonishment at the sight of the beautiful fairy-like figure standing next to the huge young man.

Theo approached Neria while Lilith trailed behind him. He handed the little girl a small bag, saying, “This is for you. It’s the dessert we bought at the vendor's shop.”

"Thank you, Big Brother," Neria responded, accepting the bag with a delightful expression. She opened the bag, peered inside, and a bright smile blossomed on her face.

Lorian, however, cast a frosty glare in their direction. He knew sweets were his sister's favorite, and they couldn't often afford such treats, and he didn't want to make her upset again, especially after scolding her and making her cry in the morning. Plus, the ravishing beauty next to Theo made him reluctant to speak up for fear of leaving a bad impression on her.

Standing beside Theo, Lilith leaned closer to Neria, and whispered in her ear with a smile, “You’re so cute... but remember, he belongs to me.”

Neria replied with a genuine smile, “You're cute too, Big Sister,” She adorably ignored Lilith’s wild comment.

Suddenly, Lilith felt a light bonk on her head and let out an “Oww…” She turned to see, rubbing her head with a scrunched face, Theo already making his way up the stairs.

“Visit again soon, Big Brother,” Neria called out but her attention was completely focused on the sweets in the bag with a bright smile.

Upon entering their room, Theo locked the door behind them. It had been a long day, filled with unique encounters and experiences. He had met a variety of people, from the vicious elven princess to the shameless white-haired man. And of course, there was the adorable little Neria, who easily forgot her brother's warning about not speaking to Theo at the sight of sweets.

As Theo settled in, he noticed Lilith busily adjusting her hair using the hand mirror she had recently purchased.

He suggested, “If you'd like, you can go out and shop some more. I’ve stored some gold coins in your ring. Just remember to spend them wisely.”

Looking up from her reflection, Lilith replied, “I do want to go, but I don’t want to leave you alone.” With that, the mirror vanished into her new blue ring.

“I'm heading to the farm. Would you like to join?” Theo inquired. Given that it was already late in the evening, he decided to head back to the farm.

“Why wouldn’t I? I also need to set up my new bed beneath that rainbow tree,” Lilith responded, not knowing the true name of Radiant Yggdrasil Tree.

“Alright, Let’s go.” He cast a portal and they both stepped through it.

Just as Theo entered the demonic farm with Lilith, he realized he hadn’t planted any crops the last time. He had been busy exploring the Auction House option and then traveled to Elwyn city using the teleporter. He felt a twinge of regret; had he planted them, they would have already matured by now. He could have sold them tomorrow, but it was too late for regrets.

He commanded his [Helltiller's Spade] to prepare fourteen acres of land. Since he was at level six, he had an additional six acres of land besides the ten he had received when he unlocked this class. The tool obediently began preparing the land.

He then accompanied Lilith to the Radiant Yggdrasil tree and took out a king-sized bed, setting it under the tree's shade. There were white sheets and three purple pillows. He wasn't sure why Lilith needed three pillows but bought them for her anyway.

Lilith carefully arranged her bed, placing two pillows vertically and one at the base for her head. Once satisfied, she lay down, spreading her arms as if unfurling her wings, closed her eyes, and murmured, "Good Night, My Farmer boy…"

Sighing at the sight, Theo made his way to his field. He then opened the auction house and selected the [Demonic Cultivation Supplies] section, with the previous listings appearing instantly.

<<<<

[Lunar Slumber Blossom]

- Price: 1000 seeds = 1000 Abyssal Coins

[Agilitybane Thistle]

- Price: 100 seeds = 3000 Abyssal Coins

[Abyssal Delight Berries]

- Price: 100 seeds = 10,000 Abyssal Coins

[???]

- ???

[???]

- ???

[???]

- ???

[Balance = 4,310 AC]

>>>>

Upon checking his current balance, Theo realized he had sufficient funds to purchase both [Lunar Slumber Blossom] and [Agilitybane Thistle]. He clicked [Buy] for both items.

Immediately, two prompts appeared, one after the other:

<<<<

[Are you sure you want to purchase the Lunar Slumber Blossom]?

- [Yes/No]

[Are you sure you want to purchase the Agilitybane Thistle]?

- [Yes/No]

>>>>

Without hesitation, Theo clicked [Yes] for both items. Instantly, 4,000 Abyssal Coins were deducted from his account, leaving him with a balance of 310 AC.

<<<<

[Lunar Slumber Blossom seeds have been successfully purchased. Item is safely deposited in the Golden Vault.]

[Agilitybane Thistle seeds have been successfully purchased. Item is safely deposited in the Golden Vault.]

>>>>

After reading the notification, Theo withdrew the seeds to inspect them.

Two pouches, one small and the other slightly larger, appeared in each of his hands. Each pouch bore an icon resembling a gavel hovering over a patch of farmland, similar to the auction house icon.

He knelt on the ground and opened them. As he took out one seed from each of the pouches and held them, he felt a strange warmth emanating from them, as if they were imbued with a vibrant energy. They were about the size of mustard seeds.

After inspecting the seeds, he placed the seeds to their respective pouches and stored them back in the golden vault. Following this, he commanded the [Sower's Abyssal Pouch] to distribute all the new and old seeds to the newly prepared fourteen acres of land. The [Sower's Abyssal Pouch] immediately got to work.

Theo allocated 1 acre each to the eight new seeds he had purchased from the store manager in Elwyn City: Mushroom, Mint, Beans, Carrots, Lettuce, Violet Berries, Verdantleaf Tea, and Beets. He used another acre for the Lunar Slumber Blossom and Agilitybane Thistle, the two new seeds he acquired from the auction house. As they were in limited quantity, they didn’t require much land.

He used the remaining four acres to sow nightshade tomato seeds. Though they were among the cheaper options in the market, one plant yielded him at least 40-50 tomatoes, making them profitable despite their low market price.

As the [Sower's Abyssal Pouch] executed its duties, Theo instructed the [Abyssal Bloodstone Watering Can] to water the freshly sown seeds. He leisurely wandered through his farm, allowing his tools to handle their tasks.

When he reached Lilith’s bed, he noticed her rhythmic breathing. She slept as peacefully as a baby.

Theo plopped down on the ground, gazing up at the mysterious eerie sky, lost in thought. Back on Earth, he was more famous than most celebrities, being the next in line to inherit the vast Lewis Business Empire.

However, his crafty grandfather had other plans. Instead of inheriting wealth and prestige, he was stripped of this privilege and thrown back to this primary world, a place where his own 'family' seemed more interested in plotting his demise than in planning family picnics.

‘What a bizarre family reunion this is!’


Chapter forty-four
Nether Realm Perception Skill


Shaking off these thoughts, he noticed that the automated farming tools had finished their tasks and all fourteen acres were planted and watered. With everything in order, he decided it was time to make his departure.

Making his way towards the [Nexus Demonic Farm Teleporter], Theo remembered that he hadn't set this current location, the Elmswood Inn, as his secondary home point yet and he had no intention of going to the Teleporter hall of Elwyn city to find trouble again.

Approaching the teleporter's console and tapping the [Home] icon, a message appeared on the screen:

<<<<

[Would you like to set your current location as a secondary home point?]

>>>>

He selected 'Yes', and a series of system alerts began appearing on the teleporter’s screen:

<<<<

[System Alert: Location setting initiated.]

[Current Primary Home: Baron’s Mansion, Ashenvale Village.]

[Secondary Home Selected: Elmswood Inn, Elwyn City.]

[Analyzing surroundings...]

[Ensuring no spatial disruptions...]

[Securing secondary home point...]

[Secondary home point secured: Elmswood Inn, Elwyn City.]

[Syncing coordinates...]

[Location realignment: 89% complete.]

[Finalizing location setting...]

[Setting successful! Elmswood Inn is now your secondary home point.]

>>>>

Once the process was complete, Theo tapped on the blue dot representing Ashenvale village on the teleporter's screen. Another notification appeared:

<<<<

[System Alert: Changing location to primary home.] [Destination: Mansion, Ashenvale Village.]

>>>>

He cast a portal leading outside and exited the farm. Stepping out, he headed outside the mansion to complete his two-hour exercise quest. Elena, as always, accompanied him, while Mister Leonard was nowhere to be seen.

<<<<

[Ding!]

[Quest Complete: "The Weight of Destiny"]

[~ Congratulations! You've successfully tackled the challenge to counteract the mysterious bug's poison. The sweat-soaked clothes and aching muscles are proof of your willpower. Your determination and commitment have paid off.]

[Reward: +1 Basic Elixir of Agility Gained]

[Current Body Weight: 135 kg]

>>>>

Upon receiving the quest completion notification, he stopped his exercise and took a moment to relax.

Elena asked, “Master, the village head came earlier to inquire if they would also be provided with night meals…”

"Oh?" Theo's brows raised slightly in surprise. "Can you call the village head and a few other villagers?"

"Of course, Master," Elena replied. She rose gracefully and proceeded down the easy mountain path, bathed in the silver glow of moonlight that seemed to guide her steps to fulfill her master’s command.

Watching her leaving figure in the distance, Theo brought out dozens of sacks of rations and boxes filled with essential cooking ingredients like oil, salt, and spices. The front of the mansion was soon crowded with supplies.

After five minutes, Theo spotted Elena leading the village head and some villagers, including Mira’s brother, up the mountain path.

Upon reaching the top, their eyes widened at the sight of the plentiful sacks of rations arranged before the mansion. Together, they bowed deeply before Theo, saying in unison "Greetings, Lord Silverblade."

“As I said earlier, here are the rations for everyone. Please store them properly and use them to prepare food for the villagers and guards for this month. I will find a way to provide food for every household from next month onward,” Theo informed them in a calm manner.

The villagers, including the village head, were stunned. Their faces were painted with disbelief and gratitude.

Elder Morin, deeply moved, spoke with a shaking voice, “Thank you, My lord. Your generosity knows no bounds. We are blessed to have you.”

Elena's eyes widened in surprise, her gaze filled with puzzlement as if questioning ‘from where all these resources had come’.

Without delay, the villagers set to work, picking up the boxes and sacks. Watching them for a moment and ensuring they had everything in hand, Theo exchanged a nod with Elena, signaling it was time to withdraw. Together, they headed back into the mansion, allowing the villagers to continue their work uninterrupted.

As they ascended the stairs, Elena appeared to be struggling to ask something. She kept opening her mouth, only to close it again without uttering a word, clearly hesitating to voice her thoughts.

Theo saw this amusing behavior of her and figured she must be wondering about the sudden appearance of so many rations. It'd be strange for anyone, seeing so many supplies come out of nowhere. But he knew even if she asked, she wouldn’t push if he didn’t want to tell her right now.

He had already settled on giving all these supplies credit to Liliana for now. Blaming everything on her seemed to be his favorite approach lately. What a wonderful way to use a childhood friend, right?

Once inside the kitchen, Elena started her preparations. Meanwhile, Theo, in the grand hall, got engrossed in a book he had picked from the library. The sound of utensils clinking and the aroma of food from the kitchen filled the background, but he didn’t lose his concentration.

However, when bowls of food began to populate the dining table, he set his book down, letting it vanish into his golden vault, and turned his attention to Elena.

While serving the food, she mentioned, “Mister Leonard said he's heading to the Ironkeep city for a day and will be back by tomorrow.”

As Theo reached for the spoon, he inquired, “Did he mention why?”

Elena answered, pausing briefly as she tried to recall Leonard’s exact words, “He said something about a surprise gift for Lord Silverblade,” Once they came to her, she smiled and continued placing other varieties on his plate.

Theo just nodded. After Elena finished serving, she took a seat beside him. They began eating, enjoying their dinner together. After finishing, Theo wished her a good night and took a relaxing shower before heading back to his farm.

Lilith was still in deep slumber. Theo mused that she probably drifted off early due to the comfort of her new bed, considering she had been sleeping on the ground for the past few days.

Glancing at his crop fields, he discovered that they hadn't matured yet. It had been merely four hours, and typically, his vegetables took at least eight hours to reach maturity.

Theo had no intention of selling these newly planted seeds. He wanted to avoid raising the suspicions of the store manager in Elwyn City, especially since these were enchanted versions of the ordinary seeds he had purchased.

Instead, the main reason he planted them was to harvest them for ring essence. These new seeds would most likely grant him ring essence particles. As he was venturing outside the safety walls of his barony, he knew the importance of growing stronger. Even if he couldn't use mana, he was determined to use every available means to enhance his power to tackle the unknown threats out there.

As he began to inspect each sown crop, the descriptions of each plant popped up on his screen one after the other.

<<<<

[Shadowroot Carrots]

[~ Cultivated in the enchanted land, these dark-hued carrots are unexpectedly sweeter than any regular carrot. Their growth is enhanced by the abyssal energy, giving them a flavor that's hard to forget.]

[Nightbrew Verdantleaf Tea]

[~ The verdant leaves originated from the Demonic Farm, offer an intoxicating yet refreshing effect. The abyssal energy enriches the leaves, providing a drink that both invigorates and ensnares the senses.]

>>>>

‘Nightbrew Verdantleaf Tea might be appreciated by those who frequent bars but can't drink alcohol because of their bickering wives...’ Theo mused, reading the description. He moved on to inspect the others.

<<<<

[Duskbloom Berries]

[~ These berries, nurtured by the abyssal energy, have a velvety taste that is both rich and smooth. They hint at the sweetness of roasted delights and combine with a melt-in-your-mouth creaminess that rivals the world's finest delicacies.]

[Blazewing Beets]

[~ Touched by the ethereal fires of the demonic farm, these beets cause a spicy dance on the tongue. A flame-lit treat for adventurous souls.]

>>>>

‘Blazewing Beets seem similar to Shadowshade Potatoes, but these appear spicier based on their description. As for these berries, they might fetch a good price when I sell them, given their melt-in-your-mouth description. I'm even tempted to try them myself.’ He was already quite pleased with these newly transformed crops, but there were more to inspect.

<<<<

[Moonweave Silky Lettuce]

[~ Grown in the heart of the demonic farm, this lettuce is saturated with abyssal energy. This lettuce not only tantalizes taste buds but also enhances hormones, promoting lush hair growth.]

[Nightwhisper Tranquil Mushrooms]

[~ These mushrooms, nurtured in the enchanted land, possess properties that help soothe the mind. Consuming them provides a calming effect, washing away stresses and worries with the gentle embrace of deep relaxation.]

>>>>

Considering the lettuce's properties, he pondered, ‘Moonweave Silky Lettuce promotes hair growth? I wonder if it could help a bald person regrow hair?’ The possibility of this outcome was fascinating, but if it led to hair growth in unwanted places, that would be an entirely different story. Pushing those amusing thoughts aside, he continued.

<<<<

[Glacial Mint]

[~ Cultivated in the special soils of enchanted lands, these mint leaves carry an ethereal quality. When consumed, especially during summer, they give an immediate cooling sensation that rejuvenates the body.

[Shadow Vitality Beans]

[~ Grown in the fertile grounds of the demonic farm, these beans on consumption surge the body with a boosted energy, allowing one to sustain themselves without food for extended periods.]

[Netherfield Gaze has advanced to Nether Realm Perception!]

>>>>

The last two seemed quite useful. Glacial Mint for those in hot climates and Vitality Beans for adventurers on long journeys without food. Yet, he was more interested in the last notification about his passive skill.

Tapping it, the details revealed:

<<<<

[Nether Realm Perception (passive)]: Advanced from Netherfield Gaze, this skill lets the user discern the nature and properties of every entity and crop within their demonic farm. Moreover, it provides knowledge about the properties of all crops, whether they're within or outside the farm's boundaries.]

>>>>

Though the skill had advanced, it primarily offered insights related to crops outside his farm. Redirecting his gaze to the opened description, he noticed an additional detail at the bottom.


Chapter forty-five
Ascension to Circle Rank 10: Screams of Transformation


<<<<

[Shadow Vitality Beans]

[~ Grown in the fertile grounds of the demonic farm, these beans on consumption surge the body with boosted energy, allowing one to sustain themselves without food for extended periods.]

[Status: Shadow Vitality Beans will be ready to harvest in 2 hours 45 minutes.]

>>>>

This new feature proved to be quite useful. He proceeded to check the status of the other plants he had sown. Their statuses began to appear before him, one after the other. He skipped over the descriptions and focused on the maturity status.

<<<<

[Status: Duskbloom Berries will be ready to harvest in 4 hours.]

[Status: Shadowroot Carrots will be ready to harvest in 3 hours 45 minutes.]

[Status: Nightbrew Verdantleaf Tea will be ready to harvest in 2 hours 30 minutes.]

[Status: Moonweave Silky Lettuce will be ready to harvest in 3 hours.]

[Status: Nightwhisper Tranquil Mushrooms will be ready to harvest in 2 hours 30 minutes.]

[Status: Blazewing Beets will be ready to harvest in 4 hours.]

[Status: Glacial Mint will be ready to harvest in 3 hours 15 minutes.]

[Status: Lunar Slumber Blossom will be ready to harvest in 9 hours 15 minutes.]

[Status: Agilitybane Thistle will be ready to harvest in 8 hours.]

[Status: Nightshade Tomatoes will be ready to harvest in 3 hours 45 minutes.]

>>>>

Considering their maturity times, Theo was torn between relief and frustration. While he now had the convenience of knowing their exact harvest times, the varying maturity times meant he would face a restless night. If he drifted to sleep, the crops might spiral into chaos once more. Resigned to his fate, he decided to monitor their progress and braced himself for a long night ahead.

He mentally scolded himself to avoid repeating this mistake. Planting different varieties of crops simultaneously, each with distinct maturity times, was a bad idea. He wouldn't always have the luxury of attending to them, especially if he was in a market or public view. Plus, there was the current issue of needing sleep.

‘I need to find a solution that allows me to manage their harvesting while still getting some rest,’ he mused.

In pondering potential solutions, he recalled a technique from Earth. He had once learned about deep sleep meditation technique from a monk. This form of meditation allowed one to remain aware even while in a state of deep sleep. It seemed like the perfect remedy for his current predicament.

He sat down on the ground and straightened his spine. Placing one palm atop the other, he turned his focus inward, monitoring his breath. The numerous thoughts crowding his mind began to fade, even the pressing concern of the crops.

Within ten minutes, his breathing slowed, becoming more even and relaxed. Though he appeared asleep, his body was numb, almost devoid of sensation. He was deeply relaxed, with every pore of his skin harmonizing with his surroundings. In this state, he could sense the breeze of the demonic farm, the rustling of nearby leaves, and even the gentle flow of the Dreamweaver's pond.

Time flowed on, and soon a series of notifications rang out…

<<<<

[Nightwhisper Tranquil Mushroom is ready for harvest!]

[Nightwhisper Tranquil Mushroom is ready for harvest!]

[Nightbrew Verdantleaf Tea is ready for harvest!]

[Nightbrew Verdantleaf Tea is ready for harvest!]

[Alert: Delay in harvesting may induce demonic properties!]

[Warning: Prolonged delay might cause the Nightwhisper Tranquil Mushroom to develop unpredictable characteristics. Harvest now!]

>>>>

For the Nightbrew Verdantleaf, there was no warning for harvesting. Without opening his eyes, he commanded his [Darkreaper's Scythe] to harvest them. The scythe obeyed, performing its task while its master remained immersed in meditation.

<<<<

[You've successfully harvested 55 Nightbrew Verdantleaf Tea Leaves!]

[You've successfully harvested 20 Nightbrew Verdantleaf Tea Seeds!]

[Nightbrew Verdantleaf Tea Leaves successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[Nightbrew Verdantleaf Tea Seeds successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[You've successfully harvested 9 Nightwhisper Tranquil Mushrooms!]

[You've successfully harvested 110 Nightwhisper Tranquil Mushroom Spores!]

[Nightwhisper Tranquil Mushrooms successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[Nightwhisper Tranquil Mushroom Spores successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

>>>>

Accompanying the harvest notifications, tiny particles floated above the demonic field. Like bees zeroing in on a target, they sought him out. Upon locating him, they swarmed towards him, sinking into his skin one by one, triggering a series of notifications.

<<<<

[You've collected 3 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 3 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 3 points.]

[Ring Power is at 7/60 points.]

.

.

.

[You've collected 2 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 2 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Ring Power is at 58/60 points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Your first ring has evolved to Rank 7!]

[You've reached Circle Rank 7.]

[You have received 3 free stat points.]

[Your Demonic Farm has advanced to Level 7.]

[You have unlocked an additional acre of land.]

>>>>

Theo maintained his meditative state. Footsteps sounded around him, but he kept his eyes shut. Lilith had awoken, and upon seeing him deep in meditation, she tiptoed away, heading towards the Dreamweaver’s pond.

In the following four hours, Theo commanded his [Darkreaper's Scythe] to harvest multiple times, collecting all the crops except for the Lunar Slumber Blossom and the Agilitybane Thistle.

The successful harvest filled him with a sense of satisfaction, but what brought true joy were the final notifications hovering before his eyes.

<<<<

[Ring Power strengthened by 2 points.]

[Ring Power is at 78/80 points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 3 points.]

[Your first ring has evolved to Rank 9!]

[You've reached Circle Rank 9.]

[You have received 3 free stat points.]

[Your Demonic Farm has advanced to Level 9.]

[You have unlocked an additional acre of land.]

[Your deep meditation state has heightened your awareness of the surroundings. Reward: +1 Perception Point Gained]

>>>>

Not only had he attained Circle Rank 9 and unlocked additional land for his farm, expanding his territory to nineteen acres of fertile land ready for cultivation, but Theo had also discovered the unexpected benefits of meditation. It proved so beneficial that he planned to incorporate it into his routine more often in the future, hoping for the opportunity to gain more perception points.

As he opened his eyes, he checked the maturity status of the remaining crops. The Agilitybane Thistle required another four hours, while the Lunar Slumber Blossom needed five.

He prepared the additional seventeen acres and replanted the Nightshade Tomatoes.

Glancing at Lilith, who was engrossed in a book, he cast a portal to depart. Once back in his room, he settled into bed, deciding to rest. Although the meditation had left him refreshed, he wasn't accustomed to skipping sleep, so he ultimately drifted off.

Morning sunlight grazed his eyelids, gently coaxing them open. Yet, what truly awakened him was a floating notification right before his eyes.

<<<<

[Agilitybane Thistle is ready for harvest!]

[Agilitybane Thistle is ready for harvest!]

[Agilitybane Thistle is ready for harvest!]

[Alert: Delay in harvesting may induce demonic properties!]

[Warning: Prolonged delay might cause the Agilitybane Thistle to develop unpredictable characteristics. Harvest now!]

>>>>

He cast a portal directly above his bed and entered the farm without delay. Seeing the grown Agilitybane Thistle plants, he directed the [Darkreaper's Scythe] to commence harvesting while reviewing the maturity status of the [Lunar Slumber Blossom].

<<<<

[Status: Lunar Slumber Blossom will be ready to harvest in 1 hour 10 minutes.]

[Status: Nightshade Tomatoes will be ready to harvest in 3 hours 45 minutes.]

>>>>

From the description, he discovered he'd have to wait another hour for the Lunar Slumber Blossom. He wasn't concerned about the nightshade tomatoes, even though they had previously caused chaos and given him a headache.

<<<<

[You've successfully harvested 21 Agilitybane Thistle!]

[You've successfully harvested 18 Agilitybane Thistle!]

[Agilitybane Thistle successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

>>>>

His attention was momentarily diverted by a harvesting notification he had initially intended to overlook. Unlike the other crops, the ones he'd purchased from the auction house using abyssal coins didn't give him any seeds when he harvested them. It appeared that these demonic seeds were immune to his seed-saving skill, which meant he would have to expend more abyssal coins every time he wished to sow them.

A moment later, his gaze naturally drifted back to Lilith, who was engrossed in a book she'd purchased from ‘Fable's Fountain Bookshop’ in Elwyn City. The book revolved around a mysterious chain of murders. Even when the shop owner had recommended romance novels, she'd shown a preference for this darker genre. Theo could somewhat understand her choice given her personality but hoped she wouldn't use its contents to find new ways to torment him.

Turning his attention back to the Agilitybane Thistle, he noticed the swarm of glowing particles heading his way. Their quantity was threefold the amount typically released when he harvested his crops. While the old-grown plants no longer provided these particles as they once did while harvesting, the swarm of glowing particles, from Agilitybane thistle, approaching him was a lot more compared to ordinary ones.

As these particles fused with his body, a series of messages appeared before him.

<<<<

[You've collected 6 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 6 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 6 points.]

[Ring Power is at 12/90 points.]

.

.

.

[You've collected 4 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 4 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 4 points.]

[Ring Power is at 64/90 points.]

>>>>

Surveying the notifications, he realized he was on the brink of advancing to circle rank 10. According to the texts he'd read in the library’s book, upon achieving this rank and fully evolving the ring, one would acquire a new skill.

‘I hope it’s not about farming.’

He was eager to learn the nature of his upcoming skill, hoping it would improve his offensive capabilities and not give him some farming-related ones since, apart from the sword skills inherited from his cunning grandfather, he possessed no other flashy skills.

As Theo had nothing else to do in his farm, he approached Lilith, "Do you want to go Elwyn city?"

Her eyes barely left the page. "Can you please wait a bit more? This chapter is too interesting to leave right now. The lead girl just confined the boy who used to order her around. And what more? She turned him into a puppet. I really love this story!" There was an unmistakable gleam of satisfaction in her eyes as she relayed the story.

He tried to laugh it off, but a chilling thought slid into his mind, ‘Is she threatening me indirectly?’ Initially, he assumed she was only trying to tease him with the story, but her intense expression suggested she was genuinely immersed in reading it.

Seeing that she was deeply engrossed, and having nothing else to do, Theo began sprinting around the field, from the Dreamweaver pond to the bone fences that marked the other end. The progress bar for his daily quest [The Weight of Destiny] began to diminish slowly as he continued his run. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Lilith's gaze, mischievous with a hint of amusement, but she soon returned to her reading.

After an hour, he was interrupted by a barrage of notifications.

<<<<

[Lunar Slumber Blossom is ready for harvest!]

[Lunar Slumber Blossom is ready for harvest!]

[Lunar Slumber Blossom is ready for harvest!]

[Alert: Delay in harvesting may induce demonic properties!]

[Warning: Prolonged delay might cause the Lunar Slumber Blossom to develop unpredictable characteristics. Harvest now!]

>>>>

Halting his run, he quickly commanded his [Darkreaper's Scythe] to harvest the Lunar Slumber Blossoms and took out a towel from the golden vault to wipe away the sweat that had formed on his brow.

<<<<

[You've successfully harvested 11 Lunar Slumber Blossoms!]

[You've successfully harvested 9 Lunar Slumber Blossoms!]

[Lunar Slumber Blossoms successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[You've collected 7 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 7 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 7 points.]

[Ring Power is at 71/90 points.]

.

.

.

[You've collected 6 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 6 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 6 points.]

[Ring Power is at 83/90 points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 7 points.]

[Your first ring has evolved to Rank 10!]

[Your first ring has completely evolved Now!]

[You've reached Circle Rank 10.]

[You have received 3 free stat points.]

[Your Demonic Farm has advanced to Level 10.]

[You have unlocked an additional acre of land.]

>>>>

A smile spread across his face as he read the messages, but it soon turned into a frown when the expected notification about the skill never appeared even after waiting a minute. His mood didn’t even get better when more ring essences continued to merge with him, pushing the ring power progress to [76/100], but still no skill from his evolved ring.

Theo started walking towards the rainbow tree, deep in thought. Suddenly, a rhythmic thumping started to reverberate from deep inside him.

*Thump!* *Thump!* *Thump!*

His eyes, now tainted a deeper shade of red, darted around, widening in shock and they met Lilith's. Her usually composed face was enveloped with a grave expression. The book she'd been reading slipped from her grasp, landing with a soft thud, and her lips parted slightly in astonishment.

But Theo had no time to question her reaction. Suddenly, an unseen force yanked him upwards, pulling him ten meters into the air. His limbs spread out, hair floating as if gravity had lost its grip on him.

The crimson fog that usually shrouded the Eldritch forest surged toward him at an incredible speed, and soon it formed a cyclonic whirlwind around him. The noise was deafening, as if the spirits of the forest were hailing for their sovereign’s arrival.

In a flash, Lilith had vanished from her place and was below him, her figure appearing as though she'd always been there, gazing up at the scene happening above.

“Aaaaaaaaaa…”

“Arghhhhh…….”

Painful, heart-wrenching screams tore from Theo's throat. His body trembled uncontrollably, blood spraying from his mouth and oozing from his skin. Each droplet seemed to be infused with his agony.


Chapter forty-six
The Dormant Seed Awakens


Lilith was dumbstruck by this sudden turn of events. With a solemn voice, she called out, "Theo, please try to calm down. This will pass. If you don't, it will claim your life. Focus on the rampaging energy inside you and try to control this energy, or it'll tear you apart."

While she tried to sound commanding, her face was full of worry. She clutched her hands so tightly that her long nails dug into her pale skin. Moreover, she called him by his actual name for the first time.

Theo's face contorted in pain, teeth gritted as if he bore the weight of the world. His attempts to find inner peace were destroyed by the excruciating pain coursing through him.

“Arghhhhhhh…”

Blood seeped from his body, raining down upon Lilith, staining her face. Yet, in this moment, the blood that she often teased him about held no allure for her. All she cared about was the floating young man before her eyes. Her concerned gaze remained fixed on him, as if desperate to find a way to pull him away from that torture. But because of her sealed strength, she was helpless to physically reach him in the air.

The tempest of dark crimson energy swirled around them, causing Lilith's dress to flutter, while Theo’s clothes remained unaffected. An intense pressure emanated from him, one she hadn't felt before. This was causing a chilling sensation to creep up her spine. She was truly afraid, a feeling she never felt before, not even when she was confined in the basement.

The girl knew all too well that if he didn't calm down, they both would perish together. Death didn't frighten her, but the thought of them both dying so soon was regretful. She was just starting to enjoy this life with the farmer boy she met and didn't want their shared story to end so abruptly.

As she was desperately wanting to save Theo, hope found its way to her. Vibrant leaves flew from the grand Radiant Yggdrasil tree nearby, encircling Theo protectively.

As the rainbow leaves blanketed him, there was a noticeable change in the young man. The rampant energies that had raged around him were drawn to him, as a river is to the sea, and rushed inside his body. One by one, the radiant leaves started losing their luster, withering away and disintegrating into powder, carried off by the remnants of the crimson storm.

The tempest began to subside, and just as the calm took over, a notification chimed in Theo's mind. But before he could read it, he lost consciousness, his body falling toward the ground.

Lilith hurriedly caught and pulled him into a gentle embrace as if he were her precious treasure. Patting his bloody cheek and ruffling his hair, she felt the soft rhythm of his breathing, confirming that he was fine.

Gently, she carried him toward the rainbow tree and placed him on his bed. Sitting down beside him, her conflicted gaze never left him.

She whispered to herself, "Who exactly are you? You triggered the same phenomenon I experienced during my element affinity awakening."

While Lilith had little to no information about his past, she was certain that what had happened wasn't ordinary. She was told about the rumors of such a phenomenon occurring thousands of years ago with one of her ancestors, a figure of legend in her realm. Theo might lack mana, but there was an undeniable energy she had sensed in him since the day of his awakening and the day she was bound to him as his guardian.

Lilith sighed in relief as he seemed to be all right. She watched over him, waiting patiently for him to regain consciousness.

[image: image-placeholder]

Not knowing how many hours had passed, Theo slowly opened his eyes and felt an unfamiliar weight on his hand. Turning his gaze, he discovered Lilith’s head resting on it, while her body lay on the ground. It appeared she had fallen asleep while sitting, waiting for him to regain consciousness. He surmised she must have been engrossed in that book throughout the night.

Massaging his forehead with his other hand, the memories of the excruciating pain flooded back. The pain he'd endured was unlike anything he'd ever experienced. It was so intense that death might have been a mercy. If he had known he would undergo such torment, he would've made preparations. But it had struck him without any warning.

His attention shifted to the floating messages before him:

<<<<

[The dormant seed of [Abyssal Energy] within you has sprouted and awakened.]

[Congratulations! You have successfully awakened your elemental affinity.]

[Congratulations! You have reached [Master] Rank.]

[Congratulations! You have acquired two new skills from the Evolved Ring.]

[You have acquired the 'Blink' Skill.]

[A new passive skill selection has been unlocked for you.]

==[Please choose a passive skill]==

1. [Triple Agility Boost (S-Rank): Increases agility by 3x.]

2. [Strength & Agility Dual Power Up (S-Rank): Grants strength by 2x and agility by 2x.]

3. [Defensive Harmony (S-Rank): Enhances Agility & Strength by 0.6x of total defense.]

>>>>

Wanting to read the skill details, he tapped [Blink] and its description appeared:

<<<<

[Blink (Basic): Allows the user to teleport to a location up to five meters away. Cooldown: 2 minutes.]

>>>>

As Theo was reading through the notifications and considering his choices, he felt the subtle shift beside him.

Sensing his movements, Lilith stirred and lifted her head, meeting his eyes. "Finally, you woke up."

"Weren't you sleeping?" Theo questioned, furrowing his eyebrows as he noticed the absence of weariness in her gaze.

"No, why would I? I was just resting, and I couldn't find a more comfortable pillow than this," she responded playfully, pointing to his slightly plump form, which earned her a chilly glare from the boy. Silently, she mused, 'Is it a crime to want to listen to your heartbeat?'

Unaware of her inner musings, Theo began to rise from his bed. Lilith made no move to stop him. As he got to his feet, he felt rejuvenated. System notifications alerted him about his matured Nightshade Tomatoes, so he instructed the Darkreaper's Scythe to harvest them. Then, he accessed his profile to check his stats.

<<<<

[Name: Theo Leywin]

[Race: Half Human - ???]

[Class: Novice Shadow Farmer]

[Elemental Affinity: Abyssal]

[Elemental Affinity Grade: ???]

[Special Ability: Magic Nullification]

[Circle Rank: 10]

[Evolved Rings: 1]

[Ring Rank: 0]

[Abyssal Energy: 100]

[Strength: 11]

[Defense: 12]

[Agility: 10]

[Stamina: 12]

[Intelligence: 4]

[Precision: 10]

[Mental Power: 14*]

[Perception: 12*]

[Wisdom: 11*]

[Charisma: 7*]

[Luck: 16*]

[Unused Stat Points: 44]

>>>>

Theo couldn't help but raise an eyebrow at his new element, which differed from the descriptions in "Secrets of the Awakened." And the grade was marked with ???, much like his half-hidden race. 'What's with all the mystery? Are these stats playing hide and seek? Maybe they're just bashful,' he joked to himself, gazing at his profile with a hint of amusement.

He also noticed the mana section had been replaced by Abyssal Energy and pondered its use. Additionally, there were numerous unallocated stat points. However, before he could distribute them, he needed to decide on a passive skill.

'Given this farm and its unique crops, I don’t necessarily need to be on the front lines. The second option isn't suitable for me. It's between the first and the third. The first would enhance my speed for quick escapes along with [Blink] skill, while the third would boost my defense. Which one to pick?'

He decided to contemplate this later. Right now, a shower was at the front seat of his mind. His clothes were stained with dried blood, and despite feeling no pain from the aftereffects and even feeling better than before – a soothing shower was a must.

He approached the [Nexus Demonic Farm Teleporter] and tapped on the teleporter’s console, selecting the dot located at the center of Elwyn city. A notification popped up on the screen:

<<<<

[System Alert: Changing location to Primary Home.] [Destination: Baron’s Mansion, Ashenvale Village.]

>>>>

Opening a portal, Theo entered his room to freshen up. Once done, he went to see Elena, who was busy preparing breakfast. After eating, he informed her of his plans to take a nap and then read in his room. Elena went about her daily chores while Theo headed back to the farm.

Lilith seemed to be eagerly awaiting his return. Her head rested on her knees, but as soon as she spotted him, her face lit up like a predator finding its prey.

Once Theo had directed his farming tools and finished planting eighteen acres of nightshade tomatoes, he approached the [Nexus Demonic Farm Teleporter].

Seeing Lilith's downcast expression, as if disappointed he hadn’t invited her, he teased, “Come now, Demoness. I don’t want to be haunted by you tonight for not bringing you along.”

As if she had been waiting for this all along, her expression brightened up instantly. She appeared right beside him, her face bearing a devilish smile, yet her happiness was genuine. "Miss me already?"

Theo instinctively took a step back, raising his hands defensively, his eyes wide with shock. “How did you do that?” he inquired.

Lilith asked with a puzzled frown, “Do what?”

“You vanished from over there and appeared right before me,” Theo clarified.


Chapter forty-seven
Buying Superior-Grade Sword


“Oh... Because you’ve reached Circle Rank 10, more of my power has been unsealed. This has allowed me to use some of my abilities, just as you gained some too, didn't you?” Lilith explained, leaning closer and looking at him with a mischievous gaze.

Theo pondered the kind of skill that allowed her to teleport so far away, even his [Blink] skill only offered five meters travel. He hesitated, wanting to ask about her ability to teleport such a long distance instantly but decided against it.

Observing his curious expression, Lilith volunteered, “Don't think too much about it. I wouldn’t mind sharing it with my farmer boy. My elemental affinity is space, one of the rarest.”

Theo recalled the elements listed in the book he had read. There was no mention of 'space' just like his ‘Abyssal’ element. He knew Lilith was special, but he hadn’t realized she possessed such a unique elemental affinity, one that wasn’t even mentioned in the library’s book.

Glancing at her with a slight frown, he tapped on the teleporter’s console to change his farm’s location once again.

<<<<

[System Alert: Changing location to Secondary Home.] [Destination: Elmswood Inn, Elwyn City.]

>>>>

Reading the messages, Theo turned around and cast a portal, and they both exited the farm.

Once outside, they descended the wooden stairs. Neither Lorian nor Neria was on the first floor. Theo didn’t give it much thought, while Lilith, seemingly uninterested in their whereabouts, donned her black veil.

Together, they headed towards the Harvest Haven shop. The staff and the manager inside were visibly enchanted by the lady accompanying their esteemed customer, who had previously sold a significant quantity of enchanted vegetables.

Choosing to ignore their stares, Theo spoke up, “I've brought more enchanted vegetables to sell. Can you process everything quickly?”

“Yes, Sir. Please follow me to the warehouse and unload them in the hall.” The manager led them to the massive warehouse.

Once inside, Theo began unloading all the Nightshade tomatoes he had harvested. As they piled up, they initially formed a pool-like shape. The store manager assumed this would be the extent, recalling the amount Theo had brought last time. However, the pile continued to grow, taking on the appearance of a winding river. Before long, the warehouse was almost entirely filled with nightshade tomatoes.

After unloading more than 3,800,000 nightshade tomatoes, Theo turned to the store manager, whose jaw had dropped in shock.

“You okay there?” Theo asked, his voice flat, though amused by the manager's expression.

“I apologize…” the manager stammered. “Please allow me a moment to make arrangements.” With that, he left the warehouse, leaving both Lilith and Theo rather surprised.

In a short while, numerous staff members entered the room. One of them set up a sofa nearby, placing a table before it laden with fruits and various delicacies Theo didn’t recognize. The manager returned shortly after and, bowing, said, “Sir, tallying this amount will take some time. Please make yourselves comfortable.”

Without hesitation, Lilith seated herself, and Theo soon followed suit. As the workers tallied the vast quantity of tomatoes, the store manager once again departed.

An hour later, the manager returned, noting that the elven workers were still counting. He observed the empty plates and bowls on the table, cleared by Lilith who was now engrossed in her book. He caught Theo's somewhat disappointed gaze.

“Apologies, Sir. I had to retrieve additional funds. Given the magnitude of this transaction, I realized we didn't have sufficient funds on hand,” the manager explained.

Theo simply nodded in response.

Another hour passed before the tally was finalized. The total came to 762,300 kg of tomatoes. After some calculations, considering the rate for nightshade tomatoes, the total amounted to 22,869,000 silver coins, at 30 silver coins per kilogram.

The manager approached the sofa and handed a purple ring to Theo. “Sir, this contains 228,690 gold coins. Thank you for considering us again for your business.” He refrained from mentioning the fact that he was gifting the ring once more, feeling it would be superfluous in comparison with the total transaction.

Theo nodded and inquired, “Could you provide me with ten acres worth of the seeds you gave me last time?”

“Certainly, sir. Please wait a moment,” the manager responded, before leaving once more. He returned five minutes later, handing another yellow ring to Theo.

As the transaction was completed, Theo checked the contents of the ring. Since he couldn't verify on the spot whether it truly contained the promised amount of gold, he decided to defer the task for later. Besides, he believed the manager wouldn’t deceive him, especially since he was a potential repeat customer.

He reached for Lilith's hand. She was engrossed in her book, but she allowed herself to be led out of the store.

Behind them, the store manager sank into the sofa, a broad smile adorning his face. He murmured to himself, “Hahaha… With this quantity of enchanted vegetables, we can finally expand our store to every corner of Silvania Empire.”

The duo roamed the Elven city when Lilith's eyes caught a signboard reading, ‘Elandrial's Swords and Artifacts’. “Hey, buy me a weapon,” she insisted.

Theo, eyeing the shop's name, murmured, “I could use a solid weapon too… Those rusty blades aren't of much use.”

Upon entering the store, they noticed it was already bustling, primarily with elven soldiers, seemingly there to restock their armory. Weapon racks displayed an array of swords, maces, spears, shields, and various other armaments. A door to the side suggested a back room, likely storing additional items. Behind a counter sat a burly, bald, middle-aged man, while his two assistants attended to customers.

A couple of elven soldiers were heard discussing a sword. "This is of excellent grade," one commented, holding a gleaming blade. "I was so tired of our common-grade weapons."

Addressing the shopkeeper, the other soldier asked, "Do you have any better weapons than these excellent grades?"

The bald man replied confidently, "We carry all grades here: common, excellent, rare, and even superior. But do you have the funds for the higher ones?"

Overhearing, Lilith whispered to Theo, “They don't have weapons of legendary rank here. Maybe we should try another shop?”

The bald man, catching her comment, stood up confidently. “You won't find a legendary weapon anywhere in Elwyn City. This is the only shop that even stocks superior-grade weapons. Legendary weapons are rarities that few possess.”

Theo responded, “Let's just buy a superior-grade weapon for now.”

With a suspicious glance, the bald shopkeeper inquired, “Do you have the funds to purchase a superior-grade weapon?”

“How much for the swords?” Theo probed.

“They're at least six thousand gold coins each. I only have three superior-grade swords in stock,” the bald man declared with visible pride.

“Show them to us. I won’t buy it unless I find one suitable,” Lilith stated.

Judging by Lilith's beauty and demeanor, the bald man speculated she might be a princess or from a notable family in the Lighthaven Empire. He signaled his assistant, who nodded and disappeared into the back room. Moments later, the assistant returned, carrying three ornate boxes.

The bald man opened the first, revealing a sword with a hilt shaped like a rose. The blade itself was elegantly concealed within its sheath. The bald shopkeeper announced, “This is the Roseate Sword.”

Lilith, seemingly tempted, lifted the sword and unsheathed its one-meter-long blade. She skillfully swung it in a precise motion, causing the elven soldiers to instinctively step back, fearing an accidental strike.

With his eyes fixed intently on the sword, the bald man waited for the girl's buying decision. Meanwhile, Theo asked, “Show the others.”

The bald man gave Theo a strange look, clearly wondering if he had enough money to buy even one, though he kept his thoughts to himself.

To show off the superior grade's beauty and perhaps to intimidate Theo a bit, he unsheathed both swords and laid them out on the table. One had a slightly broader blade than the other, but they were of the same size, just a tad smaller than the previous one.

Theo stepped forward and gripped one sword in each hand. They felt heavy, but considering his unspent stat points, he figured he would be able to wield them efficiently in the future. Setting them back on the table, he hesitated.

Seeing Theo's contemplative expression, the bald man scoffed, “I told you you wouldn't be able to afford them. Why waste my time showing them to you?” He sighed, preparing to pack the swords away.

“How much for all three?” Theo inquired.

“You still pretending to buy? Alright then, it's twenty-one thousand gold coins."

Theo edged closer to the counter, the clinking sound of gold coins filled the shop as he pulled them from his Golden Vault. With every handful, the bald man's eyes widened, thinking Theo's well had run dry, yet the stream of coins continued. The table started to gleam with the accumulating pile of shimmering currency.

The staff scrambled to count the gold, their hands moving at a brisk pace. After a few moments, one of them looked up and announced, “It's exactly twenty-one thousand gold coins, Sir.”

Without another word, Theo grabbed the boxed swords and began to head for the exit with Lilith. Behind him, a whisper started to grow louder, turning into murmurs as they moved further away from the counter.

“Such extravagance. It's definitely someone of royal lineage.”

“I heard rumors that yesterday the princess of the Lighthaven Empire was here outside the Elmswood Inn. She must be her."

“You’re right. Only royalty can spend so freely. Who else could it be?”

The murmurs gradually faded as they exited the store, with the door softly clicking shut behind them.

As they stepped outside, Lilith leaned closer to Theo, "They believe I'm a princess from the Human Nation."

Theo chuckled, “You seem more fitting to be a demon Empress."

With Lilith by his side, Theo strolled around Elwyn City. The girl, with a twinkle in her eye, insisted on buying a variety of desserts to store in her blue ring. She also purchased several dresses and cleared out the bookstore of its dark genre books.

For Theo, it felt like watching a live-action version of ‘How to Spend all your money in 1 Day,’ and he mentally waved goodbye to his gold coins as Lilith shopped.

When the girl saw his expression, she shamelessly remarked, "What's mine is mine, and what's yours is also... mine?"

As they passed by a building with transparent glass windows, they noticed a group of men surrounding a young boy. A little girl was being restrained by a short-haired woman with a tomboyish appearance.

Lilith halted and tugged at Theo's clothes. Upon closer inspection, He recognized Lorian on the floor, his face marred with bruises, while Neria was silently shedding tears.


Chapter forty-eight
The Unusual Sibling Pair


Theo felt reluctant to leave them in this condition. He wanted to help them, especially since they seemed desperate and couldn't seek help from anyone. Their situation reminded him of the old Theo, before he had transmigrated to this body. Moreover, seeing the little girl cry tugged at his heart. After all, he wasn't an unemotional, cold-blooded murderer who could just ignore this

"Can you handle them?" Theo inquired.

“No problem, they're too weak to match my current strength,” she replied, drawing her Roseate Sword from her spatial ring.

“Not yet… Put it away for now. Let’s see if we can resolve this without violence. I don’t want those kids getting hurt,” Theo advised.

Upon entering the building, all eyes turned to the duo.

One of the elven men, with gray hair who appeared to be the group's leader, sneered, “What is your business barging in here?"

Theo responded with a chilly voice, "Why have you detained my little sister?"

The man, along with his companions, burst into laughter. “You, a human, and she, an elf? How could you possibly be siblings? What did your father do, take a wrong turn on his way to the market and end up in the Elven Nation to sleep with a beauty?”

“I am half-human,” Theo replied, not technically lying but not revealing the whole truth either. He mused with a hint of humor, 'Maybe my human parent took their adventure a bit too seriously, embarking on an exceptionally poor sense of direction for a 'scenic route' that led straight through some mystical nation, and voilà, here I am, half-mystery, half-human.'

The elven lady, who had been observing the exchange, rose from her black chair and placed her glass on the table. "Your little sister and that boy Lorian owe us forty-six gold coins from a loan six months ago. With interest, it now amounts to roughly 100 gold coins. Tell that ungrateful boy to sign over the deed of the inn to us, and we'll release her."

She appeared confident, having noticed Theo's lack of mana and sensing no threat from Lilith, who was keeping her deadly aura concealed.

Without hesitation, Theo approached the table and placed a hundred gold coins on it. "This payment should settle the debt."

He then gently lifted Neria, who wrapped her arms around his neck, murmuring, “Big brother…” Then, turning towards the boy on the floor, he offered his free hand to Lorian, who, with an impassive expression, accepted. Together, they exited the building.

As they left, the leader of the group inquired, “Madame Marisa, why did you let them leave so easily?”

Marisa, reclining on a sofa, replied, “Didn't you recognize their attire? They're clearly nobility from the Lighthaven Empire.” She reached for her drink.

“And what about our original plan?” the man pressed, his expression showing annoyance.

“We'll wait for the Eclipse Guild to send reinforcements. Then we will kidnap her,” Marisa mused, a cunning glint danced in her eyes as she sipped her drink.

[image: image-placeholder]

Back at the inn, Theo gently set Neria down. Lorian, his tone softer, said, “Thank you for saving my sister. I'll repay you as soon as I can.”

Understanding Lorian's proud nature, Theo nodded without stretching it further. He reached into his Golden Vault and pulled out a small bag, crouching down a bit to be at eye level with Neria. “This is for you,” he said, extending the bag toward her.

Neria's eyes sparkled with joy. She rose onto her tiptoes, her small hand clutching the bag, and planted a quick, grateful peck on his cheek. “Big brother is the best…” she murmured, her voice carrying an innocent lilt.

With a wave, Theo said his goodbyes and they made their way back to their room. He barely managed to close the door when he felt an ice-cold stare on the back of his neck. He turned to find the chilly aura emanating from Lilith. The temperature seemed to drop a few degrees.

"Okay, what's with the icy treatment, demon cupcake? did I forget your birthday or something" Theo asked, attempting to lighten the mood as he cast a portal to his farm.

"You carried her and even let her kiss you. Why haven't you ever carried me?" she demanded, arms folded tightly across her ample chest, looking every bit like a dangerous yet adorable, pouting demoness.

He blinked, startled by the revelation, and scratched the back of his head. "Um, carrying you? I mean, I value my spine. Not that you're heavy! Just, you know... very powerful and all. Besides, she's just a little child."

Yet, his explanation did nothing to soothe Lilith’s grumpy expression, and she kept staring at him, waiting for a satisfying answer.

With the feeling of treading on thin ice, he quickly escaped into the portal, hoping the farm would be a safer environment. Lilith followed closely behind, still offering her disgruntled expression and silent treatment.

At the farm, Theo busied himself by harvesting eighteen acres of Nightshade Tomatoes. After storing his harvest and replanting the Nightshade Tomatoes, he left the farm to complete his half-remaining daily quest and eat dinner before sleeping.

<<<<

[Quest Complete: "The Weight of Destiny"]

[~Congratulations! You've successfully tackled the challenge to counteract the mysterious bug's poison. The sweat-soaked clothes and aching muscles are proof of your willpower. Your determination and commitment have paid off.]

[Reward: +1 Basic Elixir of Stamina Gained]

[Current Body Weight: 134 kg]

>>>>

By the next day, her sulking had taken a more serious form. She planted herself firmly on her bed and declared, "I'm not going to Elwyn City." She flat-out refused to accompany him.

Theo could only exhale deeply, reminding himself that It was probably safer this way. It's not like they were dating or anything. Their bond was more of a contractual nature, with nothing romantic involved. Although, to be honest, he did consider her a close – if occasionally terrifying – friend.

After harvesting and replanting eighteen acres of Nightshade Tomatoes, Theo decided to check the auction house. His brow furrowed slightly as he noticed three new items listed under the "[Special This Week]" section.

<<<<

[Demonic Truehearts Seed]

- Price: 1 seed = 100,000 Abyssal Coins

[Infernal Aphrodisiac Orange Seed]

- Price: 1 seed = 63,000 Abyssal Coins

[Heart Delicacy from Beyond]

- Price: 3 Serving = 21,000 Abyssal Coins

[Limited to One Purchase - Remaining Time: Seven Days]

<<<<

Clicking on the ‘(?)’ icons beside them, detailed descriptions popped up.

<<<<

[Demonic Truehearts Seed]

[~ This is the Demonic Truehearts Plant Seed. It grows a plant that yields one "Truehearts Berry" every seven days. If someone, who already feels very loyal to the master of the demonic farm, consumes this Trueheart berry, they'll transform into Truehearts, intensifying their loyalty to the master of the demonic farm where it grows. A small mystical mark will appear on the wrist of both the Trueheart and the Demonic Farm's master, which can only be seen by Truehearts and their master alone.

Truehearts are bound by an ancient magic that prevents them from betraying the demonic farm's master or revealing any of the master's secrets. If a Trueheart even attempts such a betrayal, a concealed curse will activate immediately, making them vomit blood or endure severe internal pain, effectively silencing them, and this could even cost them their lives if they persist. However, the master can't force a Trueheart to act against their own will or morals.]

[Caution: A Trueheart berry won’t work if the person who is consuming it doesn’t feel any loyalty and affection for the demonic farm's master.]

[Infernal Aphrodisiac Orange Seed]

[~ A seed of the Aphrodisiac Orange plant, sourced from the deepest infernal realms. Consuming this fruit revives dormant wild hormones, especially in those affected by age. It reignites youthful vigor and passionate desires, ensuring memorable intimate moments. Not recommended for the faint-hearted!]

[Heart Delicacy from Beyond]

[~ A famed dish from the world of immortals, prepared using the heart of a mysterious creature. It's a delicacy celebrated in its native realm for its unmatched taste, which takes years of careful preparation to achieve. A flavor truly otherworldly.]

>>>>

"The Truehearts seed is impressive; it can create a stronger bond of loyalty while allowing freedom. As for the Aphrodisiac fruit seed, I can fetch a high price from those whose 'dragons' have fallen asleep. The third item is of no use to me. But..."

As he glanced at his balance, he sighed. He was tempted to purchase the infernal aphrodisiac orange seeds to sell in the market, but he felt the Truehearts seed should be his priority.

After doing a quick calculation, he realized he might have more than enough Nightshade Tomatoes to afford the Truehearts seed. However, for that, he needed to sell them at the auction house.

He quickly opened the [Sell & Auction] option. As the interface loaded, he saw that various crops were listed there, including new seeds that he had grown recently. He noted the absence of the option to list the Lunar Slumber Blossom and Agilitybane Thistle but wasn't particularly upset about it.

He clicked the second option and listed all his [Nightshade Tomatoes] for 1 Abyssal coin for every batch of 100 and set the 'Buy It Now' price at 3 coins.

After that he decided to practice his newly acquired skill ‘[Blink]’, knowing Demoness had no desire to go to Elwyn city and was engrossed in her book.

This was his first time attempting a skill that seemed magical to him. It was something he had never tried before, having only witnessed others, like Lilith and Elena, perform such feats in front of him.

<<<<

[Your Nightshade Tomatoes have been sold at the 'Buy It Now' price.]

[Your Nightshade Tomatoes have been sold at the 'Buy It Now' price.]

[Your Nightshade Tomatoes have been sold at the 'Buy It Now' price.]

>>>>

As he was readying himself, he saw messages flashing before him, indicating that his Nightshade Tomatoes were being purchased at the 'Buy It Now' prices. He chose to ignore them for the time being, noting that they were being sold at a slower rate than previously. Still, he was satisfied that they were selling at the ‘Buy It Now’ prices, rather than going through the bidding process.

Standing beneath the crown of the Radiant Yggdrasil tree, he took a deep breath, preparing himself for his first attempt. Closing his eyes and focusing on the skill, he whispered, "Blink."


Chapter forty-nine
Demonic Truehearts Seed


When he opened his eyes, he found himself in the same spot. Scratching his head, he tried once more, saying, "Blink." Yet, the results did not match the description.

After several more attempts, he wondered, 'How does this even work?'

From the corner of his eye, he caught Lilith barely holding back her laughter, clearly amused by his clumsy and failed attempts.

Determined not to give up, he tried numerous times, chanting the skill’s name in his mind and making various hand gestures. Each attempt seemed funnier than the last, causing Lilith to burst into giggles.

Realizing he wasn't progressing, Lilith decided to set her cold treatment aside. She placed her book inside her spatial ring and, in a blink, appeared next to him.

"Though I was rather mad at you, I can't let you embarrass yourself in front of anyone other than me. Being the forgiving soul I am, especially towards my farmer boy, I'll guide you," she declared. Her gaze was soft yet intense, but Theo noticed the predatory glint in her eyes, making him slightly uneasy.

“How did you know I was practicing a new skill?” he asked.

“Because I possess the same skill, and you've been chanting its name as if it were a mantra,” Lilith replied, well aware of its rarity.

She began her demonstration, “Instead of saying the name aloud, focus inwardly. Close your eyes, channel your inner energy, and then activate the skill by thinking about it. It might feel odd initially, but with time, it'll become instinctive, as natural as using one of your limbs.”

Theo followed her guidance, closing his eyes and diving deep into his own internal world. He started feeling minor details, the rhythm of his heart, the caress of the breeze, the scent of aromatic flowers.

Soon, he noticed serene energy within, which, sensing his awareness, began to dance joyfully. Channeling it, he mentally commanded, “[Blink].” In an instant, solid ground disappeared, and he felt weightless.

When Theo opened his eyes, he found himself hovering above the Dreamweaver's Pond before suddenly dropping into it. Lilith's laughter resounded from the pond's edge as Theo emerged, water droplets dripping off him, making him appear comical.

Interpreting his silence as frustration, she suppressed her laughter and took out a white towel from her blue ring. Taking a step closer, she began drying his face and hair, saying, “Don't feel bad. It took me several tries to get this skill right.”

As she was standing close to him, a scent of rose enveloped him. It was a rather rare sight to see her in such a caring nature, which reminded him of Elena.

Moreover, Theo wasn't truly upset. The skill's cooldown was two minutes, which didn’t allow him to try it again soon, and he also felt as if it consumed thirty percent of his energy. This indicated he could use it only thrice in a row as he wasn’t sure how long it would take to fully recover his energy. Although he didn’t have mana, he had some strange energy in its place, allowing him to use [Blink].

As Lilith put away the towel, she followed Theo, who deliberately walked a good distance away from the Dreamweaver's Pond, intent on not making the same mistake twice.

As he prepared to cast it again, Lilith's voice sounded beside him. “This time, when you execute the skill, think about a desired place within five meters to where you want to teleport.”

He nodded in response, then focused on a spot a few meters ahead where he intended to teleport. In a blink, he disappeared, reappearing two meters away.

However, he staggered upon landing, nearly falling over. It was challenging to maintain his balance after reappearing, as transitioning from one space to another was bewildering.

Tripping was a natural consequence if he was unaccustomed to the sensation. Furthermore, he noticed that this time only ten percent of his energy was consumed. He surmised that shorter distances caused less energy depletion compared to teleporting over larger distances.

Lilith praised him, "Good job, farmer boy."

Glancing at her lively face, he asked, “If you and I have the same skill, why does it only allow me to teleport five meters while you can teleport up to a hundred meters easily?”

Lilith's eyes sparkled with mischief as she replied, "It's all about practice and affinity. I've used my skill countless times in the past, honing it to a much higher level. Plus, having the spatial element certainly gives me a little extra... let's call it 'Teleportation talent.' That's why I can leap a hundred meters in a blink, and you… you're just taking baby steps for now!"

Theo nodded, understanding her explanation. "Makes sense," he murmured.

Hearing his response, Lilith gave a small smile and returned to her bed to continue reading her book.

As she left, Theo noticed that the notifications had stopped coming.

<<<<

[All your items have been purchased at the 'Buy It Now' price!]

[6,516,000 Nightshade Tomatoes have been sold for 195,480 Abyssal Coins.]

[A total of 185,706 Abyssal Coins have been deposited into your Golden Vault after deducting the 5% Auction House fee.]

>>>>

As he checked, all his Nightshade Tomatoes were sold. He hurriedly opened the auction house and bought all three items listed as ‘special this week’ since he had enough funds. More notifications popped up.

<<<<

[Demonic Truehearts Seed has been successfully purchased. Item is safely deposited in the Golden Vault.]

[Infernal Aphrodisiac Orange Seed has been successfully purchased. Item is safely deposited in the Golden Vault.]

[‘Heart Delicacy from Beyond’ has been successfully purchased. Item is safely deposited in the Golden Vault.]

>>>>

There was only one seed for both these plants, so he decided to plant them at the side of the Dreamweaver's pond. In the opposite direction, he already had the Rainbow tree, and on another side, he was keeping an acre of land empty just to add special items there.

He currently had twenty acres of land unlocked, but he only used eighteen to plant his crops. Planting those two seeds didn't require much time, so he inspected them and their maturity time showed up.

<<<<

[Status: Demonic Truehearts will be ready to harvest in 6 Days 23 hours 55 minutes.]

[Status: Infernal Aphrodisiac Orange will be ready to harvest in 24 hours.]

>>>>

This all took around two minutes to do, which was normally the cooldown of his [Blink], so Lilith thought he was just waiting for his skill to use it again.

As he was done, he continued his practice. After several more attempts, he began to land perfectly.

An hour later, believing he had practiced sufficiently, Theo decided to head back to Elwyn City. But, he didn't want to go alone. To lift Lilith's spirits, who had been in a sour mood earlier, and to thank her for guiding him, he persuaded her with the promise of more shopping.

However, he soon regretted that decision as he found himself carrying her bags through the streets of Elwyn City. Many onlookers assumed he was the rumored princess's personal servant. Some even questioned why this princess wasn't accompanied by royal guards or a luxurious carriage.

By evening, Theo bought food and desserts for both siblings at the inn, who by now had grown accustomed to his generosity and accepted the treats.

Then, they returned to the farm. Lilith settled on her bed and resumed her reading, while Theo went outside to complete his daily quest ‘[The Weight of Destiny]’.

<<<<

[Quest Complete: "The Weight of Destiny"]

[~Congratulations! You've successfully tackled the challenge to counteract the mysterious bug's poison. The sweat-soaked clothes and aching muscles are proof of your willpower. Your determination and commitment have paid off.]

[Reward: +1 Basic Elixir of Stamina Gained]

[Current Body Weight: 133 kg]

>>>>

After completing the quest, he visited the farm to harvest the Nightshade Tomatoes and then replanted them. Afterward, he took a refreshing shower and enjoyed a satisfying dinner with Elena before retiring to his room.

As the boy was settling down to sleep, he was interrupted by a knock on the door.

Frowning, he asked, “What is it, Elena?”

“Lord Silverblade, it's me. I have something to show you…” The voice was familiar yet unexpected.


Chapter fifty
Betrayal in Moonlight: Theo's Strategic Escape


“You can show it to me in the morning, Mister Leonard,” he replied, wearily.

“It can't wait until tomorrow. Princess Liliana has sent something special for you…” The urgency in Leonard's tone was covered with gentleness.

'What did she send me? Did she find out that I've recovered? Has Leonard already informed her?' Theo thought with a bit of annoyance. He didn't want Leonard to tell her, but he wasn't sure how to directly stop him from spreading this news.

Upon opening the door, Leonard stood there with a sweet smile.

'What's made him so cheerful today?' Theo wondered.

Leonard bowed slightly. “It's outside the mansion, Lord Silverblade.”

Theo nodded and followed. He noticed that Elena was likely asleep, given the locked door and the absence of light in her room.

Reaching the outdoors, he glanced at the radiant full moon which illuminated the mountaintop. “So, what did you want to show me?” Theo asked, letting his gaze wander towards the village.

But as he did, an odd sensation prickled his senses. Before he could fully process it, he instinctively sidestepped, narrowly avoiding a blade. The rush of air from the blade's passage was chilly against his skin, and the sharp ‘whoosh’ sound it made sounded in his ears, making his heart thump.

Whirling around, Theo met Leonard’s disappointed gaze, it was clear that Leonard had hoped his attack would connect. The night's serenity was shattered by the sudden turn of events.

Quickly creating some distance between them, Theo summoned a blade into his hand. As Leonard lunged again, their weapons clashed with incredible force, sending a shock wave up Theo's arm and pushing him back several meters. His hand felt numb, but he didn't have the luxury to complain as another attack followed immediately, which he managed to dodge.

Theo's expression turned grim. He hadn't expected this betrayal, nor had he guessed that this would be the surprise waiting for him outside.

“If you wanted to attack me, you could have done it inside at the doorstep. Why out here?” Theo asked, choosing not to question Leonard's betrayal. After all, betrayal seemed to be a new trend in his life.

"Inside, it would be hard to clean up if something got damaged while killing you. I don't want the princess to grow suspicious of me," Leonard replied, an evil smile flashing across his face. As his gaze swept Theo’s blade, he couldn't understand how the boy had acquired that expensive sword.

*Clank!* *Clank!* *Clank!*

Clashes happened beneath the moonlight, casting a glint on the sharp blades they wielded. Theo's hands were already bleeding from the exchanges, leaving him at a clear disadvantage. Leonard appeared to relish the act of toying with his weaker opponent, showing little concern for the passage of time.

Theo, while dodging and blocking, noted the frightening silence of the village. ‘The village is eerily quiet tonight, and there aren’t any guards on patrol. What has he done?’ he mused.

Chuckling, Leonard revealed his sinister plan, "Are you wondering why there are no guards or villagers today? I've brought a grand feast for them for dinner, and I told the village head it was sent by our Lord Silverblade. They're sleeping peacefully now. But once I’m done with you, I plan to kill the village head who made arrangements to deliver the food. They'll never suspect me or know how you died.”

After giving that final speech, Leonard's blows grew increasingly brutal, yet Theo parried and dodged them all with the strength he had left. But each second felt heavier than the last.

*Clank!* *Clank!* *Clank!*

His mind raced, 'This old man has gone mad. I've got to open a portal for Lilith, but he's not giving me the chance. Looks like I'll have to pick my passive skill, and fast.' He muttered this to himself, deflecting Leonard's forceful attacks.

Clenching his teeth and stumbling backward several meters, Leonard saw Theo tapping the air twice.

"Impossible, it can't be," he exclaimed, realizing the boy's intention. He lunged forward, his blade swung with blinding speed towards Theo, aiming for his life.

A faint glow enveloped Theo, making him feel lighter.

<<<<

[You have selected the passive skill 'Defensive Harmony (S-Rank)'. Agility and Strength will now be enhanced by 0.6 times your total Defense stat.]

[You have successfully allocated 38 stat points to Defense and 6 stat points to Stamina.]

>>>>

In an instant, he vanished from his original spot. As Leonard’s attack missed its mark, he sensed a gush of air behind him. Before he could turn around, Theo's blade made a swing across his back, splattering blood onto the ground.

*Slash!*

"You…" Scrunching his face, Leonard groaned in agony. Overwhelmed with rage, he stopped holding back and decided to unleash his full might. Two gleaming cyan rings materialized around his right wrist, indicating he was at least an Elite-ranked elemental warrior.

Seeing this, Theo’s grip on the sword’s hilt tightened as he prepared himself for an intense fight.

*Clank!* *Clank!* *Clank!*

The two collided, clashing again and again. While Theo’s new passive skill helped him handle his enemy better, he wasn’t used to the gained strength yet. With each clash, he found it harder to maintain his balance, staggering several times.

Half an hour later, Leonard saw Theo reeling back, preparing for another strike, but the boy’s figure suddenly vanished. Leonard whipped around, attempting to deflect the incoming attack, but found no one there.

Confused, he scanned the area for Theo. Spotting a figure hurriedly running down the mountain's slope, Leonard pursued with a deadly smile as if his prey had finally landed into his trap.

Racing past several village houses, Theo's gaze landed on a family, a couple with their child, lying on the ground. A half-eaten packet of food was beside them, suggesting they had fallen asleep mid-meal. It was clear Leonard’s “feast” had done its work.

Shaking off the sight, he sprinted towards the open village gate. His intention was to reach the guard's quarters where they usually dined, but the possibility that Leonard had poisoned them made him hesitant. The wisest choice was to exit through the village gate.

The moment he emerged outside, several fire torches illuminated the surroundings. About forty men dressed in black appeared on both sides, with some blocking his path forward.

Hearing Leonard approaching footsteps from behind, Theo released a resigned sigh and bolted southward. As a black-clothed man unsheathed his sword to slash at him, Theo's figure suddenly vanished, causing him to blink in astonishment.

As Theo continued his desperate escape into the woods, he threw some items behind him.

"After him!" Leonard's sharp command rang out as the men in black began their chase. Some stumbled upon thorn-like spheres, causing their pace to slow.

One shouted, "Avoid those things! That cunning bastard has traps laid out!"

Despite the dense forest, Theo couldn't gain enough distance to cast his portal. The pursuers were just too fast. Exhaustion took over him, but he couldn't afford to stop.

He felt grateful for the rigorous training he had undergone with his new body. Otherwise, he doubted he could run so well, even with the benefits of leveling up. Adjusting to a different body and unfamiliar strength usually took time.

Deeper in the forest, he scattered Lunar slumber blossom and agility thistle bane along his path, releasing their sweet fragrances into the air. As the scents spread through the woods, a subtle change happened to his pursuers.

First, their expressions shifted from vigilance to a state of pleasant daze. The furrowed brows and tense jaws softened, replaced by serene smiles that played on their faces. It was as though they had stumbled upon a magical meadow in the deep forest, where worries melted away.

Then, one by one, his pursuers started to sway, their movements becoming lethargic. Their legs gave way beneath them, and they descended as if they were sinking into a comfy bed for a relaxing sleep.

Leonard, who was closely following, noticed the collapsed men with frustration. "What has happened to them?" he asked, bewildered by seeing the collapsed men.

One man, with a dazed smile, stated, "Can you smell this aromatic scent?" As he spoke, he too crumpled to the ground.

Leonard's voice, filled with fury, resounded through the forest, "He's using some sort of poison gas! Be careful!"

One of the men responded, "Understood, sir. We'll cover our noses."

As Theo was running ahead, he realized that the number of those in pursuit was no longer lowering, and more than a dozen still trailed behind him closely.

He could hear the arrows being loosed, but they bounced off him after giving a slight jerk, thanks to his passive skill that boosted his defense. Spotting a majestic, large tree in the distance, whose trunk was broad enough to hide him, Theo decided it would be his final refuge.

'If I can reach that tree, I can summon her for help as it will give me enough cover for casting time.'

However, as Theo neared it, Leonard barked an order, "Hablo! Use the enchanted arrows!" One of the men, wielding a long bow, nodded and summoned a glowing arrow. He notched it and aimed at his running target.

Suddenly, an excruciating pain shot through Theo's left shoulder. An arrow, glimmering faintly, had pierced it, causing blood to spatter on the forest floor. Gritting his teeth, he pushed forward. The pain was bearable, especially for someone who had already endured the recent torture after reaching circle rank 10.

Another glowing arrow found its mark, this time striking his right chest. Blood gushed out, and the agonizing pain contorted his face. Just as he was almost at the tree, a third enchanted arrow embedded itself into his right leg. Limping and bleeding, he pressed on, making a desperate last dash for the tree's cover.

He rolled on the ground, gasping for breath, and found refuge behind the tree's massive trunk. Finally, he could allow himself a moment of relaxation after his frantic escape. His life had depended on every desperate step he had taken.

"You can't run anymore," Leonard's voice taunted. "This is the end for you, Lord Silverblade."


Chapter fifty-one
Grim Dance of Rolling Heads


Catching his breath, Theo whispered, "This isn't the end, old fox. It's just the beginning."

In his thoughts, he asked, ‘Demoness, can you really handle this?’

‘Shut up. Hurry and open the portal…’ A furious voice came via telepathy. Theo swore he had never heard her this angry before. He even felt a slight fear hearing this displeased tone of hers. Soon, a portal appeared behind a neighboring tree, and a shadow slipped out, so fast that even Theo failed to see it.

Surrounded by the flicker of torches, Theo limped to the front of the tree. Leonard was standing a few meters away with a smirk on his face. Theo offered him a soft smile.

“Now what, Lord Silverblade?” Leonard taunted.

“Since I'm on the brink of dying, shouldn't I at least know my killer?” Theo asked, pretending to be a poor soul.

“That's an interesting last request. But it's best you leave this world without knowing.” Leonard then signaled to one of his men, “Finish him.”

As a man stepped ahead with his sword, he found his line of sight changing. His sight moved to the ground and started spinning. He felt a shower of warm liquid splashing over his face. Before he could understand his situation, darkness enveloped him. With a thud, his beheaded body collapsed on the ground.

Witnessing this gruesome sight, fear gripped everyone who witnessed it, including Theo. This was the first time he'd seen someone decapitated right before his eyes.

Panicking, one of the men shouted, “Who's there? Show yourself, or he dies!”

But just as the words left his mouth, he suffered the same horrifying fate, his head rolling to a stop.

The remaining men were overwhelmed by terror, their bodies trembling with fear. Leonard, despite his earlier bravado, also retreated. Drawing his sword, he scanned all directions for the hidden enemy.

As they were engulfed in horror, an eerie yet chilling voice, akin to that of a demon, reverberated through the forest. "Speak!!! Who sent you? For each second you delay, another life will end..." Even Theo, who was familiar with the crazy, lively Lilith, couldn’t connect this voice to her. This was insane; This was demonic, there was an extreme level of wrath flowing in her voice.

*Thud!* *Thud!* *Thud!*

As no one answered, the heads continued to roll and staining the ground with crimson blood.

A desperate voice cried out, “Wait! Wait! Wait!”

"Answer!!! Who dared to lay a hand on what's mine?” The chilling voice demanded an answer.

“Hey, I’m not your property,” Theo muttered with a hint of agony in his voice as blood had already dyed his clothes in red.

“Shut up,” Lilith retorted him fiercely.

*Thud!* *Thud!* *Thud!*

More heads rolled down on the ground beside the man who told her to wait.

As the horror unfolded before his eyes, the man could no longer hold his secret. Valuing his own life above all, he began to divulge, his voice trembling with fear, “It was the Count of Ironkeep City; we are in his employ. I have answered your question truthfully. Now, I beg of you, please spare my life. I vow never to serve him again. I will retreat to a village far from here and lead a quiet life. Please, grant me this mercy. I have a wife and children at home who depend on me.” Tears streamed down the previous desperate man’s face.

Leonard muttered a curse under his breath when the man blurted out their secret. The others hoped that this confession might calm the anger of the shadowy figure who was picking them off one by one.

As the man who spilled the secret waited, he hardly dared to breathe, hoping against hope that he had saved himself by telling the truth.

But as the seconds ticked by, an eerie calm settled over the forest, a deceptive silence that was the herald of something sinister.

Suddenly, without warning, a wild storm broke out from nowhere. It blasted through the trees with a ferocious howl, a gale so powerful it seemed to slice the very air. And then, heads started to roll across the ground in a grim dance, as if they were mere playthings of the wind. Leonard's head was among them, his face showing shock, showing the terror of what had happened too quickly for him to ask to be saved.

*Thud!* *Thud!* *Thud!*

"Nooooo," The man shrieked, terror filling his voice as the scene before him spiraled into chaos. His instincts screamed for him to escape, to flee from the unfolding nightmare.

He spun on his heel, heart pounding in a frenzied rhythm, and launched into a desperate sprint. Unfortunately, his legs gave out, causing him to fall in a grotesque manner as he attempted to flee. His vision blurred, his eyelids grew unbearably heavy, and as the darkness claimed him, he felt the relaxing embrace of death that released him from this horror and pain.

Theo could scarcely believe the horror playing out before his eyes. He turned away, his stomach rebelling with a violent lurch. "Blerghh..."

The overwhelming stench of blood, combined with the grotesque sight, was too much to handle, and his stomach churned. He slumped against the tree trunk, trying to find his bearings, and then vomited once more, "Blergh..."

After vomiting enough, he dropped to the ground, sitting with the support of the tree’s trunk. A figure appeared right in front of him, causing the air to slightly shift.

As she saw the three arrows embedded in his body, her chilly eyes softened at the sight of his blood. She knelt beside him and moved her hand to take them out, but she hesitated. Theo could see her hands and eyes trembling.

‘Didn't she just behead so many people? Yet she's afraid of taking these out... Is she still thinking about sipping my blood in this condition?’ He joked inwardly.

With the blood continuously flowing, she gritted her teeth and quickly pulled out the first arrow from his chest.

“Arghhhh…” Theo groaned in pain, causing Lilith’s eyes to tremble slightly.

Her gaze shifted from his contorted face to the remaining arrows that were stabbed deep into his flesh. Taking a deep breath, she grasped both arrows and pulled them out simultaneously.

“Demoness!” Theo yelled, his eyes widened by her daring move. However, he soon calmed down, gritting his teeth. Though the arrows were out, the blood leaking out even more freely.

“Give me the healing potions that you bought,” She demanded in a concerned voice.

Theo retrieved a high-quality elixir from his golden vault and handed it to her. He noticed there wasn't a single drop of blood on her clothes. Moreover, He couldn't connect her current self to the same terrifying girl who had beheaded those men with a single slash. Theo had jokingly called her ‘Demoness’ in the past, but now felt it would be more accurate to call her a true demoness when angered.

Lilith poured the elixir into her hand and began applying it to his chest wound, her face was filled with intense seriousness.

As it touched his skin, he felt both warmth and coldness. His skin began to heal at a visible rate.

She applied the entire contents of the bottle to his chest wound, then she asked for another, and Theo gave her two more. She did the same with his shoulder and leg.

He wanted to tell her he could do it himself but he was not in condition to complain and he feared there would be a sharp retort. Given her recent actions, he didn't want to test her temper.

As she was done applying the healing elixir to his leg, Theo requested with a displeased voice, “Can you help me move away from this place?”

Lilith nodded, understanding his discomfort from the stench of blood. With the tree’s trunk as support, he stood up, and the girl wrapped her arm around his back. A rosy scent enveloped him, and he became acutely aware of Lilith's closeness, particularly her rounded chest pressed against his side, which made him uneasy.

Trying to maintain his composure, he began to move away from the gruesome scene, but he was internally battling the distracting sensation of her plumpy flesh brushing against his side.

Every step was a battle for Theo as he tried to focus on anything but the sensation of Lilith's body beside him. Once they were at a distance from the corpses, he settled near the roots of another tree, releasing a sigh of relief as if an intense tribulation had ended and he somehow survived.

Seeing him relieved, Lilith mistakenly thought it was for escaping the putrid smell of blood, unaware of Theo’s original thought. She retrieved a transparent water bottle from her ring and handed him, "Here..."

For Theo, it was strange to see her care for him in such a manner like a loyal maid. But he wasn’t in any condition to tease her, especially after such a traumatic experience. With all the blood he had lost, he felt like he could faint at any moment.

While drinking cold water, a few notifications popped up before him.

<<<<

[You have unlocked ‘Abyssal Devour’]

[Abyssal Devour]

[~ Offer a corpse to the Eldritch trees for its nourishment. This will slightly enhance the rate at which they generate abyssal energy.]

[26 Corpses detected. Would you like to offer them to the Eldritch trees?]

[Yes/No]

>>>>

He was surprised to see the corpse-related notification in front of him. Given the nature of his demonic farm, this wasn’t outside the realm of his expectations.

Theo pondered how the demonic farm had detected all those corpses around him and how it would manage to devour the corpses outside its realm. However, as he selected [Yes], the mystery began to unravel.

Roots, like serpentine tendrils, erupted from beneath the ground. They wriggled their way deep into the forest, an army of dark, twisted soldiers. One by one, they wrapped themselves around the beheaded corpses, engulfing them in an eerie intimacy, like a lover's embrace turned predatory. The roots began to pulse and thicken around the bodies, akin to snakes constricting their prey.

Once their grim task was complete, they retracted into the ground, leaving behind only the disturbed soil as evidence of their presence, while other tendrils slithered off in search of more corpses, relentless in their grim harvest.

Theo noticed that these roots belonged to the Eldritch trees, though the trees themselves were nowhere in sight.

More messages began to flash, confirming that the roots had accomplished their task.

<<<<

[1 humanoid body devoured by Eldritch tree]

[Abyssal Energy generation rate of Eldritch tree increased by 0.5%.]

[2 humanoid bodies devoured by Eldritch tree]

[Abyssal Energy generation rate of Eldritch tree increased by 1%.]

[1 humanoid body devoured by Eldritch tree]

[Abyssal Energy generation rate of Eldritch tree increased by 0.5%.]

>>>>

He was satisfied with the notifications, and as he finished the water content, the roots completed their task. Handing the bottle to Lilith, he noticed her brows furrow.

Moments later, she warned, "Someone is coming..." before vanishing from her spot.


Chapter fifty-two
Lilith's Wrath and A Forgiving Master


Theo spotted a familiar figure approaching rapidly. Her face was filled with fear as she drew closer.

Upon seeing him, she quickened her pace. Once she reached him, she knelt before him and asked, “How did this happen, Master?”

“Oh, I just had some unexpected guests who wanted to kill me. But how did you find out I was here?” Theo responded with a hint of sarcasm, withholding some details but inquiring about what concerned him.

“I was awakened by the sound of clashes from my sleep. When I looked out the window, I saw Mister Leonard chasing someone. I also noticed you weren't in your room as the door was open, so I followed his trail, worried,” she explained, her voice filled with sorrow.

She stared at Theo, her hands trembling and face etched with deep sadness. Her gaze shifted back and forth between his blood-stained wounds and his face. She clenched her hands so tightly her nails dug into her skin, and she bit her lip.

However, when her gaze met Theo's again, she was met with a soft smile. She didn’t know when, but a sharp sword had appeared in his hand and he was offering her the hilt while holding its blade, “Here, Elena…”

Her eyes widened in shock. “What do you mean, Master?”

“Just do it, if you want to,” he responded nonchalantly.

“Ho… how did you know?” She stammered, tears forming in her eyes. She couldn’t believe he easily guessed her intention.

“If you were in the right state of mind, you wouldn’t just be waiting there, biting your lips and giving me hesitant looks. You would’ve already cast a healing spell on me…” Theo reasoned, referring to how much she had cared for him in the past.

What Elena didn't realize was that his wounds had already healed; they were merely concealed by the stains of blood that still wetted his skin and shirt.

“I’m sorry, Master…” The slowly-forming tears began to flow as if a dam had broken; she burst into tears.

‘This bitch…’ Lilith’s chilling voice, the same tone she used when she killed others, sounded in his mind.

Through telepathy, Theo spoke hurriedly, ‘I command you to not harm her.’

‘You!!! Why are you stopping me? Let me kill this bitch…’ Lilith retorted in an enraged tone, as she was halted in her tracks, unable to execute her killing blow.

That command was part of their unique bond that granted him the option to make her do something against her will, and he actually used it for someone who wanted to take his life.

Theo was well aware of what had transpired, but he also knew Elena wasn’t entirely at fault and she must have had a reason for her actions. Moreover, she hadn’t moved to harm him and was clearly hesitating.

How could he forget her past kindness and how she had treated him so well when his duplicate self was not even in a condition to take care of himself? She was an angel to him, so he didn’t want to harm her due to a possible misunderstanding.

He moved his hand to pat Elena’s head as she cried relentlessly. Feeling his caress on her head, she cried even harder, sobbing as she spoke, “I’m sorry, Master… I really didn't want to do this. I'm deeply ashamed of what I considered doing… I’m really really sorry, Master, please forgive me…” Elena continued to cry, pleading for his forgiveness.

Theo sighed as she cried like a baby. With a weak hand, he brushed away her tears, feeling as though he could lose consciousness at any moment.

Once Elena's tears subsided and she looked up at him with red-rimmed eyes, Theo asked, "Can you tell me why you intend to do that?"

Elena nodded and began, "Mister Leonard told me a few days ago that my brother is imprisoned in Ironkeep City by Count Cedric. They threatened that if I don't follow their orders, they'll kill him. I even received a letter and a recent picture of my brother."

Hearing her story, it all fell into place for Theo. It made sense why Elena hesitated and contemplated killing him, yet her genuine, kind nature prevented her from going through with it. However, his trust had been shaken by her actions, making him probe further.

"If that's the reason, then why didn't you kill me when you had the chance?" Theo asked, his eyes seeking the truth. He had faced so many betrayals in his life that he had begun to doubt everything and everyone. He didn’t trust Lilith completely, but so far, she had proven to be more reliable than most, second only to Liliana.

"Because I can't bear the thought of betraying Her Highness and you. You treated me with such kindness, unlike those arrogant nobles who value their pride over human lives," Elena replied, her voice filled with sadness.

He studied her expression intently, then decided to test her sincerity further. “Can you heal me, Please?” Theo asked, his face scrunching in feigned pain.

“Yes, Master.” She nodded, wiping away her remaining tears with the back of her hand. Raising her hand, she began casting a healing spell on Theo.

Two blue, glowing rings appeared around her left wrist. The blue light surrounded Theo’s entire body, mending the bruises that the elixir hadn't reached. It was as though a stream of refreshing water falling over him, washing away the burning anguish in his muscles.

Theo could've drunk an elixir, but applying it directly to the wounds was more effective, which was what Lilith had done. Once the light faded and the healing spell finished, Theo felt assured that Elena had no more intention to harm him.

However, what Theo desired was secondary. What mattered most was what the demoness wanted, as she wasn’t going to listen to him.

“Make a servant pact with this bitch, or I'll finish her,” Lilith's commanding voice announced as she appeared beside them, causing a gush of wind.

Theo gazed at the demoness and started rubbing his forehead in exasperation. Elena's eyes widened at the sight of Lilith. Without her veil, Lilith's beauty stunned her momentarily, but she snapped back to reality, recalling the demoness's words.

Lilith's demand wasn’t unreasonable. She no longer trusted Elena. It was the same for Theo but he was more gentle towards her even though she had almost betrayed him. After all, she hadn't harmed him when given the opportunity, and her brother's life was at stake. So, he understood her and didn’t blame her for her previous actions.

‘I have another solution for your concern. For now, we will just keep an eye on her…’ He sent Lilith a telepathy message.

Lilith gritted her teeth, thinking Theo was out of his mind, ‘No… I won’t allow it… Either this bitch dies or you make a servant pact…’

‘Have some faith in me, Demoness. I'm cultivating a plant that can bind her loyalty. If the fruit doesn't work on her, it means she's been lying all along. Can't we wait for seven days? Besides, you don’t know my past yet. She used to take care of me like a mother, and I can’t forget all that Elena has done for me. Since she didn’t harm me and was hesitant, as you saw, I want to give her another chance. And one more thing, don’t curse at her,’

Theo explained via telepathic message while Lilith was staring daggers at Elena, and the innocent girl was looking at the ground with moist eyes and an embarrassed expression.

Lilith appeared frustrated, but she ultimately gave up.

When Theo tried to rise, Elena moved to assist him. However, Lilith pushed her away, shooting her an icy glare. Elena staggered back, almost falling to the ground.

Theo sighed at the demoness's unconcealed hostility but chose not to intervene. It was best for them to sort out their differences themselves.

Upon reaching the village gate, Theo relayed a message to Lilith. ‘There are some men who fell asleep in the jungle. Can you take care of them?’

‘Fine,’ Lilith replied and disappeared, leaving Elena in shock.

Leaning against the towering walls of the Elari civilization for support, Theo turned to Elena. “Please check on the villagers and the guards to ensure they're all right. Leonard said they're just sleeping after eating his feast, but I'd like to confirm it.”

“But Master, is it safe to leave you alone in this state?” Elena asked, concern flickering in her eyes as she took in his battered appearance.

Theo offered her a reassuring smile. “All my wounds have healed, and those who sought to kill me are dead. Don't worry about me.”

Hesitating a bit, she left, glancing back several times. She was embarrassed by her actions but she was glad her Master chose to forgive her.

After both of the ladies left, Theo was gazing towards the moon. Today, he was saved solely because of Lilith and his Demonic farm. If even one of them had been absent, he was certain he wouldn't have made it out alive.

Although Leonard had mentioned it was a surprise set up by Liliana, Theo was convinced she would never betray him like this. It was more likely a bait to lure him outside. Moreover, he had exhausted all his Lunar Slumber Blossoms and Agilitybane Thistle in his desperate bid to evade his pursuers.

As he stood lost in thought, a gust of wind stirred beside him, signaling Lilith's return.

"That bitc..." She paused as he raised his brows.

Lilith coughed and continued, "I mean, that girl. I thought she would be here to take care of you, but she left. If I'd known she would leave you in my absence, I wouldn't have left you alone," She voiced her complaints with a hint of bitterness.

“You should calm your anger, Demoness. Besides, I’m not a kid.” He moved to pat her head, which caused her expression to shift. He continued, “Now I don’t have to hide you from others. You can easily roam in the village and stay outside.”

Hearing that piece of news, a slight brightness appeared on her face, but there was still some displeasure left. She was mad at those people for harming him.

Seeing her fluctuating mood, Theo decided to give her some time, considering the traumatic events had transpired only an hour ago.

A moment later, Elena returned, her face filled with concern. "Master, the villagers, and guards are all in deep sleep. I suspect they won't be able to wake up until morning."

Theo nodded, then began to head towards his mansion. As he moved, Lilith gracefully stepped beside him, with Elena following closely. Bathed in the ethereal glow of the moonlight, the trio's silhouettes shimmered in the night.

Breaking the silence, Elena inquired, "Master, who is this young lady?"

She thought her master might have some romantic affairs behind her Highness’s back, which caused her to ask this question.


Chapter fifty-three
The Royal Family's Involvement


"She is my childhood friend, Lilith," Theo began, choosing his words carefully. "She was in Ironkeep City when she discovered that young Baron of Ashenvale village was going to be targeted for assassination tonight. She rushed here to save me. Her people have dealt with Leonard and his men and have since departed. However, she insisted on staying with us," he explained, covering the truth with lies.

Elena nodded in understanding, "Thank you, Young Lady, for saving my master."

However, Lilith merely offered Elena an icy glance and chose to remain silent.

Witnessing the aloof demeanor with which she was treated, Elena didn't voice any complaints. However, she couldn't help but wonder quietly to herself, 'Why does this young lady bear such a striking resemblance to Her Highness?'

As they returned to the mansion, Elena set up a room on the second floor for Lilith.

Meanwhile, Lilith complained to Theo via telepathy, wanting to stay in his room. However, she eventually agreed to use the new room, located near his, when he promised to take her to the farm in the morning.

Having her own space, Lilith went to take a relaxing bath. Theo had thought about taking a bath himself, but exhaustion overwhelmed him, and he succumbed to the beckoning embrace of his bed and surrendered to the allure of sleep.

The next morning, he visited his farm to harvest the nightshade tomatoes before replanting them. Afterward, he took a refreshing shower and changed into clean clothes. Exiting his room, he found Lilith, engrossed in her book, seated on a sofa in the grand hall. She looked breathtaking in a white, full-sleeved top and a long blue skirt.

When their eyes met, she set the book down and inquired with a slightly serious tone, “How are you now, Lord Silverblade?” she teased him as she had heard Leonard calling him with this name last night.

“Much better,” Theo responded, taking his usual head seat at the dining table.

Elena emerged from the kitchen, wheeling a cart loaded with breakfast towards the dining table. She began setting the table and placed two plates. As she served food onto the plates, Lilith took the left seat beside Theo, shifting the second plate to her side.

Theo teased, “Do you expect me to serve you, Elena?”

“But master…” Elena hesitated, throwing a cautious glance at Lilith.

“Don't worry about her. She's as open-minded as I am. I'm sure she won't mind you joining us for breakfast,” Theo reassured.

After a moment's hesitation, Elena set another plate for herself beside Theo on the right side; she usually sat on the left, but Lilith had already claimed that spot for herself.

As they ate, Elena shared, "Master, I checked this morning. The guards and villagers have woken up, and they all appear to be fine. Also, Captain Henry has requested to meet with you."

Theo paused, placing his spoon down. “Alright. Ask him to come over once you're done here.”

“Okay, master,” Elena replied, and they continued their meal.

Once they finished eating, Theo and Lilith headed to the farm while Elena attended to her chores.

Seated by the Dreamweaver’s pond, Theo used the special ability to monitor Elena. He watched her clean up the dishes and head to her room. When she began to pull out clothes from her cupboard, he turned his attention back to the farm, focusing on the mature Infernal Aphrodisiac Orange tree.

Standing three meters tall with a thick crown and broad branches, the tree bore ripe oranges. He commanded his [Darkreaper's Scythe] tool to harvest them.

<<<<

[You've successfully harvested 262 Infernal Aphrodisiac Oranges!]

[Infernal Aphrodisiac Oranges successfully stored in the Golden Vault!]

[You've collected 10 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 10 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 10 points.]

[Ring Power is at 46/100 points.]

[You've collected 12 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 12 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 12 points.]

[Ring Power is at 91/100 points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 11 points.]

[Your Second ring has evolved to Rank 1!]

[You've reached Circle Rank 11.]

[You have received 3 free stat points.]

[Your Demonic Farm has advanced to Level 11.]

[You have unlocked an additional acre of land.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 14 points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 12 points.]

[Ring Power is at 26/125 points.]

>>>>

Darkreaper's Scythe only harvested the fruit, leaving the tree unharmed, indicating he could harvest from it multiple times.

As usual, he absorbed the ring essence that surged towards him after the first harvest. Theo noticed the [Special This Week] seeds granted him far more ring essence than even those he'd purchased from the [Buy] section of the auction house.

Moreover, he discovered that the ring power needed for each following level-up had increased. Instead of the usual 10 ring power increment, it now required an additional 25 ring power for each level.

Finishing up, he listed the nightshade tomatoes from 36 acres on the auction house to sell at the same price as before. Once that was settled, he checked in on Elena again. She wasn't in her room, likely taking a bath.

Having wrapped up his tasks in the farm, he exited through the portal.

In the afternoon, Captain Henry arrived and saluted the young baron.

Theo, seated in the grand hall, invited, “Take a seat, Captain Henry.”

The burly man gave a slight nod and took a position on the sofa opposite Theo.

Soon after, Elena approached with a tray holding two cups of tea, placing it on the table before them.

“Lord Silverblade,” Henry began, “Last night, someone tampered with our food. I suspect the village head, who oversees the food arrangements, though it seems he too was affected. Outside the village walls, we found traces of battle, bloodstains, and numerous corpses.” Throughout the explanation, he noted Theo's unchanging expression, calm as a gentle breeze as he wasn’t disturbed by this news.

He reached for his tea, gesturing for Henry to do the same. “Actually, there was an assassination attempt on me last night.”

Henry, who was about to sip his tea, placed it back on the table, standing abruptly. “Who dares target our young princess’s man?” He immediately covered his mouth, realizing his blunder.

From those few words, Theo discerned some crucial details. It seemed the tale of his and Liliana's childhood had reached even her loyal guards, given that he knew Henry was one of her most trusted. This helped him confirm that there was indeed something between him and Liliana in the past of which he had no memory

Theo gestured for Henry to sit, who did so with a forced smile, his face reddening with embarrassment.

Taking another sip, Theo began, “It was Mister Leonard and Count Cedric’s men. I lack evidence against them, so we can’t act openly.” Knowing Henry's allegiance to Liliana, Theo saw no reason to hide the truth.

Henry's eyes widened, “That old geezer. I advised her highness to let me deal with him when His Imperial Majesty insisted on sending him to Ashenvale village, but the princess refused…” He muttered, clearly vexed, setting his cup down again without taking a single sip.

Theo sighed, realizing that there were members of the royal family who likely sought to keep a close eye on him. An insider from the royal family might be involved in the recent assassination attempt.

Once Henry was done cursing Leonard, he turned his attention back to Theo. “What would you have me do, Lord Silverblade?”

Theo, taking another sip, responded casually, “You might not do if I tell you”

“Please speak, Lord Silverblade. I'll do anything within my power for you,” Henry assured.

“I'd like you to conceal from Princess Liliana, and everyone else, everything that transpired here. Especially the fact that I’ve recovered. I need time before revealing that my health has improved. Otherwise, I fear more assassination attempts may follow,” Theo explained.

Henry's face contorted in conflict. Theo placed his now empty cup on the table, whereas Henry hadn’t even taken a single sip from his due to the shocking news one after another.

After a long pause, Henry finally spoke. “It's hard to conceal anything from Her Highness. But if it’s for your protection, I'll do it. Her Highness will understand; she wishes for your safety above all.”

Theo nodded. “There’s another matter I need you to handle.”

Henry furrowed his brow and waited for the young baron’s next words.


Chapter fifty-four
Mysterious Deaths


Theo continued, “Given last night’s assassination attempt and the demise of all those involved, it's likely they'll send more men to search the forest and possibly plant spies in our village. So, keep an eye on everyone, even your own guards. And ensure no information about me should leak out. For the upcoming month, I won't make any appearances in the village. Use that time to weed out any spies and those whose loyalties might waver.”

Henry nodded in understanding. “I already planned a thorough investigation, Lord Silverblade. However, villagers might become restless if they lack rations and resources in your absence. They may even think you've abandoned them.”

Theo slid a purple ring across the table. “This should help. It contains rations and a good amount of gold. Use it in my absence. If anyone inquires, tell them it was sent by Her Highness.” As always, he loved to blame it all on Liliana’s head and he was shameless enough to even ask Henry to do the same.

Henry eyed the ring with surprise. He was familiar with Theo’s previous situation. Upon inspecting the ring’s contents, his eyes widened. “Aren’t you afraid I'll run off with this?”

The ring held more than ten thousand gold coins, enough to sustain the village for a decade. Money was Theo’s least concern at the moment.

“Elena has informed me of your past services to the Empire and your unwavering loyalty to the princess. I trust you won’t be swayed by mere gold. I’m sure you've been offered more in the past to betray the Empire. Besides, the village won’t require all this gold. Use some to improve our defenses by recruiting more guards, and consider the rest as a personal token of my appreciation.” Theo calmly explained.

Henry chuckled. “I merely wanted to gauge your reaction to my possible betrayal. Yet you countered by basically telling me to keep all the gold.” He sighed and stood, signaling his intention to leave.

“Elena, please prepare another cup of tea. Captain Henry didn’t get to enjoy his earlier because of our conversation,” Theo called out.

From the kitchen, Elena’s gentle voice responded, “Yes, Master. Just give me a moment.”

Henry couldn’t help but laugh as he reclaimed his seat. Elena returned with a freshly prepared tea and set it on the table.

Theo commented, "I've already had mine, so please join Captain Henry." He gestured for Elena to sit.

She hesitated to sit with them, but her Master didn't allow her to leave. Theo’s insistent gaze made her understand that he wanted her to suffer along with Henry for the discomfort of drinking tea in front of her Master. Elena understood that it would have been awkward for Captain Henry to drink tea alone in his lordship's presence. Theo wanted her to share Henry's burden, even if it meant teasing her a bit.

As Henry and Elena enjoyed their tea, Theo continued discussing other matters with the captain.

Once Henry finished his tea, he departed from the mansion. Theo, for the remainder of the day, kept to himself within the confines of the mansion, with Elena choosing to do the same.

Outside, Captain Henry, taking Theo’s safety as his first priority, positioned his trusted guards near the mountain path and began his thorough investigation.

In the evening, Henry summoned every single guard outside their quarters and began inspecting their belongings personally. After a thorough examination, he found a cryptic, half-written letter among the possessions of one guard. Retrieving it, he continued his inspection of the rest, but no other suspicious items were uncovered.

The letter was written in a coded puzzle, but after what felt like hours, he finally decoded the cryptic letter. The scrambled text read:

‘The young cub remains unseen, blood and battle traces taint the green.’

It was clear the message referred to the young baron, and the recent battle in the nearby forest.

With the information from the decoded letter, it was easy to find who the spy was. Henry's gaze snapped to the guard from whose belongings he'd retrieved the letter.

"Speak! Before it's too late for you," he demanded.

Before the guard could even consider answering, his body convulsed violently and he dropped dead, as if a concealed curse had been triggered.

The villagers too underwent investigation, but no spy was found amongst them.

Over the next few days, he closely watched those who ventured outside the village, despite them having received ample food supplies and other resources. Most villagers chose to stay within the village's protective walls. Their curiosity about the young baron's whereabouts was a common topic of conversation, but Captain Henry remained tight-lipped about the matter.

Two days into the intensive surveillance, a few men were caught in the forest. When Henry tried to interrogate and extract information from them, they too met the same mysterious end as the earlier spy – they died from what seemed to be the activation of a concealed curse.

On the sixth day, there was a big surprise for the villagers. Someone they all knew by the name ‘Doran’, was found with things he shouldn't have: new clothes, fancy drinks, and a pouch filled with silver coins. Henry decided that everyone should know, so he brought Doran to the village center.

In front of everyone, Henry asked, "Answer, where did you get these things?"

Doran, visibly trembling, stuttered, “I... borrowed them, Sir."

But the villagers' murmurs grew, and they whispered among themselves, not believing him.

When Henry pushed him further and threatened to execute him right away by drawing a sharp blade, Doran finally told the truth with a trembling voice, “While I was laboring, carrying goods for a store manager in the ironkeep city, a group of men approached me. They wanted information about the Baron's recent activities. For such a small detail, they offered me a substantial sum in silver coins. I couldn't resist it, and I didn't think that saying I hadn't seen the Baron for two days would put me in trouble.”

Elder Morin yelled, "Why, Doran? Why would you leak information about our kind Baron to some mysterious group of men?"

Tears welled up in Doran's eyes as he stammered, "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to betray anyone.”

Mira's brother, Rolan shouted, "He should be punished!" Some, who didn't like him, even demanded his execution for being a traitor and staining the village's name.

However, a woman with a young child shouted back, "Please don't hurt him! He's my husband!" She was crying and pleading for mercy. The villagers, and even the guards, started to feel sympathy for her, but they didn't voice it, knowing a fierce captain was present.

The village head requested, "Can we let the Baron decide what to do with him, Sir Henry? For now, can we just lock him up?"

Henry saw that the situation was getting out of hand, so he agreed. He instructed his soldiers to take Doran away and lock him up until the Baron could decide his punishment.

While the village was caught up in its own drama, Theo was immersed in his daily quest, ‘The Weight of Destiny’, within his farm.

Six days had passed since he shared tea with Henry. Theo had chosen not to venture to Elwyn City. Instead, he spent his days cultivating his crops and closely monitoring the village activities and Elena.

Lilith hadn’t expressed any complaints about not making the trip to Elwyn City. Perhaps it was because Elena pampered her with sumptuous meals at the mansion, despite Lilith’s continued cold treatment towards the sweet maid.

As he was running around the farm, two notifications interrupted him.

<<<<

[Quest Complete: "The Weight of Destiny"]

[~Congratulations! You've successfully tackled the challenge to counteract the mysterious bug's poison. The sweat-soaked clothes and aching muscles are proof of your willpower. Your determination and commitment have paid off.]

[Reward: +1 Basic Elixir of Stamina Gained]

[Current Body Weight: 126 kg]

>>>>

The first was about the completion of his daily quest. The second was something he had eagerly been awaiting.


Chapter fifty-five
A Loyalty Test Passed


<<<<

[Your Demonic Trueheart is ready for harvest!]

>>>>

Looking at the unique bush-like plant in front of him, which stood about a meter tall with thick foliage, Theo's eyes settled on a lone white berry. He didn't need the [Darkreaper's Scythe] to harvest it.

As he gently plucked the Trueheart fruit from its perch, a tiny crimson particle began to emerge from the spot it once occupied. This minute particle seemed to take notice of Theo, and like a shooting star, darted towards him, colliding with his chest. Instantly, a barrage of notifications appeared before him.

<<<<

[You've successfully harvested 1 Trueheart berry!]

[You've collected 184 Ring Essence points.]

[You've absorbed 184 Ring Essence points.]

[Ring Power strengthened by 184 points.]

[Ring Power is at 175/175 points.]

[Your Second ring has evolved to Rank 4!]

[You've reached Circle Rank 14.]

[You have received 3 free stat points.]

[Your Demonic Farm has advanced to Level 14.]

[You have unlocked an additional acre of land.]

[Ring Power is at 78/200 points.]

>>>>

Reaching Circle Rank 14 was a significant achievement. Before this, his ring power stood at 69/175.

Over the past six days, he'd planted Abyssal Delight Berries, Mistgrenade Shrub, and VigorVita Coconut. These were new seeds he'd purchased from the [Buy] section of the Auction House, which had become accessible as he leveled up.

<<<<

[Mistgrenade Shrub]

[~ This enchanting plant produces small grenade-like fruits. Upon tapping and throwing, these fruits release a dense fog, obscuring vision for a short period. Ideal for creating diversions or evading detection.]

[VigorVita Coconut]

[~ Resembling an ordinary coconut, this offers refreshing water and nourishing meat. Drinking the water or consuming its flesh boosts stamina and aids in its recovery. Its effects last for two hours and don't stack, ensuring no risk of overconsumption. Perfect for those in need of a quick energy boost.]

>>>>

While the level-up brought him joy, Theo's attention remained fixated on the Trueheart berry. He traced the surface of the berry with his fingers. It felt soft under his touch and surprisingly cold.

With the berry in his grasp, Theo cast a portal and stepped into his room before going to the Grand hall. He called Elena from her room and gestured for her to sit on the sofa.

Lilith, already seated beside Theo, was giving icy glances towards Elena.

“Here, this is for you.” He placed the white berry on the table.

Elena looked at it with curiosity. “What is this, Master?”

“It’s an enchanted fruit. I’ll explain more after you eat it,” Theo replied.

After a moment of hesitation, Elena picked up the berry. She glanced nervously between Theo and Lilith, both of whom watched her intently, then consumed the fruit.

For a moment, nothing happened, and Theo's shoulders slumped in disappointment, looking downwards at the ground and entertaining different thoughts. It seemed as though she had intended to betray him.

However, just as he was about to lose hope, a nudge from Lilith made him look towards her. Following her gaze, his eyes brightened.

Elena was enveloped in a radiant white light that encircled her like a spiraling chain, gradually shaping into a crescent-shaped crimson moon that then condensed into a mark on her wrist. Theo felt a sharp sting on his own wrist and, glancing down, discovered an identical mark.

Notifications began popping up before him, confirming the bond Elena and he now shared.

<<<<

[Elena Mistwood has become your First Trueheart.]

[A unique bond has been established between you and Elena Mistwood.]

[A shared mark appears on both your wrists, visible only to Truehearts.]

[This bond strengthens the loyalty Elena Mistwood feels toward you.]

>>>

He breathed a sigh of relief, even happier now that he knew she had no intention of betraying him. Her loyalty had been genuine all along, as proven by the trueheart berry effect manifesting on her.

Elena's face was filled with confusion as she looked at the mark on her wrist and remembered the light that had enveloped her. “What was that, Master?”

“It’s from the Trueheart berry. Once consumed, it ensures you can’t betray me or reveal any of my secrets... If the seal hadn’t activated, it would have meant you were not truly loyal to me. And if that had been the case, she would've taken your life,” Theo explained with a bittersweet smile. He felt slightly guilty for not explaining beforehand, but he also believed his actions were justified given Elena's past behavior.

“Does it have any side effects, Master?” She questioned with a hint of innocence, then added, her voice tinged with sorrow, “I don’t want to die without rescuing my brother…”

“I wouldn't have given you this fruit if it had any harmful effects. However, it will trigger a hidden curse if you try to reveal any of my secrets, even to Princess Liliana…” Theo explained.

Elena seemed a bit dazed but eventually nodded in understanding. Yet, her expression was easy read as there was a hint of sadness still lingering on her face.

Seeing this, Theo reassured her, “Don’t worry about your brother. I'll find a way to rescue him.” He had already begun plotting his move against Count Cedric, but he knew preparations would take time.

Elena's doubtful gaze met his, “I don’t want to sound rude, Master, but how do you plan on saving my brother? He's held by Count Cedric. It's almost impossible to face him without seeking help from Her Highness.”

Lilith, who had been quietly following the conversation, internally agreed with Elena. She was powerful, but she was aware that, in her current state, she couldn't able to defeat a figure like Count Cedric, not unless Theo released her entirely.

But she also knew he wouldn't take that risk of setting her free.

Yet, to their doubting gazes, Theo simply offered a soft smile – a smile that sent chills down their spines.

[image: image-placeholder]

After Elena successfully passed the loyalty test, Lilith's icy demeanor towards her lowered a bit. Instead of her usual silence, she began to respond to Elena's questions with one-word answers.

Later in the morning, Elena relayed a message from Henry to Theo, updating him on the recent happenings within the village.

Having assured himself of Elena's loyalty and that there were no more spies or threats coming from Ironkeep City, Theo began making plans to return to Elwyn City.

Over the past six days, he had accumulated a significant quantity of Shadowshade Potatoes and Nightshade Tomatoes. His goal was to sell these in the city market to amass enough gold, which would fund his plans against Count Cedric.

Before going back to his farm, Theo informed Elena that she shouldn't worry if he doesn't respond from his room, she held back any questions, choosing not to voice them.

[image: image-placeholder]

It was late in the morning when two figures emerged in one of Elmswood Inn’s rooms. A boy, followed closely by a girl, descended the stairs. He noticed Neria and Lorian were not there, proceeding through the exit door.

Outside, he handed Lilith a yellow ring. "I've stored ten thousand gold in this ring. You can go do your shopping. I need to sell all those enchanted vegetables."

Lilith’s eyes narrowed with an intense protective glint. She took a step closer, whispering, "If danger approaches, you call me immediately, understood?"

Theo locked eyes with her, then playfully flicked her forehead, responding, "Alright, Demoness."

She let out a slight "Oww…” and rubbed the spot where he'd flicked her. As she looked up, he was already walking in the opposite direction. She watched his retreating figure for a few moments before turning to go on her shopping spree.

Parting ways with Lilith, he headed to Haven Harvest. As he approached, several carriages were lined up there, with one particularly luxurious one standing out, surrounded by a group of Elven soldiers.

'Why are they here?' he wondered.

Stepping into the shop, he was met with familiar faces he'd hoped to avoid. Two elven girls sat on a sofa, with Commander Haldir in conversation with the store manager.

"When will you have more of those enchanted vegetables?" Haldir inquired, desperation was flowing in his voice.

"We're currently out of stock, sir. We're uncertain about the next restock," the store manager replied.

But seeing someone entering the shop, the manager's attention shifted to the newcomer, and a smile shone on his face. But realizing his distinguished guests, he quickly masked his expression. In his mind, he muttered, ‘Why did he choose the worst possible time to show up?’

Following his gaze, Haldir scrutinized Theo, and Aerin, visibly agitated, stood abruptly. "You?" She yelled.

‘What is this lunatic doing here?’ He muttered inwardly

With an exaggerated casualness, Theo waved at her as though they shared a deep friendship, which earned him a warm smile and a greeting wave from Elara, who then gently pulled her annoyed sister back onto the sofa. Aerin, though seated, continued to glare at the boy.

Ignoring the lunatic princess, Theo approached the store manager. "I have more items to sell. Can we complete the transaction quickly?"

The manager hesitated, "Could you please wait outside, Sir? We're currently attending to the royal family."

Theo detected a strange tone in the manager's request. He couldn't understand why he was being asked to wait outside rather than within the store.

As Theo pondered, Haldir interjected, "You must find a solution. It's Princess Elara's birthday soon."

The manager's response was a silence. Not because of Haldir's words, but his thoughts seemed elsewhere. Misreading the silence, Haldir waited for the manager to come up with a solution.

As the two continued their discussion, Elara approached Theo. "You mentioned you were a merchant during our last meeting. Can you show me what you sell?"

Elara's mind drifted back to their first meeting when Theo had introduced her to the shadowshade potato. It was also the time when this store had started selling these new enchanted vegetables to the market. These were not just ordinary enchanted veggies anyone could find in the market, they came with additional benefits.

The enchanted potatoes boosted one's immunity against illness and poison. Then there were the enchanted tomatoes, which were incredibly sweet and intoxicating, such that her royal father had been so taken with them that he had ordered all available stocks from the market.

Other Highborns and elders had expressed interest in these vegetables, but their availability was limited to this particular store in Elwyn city so they asked the store manager to sell all the stock to the royal family directly. Elara and Aerin had been lucky to purchase some during their recent visit to Elwyn City, the same day they first encountered Theo. So, she deduced that Theo was the supplier to the store manager.

With her birthday approaching, Elara had plans to include these enchanted vegetables in the grand feast. However, the unfortunate reality was that the store's stock of these special enchanted veggies was now depleted.

Theo extended his hands towards her, revealing the enchanted veggies she sought. The store manager's mouth fell open in surprise.

Haldir, observing the store manager's reaction, frowned. Following the manager's gaze, he saw Elara taking one sample of the enchanted vegetables from Theo’s palm, her expression brightening as if she had found the treasure she was seeking.

Haldir inquired, “Are you the one who sold these to this store?”

“Yes. Why do you ask?” Theo responded in an impassive tone.

A cold look flashed in Haldir's eyes as he shifted his gaze towards the manager. However, Aerin's voice intervened, "We want to buy all the enchanted veggies you have."

Theo responded with a soft smile, “I've changed my mind. I'm not selling them anymore.”

Unable to hide her irritation, Aerin retorted, “And why not?”

“They are mine to sell or not. Why should I sell to you when there are plenty of other places to do business?” Theo countered with a hint of mockery.

Haldir's patience snapped as he saw a random human merchant was talking so rudely to the elven princess. Drawing his sword, he spoke, “How dare you behave to Princess Aerin in such a manner?”


Chapter fifty-six
A Royal Offer


Theo hadn't expected a mere disagreement to escalate to the point of blades being drawn. However, he had already gauged the value of these enchanted vegetables to the royal family. He knew they wouldn't easily give up on the only person who could supply them. He was simply toying with them, playing hard to get.

Elara stepped in front of Theo, turning to Haldir, her voice dripping with authority, “Commander Haldir, consider what will happen if I return to Silvermoon City and reveal how we missed this opportunity to get those special enchanted vegetables because of your rashness.”

She then addressed Aerin, “Sister, let me handle this. Father would be most displeased to learn if we return empty-handed due to your hot temper.”

Theo, slightly amused, ran a hand through his hair as if he had won a great war, while Aerin was bubbling up with anger, clenching her fist and glaring daggers at him.

Elara turned back to face him, her eyes softened, “I apologize for their rudeness. I'm Elara, and this is my sister, Aerin.”

"Why can't your sister adopt your gentle nature? Is it so challenging to be a little nicer?" Theo asked, raising an eyebrow.

Elara sighed, “It's a long story. Many elves hold grudges against humans.”

“I've noticed that on several occasions since arriving here,” he replied dryly.

Elara, with a softening tone, inquired, “Would you consider selling us those enchanted vegetables?” Her large, puppy eyes seemed intent on swaying his decision.

Theo's tone grew cold, “I'm not inclined to, especially after that last incident.”

Elara, earnestly, said, “I understand your reservations. Neither of us was entirely blameless in our previous encounter. I was at fault too and I apologize for my sister’s behavior. My birthday is approaching, and I’d hoped to celebrate with everyone in the Silvermoon city using those very enchanted veggies for a grand feast.”

Theo glanced at Aerin, who sat on the sofa, feigning indifference, but her fury was easy to notice, she appeared annoyed. Meanwhile, the store manager looked increasingly anxious, his hands clasped as if in silent prayer.

Clearing his throat, Theo asked, “How much do you require?”

Sensing an opportunity, Elara replied eagerly, “All that you can offer.”

Theo replied calmly, “You may need to empty the city’s treasury, and possibly even those of neighboring cities, to afford my entire stock.”

He knew they were from a royal family, but they weren’t in the capital city, Silvermoon, and he predicted they wouldn’t travel with so much money. So, he had already given her a warning considering his current stock, which was acquired in the span of seven days.

“We will get the necessary funds, but how much do you have in stock?” Elara asked with a questioning gaze.

Theo, adopting a business-like tone, stated, “Before we proceed, let's discuss the price

“We can pay the same price we paid the store manager: 1 gold per kg for enchanted tomatoes and 3 gold per kg for enchanted potatoes. However, if you wish, we can offer more.” Elara suggested, her eyes gleamed with a sincere appeal.

Theo glanced at the store manager and began to grasp why the man had been so anxious, wishing to keep him outside.

“If you offer more than that, you probably won’t be able to afford it unless you return to Silvermoon City to dig deeper into the royal treasury,” he replied, understanding the vast stock at hand.

Haldir’s voice cut through, “For how much did you sell to the store manager?”

Giving him an icy glance, he disclosed, “30 silver for 1 kg of enchanted tomatoes and 90 silver for 1 kg of enchanted potatoes.”

At that revelation, Haldir, Aerin, and even Elara turned their disbelieving eyes to the store manager, whose complexion now resembled that of a ghost.

“You deceived us?” Aerin spoke, her voice flickering with rage as she confronted the store manager.

“No, Princess, he's lying. We paid him more!” the manager retorted defensively.

Haldir placed his hand on his jaw as he pieced it all together, “That's why you wanted him to wait outside, even though he was your supplier.” With a commanding tone, he ordered, “Soldiers, arrest him, at once.”

Several guards entered, following Haldir’s direction, and soon the store manager found himself restrained by chain-like handcuffs. As they dragged him out, he shot Theo a venomous glare, silently vowing revenge.

Elara’s voice was soft but mixed with disappointment, “He told us he purchased them from you at 10 silver coins less than our buying price.”

The sudden demand for his enchanted vegetables was astonishing to Theo.

“Can you show us the rest of your stock?” Elara inquired.

Theo hesitated, “This is a very small place to unload everything. Besides, you'd need a lot of equipment to weigh such a volume.”

“You have an approximate figure though, right?” Elara asked.

“Roughly, yes,” Theo admitted, “but it may not be exact.”

Her face softening into a smile, Elara responded, “We’re willing to pay extra. Just tell us your estimate.”

“So you’d accept any number I throw out? Is it a royal trait, believing you can't be cheated?” Theo murmured, though loud enough for everyone to hear.

Elara giggled, and Theo sighed, understanding that he couldn't truly deceive them as he already saw what happened to the store manager for being dishonest.

“We should move to a more spacious place to manage the transaction better. You’ll also need a substantial amount of gold and some spatial rings to store the vegetables.” Theo suggested.

Elara turned to Haldir with a questioning gaze. “Commander Haldir, do we have a suitable place for this transaction?”

The man nodded thoughtfully, “There are a few open areas in the city we can use, Princess.”

“That works for me. But you might want to consider if it’s suitable for your status,” Theo pointed out.

Elara dismissed his concern, “It's fine. But, before we proceed, might I inquire about your name?”

The boy, realizing he hadn’t formally introduced himself, replied. “It’s Theo.”

As they prepared to depart, Haldir turned to the group with a bittersweet smile, “It's a bit of a distance though, a few kilometers away.”

Nodding, Elara, with a graceful and inviting gesture, extended her hand towards Theo. “Would you care to join us in our carriage?”

Aerin, still seated on the sofa, shot them a frosty, disapproving glance, yelling in her thoughts, ‘Please… Noooo…’

Catching her annoyed expression from the corner of his eye, Theo took Elara’s outstretched hand, which felt both soft and warm. As they exited the store, they were closely followed by Aerin.

The trio boarded the carriage, which, to Theo's surprise, was spacious enough to comfortably accommodate his large frame. He took a seat by himself, while the two sisters settled opposite him.

Throughout the journey, Aerin maintained her chilly silence, occasionally throwing cold glances Theo's way. However, Elara attempted to break the silence.

“Where did you manage to find those enchanted vegetables?” she asked, with a hint of curiosity.

Theo, leaning back comfortably, replied with a calm, “Trade secret.”

Elara giggled lightly at his response. “You truly are an enigma.”

Theo chuckled, “I get that a lot.”

Noticing Aerin's silence, he continued, “I wonder why princesses like you are in such a small city.”

Aerin’s gaze lingered on him for a moment, clearly puzzled by Theo's casual demeanor, unused to anyone addressing them with such familiarity. Yet, this wasn't Theo's fault. Coming from modern Earth, he wasn't accustomed to the royal etiquette of this world. Elara, on the other hand, seemed not bothered by it.

She said, “We’re here for Sister’s training with her Teacher. I’ve often expressed a desire to train under him as well, but he's quite selective.”

“The Teacher sounds formidable,” Theo remarked, thinking this mysterious master even refused to take an elven princess as his student.

“He is and no one wants to offend him. I’ve pleaded with him multiple times to take me under his wing, but he always refuses,” Elara replied with a slight sigh.

As the conversation flowed, Theo reached into his golden vault, pulling out some Duskbloom Berries. Offering them to Elara, he said, “These might not be much, but consider this an early birthday gift.”

She took the violet berries from his open palm, and after eating one with some hesitation, she experienced a velvety taste - rich and smooth, with the sweetness of roasted delights combined with a melt-in-your-mouth creaminess unlike anything she had ever tasted. Her eyes closed as she savored it.

Aerin noticed her sister's reaction and, unable to resist, snatched a berry from her hand and ate it. She too closed her eyes, seemingly lost in the fruit's creamy, rich sweetness.

Theo watched their reactions with amusement, knowing they would become addicted to this fruit, and he had no intention of selling it to them. It was merely a ploy to endear them to his products, ensuring they would think twice before offending him in the future.

After Elara and her sister had eagerly consumed all the berries, Aerin's gaze shifted to Theo, her pride visibly wrestling with her desire. “I want more,” she murmured, a hint of longing evident in her voice.

Leaning back with crossed arms and eyes closed with a soft smile, Theo replied, “One should learn to say 'please' when asking for something.”

Aerin’s cheeks colored slightly, but before she could retort, Elara intervened, “Please, may we have more?”

Theo retrieved a paper package, previously filled with sweets for Neria. He emptied the package, storing the sweets back in his golden vault, and filled it with Duskbloom Berries before handing it to Elara.

Her face brightened as she counted several dozen berries inside. She then shared some with Aerin, who, despite her earlier pride, accepted the treat. As the two sisters enjoyed the berries, the carriage suddenly halted, causing them to lurch forward due to the motion's inertia.

Emerging from the carriage, they found themselves on the edge of a vast ground. Around the perimeter were ascending seats.

As Theo observed the surroundings, Haldir remarked, “This arena was used for tournaments in the past.”

Without further delay, Theo walked to one end of the arena to begin his task. A black void materialized a meter above the ground. Nightshade Tomatoes poured out like rain, rapidly covering the ground.

Carefully, Theo adjusted the void's position, ensuring even distribution across the arena so as not to get drowned in them. After about thirty minutes, he began unloading the potatoes, finishing the task in an additional ten minutes.

All around, eyes widened in amazement. Aerin and Elara appeared dazed, Haldir gasped for air, and some soldiers had their jaws on the ground.


Chapter fifty-seven
The Elysian Bracelet


Once he was done, he approached Elara, “There you have it. They total up to 6,549,360 kg for enchanted tomatoes and 1,980,000 kg for the enchanted potatoes.”

No one seemed to notice him, for they were utterly captivated by the sight of the enchanted veggies before them. It was a spectacle to behold.

Clearing his throat, Theo tried to catch Elara’s attention. At the sound, she seemed to jerk back to the present out of her reverie.

Collecting herself with grace, she inquired, “Pardon my distraction. What were you saying, Mister Theo?”

He clarified, "They total up to 6,549,360 kg for enchanted tomatoes and 1,980,000 kg for the enchanted potatoes."

"Please give me a moment…" She approached Haldir, whispering some words to him.

He nodded and replied, “Very well, Princess Elara.” With a salute, he then proceeded to exit through the grand gate of the arena.

In the meantime, other soldiers busied themselves, storing the enchanted veggies into various spatial rings.

Once her arrangements were complete, she addressed Theo, “It might sound ridiculous, but I must admit I do not presently possess sufficient funds at hand. For the time being, please accept this Elysian Bracelet which contains approximately seven million gold coins and has an enormous storage capacity. The bracelet itself is worth a million gold coins, but this is just a token of our gratitude.” She offered it to him.

Upon receiving the bracelet, which felt cool and crystalline to his touch, he channeled a bit of his energy into it. He saw piles of gold within and large space still available, he had no cause to doubt the Princess’s word about the gold's quantity. After all, he was their only supplier of these special enchanted vegetables.

With a thought, the bracelet vanished into his golden vault. Patiently, he waited for Princess Elara to continue.

“Would you accompany us to the city center? There, we can await Commander Haldir's return with the necessary funds,” she asked, tucking her hair behind her pointy ears.

“Alright,” Theo agreed with a nod, and they made their way back to the city center, the very place they had been earlier.

A luxurious carriage, accompanied by six others, pulled up beside a large wooden house nestled under a broad canopy of a tree. The structure was embraced by vines, giving it an ethereal feel. The front was wide open, shielded only by the shade of the tree's canopy.

Stepping down from the carriage, Theo glanced at the signboard: ‘Laeloria's Leafy Lounge.’

Aerin quickly took a seat for herself, while Elara gestured for Theo to join her.

The place was void of other people as if seemingly reserved for them. Even the usual elven crowd seemed to be using other paths, leaving the vicinity exclusively for them. This spot was situated a fair distance from Elmswood Inn as he could see the familiar places from there.

Just as they settled into their seats, the sound of another approaching carriage caught their attention. As their gazes shifted, they watched as it halted behind the six other carriages. Four soldiers disembarked, but one in particular began moving towards them.

Upon recognizing him, Aerin rose and made her way towards him. As she did so, Elara continued conversing with Theo, keeping the atmosphere light by discussing other topics.

The man halted before her and saluted, "Princess, we've discovered a lead regarding the recent kidnappings. Fourteen children have been taken, all relocated to a nearby village. We've learned they consistently change their whereabouts, traversing the wilderness to evade inspections."

“Limen, any findings who could be behind these kidnappings from the known organizations?” Aerin questioned.

He shook his head, "No, Princess. They've left no trace. However, we suspect the latest incident occurred just a few hours ago, so they can't be far." He hesitated before adding, "We have someone who might have witnessed it."

Her eyebrows knitted together, "Why do you only say 'might'?"

In response, Limen turned and beckoned, "Bring the boy forward."

Following Limen's command, a cyan-haired boy, escorted by soldiers, approached. His expression was gloomy yet cold.

Limen explained, “We've tried questioning him repeatedly, but he refuses to speak, saying he doesn’t trust us.”

The boy remained silent, his expression as cold as stone.

Aerin asked, “Why won't he speak?”

Before Limen could answer, the boy suddenly darted forward, bypassing them all.

“Hey! Where are you going?” Limen cried out, but the boy halted only when he reached Elara and a young human man.

Theo, catching the sound of hurried footsteps, turned. He was taken aback when the cyan-haired boy’s eyes welled with tears. “Brother Theo,” the boy choked out.

Theo immediately rose from the chair, his face filled with concern. He hadn’t expected Lorian to be in this condition, who had always been so strong, especially given his role in looking after his sister. Yet here he was, tears streaming down his face. Worrisome thoughts came to Theo as he wondered what could have caused such emotion.

“What happened, Lorian? Why the tears?” Theo asked gently.

Through his sobs, Lorian managed, "They've taken her... they've taken Neria."

Theo's demeanor shifted to one of cold fury at the revelation.

Aerin, Limen, Elara, and the surrounding soldiers all watched in shock. They were dumbfounded by Lorian's trust in the unfamiliar human, especially when Princess Aerin herself had tried to speak with him. It was surprising that the elven boy chose to ask a human for help rather than Elven royalty.

"Please save her," Lorian pleaded, hands clasped in desperation.

Intrigued and somewhat stupefied, Aerin asked, "How do you know him?"

Ignoring her, Theo gently guided Lorian to the chair, wiping away the boy's tears. From his golden vault, he took out a bottle of water. Unsealing the cap, he offered it to the saddened boy. "First, calm yourself."

Lorian took the bottle. Once he'd taken a few sips and regained some composure, Theo’s firm yet gentle voice resounded, "Now, tell me everything."

Lorian began recounting, “Today, Lady Marisa and several others came. They held me back and took Neria away. When I tried to protect my sister, they beat me, demanding the inn's ownership papers. I took the documents to their location, but the building was deserted. I was returning to you when these soldiers intercepted me and wouldn't allow me to leave,” he cast a disdainful glance at the elven soldiers.

Theo's eyes followed Lorian's gaze. The soldiers, sensing his cold stare, grew visibly uneasy, fidgeting and adjusting their uniforms.

Elara and Aerin raised eyebrows in astonishment, seeing the visible respect Lorian showed Theo over Elven royalty.

“Why was he detained?” Theo inquired with an impassive expression.

Aerin stepped forward, explaining, “There have been recent kidnappings in the vicinity. This is partly why Teacher was dispatched here. He called me to join him. Limen brought Lorian in, hoping he might provide insight into his sister's disappearance, but he says he doesn’t trust us.” She finished with a hint of bitterness.

Their way of talking had changed; from being at each other’s throats, they were now speaking normally because they recognized that it was a matter of utmost seriousness.

“Do you have any leads on their whereabouts?” Theo inquired.

Aerin hesitated briefly before replying, “That information is confidential.”

Not discouraged, Theo’s focus returned to Lorian, “I will find Neria, but you need to stay at the inn.”

Lorian stood, protesting, “No, I have to come. I can’t sit idle. Please, Brother Theo, take me with you.”

“It's too dangerous,” Theo declined.

Realizing the depth of Lorian's determination, Aerin interrupted, “You shouldn't go with him, Lorian. Instead, come with us to identify the culprits.”

The boy retorted defiantly, “I won't go with these corrupted people.”

Aerin's eyes flashed with anger, but before she could retort, Elara intervened, “Why not allow Mister Theo to accompany? Lorian would be more comfortable, and it could facilitate the investigation.”

After a brief, contemplative pause, Aerin conceded, “Fine, he can join us.”

Seeking clarity, Theo asked, “Are you certain about your lead? I won’t compromise Neria’s safety.”

Aerin looked him in the eye, “Yes. They are most likely in a nearby village. Adjacent to it, Teacher is also hunting for the mastermind, who is behind all of this.” Her face was solemn.

Theo nodded, “Alright, I'll join you.”

“We'll depart in forty-five minutes. Be ready by then,” Aerin stated as she turned to leave, while Elara remained seated behind along with Lorian.

Facing Elara, Theo spoke, “I'll be back in forty minutes. I have some matters to attend. Please take care of him.”

Elara's lips curved into a warm smile, “Take your time.”

Theo hastened toward the Elmswood Inn, reaching out via telepathy to call Lilith. As he neared the inn, the air slightly shifted and a figure appeared beside him.

“Who upset you?” Lilith's voice had a slightly sharp edge, noticing he was not happy as usual.

Theo recounted the situation to her, detailing the story of Neria’s kidnapping.

“But why risk yourself for them? It’s dangerous.” Lilith pursued him.


Chapter fifty-eight
Farewell and Departure


“Iunderstand your concern, Demoness, but this will serve as training for me. And I'll be with the elven royalty, so it shouldn’t be that risky, ” he said, trying to reassure her.

Once back at the farm, Theo hurriedly commanded the Darkreaper's Scythe to harvest all the available matured Nightshade tomatoes, storing them within his golden vault. Afterward, he headed to his room at Baron’s mansion.

Upon entering the grand hall, he called to Elena, quickly emptying the contents of a spatial ring and filling it with some of the rations he had acquired on his first day in Elwyn city.

“I might leave for a few days and may not get a chance to bid you farewell. If Captain Henry brings any matters up, handle them as you see them right,” he instructed.

Elena appeared momentarily puzzled but soon replied with a gentle smile, “Take care, Master. Remember to eat your meals.”

After bidding her goodbye, he entered the farm once more. He transferred the gold from the bracelet he acquired from Elara into his golden vault and then filled the bracelet with rations, food, and some Duskbloom and Abyssal Delight Berries.

Handing it to Lilith, he explained, “This has a lot of storage space and I have also stored rations and some fruits that you can eat if you get hungry.”

Theo was worried he wouldn’t be able to enter his farm when he was with Lorian and the princesses, ensuring Lilith wouldn’t go hungry he handed her enough food. He also refrained from planting any new crops for the same reason as it would cause chaos if left unharvested.

Gazing at the bracelet, Lilith clutched it. "What to do If I’m craving for your blood?" Seeing his cold glare, she shifted and requested, “Could you put it on for me?”

Theo just placed it in her hand, already turning to leave. “Take care, Demoness” he murmured.

Lilith gazed at his departing figure with a hint of sorrow and longing in her eyes. But soon, she smiled affectionately when her gaze fell on the item in her hand and donned the bracelet.

Once finished with all the important tasks, Theo made his way to Laeloria's Leafy Lounge, expecting Elara and Aerin to be awaiting his arrival.

When Theo arrived, he noticed Elara sitting in the same spot, but there was no sign of Lorian and Aerin. As she caught sight of him approaching, she stood up, giving him a wave.

“Haven’t they arrived yet?” Theo inquired, halting in front of the table where Elara had been seated.

“They're waiting for you. My sister finished her preparations early, and Lorian is with her,” Elara replied, extending her hand to reveal a ring.

Seeing his questioning expression, she explained, “It contains the remaining funds. Commander Haldir already returned with them.”

Theo took the ring, inspecting its contents. A generous pile of gold was inside, mirroring the amount in the necklace. It appeared Elara had not only met their agreement amount but perhaps even exceeded it.

After keeping the ring in his golden vault, Theo inquired, “Where are they?”

Elara gestured to a distant carriage parked several hundred meters away. It appeared worn and typical of what a commoner might use.

Seeing his expression, Elara explained, “This is a secret mission. Master Rowan insisted we avoid any noticeable soldiers’ presence. You should head there before my sister loses her patience.”

Theo had assumed royal guards would accompany them for protection, but it seemed the lunatic princess was willing to plunge into danger headfirst. Yet with her formidable master involved, everything should be alright, shouldn’t it?

“Aren’t you joining us?” Theo inquired.

Elara's face lit up with a soft smile. “I'd love to, but my sister insisted I attend my birthday celebration. Once it’s over, I’ll catch up with you all.”

Nodding, Theo wished, “Happy Birthday, and I'll see you soon.”

“Thank you, Mister Theo,” Elara replied warmly.

As Theo made his way to the old, worn-out carriage, he recognized Limen as the driver, despite his unassuming attire. The carriage was drawn by large, ferocious-looking wolves with black fur.

Boarding the carriage was a bit of a challenge for Theo due to its small entrance, but he managed. Inside, Lorian's eyes lit up upon seeing him, while Aerin's expression soured. Theo took a seat opposite them, requiring the entire bench due to his stature.

He noticed that Aerin's attire was unusually plain and aged for a princess: a long white skirt with visible patches and a stained top. She had something covering her head, but none of these could conceal her natural beauty.

Without further delay, Limen set the carriage in motion.

As their journey began, Theo's thoughts were dominated by concerns about their safety. He felt he couldn't place his complete trust in this lunatic princess, especially if she chose to blindly walk into a dangerous situation without any strategic plan.

“Don’t you fear confronting them without the support of elven soldiers?” Theo inquired, his brow creased with concern about how they'd face an undetermined number of enemies involved in the kidnappings.

Aerin's expression remained unfazed as she responded, “We're not truly alone. Commander Haldir and others are tailing us, shadowing our every move. They'll remain unseen, ready to intervene if we face a direct threat.” Her confidence was reassuring, yet it left Theo pondering the risks they were about to encounter.

Seeking further clarity, Theo continued, “Have you devised any strategy?” His voice conveyed his eagerness for more details, a desire to understand her plan more fully.

Turning her gaze forward, as though visualizing the path ahead, Aerin shared, “We're heading to Silverbrook town, where some of the kidnappers have been spotted.” The destination was set, but the uncertainty of what awaited them enveloped them like a shadow.

Theo nodded, processing the information. It was then that he noticed the inquisitive tilt of Aerin’s head, her eyes narrowing with a hint of curiosity. “Why can't I sense any mana from you?” she asked, her tone laced with a hint of suspicion.

“Because I have none,” Theo responded calmly.

Disbelief painted itself across Aerin's face, her eyes widening as she struggled to grasp the implication of his words. “Then why did you promise Lorian you'd save Neria? Without mana, how can you be of any assistance?”

Theo leaned in, lowering his voice to a whisper, as if to share a secret, “Mana isn't everything.” His mysterious words seemed like a puzzle yet to be solved.

She looked at him, clearly baffled, seeking an explanation. “What do you mean by that?”

The corners of Theo’s mouth turned up slightly, “You'll come to understand as you grow older,” he replied, leaving the statement deliberately vague.

Her patience frayed, and she huffed, the annoyance clear in her voice. “What do you mean 'grow older'? You think you've figured it all out and I'm still naive? Just how old are you?”

The question seemed to amuse him. “Seventeen. How about you?” he asked.

She puffed up her chest slightly, “I'm eighteen. So don't treat me like a child.”

The lightness returned to Theo’s eyes as he teased, “In that case, should I address you as ‘Grandma’?” The mischief flickered in his tone.

Aerin clenched her fist in frustration, but before she could reply, Lorian chimed in, “Brother, I'm eighteen.” It seemed he was amused to discover he was older than Theo.

This revelation took Theo aback. To discover that Lorian, a boy he had seen as much younger, was actually older than him was surprising.

He was aware that elves aged more slowly, but it was also remarkable to think of these royal siblings as being so young. Especially when Elara, who must be even younger than Aerin, seemed far more mature than her older sister.

He wanted to ask Lorian about Neria's age, but refrained, not wanting to remind the boy of his missing sister. It was commendable how the boy was managing to hold himself together, despite his sister's recent kidnapping.

Theo asked the boy. “Have you eaten anything?”

He shook his head. “They offered, but I'm not hungry,” Lorian replied, gesturing towards the princess beside him. He recognized Aerin’s beauty, but his heart wasn't charmed by her allure, especially remembering that his true affection was reserved for the elder sister who usually accompanied Theo.

Theo retrieved some berries from his golden vault, offering them to Lorian. “Eat these. If you're not at your best, you'll only become a burden,” he instructed, choosing harsh words that seemed to get through to the boy.

After a moment's hesitation, Lorian accepted the berries and began to eat. Their unique taste reminded him of Neria; if she were here, she'd be tasting them too. As he thought about his younger sister, tears began to well up in his eyes.

Aerin observed from the side, recognizing the familiar Duskbloom berries, but also some new ones Theo hadn't shared with them before.

Seeing her longing gaze, Theo extended some berries to her. “Here, take these. If you keep staring like that, he might not be able to digest them and feel unwell.” he teased.

Aerin pretended to be disinterested as her pride stung by Theo's words. But when he wasn't looking and gazing at Lorian, she quickly snatched all the Abyssal Delight and Duskbloom Berries and savored them.

Their unique flavor overwhelmed her; she had never tasted anything quite like them before. She wondered silently, 'Does this fellow come from the same place as Teacher?'

As Aerin and Lorian were engrossed with the delicious fruits, his attention drifted to the corner of his eye where an icon of a gavel hovering over a patch of farmland. It was the <Demonic Farm Auction House> option. As he accessed it, he noticed the [Special This Week] section was updated.


Chapter fifty-nine
The Rescue Mission


<<<<

[Blazing Lion Scroll]

[~ Summon the power of the Blazing Lion with this enchanted scroll. Once unsealed, it releases a fierce, fiery lion no larger than a kitten, but with a roar that quakes the earth and a mane ablaze, commanding the awe of all who witness its might. This formidable creature can only be summoned for 2 minutes and the scroll is a one-time use item. Price: 86,000 AC]

[Celestial Scent Elixir]

[~ Infuse your being with the divine aroma of the Celestial Scent Elixir. Coveted for its heavenly fragrance, this elixir also sharpens the mind, favored by scholars and mystics alike. Price: 44,000 AC]

[Gearsman Butler Bot]

[~ The Gearsman Butler Bot, a compact automaton, performs tasks with silent grace. Treat it with respect, or it may turn its gears against you. Price: 72,000 AC]

[Balance = 2,016 AC]

>>>>

To his surprise, the [Special This Week] featured another beast-summoning scroll. It reminded him of the time when the Auction House option had just become available. Back then, he had chosen to purchase the [Nexus Demonic Farm Teleporter] instead, which was more important but had depleted his funds.

He pondered, 'The other two items aren't as useful compared to the first one, which could come in handy during desperate times. But my balance...' his gaze fell on his current balance of Abyssal coins, and he let out a sigh.

Shifting his focus, he navigated to the [Sell & Auction] option. As the interface loaded, he chose the second option and listed all his [Nightshade Tomatoes], previously harvested, at 1 Abyssal coin for every batch of 100, setting the 'Buy It Now' price at 3 coins each.

He wasn't certain how long the sale would take, but if his nineteen acres' worth of Nightshade Tomatoes sold at the 'Buy It Now' price, he might just manage to purchase the scroll.

Once finished, he saw Aerin's frown as she looked in his direction. He understood her confusion; he had been staring and tapping at the air, interacting with something she couldn't see.

The princess didn't voice her question, 'He must be allocating his points,' she thought. But then, a deeper question arose in her mind, 'Ah… How does he have any points to assign if he possesses no mana?'

The journey continued for another four hours before the carriage came to a halt. As Lorian prepared to disembark, Aerin stopped him. “Wait.”

She took out a blue scarf from her storage ring. “Use this to cover your ears,” she instructed.

Puzzled, Lorian realized that her pointy ears were covered as well.

Aerin explained, “We're accompanying him. To avoid suspicion, it's best if we both appear human. Two elves with a human would draw too much attention.”

Taking heed, Lorian draped the scarf around his head, concealing his pointy ears. One by one, they stepped out of the carriage. Shortly after, Limen drove the carriage away.

The streets were nearly deserted, with only a few elves roaming about, despite the evening approaching. They passed a series of houses; Theo caught an elven lady's gaze from a window, but she quickly closed the curtain, perhaps she wasn't fond of humans.

In a hushed tone, Aerin said, “We should book a room here first. After that, we can gather more information and look for the culprits.” She gestured toward a two-story building nearby, marked by a sign: ‘Rusty Anchor Inn.’

Theo waited for Aerin to lead the way, but she seemed distracted, looking down another part of the street. As they waited, Limen approached, having returned on foot from parking the carriage somewhere safe.

As Limen caught up to them, Aerin turned to him, “Hand me some money so we can rent the rooms.”

Limen fumbled, patting down each pocket, his face growing increasingly concerned. After checking both side pockets and even the back, his expression fell.

With a hint of embarrassment, he whispered, “Princess, I forgot my money pouch.”

Aerin's face shadowed with annoyance. "How can you forget something so important?"

“It was in my uniform,” he mumbled, scratching his head sheepishly, realizing he had forgotten to transfer the pouch to his current clothes.

Before Aerin could scold him further, Theo teased, “What kind of princess are you? A poor one, or just a 'princess' in name? Shouldn't you have bags of gold yourself?"

Aerin shot him a sharp glance, retorting, “I did have several million, but…” She trailed off, letting him understand the rest.

Theo knew he was indirectly responsible for her current financial situation since they had to pay him a lot of money. It seemed Elara even robbed Aerin’s pocket money to prepare all the funds for the enchanted vegetables they bought.

Trying to salvage the situation, Limen suggested, “Should I go back to Commander Haldir and retrieve some money?”

Aerin immediately dismissed the idea. “No, that’s too risky if anyone from the kidnappers notices you,” She shot Theo a hopeful look, clearly expecting some financial assistance.

Reading the silent plea in her eyes, Theo sighed and, without a word, headed towards the inn. Lorian, Aerin, and Limen followed closely.

Inside, a thin, middle-aged man lay asleep on a bed placed to the side. The chime of the entrance bell jolted him awake. Blinking away his drowsiness, recognition of potential customers brought renewed energy.

He hurried to the counter, adjusting his disheveled hair and putting on a business-like smile, “Good day, sir. How may I assist you?”

“How many empty rooms do you have?” Theo inquired.

“The entire building is vacant. I'm the only one here. It's rare to get customers in this small town,” the innkeeper replied with a hint of bitterness.

As Limen was worried about their financial problem, he asked, “How much for a room?”

“Usually, sixty coppers a day. But for esteemed guests from the human kingdom, I can offer them for forty coppers,” the innkeeper replied, trying to appear gracious.

As Limen and Aerin exchanged anxious glances over their lack of funds, Theo stepped in, “How much to rent the entire building for a day?”

“Why would you want the whole building?” The innkeeper blinked in surprise.

Theo simply gestured toward the trio accompanying him without explaining.

The innkeeper quickly calculated, “We have seven rooms. You might need three at most. But if you want the whole building, then six silver...”

Before the innkeeper could finish, Theo placed a gold coin on the counter. “This should cover ten days, right?”

The innkeeper's eyes widened in astonishment, grabbing the gold coin as if it were a lifeline. Overwhelmed with gratitude, he stammered, “Ye…Yes, sir. Enjoy your stay.” There was a gleam of greed visible in his eyes.

He then added with a cheeky smile, "I hope you and your wife enjoy our Silverbrook town."

Throbbing veins appeared on Aerin's forehead at his assumption. But before she could correct him, Theo’s next words nearly made her choke, “She isn’t my wife. She's my maid. Now, show us to our rooms.”

The innkeeper nodded hastily, but not before shooting a nervous glance at Aerin, whose piercing gaze was directed at Theo, making him gulp in anxiety.

After inspecting the entire building, Theo and his group chose to occupy the four rooms on the second floor. This decision allowed them to discuss their plan without worrying about the innkeeper on the first floor overhearing them.

Once settled, they gathered in Aerin’s chamber. Her sour expression clearly showed her irritation from Theo's earlier comment about her being his maid. While her attire and the circumstances might have made his claim somewhat a possible excuse, she made a mental note to settle that score after the mission's conclusion. For now, the mission to save the children took priority.

A detailed map of the city was spread out on the floor, and they all gathered around it.

“The kidnappers have been seen near this abandoned factory and this farmhouse,” Aerin explained, pointing to two distinct markers on opposite ends of the map. “We need to split into two groups and search both locations for clues.”

“I want to team up with Brother Theo,” Lorian quickly stated, as he trusted him more.

Aerin countered, “No, you should be in a different team. Both of you can identify members of the kidnapper group. So, It's better if you're both in different teams."

Lorian wanted to refuse her decision and argue, but ultimately sighed in resignation, understanding the logic behind Aerin's suggestion.

After fifteen minutes of strategic discussion, the group made their move and departed from the inn, casually mentioning to the innkeeper that they were headed to the town market.

Theo and Limen made their way toward the farmhouse. Given the obvious sour relationship between Theo and Aerin, Lorian had no choice but to join the fiery princess.

The declining sun painted the horizon a warm orange, announcing night was coming.

As they approached the farmhouse, Limen suggested in a friendly tone, “Mister Theo, I’ll check those wooden houses over there and you can scout the field.”

Theo appreciated Limen’s unbiased and friendly demeanor. He was a rare elf who did not hold prejudices just because Theo was human. As Limen disappeared into the distance, Theo began surveying the fields.

At first glance, it looked like any ordinary farm. The large stacks of straw bales, arranged mound-like, seemed commonplace. The field itself was mostly filled with well-grown lettuce, its lush green leaves waving gently in the breeze.

After a thorough look around, Theo found no signs of any recent disturbances or indications that kidnappers had been here. This serene scene and the tales of kidnapping made him wonder if he was even in the right place.

Theo sighed in disappointment as the lead seemed to be turning cold. Perhaps the kidnappers had been cautious, ensuring no traces were left behind or maybe the information was outdated, and the culprits had already changed locations.

With a slight shake of his head, Theo decided it was time to regroup with Limen and see if he'd discovered anything.

He turned away from the bales, ready to exit the field, when an unexpected sensation underfoot stopped him in his tracks. It was a squelching feeling, inconsistent with the mostly dry field he'd traversed so far.


Chapter sixty
Preparing for Infiltration


Furrowing his brow, he looked down. Having momentarily forgotten his previous thoughts, Theo's eyes reignited with hope once again as he was surprised to find a patch of wet, muddy ground.

Deciding to investigate further, he followed the moist trail, which, to his surprise, led him back to the base of the straw bales.

Theo approached the mound of straw bales and began removing them. The further he dug, the more he realized there was something hidden beneath.

After ten minutes of digging, he unveiled a hidden chamber, cleverly concealed from onlookers. Inside, the evidence of recent activity was clear.

Frayed ropes, some still knotted, lay strewn about. Plates with half-eaten food were scattered on the ground. In the dim light, Theo noticed small footprints, possibly of children, and the noticeable stains of fresh blood on the ground. It was evident this was likely where the children had been held.

Taking a deep breath to calm himself, Theo knew time was of the essence, and they had to act fast.

As Theo turned around, he saw Limen approaching with hurried steps, his mouth slightly opened, discovering the concealed chamber amidst mounds of straw bales.

"Mister Theo, I couldn't find you anywhere. What have you discovered here?" Limen's voice trailed off as he took in the scene, his eyes widening with realization. "By the Ancients..." Limen whispered, mostly to himself.

"I think this is where the children were held," Theo murmured with an impassive look, pointing at the visible signs scattered all around the place.

Limen's expression shifted to one of deep horror. “In all my years as a commander, such audacity... to hide captives so close to town, and yet so cleverly concealed." After a short pause, he continued with a grave face, “They must've left in a hurry. We need to inform Her Highness.”

As they exited the field, they made their way to the designated meeting point.

From afar, Theo immediately sensed the tension between the other team. Lorian was standing apart, his expression cold. Meanwhile, Aerin wore a grumpy expression, looking as if she was burdened with the task of babysitting. The obvious tension between them left Theo wondering how Lorian had managed to irritate the princess so much.

Aerin expressed her frustration clearly. "We found no leads. This has been a waste of time."

Taking the lead, Limen filled her in on their findings, detailing the evidence from the hidden chamber, but omitting the more distressing details to shield Lorian. In a hushed tone, Limen briefed Aerin on the more gruesome aspects.

“All of this was uncovered by Mister Theo,” Limen added.

Aerin's gaze settled on Theo. After a moment of contemplative silence, she spoke, "If your findings are correct, the kidnappers likely took the southwest road. It’s the only way out from here besides the route we took, and our soldiers are guarding the other routes."

Limen, catching onto her implication, quickly added, "Which means, Shadowfen Village could be their next destination."

Aerin nodded, instructing, “Limen, get the carriage and meet us near the town’s gate towards the southwest road…”

Limen saluted and left, while Aerin, Theo, and Lorian moved towards the designated exit.

The southwest side of town was eerily quiet, with hardly any activity. Upon reaching the town gate, the distant rumble of carriage wheels grew louder, signaling Limen's approach.

Without further delay, the group boarded the carriage, heading toward Shadowfen Village with hopes of catching the culprits before it was too late.

On both sides of the road, mountainous cliffs stretched, seemingly impossible to climb from this path. On their way, the group looked tense and barely talked, as they were worried about the worst outcomes.

Just then, a series of chimes sounded. He glanced at the floating notification that appeared before him.

<<<<

[All your items have been purchased at the 'Buy It Now' price!]

[3,439,000 Nightshade Tomatoes have been sold for 103,170 Abyssal Coins.]

[A total of 98,012 Abyssal Coins have been deposited into your Golden Vault after deducting the 5% Auction House fee.]

[Balance = 100,028 AC]

>>>>

After reading the floating messages, he opened the auction house and bought the listed scroll from the ‘Special this week’, leaving his balance at 14,028 Abyssal Coins.

<<<<

[Blazing Lion Scroll has been successfully purchased. Item is safely deposited in the Golden Vault.]

>>>>

Content that the scroll was now secured, Theo refocused on the present, letting the floating messages fade from his sight.

After about ninety minutes, the carriage came to a halt. Limen turned to the group, his voice filled with caution, “We’re nearing the village. It's best we proceed on foot to avoid drawing attention.”

Everyone agreed with his suggestion, disembarking quickly while Limen hid the carriage in the nearby woods.

It was already late at night, but the moonlight illuminated the surroundings. On one side were mountains, on the other, a forest, and nestled between both was a small village.

As they carefully entered the village, using shadows to move stealthily, they noticed the streets were empty. House doors were shut tight, and even windows were closed. It appeared as if there was no one present in the village.

As they passed one house, a young boy’s curious face appeared behind a window. Just as quickly, a woman's hand yanked him out of sight, drawing the curtains closed.

“There’s no mistaking it; they’ve been here. We need to be careful,” Aerin murmured.

Looking around cautiously, Limen suggested, “Maybe we should split up, Princess.”

Aerin hesitated for a moment, then pointed toward the village school in the distance, “Limen, take Lorian and investigate the school. He and I will check the warehouse.”

Theo was surprised by her suggestion. Wasn't she the one who had been so harsh to him during their first meeting because he was human? But it seemed her opinion was evolving after being with stubborn Lorian.

The groups separated, with Aerin and Theo moving silently together. As they moved, Aerin opened her mouth several times as if to speak but hesitated. Theo was not in the mood to entertain her, given he was not fond of her.

After covering some ground, they found themselves crouching behind a tree, eyeing the warehouses in front of them.

Four people guarded the entrance, and the gate was firmly shut. The guards chatted among themselves. They wore ordinary attire and appeared as if normal civilians.

One of the men stretched, exclaiming, “After tonight, I’m heading straight to the bar. It feels like ages since I last had fun with those women.”

His companion shot him a sharp glance. “Keep your voice down. The last thing we need is the boss overhearing such talk, especially tonight of all nights.”

The first man dismissed him with a wave. “The boss took off with that little girl towards the Silverbirch Forest. He won’t be around to eavesdrop.”

Watching these men, Theo's eyes shone. These were the same men who had cornered Neria and Lorian in Elwyn City. He'd had to give them a total hundred gold coins to release Neria. Connecting the dots, Theo felt certain that these men kidnapped Neria for reasons more than just ransom.

Aerin leaned in, whispering to Theo, “It seems we’re a bit late.”

He responded quietly but firmly, “We need to act fast. If Neria's not in there, I’m heading straight to find their boss. Time’s not on our side.”

Her brow furrowed with concern, “It’s risky. We don’t know how many are inside. We should go back to Limen and bring reinforcements.”

“That’ll delay us further. I'm going in. You go get the backup,” Theo declared.

Before Aerin could protest, he slipped away from their hiding spot, moving away from the tree.

She watched him move further away, heading towards the back of the warehouse. Biting her lower lip in frustration, she muttered, “Such a fool.”

Following his trail when she reached the back, she found a wide-open window, hinting at Theo's point of entry. Aerin paused for a moment, contemplating her next move.

Instead of following him in, she decided to retrace her steps and approach from the front, expecting some chaos or at least some noise at any moment. But oddly, everything remained eerily silent.

As she waited several minutes, a sudden creak broke the stillness. The door was widely opened. Aerin quickly ducked behind a nearby bush, her heart throbbed.

The guards looked toward the entrance of the warehouse and found no one there.

“Who's out there?” one of them asked hesitantly.

“It's probably just Adam messing around again,” another guard mumbled, trying to shake off the unease.

However, the most senior of them didn’t seem to be satisfied with their answer, “I don’t like this. You two, go check inside. I’ll cover the entrance,” he ordered, gripping his weapon tighter.

Hidden in the shadows, Aerin prepped herself for direct confrontation. A sleek black bow appeared in her hand, and as she channeled her mana, two green rings glowed on her left wrist.

She took her position and a shimmering arrow began to materialize, crackling with tendrils of lightning along its length. She closed one of her eyes to take her aim. Soon, she let go of her hold and released the arrow, which flew towards the target with incredible speed, causing a green trail to be left behind that eventually vanished.

As it hit the guard, white flowers blossomed on his body, accompanied by the crackling lightning, engulfing him, and he slumped to the ground.

When the second guard drew his sword, he too was hit by an arrow. He fell to the ground just as his comrade had.

With the guards outside neutralized, she waited, expecting their reinforcements to burst from the warehouse any moment. Yet, that expected rush of guards never came. Puzzled, Aerin decided to risk a closer look.

Carefully, she edged closer to the entrance. As she peered inside, the scene before her left her stunned.


Chapter sixty-one
A Promise to Save Neria


Bound and gagged, a group of children huddled together, their eyes wide with fear. Nearby lay several men, clearly overcome by some unseen force.

The children's gaze was fixed intently on something, or someone. Following their line of sight, she expected to find the culprit. But she found... emptiness.

However, she felt a presence behind her which made her spin a full one-eighty degrees. As her sword was about to hit the target, it was stopped by her in mid-air as she found herself face-to-face with the last person she expected.

It was Theo.

Calm and composed, he looked entirely out of place amidst the chaos. Before she could interrogate him, he spoke, “It's finished here. Tell Limen to escort the children home. We need to chase after their ringleader, Neria is probably with him.”

She blinked, processing his words, still reeling from the shock of the scene inside.

As if understanding her dilemma, he added, “And don’t worry, those men will wake up once the sleeping gas wears off.”

That revelation only caused her to have more questions. There were no traces of sleeping gas and how a mana-less boy managed to subdue these experienced criminals when ordinary sleeping gas wouldn’t work on them since they had mana.

Aerin realized that she had gravely underestimated this man. She took a deep breath, trying to gather her bearings. Her heart swelled with emotions as she was relieved at finding the children, and fury for their kidnappers. Aerin wanted to immediately free them, and as she took a step forward, she felt a firm grip on her wrist.

Whipping her head around, she found herself staring into Theo’s intense eyes.

“Don’t,” he warned, his voice low but filled with urgency.

Aerin's face twisted in confusion. “Let go!” she hissed, attempting to pull away from his strangely strong grip.

“If you move into that area, you’ll end up just like them,” he gestured towards the fallen elves and the kidnappers, his tone indicating he wasn’t up for an argument.

She hesitated for a moment, her gaze darting back and forth from the children to the fallen kidnappers’ area. She let out a deep sigh and decided to wait.

However, as Theo let go of her hand, the sounds of hurried footsteps reached their ears. Instinctively, both of them pressed themselves against the side walls of the warehouse, trying to stay hidden in the dark.

A group of Elven soldiers stormed in from the door but as they reached the area Theo had warned Aerin about, a serene yet joyous daze took over their expressions. One by one, they collapsed, joining the others in a forced slumber.

“Stop! Stay out of that area!” Aerin shouted, but she was a bit late to save some of the soldiers.

Captain Haldir, who was just about to step in, halted, glancing towards the direction of Aerin's voice. Recognizing her, he signaled the rest of his men to stand down.

As minutes passed and Theo allowed them to move as the sleeping gas had dissipated.

Haldir took charge, directing his men to free the children. As the kids were released, tears streamed down their faces, and their sorrowful whimpers reverberated in the night.

Limen and Lorian, having caught up with them, rushed inside. Lorian's eyes darted around, searching for a familiar face. Not finding Neria among the group, he began to move deeper into the warehouse.

However, A figure appeared in front of him, "She's not here," Theo stated.

Lorian shook his head frantically. "I need to check. She must be here somewhere..."

Theo's expression hardened. "Their leader took a little girl with him, and it’s likely Neria. We can't afford to waste time here."

Lorian’s face darkened upon hearing Theo's words. With sadness pooling in his eyes, the boy looked at him, “Brother, do you truly believe we can save her?”

The depth of desperation in Lorian's eyes tugged at Theo's heart. Pointing upwards, he responded, “My grandpa always used to say, there's a greater power up there watching over the good. I believe Neria will be fine. She isn’t just good, she's pure.”

Aerin overheard their conversation, causing her to gaze at Theo with complicated emotions, and murmured inwardly, ‘Teacher was right, not all humans are bad.’

Her opinion about humans was changing as she encountered this peculiar human who didn’t treat her like an ordinary princess. To him, it didn’t matter whether she was a princess or a beautiful girl. His views were so different from all the people she had met before.

“We need to hurry, or we won’t reach them in time…” Theo’s sharp voice brought her back from her thoughts, and she nodded in agreement.

Aerin turned to Haldir and instructed, “We’ll take your carriage. Once you've ensured the children will safely return to their families, follow our trail into the forest. We may need reinforcements. ”

Haldir saluted, "As you command, Princess."

With Limen steering the soldiers’ carriage, they departed the village and headed towards the forest. It was deep into the night, and the moonlight was Limen’s only guide. Trees obstructed their path, yet Limen managed to navigate deeper into the forest. After nearly half an hour, he stopped.

Limen's sudden stop perplexed Aerin. "Why have we stopped?"

“You need to see this, Princess,” Limen replied.

Aerin and Theo peered out from the windows on either side of the carriage and saw signs of a skirmish. Trees were snapped in half, and leaves were strewn everywhere.

Limen approached, “Over there, I noticed some beastly bloodstains.” He pointed to a spot where a struggle appeared to have occurred.

Aerin exited the carriage, with Lorian and Theo close behind. After cautiously surveying the surroundings, She announced, “Wait here. I'll climb a tree for a better view. If they've hunted a beast, there might be more signs to help us track them.”

Choosing the tallest tree nearby, Aerin leaped into the air, grabbed the tree trunk mid-flight, and swiftly ascended to the topmost branch.

Theo watched, impressed by her agility. He wondered if her speed was due to her elven strength, or perhaps, if she might have been a monkey in a past life.

While he entertained these amusing thoughts, Aerin began her descent. Upon reaching the ground, she reported, “I spotted more signs of combat towards the west. Let’s move quickly.”

They followed her lead, and at every significant point, Aerin would ascend a tree to scout. After her fourth reconnaissance, she revealed, "There's a campfire to the south, and I see a large group gathered around it. It’s likely the kidnappers."

Their faces brightened with the new information, but the mention of the large group made Limen hesitate. “Should we wait for Commander Haldir?” he asked, worry creasing his brow.

Before Aerin could answer, Lorian declared, “I’m going ahead, even if you all wait. I need to know if my sister is safe. If they capture me, so be it.”

Aerin exhaled deeply, clearly torn, and finally said, “Let’s get closer and see what they're up to. We need to confirm if they have Neria and we should leave the carriage; it might alert them.”

Following her guidance, Limen concealed the carriage using leaves and bushes. It wasn't a perfect camouflage, but it was better than nothing.

The group moved silently in the southern direction, anxiety gripping them tighter with each step. About ten minutes later, a scene unfolded before them: Dozens of tents stood in the distance, with over fifty people gathered around campfires. They were barbecuing meat, drinking what looked like alcohol, and their merry chatter filled the forest.

Disturbingly, a young girl was bound to a tree, a magical chain with a dark, smoky glow keeping her captive. These kidnappers were so carefree; the magical chain clearly made them confident she couldn't escape.

“Neria…” Lorian whispered, his voice choked with emotion. He lurched forward towards the camp when a strong hand grabbed his arm.

Lorian's eyes flared. "Let me go!"

“Have you lost your senses?” Aerin retorted sharply. “They'd kill you on sight! We can't take on that many by ourselves and we need reinforcements. Think, Lorian. A dead man is of no use.”

Lorian’s eyes shimmered with tears. "When will the reinforcements arrive?"

“They're on their way,” Aerin tried to assure him, though her voice wavered slightly.

Lorian shot back, "How can you be so sure they won't lose our trail in this dense forest?"

Before Aerin could respond, Limen's puzzled voice sounded, “Princess, where’s Mister Theo?”

She spun around, scanning the area to search for Theo. He was nowhere in sight.

Limen exclaimed in amazement, “Oh the Holy Mother of Elven Stars…”

Aerin turned to follow Limen’s gaze and saw a familiar figure approaching Neria, bizarrely waving his hands all around in a pattern as though scattering food for birds.

When he finally reached her, the magical chains that had seemed so formidable dissipated into smoke. Once freed, Neria leaped into Theo's arms, wrapping her hands around his neck and hugging him tightly. He motioned for her to stay quiet and gently removed the gag from her mouth. Oddly enough, she didn’t cry. She looked relieved, even happy, in Theo's embrace.

As soon as Neria was free, Theo resumed the mysterious hand-shaking gesture, scattering something in the air. After completing that task, he began to retreat with Neria, who clung tightly to him like a child, seeking safety in his embrace."

“You've wondered why I trust him over royalty,” Lorian remarked, eyes glued on Theo's retreating form. “Now you have your answer.” Without waiting for a response, he took off in Theo’s direction.

Snapped from their trance, Aerin and Limen exchanged bewildered glances. Limen spoke with a touch of admiration, “That man is something else... He doesn't follow any form of common sense.”

“He might not, but he is going to have a rough ride,” Aerin replied, her eyes narrowed on the camp.

Limen followed her gaze and caught the motion of a man pointing to the spot where Neria had been held captive. The kidnappers were growing restless, realizing the confined young girl had vanished. Their attention soon turned to the direction in which Theo had fled.

Limen asked, slightly hesitant, “Should we help them?”

A cold smile played on Aerin's lips. “Lorian believes in that man more than he trusts us. A mere human, without any mana, risks his life for someone not even of his kind. As the future empress of the Silvania Empire, how could I stand by? it would be a disgrace not to assist.”

As she spoke, a sleek, black longbow materialized in her hand, accompanied by her two verdant rings adorning her wrist. She expertly nocked a magical arrow, her gaze locked onto her target.

However, before she could release the arrow, a dense fog enveloped the area where many of the men had started to give chase. Those on the edge of the fog cautiously stayed back.

“Where did this fog come from?”

“Stay back! Something's not right here.”

"Why do you say that?"

“Look there!”

A voice cautioned, pointing to thorn-like objects scattered across the ground at the edge of the fog.

One of the kidnappers reached down and picked one up, only to feel a sudden weight bear down upon him. Almost immediately, he grunted, feeling a heavy weight pressing him down. “Ah! These have some sort of shadow magic!” he gasped.

After what felt like an eternity, the fog began to dissipate, revealing dozens of men lying motionless on the ground. Their bodies formed an arc, suggesting the direction Theo had taken during his escape.

“Those flowers,” the leader shouted, eyeing the Lunar Slumber Blossom that Theo had left behind. “They release some sort of poisonous gas. We must avoid it and find another way to track him down.”

With the group now separated from the main path and left behind, Theo continued his escape, clutching Neria close. He frequently reached into his golden vault, scattering three different types of demonic plant items - Mistgrenade Shrub, Lunar Slumber Blossom, and Agilitybane Thistle - that he had cultivated at the Demonic farm.

These botanical items were his best chance at slowing down his pursuers. He wasn’t entirely certain of their combined strength or if he could successfully fend them off, but he still had two trump cards up his sleeve, giving him hope for their safe escape.

Guided by the silvery moonlight, Theo made his way deeper into the forest. The surroundings were eerily silent, disturbed only by the rustling of leaves underfoot.

For half an hour, he moved deftly, avoiding any obstacles. Yet, just as he thought he was in the clear, several men emerged from the shadows, intercepting him from the left, right, and even directly in front.

"Nowhere to run now, boy," one of the kidnappers sneered.

"Thought you could escape us, did you?" another laughed.

A third taunted, "Running all the time must be tiring. Time to stop and play."

Theo halted, assessing the situation, understanding he was completely surrounded.


Chapter sixty-two
Battle in the Pouring Rain


From a distance, both Aerin and Limen, who had been tailing behind, witnessed Theo's dire situation. Lorian, not too far from them, muttered a silent prayer. "Elven Gods, please protect them."

Just when it seemed that all hope was lost for Theo, an unnerving smile, reminiscent of a demon's, graced his lips. The men's taunts died in their throats. That simple grin sent a bone-chilling cold down their spine, and even their mocking laughter stopped.

From within his golden vault, Theo retrieved a rolled black scroll and hurled it towards the encircling enemies.

Instinctively, they dodged and retreated a few steps. As the scroll hit the ground, a feline figure, roughly the size of a domestic cat but with an impressive mane, appeared from the scroll.

The kidnappers burst into laughter, looking at the cute creature.

"Is that your secret weapon? A housecat?"

"He expects us to be scared of that fluffy toy?"

However, Theo's instinct told him to retreat, taking several steps back from the creature.

Then, without warning, the little lion let out a deafening roar that reverberated through the entire forest, causing leaves to shake off trees and the very ground beneath them to tremble. Flames began to dance around its mane, paws, and the tip of its tail.

A blazing aura emanated from it, making everyone present – kidnappers, Aerin, Limen, Lorian – feel an overwhelming pressure from the small creature. It felt as though the air was being sucked out, leaving them gasping.

The leader of the kidnappers shouted above the roaring fire, "Don't be afraid! Get the child!"

However, his voice quivered, showing his own fear. Just as they hesitated, weighing the leader's order against their survival instincts, the Blazing Lion roared once more.

This time, a torrent of fire spewed forth, engulfing the immediate vicinity. The Blazing Lion didn't stop there. It darted around, almost dancing amidst the kidnappers.

Screams of agony pierced the night as one by one, they were caught in its fiery wrath. The air smelled of singed clothes and burning flesh. It was as if the forest had turned into a hellish barbecue. And just as abruptly as it had started, after two long minutes, the blazing lion vanished into thin air.

The fires left behind by the blazing lion continued to rage, consuming the trees and underbrush.

When the smoke cleared, only the leader and a few of his men remained. Their eyes swept around horrifyingly, searching for Theo. They couldn’t worry about the spreading fire, threatening to engulf the forest, as their main goal was to get the girl to headquarters.

In the distance, they spotted him, already making a quick escape with Neria in tow.

Theo continued his escape with Neria on his back. The sound of rapid footsteps resounded through the night. With each step, he felt increasingly drained, the burden of Neria, his own heavy body and the accumulated fatigue weighing him down. He had already consumed all the stamina elixirs he had gotten from daily quests of [The Weight of Destiny].

As he dashed through the trees, he risked a glance backward and saw the drastically reduced number of men tailing him. There were just five now, and he knew that if he continued running, he would be in no condition to fight them and might lose badly. Moreover, he had Lilith by his side, whom he could ask for help if things became worse.

It was a gamble, but Theo made the decision to confront them. He came to a stop, turning to face the incoming threat head-on.

The enemies also halted. There were no more taunts this time, but a visible fear glimmered in their eyes. These remaining five men didn't know what kind of tricks this cunning boy had up his sleeve. They were wary, knowing that underestimating him again could be fatal.

*Crackle!*

Suddenly, thunder rumbled overhead, and raindrops began to fall, quickly turning into a heavy downpour that drenched everyone present. The rain's rhythm intensified, as if drumming up the ground for the impending battle.

Wiping away the water from his face, the leader shouted, "Take him down..."

On his command, three men started advancing toward Theo. But before they could close the gap, two shadows darted in from the flanks. Aerin and Limen intercepted the attackers and engaged with one adversary each.

However, seeing these two new allies that the leader hadn’t accounted for, he grew annoyed and went for Theo himself, but Aerin skillfully intercepted him while parrying the attack of the one she had been initially engaged with. Her movements were graceful, as if she was dancing in the rain. But the leader was no pushover either as he clashed with the princess, who was now fighting two enemies at the same time.

One of the remaining men charged at the devious boy, and soon Theo found himself dueling two of them at the same time. The clanking sounds of swords resonated throughout the forest.

With Neria clinging to his back, Theo defended against the two kidnappers with surprising maneuverability. Their blades clashed and sparked, but Theo moved like a leaf in the wind, sidestepping one attacker's strike and smoothly slicing through the other's defenses. It was as if he was taking a leisurely stroll in the park; his sword skills had an extraordinary level of finesse.

Even Aerin, Limen, and the leader were taken aback by how he managed to dodge, tire out, and outmaneuver his opponents. It seemed as though he knew their every move, predicting their strikes and countering them effortlessly.

The thunder roared and lightning flashed, casting momentary gleams off their weapons, revealing the growing fear in the enemies' eyes.

Suddenly, another sword appeared in Theo’s hand. Before anyone could react, he swung it and pierced the neck of the opponent Limen was battling.

Blood leaked out, painting the ground beneath as the foe dropped to the ground, utterly caught off guard. This sudden move shifted the balance of the fight.

Now free, Limen quickly moved to back up Theo, engaging one of the foes Theo had been holding off.

The intensity of the fight grew, and two glowing rings adorned everyone’s wrist except Theo's. It was a mystery how he could fight against so many while his own rank remained concealed.

Theo felt a bit nauseous after taking a life; it was his first time, and he couldn't deny the unsettling sensation. However, he had no time to dwell on it. It was a classic situation of fight or flight. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed another figure approaching – it was Lorian. Without hesitation, Theo kicked his current opponent away and handed Neria off to her brother.

As Neria was with Lorian, his face showed tears and sadness as the siblings shared a moment of relief and reunion amidst the chaos. Lorian hugged Neria tightly, giving her a gentle kiss on the forehead. But their brief union was interrupted by a scream — Theo’s blade had stabbed another enemy’s heart.

The leader's expression darkened with fury as he watched his comrades fall one by one. He soon cursed silently in his mind as he noticed that this demon was now advancing in his direction.

He sprang backward, his sword illuminating with a cyan glow. The air grew tense as dust swirled at his feet and his clothes billowed. With a forceful tone, he shouted, “Aero Slash!”

Four gleaming cyan strikes hurtled toward the princess, catching her off guard. Her eyes widened with surprise, but she nimbly moved and evaded three of them. Unfortunately, the fourth strike found its mark, slicing her leg. She crumpled to the ground, blood spouting from the fresh gash, her face twisted in pain.

Rushing to her aid, Theo deflected an incoming attack from the opponent she'd been battling. He outstretched his hand for her to take.

Grimacing against the pain, Aerin grasped Theo’s hand, and with his help, she managed to push herself up, locking blades with the now desperate-looking leader.

As Theo, wielding two swords, danced through the combat with surprising grace, Limen was fighting close. Their eyes exchanged a look for a second.

Suddenly, Theo turned around, thrusting his blades into the throat of the foe Limen engaged. In the same movement, Limen delivered a fatal blow to the enemy Theo had been fighting. It was as if they had planned this, but it was pure instinct.

With their respective opponents dispatched, Theo and Limen turned their attention to the leader. But instead of fear, a sly grin spread across his face. “They are coming… You will all perish.”

As the words left his mouth, his face darkened and he slumped lifelessly to the ground.

The unexpected twist had Aerin and the rest casting wary glances around. They had hoped the confrontation would end with the leader, but his ominous parting words hinted that the true threat was yet to manifest.

The forest was still ablaze even though heavy rain poured from the sky. The path from which they had come was now blocked.

Aerin, limping, quickly turned to her group, "This fire will attract unwanted attention. The threat that man spoke of might be on their way. We have to leave this place."

"But princess…" Limen began, his eyes darting to her wound, which clearly hindered her movement.

“I'll be fine,” Aerin assured him.

Limen shook his head. “No, Princess. You all go ahead. I'll go back and find Commander Haldir and our carriage.”

After a moment's hesitation, Aerin nodded in agreement.

Limen didn't waste a second, turning to sprint in the direction of the burning forest. He avoided plunging directly into the blaze, opting instead for a side path.

After Limen left, Aerin turned to the trio, “We should move now.”

As Aerin limped ahead, taking the lead, Lorian and Neria deliberately matched her slower pace. They didn't want to leave her behind, nor did they wish to make her feel inferior by out-pacing her.

However, Theo had no time for such formalities. He quickly closed the distance between them, blocking her path. His gaze fell on her drenched body. She was shivering, a combination of the heavy rain and her painful injury. The rain had made her clothes stick to her body, showing her tantalizing curves in a way that was hard to ignore.

Caught off guard by his sudden presence, Aerin's eyes met his with a feigned annoyance. "Why are you blocking my path?"

Without a word, Theo knelt before her. Her protest started, "Hey, what are yo..." but trailed off as she saw a healing elixir potion materialize in his hand. It wasn’t just any ordinary healing elixir but a high-quality one.

He gently guided her injured leg onto his outstretched palm.

In her life, no one had shown her such care, always seeing her as a pillar of strength, never allowing herself to appear vulnerable. It was unfamiliar territory for this girl. Always the strong one, she had never let anyone tend to her injuries, not even Elara. But today, it was different. Aerin allowed him to proceed.

She watched, almost mesmerized, as Theo poured the elixir onto her wound. Before her very eyes, the skin mended rapidly. In mere moments, there was no trace of the injury.

When Theo rose to his feet, he noticed a faint blush tinting her cheeks, her gaze filled with jumbled-up emotions. The elixir might have closed her wound, but she still needed rest to recover fully.

Sighing, Theo turned and knelt down once more, beckoning her with a gesture. "Hop on."

Still reeling from the unexpected intimacy of his earlier action, Aerin quickly retorted, "I can manage on my own."

“You'll slow us down, and we can't afford to wait," Theo countered, clearly exasperated. "Besides, you helped us, got injured in the process. I'm not leaving you behind now."


Chapter sixty-three
Potato-Tomato Rice Pilau


After a short moment of hesitation and visible reluctance, Aerin clung to him, wrapping her arms around Theo's neck, and her slender legs comfortably around his huge waist.

As soon as she hopped on, Theo could feel two soft mounds pressing against his back. The wet fabric of their clothes heightened every sensation, making them more pronounced. He felt the chill from her damp skin and the occasional droplet from her hair falling down his neck. However, he chose to focus on the path ahead, pushing aside the distracting sensations caused by her closeness.

Lorian and Neria watched the pair, eyes wide, as Theo, now burdened with Aerin's weight, guided them away from the site of their recent confrontation. The rain poured heavily upon them, drenching their clothes and slowing their pace.

The forest continued to burn despite the heavy downpour, and their only visible escape route was the distant, looming mountains.

As they made their way in that direction, Aerin's voice broke through the rainfall. "Why are we heading that way? There's no way to climb the mountains," she questioned, her tone filled with confusion.

Theo, panting and gasping for breath, replied, “This is a forested area. There must be a cave or some shelter if we just walk alongside the mountain's edge…”

Aerin nodded in agreement and didn’t question further.

As they kept moving, no cave was in sight. Lorian and Neria gave him glances, as if questioning whether they would really find a cave. Even Theo began to doubt if there was really any cave, and he pondered if Aerin had been right. But just as he was contemplating his possibly poor decision, a small cave came into view.

Quickening their pace, they headed towards it. Seeing the cave brought a sense of relief to the group. Lorian and Neria were about to enter it when Aerin cautioned, “Wait… Don’t go in yet…”

Lorian halted and asked, “Why?” His tone was softer than before, likely remembering how Aerin had been injured saving his sister.

“It might be home to wild beasts. Let me check first…” Aerin suggested. She then directed her voice to Theo, “Could you please let me down?”

Ignoring her, Theo continued towards the cave's dark entrance. Over the sound of his own footsteps, he heard Aerin's protests, he countered, “How do you plan on escaping if there's actually a beast inside?”

Her lips sealed at his question, she didn’t object further.

As Theo ventured into the dark cave, visibility was an issue. However, occasional flashes of lightning illuminated the interior, revealing a small space about the size of an inn room. No signs of any beasts, only layers of dust. Satisfied, Theo carefully lowered Aerin to the ground and beckoned for Lorian and Neria to join them, who had been waiting outside, to come in.

Once inside, Aerin took out a towel from her bag and proceeded to dry her soaked hair and body. She then passed it to Neria, who also dried off.

"Brother, here," Neria extended the towel toward Lorian.

Watching from the side, Theo saw Aerin retrieve a comfortable white blanket, sharing it only with Neria and leaving Lorian out in the cold.

As Lorian dried his hair, Theo took out another blanket. Lorian became slightly sad at being the only one without a blanket.

However, it soon vanished as Theo approached and draped the blanket around him. Lorian's eyes widened in surprise. It was somewhat amusing how Theo, the younger of the two, was taking care of him as if he were a child.

“Thank you, Brother…” Lorian expressed his gratitude.

After handing the blanket to the boy, Theo murmured, “I will be back soon.”

Aerin tried to inquire, “Where are you going?” However, her voice was drowned out by the combined noise of the thunder and relentless rain.

After five minutes had passed, Theo reappeared at the cave's entrance, empty-handed. Yet, as he stepped inside, he began to withdraw damp pieces of wood from his golden vault. Not a leaf was in sight; the wood was drenched to the core.

Spreading the logs on the ground, he unsheathed his sword and began to peel away the wet outer layers of each piece. The dry inner layers were then collected and piled together. He picked up a stone and struck it against the blade of his sword, but despite his efforts, the spark it generated was weak.

As the trio watched his peculiar actions, Neria couldn't help but speak up. "Is that a toy, Big Brother?" she inquired, her voice filled with curiosity.

"No, I'm trying to ignite the wood," Theo replied, with a hint of frustration as it wasn’t giving a good result.

"Wait, I have a flame caster," Aerin spoke. She retrieved a palm-sized, square-shaped box from her spatial ring. It functioned much like a lighter; she opened it and a flickering flame emerged. She placed it near the pile of dry wood. Slowly but surely, the wood began to catch fire.

Theo sheathed his sword with a sigh, making a mental note to acquire such a tool in the future to avoid embarrassing himself in front of kids. He realized that practical knowledge and theoretical education were two entirely different matters; starting a fire had proven far more challenging than he'd initially thought.

As the fire crackled and roared to life, its warmth enveloping the group, the shivering ceased. Aerin, Neria, and Lorian sat side-by-side, their faces glowing in the firelight.

Theo claimed a more spacious spot opposite them, needing more room due to his larger body. He took the discarded, damp pieces of wood and arranged them near the fire. Gradually, the moisture started to evaporate, rendering them additional fuel.

As they relished the heat emanating from the fire, Aerin turned toward Neria. "What happened when they kidnapped you? Did they tell you why they took you?"

With her childish tone, Neria began her story. "After they took me away, I cried a lot. I even bit one of the baddies with my strong teeth, and he shouted at me. But their bossy man scolded him and said that I am a treasure. They put chains on me, but the bossy man gave me sweets. He was really nice. He gave me toys and stuff, but said I can't see Brother or go home. He said he's gonna bring Brother there too, later… later..."

In the midst of Neria's narrative, a faint gurgling sound reverberated through the cave. Theo glanced toward his little sister, but she quickly shook her head, exclaiming, "It's not me, Big Brother!"

His gaze then shifted to Aerin, whose cheeks flushed with a touch of embarrassment. Her stomach had spoken before she could; she was hungry.

Amused by the scene before him, Theo withdrew a handful of Duskbloom berries from his inventory and offered them to the trio. Their faces brightened at the sight of the berries.

Yet, Theo knew these would not satiate their gnawing hunger; something more substantial was needed for their depleted energies.

Considering the issue at hand, Theo accessed his golden vault once again. This time, he pulled out several cooking tools: a cooking pot, plates, a knife, and an array of ingredients that included shadowshade potatoes, nightshade tomatoes, onions, spices, a bottle of oil, and a bottle of water.

Carefully, Theo poured oil into the cooking pot, positioning it above the fire. His knife danced expertly over a plate, slicing onions into tiny pieces. The blade's soft, rhythmic sound against the plate resounded with each cut, revealing his practiced motions.

Having finished with the onions, he moved on to the tomatoes and potatoes, slicing them into equally tiny portions.

Carefully, he layered the onions into the cooking pot, followed by the spices, the potatoes, and then the tomatoes. At last, he added rice and began stirring the ensemble, allowing the blend to mix.

The trio watched intently, their eyes filled with curiosity. But Theo remained focused on his cooking. He poured water into the pot and stirred it, then closed the pot with a lid, allowing the mixture to soften and meld under the heat.

"Do you know how to cook?" Aerin questioned, unable to mask her curiosity any longer.

Theo glanced up, "A little bit." His mind wandered to his Earthly days where he had sharpened his cooking skills from the Internet and had later taken guidance from renowned chefs. While he didn't consider himself an expert, he was good at making the most out of whatever was available.

As the fire flickered in the cave, moments passed until vapor began seeping from the edges of the pot's lid. Gently lifting it, Theo saw that it was ready.

The dish he made was known as potato-tomato rice pilau. He served equal portions onto four plates and stowed his cooking utensils back into the golden vault.

Pushing the plates toward each of them, he watched their nervous faces. No one began to eat; they seemed hesitant and afraid, as if waiting for someone to take the lead and try.

"What are you waiting for?" Theo finally asked.

Neria was the first to dig in, displaying her full trust in Theo. As her filled spoon dived into her little mouth, her face lit up, "Oh wow! Yum Yum… Big Brother, this is even better than those sweets you bought for me!"

Encouraged by her reaction, Lorian and Aerin hesitated no more. They dived into their meals, their spoons clanked against the plate.

Lorian spoke between mouthfuls, "I never thought Brother would be a high-class chef, just like he is a high-class swordsman."

Theo's eyes then landed on Aerin, and to his astonishment, she thrust her empty plate toward him. "I want more," she declared with a serious face.

Theo blinked, her plate was completely empty; she had devoured everything and the look in her eyes spoke clearly about her craving for more.

Theo looked at the remaining bowl of potato-tomato rice pilau. Though he'd cooked enough for all, he realized that at the rate Aerin was eating, the dish would be depleted sooner than expected. Instead of offering her more, he started serving more portions between Neria and Lorian.

Aerin shot him an annoyed look and withdrew her hand, noticing he hadn't offered any more for her plate.

Her eyes dropped to the ground, a glum expression overtaking her cute face. However, her expression shifted as she noticed her plate pushed aside, now replaced by a bowl half-filled with the delectable potato-tomato rice pilau. Her joyous gaze shifted to Theo, who was already engrossed in his own meal, deliberately avoiding eye contact to spare her embarrassment.


Chapter sixty-four
Oliver's Tempting Offer


Regaining her spirits, Aerin took up her spoon and resumed eating. Surprisingly, she was the first to finish, drawing disbelieving glances from Neria, Lorian, and even Theo.

Choosing to hide her face beneath a blanket, she shielded herself from their surprised expressions. Theo finished next, followed by Lorian, and finally, Neria.

Once the meal was over, Theo stored the dishes and utensils back into his golden vault. "It seems both the rain and fire have stopped," he announced.

At his words, Aerin lifted the blanket from her face and peered toward the cave's entrance. The rain had indeed stopped; the night sky now twinkled with stars, and the moon loomed overhead.

"Let's go outside," Aerin suggested, folding her blanket and storing it away.

They emerged from the cave, their eyes widening at the spectacle before them.

"This is insane," Aerin murmured, astonished.

"I should apologize for this, but we had no other choice," Theo responded with a hint of regret.

They saw that the fire had indeed extinguished, but at a grim cost. The entire forest had been consumed by the flames. The landscape appeared eerily dark, with charred remains stretching as far as the eye could see.

Just then, the sound of approaching carriages reached their ears.

"We need to hide," Aerin urged. She grabbed Neria by the hand and dashed back into the cave, Theo and Lorian followed closely.

Inside, they waited for the carriages to pass. Theo risked to take a peek outside. In the distance, he saw several carriages had halted near the burnt region, and elven soldiers were scouring the area.

Turning to the princess, Theo reported, "It's your men."

"They are not my men," Aerin retorted, annoyance flowed in her voice.

Theo furrowed his brows, puzzled about what he had done wrong, but Lorian offered a knowing smile, as if understanding the meaning behind her statement.

Emerging from their hideout, they approached the royal guards. Aerin spotted Haldir among them. "Sorry, Your Highness, we are late," he saluted.

"It's fine. Have arrangements been made to send all the children home?" Aerin inquired.

"Yes, Princess. We came as soon as Limen informed us of your location," Haldir replied.

"But where is he?" she asked, not seeing him among the group.

"He went to retrieve the carriages," Haldir informed her.

Aerin nodded, then beckoned the trio to join her in one of the carriages. As they settled in, Haldir took a separate carriage. Along with the other carriages and guards, they began their journey away from the scorched and haunting area of the forest.

Aerin seemed visibly happier, as did Lorian and Neria. Eyes twinkling with delight, Neria exclaimed, "Now we can finally go home and have sweets... Big brother, now you can also meet that beautiful sister who likes you so much."

Aerin's attention was piqued by her words. She shifted her gaze to Theo, who appeared to be unaffected by Neria’s question.

Lorian asked nervously, a hint of hesitance flickered in his tone, "What's that beautiful miss's name, brother?"

"Lilith," Theo answered calmly.

Unable to hide her curiosity, Aerin inquired, "Is she even prettier than Elara?"

She knew well that she and her sister were considered among the most beautiful in the Elven nation, second only to the princess of the Lighthaven Empire. So, she was curious, who was this Lilith that caused her allure to diminish in front of these two boys?

Seeing no one respond, Lorian took the responsibility to answer. "If I have to rate Princess Elara on a scale of 1 to 10, I would just rate her a 5... and I would rate you a 6, or maybe a 7. But for Miss Lilith, even 10 would not be enough." He explained as if he was imparting ancient knowledge to his ignorant disciple.

Hearing his stinging words, Aerin felt her pride shattered. Now she understood why neither of the men before her had fallen for her charm; they both had met someone they deemed to be her superior in beauty. Although she didn't believe these two, even Neria seemed to be agreeing with her brother.

As she wanted to know how Theo knew this Lilith, Aerin turned to him and asked, "What's your relationship with her?"

Lifting his eyebrows ever so slightly, Theo responded, "Why do you want to know? It's none of your business."

Aerin's other hand clenched into a fist as she grumbled inwardly, ‘What does this man think of himself?’

But Lorian had some doubts he wanted to clear. It wasn't the best to approach a girl who was already taken by his brother. No matter how beautiful she was, there was a bro code he knew about that he couldn't break. So he seized the opportunity to probe further, "Is she your girlfriend, brother?"

"No," Theo shook his head, "She's just a childhood friend, nothing more." It was the same answer he'd given before, to Elana and he didn't think there was any better answer than this for now, since Lilith would be making more entrances in the future.

*Boom!*

A resounding blast sounded as the carriage came to a screeching halt. Neria, Lorian, and Aerin were propelled forward, their bodies colliding. Aerin and Theo's heads knocked into each other as they both winced and rubbed the points of impact.

"What was that noise?" Aerin murmured, her voice filled with worry.

As they looked outside, they saw the carriage that had been riding in front of them was broken and scattered. The elven soldiers who were inside were all dead, and the carriage was crackling with thunder sparks and burning. It felt as if thunder had struck it.

But what was most concerning to them was the seven men standing in front of them. They were all wearing black cloaks, making it difficult to recognize their faces. On their chests were badges depicting a moon engulfed in shadows. The one who had caused this carnage had six purple rings glowing on his left hand, signifying he was an emperor-rank elemental warrior.

"Greetings, Princess... I'm Oliver. It's been a pleasure to meet you," came the warm voice of the apparent leader.

Aerin's eyes narrowed, "Why block our path? What do you want?"

"We merely need her," Oliver spoke with chilling calm, "And we'll be on our way."

"You can't have my sister," Lorian shot back, his voice flowed with a protective resolve.

Haldir and the others quickly assumed fighting stances as they disembarked from the carriage.

Oliver sighed, "I was hoping to keep this brief. Dispose of them," he commanded in a chilling tone.

At his command, the man at the very left stepped forward. Both his hands hovered in the air as he murmured, “Ice Lance!!!”

Six light-blue rings formed around his left wrist. Hundreds of icy lances materialized, hovering above him in the air. They glowed in the moonlight, and a chill air emanated from them, making it visible in the form of mist.

Seeing the icy lances, all the royal guards began casting their respective spells. However, like shooting bullets, the icy projectiles pierced the soldiers before they even had time to react. Blood splattered on the ground, and with a series of muffled thuds, their lifeless bodies crumbled to the earth.

Yet, there was one person still standing. It was commander Haldir, who had cast an earthen wall in front of him to shield himself. His right wrist glowed with five brown rings, signifying that he was a king-rank elemental warrior.

Aerin and her group felt frightened at the sudden turn of events. They had never expected the attackers to have several emperor-rank elemental warriors.

Theo pressed Neria's head into his chest, shielding her eyes from the gruesome sight. He had only witnessed such violence once before, thanks to Lilith, and although that had been far worse, he still felt slightly nauseous.

"Princess, run away!" Haldir shouted, summoning additional earthen walls to protect the carriage from the enemies.

Reluctant but knowing they were no match, the group disembarked hurriedly from the carriage. Theo cradled Neria in his arms, and she clung to him like a child as they dashed away. Behind them, the sound of ice shattering and impaling Haldir's earthen walls reached their ears.

Just when they had put a hundred meters between them and the battlefield, they heard a wall shatter and collapse, followed by Haldir's agonized groan, sealing his fate. They couldn't afford to mourn; they had to keep running.

However, as they continued their desperate flight, they found those seven men again, standing directly in their path. They had reappeared so quickly it made their previous escape seem futile.

"Why the hurry, Princess?" Oliver laughed.

"Are you not afraid that the royal family will chase you down?" Aerin retorted, her eyes blazing with fury.

Oliver's tone remained sweet, keeping the threat in his words. "Since you mentioned it... Someone from the royal family actually commissioned us to dispatch you. But we held back because the task was given to another group. However, I might have to reconsider if you keep intervening in our affairs."

Aerin's eyes narrowed. "Who was it?" she demanded.

"Now that you asked, I've remembered something else. I have another offer for you... It's about your mother..." His face shone with a cunning smile...

Her face darkened, and her eyes filled with complicated emotions at the mention of that sensitive topic. "What do you know about my mother?" she demanded.

"Hand over the girl, and I'll reveal who was behind your mother's death and commissioned our men to kill you," Oliver proposed with a sweet tone.

Theo's gaze shifted to Aerin, carefully gauging whether her loyalty would waver in this critical moment. Ever since her mother's death, one of her goals had been to become strong enough to find and annihilate her killers. Her only clue was that they hailed from the Human Nation.

But now, standing before her was a man claiming that someone from her own royal family might be the culprit, pulling strings from behind. Doubt engulfed her mind. Could he be lying? Yet, a gut feeling told her there was a good chance he might be telling the truth.

Moreover, Oliver's offer to trade Neria for the identity of her mother's killer was tempting to her. She could finally exact her revenge and bring justice for her mother's death. But could she really do it? Could she exchange this crucial secret for Neria's freedom?


Chapter sixty-five
The Falling Star Party


Catching Theo's suspicious gaze, Aerin hissed, "Hey, don't give me that look. I'm not going to be swayed by his offer." Her cheeks puffed up with displeasure.

Despite her words, Theo remained on guard. He had the option of opening a portal to Lorian's location and fleeing with Neria using a Teleportation spell, but he felt that Aerin was sincere.

He contemplated the risks; saving her would be a gamble, but it was one he was willing to take. He wouldn't abandon her, not when Aerin had stood by him and Neria at her own peril, despite having no obligation to do so. Neria clung to Theo as if he were her only safe place against these people, while Lorian stood silently behind them.

Oliver finally broke the eerie silence. "This is your last warning. Hand her over, or you'll all suffer the same fate as those royal guards." Murderous intent seethed in his voice.

Just as Theo readied himself to execute his plan, Aerin stepped in front of him, shielding him from the upcoming danger. "Before you lay a hand on her, you'll have to pass through me," she announced, her domineering voice flowed with unwavering resolve.

Guilt pricked at Theo’s heart; he'd been willing to abandon her in the worst-case scenario because they didn’t share any deep bond between them.

Seemingly unmoved by her fearless declaration, Oliver responded, "I really feel sad about doing this, Princess, but you've left me no choice," He signaled his man with a chilly whisper. "Finish her, George."

The man named George, whose burly physique couldn't be fully concealed by his dark cloak, stepped forward. With a wave of his hand, he summoned several boulders and caused them to float above his head.

As the boulders rose from the earth, hovering over Aerin, the expressions on the faces of Aerin, Theo, and even Lorian darkened. Lorian, who had thus far been rude to Aerin, felt a surge of respect for her.

"Rest in peace, Princess," George murmured, lowering his outstretched hand.

Aerin closed her eyes in resignation, bracing for impact. Almost instinctively, Theo moved forward, preparing to wrap her in his arms and initiate his escape plan. But the moment he touched her waist, he stopped at the sight in front of him.

George looked dumbfounded; the boulders remained motionless in the air. Despite frantic gestures, they refused to descend and follow his command.

"What on Earth is happening? Why won't they move? I can't control them anymore!" He spoke, his voice filled with annoyance.

Aerin opened her eyes, so shocked that she didn't even notice Theo's touch, which he had quickly withdrawn.

The boulders remained stubbornly motionless, undeterred by George's continuous attempts to command them.

Frustrated, he took a step forward, only to find a face appearing before him—upside-down, as if suspended by the feet, with the head hanging down.

"Hey… What's up?" The man asked, his voice casual despite the intense atmosphere. He had neck-length white hair and wore black glasses on his face. Dressed in a white shirt and black pants, he exuded an odd sense of calm.

George staggered backward, his eyes widening in disbelief, as if he had seen a ghost. "Who are you?" No one had sensed his sudden arrival so this caused him to fear.

"Oh, I forgot to introduce myself." Just as the words left his mouth, a body thudded onto the ground like a discarded rag-doll. Blood splattered in all directions.

Reacting instantly, Theo shielded Neria's face with his hand, averting her eyes from the gruesome sight once more.

Oliver's voice trembled with fear as he shouted, "Celestial Shadow Herald!"

His exclamation sent a wave of disbelief through the group. "This is not possible… He is one of the strongest elemental warriors on the continent," they murmured among themselves.

Oliver's smug demeanor had completely shattered. "How did you…?" he stammered, looking visibly shaken by this Celestial Shadow herald’s death.

The white-haired man shrugged. "Doesn't really matter. Even if the head of the Eclipse Guild shows up, he'll be whining like a dog, running back to Daddy." He added with an amusing whisper, "In Hell."

The seven men, who had been fearless just moments ago, now quivered like leaves in a storm. To witness the demise of the Celestial Shadow herald, second only to their leader and one of the top ten strongest warriors on the continent, was beyond their wild imagination. Who was this man, who stood there unscathed and so carefree?

"Teacher, you're late," Aerin grumbled, interrupting their musings. Oliver and his men exchanged bewildered glances. So, their misfortune was connected to this princess. It made sense, given how easily she had taken down their men despite being just an elite-rank elemental warrior. At least, what they thought given they hadn’t seen how their men died.

Her teacher landed on the ground as gracefully as a falling leaf, turning to address her complaint. "Ah, I was having a little chit-chat with that Shadow bald fellow. I wanted to gather some Intel, but I had to rush over when I saw the forest in flames. Guess I used a bit too much force in my grip; he ended up dead." He explained, his voice filled with a bit of regret.

Suddenly, his eyes brightened as they shifted past Aerin. "Brotherrrrrrrr... You're hereeeee! Last time we couldn't talk properly!"

Theo didn't know if he should be happy or sad to meet this person again. ‘I should have known this lunatic princess can only have another lunatic as her teacher...’ he released a deep breath at this coincidence. But he was in no position to complain as this man came to their rescue at a crucial time.

As Rowan engaged in conversation with Theo and Aerin, a sword cut through the air behind him with a hissing swish. Yet, just before the blade could reach the skin of his neck, it halted, stopped by an invisible wall of force that seemed to shield him.

George's teeth gritted in frustration. Placing his other hand on the sword's hilt, he mustered every ounce of strength he had. His heels submerged in the earth, much like wet clay under pressure, yet the sword remained immobile.

Unfazed by the danger at his back, Rowan’s gaze remained on the boy. Noticing Theo’s nose wrinkling slightly at the stench of rancid blood, he asked, "It's getting smelly here. Care to join me for some fresh air, Brother?"

A bit hesitant, given their current situation, Theo asked, "Okay, but right now?" But he instantly regretted posing the question.

Without warning, the ground beneath him vanished, and gravity lost its hold. Like a human missile, he rocketed into the sky. His clothes and hair whipped violently against the wind currents, threatening to tear away from him.

“Beeeg Bruuudder,” Neria's muffled screams pierced his ears, even against the whooshing wind, as she tightened her grip around his neck in a panic for dear life.

After what felt like an eternity, their sudden ascent came to a halt and Theo found himself suspended in mid-air, beneath a luminescent full moon. The night sky around him was filled with twinkling stars.

Lorian floated behind him, his face twisted with displeasure, and Aerin appeared visibly annoyed. However, Rowan adjusted his glasses with a serene smile as if this was nothing extraordinary.

Theo's gaze shifted to their enemies, who were utterly dumbfounded. They trembled in fear, thinking one mistake would kill them in front of this crazy man who easily suspended them all in mid-air. No one knew how this man was able to manipulate gravity, but they knew he was someone they shouldn't take for granted after he had killed the Celestial Shadow Herald so easily.

Turning around, Rowan began to walk on air as if it were solid ground. "Now then, Just a simple question for you all... Who among you would like to take the first exhilarating trip back to the ground as a live demo for your partners in crime?"

The men's eyes widened in terror as they peered downward, hovering thousands of meters above the Earth. Overwhelmed by fear, they wanted to retaliate in defense, but dreaded that this man would release them instantly, leaving them with no way to survive a fall from such a height.

"No need to panic, everyone! Let's get this falling star party started with our first contestant – the man with the mighty sword," Rowan declared, waving his index finger downward in a directing gesture.

George began to plummet with a desperate scream, accelerating as he descended. When he finally hit the ground, his body shattered like a pumpkin, blood splattered in a horrific spray, staining the earth below.

Witnessing this ghastly display, the remaining men pleaded in unison, "Please, let us go!"

With a hint of regret, Rowan answered, "I wanted to have a little more fun." After a pause, his face graced with a warm smile as he added, "But alright."

One by one, the remaining men were sent hurtling down, their clothes making a fluttering sound in their wake before their bodies met the same gruesome fate as their comrades, turning the ground into a nightmarish painting of death and gore.

As Rowan turned back to the group, slipping his hands into his pockets, Aerin complained, "Can't you make this less frightening, Teacher?"

Maintaining a facade of seriousness, Rowan responded, "Consider it part of your training."

Theo interjected, "We have children here."

Unfazed, Rowan shamelessly answered, "Brother, experience is the best teacher. How else will they learn to navigate this world?" His voice bore not a trace of guilt as he justified his actions.


Chapter sixty-six
The Academy Invitation


Neria kept her head buried in Theo's chest, frightened of this madman who reveled in bloodshed. She found him far less nice than the villainous leader who had at least offered her sweets and other things she wanted.

Meanwhile, Lorian was continuously vomiting; his retch plummeted to the ground from such a height, resembling acid raindrops. If anyone had been directly below, they would have cursed the heavens for this mistreatment.

After Lorian had emptied his stomach and Rowan had silenced everyone's protests, he declared, "Let's go to another place." He began to distance himself from the gruesome sight.

"How can we follow you in mid-air?" Lorian questioned, his voice heavy with exhaustion.

Soon, he discovered how. Guided by some mysterious force, Lorian, along with Theo and Aerin, felt themselves being pulled in the direction Rowan was heading. It was as if they were helium balloons attached to him, or as though he was gravity himself, irresistibly drawing them in.

Rowan strode a hundred meters before descending to the ground, as if treading on invisible stairs of air. Once on solid ground, in a forest clearing surrounded by charred trees, he handed a bottle to Lorian and took a seat on a nearby boulder.

Neria withdrew her head from Theo's chest. Seeing her relieved yet frightened face, Theo asked, "Are you okay?"

She nodded but turned to look at Lorian with concern. Slipping from Theo's embrace, she approached him. "Brother…"

Lorian, seeing his sister's worry, reassured her. "Don't worry, Neria. I'm fine."

While the siblings exchanged words, Aerin turned to Rowan and questioned, "Why were they after her, Teacher?"

Rowan retrieved another bottle from his spatial storage, and for the first time, his expression became grave." She possesses one of the legendary elements. That child is the next Elanor," he uttered in a tone heavy with seriousness.

Shock flickered in Aerin's expression, even as Lorian's eyes widened in amazement. Both of their gazes shifted to Neria, who seemed unconcerned by Rowan’s revelation.

The term ‘Elanor’ was well-known in their world, but Theo was at a loss. "Elanor?" he murmured.

Though Aerin looked as if she would answer, Rowan began explaining. "In simpler terms, you could call her the Star Lady. She's the master of the Spirit element."

Seeing Theo's continued confusion, Rowan elaborated further, "Legend says that once in a few thousand years, certain souls are born into this realm with legendary elemental affinities. These elements are either Noble or Forbidden, and only one person can possess each. However, the prophecy states that in this era, all of them will be born."

The revelation not only clarified why Neria had been targeted by the Eclipse Guild but also enlightened Theo about these legendary elements.

While he processed the shocking information, Aerin posed another question. "Teacher, do you know who these chosen souls are, the ones born with legendary elements?"

Stowing the bottle away in his storage he had been holding, Rowan nodded. "You're already aware that Neria possesses the Spirit element. Then we have Liliana Whitemoon, owner of the Holy element. And of course, there's your incomparable teacher Rowan with the Gravity element." He added the last part with a hint of smugness but still appeared somewhat hesitant, as if he hadn't completed his sentence.

Keenly observing this pause, Theo asked, "What about the people with Forbidden elements?"

Rowan flashed a wry smile, "You sure you're a merchant, Brother? You're starting to sound more like a detective."

"What are you hiding, teacher?" Aerin asked with her curious eyes.

Rowan sighed, his expression turning solemn. "There are matters still veiled from the world, matters that could disturb your peace of mind if known."

Lorian intervened, "But this directly concerns my sister's life."

Rowan turned to him, causing Lorian to step back unconsciously, haunted by the memory of the massacre this man had performed.

He then continued, "Why would so many legendary elements show up in this world at the same time if something beyond our imagination isn't going to happen? Since there have been some noble elements among people like me, Liliana, and that child, there are inevitably forbidden elements for others that will eventually appear in upcoming future.

Moreover, someone with an ordinary element is no match for those with a legendary element… Given the presence of these bad people and the upcoming threat, the future promises much chaos." Rowan had killed Shadow Herald so easily, yet he seemed genuinely concerned when he mentioned all of this.

Seeing Aerin and her group's gloomy faces, Rowan’s expression brightened, he added, "But don't you worry. I can handle them all. I am, after all, the strongest."

Though he boasted, a deep silence followed. It led Theo to think of someone who might also be a chosen one. ‘This means Lilith could be a holder of the noble or forbidden element,’ he remembered how she mentioned her space elemental affinity was rare, and he could tell that, given her full power, she would be hard to catch. She had once caused a bigger massacre than even this man, despite her lower level.

He knew Rowan was strong, but who would emerge victorious between Lilith and Rowan if they both fought at the same level was a question that remained in his mind. He could only hope that both would be allies if he found himself stuck in the upcoming chaos. Yet, a part of him clung to the idea that, if worst came to worst, he always had the option to seek refuge in his farm.

As Aerin and Theo became silent entertaining their own thoughts, Rowan took slow steps towards Neria. His expression was intense as he asked, "Is he really your brother?"

Neria's eyes shifted downward, her gaze landing on the ground as if she were a child caught doing something wrong. She nodded, her demeanor one of an obedient child as she was truly afraid of this madman.

Having received her unvoiced confirmation, Rowan moved a step closer to Lorian, whose fear seemed visible; he even forgot to breathe for a moment.

With an almost mischievous face, Rowan tugged at Lorian's pointy ears and then his cheeks. This manipulation transformed Lorian's face into a funny expression, triggering a giggle from Neria who hurriedly shut it with her palm.

Rowan mused inwardly, ‘It's impossible for ‘him’ to grow his ears this way; Grandpa's information about ‘him’ being Elanor's brother must be wrong.’ Disappointment engulfed his expression as he released Lorian's face and pivoted to approach Theo.

A golden envelope appeared in Rowan's hand as he stood in front of Theo. His fingers lightly brushed the envelope's gilded edge before he passed it over.

Aerin's face darkened. "Teacher, how can you give this to him when even you refused to give one to me? This isn't fair," she protested, her voice tinged with hurt at this betrayal.

Meanwhile, Theo accepted the envelope and examined it. Engraved on it were the words: [V.I.P Invitation to Phoenixwing Academy].

"Why are you giving me this?" he queried.

Rowan looked hopeful. "With this, you can gain entrance to the academy, even without mana or an elite rank. You just need to be younger than twenty, which I presume you are?"

Theo didn’t know how this lunatic man found he was not at an elite rank or had no mana but he was clear about one thing, "I'm not yet twenty, and I have no intention of going to Phoenixwing Academy," he stated, handing the golden envelope back to Rowan.

The refusal caused Rowan's eyes to narrow, yet it was masked by his black glasses. Aerin, too, seemed amazed, her mouth opening slightly, as if Theo had committed an act of foolishness.

Rowan stepped back, creating some distance. "I'll take them to the academy. It's the only place they'll be safe under my protection until they're strong enough to defend themselves." He gestured toward the siblings.

Upon hearing his announcement, Neria and Lorian appeared visibly unsettled, their faces draining of color.

"Teacher, won't you visit Silvermoon City before you return?" Aerin interrupted.

"I've already spent much time here and have important tasks awaiting me. Perhaps next time," Rowan said, extending his arm to the side.

A white light began to come out from his palm, gradually taking the form of a majestic, four-meter-long silver Gryphon with a triad of tails. Each feather shimmered as though crafted from pure silver.

Neria nudged Lorian, who seemed to understand her unspoken plea. "Brother, we don't want to go," he implored to Theo, his eyes filled with a desperate kind of begging.


Chapter sixty-seven
The Sinister Scheme Revealed


Before Theo could respond, Aerin intervened, "You'd be safer in Teacher's presence. I'll meet you both in six months at the academy when the new session starts."

Witnessing their frightened faces, Theo spoke up. "Given Neria's uniqueness, there may be further kidnapping attempts. You're better off with him. Don't worry, I'll visit you in the future. If Princess Aerin doesn't take good care of you, the royal family can forget about receiving any more enchanted veggies from me." His words bore a concealed threat, eliciting a cold glance from Aerin, who understood that his mean words were simply to reassure the siblings.

Rowan grasped the back of Neria and Lorian's clothing, lifting them effortlessly as he glided toward his silver Gryphon. With a slight adjustment of his hands, he gently lowered them and set them both onto the creature's back. The siblings took their positions, gripping the Gryphon's soft feathers tightly, they looked like lambs led to slaughter who had resigned themselves to their fate.

Rowan's voice reverberated through the air. "I wanted to go to the academy my own way, a faster one. But I doubt these children can handle the speed, or the experience of flying that way. So I opted to summon my darling Luna instead." His eyes softened as he patted the head of the beautiful creature beneath them.

Aerin and Theo watched, both were amazed to witness this majestic Gryphon; Theo had never seen such a creature in his life, while Aerin, despite having seen Luna before, found herself surprised again.

The silver Gryphon then spread its wings wide. With a single, powerful flap, charred leaves were sent swirling, the dust rose into the air, and both Theo and Aerin's clothing fluttered violently as the creature took off. It soared higher and higher, shrinking into a speck before vanishing entirely.

Aerin turned to Theo. "Now, we're on our own. We need to head back to the city. There are casualties to report, and bodies of soldiers to return to the capital for proper ceremonies, so their families can know they died bravely."

Theo nodded, but then his brows furrowed, reaching into his side pocket. He pulled out the golden envelope: the very same special invitation to Phoenixwing Academy that he had earlier returned to Rowan.

Noticing his puzzled expression, Aerin explained, "Teacher has his ways and these are just easy tricks for him. And honestly, I still can't understand how you could decline such an opportunity as if it were nothing."

Theo had no response. His mind was burdened with numerous concerns: his responsibilities as a Baron, which were not serious, but the ever-present threats to his life were crucial to address. It really needed his attention first before he could think of the Academy.

Without waiting for his answer, Aerin started walking westward, toward the city, and Theo followed her, storing the golden envelope in his storage.

As they strode side by side, Aerin broke the silence. "I'm truly sorry for how I treated you when we first met. Spending time with you has taught me important lessons, one of which is that not all humans are bad and not all elves are good."

Theo had already forgiven her for her past misdeeds, as the bad times together had made them close and maybe friends? He could also understand why she was against humans in the first place, as it was related to the death of her mother. But still, he couldn't help but tease her. "Yeah, not all elves are good," Theo agreed, shooting her a sidelong glance.

The comment halted Aerin in her tracks; she fixed him with a grumpy look. "Are you insulting me indirectly?" she asked, watching his retreating figure as he walked ahead.

"That wasn't indirect. I was pretty straightforward," Theo teased, not turning around to look at her.

"You—" Aerin's voice filled with feigned rage, causing Theo to pick up his pace, well aware that she might be serious about revenge this time.

Their laughter filled the night forest as she chased after him through the darkened landscape.

After covering about a kilometer, they saw a royal carriage approaching. The coachman, spotting them, pulled the reins and brought the carriage to a halt. From inside, a familiar figure emerged.

"It's good to see you, sister, and to know that you're safe," Elara greeted in a voice filled with sweetness.

“You're already back, Elara? I didn't expect to meet you so soon.” Aerin spoke, with a hint of surprise and joy flavoring her tone, puzzled at her sister's sudden arrival.

"Yes, I hurried back to Blackwater City right after the birthday party. When I saw the distant fire, I grew concerned, especially with no news of your whereabouts," she explained with a worried tone.

Aerin's eyes met Theo's for a brief moment, both seemed to be a little relieved. "Your timing is perfect. Now we won't have to march all the way back to Blackwater City."

Elara's gaze shifted between Aerin and Theo, a slight surprise flickering on her face. "You two seem to have become good friends during this rescue mission." She found this particularly odd given her sister's well-known disdain for humans.

Theo adjusted his posture, clearing his throat before speaking. "We're operating under a mutual truce until we reach the city. She's also promised me another 10 million gold coins if I cooperate," His serious expression hinted that he was not joking.

Aerin snapped back, "Hey, I haven't promised anything like that. You have already robbed me of all my gold."

Theo could tell Aerin was hot-tempered and easy to manipulate, so he didn’t miss the chance to take advantage. “See? She's already breaking our truce now that her sister's here. Can’t trust anybody these days,” he feigned a sound of hurt, as if he had been genuinely betrayed.

Elara simply giggled. "You two can continue this banter later. For now, let's head back." She gestured for them to board the carriage.

As the carriage started rolling, the rhythmic patter of paws filling the air, Aerin recounted the kidnapping ordeal from beginning to end, including Rowan's departure.

Meanwhile, Theo sat on his own and communicated telepathically with Lilith. "How is it going, Demoness?"

Lilith's voice, mischievous yet tinged with irritation, reverberated in his mind. "You finally remember this poor soul? I feel like I’m being confined once again."

"But you have ample space, Dreamweaver’s garden, enormous fields, even a pond and trees. Isn’t this enough to keep you busy?" Theo argued, although he understood her plight. A prison is a prison, even if you make it of gold and provide all the luxuries of life.

“It only has a bigger space and an open sky. I don’t like this. You need to be here with me so I can at least not feel lonely,” she spoke with a hint of longing, emotions flowing in her tone.

"I will probably release you soon, granting your freedom. You won't have to remain confined there," he said, contemplating the situation. While he could manage on his own, he acknowledged Lilith's deserving of her freedom.

However, he held reservations about the potential chaos she might unleash. Thus, he intended to wait a bit longer before setting her free. The current situation wasn't entirely unfavorable for his safety, but he understood the necessity of eventually letting her go.

After hearing Theo’s words, Lilith offered no response, her silence speaking louder than any retort. Theo wasn’t sure what happened to her, but she chose not to reply to him.

As the sisters were engrossed in their own conversation, Elara began taking out some bowls filled with food. The rich aroma of the foods filled the carriage as there were sweets resembling cakes, dumplings made from strawberries, and other items that Theo recognized.

Shifting her gaze to Theo, Elara announced, "I've brought some remaining dishes from the birthday party. They were made with those enchanted vegetables we purchased."

Theo's eyes met Aerin's just as she reached for a plate filled with cake. Clearly, her fondness for sweets was obvious. Meanwhile, Elara extended a plate of dumplings toward Theo.

After a moment's hesitation, he accepted and began to eat. Elara then started to store the remaining food.

"Why are you storing it away? I'd like to taste…," Aerin complained, her voice trailing off lazily as her eyelids grew heavy and she collapsed beside Elara.

Theo's senses sharpened; his guard raised. He noticed Elara's smile, no longer simply sweet, but now laced with the malice of a venomous witch, as his own vision began to spin and he too collapsed.
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When he fluttered open his eyes, the surroundings were submerged in dusty moonlight coming in through a barred window set high on the wall. Clutching his head, he tried to sit up. As he looked around, he discovered Aerin. Her wrists and ankles bound in dark, glowing, smoky chains, fastened in opposite directions. A cloth gagged her mouth. Their eyes met, and her silent gaze displayed a desperate plea for help.

Bewildered, Theo stammered, "What happened? How did you—?" He rose only to find himself jerked back by chains binding his own wrists.

His eyes shifted, settling on a figure seated in front of a barred enclosure resembling a prison. It was Elara, her smile now fully revealed as venomous.

Her voice broke the frightening silence. "Good morning, Mister Theo. I've been waiting for you to wake up, so I can leave this place."

"Why have you tied up your sister?" Theo demanded. His mind raced through possible reasons behind his capture, greed, him being human, or perhaps, an obsession with enchanted crops that they wanted to ask the secrets behind them; but why would Elara chain her own sister?


Chapter sixty-eight
Aerin's Desperate Plea


Elara sighed as she spoke, "She's not my full sister; we have different mothers. My whole life, I've made sacrifices because of her. Removing her from the picture would make me the next Empress of this Silvania Empire." As she revealed her dark rationale, Aerin's eyes welled with emotion.

She had never thought Elara would harbor such resentment toward her. “Mmm…” Her muffled voice sounded as she wished to speak, but was helpless.

Elara crossed the distance to remove the cloth gagging Aerin, then returned to her seat. "Since this is likely our final conversation, speak your heart, Sister" she cooed, her tone sinisterly sweet.

"Is it merely the crown that led you to this betrayal?" Aerin's voice quivered, broken, filled with a lifetime of love for her only two family members, Elara and her grandfather. Her father had never been present in her life, consumed by the Empire’s duties. And now, the betrayal of one she had loved tore through her, leaving her almost too shattered to speak.

"As I said, it's not just the crown. I can't stand your face, nor the talent that overshadows me. People have always compared your talents to mine. You can harness two elements at the same time and wield both a bow and a sword, while I, despite being considered a genius among my peers, still pale in comparison to you. You're simply a thorn in my path," Elara spat, each word landing like a dagger.

Theo was surprised; learning that Aerin could harness two elements simultaneously made Rowan's choice of student clear. Aerin was indeed special. Yet now she seemed crushed under the weight of her sister's betrayal.

But Elara had no time for such dramas. "Would you like to know what I plan to do with you?"

Aerin looked up to meet her gaze as Elara continued, "The moment you both planned a rescue mission was the moment I knew I could execute this. Here is my weapon against you."

Elara took out a small, purple pill, presenting it like a winning trophy.

"Aphroflamora pill," Aerin mumbled, recognizing the item in her hand.

"Exactly. So you should also know what I plan to do," Elara said, her smile that of a cunning vixen. She then turned to Theo, who had been watching their sisterly exchange.

"No... Please, don't do that. If you want to kill me, then just do it. Why involve an outsider?" Aerin begged.

Elara knelt before Theo, locking eyes with him. "From the very first day, I've despised you to my core. Your ugly face? I wanted to spit on it. Your presence is like an eyesore to me. But thankfully, I can use you to give my sister a memorable death." she hissed.

Her soft hand clamped around his jaw, forcing it open despite his best effort to resist. Her strength overcame him. Slipping the pill into his mouth, she withdrew.

Theo attempted to throw the pill out, but it dissolved upon contact with his saliva, sending a surge of fiery energy coursing from his throat down to his stomach.

"Since it's all set, you just need to do your part. Have a wild night with my sister. I would have preferred it if she still despised you, but it'll be amusing to see her misery caused by your passionate actions. Even if she ends up dead, it will make the spectacle all the more delicious," Elara taunted, her voice dripping with malevolence.

Theo understood it. the pill was designed to induce uncontrollable lust. He wanted to retaliate, but a searing pain ignited in his lower abdomen. Gritting his teeth, his legs trembled, lightly pattering the ground in a futile attempt to dissipate the agony.

"Don't try to fight it; the pain will only become unimaginable. The effects of this pill last for two days," Elara warned, watching Theo writhe in discomfort.

Satisfied by his painful expression, Elara tapped and undid Theo’s chains. "I spent a fortune on these enchanted restraints. Even Grandpa wouldn't be able to break them. They're imbued with high-level dark magic," she boasted, turning to face her confined sister.

Aerin's voice wavered as she questioned, "Why do you hate me this much?"

Elara, who was leaving, pivoted abruptly. "Because your mother caused my mom's suffering. Even though my mother managed to kill that wretch, you survived. Today, I'll finish what she couldn't. When the royal guards arrive, they'll find you violated, naked and dead, and the blame will fall on him, the human. Much like how your mother died and the blame went to the humans."

At this moment, Aerin had finally discovered the murderer of her mother and felt her heart release the last threads of affection she had harbored for Elara. The revelation that her beloved sister had been behind her mother's death ignited a violent fury within her. Her eyes, which had been filled with the sadness of betrayal, now blazed with a new fire.

"Pray that I die here tonight," Aerin spat, her words like shards of ice, causing a cold shiver to crawl up Elara's spine.

Elara gestured toward the boy, who lay writhing on the ground, contorted by pain. But then he stilled, as if the pain had momentarily ceased. "Just wait until he loses control and ravages your body and devours you. This pride and ego will crumble and we'll see if you even survive till morning to quench his thirst," Elara sneered.

With those final words, she retreated, the sound of the barred door clanging shut echoing in the dark space.

Aerin's eyes flickered with fury and fear. As she watched Theo's pained contortions, she bit her lip. Despite the friendly moments they'd shared, she couldn't bear the thought of him violating her against her will. Her life had a purpose that didn't include this horrific scenario.

Her eyes remained fixated on Theo with heavy emotions as she knew his hunger won’t be satisfied with just one time. These pills, known for their torturous and aphrodisiac effects, were often used by the royal family on prisoners. She never imagined that one day this exact pill would become her nightmare.

Theo spasmed on the ground, shifting between bouts of agonized screams and eerie silence. Every ten minutes or so, he'd fall into stillness before the cries would erupt again.

Aerin kept staring him with complicated feelings swirling within her. She couldn't help but be amazed at how he had fought the pill's effects, all to protect her dignity by not violating her. She considered that any other man, given her beauty and the pill's effects, would have already succumbed and taken advantage of her.

Finally, after an agonizing hour, Theo pushed against the ground like a robot and staggered to his feet. His intense eyes met Aerin's, wild and unpredictable. Fear flickered across her moist eyes, growing with each step he took toward her.

Slowly, Theo began to unbutton his shirt one by one, his eyes locked onto Aerin's.

"No... please, don't do this," she whimpered, tears streaming down her cheeks.

Ignoring her plea, Theo continued his advance with a maniac laugh. Aerin lashed out with her legs, but constrained and shackled in chains, she was defeated. Helpless, she could only watch as Theo moved behind her.

Her anguished cries continued, satisfying the guard outside who assumed the wild performance had begun. He murmured, “My task is done now. I should report it to the Princess.” With those words, he began to walk away.

The morning sun cast its light upon the landscape as the royal carriage came to a halt near an abandoned building in Blackwater City. Dozens of guards disembarked, yet they maintained a respectful distance behind one man, Limen, who had instructed them to wait outside. He suspected that the scene inside would be one not suitable for all eyes.

With a feeling of nervousness and fear gripping his chest, Limen descended the stairs toward the building's basement. As he halted before the prison room, he was engulfed by disbelief. For a moment, he stood there, his eyes widening as he took in the scene before him.

Finally, breaking the silence, he murmured, "I had a feeling that Mister Theo couldn't be responsible for this. It's a good thing I came personally. It appears someone may be trying to frame him."

The royal family had received intelligence suggesting Aerin was held hostage here by the merchant who sold them enchanted vegetables. Gossip among the royal guards had painted a troubled relationship between Aerin and Theo. Even Elara had hinted at a possible motive, suggesting that Aerin had attacked Theo before on their first meeting.

Still, Limen found it difficult to accept, knowing Theo after spending some days with him and how that Human boy saved Neria, so he took it upon himself to conduct a thorough investigation.

As one of Aerin's trusted guards, he owed it to her and to himself to unravel this mystery. Previously, his luck had saved him as he escaped death from the Eclipse Guild when he went to retrieve the royal carriage.

While other royal guards searched the adjoining buildings, surrounding areas, nearby cities, and even all the forest. Not a trace of Aerin or Theo was found. It was as if the earth and sky had conspired to swallow them whole.
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In another part of the city, the coachman who had transported the trio near Blackwater City’s forest entered a study room after knocking on the door.

A young crimson-haired lady sat at a desk, sketching joyfully, her face illuminated as though she'd conquered the world. Upon seeing him, she waited for the good news and gestured for him to speak.

In a solemn voice, the coachman reported, "Princess, we couldn't find any trace of your sister or the merchant. No one even saw them use a teleporter."

Elara's face darkened instantly. With a sudden fury, she hurled her paper, brush, and paints in the direction of the coachman. "How is that even possible?"

"We don't have any answers, Princess. Even the royal guards have failed to find any traces. His Majesty and your grandfather are reaching out to neighboring nations for assistance. They are going to declare it a national emergency," he informed her.

Seething with anger, Elara clenched her fist. After a moment of contemplation, her eyes narrowed venomously. "If there's any news of her and that merchant, kill them on sight, even if you must die at the hands of the royal guards," she issued her command.

The coachman looked momentarily shocked, but then nodded. Unknown to all, he was actually an assassin in disguise, once loyal to her mother and now obedient to Elara's directives.

As soon as he exited, Elara unleashed her pent-up fury on the room. She overturned her table, scattering the contents of her room in a chaotic manner. Elara was extremely mad because everyone was clueless about Aerin’s mysterious disappearance.

Having spent her rage, she sank onto a sofa, whispering, "Where have you gone, dear sister?" A vicious glint sparkled in her eyes.


Chapter sixty-nine
Lilith's Protective Fury


Theo pushed against the ground as if driven by gears and levers, hauling himself to a shaky stance. His intense gaze met Aerin's. A flicker of fear danced in the girl's own moist eyes, increasing as he took each weary step towards her.

Slowly, Theo began to unbutton his shirt one by one, never severing the eye contact he had with Aerin.

"No...please, don't do this," she stammered, her voice was filled with despair. Tears spilled from her eyes, making a wet path down her cheeks.

Ignoring her plea, Theo advanced further with a chilling laugh that seemed to come from a disturbed place within him. Aerin's legs thrashed in a futile effort to fend him off, but bound and shackled as she was, her attempts were in vain. She felt her heart drumming in her chest as he circled behind her, a prey unable to escape her predator.

Her anguished cries continued, satisfying the guard outside who assumed the wild performance had begun. He murmured, “My task is done now. I should report it to the princess.” With those words, he began to walk away.

As Theo positioned himself behind Aerin, her screams and cries kept growing. He waited. Waited for her to expend her cries and fears.

Several agonizing minutes dragged by before Aerin felt the warm cloth covering her eyes and darkness enveloped her sight. She snapped at his hand with her teeth, her body writhing against her restraints.

"How can you do this to me?" she hissed in a desperate tone.

"It's your beloved sister who gave me this pill. It's driving me and I'm not entirely in control," Theo responded, his voice tinged with bitterness.

"You son of a bi#ch, you $#$#, $#g$#, You're just like every other man," Aerin unleashed a barrage of curses, tears continuing to stream down her flushed face.

"Maybe choose a better line. You've mistreated me in the past because of your sister. Let me show you how depraved a human can be," Theo retorted icily.

"If you touch me, I will kill you… You will rot in hell, and die like a worm. You Bast#rd.” Just as Aerin prepared another volley of curses, she was silenced by a heavy thud.

As if someone had collapsed against the ground, Aerin realized what was happening. She sensed Theo's struggle, his body resisting the pill's nefarious influence, spasming with the agony it induced.

Aerin couldn't comprehend why he was still tormented by pain, considering he had already made the decision to violate her body in order to survive. She understood that this suffering would only cease when he allowed his lust to take control, yet he continued to resist. So, why had he blindfolded her if he was still resisting the pill’s effect? What was his true intention?

After a moment that felt like an eternity, Theo spoke again in a hushed tone, his heavy breathing showing his exhaustion. "Do you want to be freed from this place?"

Hearing his words, she momentarily paused; as she contemplated her options, she finally said, “Yes, I do. But… I won’t let you do anything to me,” Aerin replied, knowing he had endured another session of pain without violating her. But, she couldn't keep her voice down.

"You're tied by these chains, so how exactly are you planning to stop me if I choose to do something?" he whispered, glancing at the glowing chains that were clearly of lower quality than those used in the basement’s room of his baronial mansion.

Caught in the inarguable logic of his statement, Aerin found herself speechless. He was right.

Seizing the moment of her silence and avoiding further barrage of curses, Theo decided to cut the twisted game short and reveal his true intentions. "Keep your voice down and follow my instructions if you want your freedom. Otherwise, I'll leave you here, and your sister will finish what she started," he commanded, unaware that the person guarding outside had already left.

Aerin was shocked by his suggestion, but she quickly understood and agreed, "Anything, as long as you don't do anything disgusting to me," she replied in a pleading tone.

"That ‘disgusting thing’ you refer to is called love-making. That’s how you and everyone came into this world, so you should at least think before you judge. Besides, I have no desire to make love to you, even if I die squirming like a worm here," he delivered a cold insult, causing her into a shamed silence.

After a brief stillness, she asked, reducing her voice to a meek whisper, "So, what do I have to do?"

"I'm going to carry you away from here, but don't attack me or attempt to remove your blindfold. If you act against me in any way, I will have no choice but to kill you on the spot," Theo said, his words as cold as ice.

He could have abandoned her and fled on his own, yet he had decided to save her, surmising that her life would come to an end if he left her behind. He needed her to comply with his plan.

"Okay, as you say... But how long will you keep my eyes covered?" Aerin inquired, her voice quivered with nervousness.

Before he could answer, another surge of pain ripped through him, threatening to subdue his resolve. He chose to fight hard with the agony rather than succumb to the insidious effect of the pill that could throw his hormones wild.

Aerin listened, her heart pounding as she heard his strangled groans and the sounds of his body writhing in torment. A stretched moment passed before the noise ceased.

Theo gasped, his face covered with sweat as he gasped for breath. "Just… Just cooperate for a little while. I'll tell you when you can remove your blindfold. Are you ready?"

She nodded, but her expression clouded with confusion. "But how are you going to break these high-level magic-imbued chains? Elara said not even Grandpa can destroy them."

Suddenly, she felt the chains that bound her evaporating from her skin like a cold mist. Astonishment enveloped the girl; her heart stuttered in disbelief.

'Just who is he?' she pondered.

A memory from the forest surfaced, when the chains around Neria dissolved like smoke. It had also been Theo at that time. Now she understood it had something to do with him. Yet, how could someone without mana achieve what even her powerful grandpa could not? She was unaware that the boy before her possessed a spell for Magic Nullification, a unique ability that had served him well on multiple occasions to save others.

Aerin felt strong hands grip her thighs and neck as she was lifted into the air. Everything was dark, and her own arms instinctively found their way around his neck, wrapping around it. She heard the rhythm of his steps becoming faster. As they moved, the stifling air of the room shifted to the fresh breeze of the night sky.

With no time to spare, Theo had cast a portal inside the prison, immediately stepping into his farm. He had previously briefed Demoness to keep quiet upon his arrival.

Lilith watched Aerin with a predatory gaze, taking note of Theo's bridal carry. She made a grumpy face and glared at the young man, who remained unfazed by her intimidated stare.

Hurrying toward the Nexus Demonic Farm Teleporter, Theo altered its coordinates to his Baron's mansion. Within moments, they appeared in his bedroom, where Lilith also followed.

The moment they appeared, Theo carefully placed Aerin onto the bed. But just as quickly, his expression darkened; he gritted his teeth and, unable to hold himself up any longer, collapsed onto the ground with a thudding sound.

Aerin sensed that she had been placed on the bed, followed by a thud beside her.

"Theo..." Lilith's voice quivered, her eyes flickering in horror at the sight of him collapsing so suddenly. She knelt beside his convulsing body, her hands anxiously patting his cheeks to comfort him. His spasms frightened her, filling her with fear as she couldn’t comprehend what was causing his suffering.

Aerin was curious about the sudden voice, so she questioned cautiously, "Who is this?"

Lilith quickly rose, her eyes snapping to Aerin as she forcefully removed the blindfold from the elven girl's eyes, which came off easily as it wasn't tightly tied.

"Who did this to him?" Her eyes glinted with a murderous rage that sent chills down Aerin's spine.

Aerin's eyes met Lilith's furious gaze. Although the girl was remarkably beautiful, but her angered expression and a visible, murderous glint in her eyes caused Aerin to feel immense pressure.

"Lilith?" she whispered, her voice trembled with fear.

Wasting no time, Lilith lunged at Aerin, her fingers curling around the elf girl's neck as she pushed her violently against the wall.

"Answer me. Who did this to him?" The commanding voice of Lilith, caused Aerin’s heart to shiver. She felt pain all over her back, and struggled to breathe under the strain of Lilith’s grip.

By this ruckus, hurried footsteps approached as the door to the room was pushed open. Aerin's eyes, choked by Lilith's hold, were desperate for help.

From the door, another girl entered. “Master… you're back?” As Elana saw the scene inside the room, she paused momentarily.

Upon surveying the room, she ignored the struggle between Lilith and Aerin and moved quickly to Theo, who was writhing in apparent agony on the floor.

Lilith released Aerin, who tumbled onto the bed before rolling off onto the floor. She then picked up Theo in a bridal carry and gently placed him on the bed. It was the second time she had seen him in such extreme pain.

Tears forming in her eyes, Elana turned to Aerin. "How did this happen?"

Theo lay there, still battling the tormenting effects of the pill, unable to utter a word.

Aerin, pushing off the floor and gasping for breath, stood up and began to explain. “My sister intended to kill me and gave him an Aphroflamora pill. He's trying to resist its effect so he doesn't lose control over himself. But he saved me and brought me here.” As she spoke, her eyes swept the room, but eventually rested on Theo, who was visibly struggling against the pain.

Upon hearing this, Lilith's face hardened like that of a fierce lioness defending her cub. "One day, I will make your sister beg for death," she declared viciously.

Aerin and even Elana visibly flinched at her fury.

Just then, Theo regained his composure as the effect subsided temporarily. "Demoness, calm yourself. She is not the enemy," he spoke, taking a moment to fill his lungs with breath.

"Why didn't you call for me earlier?" Lilith demanded, her eyes filled with concern and anger.

‘We need to discuss this alone; there are outsiders present,’ Theo communicated through their telepathic link, causing Lilith to close her mouth, although her glaring gaze remained the same.

He then turned to Elana. "Please escort her to a room and help her get settled in the mansion. Do not come to see me in my room. I'll be fine as long as you both stay away."

"But Master..." Elana's voice trailed off, her expression filled with reluctance and concern. Her eyes glanced at Theo, searching for some sign that she could stay.

Aerin spoke solemnly. "If you keep resisting the pill, you may die. I've never seen any prisoner survive even eight hours after taking one. They either bite their own tongues to choose an easy death or die by the overwhelming pain."

Upon hearing this, a bittersweet smile appeared on Theo's face. "Do you plan to help me find relief then?" He looked genuinely curious to know the answer, his eyes studying Aerin's reaction closely.

Her face flushed with a shade of pink, her eyes darting away as her mouth opened but no words came out. Her hesitation was obvious.

Seizing the moment, Elana stepped closer and announced, "Master, I can help--"

"Get out of my sight. Both of you," Theo's voice broke through, sharp and icy as he snapped his eyes shut.

Hearing his harsh command, Lilith turned her gaze toward the two young women. Her eyes bore into them like piercing daggers, reinforcing Theo's demand.

Frightened by this demoness, who seemed even more intimidating and frightening than any villain they had encountered before, Elana and Aerin had no choice but to leave with reluctance.


Chapter seventy
The Beginning of the End


After they had departed, Theo's body convulsed once more, engulfing him in another excruciating wave of pain and his face contorted in agony.

Lilith tenderly traced her fingers along his cheek, then ruffled his hair. Heavy emotions flickered in her eyes, emotions that would have shocked Theo had he been conscious to witness. The wild glint normally present in her eyes was strangely absent; instead, she appeared almost as if possessed by a different soul, one brimming with deep affection for him.

As another spasm of agony subsided, Theo managed to gasp out, "Please, leave me alone. It's hard to resist when there's such a beauty beside me."

"If you really lose control, let it be," Lilith responded. Her voice quivered as she continued, "I will accept your advances. But I won't let you die; your death will also become my death as I am your guardian."

A voice filled with frustration, he retorted, "I’ll release you before dying, so don't worry. So please go away." With a tired movement, he pushed her hands away and clenched his eyes shut, steeling himself for the next wave of torment.

Yet, Lilith remained relentless to stay by his side.

After enduring another surge of excruciating pain, Theo reopened his eyes and pleaded, "Demoness, I might lose control if you stay. For God's sake, please leave."

He was met with her stubborn gaze. "I'm not going anywhere," she declared resolutely. "I don't fear the consequences."

"Please, this isn't the time to do things your way," Theo begged.

"Shut up," she cut him off, not budging an inch. Theo was helpless as another wave of agony swept over him.

Meanwhile, upstairs, Elana guided Aerin to a guest room on the mansion’s second floor. With a sorrowful expression, she opened the door to reveal a room that she had tidied while cleaning a room for Lilith. It was modest but comfortable, complete with a queen-sized bed, a table, and a cupboard. An attached bathroom and a window that offered a wide view of the mountainous surroundings.

Aerin peered outside the window to grasp her current location. Thanks to her sharp eyesight due to being an archer, she could discern distant houses, wandering citizens, and patrolling guards, though they appeared to be humans?

Turning her attention back to Elana, Aerin inquired, "Where is this place?"

"It’s Ashenvale Village, a barony in the Lighthaven Empire," Elana replied tersely.

"And why is he in a Baron’s mansion? Why do you call him 'Master'?" Aerin probed, her curiosity piqued. She wondered how a merchant could be so respected in a Baron’s mansion. Just what was his real identity?

"I cannot answer your questions. Please forgive me," Elana responded, her tone showing her unwillingness to divulge more.

Confused yet helpless against this fiercely loyal maid, Aerin expressed, "I pray that he survives this ordeal. I don't want to lose such a friend." she spoke with a hint of sorrow and regret.

Mirroring her saddened tone, Elana simply nodded, then turned and exited the room, leaving Aerin to her thoughts.

Aerin could not help but feel a twinge of guilt; she knew that to some extent, she was responsible for Theo's current condition. If only she didn't have such a treacherous sister, Theo would not be enduring such agony.

After an hour, Aerin and Elana were waiting outside the grand hall, their faces were etched with nervousness and hesitancy. They wanted desperately to check on Theo but were hindered by the memory of Lilith's fierce, almost murderous gaze.

Eventually, Aerin broke the tense silence. "Let's check if he's okay," she whispered.

Still hesitant but unable to resist her own concern, Elena nodded. They approached the door to Theo's room with cautious steps, their hearts pounding in their chests. Exchanging a look, they both took deep breaths as if preparing for an intense battle. Gently, Elena pushed the door open just enough to peek inside.

The sight that greeted them was of Lilith at Theo's side. His hand clutched hers so tightly that his nails had stabbed her pale skin. Blood flowed freely, yet she seemed not to mind, using her other hand to tenderly ruffle his hair as he grimaced in pain.

Before either could say anything, Lilith's eyes shifted toward the door. Her gaze was icy, full of unspoken threats. The pressure emanating from her was suffocating which forced both Aerin and Elana to retreat hastily, shutting the door behind them.

Aerin felt her respect for Theo surge. He had even rejected Elana's help, protecting her dignity despite the fact that she was 'just a maid.' He could have used her to lessen his torment, but he chose not to violate her.

Then, her thoughts shifted to the indomitable, domineering woman beside him who had not budged an inch despite Theo's efforts to send her away. And Aerin had heard it all while standing near the door; the pain had made it impossible for Theo to speak softly.

"Is she his girlfriend?" Aerin asked in a hushed voice.

Elana shook her head. "They are childhood friends," she replied in a hushed tone.

But Aerin wasn't convinced by her answer, the depth of their relationship seemed to stretch beyond mere friendship. Though Theo had shown no signs, she saw clearly the yearning and protectiveness in Lilith's actions.

Another four hours crawled by. Theo's condition worsened dramatically; blood began to seep from his skin, staining the bedsheets a horrifying shade of red. His consciousness faded in and out; he couldn't even notice the sight of his own blood. He was lost in his world of continuous torment.

The next hour was even worse. Blood began to trickle from his mouth, his eyes turned a ghastly red, and even Lilith found herself splattered with his blood. Her eyes flickered with sorrow as she realized he might not withstand much more of this.

"You don't have to resist this anymore. I won't allow you to die," The girl finally whispered.

Lilith took a deep breath as if steeling herself for what was to come. She shifted her position, settling onto Theo's waist. She prepared herself mentally and emotionally for what she was about to do, fully aware that it was a last resort to ease his insufferable pain, she had decided to be physically intimate with him, to allow him a release that might alleviate his endless agony. But just as she leaned in, Theo's struggle suddenly stopped and his body went limp.

Her eyes shifted to him. "Theo!" she cried, her voice filled with rising panic. Hurriedly, she brought her fingers close to his nose, searching for the reassuring sign of breath.

Feeling no air, tears started to flow down her cheeks. Yet, she didn’t give up and leaned down, her ear pressing against his bloody chest, desperate to hear the comforting thump of his heartbeat.

But as she laid her head against his blood-soaked shirt, there was only silence. A devastating, heart-wrenching, all-consuming silence that filled her with a dread she'd never known before not even when she was confined in the dark basement.

The silence engulfed her like an endless abyss, stretching the seconds into lifetimes.

It is often said that in the moments before death, one's life flashes before their eyes. For Lilith, that saying held true.

Her mind reeled back through her dark past, when she was confined in the dark chamber of Baron’s basement. She remembered the day a mountain-like boy stepped into her dim world.

She remembered how her initial instinct was to attack him, to draw his blood. Yet the moment she tasted it, an inexplicable connection awakened within her, pulling her toward him as though they were magnets with opposite poles.

Over time, their relationship had consisted of light teasing and head-bonking, fighting possessed demonic tomato foes. And that day when she wreaked havoc upon the people of the count, she was so enraged that she'd wanted to slaughter them a thousand times over.

"Am I dying?" The thought flickered through her mind. Perhaps these memories were resurfacing as the herald of her own death.

Yet, as her hands tightened around Theo's neck, she felt no regret. She closed her eyes, embracing the destiny of a bound guardian, fated to perish alongside their master.

-

-

-

In the oppressive silence of the room, filled with the scent of blood and despair, an unexpected phenomenon unfolded.

Despite Theo's lifeless state, a whisper seemed to emanate from somewhere deep within him, or perhaps from somewhere beyond.

The voice carried a message that seemed to resonate with the finality of a closing chapter. It was as if his very soul had found the strength to speak directly to those who had journeyed with him, and to the unseen audience who had watched his story unfold.

"I thought I'd known betrayal, but the cruel twists of fate in this world have unraveled before me, each one a deeper cut than the last. My grandfather, the man I admired, took everything from me, casting me into these unfamiliar lands, stripping me of my inheritance.

In the shadows of betrayal that stretched longer than the night, I found roses among the thorns—Lilith, with a spirit too bright for the darkness that held her; Liliana, who stood by me when she could have turned away; Elena, who showed me kindness when she had every reason not to.

Hated, hunted... by my own Silverblade family, by those who couldn't see past the veil of my humanity.

The kind princess, my childhood friend, bestowed upon me a title, a barony... I dared to hope, dared to dream that maybe, this was where I was meant to be. But dreams can turn into nightmares.

In a dark basement, I found her. Lilith, my fierce guardian, my unexpected salvation. When our eyes met for the first time, something within me recognized her. Was it a past bond, or was it the promise of what could have been? Together, we faced the shadows, the scorn of elves, the sting of betrayal. Yet, we endured.

Betrayal has been my shadow. Leonard, a man who tried to assassinate me; Elena, who stood on a knife's edge between loyalty and deceit; the elves, who judged me not by my actions but by the race I was born into. And now, Elara's deception has led me here, to the brink of the abyss.

In the eyes of Neria, a child, I saw innocence worth protecting, and in the heart of an elven princess who once despised me, I found an unlikely friendship.

I may not recall my past, nor understand the pull of an unbreakable bond, but if this is where my journey ends, let it be known: I've lived, I've loved, and I've lost.

Thank you, to the kind princess, my childhood friend, to Lilith, my fierce guardian, and to all those who walked with me even for a short while. You turned a cursed journey into a tale worth telling.

I don't fear death... but to leave a story unfinished, to leave the bonds that have just begun to deepen untested... that is my regret.

If these are to be my final moments, know that I've lived with honor. I've battled for a cause greater than my own, seeking a place where I belong.

Farewell, my friends, my enemies, my loves. If my story is to be forgotten, let it be a silent testament to the spirit that never yielded to despair.

Is this where my story concludes, or is there another chapter yet unwritten? Only time will tell, and I fear mine is running short.

This may be my end... but it is also my beginning.”

As the last word of Theo's spectral soliloquy faded, so too did the ephemeral presence that had momentarily filled the room. What remained was a deep stillness, a silence that spoke of the end of one tale and the hope of another yet to be told. The air itself seemed to hold its breath, waiting for the next page to turn.


Afterword


Hello, Readers!

Thank you so much for picking up this book. I'm delighted to share that Books 2 and 3 are well underway and will be available on Amazon in a few months. If you're eager to continue the journey right away, you can read ahead all the way into Book 3 on my Patreon page: https://www.patreon.com/whisperingsnow.

I would be deeply grateful if you could support this self-published novel with a rating and, if possible, a review highlighting something you enjoyed. Your feedback is invaluable and helps this novel stand out in a sea of big-budget publications. With your continued support, and if this novel performs well on Amazon, I plan to expand this story into a larger series. As of now, three volumes are confirmed.

Thank you once again for your support and for being part of this adventure.

Warm regards,

Snow.
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