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  Chapter 1:
I’m Home!


   


  MY NAME IS DAISY, AND I’M TEN YEARS OLD. I’m the owner of an Alchemy workshop located right on the edge of the capital city of Saltenburg.


  When most people think of Alchemists, they probably imagine someone cooped up in their laboratory all day, but there’s quite a bit more to it! For example, I can’t always obtain the materials I need in town, so sometimes, I leave the city to collect them. In fact, I’ve just returned home to my workshop after a trip to gather Sage’s herbs and healing moss. Aside from my laboratory, I also have a bakery at my workshop. My Alchemy assistant Marcus and my staff member Miina, who oversees the bakery, minded the shop while I was away.


  “Welcome home!” 


  After I returned their warm welcome, they both filled me in on what happened while I was away. Then, Ariel and I decided to go out to look at the garden in the back.


  “I’m home, everyone!” I said to the fairies who had worked hard tending to my garden.


  “Daisy! Welcome back!”


  “Who’s that girl, Daisy?”


  The fairies peppered me with questions.


  “I am Ariel of the Sun Elves! It’s nice to meet you!” Ariel declared.


  Hearing this, fairies began to flit around her with excitement.


  Ariel’s an elf who I met when I stumbled upon an elven village on my trip to gather materials, and anyone who saw her would say she looked like a seven-year-old human.


  “Wow! You have fairies and sprites in your garden, Lady Daisy!” She looked around at them, beaming. 


  Hearing the news about my new companion, the sprite that had recently been promoted smiled happily, twirling through the air as she flew in circles around us. I took this chance to tell her why we’d come out to the garden in the first place.


  “I’d like to plant these in a new plot. Could you help us take care of them?” I asked. I took out the medicinal herbs I’d gathered, along with the cutting from the World Tree. 


  “Hey, this is from a World Tree! This is incredible!” Just as I expected, the fairies’ eyes grew wide with surprise, blinking in disbelief.


  “I’ve been itching to test my skills! Leave it to me!” the sprite said proudly.


  Since I’d gathered these myself on my first-ever journey for materials, I wanted to plant them myself as well. Ariel and I joined the fairies in planting the herbs and the World Tree cutting into new plots with rich soil and plenty of nutrients. Oh, and I decided to set up the rock with healing moss growing on it in the shade, while I was at it. Our hands were covered in dirt by the time we finished planting everything.


  “We should water them now,” I said.


  “Since this is a crucial time for them to take root, should we give them a little extra?” Ariel suggested.


  “Yeah, that’s a good idea. We should mix in some nutrient solution too. Ariel, could you go inside and ask Marcus to get some from the laboratory storage?” I asked.


  “Sure!” Ariel ran inside to fetch the solution, then handed it to me when she returned.


  I used water magic to fill a watering can with purified water, then added the nutrient solution to it. The fairies and sprites floated around me happily as I watered the garden thoroughly, paying special attention to the new plants.


  “Well, shall we go inside?” I suggested.


  Ariel and I went back into the workshop just as Katya was walking down the street toward the shop as well.


  Katya was the only child of the kingdom’s commerce guildmaster. Extremely talented, she had already started her own trading company—amazing, don’t you think? And she was only two years older than me. We’d grown close after we met by chance, and now she dropped by every now and then to check the books for the workshop.


  “Oh, Daisy! Welcome home!”


  “Thanks, Katya! I’m back!” Greetings out of the way, I invited Katya inside since it was a bit chilly out. 


  “And who’s this?” she asked, so I introduced the girls to each other.


  “This is Ariel, a girl I met on my journey. Ariel, this is Katya.”


  “Hello, Ariel,” said Katya. “It’s nice to meet you. I help Daisy with the workshop’s bookkeeping.”


  “I’m Ariel. It’s nice to meet you too!” said Ariel. “Lady Daisy saved my hometown, and I wanted to help her in return, so she brought me here with her!”


  Marcus took that opportunity to appear. “Oh, Miss Daisy! You’re back from the garden.”


  “Miss Daisy, please tell us all about your travels!” Miina seemed to be free and interested as well.


  It was the perfect opportunity to have everyone sit down together so I could tell them what happened while I was gone. I described how I safely procured the materials I was after: the sage’s herbs and the healing moss. I then told them about how I had really wanted to get to the top of the Sage’s Tower, so we’d gone inside. Before starting our way back home, I told them about the drake—a type of dragon—that we encountered on the forty-fifth floor and were totally unprepared to fight, forcing us to retreat with a vow to return and defeat it someday.


  Unfortunately, I had to gloss over most of the details when it came to telling them about Ariel. After all, elves were a rare people, so even their existence was a secret. Ariel used a special skill to disguise her pointed ears to conceal her identity, making them look like the rounded ears of a human. Naturally, I also had to omit the part about how I’d come across the village of the Sun Elves and saved the withering World Tree. Instead, since Miina oversaw the housekeeping at our workshop, I simply told her that Ariel would be needing a room to stay in.


  “I was thinking she could have the empty room on the third floor,” I said.


  Miina paused thoughtfully. “The room isn’t that dirty, but I would like to give it a light dusting and air out the furnishings in the sun first…” She frowned, apparently unenthused about the idea of putting Ariel in that room right away. 


  “Hmm,” I said. “Maybe I can ask my parents if she can stay in a guest room at the house. Let me change first, and then I’ll take Ariel over there.”


  Just then, I heard the workshop’s hanging doorbell jingling.


  “Oh, we’ve got a customer,” said Marcus. “I’ll go. Ah, that’s right! The other day, I received a message from Mr. Remus, asking if you’d come by the house as soon as you could. He seemed quite flustered, which is unusual for him.” He rushed off to see the customer in the shop.


  Next, we heard someone calling from the bakery. 


  “Eep! A customer is here! I’ve gotta go!” Miina scampered off in its direction.


  “Well, I suppose I’ll go check the books now,” Katya said, rising from her seat.


  Everyone went off to take care of their own tasks, leaving Ariel and me free to head to my family’s house.


  Chapter 2:
My Siblings’ Trials


   


  WHEN I HEARD MY BROTHER REMUS, WHO was typically the most coolheaded of my siblings, had been flustered by something, I decided to head to my family’s home with Ariel right away. When I arrived, I was immediately startled by booms, presumably coming from the practice area, that were so loud I stopped in my tracks outside.


  “Welcome home, Miss Daisy. Have you brought a guest with you today?” Our butler, Sebastian, spotted me frozen in the doorway and invited me inside. He glanced at Ariel and bowed politely as Ariel returned the gesture.


  “Yes,” I said. “This is Ariel, and she’ll be staying at my workshop. However, we don’t have her room ready yet, so I was wondering if she could stay in a guest room here for a few days. What in the world is that noise?”


  “Unfortunately, it’s a rather important matter, so you shouldn’t hear it from me… Miss Ariel, Miss Daisy, please allow me to show you to the parlor,” Sebastian said, leading the way. 


  In the parlor was Mother. “Oh, my! It’s Daisy! It’s been so long since I last saw you. And isn’t your friend just adorable? Welcome! Go on, have a seat!” Mother urged us to sit down on the sofa across from her.


  “It’s nice to see you again, Miss Daisy.” Kate, who used to be my personal maid, appeared with some tea and smiled at me.


  “Kate!” I was so happy to see her familiar face that I leaped to my feet.


  “Now, now, Miss Daisy. Please calm down. Honestly, you never change!” Kate raised her hand to stop me, then poured a cup of tea for me. Despite her scolding, she had a bright smile on her face and seemed quite pleased by my reaction.


  After my tea was poured, she bowed, then excused herself to take care of her other tasks. 


  “Oh, that’s right!” I said. “Mother, this is Ariel; I met her on my journey. I’ve decided to have her stay with me at the workshop, but do you think she could stay in a guest room here until her permanent room is prepared?” 


  Mother took a sip of her tea before answering. “Is there trouble at home, in order for you to be taking her in, I wonder? Of course she can stay here, but you’ll need to tell me the details so I know we have her parents’ permission. Please, make yourself at home, Ariel.” She smiled brightly at her.


  “Thank you so much, ma’am!” Ariel replied enthusiastically, bowing her head.


  The entire time we talked, I could still hear the racket coming from outside.


  “Mother, about the noise…”


  “Oh, that’s right, Daisy! There’s big news!” said Mother. “We received a letter from the church the other day informing both Remus and Dahlia that there had been a divine revelation, stating a change of Occupation for them! Remus is to be a Sage, and Dahlia a Saint!”


  “What? A change in Occupation?!” I nearly dropped my teacup in surprise but managed to save it just in time. Sages and Saints were so rare, there were usually only one in each kingdom—sometimes, none at all. Yet there were two in my family?


  “And then, right in front of Dahlia and Remus, the children who used to be the Sage and Saint were told the gods determined they weren’t worthy of their Occupation and had their Occupations taken from them! Now they’ve developed grudges against Remus and Dahlia and challenged them both to duels to settle things.”


  It seemed there had been a lot of trouble at home in my absence. What in the world were the gods thinking?


  As I listened to Mother explain the situation, Father, Remus, and Dahlia came in from the training area. They sat down across from Ariel and me, next to Mother on the sofa.


  “We suddenly received word that there was a divine revelation from the god of Occupations…” Remus began after I introduced Ariel.


  “Then they told us out of the blue that we would be Sage and Saint!” Dahlia finished.


  My brother was twelve and my sister was eleven, but when they were five, they’d both received the Occupation of Mage and had trained hard in magic ever since, so this was quite the challenge for them.


  Sage and Saint were very prestigious Occupations, but typically one received their Occupation when they were five and then trained in that field until they reached adulthood at fifteen. Wasn’t it unfair to make them stop their training midway at ten years old and switch to something else entirely?


  “Since I was a Mage, I never learned the light or holy magic used by Saints. Dahlia is determined to learn it before she becomes an adult,” Mother said.


  “That sounds rough,” I said.


  “That’s not all,” said Dahlia. “The girl who used to be a Saint said, ‘I challenge you to a duel for the title of rightful Saint!’ and then threw her gloves at me! Then she told me, ‘If you’re supposedly a Saint, then surely it won’t be a problem to only use light and holy magic in the duel!’” 


  Dahlia’s hands clenched into fists in her lap and began to tremble.


  “It’s only been a week since I changed Occupations and even gained the aptitude for light and holy magic! There’s no way I could know it already!” she said, now biting her fingers nervously. It was a terrible habit for the daughter of a noble family, which only showed how frustrated she was. Mother patted Dahlia’s shoulder to try to comfort her, while pulling her daughter’s fingers away from her mouth with her other hand.


  “But if the former Saint was stripped of her Occupation, can she even still use light and holy magic?” I asked. I assumed she’d also lost the capacity for Saint magic, so I was confused.


  “There’s not much precedent for someone to be stripped of their Occupation, so I don’t know the details, but it seems as though she can still use the magic,” said Mother. “Otherwise, she probably wouldn’t have challenged Dahlia to a duel with those conditions. Oh, by the way—the former Sage and Saint are now both Magicians.”


  In that case, it would mean Dahlia’s opponent might be able to use more advanced and powerful magic than just the Saint-specific magic, because they’d had magical aptitude since they were five. The blessing of the god of Occupations would have steadily and efficiently boosted their magical prowess until the moment their Occupation had been stripped away.


  Incidentally, Mages and Magicians were slightly different Occupations. Mages have more prestige and can rise to leadership roles, such as the Order of Mages, while Magicians are limited to service as rank-and-file soldiers who can use magic, carrying out orders rather than giving them.


  “In my case,” Remus sighed, “it’s an upperclassman at the academy who comes from the family of a marquess with a bad reputation. I wanted to keep my distance from him anyway, but then the divine revelation was passed down and he was stripped of his Sage title, and it was given to me instead. Now I’m really in trouble! After everything was announced, he threw his glove at me and challenged me to a duel as well!”


  “It sounds like you have it rough too, Remus,” I said sympathetically.


  “Yeah, it’s bad. That upperclassman can use gravity magic, which only a select few Sages have the aptitude for. He even takes pleasure in using it to force people to kneel to him. I really can’t stand that guy.” Remus’s shoulders slumped, dejected.


  “And that’s why I’ve taken a leave of absence from work, because of the troubles at home. I’ve been giving the children special training outside,” Father said. “We’re a viscount family, after all. Since we’re lesser nobles, the children’s parents are accusing us of usurping the Occupations of the children of higher-status nobles, so I’m almost ashamed to show my face at work. Fortunately, the minister of military affairs heard about my situation and told me it was all right for me to take leave.” He let out a weary sigh.


  Under ordinary circumstances, this would be a happy occasion. If it wasn’t for the duels, I know my brother and sister would be happy to work in their new Occupations until adulthood, regardless of how difficult it was.


  The problem now was the two children holding grudges about the revelation who had challenged my siblings to a duel. According to my family, the duels would be held in about a month—quite the harsh timeline. And in my sister’s case, imposing conditions that she had to use certain types of magic was clearly an attempt to harass, punish, and humiliate her. 


  And on top of it all, Occupations were the result of divine revelations, and only the gods had the power to change them, which meant the duels were pointless anyway.


  “Hmm… I don’t know much about the affairs of adult nobles, but couldn’t you have just refused the duels?” I asked. As far as I knew, even if someone threw their gloves at you, the duel wouldn’t be official unless you picked up the gloves.


  “I was in town with one of the maids when the former Saint suddenly showed up and surrounded me with her groupies,” said Dahlia. “Then they all started lying and telling everyone I’d picked up the glove when I hadn’t. Seriously, how am I supposed to prepare for this in only a month?”


  My sister was a very strong-willed girl, but perhaps that strong will was why she was so frustrated now; she wanted to win but saw no path to victory. Her eyes filled with tears as she clenched her hands into fists in her lap.


  “I was at school when it happened, but it was basically the same thing. Those two must be teaming up on this,” Remus said, shrugging his shoulders with exasperation.


  “Pardon me for intruding on a family matter, but may I ask something?” Ariel had been silent, but she suddenly spoke up.


  “Oh, right!” I said. “You can cast both light and holy magic, Ariel! Do you have an idea that could help?” Ariel’s aptitude for those specialties of magic were higher than my sister’s, so she might have some suggestions for the duel.


  “I was wondering about the skill level of Lady Daisy’s sister regarding light and holy magic. And how much total mana do you have?” Ariel asked.


  “I only just learned the basic spells of Heal, Light Bullet, and Holy Light. But my maximum mana level is very high,” Dahlia replied. She tipped her head to the side, as if wondering why Ariel wanted to know.


  “I see,” said Ariel. “In that case, you may still have a chance of winning. Lady Daisy saved my hometown, so if her family is in trouble, then it is my duty to repay her by helping them.” A smile spread across her childlike face.


  My family looked bewildered, and I couldn’t blame them. Ariel noticed the looks on their faces, and her eyes widened as she realized what they must be thinking. “Oh, I see! You’re startled because you think I’m a child, don’t you? I only look so young because I’m actually an elf, but I’m really fifty years old! Oh, but please keep that information a secret!” she said with a grin, as if she hadn’t just casually revealed both her true race and her age. She pressed a finger to her lips as she urged my family to stay mum.


  They all stared blankly at her in shock.


  And so, it was decided that Ariel would help my brother and sister with their special training during her stay at my family’s home as a guest.


   


  ***


   


  “Hmm… I wonder if there’s anything I can do?” I thought out loud back at my workshop. I wanted to do something for my brother and sister to help with their training before the duel, so I asked my friends at the workshop for ideas.


  “They’re training in magic now, right?” Marcus asked.


  “That’s right.”


  I’d told Marcus and Miina that Ariel would be staying at my family’s home for the month to assist.


  “In that case, I’m sure they’ll need lots of mana potions,” he said.


  “Hmm, that’s true,” I said.


  Although Remus and Dahlia had a very high level of maximum mana, expending a lot of it still tired them out, so I thought Marcus had made the perfect suggestion.


  “Also, they may not be relying much on physical stamina in magic training, but why not make some honey-soaked lemons?” Miina said. “I hear they’re very refreshing and ease fatigue when brewed in water.” It was just like her to suggest a beverage.


  “That’s a great idea! I’ll do that. Thanks, you two!”


  I went to deliver the gifts to my siblings. This time, Mother shared her concerns that they weren’t sleeping much lately.


  “I know it isn’t great for their health, but maybe you could make some potions to help with their fatigue,” Marcus suggested when I got back home, so I added that to the list.


  I went back home every so often during that month, supporting my siblings with potions and drinks.


   


  ***


   


  It was finally the day of the duels, which would take place at an arena within the royal castle. Under normal circumstances, this arena wasn’t to be used for personal duels, but the former Sage and Saint had insisted that “since the duels are to decide the future Sage and Saint of the kingdom, they should be held on an appropriate stage.”


  Everyone knows it’s the gods that decide that, not duels!


  According to gossip, since their parents were high-ranking nobles who had banded together over the issue, even the king himself couldn’t simply smooth things over. As a result, they were given reluctant permission to hold the duels at the castle. And given their names and positions, it seemed likely that the king and his family would be in the audience as well.


  I had also heard that the church, which had issued the divine revelation, was furious with the former Sage and Saint. After all, rebuking a divine revelation was tantamount to blasphemy, as was insisting that a duel would decide who was worthy of the title.


  The church reportedly had no intention to change the designated Sage and Saint, regardless of the outcome of the duel. Or rather, they couldn’t. At the same time, they couldn’t stop the duel for the same reason the king couldn’t. Given these circumstances, the cardinal—the highest-ranking member of the church—would also be in attendance.


  The arena was packed with spectators, among them my father, my mother, Ariel, and myself. We were all here to support my siblings.


  First was the duel to decide the Saint.


  The former Saint was fourteen years old, and her conditions were that only light and holy magic should be allowed during their duel. My sister, the new Saint, was eleven, and had only been Saint for a month. 


  All over again, I was outraged by the conditions the former Saint had insisted upon, and apparently, I wasn’t the only one. Other people in the crowd began to raise their voices in anger and concern, saying things like, “It’s clear the new Saint is at a disadvantage!” and “I’m worried for the new Saint!” 


  “You’ve only been Saint for a month,” said my sister’s opponent, Fides von Rickendrop, the daughter of a duke. “I bet no matter how hard you try, the best you’ll manage to do is Heal and Light Shot. Isn’t that right, Dahlia?” She laughed mockingly, covering her mouth.


  “That may be true,” Dahlia replied. “But you’ve been Saint since you were five years old. Let’s hope you’ve got something to show for it.”


  Fides bit her lip. “How dare you! A Saint could only be born to the Rickendrop family! And as the rightful successor of the title, I’ll shut your mouth for good—with magic as dazzling and magnificent as befits my station!”


  Fides raised both her hands. Dahlia raised her own in response.


  “Gates of Heaven! I call upon the gods’ fire that burns all to ash—”


  “Light Shot Unlimited!” said Dahlia.


  “Huh? What did you—”


  Countless Light Shots flashed into existence above my sister’s head before Fides could even finish invoking the power of her grand magic. The sheer, overwhelming number of them made my eyes widen and my breath catch in my throat.


  That’s amazing, Dahlia!


  “Fancy spells might be good for show, but they’re not suited for real battle!” Dahlia swung down her arm, sending the countless Light Shots to attack Fides. The heat from all the balls of light burned the girl’s body.


  “Eeek! Owww! It’s hot! Stop!” 


  Fides was assaulted by what seemed like endless balls of light. Her body lifted into the air, dancing around. The spell she’d attempted to cast had been interrupted, and she was so preoccupied with Dahlia’s spell that she didn’t have a chance to cast another.


  The referee and the Healer overseeing the duel saw how injured she was getting and quickly called an end to the duel.


  “The winner is Dahlia von Preslaria!”


  Fides’s clothing was burnt to a crisp and full of holes. She’d suffered severe burns and had to be carried off on a stretcher while the Healer tended to her.


  When I asked Ariel about it afterward, she told me she’d taught Dahlia something called parallel activation, which was the ability to cast spells concurrently. Under normal circumstances, the power of a single spell increases as the caster progresses from beginner-level to intermediate to advanced. However, even a basic spell can deal heavy damage if used in the right way, and one such method was to overwhelm one’s opponent through sheer volume.


  Of course, that required exceptionally fine control over one’s mana, and ever since Ariel went to stay at my family’s house, Dahlia had trained tirelessly in mana manipulation. She began by casting two spells at once, then three, then four, then five, pushing herself to her limits, even at the cost of sleep.
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  In addition, magic power depended on the caster’s natural talent, so the same spell can vary in intensity for that reason.


  Because of all those factors combined, Dahlia was able to use an incredibly powerful version of a basic beginner’s spell and cast it countless times at once, defeating Fides in the process.


  The more advanced a magic spell, the more difficult it was to cast without an incantation. Since Fides had wanted to show off her prowess as Saint, she’d decided to cast an advanced spell with a flashy incantation, which resulted in her losing the duel.


  Next, it was Remus’s turn to duel the former Sage—Adolph von Decken, the son of a marquess.


  “Remus, prepare yourself. I won’t be like Fides,” declared Adolph. “Gravity!”


  “Nullify Gravity!” said Remus.


  Adolph probably intended to force Remus to kneel. He cast Gravity, but at the exact same time, my brother cast a spell that canceled it out.


  “Wha—?!”


  “I knew that’s what you’d cast. I know how much you love making people kneel before you,” Remus said. 


  Adolph looked baffled, but Remus had anticipated his every move. Now Adolph looked flustered while his opponent exuded complete confidence.


  That was so cool, Remus! You can do this!


  All I could do was watch from the stands, my hands clasped in prayer and breath caught in my throat.


  “Then how about this? Slow!”


  “Quick.”


  Adolph attempted to cast a debuff spell on my brother, but Remus immediately cast the counter to it.


  “How can someone like you have mastered magic only a few Mages can use?! Fire Storm!”


  “Ice Wall!”


  A wall of ice surged upward, blocking the flames. Remus kicked off the ground to sidestep the wall, then cast his next spell. “Lightning!”


  The spell caught Adolph off guard and hit him straight on, causing mild electric shock—paralysis, in other words.


  “Lightning?! But that’s an advanced element…” Adolph muttered, blindsided. He was right; lightning magic wasn’t one of the basic elements, but an advanced type of magic cast by combining wind and water together.


  “I trained so much this past month I barely got any sleep. Plus, I know you like spells that interfere with your opponent’s movements, so I learned the counters to those first. How does it feel to be the one who can’t move? You should reflect on your own actions and concede. After all, you’re paralyzed, aren’t you?” 


  It was clear Remus didn’t want to hurt him, which is why he gave Adolph the chance to surrender.


  Adolph bit his lip, looking humiliated. Blood trickled down toward his chin. 


  “I’d rather kill you any way I can than concede…” he muttered to my brother, his face darkening. “Demon Summon! Asmodeus!” 


  A drop of blood fell from Adolph’s chin, and a magic circle suddenly appeared around him, flashing with black light. Multiple circles rippled out from the center, as if the ground had melted and turned to water.


  From within the circle, a being from another world emerged. Two goat horns jutted from its head, while black wings spread from its back—the unmistakable sign of a fallen angel, or a demon.


  “Ah, so this is why the gods abandoned you,” Remus said with a sigh. 


  It was clear now: Adolph had been so greedy for more power that he’d dabbled in the forbidden magic of demon-summoning.


  “Teleport,” Adolph chanted quietly, and then he disappeared.


  The crowd erupted into chaos at his sudden disappearance. Soon, the exits were completely blocked by panicked audience members trying to flee. The guards moved swiftly to evacuate the royal family; however, the king remained.


  “As the ruler of this kingdom, it is my responsibility to see this duel through to the end,” he said. “William, protect your mother and sister and get to safety.”


  “Yes, Father. Please be safe.” The prince covered his mother and sister protectively as they left the venue.


  “Your Eminence! Please, we must get you to safety!” The Holy Knights who served the church begged the cardinal to evacuate, but he shook his head.


  “I also have a duty to see the duel through to its end and to witness the will of the gods, as the head of this kingdom’s clergy. If the new Sage is unable to destroy that thing, then the responsibility falls to me,” the cardinal replied, still sitting in his seat and directing his attention to the arena. “Moreover, if the new Sage can demonstrate his abilities here, it will prove that the gods’ judgment was correct and validate his appointment as Sage. New Sage, I trust you will not disappoint me.”


  The Holy Knights quieted and took their places by his side.


  I can’t believe that guy summoned a demon! Isn’t there anything I can do to help? I began to worry when I suddenly heard my father’s voice.


  “Remus! This is too much for you to fight alone. I’ll come lend you a hand!” Father ran out from the audience and tried to climb into the arena, but Remus stopped him.


  “Please, let me handle this until I ask you for help. This is my trial! Inferno!” Remus incanted.


  He’d cast an advanced magic spell Father was known for—the reason for his nickname “The Scorching Calamity.” Two columns of hellfire appeared, one in each of my brother’s hands.


  “Remus…” Father stared in amazement, speechless.


  “Father, I admire you and strive to be like you. And as your successor, I must surpass you. So I’m going to use this magic to defeat that demon, as your son.” Remus looked to Father and smiled, then turned back to face the demon, glaring at the evil presence. “Did you hear that? I am the eldest child of the Preslaria family! By my name, I swear that I will not taste defeat! I am the Sage entrusted to protect this kingdom, and I will eradicate this evil with my flames!”


  Remus hurled the two hellfire spells toward the demon, but it spread its black wings and evaded into the sky. 


  “It’s come to this, has it? Fine… Inferno Tornado!” My brother lifted one hand to form flames while the other summoned a twisting maelstrom of wind, then he combined the two together. The resultant fiery tornado lifted into the air and chased after the demon.


  It was a fusion of fire magic and wind magic, a practical application of parallel activation.


  The demon tried to escape but was soon swallowed up by the tornado, its body burned by the hellfires. “Tch! I was summoned by a weakling, so I do not have my full power,” it said. “Still, there’s no sense in sticking around here now.” The demon glared at my brother while its body continued to burn, then it vanished into the air.


  “Remus!” Father, Mother, Dahlia, and I shouted as we all ran toward Remus. Reunited, Father gathered our family up into his strong embrace. Ariel clapped with a smile from her place in the stands.


  “The Sage… He is truly the young Sage who shall protect our kingdom!” someone shouted from the crowd.


  “And the Saint who will join him in protecting us!”


  “Our kingdom will have peace and safety!”


  “Long live Saltenburg! Long live the king! Long live the Cardinal! Long live the Sage! Long live the Saint!” The people who hadn’t managed to evacuate all began to cheer as they witnessed the king, His Eminence the Cardinal, and my family celebrating on the stage. Their bright voices were full of hopes for the new young Sage and Saint.


  Unfortunately, both the former Sage and Saint had disappeared after receiving treatment and couldn’t be found, and so they went unpunished. In the end, their parents were punished in their stead by having their noble rank reduced and most of their territories removed under the pretext of parental neglect.


   


  ***


   


  Adolph had used teleportation magic to whisk him and Fides away. They hid in a quiet, remote forest.


  “What should we do now, Adolph?” said Fides.


  “I’m going to defect to the Schwarzritter Empire. They don’t care about the religion of this kingdom, so we can still be Sage and Saint based on our own skills.”


  Adolph secretly looked down on Fides; he thought her a foolish girl only interested in the attention she got from men for being a Saint. Still, she would do fine as a healer until he could make his own way. Plus, she’d make a good gift to the Schwarzritter Empire—she was a Saint, after all.


  But suddenly, both of them felt something leave their bodies: the blessings of the god of Occupation. Where before he’d taken pity on them by still allowing them to be Magicians, since they had turned their backs on him even further, they were now left Unemployed and Without Blessing.


  “What good are gods, anyway?” Adolph retorted. “This is why I’m going to a kingdom with its head on straight!” 


  And so, Fides and Adolph set off to the militaristic empire of Schwarzritter—the very place from which Daisy’s mentor, Anastacia, and Lynn’s grandfather, Dragh, had defected. 


  Chapter 3:
Managing an Alchemy Workshop


   


  THE FOLLOWING EVENTS HAPPENED DURING the preparation for the duels, while Ariel was staying as a guest at my family’s home instead of at the workshop and I visited often to deliver gifts.


  One day, I left the workshop in Miina and Marcus’s care. 


  I finally had those materials that I had sought on my journey, so I wanted to expand the workshop’s stock to include some new products. One of the items I’d found during my travels was an Agility Seed from a treasure chest. In addition, I had Sage’s herbs and healing moss, plus various elven herbs I hadn’t been expecting to obtain.


  The first thing I wanted to do was cultivate the Agility Seed. Apparently, these types of stat-boosting seeds could rarely be found in dungeons and such by adventurers, yet no one had ever tried to grow them. Thus, they remained rare.


  Mark and Letia had given the Agility Seed to me so that I could try to cultivate it. I was certain if I could grow more, they would be a valuable new product for the shop. 


  I went upstairs to the second-floor living room to research cultivation methods. I picked up All About Plants, one of the special edition books the queen had given me. This was a much thicker volume than the plant encyclopedia I’d read as a child, and so it was packed with much more information.


  As I leafed through the tome, suddenly my hand stopped on one of the pages. The heading read Cross-Fertilization of Plants, catching my interest.


  Cross-fertilization was when you took pollen from one blooming plant and gently dabbed it onto the flower of a different, though related, species. Sometimes, it led to an entirely new kind of plant.


  “What does this have to do with Alchemy?” you might ask. Well, does it have to? It seemed neat, so I wanted to research it. But just researching something isn’t much fun, is it? I wondered if it could be possible to create new seeds with various effects through selective breeding. However, I only had an Agility Seed, so I would need ­another kind if I wanted to try cross-fertilization. I decided to ask Marcus if he knew where I could possibly buy a Strength Seed.


  “Hey, Marcus? Can I ask you something?” I went to the laboratory, where Marcus was mixing potions to order.


  “Hm? Oh, yes! What is it, Miss Daisy?” He found a good place to stop, then stood up straighter to listen.


  “Do you know where I could buy stat-boosting items, like Strength Seeds, for example?”


  He put a hand to his chin thoughtfully. “Wouldn’t Mark and Letia be better to ask about that kind of thing?” he asked, sounding stumped. 


  Whoops, I guess I asked the wrong person.


  However, Mark and Letia were away from the capital right now, and I didn’t have any connections with the adventurers’ guild myself. I wondered if I could ask the lady at the commerce guild instead. I remembered hearing that some items from the adventurers’ guild were sold by the commerce guild at wholesale prices.


  I told Marcus I was going out, then took Leaf with me into town. Whenever I traveled alone, Leaf assumed his Fenrir form for safety. Instead of riding him to the guild, I walked by his side to build up my stamina. 


  When we arrived at the commerce guild headquarters, I looked up at the building and couldn’t help being impressed with its size.


  “Hello,” I greeted the woman who always worked the reception desk.


  “Oh, Miss Daisy! Welcome in. What can I help you with today?” She welcomed me with a pretty smile. 


  “I was wondering if you know of a shop that sells stat-boosting seeds, such as Strength Seeds?”


  “Oh, hmm…” she said. “That type of item isn’t ­common on the market, so I can see why you need some guidance. Hang on just a minute while I go check. You can have a seat on the sofa in the lobby while you wait.”


  The receptionist used a magical communication device to speak to someone, then left her desk. I decided to go wait in the lobby like she suggested.


  A magical communication device and an elevator… This place is even fancier than the castle!


  I pondered the technology while I waited. After some time, the receptionist returned and came to me with a bag in her hand.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting, Miss Daisy,” she said. “I only have three Strength Seeds that haven’t been sold to distributors yet. I can let you have them for the same wholesale price we charge the shops. What do you say?”


  “I’ll take them!” I answered immediately. I paid her, then happily went home with the seeds in hand.


  Once I was back at the workshop, I dropped by the bakery.


  I poked my head through the doorway between the kitchen and the shop and asked Miina, who was waiting on customers, “Miina, may I have some strawberry jam?”


  “Sure!”


  “I’ll just put a bit on a plate…” I scooped some jam from the jar with a spoon and put it on a little plate. It was a treat for the fairies, who adored sweet jam. They were very important guardians to me because, along with Marcus, they protected and tended to the garden even while I was far away. I’d already greeted them and worked in the garden some when I returned from my journey, but I wanted to thank them properly. I took the plate and went outside to see them.


  “Daisy!” The fairies all gathered around me, smiling.


  “Wow! You all look so cheerful today,” I said. “Thank you so much for always looking after the garden for me. I brought you some jam as a treat; I hope you enjoy it!” I set down the plate onto the little cabinet we kept outside with a clink.


  The fairies crowded around the plate, greedily scooping up the jam with their hands to lap it up. They looked so excited I couldn’t help but laugh.


  “Hey, Daisy. Do you want to see how the new little ones are doing?” One of the girls who had been promoted to sprite right before my journey tugged on my hand with her tiny one.


  Fairies were about the size of my palm, but sprites were about the size of human babies. They could also be distinguished by the number of wings: fairies had one set while sprites had two, for four wings in total.


  This sprite had sparkling peridot eyes and long, silky green hair the color of young spring leaves—perhaps part of being a nature sprite. 


  “You mean the World Tree sapling, Sage’s herbs, and healing moss we planted?” I asked.


  “That’s right! They’re all doing great!” 


  She led me to the sunniest spot in the garden, where the young leaves of the tiny World Tree were soaking up the rays.


  “I was so shocked when you brought us part of a World Tree! But if we can help it grow up nice and healthy, this garden will become an even more wonderful place!” She put both hands on her cheeks and closed her eyes, dreamily envisioning it as she twirled around in the air.


  “Now, this one next!” This time, she took me to a shady spot tucked away behind the corner of the workshop, with a wooden board slanted over it to block out the sunlight further. A rock covered in healing moss was placed underneath the board. It seemed like a nice, humid spot, and the healing moss seemed to be doing quite well.


  “And finally, the ones in the garden plot!”


  “You don’t have to pull me around! The plants aren’t going to grow legs and run away, you know!” I laughed to see her excitement as she dragged me all over the garden.


  We went to check on the garden plot. I saw the Sage’s herb, along with the elven pearl herbs, elven healing herbs, and elven magical herbs I’d found by chance in the village of the Sun Elves. They all spread their leaves wide, reaching toward the sunlight.


  “That’s all our newcomers! I’m sure they’ll grow even bigger once they settle in!” The sprite placed her hands on her hips and puffed out her chest triumphantly.


  “Miss Sprite? I’d like to grow Agility and Strength Seeds and then try to cross-fertilize them,” I said. I took the three seeds of each type from my bag, six in total, and showed her in my hands.


  The sprite tipped her head to the side in confusion. “But you only have three seeds each, Daisy. That’s nowhere near enough for cross-fertilization. First, we need to plant these seeds normally and grow more of each type. You can’t just crossbreed them right away; if they don’t grow well, then those seeds will be wasted, won’t they?”


  Oh, she’s got a point. I guess I got ahead of myself a bit.


  “Hmm, let’s see,” she continued. “First we should plant them in a pot with good drainage, then once the roots grow in well, you can transplant them either into a larger pot or right into the garden. Just so you know—they’ll grow into trees.”


  Huh. I suppose since I’d only planted seeds in the garden before, I thought these would work the same way. I hadn’t realized they would become trees, but it made sense; they looked more like tree nuts than regular seeds.


  The potted flowers I’d received as gifts when I opened the shop were long gone now, so I decided to fill some available long planters with a mixture of regular soil and nutrient-rich soil I’d prepared in advance. Then I planted the three seeds of each type.


   


  ***


   


  Around a week had passed since I’d planted the seeds in the planters out back. One day, I was in my room when I heard something rapping against my window.


  Knock, knock!


  What could that be?


  I went to the window and saw the nature sprite outside.


  [image: ]


  “Daisy! The Sage’s herbs and mossy herbs are fully cultivated now, so you can pick them!” She’d gone out of her way to let me know, since I’d been waiting for it.


  “Thank you, Miss Sprite! I’ll head to the garden after breakfast!”


  I changed out of my pajamas into a dress and washed my face. I brushed my hair in front of my dresser, then put it up, clipping my bangs to the side with a floral barrette. All ready!


  I climbed down the stairs and headed to the second floor to our dining room, then sat down and greeted my friends. “Morning!”


  “Good morning!” Marcus and Miina replied.


  Miina had already prepared my plate: a slice of her simple fluffy bread, two sausages, and a fried egg, with milk to drink. It was our usual breakfast here at the workshop.


  “Let’s dig in!”


  We all set to work eating our breakfast.


  “Will Ariel still be away for a while?” Miina asked.


  Housekeeping was Miina’s responsibility, so naturally she wanted to know. Right now, Ariel was helping with Dahlia and Remus’s training, so she wouldn’t be coming to the workshop for a while. 


  “She’ll move in once my brother and sister have had their duels,” I said.


  “Oh, right—the duels! She’s such a cute, tiny little girl, I can’t believe she’s training them. It just goes to show you can’t judge people on appearances,” Miina said, nodding.


  That “tiny little girl” is actually fifty years old…


  I watched Miina, who seemed so impressed by Ariel as she munched on her breakfast, and wondered if I should tell them the truth at some point.


  After we were done eating breakfast, I took a plate outside to the garden.


  “Morning, everyone!” I greeted the fairies and sprites, then headed over to the Sage’s herb first.


   


  Sage’s Herb


  Classification: Plant


  Quality: High


  Rarity: B


  Status: Its thick, fleshy leaves are packed with mana. It’s practically bursting with energy.


  Feeling: I’m totally prepped and ready to go!


   


  Heh heh. It says it’s practically bursting with energy! I couldn’t help but chuckle at Appraisal’s description.


  “I’ll just pluck a few of your leaves, okay?”


  Next, it was time for the healing moss.


   


  Healing Moss


  Classification: Plant


  Quality: High


  Rarity: B


  Status: Contains mana and is often used as an ingredient in medicines. Fresh and vibrant.


  Feeling: All ready to go!


   


  “All right! I’ll take just what I need from you too!” I scooped off some of the moss with a spoon and put it on the plate, then returned to my lab.


  “This is my first time working with moss. I should probably extract its essence separately, just in case,” I said to myself.


  I checked the distilled water Marcus had made for me that morning, then washed the ingredients and dried them of excess moisture.


  I tore off a bit from both sprigs of Sage’s herb and bit into them, tasting for bitterness.


  “Hm. Neither is very bitter. I should be able to chop up and extract essences from them both.”


  I decided to experiment with the Sage’s herb first since it was more like the leafy herbs I was used to. I roughly chopped it all up and then placed it into a beaker with a small amount of water to heat.


   


  Mana Essence???


  Classification: Potion Base


  Quality: Low (-3)


  Rarity: B


  Status: The active ingredients have not been extracted.


  Feeling: Could you warm me up a little more?


   


  A few moments later, tiny bubbles began to form on the glass wall of the beaker that gradually grew larger.


  It’s been a long time since I did this! I’d used beakers like this a lot when I first started doing Alchemy.


  I watched the water subtly change as it was heated. A nostalgic feeling washed over me, and soon I was smiling without even realizing it.


  Before long, small bubbles began rising to the surface of the water within the beaker. 


  Pop, pop!


   


  Mana Essence


  Classification: Potion Base


  Quality: Low (-1)


  Rarity: B


  Status: The active ingredients are beginning to dissolve.


  Feeling: Yes, that’s it! Keep going, just like this!


   


  This temperature was usually effective for leafy ingredients. Even Appraisal was telling me I was on the right track. In that case, I’ll adjust the heat to maintain this temperature…


   


  Mana Essence


  Classification: Potion Base


  Quality: High


  Rarity: B


  Status: The ingredients are fully extracted.


  Feeling: This is great!


   


  After maintaining the mixture at an even temperature for a while, I managed to fully extract the ingredients and create the mana essence. 


  Yep, it’s been a while, but I still got it!


  I let out a sigh of relief, then took out a new beaker for making essence from the healing moss. I roughly chopped the moss and added it to the beaker with a small amount of water, then placed it on the heater.


   


  Healing Essence???


  Classification: Potion Base


  Quality: Low (-3)


  Rarity: B


  Status: The active ingredients have not been extracted.


  Feeling: Huh? You wanna heat me up?


   


  Appraisal’s reading is worrying me… But isn’t heating the ingredients the basics of creating essence?


  I was concerned but decided to follow the usual steps anyway. Soon, small bubbles formed along the wall of the glass beaker before becoming larger.


   


  Healing Essence?????


  Classification: Potion Base


  Quality: Dismal


  Rarity: Who knows anymore?


  Status: The active ingredients have not been extracted. In fact, they’re starting to degrade into something different entirely.


  Feeling: I hate the heat! I hate it, I hate it!


   


  What?! Wait, I don’t understand! Why is the quality Dismal? And there are even more question marks beside the name than before! Uh-oh…this isn’t going to end well, is it?


  Poof!


   


  Industrial Waste


  Classification: Trash


  Quality: Useless


  Rarity: Don’t kid yourself!


  Status: Just throw it away. It has no use at all.


  Feeling: I told you I didn’t like it!


   


  Yikes… I knew it. Right to industrial waste. Oh ho ho…


  Appraisal was always a tough critic, but I felt like its commentary had become even harsher since it gained the Rarity attribute…


   


  My eyes stayed glued on the beaker containing the strange concoction of industrial waste for close to an hour. 


  “She scares me! (Crying) It doesn’t matter how much you stare at me! I’ll never talk!”


  That’s how the industrial waste was “Feeling.”


  What does it mean, it won’t talk? That sounds suspicious…like it actually knows something.


  Just then, Marcus, who was minding the workshop, passed by my lab. “Er, what are you doing, Miss Daisy?” He looked taken aback to see me glaring at a beaker full of industrial waste, resting my chin and both hands on the workbench in a most ridiculous pose.


  “I’m using Appraisal to interrogate the failed product,” I said.


  “I didn’t know you could use Appraisal like that…”


  Now Marcus looked even more perturbed. Oh, that’s right… Marcus can’t see an item’s Feelings. The Appraisal skill was slightly different for everyone who had it, but it seemed like the ability to see an item’s feelings was a special bonus feature given to just me by the Nature Spirit King.


  “I thought maybe I could figure out why I messed up,” I said.


  “O-oh. Well, um…good luck with that.” Marcus left, apparently even more confused. I thought I saw a wry smile on his face, but I had more important things to worry about right now.


  And that means you, Industrial Waste!


  “I thought you were an Alchemist? How about you try to figure it out yourself?”


  Apparently, I’d rubbed the Industrial Waste the wrong way by staring at it too much, so it only told me to do my own research.


  Hmm… Maybe I’ll check my Alchemy books for more information on extraction.


  I went upstairs to the second floor, where we kept our books. Expensive items like those wouldn’t normally be kept in a living room, but I decided to have a bookshelf made for the workshop’s sitting area so we could all enjoy reading them.


  I pulled a few tomes off the shelf and set them on the table.


  “Extraction…extraction…”


  Hm, let me think this through. When I was heating the solution, it said things like “Huh? You’re going to warm me up?” and “I hate the heat!” Apparently, it really meant it.


  What if I chop it finely instead of roughly? Or maybe I could freeze the moss until it’s rock-solid, then crush it in a mortar until it’s a fine powder? Maybe then it’ll dissolve in water?


  I ultimately couldn’t find any promising notes or references on making essence from moss, so I decided to return all the books to the shelf and return to the garden to harvest some more.


  Once I reached the healing moss rock, I bowed my head and apologized. “I’m sorry, but I made a mistake. May I borrow some more?”


  I carefully scooped some onto a plate and brought it back to the lab.


  “I think using water magic to freeze it might be too much, since that would just turn it into a chunk of ice. The extra moisture would get in the way…” I said to myself.


  I gently washed the moss, drained it well, and placed it in mortar. Then I hovered my hands above it, closed my eyes, and imagined it clearly. I pictured the moss freezing solid—so cold and brittle that it would crumble to pieces at the slightest touch.


  I imagined the exact opposite of heating it in the Alchemy cauldron—drawing out cold instead of heat. Frost began to creep out from the mortar and spread through the room. The lab grew steadily colder, bit by bit.


  After a while it seemed frozen enough, so I nudged the moss with the pestle to test it. However, perhaps due to the pestle’s warmth or the heat from the friction as I tried to grind it, it began to thaw, reverting to its original state.


  “Why not try something much, much colder? Even colder than ice?”


  I opened my eyes and saw that the moss was pure white, as if covered in frost. I lightly tapped it with the pestle, and it immediately crumbled. When I began to grind it up in the mortar, it easily turned into a fine powder—much finer than if I had chopped it. 


  Now, let’s put it in distilled water before it dissolves!


   


  Healing Essence???


  Classification: Potion Base


  Quality: Low (-3)


  Rarity: B


  Status: The active ingredients have not been extracted.


  Feeling: I’d like to be mixed around so I can dissolve more easily.


   


  Okay, I’ll mix you!


  I used my stirring rod to thoroughly mix the powdered moss into the water.


   


  Healing Essence


  Classification: Potion Base


  Quality: High


  Rarity: B


  Status: The ingredients are fully extracted.


  Feeling: Great job! You did it!


   


  “Yay! I was right!” I threw up both hands in victory, right in the middle of my lab. 


  Hearing my shouting, Marcus came back in. “Oh, did you figure out your problem?” He looked relieved when he saw how happy I was.


  “Yes! I’m trying to make hi-mana potions, so I was extracting essence from the Sage’s herbs and healing moss, but I discovered the moss didn’t do well with heat. So instead, I froze it, then ground it up into a powder and it worked!” I showed him the two beakers on the table filled with the essences.


  “Wow, you’re right. Those are definitely essences. But how will you combine them into a potion without using heat?”


  Oh, that’s true.


  “Well, I’ll try mixing them first,” I said.


  I strained the healing and mana essences through a cloth before making my first attempt.


   


  Hi-Mana Potion?


  Classification: Medicine


  Quality: Low


  Rarity: B


  Status: The active ingredients have not yet reacted with each other. It’s just a mixture of essences.


  Feeling: Now what’ll you do?


   


  “Hm, if I can’t heat it, then how can I make the ingredients react with each other? Maybe infuse it with mana, or use Alchemical fermentation?” I crossed my arms, deep in thought.


  “Alchemical fermentation would be more like changing the active ingredients instead of mixing two sets of them, wouldn’t it?” Marcus offered.


  “No, you’re right. I agree. I’ll put half in another beaker just in case and try using my mana first.” I got out an empty beaker and poured half the essence mixtures inside. Then, hovering my hand over the rest, I channeled mana into it.


  Let these two essences react and become a hi-mana potion! I closed my eyes and envisioned the finished product as I poured my mana into the mixture.


  And then…


  “You did it, Miss Daisy!” 


  My eyes snapped open at the sound of Marcus’s voice. I peered at the beaker.


   


  Hi-Mana Potion


  Classification: Medicine


  Quality: High


  Rarity: B


  Status: Boasts twice the recovery power of a mana potion. Since it is high quality, that effect is doubled again.


  Feeling: Great job!


   


  “I did it!” I said. Marcus and I high-fived each other, grinning.


  If it contained twice the recovery power as a mana potion, that meant it could recover about 500 mana points by default—but due to its quality boost, this one would recover 1000 points.


  Hm? But for people with a high amount of maximum mana like me and my siblings, even one of these won’t be enough to fully recover. We’d need something even higher quality. Oh, well—I can put that on hold for now. I’m just happy that I made such a powerful mana potion!


   


  “Daisy! What’s this new hi-mana potion?” 


  The day after I succeeded in making the new potion, I put it out for sale at the shop with a label marking it as a new product. It quickly caught the eye of two of my regular customers who often visited early in the morning, a female Magician and a male Swordsman.


  “It has the highest mana recovery of any potion I’ve made so far,” I said, showing them a regular mana potion and a hi-mana potion together for comparison.


  “Wow! With this, I wouldn’t have to worry about my mana so much, and we could try challenging ourselves on even deeper floors of the dungeon!”


  “Let’s test it out. Hey, can we have a bottle to try?”


  “Sure!”


  And so, my newly added hi-mana potion gained attention through word of mouth, and my sales began to climb.


  I mentioned the new product to Father during a visit home.


  “We could really use that in the Order of Mages!” he said.


  But since it was a luxury item and not something they needed on a constant basis, they decided not to purchase regular orders from me. Instead, someone from the Order would drop by every so often to purchase them as necessary.


  Before long, my latest creation had become a popular item among soldiers and adventurers alike.


   


  ***


   


  After Dahlia and Remus’s duels were over, Ariel finally moved into the workshop.


  “I’d like to help out in the bakery, just like Miina!” she declared.


  Ariel had tasted Miina’s bread while we were traveling and immediately fell in love with it. She began helping in the bakery just like she wanted, and as a result, was later able to register with the commerce guild as an apprentice merchant.


  How an elf without any official documentation managed to get papers registering her as an apprentice merchant is a story in and of itself. I couldn’t exactly keep it a secret from the king that I was looking after an elven princess, so I told him the truth and asked for advice. Somehow, that all worked out in our favor. Tyrion was also officially registered as her familiar, so now he wore a familiar’s collar and could openly walk around town.


  Still, I wasn’t sure why everyone was so quick to deem my workshop a safe place for Ariel to live. It wasn’t like anyone knew that Leaf was a divine beast, or that sprites and fairies lived in the garden, right?


  “Thank you! Come again!” I heard Ariel say.


  “Bye, Ariel!” She was bid farewell by a pair of our regulars who always bought a set of four whenever we released a new pastry. It seemed she was getting along just fine with our customers.


  “Miina! We’re running a little low on bread!” she called.


  “Oh, perfect timing! I just pulled a fresh batch from the oven. I’ll bring them out once they’ve cooled!” Miina replied.


  “Great! I’ll help you restock in a bit, then!”


  Ariel also seemed to be getting along well with Miina, her more experienced mentor at the bakery.


  Before long, the two of them carried the cooled bread to the shelves in the shop together. The customers dining inside smiled warmly as they watched the two girls go back and forth between the kitchen and the shop.


  Now that Ariel was helping Miina out in the bakery, Marcus had more time to focus on Alchemy, which he was thrilled about.


  “That hi-mana potion you made the other day is selling really well, so I’m going to practice making some myself!” he announced with a smile before shutting himself away in the lab.


  I’d officially termed the method I’d developed for the potion—freezing the ingredients at subzero temperatures and then crushing them—the Cryo-Crush Method.


  “Miss Daisy, if you can teach me the Cryo-Crush Method, I think I can figure it out from there. I wasn’t around when you invented it, so could you show me how it’s done?” Marcus looked at me with eager, shining eyes.


  “Sure,” I said. “I’ll demonstrate, and you follow along.”


  “Got it!”


  I pulled a stool up next to him and sat down.


  “First, can you split that portion of healing moss in half and set it on a plate?”


  “Yes!” Marcus looked so happy and excited, like when I had taught him how to distill purified water. Curiosity and joy lit up his whole face.


  I channeled my mana and demonstrated the freezing process, showing him each step as I turned the moss into ice.


  “Imagine the moss turning cold all the way through, colder than ice itself. Okay, your turn!”


  “Got it!”


  He held his hands out over the moss while I stayed by his side, quietly watching until he succeeded.


   


  ***


   


  One peaceful day at the workshop, I’d just finished breakfast and was curled up in my room reading a book.


  Knock, knock. I heard a tapping sound on my window.


  Who could that be?


  I walked over to the window and there was the little sprite girl.


  “Daisy! It’s time to replant the Agility Tree and the Strength Tree!” She’d been keeping an eye on their growth for me.


  Isn’t it a little soon for that? We’d only planted the seeds about a month ago, while Ariel was still living at my family home.


  Things in my garden grow strangely fast…


  Still, if they were ready, then I should get to it.


  “Okay, thanks! I’ll head out to the garden now!”


  I made my way outside and found the two saplings, still small but thriving in their planters.


  “Wow. They really have grown fast!” I said.


  “Of course they have! There’s a World Tree growing in this garden, after all. That alone makes this place very special. Plants will grow easier here,” the sprite said, like it was the most natural thing in the world. When I looked where we planted the World Tree, I saw it had grown at least twice in size since we first brought it here.


  “Wow! The World Tree’s doing amazing, too! It’s growing really fast!”


  “Daisy, let’s start with the replanting. You can greet everyone properly while you water the garden,” the sprite suggested.


  “Okay! Let’s do it.”


  First, I checked the planters the saplings were in currently, then found an empty one a size larger nearby. 


  “Should I keep them in pots for now?” I remembered she’d told me they’d either need a bigger pot or should be planted directly into the soil.


  “Well, thanks to the World Tree, the soil here is way more fertile now. It should be safe to plant them straight into the garden,” said the sprite.


  If she said so, then I trusted her. If anything went wrong, I knew she would tell me, so I decided to go ahead and plant them in the soil.


  “Let’s see…the batch of rich soil I made should be over here.”


  It was an Alchemical blend I’d made using compost, nutrient solution, and a few other additives to boost the soil quality. Once I located it, I put on my gardening apron and gloves, grabbed my hoe, and got ready to work.


  “Hm? You’re going to till the garden yourself, Daisy?” the sprite asked, looking both surprised and pleased.


  “Yes! I asked Dan, the groundskeeper, to teach me how to garden, so I’ll do it myself.” 


  He’d taught me how to till soil when I was five, when I was still only dreaming of having my own workshop, and luckily I still remembered a few things.


  “If that’s the case, then by all means!” she said.


  I asked what the best spot would be, and she pointed out a good place.


  “Okay, here we go!”


  It had been a while since I’d last done this kind of work, so it took me some time to get used to it again. Once I got moving, the muscle memory kicked in and it came back to me little by little.


  I tilled an untouched patch of earth in the garden, then mixed in a generous amount of the nutrient-rich soil. After I gently extracted the saplings from their planters, I shook off the excess soil and loosened their roots. Then, one by one, I replanted them into the fresh, nutrient-rich garden bed and watered them.


  Another month or so passed before the sprite returned to let me know how things were going in the garden. 


  “Daisy! It’s just about time to harvest the Agility Seeds and Strength Seeds!” 


  Um, already? Again?


  Well, it wasn’t like she would lie to me. Plus, she’d already told me that my garden was special and plants grew faster there thanks to the World Tree.


  Time to harvest!


  I grabbed a few small baskets to carry the seeds. I can’t forget my usual thank-you gift! I usually brought jam, but this time I decided to change it up and bring some cookies someone gave us. I crushed them into smaller pieces to make them easier for the little ones to eat, set them on a plate, and headed outside.


  “Good morning, Daisy!” The sprite greeted me the second I stepped into the garden, flying around me in circles as she peeked at the plate of crumbled cookies.


  “Today’s treat is cookies. Go ahead and help yourselves!” I said, gently setting the plate down in the usual spot.


  “Cookies! Wow, we’ve never had cookies before!” Tiny voices rang out across the garden as the fairies gathered around, each one grabbing a cookie piece and happily nibbling away.


  Now, it was time to focus on harvesting.


  The Agility Seed was partially covered by a thick, bright red fruit wrapped around its nutlike shell. The Strength Seed was inside a perfectly round yellow fruit, also within a hard shell. They both looked a bit like colorful bell peppers, thick skinned and juicy.


  Wait, are these edible?


   


  Agility Seed (Fruit)


  Classification: Seed


  Quality: High


  Rarity: B


  Status: This fruit is packed with nutrients. Juicy, sweet, and delicious. Doesn’t actually make you faster. 


  Feeling: You can eat me too!


   


  Strength Seed (Fruit)


  Classification: Seed


  Quality: High


  Rarity: B


  Status: This fruit is packed with nutrients. Juicy, sweet, and delicious. Doesn’t actually make you stronger. 


  Feeling: You can eat me too!


   


  Oh, so they are edible! In that case, I shouldn’t waste the fruit. I’ll put them in the basket with the seeds and take them back with me. Miina can probably make good use of them.


  Hang on a second…


  “Huh? There’s fruit on that tree that isn’t red or yellow…”


  This one resembled the Agility Seed in shape, but was a vibrant orange color.


  “Is this one a dud?” I murmured to myself. Just then, the sprite drifted over to me, cookie crumbs stuck to her cheek.


  “Daisy! The cookies are delicious! Thank you!” she said, grinning. She was so adorable I couldn’t help but smile back.


  “You’ve got a little something on your cheek,” I said, gently picking a crumb off her face and popping it into her mouth.


  The sprite giggled. She seemed to realize how messy her face was and blushed, pressing a hand to her cheek as she chewed.


  She’s so cute! Ah, wait, I shouldn’t get distracted. I just made a weird discovery!


  “Hey, Miss Sprite?” I said. “There’s one fruit here that’s a different color.”


  “Hm? Oh, you’re right!”


  I figured I should check it with Appraisal.


   


  Topsy-Turvy Seed (Fruit)


  Classification: Seed


  Quality: High


  Rarity: S (New species)


  Status: This fruit is packed with nutrients. Juicy, sweet, and delicious. No additional effects. 


  Feeling: You can eat me too!


   


  Topsy-Turvy Seed 


  Classification: Seed


  Quality: High


  Rarity: S (New species)


  Status: (Insufficient Appraisal Level to analyze new species.)


  Feeling: It’s a secret!


   


  “Hey, Miss Sprite?” I said.


  “Yes?”


  “It looks like this is a new species.”


  “What?! But we haven’t even done any cross-fertilization!”


  I peeled away the flesh, cracked open the tough outer shell, and pulled out the seed inside. “It’s a new species called a Topsy-Turvy Seed. But my Appraisal skill isn’t high enough to determine its effects.” I held the seed between my thumb and forefinger and focused on it again, but no matter how much I examined it, Appraisal wouldn’t reveal anything new. The effects remained a mystery.


  “Maybe a bug got to it and cross-fertilized it for us!” said the sprite. “Either way, this is a big deal! We have to take care of this new little one, no matter what!” She flew around me in excited circles, clearly worked up about the accidental discovery.


  I went ahead and planted the Topsy Turvy Seed in a new planter. Then I laid the rest of the harvested seeds out in my basket, covered them with a net to keep the crows away, and left them to dry in a shady, well-ventilated area.


  When I handed the fruit over to Miina, she said we had harvested so much that she would pickle half of it. She used the rest in gratins and roasted dishes, making our meals a lot more colorful.


  Chapter 4:
Crafting Gear for the Alchemist


   


  ONE DAY, I SAT IN THE WORKSHOP, MULLING over a problem. During our travels, I had come up with an idea for a staff that could shoot out potions and spray them. Lynn had flat-out rejected the idea, so now I was trying to come up with a new one. 


  I’d figured out how to control potions with water magic, which made it possible to heal someone over long distances. If I could just eliminate the need to manually open each potion bottle, that would be ideal.


  It’s such a pain, though.


  Maybe it wouldn’t be a big deal for the person being healed, but it seemed like a ton of work for the one who had to keep opening the bottles constantly. It would only be a point of frustration. The delay would add up, and what if you couldn’t get one open in time?


  Well, frustration leads to innovation—that’s how new inventions are born!


  Okay, back to the drawing board.


  I thought about the reasons Lynn had given for shutting down my idea. Her points were: “What happens when you run out of potions?” and “What about the shifting weight of all the liquid inside the staff?”


  For the first point, I’d just have to make sure it would never run out. If this was going to be expensive anyway, why not enchant the part that stores the potions like a magic bag? I could even enchant it with space magic so that it held enough for even long expeditions and make sure it didn’t get too heavy either.


  Oh, and it will definitely need a time enchantment to prevent the potions from spoiling!


  The structure would probably look something like this: a smaller sub-chamber that held a single-use potion, separate from the main storage, and when a switch was pressed, it would trigger the sub-chamber to eject a dose through the nozzle. 


  Once it was sprayed from the device, I could guide it with water magic. And if I infused a little extra mana, I could probably increase the range as well, though I might need to practice that part a bit.


  As for the shape, I wanted it to look like a Mage’s staff. 


  That’ll just scream Healer! It’ll be so cool!


  Mage and Healer staffs usually had a gemstone at the top that amplified mana. I would copy that idea, but instead of a gemstone, I’d use a reinforced glass container divided into three unbreakable compartments, each holding a different potion. I could then use colored switches to select which potion to spray. Basic potions and hi-potions were applied directly to wounds, and mana potions could be drunk directly, which would make things easier for someone like Ariel.


  That was three types.


  Perfect!


  It was time to go talk to Lynn. If I showed up with a plan this foolproof, this time she would have to take me seriously.


  “Hey, everyone! I’m heading over to Lynn’s shop for a bit!” I called out to Miina and Marcus before leaving the workshop. Leaf came with me in his Fenrir form. Like before, I walked instead of riding him to build up my stamina.


  A while later, we arrived at the blacksmith shop run by Lynn and her grandfather, Dragh. I knocked on the door.


  “Hello! It’s Daisy, the Alchemist! Is Lynn here?” I called.


  The door swung open, and Lynn poked her head out. “Hi! Need something?” she said with a smile.


  “Yeah! I want to talk about that potion-shooting staff again.”


  An awkward look came over Lynn’s face when I mentioned it. “I thought we already decided that would be too inefficient to work?”


  Just then, I heard a deeper voice from inside. “Now, now, Lynn. You shouldn’t brush off a customer like that. You’re Daisy, right? Come on in.”


  “Yeah, yeah. I know, Grandpa.” Lynn shrugged and opened the door further, waving me inside. She led me to an empty chair at a worktable, where her grandfather sat.


  Leaf came in too, sniffing a greeting to Leon. The two of them circled each other, checking each other’s scents. 


  “You must be Dragh. It’s nice to meet you. Lynn has helped me out so much! I’m Daisy, an Alchemist,” I said, bowing politely. Although I’d known Lynn for a while now, this was my first time meeting her grandfather.


  “Likewise. Lynn’s told me a lot about you. So, what brings you in today?” he asked.


  Dragh looked exactly how I imagined a dwarf would: broad frame, short snow-white hair, and thick, rugged beard.


  I explained the concept for the potion-launching staff. Surprisingly, Dragh seemed much more interested in it than Lynn.


  “Well, now! You have quite the imagination, young lady! I can see why Ana brags about her interesting young apprentice!” Nodding enthusiastically, he pulled out a paper and pen and quickly began sketching up a blueprint. Before long, he was completely in his own little world.


  “Now, let’s see… For storing potions, glass is fine, but we’ll need to avoid corrosive metals for the fittings…” he murmured to himself, absorbed in his design. “Mythril would be best for strength and weight. We’ll need a spring for the trigger-release mechanism for the stored dose. That’ll need to be mythril too, for sanitary purposes…”


  He scribbled detailed notes and diagrams onto the blueprint as he went. His eyes sparkled, completely absorbed in the task.


  Lynn giggled as she watched him. “He really gets into his projects when gadgets are involved. A lot of his customers order intricate custom parts like this. He’s usually impossible to pin down, so today’s your lucky day!” she said.


  Oh, so that’s why he’s always out when I visit. He’s in high demand!


  “All right, Daisy,” Dragh said finally. “I’ve taken your order, and I’ll need a few weeks to complete it. We’ll also need special magic enchantments for the potion chambers, and since we’re using mythril, it won’t be cheap. Is that all right with you?”


  “Yes, of course! I really appreciate it!”


  Just like that, I left the shop in a fantastic mood.


  A few weeks later, Lynn delivered the finished product to the workshop—a device Dragh had proudly named the Azoth Staff. The name came from the legendary Azoth Sword, a weapon said to have contained healing potions within it, used by a mythical Alchemist who traveled the land curing the sick. Dragh had used that as inspiration for this modern-day successor. I couldn’t have asked for a better name. 


  The Azoth Staff looked just like a Mage’s staff, but it featured a decorative glass vial shaped like a crystal that gradually tapered toward the bottom instead of the typical gemstone. From above, it formed a perfect hexagon divided into three separate chambers.


  Once I had filled it with potions, hi-potions, and hi-mana potions, the subtle differences in color created a lovely gradient inside the glass. It was stunning to look at.


  Yeah, this is gorgeous!


  I was so stunned by how perfectly it turned out that I couldn’t help but hug the staff tightly. 


  After I paid Lynn for the order, I looked around the workshop, my eyes sparkling with excitement.


  “I really want to test it out…”


  I mean, obviously, when you get your hands on something new and exciting, that’s the first thing you want to do, right?


  Right at that moment, Mark and Letia appeared beside Lynn.


  “Hey, long time no see! We just got back from a monster hunt.” Apparently they’d stopped by on their way home. 


  When I looked closer, I saw both Mark and Letia had small scrapes on them. 


  Perfect timing!


  “Stand still, both of you!” I stopped them and dashed out into the road to put some distance between us. Yeah, this spot should do!


  I raised the Azoth Staff and flipped the switch. Psshht! Psshtt! The potions launched from the staff, winding through the air under my control and landing on Mark and Letia’s wounds, healing them on impact.


  “This is my new Azoth Staff! It’s got an enchantment on it just like magic bags have, so it’ll never run out of potions!” I struck a pose with the staff proudly in one hand and the other on my hip, one foot shifted slightly to the side.


  “What?!” Letia just looked confused.


  “Daisy, I have no idea what goes on in your head anymore.” Mark held his head in exasperation.


  “But doesn’t this look just like something a Healer would use?” I insisted.


  Mark just sighed.


   


  ***


   


  Another day, another dilemma.


  While in the Mossy Healing Caverns, Lynn had gathered some healing stones, and now I was debating whether to experiment with them myself or give Marcus the opportunity, since he’d never worked with alloys before—he had much more free time lately, since Ariel was helping at the bakery now.


  It wasn’t enough just to learn these things myself. Alchemy was a craft that should be shared and passed down, especially to those close to you. I had been thinking about that much more lately. And Marcus was a boy, after all; someday he’d want to get married, and having his own shop one day would secure his future. If he set up a shop somewhere away from mine, it would mean more people in the capital would have access to quality potions and enchanted accessories.


  The thought was still a long way off, but it was something to think about, so I brought up the idea to Marcus over breakfast and asked if he’d like to try working with alloys.


  [image: ]


  At first, his face lit up with a smile, but soon after it faded and was replaced with a look of hesitation.


  Hm? What’s wrong?


  “Thanks, Miss Daisy. That really means a lot to me,” he said. “But I’d rather not use the healing stones. You gathered them while on a journey with friends, right? They seem like they might be useful in the future. I don’t think I should use something like that for my first try with alloys.”


  He does have a point.


  “That’s true,” I said. “And technically, the stones were entrusted to me.”


  In that case, maybe we could find something at a shop for things like fortune stones. Since Marcus didn’t go out adventuring, he’d need to get his materials from a store anyway, so that would still be a useful experience for him.


  “How about we go check out the gemstone store and look for materials for you together?” I suggested.


  The uncertainty vanished from Marcus’s face and his bright, excited smile returned.


  “Yes, I’d love to!”


  Shops in the royal capital tended to open early for their more business-minded clientele. By the time we finished breakfast, got ready, and headed out, most of them were already open. Marcus, Leaf, and I made our way to the gem shop I’d visited before. 


  “Hello!”


  We went inside and saw the shopkeeper standing behind the glass display cases.


  “Welcome!” he said. “Oh, it’s the young lady who found a hidden gem last time! You’ve brought another friend today, I see.” He was friendly as usual.


  “It’s nice to meet you. I’m an Alchemist and an employee at her workshop. I’m looking for stones to use for alloy crafting practice,” Marcus said, explaining everything neatly.


  “Hm, for practice, you could try digging through that wooden crate over there,” said the shopkeeper. “You might find something nice, and it’ll cost less. Everything in there is five large copper coins each. The stones in the glass cases are valuable gems or magical stones with special effects.” It was the same helpful explanation he’d given me last time.


  “Okay, I’ll start with the bargain box.” Marcus rolled up his sleeves, crouched down in front of the crate, and began sifting through the stones.


  I guess I’ll see if anything catches my eye while we’re at it.


  Since Marcus was working through the crate, I turned my attention to the glass cases instead.


  The stones there were certainly nice, but nothing really jumped out at me… 


  Wait, hold on!


   


  Endura Stone


  Classification: Mineral, Material


  Quality: Mid to Best


  Rarity: B


  Status: Increases the wearer’s maximum hit points by 500 when forged into equipment. May boost HP even more if combined with a compatible metal.


  Feeling: I’ll make you supermacho! Power up!


   


  I don’t really want to be “macho,” but if this really can increase health, maybe it could help against that drake…


  I checked the price, and it was quite expensive. That makes sense, since it’s in the display case.


  Still, you couldn’t put a price on safety. I wanted one for myself, and for Ariel and Lynn, too. I was pondering whether to buy them when Marcus called out to me.


  “Miss Daisy, I found two stones that look interesting, but…” he said, sounding torn. 


   


  Heartlink Stone


  Classification: Mineral, Material


  Quality: Normal to Best


  Rarity: C


  Status: Attracts someone nice into your life. If you already have a special someone, it will guide you toward a happy future.


  Feeling: Matchmaker magic! ♪


   


  “Why this one?” I asked him.


  “Well, there’s someone I think is a good match for my mother, and when I hold this stone, I keep seeing the two of them smiling together. I can’t help but think this could help her find happiness again.”


   


  Talent Stone


  Classification: Mineral, Material


  Quality: Normal 


  Rarity: C


  Status: Helps a child’s talents blossom and grow.


  Feeling: I’ll cheer you on!


   


  “And this one makes me think of my little brother and sister. I’d like to give it to them. I’ve saved up enough for these, so if you don’t mind, could you help me practice alloys one more time?”


  “Oh, Marcus! These are training materials for an employee! That makes it a business expense, so I’ll pay for it.” I puffed out my chest with pride as I turned him down.


  He smiled sheepishly, bowing his head. “Thank you.”


  “Mr. Shopkeeper, could you please show me the ingots again?” I asked.


  “Of course, just wait one moment.” He disappeared into the back of the shop, then returned with a tray of ingots and laid it across the top of the glass case. 


  Marcus had Appraisal too, but he couldn’t sense the emotions of materials like I could. Still, it was a good opportunity to let him practice choosing on his own. After all, Ana didn’t have Appraisal at all, but she said she could still tell which materials were compatible with which stones.


  “When it comes to alloys, the compatibility of the metal affects the final quality of the material. Could you try to pick what feels right to you, even if it’s just a guess?” I said.


  “Oh, I see, so that’s how it works. I’ll give it a try.” Marcus nodded and began experimenting, holding each stone near an ingot and then comparing with a different combination.


  “Hm? It sparkles a little when I bring it close to the silver,” he murmured to himself in surprise, tipping his head to the side.


  Is that how his instincts work? 


  It reminded me of how Ana told me she could sense the aura of materials. When I looked at the stone in his hand and compared it with all the ingots, I realized Marcus had chosen correctly. This one paired especially well with silver.


  “That’s amazing, Marcus!” I said. “Even if the way you sense it is different, you can tell which stones go with which ingots! That’s incredible!”


  “Wait, really? I just kind of went with my gut. I got it right?” Marcus looked genuinely surprised, blinking with confusion but blushing softly at the praise.


  I asked the shopkeeper to take the endura stone out of the case for me so I could check it against the ingots as well.


  “Mythril, huh…”


  With that, I paid for Marcus’s stones and ingots as well as mine, then left the shop.


  We decided to start with Marcus’s alloy practice, using the new materials.


  Since molten metal could splash and burn, I had Marcus put on a thick apron and work gloves for safety purposes. He placed the heartlink stone and the silver ingot into the Alchemy cauldron.


  “My first alloy…” Marcus’s lips tightened into a firm line, clearly nervous.


  He picked up the stirring rod sitting next to the cauldron and gripped it tightly with both hands.


  “All right,” I said. “First, channel your mana into the rod. Use that power to melt the metal inside the cauldron. Picture it clearly, then go for it!”


   


  Heartsilver?


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Normal 


  Rarity: C


  Status: Attracts someone nice into your life. If you already have a special someone, it will guide you toward a happy future. Its power is still weak.


  Feeling: Hm, it just feels like everything’s stirred together.


   


  “Can you tell that it hasn’t been combined enough?” I asked.


  “Yes. It still looks marbled, and it doesn’t feel like it’s changed into something new.” Marcus seemed to have the intuition of a true Alchemist even if his Appraisal couldn’t sense an item’s feelings.


  “Please combine…and lend your strength toward my mother’s happiness!” Marcus channeled even more mana and prayer into the molten metal as he stirred. The liquid responded, shimmering with light inside the cauldron.


  “It’s done! I feel a new power from inside the cauldron!” Marcus said, his voice filled with conviction.


   


  Heartsilver


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Best 


  Rarity: C


  Status: Attracts someone nice into your life. If you already have a special someone, it will guide you toward a happy future. 


  Feeling: I’ll help you find a good match and live happily ever after!


   


  “That’s amazing, Marcus! You’ve honed your instincts as an Alchemist so well!”


  Marcus looked shyly delighted. I handed him the ingot mold, gesturing for him to unplug the bottom and pour in the molten metal. He nodded, following my instructions.


  Once his mother’s alloy was finished, it was time to craft the one for his siblings. Marcus placed the talent stone and a silver ingot into the cauldron. He channeled his mana into the stirring rod, melting the stone and ingot together until the mixture swirled into a marbled pattern. 


   


  Talentbloom Silver?


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Normal


  Rarity: C


  Status: Helps a child’s talents blossom and grow.


  Feeling: I’ll cheer you on even more!


   


  “I’m just getting started. Please, grant strength to my little brother and sister so they can grow into talented adults!” Marcus shut his eyes tight, channeling more mana into the cauldron. Once again, it glowed brightly.


  “I can feel the metal’s power growing stronger!” he said with a strong, confident smile.


   


  Talentbloom Silver


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: C


  Status: Helps a child’s talents blossom and grow.


  Feeling: I’ll cheer you on until you grow into a talented adult!


   


  He really did it! How amazing. He mastered it in no time at all.


  “Maybe it was my love for my family that gave me the push? Either way, I’m so glad it worked!” Marcus said, pouring his siblings’ alloys into the molds as well.


  Hm, I see… Alchemy was all about the importance of imagination, so of course the feelings one held for the recipient would have an influence. Thinking about it that way made me realize Alchemy was quite the compas-sionate craft.


  I realized something else too: Teaching others was a way for me to learn things myself. This was helping me grow as well. 


  “Miss Daisy…”


  I was lost in sentimental thoughts when Marcus suddenly called my name.


  “Yes, Marcus?” When I looked at him, he gave me a pure, boyish smile, bringing back memories from when we were both little—like the day we first met, the day he first learned how to make distilled water from me, and how radiant and full of joy he was.


  “You’re always giving me important lessons, Miss Daisy.”


  I wondered if he was remembering the same things.


  “I was kicked out of my old master’s shop because of my sulky attitude, but you saw something in me and invited me to come work with you. You even taught me how to make distilled water, the fundamentals of Alchemy.” His eyes softened as he gazed at me, his head tipping to the side.


  “Hey, now you’re just flattering me, Marcus,” I said. His eyes were so sincere and full of gratitude that I felt embarrassed.


  “I’m not, though. The reason my mother and siblings can live a better life now is because you hired me. Please, allow me to serve at your side forever.”


  “Marcus, you’re an important member of this workshop; of course you can stay. And your family is like my family too. I’m happy when they’re happy.”


  I relied on Miina and Marcus’s talents a lot, and sometimes when I went off collecting materials and such, my curiosity got the best of me. From the bottom of my heart, I wanted those close to me to live happy lives.


  “Thank you. That’s the reason I’ve devoted my loyalty to you, Miss Daisy,” he said, but his quiet words never reached my ears.


  “What did you say, Marcus?”


  “Nothing.” He removed his apron and gloves and handed them to me, as if he hadn’t said anything.


  Right. Now it’s my turn. I accepted them and put them on.


  “I’d like to observe for study,” Marcus said, though I felt a little embarrassed because of what we’d just talked about.


  I put the mythril and an endura stone into the cauldron, then channeled mana into the stirring rod to melt them together.


   


  Machonium?


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Mid


  Rarity: B


  Status: Increases the wearer’s maximum hit points by 500 when forged into equipment.


  Feeling: I don’t feel much power yet.


   


  The marbled swirls seemed to call out to me “Not yet, not yet!” What was with the name, though? Machonium? It’s not going to turn me into some beefcake, is it?


  “Please give us the strength to keep us safe, so we can adventure without fear!” I pushed my doubts about the name aside and channeled even more mana into the mixture, along with my prayers. The contents of the cauldron glowed with light once again, signaling completion. 


   


  Machonium?


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: B


  Status: Increases the wearer’s maximum hit points by 750 when forged into equipment.


  Feeling: The effects are stronger thanks to the mythril! And don’t worry, I won’t change your appearance!


   


  Thank you!


  Not only was the effect stronger, but I was relieved to know there would be no visible changes to my appearance, especially as a girl!


  I poured the newly finished alloy into an ingot mold.


  Marcus’s ingots would be made into a pair of rings for his mother and her partner. He decided on small pendants for his brother and sister, just the right size for children, but he wouldn’t let me pay for them. “These are a gift from me to my family,” he said, refusing to budge. He even insisted on paying for Lynn’s labor.


  As for my machonium, I was going to have Lynn craft matching rings for everyone in our party. I’d cover the production cost upfront and each member could pay me their share later.


  A few days later, Lynn came to personally deliver the finished accessories. 


   


  Heartlink Ring


  Classification: Equipment


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: C


  Status: A ring that attracts someone nice into your life. If you already have a special someone, it will guide you toward a happy future. 


  Feeling: I’ll make sure you stay happy even after you seal the deal!


   


  Talentbloom Pendant


  Classification: Equipment


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: C


  Status: Helps a child’s talents blossom and grow.


  Feeling: Let’s work together to grow you into a talented adult!


   


  Marcus was thrilled with the results and couldn’t wait to deliver them to his family on his next day off. Lynn looked pleased to see how much it meant to him.


  Next were my accessories.


   


  Macho Ring


  Classification: Equipment


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: B


  Status: Increases the wearer’s maximum hit points by 750. Does not actually make you more muscular.


  Feeling: I’ll protect you! Safe adventures!


   


  Apparently, even though it wouldn’t make anyone muscular, it insisted on calling itself macho. Why, though?!


   


  ***


   


  The peaceful days continued in my workshop. As our routine continued, I remembered something: There were still a few things we’d gathered and never used that were just sitting in storage.


  Curious, I decided to dig around in the material vault for a bit. 


  I took an inventory of the items inside. There were two guardian stones from the Nature Spirit King. I wondered if he’d given me extras in case I failed? Either way, I had no plans for them. Then I had the Divine Gem (Frost). Appraisal had told me it would be better to collect the other elements too, so that was on hold. There were also the healing stones, which I really needed to make into ingots so I could give them to Lynn, and the Permafrost Stone. Appraisal only said that its use was a secret.


  Wait, hold on a minute…


   


  Permafrost Stone


  Classification: Mineral, Material


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: S


  Status: Possesses the Eternal Freeze attribute. Deals continuous ice elemental damage when forged into a weapon.


  Feeling: I only acknowledge adamantite. I will accept nothing less than becoming the strongest weapon! My true worth will shine only in the hands of a mighty man!


   


  Huh? I could see more information now. I wondered if my stats had changed.


   


  Daisy von Preslaria


  Second daughter of a viscount


  Health: 250/250


  Mana: 4550/4550


  Occupation: Alchemist


  Skills:


  (Appraisal: (7/10))


  Nature Magic (MAX)


  Alchemy: (7/10)


  Water Magic: (7/10)


  Wind Magic: (6/10)


  Earth Magic: (5/10)


  (Conceal)


  Rewards and Crimes: None


  Gifts: (Beloved Child of the Nature Spirit King) None 


  Titles: (Master of a Divine Beast,) Royal Court Alchemist, Savior of Women’s Skin, Tomboy Alchemist


   


  My Appraisal and Alchemy levels had gone up. Water magic too, probably because I used it so often. But I’d also gained an extra title. Honestly, “tomboy” was uncalled for!


  I thought about checking that new Topsy-Turvy Seed I couldn’t fully Appraise before. However, the more pressing issue was the Permafrost Stone. It boasted some incredible effects, but it also had a lot of demands. Its alloy had to be made with adamantite, the hardest of all metals, and it had to be wielded by a mighty man. Not just a man, but a mighty man. It seemed picky about that for some reason.


  Mark was obviously the only person in our party who fit the bill.


  Since adamantite was such a hard material, it would probably be difficult to process. I decided to call everyone together to discuss it.


   


  I waited for a day everyone was free and invited them up to the second floor of the workshop. Lynn, Ariel, Mark and Letia were all here: the same party members who’d gone on the material-gathering journey with me.


  “I asked you all here to discuss the Permafrost Stone we found. It turns out to be a material that enchants a weapon with ice elemental magic and inflicts continuous damage. It’s very powerful.”


  Everyone’s eyes widened with surprise.


  “Obviously, this would help against the fire drake, but it would be effective against ordinary monsters too, so long as they don’t have resistance to ice. That’s incredible,” Letia said.


  “It could become a magic sword!” Mark shouted, his eyes sparkling.


  Yep, and you’re the one it wants.


  “Yeah…” I said. “This might sound weird, but this stone is a bit picky. It will only accept being forged with adamantite, and its wielder must be a mighty man.”


  At this, everyone’s gaze turned toward Mark. He fought on the frontlines, after all, so he was certainly strong. At first glance it wasn’t obvious, but his clothes hid his muscles well.


  I decided to test things and moved the Permafrost Stone closer to him.


  “Oh! Now there’s a real man! He’s so handsome and muscular. Yeah, I want him to hold me!”


  Just as expected, the stone seemed to like him. It even glimmered faintly with happiness.


  “It looks like you’re the perfect match, Mark. The material is a bit demanding, so I don’t think we’ll get the full effect unless we do what it wants. I’d like to use it to make a halberd for you. What do you think?” I asked.


  “That’d be great!” Mark said. “A halberd is kind of a niche weapon, so you almost never find ones with special effects like magic swords have. I’ve always dreamed of having one, though!” He grinned and rubbed the stone fondly. “I’ll be counting on you!”


  Even though no one else could hear it, the stone replied, “Yeah! I hope we’ll be together for a long time!”


  It seemed like they were already getting along great.


  Everyone else was satisfied that the user had been chosen and no one raised any objections, and so it was decided that the Permafrost Stone would become a halberd.


  Lynn began to question Mark about the shape he wanted. A halberd could have many components, such as an axe head, a pointed spear tip, and either a blade or a spike on the side, depending on the fighting style. 


  Naturally, as a blacksmith, she wanted to forge the finest material into its finest form. This was the very first time either of us would be creating a magic weapon, and it was a halberd to boot. I couldn’t help but feel excited.


   


  All right, let’s get to work!


  Once everyone left, I got to work. I set the ­adamantite ingot I’d purchased in the cauldron along with the Permafrost Stone.


  Here we go, Permafrost Stone!


  “You got it! I’m countin’ on ya, li’l lady!”


  I gripped the stirring rod, channeling mana into it to melt the metal. Adamantite was very stable and hard, and so required a much higher temperature to melt. That alone ate up a large chunk of my mana.


   


  Permafrostin?


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Mid


  Rarity: S


  Status: Possesses the Eternal Freeze attribute. Deals continuous ice elemental damage when forged into a weapon but will only inflict small amounts of damage in its current state.


  Feeling: Not even close. I can be way more powerful than this!


   


  Yeah, I know! Let’s push you farther!


  The material hungrily devoured my mana. It was demanding work, but I poured all my strength into it without holding back.


  Don’t underestimate my mana!


  “Whoa! You’re not too shabby, li’l lady!”


  The half-formed alloy continued speaking to me, demanding more, more, and still more mana.


  Fine! Take as much as you want!


  The cauldron blazed with light, and before my eyes a beautiful, gleaming liquid metal with a brilliant sheen took shape.


   


  Permafrostin


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: S


  Status: Possesses the Eternal Freeze attribute. Adds 0.3× ice elemental damage when forged into a weapon and inflicts continuous damage equal to one third of the initial base damage at fixed intervals.


  Feeling: Now forge me into a weapon fit for a real man!


   


  “Wow, this is incredible! If I can make this into a halberd, it’ll be my first ever magic weapon!”


  As soon as the ingot cooled, I hurried to Lynn’s shop so I could place the order.


  “Hi, Lynn! I’m here about that magic weapon…”


  Hm?


  “Oh! See that old dwarven man over there? Now that’s a real mighty man! I want him to forge me! Look at those muscles! I know he’ll do fine work!”


  Apparently, the stone was enamored with Dragh, who happened to be at the shop with Lynn.


  Sheesh, talk about bossy!


  I explained everything to Dragh, who burst into laughter. 


  “Well now, any item that can become a magic weapon is bound to have some quirks. If I’ve been chosen, then so be it! My arms are itching. I’m ready to forge!” he said.


  Lynn had been so excited to make a magic weapon herself and now seemed thoroughly deflated. Still, even with slumped shoulders, she passed along the Mark’s specifications.


  Once the halberd was completed, we all gathered again for its unveiling. The form was the same as Mark’s old weapon; familiarity made it easier for him to use. He immediately picked it up and spun it to test its weight and balance. 


   


  Hellfrost Halberd


  Classification: Weapon


  Quality: Best (+2)


  Rarity: S (+1)


  Status: Possesses the Eternal Freeze attribute. Adds 0.5× ice elemental damage to basic attacks and inflicts continuous ice elemental damage equal to one third of the initial base damage at fixed intervals.


  Feeling: I’m more than satisfied! I can’t wait to cut down enemies with my beloved partner! That old man’s craftsmanship was so incredible, my stats increased too!


   


  Thanks to Dragh’s skilled forging, the quality and damage boost had both improved. This material was a bit of a spoiled brat, but it certainly seemed to be thriving.


  “This is incredible! The weight and feel of it is perfect! I feel like I’ve been using it for years!” Mark was usually the steady voice of reason in our party, but now he was more excited than I’d ever seen him. 


  As for the weapon? Seemed like the feeling was mutual. 


  Wait a minute… Wasn’t the weapon’s “voice” male? And so is Mark… Well, I guess I’ll just call it a bromance! Yeah, we’ll leave it at that!


  Mark paid me both the material expenses and the commission fee to settle everything.


  Chapter 5:
Encounter at the Autumn Baptism Ceremony


   


  TODAY WAS THE DAY OF THE AUTUMN BAPTISM ceremony.


  Marcus was busy mixing potions, so I made our delivery at the palace in his place. When I saw the crowd of people at the church as I passed by on the way back from the castle, I remembered today was the Baptism.


  My birthday was in spring, so after my fifth birthday I was Baptized at the spring ceremony. Today was the autumn ceremony, for children who turned five between autumn and winter.


  At this time of year, the colorful gingko trees lining the path toward the church stretched their branches beneath the clear sky. Gentle, dappled sunlight filtered through the yellow leaves. I wondered if the children waiting felt the same way I had back then, dreaming about their futures, eyes shining with excitement as they sat with their parents before their Baptism.


  I came here so excited to be a Mage, but the gods gave me the Occupation of Alchemist instead. I was only five, and I was so shocked I cried right here on this spot.


  The memory made me sentimental, and I’d stopped walking before I realized it, lost in thought.


  The sunlight was warm and gentle, but now and then a dry autumn breeze brushed past. The memories of that day were so vivid in my mind that I just stood there motionless. Leaf stayed close at my side, quietly keeping me company.


  Maybe I’m being too nostalgic, I thought, and was about to head home when I heard a little girl crying.


  “An Alchemist?! What utter nonsense! How many times have I told you, we’re a family of Warriors! You disgrace the Woyrsch name!” 


  I heard a man’s harsh voice berating a little girl. Her father, most likely.


  “She won’t be able to marry anyone decent to improve our status, either!” A woman, who I presumed to be the mother, looked down and sighed disdainfully at the girl who was crouched on the ground sobbing.


  The two of them looked at each other, then nodded firmly.


  “We don’t need you anymore. We strike you from the Woyrsch family registry! Go find an orphanage or wherever else you please!”


  And with that, they turned their backs and left the child behind.


  No! I won’t let that happen!


  Anger rose within me and I spread my arms wide to block their path.


  “That’s cruel! She’s your child! You’re going to abandon her just because she’s an Alchemist?!” I shouted, glaring at them. How could they treat their own child this way? She was just a little girl!


  I knew that interfering like this could cause trouble if they were from a high-ranking house, but I couldn’t help it. I sprang into action without thinking because I saw myself in her.


  “Who are you?” The girl looked up at me, her face streaked with tears.


  “Alchemists are useless!” roared her father. “The Woyrsch family prides itself on our military ability. We have no use for her! Get out of the way, you insolent brat! How dare you block us!”


  Useless?!


  Fury welled up inside me further and I opened my mouth to retort, but then…


  Thud! 


  The man shoved me hard, catching me by surprise. I fell backward and landed beside the crying girl. Then, much to my shock, they climbed into their carriage and drove off like nothing had happened.


  Huh? But what about the girl?!


  “Father! Mother!” The girl called after them from beside me, but the carriage only traveled farther away.


  “W-wait…they don’t want me? That’s why they abandoned me?” she whispered, her hand reaching for the carriage, then falling limply when no one was there to take it.


  The things she said and the way she looked reminded me of how I had felt that day when I locked myself up in my room. Without thinking, I reached out, pulled her into my arms and held her tight. She leaned against me, collapsing into my embrace.


  “You’re not unwanted at all!” I told her.


  Her little body was stiff in my arms, still frozen with shock.


  “The gods chose the Occupation of Alchemist for you because it suits you the best! You’re not unwanted!” I said, echoing what Father had told me before.


  Leaf pushed his way between us and licked the tears from her face with his big tongue.


  “Eek! A big doggy!” She blinked in surprise, gaping at Leaf.


  “This is Leaf,” I said gently. “And my name is Daisy. What’s yours?”


  Her face softened a little as Leaf’s warm, wet tongue wiped her tears away.


  “I’m Lily von—well, I was Lily von Woyrsch.” She started to give her full name, but when she remembered she’d been disowned, her expression darkened again.


  Just then, a nun from the church came over, having heard all the commotion.


  “Did I hear a child was abandoned here?” she asked quietly, her voice filled with concern as she looked down at us on the ground.


  “Yes. Her name is Lily von Woyrsch,” I said. “She received the Alchemy Occupation, and now her parents have disowned her.” 


  “I see…” the nun murmured sadly, then offered us both her hands to help us up. “How about we talk inside? It’s chilly out here.” 


  She led us into the church’s parlor.


  “In cases of noble children like Miss Lily, it is best if relatives or another connected family adopt her as their daughter. Of course, the orphanage is always open, but we can’t guarantee the same standard of living she’s used to,” the nun explained softly. Her voice was quiet, as if trying to spare Lily as much pain as possible. “That said, I’m ashamed to admit that our orphanage is already in dire financial straits. The children live with many hardships…”


  It would be unbearable for Lily to lose her family name and be cast into squalor at the same time. I looked at her as she sat next to me. Her eyes were fixed on her lap, her face filled with despair.


  I knew I shouldn’t make impulsive decisions like this, but something nagged at me. I was sure I’d heard the name Woyrsch before; maybe Father would know.


  “You know, Lily…why don’t you stay with my family for a while? We can look for relatives to take you in and figure out your future together. I’m Daisy von Preslaria, daughter of a viscount. And I’m an Alchemist, too.”


  “You’re an Alchemist like me, Daisy?” she asked.


  I gave her a big smile and patted her head. “Yep! Since we were given the same Occupation, maybe I can help you.”


  Just then, the nun spoke up. “Preslaria… You mean, the same family of the Sage and Saint?”


  “Yes, I’m their younger sister,” I said. “My father is Henry von Preslaria, vice-commander of the Order of Mages.”


  Once the nun knew my identity, she was eager to entrust Lily to my family. I couldn’t make such a decision on my own, of course, so I asked the nun to come with me and Lily to my family’s home and hired a carriage to take us there. Before we left the church, I asked a messenger to send word to Father, who was at the castle. Thanks to that, he was already waiting for us when we got home.


  Lily and I both had dirt on our clothing from having fallen on the ground. I gave her some of my old clothes and changed into a spare outfit I kept at home. Lily had shoulder-length, honey-blonde hair and her big, round eyes—the same aquamarine color as mine—gave her a sweet face.


  “I’m sorry for acting without permission,” I said, bowing to my parents as we sat across from them. I’d sent a letter to Father with the messenger, and he’d told my mother as they waited for us to arrive.


  “No, Daisy. I think you made the right choice. I’m glad you brought her here.” Father turned to Lily, his voice gentle. “Come here, child.”


  Lily shook her head and clung tighter to my arm. “I want to stay with Daisy.”


  “Goodness. It looks like she’s quite fond of you,” Father said, chuckling, and looked to Mother, unbothered by Lily’s rejection.


  “Sister, as my daughter said, I am acquainted with House Woyrsch,” my father continued. “I don’t recall them having children Lily’s age, so her parents must be relatives of the Woyrsches I know. In any case, I should be able to find a connection through them.”


  The nun’s face relaxed in relief.


  [image: ]


  “Lily, will you listen to me for a moment?” Father said.


  Lily kept her arms locked around me as he spoke, but she turned her face to him.


  “I’m Daisy’s father, and I know people who may be your relatives. That means I can help you figure out what to do from here. If you’d like, you can stay here with us and be taken care of until things are decided. I think that would be best for you.”


  Lily gazed up at me. “Daisy, will you stay with me?”


  I had my workshop to think about, but there was no way I could leave her alone like this, either. “I’ll bring Lily with me tomorrow and discuss with everyone at the workshop,” I said.


  Father nodded. “And I’ll speak with Viscount Woyrsch, the commander of the Knights, as soon as I can…hopefully tomorrow.”


  Oh, that’s why the name sounded familiar!


  When I was five, I negotiated my first deal at the castle, and the Knight-Commander who had greeted me then was none other than Viscount Woyrsch.


  I ended up spending the night at my family’s house. Lily refused to sleep without me, so we shared a bed. I asked a servant to send a letter to the workshop to explain the situation and let everyone know I’d be away for the night.


  It seemed that Lily had been deeply hurt by her parents’ heartless words. She cried in her sleep, had nightmares, and woke up frequently. Every time she did, I woke up too and gently rubbed her back to settle her down and help her get back to sleep.


   


  The next day, I took Lily with me to the workshop.


  Everyone had just finished breakfast, so I kept things brief while I introduced Lily. I told them why she was staying with my family and explained that she was still emotionally fragile.


  Miina’s eyes welled with tears when I told them Lily’s story. Marcus, who had younger siblings, looked furious. “How could anyone be so cruel to a child!” he said.


  Ariel was also incredibly angry. “How could humans do that to their own children?!” she asked.


  I promise not all humans are like this, Ariel…


  We decided to let Lily spend the day at the workshop. Since she was here, it seemed like a good chance to show her what Alchemy was all about, especially since she was going to be an Alchemist herself one day.


  Marcus took the initiative there. Since he was the oldest in his family, he was much better with children than I was as the youngest sibling.


  He sat in front of the distiller with Lily on his lap. “This is a distiller, Miss Lily,” he explained. “We use it to extract clean water from regular water.” 


  “A distiller? So regular water is dirty?” she asked, curious.


  “Sort of, yes. It has tiny little bacteria in it that are so small you can’t even see them.”


  “What’s bacteria?” 


  “Well, they can make your tummy hurt, like this!” he said, tickling her stomach.


  “Eek, stop! That doesn’t hurt! It just tickles!” Lily squirmed around, laughing hysterically.


  Marcus gently patted her sides to settle her down. “Okay, let’s try distilling some water. This is proper Alchemy.” 


  He lifted her off his lap and set her down, then pulled over another chair and placed it next to his. He helped Lily onto it so the two of them sat side by side, then pointed at each tool, explaining everything in simple words.


  “This is a beaker,” he said. “Fill it with some of that well water over there.”


  “Oof!” Lily said, hopping down from her chair. She took the beaker from him and carefully filled it with water from the wooden bucket. Then she handed it to Marcus and climbed back on her chair with another “Oof!”


  “Now, we’ll seal the beaker like this.”


  “Okay!” Lily nodded, looking serious.


  “This red switch here heats the flask, and this blue one cools the steam that comes out. Try it for yourself,” he said.


  “What? Really?” Lily looked back and forth between me and Marcus, her eyes wide.


  “Sure, go ahead,” I said with a smile.


  She pressed her hands against her chest, maybe trying to calm her nerves, then slowly reached out and pressed the red and blue switches one after the other.


  “Oh, look! Little dots appeared inside the beaker!” She leaned forward, placing both hands on the worktable and peering inside. “There’s little bubbles that are getting bigger and now they’re popping! And there’s some kinda foggy white stuff inside!” Her eyes were huge, taking in every single detail like she didn’t want to miss a thing.


  Eventually the water started to boil, and the rising vapor began to condense in the cooling tube, dripping bit by bit into the receiving beaker.


  “This water that was cooled down by the blue function is the distilled water,” Marcus explained, tracing the path of the steam along the glass tubing with his finger to show her where it turned back into liquid. “We should turn it off now, or the flask will burn dry.”


  “Okay.” Lily switched off the distiller.


  “This is the first distilled water you’ve ever made, Miss Lily.” Marcus pointed to the water in the output beaker.


  “Wow, this is distilled water? It’s so clean!” Lily gazed into the beaker, holding it at different angles to examine it.


  Huh? So clean? I didn’t think there was that much visible difference, but maybe it just seemed that way to her because she was excited about her first time.


  We headed home early as the business day neared its end.


  After discussing things with the others, we decided to prioritize Lily’s comfort most of all, and everyone agreed to work around that. I would take breaks from the workshop or bring Lily along with me as needed. Either way, the rest of them would keep things running smoothly at the shop even if I couldn’t be there.


  They were all such kind, reliable people.


  Thank you, everyone!


   


  ***


   


  Not long after, Father and Knight Commander Woyrsch settled on a date for their meeting, and that day finally arrived.


  The meeting was held at our family estate. It was the weekend, so I had the day off, my brother had returned from the dorms, and my sister was there as usual. Both of my siblings were sympathetic to Lily, unbelieving that some parents could be so awful to their children.


  Dahlia was still living at home since she hadn’t started school yet, and apparently, she and Lily had grown quite close over the past few days. Dahlia juggled glowing mana orbs for her while Lily squealed and giggled with delight. Dahlia explained that it was an application of parallel activation. Different types of mana attributes were different colors, and she manipulated several different elemental mana orbs at once. It was also good mana control practice.


  Yeah, no normal person plays games like that. Well, no normal person could cast that in the first place!


  We passed the time until Knight Commander Woyrsch finally arrived at our home.


  “I heard my foolish younger brother has caused you all a great deal of trouble. My deepest apologies.” He bowed his head the moment we were all seated. According to him, Lily’s father was his younger brother and a Knight, as well. Apparently, the man held the rank of a Knight-baron, a title granted only to Knights that only lasted one generation. It ranked even below baron, the lowest inheritable trait among nobles.


  “Uncle?” Lily said hesitantly, tilting her head. It seemed she recognized him.


  “Yes, that’s right. I heard your father said some awful things to you,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t realize what he’d put you through.” He stood up, bracing one hand on the table as he reached across to touch Lily’s cheek.


  She shrank back and grabbed my arm, hiding her face against me.


  “Well, I guess I can’t blame her.” The commander lowered his arm and sat back down with a sheepish smile.


  “Are you okay, Lily?” I asked, glancing down as she clung to me. 


  She shook her head, saying Knight Commander Woyrsch reminded her too much of her father who abandoned her, and she didn’t like it.


  “My brother made a mistake. I’d hoped to welcome her into the main family as my adopted daughter instead, but it seems she wouldn’t like that. We do look alike, after all—it’s only natural, since we’re brothers.” He frowned as he heard Lily’s reasoning. “If my face alone is a burden to her, perhaps I should wait before taking her in.”


  He looked thoughtful for a moment, then turned his gaze toward me.


  “This may be a selfish request, but I can’t bear to see her suffer. At the very least, I want to ensure she receives the best possible education and environment for her future. That’s why I was hoping to ask you to be her teacher, Miss Daisy.”


  I blinked in surprise. 


  Huh? But I’m only ten years old.


  “Well, right now the two greatest Alchemists in this kingdom are Daisy’s mentor and Daisy herself,” Dahlia said casually.


  “Wait, hold on. I’m still only ten, remember?” I protested, shaking my head.


  Knight Commander Woyrsch nodded in agreement with my sister. “Miss Dahlia’s right. And Lily has already opened her heart to you, likely because you’re who first took her in.”


  “Excuse me, Commander,” Remus said. “But let’s say Lily does become your adopted daughter and then also becomes a brilliant Alchemist under Daisy’s tutelage. What happens then?”


  “My brother would probably demand her back,” Knight Commander Woyrsch said bitterly. 


  “To abandon a child one moment and demand her return the next… It’s cruel! She isn’t a toy,” my mother said with a frown.


  “Well, it’s not impossible he’d try to get her back, especially if she’s adopted by relatives that close,” Father said quietly. He locked his fingers together and rested his chin on them, then fell silent, lost in thought. We all waited for him to speak, and after a while, it seemed he’d come to a decision. He lifted his head and turned to Lily, speaking gently. 


  “Lily, could I ask you something?” Father sat on the same sofa as the two of us, with me between them.


  “Okay…” Lily loosened her grip on me just a little, hesitantly raising her face to look at him.


  “How would you feel if I became your father, she became your mother, and Dahlia, Remus, and Daisy became your siblings?”


  “Huh?”


  “What I mean to say is…would you like to become our daughter? We would adopt you, although it would mean completely cutting ties with your old family.” He spoke slowly and gently so even a child could follow.


  “My…” Lily’s head whipped up to look at Father. “My father said I was useless and shameful and that they didn’t want me…and then he left me!” The memory must’ve still been vivid, because tears sprang to her eyes. All the women in the room reached for their handkerchiefs in sympathy. I hugged her tightly.


  “But Daisy told me that wasn’t true! She said that if the gods gave me the Occupation of Alchemist, then it must be right for someone like me, and then she gave me a big hug!” Even as Lily sobbed, she was determined to express her feelings with all her heart. “I want to be Daisy’s little sister! I want to be part of this family, because everyone here is so kind!”


  I loosened my arms, gently turned her toward Father, and then gave her a soft push forward.


  He wrapped her in his big arms and pulled her close. “Then let’s be a family.”


  “A family… Are you sure?” she sniffed. “But I’m useless…”


  “No, remember? You aren’t useless, just like Daisy told you. I want you to be part of our family. Do you not want me to be your father, Lily?”


  “That’s not it at all!” Lily said, shaking her head. “Please…make me part of your family, um…F-Father…” Hesitantly, she reached her small, delicate arms around his back.


  “Everyone agrees, don’t they?” Father asked, glancing around.


  “Of course!” we replied in unison.


  “Come here, Lily. Come to your mommy,” Mother said, spreading her arms with a smile. Father let go of Lily, who rushed over to Mother and fell into her embrace next.


  “Mommy…?”


  “Yes, that’s right, Lily. You’re named after a flower like all the girls in our family, so it’s like you were always meant to be one of us. We match!” She hugged Lily, nuzzling their cheeks together. It must have tickled, because Lily squirmed, but then wrapped her arms around Mother and smiled.


  As Knight Commander Woyrsch watched them, he bowed his head deeply in response to the scene playing out before him.


  There was no national family registry system in our kingdom; noble family records were privately maintained by each household. It meant that people could be easily disowned, adopted, or even adopted out and then taken back later, all situations that weren’t unheard of. We decided to draw up a formal record of Lily’s adoption into the Preslaria family to avoid any potential problems down the line.


  Father, Knight Commander Woyrsch, and the Knight who had been Lily’s father all signed the document. While it might seem excessive for an adoption from a Knight-baron’s family to a viscount’s, we went a step further and asked the king to add his signature as well.


  Knight Commander Woyrsch tried to give Father money for child support, but he refused. 


  Once the adoption was settled, we reached out to the nun from the church who’d been involved in the matter. She’d been worried about Lily and was delighted to hear the news.


  And now, Lily was officially Lily von Preslaria, my little sister.


   


  ***


   


  Since Lily was still so young, she would live at the Preslaria estate for now. She needed time to settle into our family, and she would need to learn reading, writing, arithmetic, and high-society etiquette. My parents hired a private tutor for her; she was only five years old, after all.


  Oh, I should ask Dahlia to teach her mana control too! She’ll need that when she becomes an Alchemist someday.


  Kate was assigned to be her personal maid. 


  Since the third floor of my workshop where the girls lived was already full, we decided to build a fourth floor in advance, in case Lily and Kate moved in later. Since she was my little sister, I wanted her room to be as spacious as mine.


  With everything settled, I finally returned to the workshop.


  Chapter 6:
The Alchemist and Her New Family


   


  THE SITUATION AT MY FAMILY’S HOME WASN’T the only thing to change when Lily joined our family; things at the workshop changed too. Lily had a set study schedule, but since she was only five, we didn’t want to overwhelm her with lessons. She had lots of days off, and even plenty of half days. In her free time, she would chat with Mother in the garden, have Dahlia read to her, or do other things to settle into our family.


  She hated sleeping alone since she still had nightmares, so she took turns sleeping with Father and Mother or one of my siblings. That was understandable, given what her biological parents had put her through. I hoped she just needed time to soak up all the affection and slowly heal.


  Lily would come visit me at the workshop sometimes after her studies. Since she was so young, she came by carriage with Kate, who would help her down so that she could come running to find me.


  “Daisyyyy!” she would call cheerfully from outside the shop.


  Today I was working in my lab, but I headed out to greet her myself when I heard her coming.


  “Hello there, Miss Lily,” Miina said.


  “You’re full of energy, as usual!” Ariel said. They both greeted her from the bakery.


  “Ooh, your bread looks so yummy today, Miina!” said Lily, who came to a complete stop when she saw it. Children’s moods surely could change in an instant.


  I caught up and gently patted her head. “Welcome, Lily.”


  She looked up at me, smiling brightly. “There you are!” she said and threw her arms around me in a big hug.


  “Did you finish your lessons?” I asked, and she stood tall and proud.


  “I read the Alchemy book you gave me for reading practice this week! Right, Kate?”


  “Yes, she worked very hard.” Kate nodded with a warm smile, standing quietly nearby.


  Wow, really? That’s impressive! She’s only just turned five. Most kids her age are still reading picture books…


  “I worked so hard ’cuz I wanna do Alchemy with you, Daisy!” She turned her irresistible puppy dog eyes on me—she knew how to work her charms. “Please? I wanna try making that medicine thing called a potion!” she said, tugging on my dress.


  “Oh, so that’s why you came today,” I said, looking over at Kate, who just nodded and smiled sheepishly.


  Lily had refused to use anything except for my old copy of Introduction to Alchemy for her reading lessons. She could only read it with the help of her tutor, of course, but if she was that interested, then it wouldn’t hurt to let her try.


  “All right, then,” I said. “Let’s make a potion together. First, we’ll need the ingredients.”


  I took her tiny hand and led her toward the garden while Kate stayed behind.


  “This is the garden. The more nutrient-rich your ingredients, the better your potion,” I explained.


  The plants in my garden were a vibrant green, their healthy leaves opening wide to soak up the sun.


  “A garden!” Lily let go of my hand and ran off toward the plants, excited. “Healing herbs and mana herbs, just like in the book!” she said, crouching in front of the two potion ingredients.


  “That’s right! You have a good memory,” I said and patted her head.


  Lily suddenly pointed toward the fairies in the garden. “Those are fairies, right? I read about them in a children’s book!”


  The fairies were surprised that someone aside from me had noticed them, and they froze in the middle of their work.


  One of the little boy fairies floated over to Lily. “You…can see us?” He waved his hand while tipping his head.


  “Yeah, I can see you! I’m Lily, Daisy’s little sister! Nice to meet you!” She carefully pinched his tiny hand between her thumb and forefinger and shook it.


  “Wait… Hold on, Daisy! What’s going on here?! Does this mean she has the Nature Spirit King’s blessing too?!” The little girl sprite I usually spoke with asked me with excitement.


  Hmm… Let me just take a look and see! 


  I went ahead and used Appraisal on Lily, who was busy playing with the fairies.


   


  Lily von Preslaria


  Third daughter of a viscount


  Health: 10/10


  Mana: 150/150


  Occupation: None


  Skills:


  Alchemy: (1/10)


  Hypersensory


  Rewards and Crimes: None


  Gifts: Blessing of the God of Skills


  Titles: None


   


  She does have a gift! But what is that strange skill?


  “Surprised?” Suddenly I heard a familiar male voice behind me. When I turned around, I saw the Nature Spirit King himself.


  “Long time no see, Daisy.” As always, his glimmering, divine aura took my breath away.


  “Nature Spirit King…” 


  He put his warm hands on my shoulders and turned me toward Lily. He was so close behind me I could feel his warmth against my back. We both stood there watching as Lily played with the fairies.


  “The gods were watching during her Baptism ceremony. The god of skills is the protector of all artisans, and he was keeping an eye on her. When he saw what her parents did, he wept and could only say how sorry he felt for her, and that’s why he granted her his blessing. She already had sharp senses to begin with, though.” He patted my head as he explained. “The god of skills is also very grateful to you for doing everything you could to protect her. He’s given you a blessing as well, so be sure to take a look later. It will be useful for what lies ahead.”


  “A blessing for me?” I said. “I just couldn’t stand by and watch, that’s all. She reminded me so much of myself…”


  The Nature Spirit King gently patted me again. “I see. You’re so kind, Daisy.” He planted a soft kiss on the back of my head. “I want you to live freely as you please, because I love you just the way you are.”


  What?


  I felt my cheeks flushing and knew my face must be bright red. Flustered, I placed both hands over my cheeks to hide it.


  “Please take good care of Lily, and guide her well,” he said.


  Why am I blushing so much? What’s going on?!


  “Oh? Was that a little too much for you yet?” He chuckled softly and patted my head gently where he’d kissed me. “I’ll leave Lily in your hands.”


  With that, he kissed my hand, and the warmth I felt behind me vanished.


  “Hm? What’s wrong, Daisy?” Lily tipped her head in confusion as she looked at me still frozen in place with my hands on my cheeks.


  “N-nothing at all!” 


  I pulled myself together and showed Lily how to gather the herbs we’d need for her potion. Then we headed back to the workshop, hand in hand, my cheeks still burning from the Nature Spirit King’s little prank.


  Not now, Daisy! You’re making a potion with Lily, so you need to focus!


  With my free hand, I swatted myself lightly on the cheek to snap out of it, prompting Lily to give me another strange look.


  Once we were in the lab, I set the ingredients onto the worktable and started preparing everything we’d need. Since Lily was so small, I’d bought a taller chair for children like her. I also pulled out a chair for Kate so she could keep an eye on us as she usually did.


  The child’s chair came with a step stool so Lily could climb up and down on her own. When I told her it was hers, she looked thrilled. 


  Once she took a seat, I sat next to her, with Kate behind us so she could supervise.


  “Lily, try nibbling on a bit of the healing herbs and mana herbs,” I suggested.


  She nodded and took a small bite from each. As she chewed them, her frown grew deeper.


  “Yuck! It’s so bitter!” She spat it out into the trash can.


  “It sure is,” I said. “That’s why we need to prepare them first. Watch me closely, okay?”


  “Prepare the ingredients…” she repeated, nodding again.


  Standing up from my seat, I rubbed the ingredients with salt, blanched them quickly in hot water, and then plunged them into cold water right away before thoroughly draining them.


  “Now we’re going to chop them up finely,” I instructed.


  “Chop them finely…” Lily echoed.


  With everything chopped, I put the blend of healing and mana herbs into a beaker and added water, then set it on the heater.


  “This is the heater. Do you remember it from when you used the distiller?”


  “Yep! It makes the water bubble!”


  “That’s right! You’ve got such a good memory. Great job,” I praised, patting her head. She smiled happily in response.


  I showed her how to operate the heater, then walked her through the rest of the steps until the potion was done.


  “Daisy, can I have a spoon and a little dish?” Lily asked.


  Hm? What does she want those for? Curious, I handed them over.


  She scooped a bit of the liquid from the beaker with the spoon, poured it onto the dish, blew on it a few times, then drank it. “Mm! It’s sweet and easy to drink!”


  Oh, she just wanted to taste it.


  “Wanna try making the next one by yourself?” I asked.


  “Yeah!” She smiled and nodded enthusiastically.


  I placed fresh ingredients and water into another beaker and set it on the heater. She must’ve remembered my steps well, because she pressed all the right switches on her own. Tiny bubbles began to form inside the beaker.


   


  Potion???


  Classification: Medicine


  Quality: Normal (-3)


  Rarity: C


  Status: The active ingredients are quite diluted.


  Feeling: Still a ways to go!


   


  Lily took another taste of the potion.


  Well, the ingredients aren’t toxic, so it’s probably fine, right?


  Still, even though this particular potion was safe, that didn’t mean she could go drinking everything she made. A habit like that could be dangerous.


  “Hey, Lily?”


  “Yes, Daisy?”


  “When you taste test, just take a tiny bit to check the flavor and then spit it out. Potions are fine, but in the future, you will be working with things that aren’t safe. You could get hurt if you get into the habit of drinking everything,” I explained, then handed her a cup to spit into.


  She obediently leaned her head down and spat out the potion, then frowned. “That didn’t taste like anything at all.”


  After a while, the bubbles in the beaker grew bigger.


   


  Potion


  Classification: Medicine


  Quality: Normal 


  Rarity: C


  Status: The active ingredients are quite weak.


  Feeling: More or less an average potion.


   


  Lily gave it another taste. “It seems fine.”


  The mixture began bubbling more vigorously after a few more minutes.


  “You should give it a stir every now and then,” I said.


  She nodded and gently stirred the solution with a spoon, just like I’d shown her.


   


  Potion


  Classification: Medicine


  Quality: Best 


  Rarity: C


  Status: The active ingredients are fully extracted. Slightly sweet. An excellent product with double the effect of a standard potion.


  Feeling: Good job!


   


  “Wow! It tastes just like yours, Daisy!” Lily reached over and switched off the heater on her own. “It’s done! I made a potion!”


  Uh, what? How does she know it’s done? She doesn’t have Appraisal, right?


  “Hey, Kate?”


  “Yes?”


  “Be honest with me… Do you think it’s possible for a five-year-old to make a potion all by herself, even with a little help for the more difficult parts?”


  “Hmm, I do think I’ve worked for someone like that before,” Kate said with a faint smile.


  But I made a ton of mistakes back then!


  Come to think of it, Kate had been the one to show me how to finely chop herbs when I first started. That really brings back memories… Wait! That’s not the point!


  The point was how did Lily know it was done?


  Was it due to her gift? That wasn’t a good thing… If anyone found out, her former parents could try to take her back.


  As I worried, Lily looked up at me. “Is it not done, Daisy?”


  “No, it’s perfect! You did a wonderful job on your very first try!” I cradled her face in both hands and rested my forehead against hers, nuzzling her softly. “There’s still some herb residue in the beaker, so let’s clean it up. I’ll show you how, so watch carefully.”


  I filtered the potion through a cloth and poured it into a bottle. Lily tried to copy me, but her hands were still small and unsteady, and she spilled nearly an entire bottle’s worth.


  “I finished it all by myself!” she said, proudly holding up the finished potion. 


  The table was also soaking wet, but it was fine.


  The first thing I should do was report the day’s events to Father and figure out the next steps, so that day I decided to return home with Lily. I explained everything to my parents as soon as Father returned home from work, with Lily by my side.


  “She could make it after tasting it just once?” Father was speechless.


  I know how you feel, I thought.


  “Lily, how did you manage to make it just like Daisy’s?” Mother asked with a thoughtful frown.


  “I just thought it should taste like hers.”


  “I checked with Appraisal, and it seems Lily has been blessed by the god of skills, and has a special skill called Hypersensory,” I said.


  “I see,” Father said. “So that’s how she could replicate your potion just by confirming the taste. Why would her parents abandon such a gifted child?” He tipped his head to the side, struggling to understand.


  “I think Lily was born with naturally sharp senses, but the Nature Spirit King told me that the god of skills blessed her out of pity after her parents abandoned her,” I explained.


  Father nodded slowly. “I see… Well, we have an adoption agreement in writing, signed by the king himself, so they won’t be able to demand her return. I did wonder if doing all that was a bit excessive, but I suppose it was worth it after all.”


  Lily’s gaze clouded over as she listened to our serious conversation.


  “It’s all right,” Father said gently as he stood up. He walked to her and scooped her up into his arms, nuzzling her cheek. “All of us will protect you, Lily. You don’t have to worry about a thing.”


  “Okay.” She giggled, her face lighting up in a bright smile, wriggling slightly as he tickled her.


  She was already beloved as the youngest child in our family. Not one of us would ever agree to send her back to those cruel people who only cared how useful she was. We all felt the same way, and so we decided to keep Lily’s mysterious abilities a family secret.


   


  One day, I realized I really needed to process those healing stones I still hadn’t touched. I’d been at my family’s house more often lately because of everything with Lily, so it had been put off.


  I asked Marcus if he could handle making the potions for delivery because I wanted some time to myself, and he agreed right away. I was grateful for his help and decided to use my free time to focus on making alloys.


  Just as I rolled up my sleeves to get started, I heard a cheerful voice call from outside the shop. 


  “Daisy!”


  The bell over the door jingled and I heard the pitter-patter of little feet echoing through the workshop. It must have been Kate who opened the door.


  “Daisy, Marcus! Hello!” Lily dipped into a curtsey. She had obviously just learned it, because she wobbled a bit, trying very hard not to lose her balance. Her determination just made it even cuter.


  Kate bowed behind her politely.


  Lily looked back and forth between Marcus and me, realizing something.


  “Are you making potions, Marcus?” She trotted over and tugged on his shirt, looking up at him hopefully.


  “Yes, I’m making potions for the kingdom.”


  “I can make potions too! Please let me help!” Smiling, she opened her brand-new satchel—probably a gift from Father—and proudly pulled out a bottle of potion she’d recently made.


  “Um…” Marcus looked at the bottle with surprise and gave me a flustered look, silently asking for help.


  Hmm, what should we do?


  Well, she could judge a potion’s quality, so as long as she didn’t do anything dangerous, it should be fine.


  “I don’t want her using a knife yet, so could you prep the ingredients for her? Lily, you can do the taste-testing. Marcus, get her a small dish and a spoon, and a cup to spit into after tasting,” I instructed.


  “Got it,” Marcus said.


  With that, Lily began making another potion under Marcus and Kate’s supervision.


  All right, time for me to get to work. Apron on, gloves on…


   


  Healing Stone


  Classification: Mineral, Material


  Quality: Good


  Rarity: B


  Status: Naturally promotes the gradual recovery of health when made into equipment. Stacks with other items granting the same effect.


  Feeling: Silver seems nice. I want to be with him.


   


  All right, then. Let’s set the healing stone and silver ingot in place…


  I was just about to infuse it with my mana when I heard a loud voice.


  “I did it! It tastes just like the potion you made, Daisy!” Lily threw her hands up triumphantly.


  “The quality is solid, Miss Daisy; she really pulled it off. I didn’t know it was possible to tell quality just from taste,” Marcus said, sounding amazed. 


  “I wanna make another potion!” Lily exclaimed.


  Marcus gave me another pleading look, unsure of what to do.


  Hmm, hi-potions require precise mana control, so that might be too much for her right now.


  However, mana potions only needed a catalyst stone to trigger the reaction. If she could remember the steps, she might be able to manage one.


  I set my stirring rod against the wall. Pulling off my gloves, I walked over to her and knelt to meet her gaze.


  “How is your mana control training with Dahlia going?” I asked.


  Since some Alchemy recipes required it, I’d asked my sister Dahlia to teach Lily the basics while she stayed at the family home.


  Lily had come from a house full of Knights who trained in swordsmanship, so she probably didn’t grow up learning mana control. I wanted to check on her progress.


  She shook her head. “Not good. I can’t do it at all.” She frowned sadly, and I could see tears shimmering in her eyes. I was worried she might start to cry.


  “Don’t worry, Lily, you’re only just getting started. You’ll get the hang of it soon. It’s okay.” I reached out and patted her head gently. She smiled at me in relief.


  Besides, her teacher was none other than Saint Dahlia, a girl almost terrifying in her dedication. She might not have been a genius, but she was the hardest worker I knew. There was no better teacher for someone struggling.


  [image: ]


  “Okay, let’s pick a potion that doesn’t need mana control for today. You can move onto the other kind once you’ve practiced it a little more.”


  “All right!” Lily nodded happily.


  “Marcus, will you show her how to make a mana potion? Walk her through it once, then let her taste the final product. After that, she can try making one herself,” I said. 


  “Sure thing.” Marcus nodded and began prepping the ingredients with practiced ease. He demonstrated the process for Lily, and then it was her turn.


   


  Mana Potion???


  Classification: Medicine


  Quality: Low


  Rarity: C


  Status: The active ingredients are diluted.


  Feeling: Not even close!


   


  Lily tasted it. “It doesn’t taste like anything at all,” she reported.


  She copied Marcus’s actions, gently stirring with her spoon just like he did. After a while, the bubbles grew larger.


   


  Mana Potion


  Classification: Medicine


  Quality: Low


  Rarity: C


  Status: The active ingredients have barely been extracted.


  Feeling: You’re on the right track!


   


  Lily tasted it again. “Oh, it tastes different.” But she puffed out her cheeks and shook her head, pouting.


  A while later, the mixture began to bubble softly. “Please react with the mana stone,” she whispered, stirring again with the spoon.


   


  Mana Potion


  Classification: Medicine


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: C


  Status: The active ingredients have been fully extracted. An exceptional potion that restores double the amount of a standard potion.


  Feeling: Great job!


   


  “Oh, this one tastes just like Marcus’s!” Lily switched off the heater all by herself.


  “Wow… She must have really sensitive tastebuds,” Marcus said, clearly impressed.


  If she was going to keep verifying potions by taste, then I wanted to make her a guardian ring that could protect her from status ailments, just in case. I decided to ask Lynn to craft one from the leftover ingots.


  And before we knew it, evening had fallen.


  I let everyone at the workshop know I was going back home that night with Lily. I figured it would be good to report that she’d successfully brewed a mana potion and check in with Dahlia on her mana control progress. 


  “I wanna sleep with you tonight, Daisy!” Lily seemed to be in high spirits as we rode in the carriage together. I smiled and chatted with her, but really I was worried. She still couldn’t sleep alone and would cry at night. On bad nights, she sometimes wet the bed, even though she was five years old. I had a feeling the cause was her emotional trauma. She’d been called useless repeatedly. I figured those cruel insults still lingered inside of her, and I was at a loss how to help heal her wounds.


  I gently stroked her head and told her we could sleep together tonight. She bounced up and down with excitement, but I couldn’t shake my worry.


  Once we arrived at the estate, I stepped down from the carriage and took Lily’s hand. As usual, Sebastian was there to greet us at the door. 


  After we had dinner with the family, I asked Dahlia if I could chat with her. We settled onto the living room sofas so I could hear how Lily had been doing.


  “She’s been with us for about a month already, hasn’t she?” Dahlia said. “I haven’t worked with her every day, but I have been following the lessons Miss Yulia gave us. Still, no matter what we try, nothing seems to work for her.”


  Lily was already struggling, and Dahlia didn’t know how to teach her. Miss Yulia had been our magic teacher growing up.


  “A month is a long time…” I murmured.


  “I know. I wonder if something else is going on?” 


  We were both puzzled.


  Just then, Father happened to walk by. “Look at those long faces. What’s going on?”


  “Father!” we said in unison, beckoning him over. We ex­plained the situation, hoping to get some advice.


  “Hm, that is a long time to be having trouble. It might be a case of mana blockage,” he said.


  “Mana blockage?” I asked. I’d never heard of it before.


  “Yes. If you don’t circulate mana through your mana pathways for a while, the flow inside can cool and slow down. In some cases, it can even solidify and get clogged up.”


  If that happened, it would interfere with casting any kind of magic use until the blockage was cleared.


  “If that’s the case, I feel sorry for her. She’s been trying so hard,” Dahlia said softly. She looked toward Lily, who was off in a corner with Mother, reading a story.


  “There’s someone at the Magic Research Institute next to the castle who could examine her. Let’s take her in for a check-up,” Father said. He told us he’d arrange it with the researcher himself. 


  On the day of her exam, Father, Dahlia, and I all went with Lily to the Magic Research Institute. The building resembled a tower and stood right on the edge of the castle grounds.


  We followed Father to a lab belonging to a researcher. He knocked on the door, and a woman with a head of incredibly wavy hair messily tied back in a ponytail poked her head out to greet us.


  “Hi there, Henry. Been expecting you.” She smiled and opened the door wide, waving us in.


  Inside, there were piles of books and documents on every available surface, just mounds of stuff everywhere. In the middle, buried in books, was a desk with a makeshift examination bed next to it.


  I was so startled by the state of the room that I couldn’t help but gawk.


  “Research has a way of making materials pile up before you know it! And I’m terrible at tidying up, so here we are. I’m Alicia von Witzleben, the researcher here. It’s nice to meet you all. Don’t mind the mess,” she said as she sat down at the desk. She motioned for us to sit down on the only available spot, which was the bed.


  “So who am I taking a look at today?” she asked.


  “This is Lily, our youngest. We think she might have a mana blockage,” Father explained, introducing Lily.


  “Got it.” Alicia reached for a pair of spectacles lying haphazardly on her desk. “These glasses are a magical device I developed which lets me see the mana pathways inside the body.” She came over, crouched down before Lily, and gave her a pat on the head.


  “All right, Lily. I’m going to take a look at your mana flow. It won’t hurt, so don’t worry, okay? I’m going to hold your hands now.” She gently scooped up Lily’s hands from her lap and pressed her own against them, forming a circle with their arms.


  “I’m going to start by sending a slow stream of my own mana into you. That will help me see where the blockage is. If there is one, the warmth from my mana should help to slowly melt it.” After explaining everything carefully, she peered through her glasses at Lily’s body.


  “Ah… My hand…and my arm are getting warm!” Lily said with surprise.


  Alicia nodded. “That’s mana,” she said with a smile.


  Lily’s face sparkled. “Magic really is warm, just like Dahlia told me!” Mana still steadily flowed into her, and every time she felt a change she’d announce it. “This part’s warm now!” or “Now it’s warm here!”


  “Oh, there it is,” Alicia said at last, narrowing her eyes toward Lily’s lower stomach. “There’s a mana-producing organ just below the bellybutton, and both output pathways seem to be blocked. I’m going to keep you warm for a little while longer, okay? Try to sit still.”


  Lily nodded obediently and didn’t move a muscle. Father, my sister, and I all remained quiet, watching closely.


  “It’s warm below my bellybutton now!” Lily said.


  Alicia gave a satisfied nod. “That should do it. The treatment is complete. She should be good to go now.”


  All three of us let out a sigh of relief.


  “Right now, the warm energy coming from you is flowing out from one hand, and my mana is entering through the other. Can you feel it going in circles between us?” Alicia asked.


  “Yeah!” Lily smiled, nodding enthusiastically.


  “That’s mana control, and from now on, you’ll be doing it on your own, okay? You should be able to do it without any issues now, so just keep practicing.”


  “Okay!”


  Alicia let go of her hands and patted her gently on the head. “Great job.”


  “Thanks, Alicia,” Father said, standing up and bowing his head respectfully. “All right, everyone. Let’s get going,” he said, then walked toward the door.


  Wait, aren’t we going to pay her? I wondered, but Alicia waved to Father with a grin.


  “Send me a few fresh recruits for testing next time!” she called.


  “Sure thing!” Father said, waving back at her.


  Hm, so that’s how it works. In exchange she gets subjects for her research from the Order of Mages… 


  I decided not to think about it too hard.


  Now that Lily’s mana blockage had cleared, she began spending her free time training with Dahlia. On top of that, she’d also begun the training routine I’d invented of burning through all her mana each day before bed to increase her maximum levels.


  It seemed like things were finally settling down.


   


  ***


   


  Now it was time for me to get back to work; I’d been putting it off time and again. Every time I tried to start, something seemed to interrupt me, and the materials had been sitting around for too long.


  This time I’d make healing silver for sure. I tied my apron, put on my gloves, and got to work. 


   


  Healing Stone


  Classification: Mineral, Material


  Quality: Good


  Rarity: B


  Status: Naturally promotes the gradual recovery of health when made into equipment. Stacks with other items granting the same effect.


  Feeling: Silver seems nice. I want to be with him.


   


  All right, the healing stone and silver ingot. Let’s go.


  I slowly infused my mana into both and began melting everything down.


   


  Healing Silver?


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Normal


  Rarity: B


  Status: Naturally promotes the gradual recovery of health when made into equipment. Stacks with other items granting the same effect.


  Feeling: Hmm, I just feel mixed together, not blended.


   


  Yeah, we weren’t quite there yet. I poured in a bit more mana to balance the mixture evenly. Just then, a familiar voice called from outside. 


  “Daisy!” 


  The doorbell chimed as Kate opened the door for Lily, and soon I heard her footsteps echoing through the shop. As soon as she saw me, she raced right for me.


  “Hi, Lily!” I smiled, unable to wave since both my hands were occupied. “Be careful, don’t get too close to the Alchemy cauldron. It’s very hot.” 


  I stirred the contents with my rod even as I gently warned her to keep her distance. Then I noticed Lily staring intently at something in her palm—a pale blue stone.


  What’s she got?


   


  ??? Stone


  Classification: Mineral, Material


  Quality: Good


  Rarity: B


  Status: …


   


  Wait, I haven’t finished scanning it!


  Lily suddenly pressed the stone to her ear, interrupting my Appraisal. Then, before I could stop her, she cheerfully tossed it straight into the cauldron with the developing healing silver.


  Thankfully the alloy was too thick to cause a splash, but I still broke out into a cold sweat. I breathed a sigh of relief as I watched the stone slowly sink into the molten metal, spreading out circular ripples.


  Sheesh…


  “Lily!” I shouted.


  “Miss Lily!” Kate immediately rushed over and scolded her, gently but firmly pulling Lily into her arms to contain her. “Miss Daisy was in the middle of making an alloy! You can’t just throw a random stone you found in the forest behind the house into her cauldron! You mustn’t pull pranks like that!”


  Seriously? It was just a rock from the backyard?!


  My shoulders slumped with disappointment. There goes the quality of this alloy…


  Lily puffed out her cheeks and said defiantly, “It wasn’t a prank! It told me it’d be pretty if I put it in there!”


  That made no sense, but at least it seemed like she had a reason. Instead of giving up on the attempt, I decided to take a peek inside the cauldron.


   


  Merciful Silver


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: High


  Rarity: B(+1)


  Status: Naturally promotes the gradual recovery of health and mana when made into equipment. Stacks with other items granting the same effect.


  Feeling: Hmm, it still feels like we’re just swirling together right now.


   


  “Wait, the effects increased!” I exclaimed.


  “Huh?” Kate was so startled she loosened her grip on Lily, who quickly wriggled out of her arms and rushed over to me.


  “See? I told you they belonged together!” She grinned with triumph, delighted that I had validated her. “Daisy, it’s not quite blended yet. You have to mix it more so they really come together.”


  “How can you tell?” I asked. Lily didn’t have the Appraisal skill, so there should be no way for her to know that.


  “Well, the little ones inside aren’t all holding hands yet.”


  “Holding hands?” I tipped my head to the side, trying to understand.


  “Yeah. Once they’re all friends, they’ll squeeze each other’s hands really tight! And that’s when they’ll make a pretty shape!”


  It seemed like instead of reading raw data like Appraisal did, Lily could somehow see how the components of a mixture were relating to one another. I didn’t fully understand, but I had a vague sense of what her ability might be.


  All right, then. Let’s do what Lily says and pour in a bit more mana.


  “They’re starting to form a ring now, but they can still bond more,” she said, peering into the cauldron, Kate lifting her up so she could see.


  Even Appraisal agreed. I want to be even better friends! the alloy said. I couldn’t help but chuckle a little at the way they were both describing it.


  I stirred the molten metal some more.


  “Oh! More of them are holding hands now! But I think it could still be prettier.”


  Hm, a little more mana, then.


  “There! Now everyone is holding hands and getting along! It looks great!”


  Her sharp senses were fascinating.


  Just for today, I let Lily be my guide and stopped checking the results with Appraisal.


  “Yeah! Now everyone’s holding hands in a perfect shape!” The liquid metal inside began to shine with a soft, shimmering light as if to confirm her words.


   


  Merciful Silver


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: High


  Rarity: B(+1)


  Status: Naturally promotes the gradual recovery of health and mana when made into equipment. Stacks with other items granting the same effect.


  Feeling: We’re all connected now! But it feels kind of embarrassing to be seen like this…like I’m completely exposed!


   


  All right, time to take this and the guardinium and have the rings made.


  But I couldn’t forget the real priority here: I needed to caution Lily. I turned toward her and crouched so we were at eye level with each other.


  “Lily, thanks to you we made something really special today.”


  She nodded.


  “But what if today’s recipe had been something a customer had specially ordered?” 


  “Then…they’d be disappointed,” she mumbled, her expression falling. Hopefully she was starting to understand. I didn’t want to scold her too much, though, so I gently stroked her head and kept my tone calm.


  “And the cauldron gets extremely hot. What if something had splashed out because you threw a rock in? What could’ve happened to me?”


  “You could get burned…” Tears began to shimmer in her eyes.


  “That’s right. So next time you want to try something in my lab, could you ask me first?”


  “Okay…” She looked absolutely gutted now, so I reached out and gave her a hug.


  “Alchemy uses fire and involves dangerous tools and hot materials, so let’s promise to not to do this again.”


  She wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tightly, nodding.


   


  ***


   


  One day, while the shop was closed, I decided to head to the estate and check in on Lily’s progress with her mana control. Come to think of it, ever since Lily arrived, I’d been going home more often. Maybe Lily showing up wasn’t just about her needing our protection and guidance; maybe she’d brought something into our family too…a reason to reconnect and reaffirm the bond between us.


  “I’m home,” I called softly as I stepped through the front door. Sebastian was there to greet me as always.


  “Welcome back, Miss Daisy. Miss Lily will be delighted to see you.” His eyes crinkled into a warm smile, as if he was picturing the way she’d light up. He was one of our oldest servants, almost a grandfather to me and my siblings. It was clear that he adored Lily, the newest addition to our family, as well; it was written all over his face.


  “I brought a little something, one of Miina’s pear pies. Could you serve it with tea later?” I said, handing him a basket.


  “Of course. Miss Lily is in the parlor with Miss Dahlia, working on her mana control.”


  I made my way through the hallway toward the parlor. My mother was sitting near the terrace as usual, enjoying a cup of tea as she gazed out at the autumn roses.


  “Hi, Mother,” I said.


  “Hello, Daisy. How are things at the workshop?”


  “They’re going well, thanks to everyone’s help. The contract with the military is going fine as well.”


  She gestured for me to sit down beside her as she asked after the workshop. Her personal maid, Elly, stepped forward and poured me a cup of tea as well.


  “Thanks, Elly,” I said. 


  She curtseyed in return, smiling politely.


  “How is Lily doing?” I asked.


  “She still won’t sleep alone. From what I understand, she only ever had one maid looking after her at that awful house, and her parents never spent any time with her. Maybe that’s why she’s so clingy and why she’s always looking for attention or praise.”


  “She must be so happy to finally have people who care about her,” I said. 


  Lily was with Dahlia at the far end of the parlor, in the middle of a lesson. She seemed hard at work, nodding so seriously at everything my sister said. The sight made me smile. But as I watched her, I found myself thinking about the life she’d come from and how lonely she must have been.


  “And, well…” Mother trailed off.


  “The bed-wetting?” I asked.


  She nodded and sighed. 


  “Most children grow out of it by the time they’re four. With Lily, it’s been slower,” Elly chimed in tactfully.


  “She’ll have a nightmare and wet the bed. It’s not anything I can scold her for,” Mother tipped her head and looked at me, seeking my insight. 


  I imagined Lily’s nightmares were probably about the day when she was abandoned. I wasn’t sure what to do for her, though.


  “Is there any way we could help Lily gain her confidence?” Mother asked as I sipped my tea.


  Confidence? I blinked. “She’s incredibly talented.”


  Mother nodded, her eyes serious. “Yes, but her own parents threw her out for those talents! That kind of wound cuts deep. She needs a chance to believe otherwise.”


  Hm, I see. 


  “You want to give her something that doesn’t just prove we love her, but that she matters and is special?”


  I set my teacup back on the saucer and looked at Mother. She met my gaze with a firm nod. It seemed she thought if Lily could find that confidence, she might finally start to settle.


  Just then, I had an idea: We had already made our standard shipment of each potion type to the kingdom’s military. If Lily could master hi-potions, then we could have her make the entire batch for next delivery, with a note saying so.


  That night, after Father returned home to his study, we ran my plan by him to get his input.


  “I see,” Father said. “So if she can produce the most valuable item in the order, the hi-potion, then we could bring her along when we deliver it and formally introduce her as the creator.” He nodded thoughtfully. “When the king signed the adoption agreement, he expressed concern for the child. Seeing her thriving might ease his mind. If Knight Commander Woyrsch hears about it, he’ll probably feel relieved and jealous at the same time.” 


  He chuckled, like he’d just come up with a mischievous prank.


  From Knight Commander Woyrsch’s perspective, his younger brother’s blunder had disgraced the family and handed us a golden egg. It was a total embarrassment.


  Even a standard hi-potion sold for a large silver coin—100,000 lira—per bottle. If Lily’s parents had given her proper guidance and she’d learned to make them, that income could have gone to them, but they’d thrown away that opportunity.


  “I want Lily to be able to heal her inner wounds and for her bedwetting to stop,” Father said with a nod. “Yes, we need to take the initiative.”


  Father had also been a victim of Lily’s bedwetting incidents, so his answer was immediate, though of course it was just paternal worry on his part. At any rate, I decided to teach Lily how to make hi-potions.


   


  ***


   


  Meanwhile, far above, in the Celestial Temple where the gods resided…


  The oldest son and daughter of the Preslaria family had each been blessed by one of the twin gods of magic, one male and one female. This divine favor was meant to ­address the inconvenience of having to switch Occupations so late—a bit of mercy from the gods.


  Today, the goddess of magic who’d blessed Saint Dahlia watched over her from the heavens, as usual, and found the Saint in the middle of teaching a young girl to control her mana. The girl had just started throwing a tantrum.


  “Dahliiiiaaaaa! I already learned mana control, so now I wanna practice magic too!”


  Dahlia hesitated. Lily came from a line of swordsmen; there was a chance she wouldn’t have any aptitude for magic at all.


  The goddess of magic watching the exchange suddenly remembered a child who had been cast out by her parents after the autumn Baptism this year; the story had even made the rounds among the gods. If she remembered correctly, the girl had been taken in by the Saint and Sage’s family. 


  That’s right… Something like that seems to happen every year.


  She turned her eyes back to the scene before her.


  “B-but everyone in the family can use magic except me! And I hate being left out!” Lily pleaded with all her might, then began to wail.


  Dahlia had only ever dealt with a little sister like Daisy, who was calm and well-behaved, and so was completely bewildered.


  “This isn’t good…” she muttered under her breath and took Lily’s hand. The two disappeared toward the estate, likely seeking the help of their mother or a maid.


  The goddess of magic felt conflicted as she watched the scene unfold. Should she grant the poor child a divine blessing or skill simply because she wished for it so desperately?


  “What’s the matter?” A voice interrupted her thoughts—the god of skills, the guardian of the very girl in question. He was a male deity, with intelligent gray eyes and long, straight silver hair that fell to the middle of his back. 


  “Oh, God of Skills! It’s about the girl you’re watching over. She was crying just now because she wants to use magic like her family.”


  “Hm?” The god of skills tipped his head to the side. “She does have magical talent. There’s nothing to worry about.”


  “What? But doesn’t she come from a family of Knights?”


  For a moment, the god of skills seemed unsure whether to share what he knew of the foolish actions of humans, but, deciding it would benefit the child, chose to speak.


  “The man she thinks is her biological father is not in truth. To use human terminology, she’s a product of infidelity.”


  “Wh-what?!” Despite her divine dignity, her jaw nearly dropped to the floor in shock. The god of skills gave her a sidelong glance and continued.


  “She was conceived during one of the nighttime parties adults love to attend. The mother got a little too close with someone not her husband, and the child is the result. She is innocent, of course, and doesn’t know a thing. It’s just typical adult stupidity.”


  The goddess couldn’t manage to close her mouth. “Wh-who’s her real father, then?”


  “He probably doesn’t even know she exists; it was a one-night encounter, after all. But he was from a good bloodline. Long ago, there was a Sage also gifted in Alchemy, and they made a name for themselves back when Alchemy thrived in this kingdom. I’d better not name names, so let’s just say the child carries a trace of their blood.”


  The girl’s natural extraordinary senses must have come from that ancestor with a passion for Alchemy.


  The goddess of magic stroked her chin thoughtfully. What was the point of hiding the name? There were only two such people in history, and they were twin sisters. One was a brilliant Alchemist gifted in both magic and invention, and the other was a Sage who followed in her sister’s footsteps and learned Alchemy. Together they ushered in the golden age of Alchemy.


  The goddess was lost in those memories when she realized the god of skills was still talking.


  “The parents must’ve suspected she was the product of an affair. Even her own family treated her coldly, poor thing. Being disowned must’ve been hard on her, but the silver lining is that she was taken in by a better family who shower her with love. I’m relieved to see that she’s started smiling again.”


  His usual cool expression softened, the corners of his lips lifting in a gentle smile as they looked down at the girl he watched over. 


  “Maybe I should check her magical aptitude,” the goddess muttered and turned her eyes to where Lily was now, inside the mansion. “Fire, water, wind, earth… Wait, all four elements?! And time, gravity, and space-time magic? This is Sage-level aptitude!”


  “It could be due to her ancestors,” said the god of skills. “Anyway, here’s the thing—I need your help. Her current Occupation doesn’t grant her any magic-related benefits; she’s an Alchemist.”


  “And you want me, the goddess of magic, to give her a blessing to make up for it?”


  “Yes. Honestly, if people catch wind of what she’s capable of, her former family might try to snatch her back by force. She needs the strength to protect herself.”


  He had a point. 


  The goddess nodded. “Just like how blessings from the god of Occupations enable growth in their fields. How about Magic Mastery Boost?” She glanced at him, and he nodded with quiet satisfaction. “Skill granted.”


  He thanked her softly. The goddess raised an eyebrow and asked him one thing that had been bugging her: “Why come to me?” There was a male god of magic who had given his blessing to the Sage, so the god of skills easily could have asked him instead.


  “There’s no way I’m letting another male god bless my charge! I’m watching over her. She only needs one guardian deity, and that’s me,” he said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


  Between the spirit kings and now the god of skills, why are all the male deities like this? Is it fatherly love or regular old possessiveness? 


  Either way, she wished they’d tone it down a bit. 


  Regardless of the god’s indignation, Lily’s wish was about to come true.


   


  ***


   


  The next weekend, I decided to go back home and spend some time with my family.


  “Welcome back, Miss Daisy,” Sebastian greeted me at the door as he always did.


  I was just about to respond when I heard a loud noise coming from the magic training grounds.


  Is that Dahlia? I wondered, but Sebastian answered before I could ask. 


  “It seems Miss Lily has demonstrated remarkable magical aptitude. Master Remus and Miss Dahlia are currently training her.”


  Um, what?


  Thanks to the divine revelation naming him as a Sage, my brother had just graduated early from the noble’s academy. He’d taken a test to skip the rest of the curriculum altogether.


  Our kingdom had a rather rational system in place: If someone had already mastered an academic or practical subject taught at the academy, it was considered a waste of time to keep them enrolled, so they were allowed to test out.


  My brother was now specially training to become a Court Mage. Apparently, he’d moved back home and commuted to the castle from our house. Dahlia was planning to follow the same path: proving her skills at next year’s entrance exam to skip the academy entirely.


  The academy also served as a critical arena for young, unattached nobles to meet potential marriage candidates, but my siblings were already known across the kingdom as the young Sage and Saint. Honestly, if they did enroll, it would be like tossing prime meat into a den of starving beasts. In fact, Father was already drowning in a sea of letters proposing engagements for them.


  I’d gotten a fair number of proposals myself. Apparently, I was considered a fair catch, due to being a promising Alchemist and the younger sister of the Sage and Saint.


  But back to the present: I was here to see Lily.


  I dropped my bag off with Sebastian and made my way to the training grounds. From a distance, I could see three figures in the field. At that moment, a crow swooped down from the sky. 


  “Now, Lily!”


  “All right! Gravity!” 


  The crow suddenly dropped like a stone, unable to withstand the spell’s weight.


  “That’s amazing, Lily! If some creep tries to grab you, use that spell to freeze them in their tracks, then run for it!”


  “Okay, got it!” Lily said enthusiastically.


  Remus tousled her hair affectionately, looking pleased.


  Hang on, is that a spell normal Mages can use?


  “Hello everyone!” I pulled myself together and called out to them.


  “Welcome home!” they all answered with bright smiles.


  “Let’s take a break and have some tea together,” my brother suggested.


  “Great idea,” Dahlia said.


  “Yes, please!” chirped Lily.


  The four of us moved into the parlor, where Mother joined us.


  “She said once she learned how to control her mana, she wanted to try magic next,” Dahlia said, excited. “So I used the mana gauge crystal we had at home to check her attributes, and you won’t believe this!”


  Originally, I’d asked Dahlia to teach Lily mana control to help with her Alchemy. That had been the plan.


  “She’s got aptitude in all four elements, plus time, gravity, and space-time magic, just like me! She’s practically a Sage!” Remus was as excited as if it was his own achievement.


  Lily had a huge smile on her face, thrilled that her siblings were boasting about her.


  “I just feel like someone’s gonna come wanting her back,” I murmured.


  Lily suddenly grabbed my dress, shaking her head. “I can do Alchemy just like you and use magic just like Remus and Dahlia.” She shook her head even harder. “I had to be switched at birth by a bad person when I was a baby! I’m not really from that other family!”


  Who told her that story?


  “Honestly, her previous family wasn’t raising her properly anyway,” Mother chimed in. “They didn’t even notice her talent. Don’t worry, Lily, you’re our precious daughter now.” Mother stroked Lily’s hair as she spoke. The little hand gripping my sleeve eventually let go.


  “Even if someone does show up demanding we return her, we have no obligation to do so. We have a formal, written agreement,” Remus said. “But just in case things ever turn violent, we’re prioritizing training her in defensive magic. Oh, we should teach her Teleportation too so she can warp straight home if she’s ever in trouble!”


  “That’s a great idea!” Dahlia agreed enthusiastically.


  “I asked Miss Yulia if she’d consider returning as a tutor. She said she’d be delighted,” said Mother. “I’ve asked Remus and Dahlia to keep teaching Lily until she’s available, though,” she continued, running her fingers through Lily’s hair.


  “That sounds wonderful,” I said, nodding in agreement. Truthfully, I was quite shocked. But Lily already had tools to protect herself, and that was something to celebrate. 


  Everything seemed to be moving in a good direction, and with that peace of mind, I headed back to the workshop.


   


  ***


   


  Today I would help Lily make her very first hi-potion. While I was prepping my Alchemy tools… Wham! Something landed hard against my back.


  “Daisy! I did teleport magic!” The culprit was Lily, of course, who couldn’t wait to try out her new spell. 


  Poor Kate. She’s probably panicking in the carriage right now. I felt a little sorry for her, serving as a personal maid to someone so wild and unpredictable.


  Hm? This isn’t her first time around the block, you say? I have no idea what you’re talking about.


  “Aren’t you supposed to be with Kate?” I crouched down, peeling Lily off my back and setting her down in front of me.


  “Yeah, but I just really wanted to see you, Daisy!”


  I figured that was the case…


  “But what if someone else did that to you? What if they suddenly jumped on you while you were holding a beaker? What do you think would happen?”


  Lily paused for a moment, then answered. “I’d get startled and maybe drop the beaker and break it.” She nodded slowly.


  “Exactly,” I said. “So no teleporting onto people, okay?”


  “Okay!”


  “And don’t worry Kate, either. If you’re going to use Teleportation, make sure to tell her when and where you’re going first. Otherwise, she won’t know what happened to you and that’s not fair to her, right?”


  “Right.”


  Just as I finished the gentle lecture, the carriage arrived at the front of the workshop.


  “Miss Lily!” Kate burst out of the carriage. The moment she spotted Lily safe and sound, her legs gave out, and she collapsed onto the ground. “I was so worried about you!”


  Lily immediately ran up to apologize, and repeated everything I’d just told her like it was a solemn promise. It seemed like she’d learned her lesson, but now it was time to keep the promise I’d made to her today.


  “Lily, let’s go gather our ingredients from the garden. Do you remember which ones we need?” I asked.


  “Hmm, healing herbs and mana herbs! And instead of water, we use nutrient solution!”


  I laughed lightly and patted her on the head. “That’s right.”


  We chatted while we walked around back to the garden.


  “Welcome, Daisy and Lily!” the fairies called out to us cheerfully.


  “I’m making a hi-potion today!” Lily announced proudly.


  “This way, then! Come on, Lily!”


  The fairies all adored her; she was young, full of curiosity and kindness, and best of all, she accepted their existence without hesitation. They loved children like her.


  Before long, Lily was gently tugged along by a tiny hand, leading her to the ingredients we needed.


  “Daisy, are these the right ones?” Lily took the freshly picked herbs and showed them to me as the fairies fluttered around her.


  “Yeah, those are perfect!” I nodded. Lily turned to wave goodbye to the fairies, then skipped over to my side. “Okay, let’s head to the lab.” We held hands as we walked back inside.


  As usual, I handled the prep work for the materials. We were making two batches, one for me and one for Lily, so I doubled the amount.


  “All right. I’ll walk you through it first, so watch closely. Oh, do you want a spoon and dish for taste-testing?” I asked. 


  Lily shook her head.


  “I’ll just watch really carefully. Can I have something to write with, so I can remember the steps?” she said.


  Hmm. That’s probably safer anyway. That way I could read her observations while I was working, and we could compare notes later. That would be interesting. I took out a spare notebook and writing set and gave them to her. 


  “Yay! My very own lab notebook!” Lily cheered, looking every bit as thrilled as I had when I had gotten my first.


  “Okay then, here we go. Pay close attention.” I walked her through the entire process, carefully demonstrating each step. When it came time for the most delicate part—the infusion of mana to activate the reaction—I explained everything in detail.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Lily scribbling something in her notebook. “Pale gold, not too dark. That’s when the leaves release this.” Underneath, she drew dozens of circles all connected by lines.


  Is that supposed to mean they’re holding hands? I’d never seen anything like it; it was mystifying.


  Before long, my batch was done, and it was Lily’s turn.


  Will she be able to do it? What if she messes up the mana infusion and the mixture explodes? I wonder if Remus has taught her Protection Barrier, the defensive barrier spell?


  “Hey Lily, did you learn a spell called Protection Barrier from Remus yet?” I asked. 


  “I did!”


  I knew I could count on you, Big Brother!


  I placed the nutrient solution with the prepped ingredients into the beaker, then set it on the heater in front of her.


  “Lily, can you cast Protection Barrier around the equip­ment?”


  If the reaction exploded, the barrier would shield her from flying glass. Sure, I could heal her with a potion afterward, but I’d rather not let her get hurt in the first place. If we ever had to deal with dangerous reagents like that petrifying poison pouch again, having this skill would come in handy.


  “Protection Barrier!” she chanted, and a transparent wall appeared around the beaker and its stand, fully enclosing them.


  “Well done, Miss Lily! If anything goes wrong, you won’t get hurt and clean-up will be a cinch as well!” Kate had been watching nervously from the back, but at Lily’s spell she clasped her hands in admiration. “When Miss Daisy tried this the first time, glass ended up in every corner of the lab…”


  “Kate?” I gave her a sharp look. Now is not the time to bring up my embarrassing past, thank you very much! Hmph!


  Back to the matter at hand. With the barrier up, I gave Lily the go-ahead to begin her potion prep. She turned on the heater and the beaker began to warm up. Tiny bubbles formed around the edges.


   


  Hi-Potion ?


  Classification: Medicine


  Quality: Low


  Rarity: B


  Status: Hardly any active ingredients have been extracted.


  Feeling: Not even close.


   


  “Nothing’s really happening…”


  After a while, the bubbles started to grow bigger.


   


  Hi-Potion


  Classification: Medicine


  Quality: Low (+2)


  Rarity: B


  Status: The active ingredients are diluted.


  Feeling: Still a long way to go.


   


  The mixture bubbled occasionally as time passed.


   


  Hi-Potion


  Classification: Medicine 


  Quality: Normal (-1)


  Rarity: B


  Status: The active ingredients from the leaves have not been fully extracted.


  Feeling: Do you know what’s missing?


   


  Before it reached a boil, I turned down the output on the magical device.


  “The ingredients from the mana herbs are coming out!”


   


  Hi-Potion


  Classification: Medicine 


  Quality: Normal (-1)


  Rarity: B


  Status: Further extraction of active ingredients is possible.


  Feeling: Oh, you can tell? Then what’s your next move?


   


  “I’ll use my mana to draw out the rest of the healing herbs’ ingredients!” Lily channeled her mana into the mixture with determination. A surge of intense golden light shot from her palm…and the contents of the beaker exploded inside the barrier. 


  Someone screamed.


   


  Industrial Waste


  Classification: Trash


  Quality: Useless


  Rarity: Not even worth rating.


  Status: Just throw it away. It has no use at all.


  Feeling: Better luck next time!


   


  “Whoa! It turned into trash! What a mess!” I expected Lily to be disappointed, but instead her eyes shone with curiosity. 


  “I’ll clean up the glass,” Kate offered with a warm smile. 


  I decided to leave the cleaning to her while I headed back to the garden for more ingredients.


  After collecting a second batch of herbs, I prepped them again, chopped everything finely, and combined them with the nutrient solution in the beaker.


  But first, there was something we needed to discuss.


  “Lily?”


  “Yes?”


  I crouched to meet her at eye level as she sat on the stool.


  “Did you thank Kate for cleaning up after the explosion?”


  “Oh!” Lily gasped and covered her mouth, then quickly slid off the stool. She trotted over to Kate and bowed her head. “Thank you for cleaning up my mess, Kate.”


  “You’re very welcome, Miss Lily,” Kate said with a broad smile.


  She was Lily’s personal maid, so some might say Lily didn’t need to thank her, but I disagreed. Servants were people too; if someone does something nice for you, then you thank them.


  “All right, let’s talk about what just happened. Why do you think it exploded?” I asked gently, and Lily looked down at her notes.


  “I used too much mana. It only needed a little bit to sparkle, but I was nervous and ended up channeling way too much.”


  “Very good. Do you think you can try controlling it better this time? Just a little at a time?”


  She stared at her palm, silently focused. “I’ll be careful and give it a try.” 


  I reached over and patted her head. “Then let’s do it. Don’t forget to put the barrier up again.”


  “Okay. Protection Barrier!” 


  Lily got the mixture to the point where things had gone wrong before.


  “Gently this time… Just a little bit…”


   


  Hi-Potion


  Classification: Medicine 


  Quality: Normal


  Rarity: B


  Status: Further extraction of the active ingre-dients is possible.


  Feeling: Oh? Are you starting to get the hang of it?


   


  “Okay, something’s coming out! The healing herbs are reacting now.”


   


  Hi-Potion


  Classification: Medicine 


  Quality: Normal (+1)


  Rarity: B


  Status: Further extraction of the active ingredients is possible, but the quality is already above that of a standard potion.


  Feeling: That’s it! Don’t rush. Just take your time.


   


  “Slow and steady…”


  This time Lily seemed intent on taking it slow, even if it meant doing it very gradually.


   


  Hi-Potion


  Classification: Medicine 


  Quality: Good


  Rarity: B


  Status: Further extraction of the active ingredients is possible, but it is better than most potions of its class.


  Feeling: So close! You can do it!


   


  “Oh, there’s still one hiding in there! Come on out, little one!”


   


  Hi-Potion


  Classification: Medicine 


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: B


  Status: A superior product, boasting double the recovery power of a normal potion. Has a refined, sweet taste and goes down smoothly.


  Feeling: Great job!


   


  “Yay! I made a potion just like yours, Daisy!”


  “Great job, Lily! You passed. Now, let’s finish it. Go ahead and bottle it.”


  “Got it!” Lily nodded and strained the potion through the cloth into bottles. She spilled a little here and there, but that was part of her charm.


  Before long, Lily’s three different types of potions were complete. I had already separated and stored the one she made earlier. Now, all we had left to do was carry out the plan.


  As I breathed a sigh of relief, Lily stared at her bottled potions with an oddly serious expression on her face.


  “Hey, Daisy?”


  “What is it, Lily?” I wondered what the matter was.


  “How do you know so much that isn’t in any of the books?”


  An excellent question. The beginner’s Alchemy book Lily studied from often left out specific steps or conditions. Sometimes the instructions were vague, making it difficult to figure out the correct steps. I had to go through a lot of trial and error to figure things out myself. I’d even broken a beaker or two, much to Kate’s dismay.


  “Books don’t always explain everything in detail, that’s why I had to struggle through myself. The first potion I made was so bitter, Remus made a face like this when he tried it.” Feeling nostalgic, I scrunched up my face, imitating how Remus had grimaced when he’d tasted my bitter potion.


  Lily thought it was hilarious and burst into infectious laughter; I heard Kate’s muffled giggle behind us. When our eyes met, the two of us shared a warm, secret smile as we reflected on the memory of my days at home.


  “That’s right, we even started a garden plot in the backyard to get good ingredients. Kate and I made the special nutrient solution for the soil together.”


  Lily’s cheeks flushed with excitement. “You’re ­amazing, Daisy! I can’t believe my sister is such a brilliant Alchemist! I wanna learn so much more from you!” Her eyes shone with an admiration so pure that I felt flustered and embarrassed at the same time—though also flattered.


  “Of course. We’ll keep on studying together,” I said, and reached out to gently pat her head.


   


  ***


   


  It was time to deliver the potions to the kingdom. Just as we had decided in the family meeting, Father, Lily and I rode the carriage to the castle with the potions Lily had made.


  “I-I wonder if I’ll be able to greet His Majesty properly…” Lily was born the daughter of a Knight. She had never met the king before, and this was her very first time setting foot in the castle. I couldn’t blame her for being nervous.


  I squeezed her hand tight. “If you’re not sure what to do, just copy me. You’ll be fine.”


  Lily smiled and nodded, seeming to calm down a bit.


  When we arrived at the castle, we weren’t led to the usual room we brought deliveries to, but one more secluded since this time the king would be present.


  At the meeting were Heinrich the Appraiser, the minister of military affairs, Knight Commander Woyrsch, the captain of the Order of Mages, my father, Lily, and me. We waited together for the king’s arrival.


  The minister of military affairs didn’t know who Lily was, and looked at her with a puzzled expression. “Henry, I thought Daisy was your youngest daughter? Who’s this girl?”


  [image: ]


  Knight Commander Woyrsch made a face, exchanging glances with my father. Then he nodded to himself and explained the situation. “My foolish younger brother Gamel lost his temper after the Baptism ceremony this autumn, when his daughter was given the Occupation of Alchemist. He attempted to abandon her right then and there. Fortunately, Miss Daisy happened to be present and took the child, named Lily, under her protection.”


  “I see. Go on,” said the minister of military affairs, nodding.


  “Yes, sir. Afterward, Viscount Preslaria and I discussed Lily’s future. She refused to become my adopted daughter since my appearance reminded her too much of her father, Gamel. Viscount Preslaria took her into his family and adopted her as his youngest daughter instead.”


  I gave Lily a gentle nudge, urging her to introduce herself.


  “I-I’m Lily von Preslaria, third daughter of Viscount Preslaria,” she said, her legs shaking as she curtsied.


  It was a clumsy little curtsey suiting her age, and the minister of military affairs’s stern face softened. “Very good, Lily. Does your new family treat you kindly?”


  “Yes! My sister Daisy teaches me Alchemy, and my brother Remus and sister Dahlia teach me magic too! It’s so much fun!”


  “Magic?” Knight Commander Woyrsch tilted his head in surprise. Just then, His Majesty entered, accompanied by the prime minister and the chamberlain. 


  “I’m terribly sorry to keep you all waiting. I hear there’s an additional Alchemist to greet us today, besides the usual Daisy and Marcus?” the king asked.


  “Yes, Your Majesty,” Father answered, bowing his head. Lily dropped into another shaky curtsey, which made the king smile.


  “Very well, then. Heinrich, your Appraisal, please,” said the prime minister.


  “Yes, sir.” Heinrich began the Appraisal at his command.


  Suddenly, there was a commotion outside the door. We heard raised voices as the guards outside struggled with someone.


  “Hold the door! Heinrich, what’s the result?” 


  “Yes, Your Majesty! Twice the potency of a standard potion. And the Alchemist who brewed it is Miss Lily!”


  Everyone in the room gasped. Just then… Bang! The door was forced open by none other than Knight Commander Woyrsch’s younger brother, Gamel.


  “Lily made those potions?!”


  The moment Lily saw him, she hid behind me.


  “Gamel! You dare burst into His Majesty’s presence without permission?!” Knight Commander Woyrsch’s face flushed red with fury as he shouted at his brother’s latest blunder.


  “So you’re his brother… The one who abandoned his child at the Baptism ceremony? I remember your name from the adoption agreements. Gamel von Woyrsch, correct?” His Majesty cast a single, icy glare at Gamel before turning toward the minister of military affairs. “Minister, these goods are delivered once a week. What is the price we pay Atelier Daisy per delivery again?”


  “The market price for standard potions of this quantity is 340,000 lira,” he replied. “However, as the ones brewed by Miss Daisy are made from special-grade and high-quality ingredients she grows herself, we pay 1,700,000 lira per week.” The minister bowed his head as he answered the king.


  Truthfully, Lily hadn’t done the preliminary processing herself, nor could she make the nutrient solution yet that served as the base for hi-potions. If they asked if she could do it all completely by herself, the answer would be no. But Lily had brewed it and bottled the potions, and so she was the Alchemist on record for the potions.


  That was what our plan hinged on.


  Gamel paled and began to tremble. “Give her back. Give my daughter back!” He suddenly lunged toward Lily.


  “Gravity!” Lily thrust out a hand from behind my skirts and cast a spell at Gamel. He was slammed to the floor by a sudden, invisible force.


  “Wh-what?! Gravity magic?”


  “My brother taught me to use it if any creeps tried to grab me! You were trying to grab me, weren’t you?” Lily said simply. Gamel, still under the weight of her spell, stammered in shock.


  The king let out a muffled chuckle. “A creep, eh?” Now he couldn’t stop laughing, so the prime minister cleared his throat to try and rein in the king’s laughter.


  “Also, don’t you read? Don’t you know the line? ‘Give her back? It’s far too late for that now!’”


  A few people, including the king, burst into laughter.


  “M-Miss Lily, where did you learn that?” His Majesty asked, wiping tears from the corner of his eyes.


  “From a book my maid borrowed. She says it’s very popular right now.”


  The maid… So that’s why Lily’s been saying such strange things lately… Kate, this is your fault!


  Lily was referring to books borrowed from a lender. Ordinary people couldn’t easily buy books because they were so expensive, so someone got the idea to rent out books at a cheaper rate so people who hadn’t been able to get their hands on them could do so. The catalog tended to be full of popular fiction, like trashy romance novels enjoyed by the common folk.


  “Your Majesty, may my brother and I be excused? I’d like to, er, re-educate him thoroughly until the lesson sinks in.” Without waiting for a response, Knight Commander Woyrsch grabbed Gamel by the back of his collar, his face red with fury at his brother’s repeated embarrassments. Even his eyebrows and lips twitched, and I could see a blue vein popping out at his temple.


  “Very well. Go on and have a long talk.”


  “He’s too heavy right now. Release.” Lily lifted the gravity spell with the king’s permission, and Knight Commander Woyrsch dragged Gamel out of the room.


  Incidentally, I later heard that Knight Commander Woyrsch drilled his brother until he was ragged, then gave him potions to recover only to drill him again, on and on in a seemingly never-ending cycle. I almost felt sorry for him. Stripping his knighthood would have been kinder.


  “Well, that was entertaining,” said the king. “Even penny-dreadful dialogue doesn’t sound so bad coming out of a little one. It was quite charming!” 


  “Your Majesty…” the prime minister scolded.


  “Yes, yes, back to serious matters. Prime Minister, inform the church to preach of the foolishness of abandoning one’s child during services. Then commission a writer and an illustrator to depict this tale and spread it as a public lesson.”


  “Interesting,” the prime minister mused. “That may be more effective than clumsily trying to enact a law.”


  The kingdom had long been troubled by child abandonment over assigned Occupations. Spreading the story as a true account might discourage others from acting so rashly in the future.


  “And Lily, I’m impressed by how much you’ve learned as a daughter of House Preslaria in such a short amount of time. You’ve worked hard as an Alchemist; the medicine you made today will help those who defend the kingdom. You are the kingdom’s golden goose and a rising star! Continue to follow your parents’ guidance and work hard with your siblings,” the king said, patting Lily on the head.


  “Yes, Your Majesty!” Lily’s cheeks flushed pink as the king himself praised her and referred to her officially as a daughter of House Preslaria.


  Next, the king stopped in front of me. “Daisy, you had compassion for a child cast out of her home and protected her without hesitation. I believe that kindness is one of your virtues.”


  I had only expected Lily to be praised today, so I was surprised when the focus was turned to me. I hastily bowed and said, “I’m not worthy of such praise, Your Majesty.”


  “Listen, everyone.” The king raised his voice and spoke clearly, as if he were announcing a proclamation. Everyone turned to look at him and the entire room fell silent.


  “I’ve long lamented how far behind our kingdom has fallen in Alchemy, but then you appeared, Daisy. You’re incredibly skilled and possess uncommon ingenuity and passion, which has led you to achieve incredible results. And you are still young, and thus capable of even greater achievements.” He paused briefly before continuing. “Not only have you cultivated your own advancement, but you’ve discovered and nurtured new, gifted Alchemists in Marcus and Miss Lily, even though you’re only ten years old. Does any other Occupation boast talent to rival hers?”


  I couldn’t bring myself to raise my head in the face of all these compliments—and yet he still kept going.


  “You created a powerful antidote once thought to be unobtainable. Because of that, you saved the life of the heir to the throne. My son, and this kingdom’s future king.”


  When I finally lifted my face and looked around, I saw the first prince here as well, smiling at me as I received the king’s words.


  “Furthermore, thanks to the special blessings on the rings you gave us, my queen has been freed of her long-standing burden and is with child again. Before long, another prince shall be born, who will one day support the heir to the throne.”


  The queen must have just arrived with the prince, ­because she was there too, watching me with a warm smile. Her belly was round, and she caressed it lovingly every now and then. 


  “Thanks to your high-quality potions, the number of soldier casualties on monster hunts has dropped sharply. The Order of Mages is delighted as well; they say they can complete their duties more effectively due to your advanced mana potions. Not to mention, when the behemoth attacked the capital three years ago, you immediately distributed potions in the face of danger—a noble deed in its own right.”


  As the king spoke, the minister of military affairs’s gaze softened and he nodded in agreement. 


  “Once you start listing Daisy’s achievements, there’s no end,” the king continued. “Like when she noticed those imported powders were toxic right away. Not only did she create a substitute, but it was even better than before. You could say she saved the people then as well; the compound she developed is something even commoners can afford. Even the fluffy bread she invented brings joy to both the royal castle and commoners alike. Everything she creates comes from the kindness in her heart, to bring smiles to people everywhere regardless of social standing.”


  His Majesty’s gaze softened, his eyes warm as he looked at me. “Daisy the Alchemist brings peace and happiness to this kingdom.”


  He cleared his throat lightly now that he was done praising me. “Everything she’s done elevates the standing of all Alchemists. But since she’s still so young, that’s why we should acknowledge her accomplishments now and make them public—by granting her a title worthy of them. With that title, I hope she will continue to contribute to this kingdom without needing to defer to anyone.”


  The prime minister nodded, seemingly aware of where this was going.


  “I, Elfried von Saltenburg, king of Saltenburg, hereby bestow upon Daisy von Preslaria the title of baronetess.”


  Wait, what?


  For a moment, my mind went blank. I heard voices all around me expressing shock and congratulations, including Father, but I was so stunned I couldn’t respond at first. Finally, I pulled myself together and placed a hand over my chest, standing tall.


  “My strength is for Your Majesty, the kingdom, and for the people of Saltenburg!” All at once, I suddenly remembered the words for the pledge. My voice trembled with nerves. 


  Me? A title? But I’m just a little girl!


  “There’s no need to be nervous, Daisy, and your life has no need to change. Just live freely and true to your heart; that’s what this title is for. And someday, I hope it will help you achieve even greater things for the kingdom.”


  I was still frozen with shock, but the king smiled gently at me before turning to the prime minister. “I’ll leave those arrangements to you, Prime Minister.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty.” The prime minister bowed deeply.


  Just like that, I was granted the peerage of baronetess. It was a title without land, so aside from receiving a pension from the kingdom, nothing about my life would change. His Majesty even told me that I could continue living in my current home and running my workshop just like I always had, remaining free to do as I pleased.


  Not granting me land was a gesture of kindness on the king’s part, because it would have only been a hassle for me now. Still, he told me to come directly to him if I ever needed land to advance my Alchemy in the future.


  A baronet, or in my case baronetess, was a noble title ranked just below baron. Unlike barons and titles above it, it could not be inherited and was granted only to me. Still, no matter how noble your family, being born into nobility was different from holding a title yourself.


  That night, I invited all my friends and employees from the workshop to come to my family’s house for a celebration. That included Ana, Lynn, Dragh, Mark, Letia, and of course Ariel, Miina, and Marcus.


  Kate, who had been by my side since I was a baby, cried tears of joy.


  Remus and Dahlia were both beside themselves, thrilled that I was the first among us to be given a title. They were so excited and proud it was like they’d achieved it themselves. 


  Mother and Father looked deeply moved as they reminisced about the day of my Baptism. 


  “Isn’t it something? To think she once cried her eyes out about being declared an Alchemist?”


  “Daisy is amazing! I want to be an Alchemist just like her some day!” Lily said with admiration.


  Shortly after that, Lily finally began to sleep through the night on her own. Her bed-wetting incidents became fewer and less frequent until they eventually stopped altogether. She still acted her age, of course, but her bouts of hyperactivity began lessening as well.


  There had been a formal announcement that I received a noble title from the king. My family home and workshop became flooded with gifts, not just from people I knew but some from complete strangers! 


  Dealing with the aftermath, including writing thank-you notes and so on, made my family’s house and the workshop quite chaotic for a time.


  Chapter 7:
The Path to Slaying the Drake


   


  “WELCOME!”


  The bell above the door jingled, signaling a ­customer had entered the Alchemy workshop. I was working at the counter at the time, so I greeted them with a smile.


  “Hi, Daisy! Nice to see you.” 


  The customers were a trio of adventurers who had become regulars at my workshop. They usually explored the dungeon in the dungeon city next to the capital and often dropped by first thing in the morning before heading out, so it was rare to see them in the afternoon like this.


  “Oh, you’re here later than usual today,” I said, giving them a puzzled look.


  The swordsman leaned over the counter with excitement. “It’s because of your special double-strength potions, Daisy! They saved our lives! We just had to come thank you and tell you what happened!”


  He explained they’d gone to challenge the boss of a floor they’d never managed to clear before. The battle took a turn for the worse, and they couldn’t keep up their healing. Just when it looked like all hope was lost, they used one of my potions and managed to pull through. Not only did they survive, but they beat the boss too!


  The swordsman was so excited as he relayed the details, and knowing I saved someone’s life made me happy enough to burst.


  “We feel so much safer with a skilled Alchemist like you around! We’ll be back again soon!”


  After chatting for a while longer, they left, waving as I saw them off. Then more customers arrived, one after the other.


  One female adventurer was especially fond of my mana potions, and she had come by to stock up. “Daisy, do you have any mana potions left? I don’t have to worry so much about my spell usage with those!”


  “Of course! Here you are.”


  After helping a steady stream of customers, things finally quieted down. We were getting a lot more regular customers lately. Everyone was so supportive, and people even came back to tell me how my potions had helped. I was so glad I’d opened the workshop.


  Still, I couldn’t just sit around being sentimental all day. I turned around, thinking I should get back to work.


  Hmm… Marcus was using my lab at the moment, so it wasn’t available. What should I do next?


  When I stepped outside to think, I saw Lynn, Mark, Letia, and Ana all walking toward me.


  “Hey there, Daisy. You got a minute? And if Ariel’s free too that’s even better,” Lynn called. She glanced over at the bakery, checking to see if Ariel was busy with customers.


  “Perfect timing! Things just quieted down over here, so I can handle it by myself,” Miina said with a cheerful smile.


  We took her up on her offer and headed upstairs to the second floor living room to discuss things, all gathering around the table and taking a seat. When the flow of customers slowed down, Miina brought us some hot tea. Leon and Leaf curled up around our feet.


  “So? What’s this about?” I asked, taking a sip of my tea.


  “Didn’t you say you wanted to take on that drake?” Lynn asked.


  “Of course I do!” I shot up from my chair with both hands on the table, my teacup shaking a bit from the sudden motion.


  “Settle down. We just came here to talk about how to make that happen,” Lynn said, patting my shoulder. I sank back into my chair.


  “Honestly, the two of you. It’s a good thing you turned back when you did, but really? Trying to face a drake with zero preparation?” Ana let out a long, deep sigh. The others had wanted her advice and warm guidance for the meeting.


  “Sorry,” I said, lowering my head in apology. There was nothing else to say.


  “Well, as long as you understand,” Ana said, leaning forward slightly. “First of all, I’m not sure you all fully understand how elemental attributes work, so let’s start there.”


  She began to explain the basics of elemental magic. Elements existed in opposing pairs like fire and water, wind and earth, light and darkness, holy and evil. Each were strong against yet weak to the other. Therefore, if we were trying to slay a drake—a creature known for its powerful fire-based attacks and weakness to water or ice—we would need gear that boosted fire resistance and enabled us to deal water or ice damage in return.


  “Eventually, we’ll need to make fire rat cloaks, plus weapons made from everfrost ore alloy.”


  Ana got up and pulled out two books from the nearby bookshelf: The Monster Compendium and All About Ores. She flipped to the entries for the fire rat and the everfrost ore.


  “Then all we have to do is take down a fire rat and gather everfrost ore, right?” I said cheerfully.


  Her expression darkened with irritation. “I said eventually. Aren’t you listening?”


  Bonk! One of the books thumped against my head.


  How mean! I sniffled.


  “Daisy…” Everyone stared at me, looking exasperated. 


  Everyone is so mean! I sniffled again.


  Anyway, back to the conversation. 


  “So what do we do, then?” I rubbed my head and looked up at Ana.


  “First, you’ll need to collect black molten ore, which you should be able to handle at your current skill level. That will allow you to make weapons with a 15 percent fire attribute bonus. Then, you’ll use those weapons to gather sylfrost ore, which you’ll use to make weapons that deal 15 percent extra ice damage. After that—”


  “There’s more?”


  “Proper planning takes time, Daisy. This is what real strategy looks like.” Mark quickly stepped in, patting my head gently to keep me from getting bonked again. Ana’s hand looked like it was just itching to whack me with another book.


  “After that, once you have the ice weapons, you can go hunt for materials: flame lizard scales, flame wolf pelts, flame wyvern hides, and lava ore. With those, you’ll craft armor for Mark and clothes for everyone else, scarves for the familiars, leather armor for Lynn and Letia, and breastplates for you, Ariel, and the familiars. That will give everyone a 10 percent fire resistance boost. Then, you’ll use the lava ore to upgrade the weapons to deal 30 percent fire damage.”


  I kept quiet, nodded along.


  “Then, you take those upgraded weapons with you to collect the everfrost ore. Use that to craft 30 percent ice damage weapons. Then, and only then, can you go hunt the fire rats.”


  Phew! When it was all put together, it looked something like this:


   


  THE PATH TO SLAYING THE DRAKE


  1. Get black molten ore → make weapons (15 percent bonus fire damage)


  2. Get sylfrost ore → make weapons (15 percent bonus ice damage)


  3. Collect the following materials to make weapons and armor:


  - Flame lizard scales → armor for Mark (10 percent fire resistance)


  - Flame wolf pelts → woven into fabric for clothes and scarves for all, including familiars (10 percent fire resistance)


  - Flame wyvern hide → leather armor and breastplates for Letia, Lynn, Daisy, Ariel, and all familiars (10 percent fire resistance)


  - Lava ore → make weapons (30 percent bonus fire damage)


  4. With the new gear, collect everfrost ore → make weapons (30 percent bonus ice damage)


  5. Slay fire rats → craft fire rat cloaks for everyone (30 percent fire resistance)


  6. Equip all gear and slay the drake


   


  Clearly it would be a long road to get there. We’d just have to work on the list little by little whenever Mark and the others had time.


  Seriously though, this much effort for a fire rat? Can’t you just splash it with a little water and put out its fire? Am I missing something here?


   


  ***


   


  Once Mark and Letia finished their current assignment, we officially set out to start checking items off the drake list.


  Step one: heading to a dormant volcano southwest of the capital to collect the black molten ore. 


  The volcano used to be active, and the last eruption had left behind remnants of fire attribute minerals buried in the rock, like black molten ore. The monsters there didn’t have any special elemental traits, so our current gear would be fine. It was the perfect starting point for the whole process.


  Oh, by the way, we’d forged the merciful silver ingots into merciful rings and given one to each party member. Lynn had also reforged the ring of divine protection we’d looted from the lich king in the Sage’s Tower into an even stronger ring for Ariel, using guardinium alloy.


  Before we left, I stopped by my family’s house to give Lily the guardian ring and let her know we’d be heading out. She’d been much calmer since we made the delivery to the castle and didn’t throw tantrums anymore. Instead, she sweetly asked me to visit when we got back so she could show me what she’d learned.


  It was our usual party of me, Lynn, Ariel, Mark, and Letia. Riding our horses and divine beasts, we set out southwest along the road. 


  It was a clear day, and the sun was unusually strong. Even though we were well into autumn, it was hot enough that I began to sweat. 


  I held my Azoth Staff up to the sunlight. The light caught the crystal-shaped glass ornament on top, making it shimmer beautifully. It held three kinds of potions, and as I turned it, the colors shifted in a smooth gradient. I could have watched it forever.


  “I can’t wait to try this out in real combat…” I murmured to myself, gazing dreamily at the glittering staff until Mark scolded me.


  “You shouldn’t say that lightly,” he said with a frown.


  “Well, it’s new. I want to test it out,” I protested, pouting.


  “Someone has to get hurt first for you to test it out,” Mark said with a sigh.


  “Oh, right.” I guess it would have to wait for now. I doubted anything we ran into along the road would leave a scratch on this overpowered party.


  We were passing through a forest when I heard the soft rustle of leaves. Suddenly a swarm of giant spiders appeared from the trees, their bodies purple and their torsos as big as my own. We were surrounded before we knew it.


  “Letia, have you ever seen monsters like this along the highway before?” Mark asked, sounding confused.


  “This is a first for me. Maybe they migrated from somewhere? If that’s the case, it’s only a matter of time before they become a real problem.” Letia’s expression shifted, her eyes narrowing coldly as if to say we had to eliminate them.


   


  Giant Spider


  Classification: Monster


  Quality: Normal


  Rarity: C


  Status: Produces a sticky secretion within its body that it spins into fine thread to capture its prey. The threads can be woven into a high-quality cloth.


  Feeling: Entangle and capture…humans…enemies…


   


  The monsters weren’t common around here, so I used Appraisal to take a look. When I read the bit about their thread being used for quality fabric, I couldn’t help shouting it out loud. “Their sticky thread can be used to make really good cloth!”


  “Ooh!” everyone said in unison.


  “Go for the heads!” Mark said, taking charge immediately. 


  “Ice Storm!” I cast a spell to slow them down, aiming for their legs, but the spiders fired webs in response. The threads froze midair and shattered, but kept the ice from the spiders. 


  Mark swung his Hellfrost Halberd down at one of the spiders’ heads. The weapon’s ice enchantment froze the webbing and the blade crashed into the spider’s skull.


  “Yaaah!” Tyrion darted between the trees as Ariel fired a light arrow that slipped past the webs and pierced deep into a spider’s belly.


  “Take this!” Letia stabbed one clean through with her katana, but the sticky webbing clung to her blade. She clicked her tongue in exasperation as she tried to shake it off.


  Ariel cast fire magic to help. “Fire Burn!” Flames wrapped around the sword, burning away the sticky strands.


  “Thanks, that helped,” Letia said with a relieved smile.


  “I’m gonna sit this one out. I’m not sure how much of the insides I’m allowed to squash,” said Lynn as she leaned back against a tree with Leon.


  That made sense; there was no point destroying what we wanted to harvest.


  My turn again!


  “Ice Wedge!” I summoned a rotating wedge of ice, curving its trajectory to avoid the incoming mucus, then drove it straight through a spider’s head.


  Eventually we took out the last one. Letia tossed all the bodies into her magic bag one after the other. 


  “If we spin the thread with flame wolf fur, I bet it’d make a really nice fabric,” she said.


  We all chatted as we got back on our mounts. 


  “Oh yeah, there’s a kid in the artisan district who’s really great at spinning and weaving,” Lynn told me.


  Oh, a talented weaver? I wonder what they’re like? It was always exciting to meet new people. 


  Before long, we arrived at the rocky base of the dormant volcano. Black stones were scattered all over the ground, some of which were black molten ore—fire elemental minerals with high fire resistance. However, just as we made to start picking through the rocks, another group of monsters appeared.


  Time to take care of them!


  Six black wolves blocked our path, monsters twice the size of normal wolves. They bared their fangs and growled at us, their teeth flashing.


  “Clear the whole area. We’re not collecting a thing till it’s secure. Got it?” Mark said.


  “Got it!” we chorused.


  “Ice Storm!” 


  I cast the spell beneath their feet to trap them, and for the first time in a while, my spell worked on all the monsters at once.


  “Nice, Daisy!” Mark called out.


  My cheeks flushed a little at his praise.


  All right, let’s keep this momentum going! I grinned and summoned two Ice Wedges, launching them into the wolves’ foreheads.


  Ariel guided Tyrion from above and fired light arrows into the wolves’ heads. Frozen in place like that, they couldn’t dodge. The wolves fell one after the other, frothing at the mouth.


  Mark swung the back end of his halberd in a wide arc, its blade slicing a wolf’s neck and freezing the wound as the bones broke cleanly. 


  Letia moved swiftly, slicing through arteries with her katana, taking out two more.


  All right, that’s all of them—wait a minute… What?!


  Suddenly, an enormous black wolf stepped out of the trees, blocking the path ahead. It was twice as large as the others, its eyes glowing blood red.


  It opened its mouth and exhaled a blast of flames, which surged toward Lynn, who had been sitting out of this fight.


  “Argh!” She jumped back, but she was too late. The fire scorched her badly from the knees down.


  “Azoth Staff! Hi-potion!” I popped open my staff and drew out the exact amount I needed, then used water magic to form a floating sphere and launched it at Lynn’s legs.


  Splash! The potion splattered against the burns, and before our eyes, the raw, blistered skin began to heal, and new skin quickly grew and covered her wounds.


  “Thanks, Daisy!” Lynn turned and grinned in gratitude as she swung her giant hammer upward.


  “I thought this place didn’t have fire monsters,” Mark muttered with frustration. He had researched the area in advance, so he must have felt like these unexpected encounters were a failure on his part. 


  “Variant species show up sometimes. It’s not your fault,” Letia said gently. She knew how seriously he took the protection of our party.


  “Mark, your weapon inflicts continuous ice damage, right? Try aiming for its mouth or neck,” I suggested. “If you hit while it’s breathing fire, the elements might cancel each other out.”


  Mark straightened up, nodding. “All right! I’m going in. Cover for me!” He charged forward, halberd in hand. 


  “Let’s show this mutt what happens when you mess with my partner!” His Hellfrost Halberd crackled with energy as Mark showed his might.


  Every time the wolf attacked with another burst of fire, I cast an ice barrier to shield Mark and lessen the blow. Ariel used Light arrows to pin the wolf’s legs to the ground. One burst of flame slipped past me and seared Mark’s exposed face. I knew it had to be blistering hot, even through his armor, but he didn’t stop, running straight for it.


  “Take thaaaat!” Mark swung the halberd in a massive arc, ramming the blade between the wolf’s jaws. The edge struck deep in the organ that generated its fire breath, and the weapon’s enchantment began to freeze it from the inside out. 


  “You burned my partner’s face! Hope you like the taste of my ice, you overgrown mutt!” The continuous damage from the halberd was supposed to be about half as effective as a regular attack, but now it was way beyond its usual power, relentlessly attacking the wolf’s jaws until it froze completely, destroying its fire-breathing organ.


  Could the sentient Hellfrost Halberd be increasing its power out of fury over his partner’s wounds?


  “You’re the best, you know that?” Mark said.


  “You know it!” replied the halberd.


  Mark grinned as he raised the halberd high, then brought it down hard on the wolf’s neck.


  Crack… Crack… Snap! The black wolf’s neck iced over and shattered, its massive body finally collapsing to the ground.


  “Azoth Staff! Hi-potion Mist!” I turned the hi-potion into a fine mist, letting it envelop Mark’s body. It healed the burns on his exposed areas first, and then it treated the burns caused by the heat trapped inside his armor as well.


  “That should do it.”


  We all looked around the area together; there didn’t seem to be any more monsters nearby.


  I used Appraisal on the black stones scattered around us. They might’ve all appeared to be the same minerals, but they weren’t; that was one of the reasons I insisted on collecting materials myself. 


  And it’s not just because I’m a tomboy!


  “Hmm… Maybe it’s because they’re volcanic rocks, but none of these are pure. That’s probably going to affect quality, right?” I asked Lynn uncertainly, frowning.


  “Well, how about we ask the fairies to extract the pure elements for us?”


  “Oh, that’s a great idea!” I brightened at her suggestion.


  Lynn nodded and smiled. “All right, little ones! Time to shine! Get me some pure black molten ore!” Yellow earth fairies popped up like bamboo shoots sprouting from the ground, one after another.


  “Mineral extraction!” Lynn commanded, and the tiny gnomelike fairies cheered and rushed toward the scattered rocks, channeling their power. With a faint glow, dozens of small lumps of purified black molten ore began to rise in the air before floating down into Lynn’s outstretched hands. There were so many they didn’t all fit, several rolling off and tumbling onto the ground.


  [image: ]


  “I’ll need quite a bit for my hammer, after all. Let’s bring this much back,” Lynn said. I opened my satchel, and she carefully put the pure ore inside.


   


  ***


   


  Just like that, we finished collecting the black molten ore and made our way back to the capital as planned. First, we stopped by my family’s house, since I promised Lily I would visit her. 


  “I’m home!” I said.


  Sebastian greeted me at the entrance as I stepped inside. 


  “Daisy!”


  “Welcome back, Daisy.”


  Lily, Mother, and Dahlia all welcomed me with a warm smile. Lily ran straight into my arms, hugging me tightly as I gently petted her soft hair.


  “You said you wanted me to check on your studies, didn’t you? Have you been keeping up with your lessons like a good girl?” I crouched to meet her at eye level.


  Lily glanced at Mother and Dahlia, then nervously turned back toward me with a frown. “Um… I’m not very good at counting money.”


  Hmm. Well, that could be tricky for a kid. You just had to remember that the currency changed every ten units, but that was harder to understand when you were little.


  Oh, wait! Lily did finish those potions for the delivery the other day, even with help, but I never gave her proper payment. This might be the perfect opportunity.


  “Okay. How about this?” I gently peeled Lily off me and took her hand, and we walked over to Mother together. “Mother, you know how Lily helped me make those potions for the kingdom the other day?”


  “Of course,” Mother said, nodding from her place on the sofa.


  I placed a gold coin in her hand. “This is Lily’s share.”


  Lily’s eyes widened as she stared at the coin. “Gold? How much is that?” she muttered to herself, tipping her head in confusion as she tried to count on her fingers.


  Yeah, she’s not ready to spend it herself yet, but that’s okay. She’ll get there.


  “Will you hold it onto it for her, Mother? Please give it to Father and ask him to manage it for her, just like he did for me. When Lily learns how to count money properly, she can use it to buy her own things. I want her to experience what it’s like to spend her own money,” I said.


  “What a lovely thought!” Dahlia smiled brightly in agreement.


  Mother nodded with a smile. “That’s a wonderful idea. It’ll be both a reward and a practical lesson.”


  “I get to buy something with my own money?!” Lily’s eyes sparkled as she clenched her tiny fists in front of her chest. “Thank you, Daisy!”


  Hopefully that would motivate her to keep learning. I made sure she understood not to waste it and left the house.


  Finally, I returned to my workshop after what felt like forever.


  “I’m home, everyone! Thanks for holding down the fort!” I called out to Marcus and Miina, each busy with their respective tasks.


  “Welcome back! The workshop’s just as you left it,” the two of them responded cheerfully. Thanks to them, the shop always ran smoothly even if I left for a while. I was so fortunate to have such reliable friends.


  After unloading and organizing the contents of my satchel, I headed to my living quarters, washed up, changed clothes, and flopped down onto my bed.


  Sunlight shone through the window—it was too early to go to bed. Besides, I noticed earlier that Marcus was working on the next batch of potions for delivery.


  Well, I just got back, and my mana’s full. I might as well get back to work. I pushed myself off the bed.


   


  ***


   


  Time to get a head start on preparing for the next step of our plan!


  I pulled out the black molten ore we’d collected and examined them against the stack of ingots I had tucked away on the lab shelf.


  “Not copper or silver; definitely not mythril. Adamantite could work in a pinch, but no. Orichalcum’s out too. Even iron’s kind of a maybe…”


  That was all the available ingots I had.


   


  Black Molten Ore


  Classification: Mineral, Material


  Quality: High


  Rarity: B


  Status: Grants 15 percent fire elemental damage when crafted into equipment.


  Feelings: Iron, huh? Yes…but also…no.


   


  …Oh, if you know what you want just tell me! Hmph!


  What was like iron, but not like iron? 


  Hm, does that mean I need to make it with an alloy?


  I looked it over, but the Appraisal result stayed the same. That’s cold!


  Grumbling to myself, I picked up both the stubborn black molten ore and a standard iron ingot and headed out to consult with Ana. Thankfully, she was home and immediately agreed to help.


  I set the black molten ore and the iron ingot down on the table and took a seat across from Ana.


  “So it wants something like iron that isn’t iron?” Ana folded her arms, thinking for a moment before she spoke. “Perhaps it wants something like steel. Maybe even Damascus steel or Wootz steel.”


  “I’ve never heard of those kinds of steel.” I tipped my head at the unfamiliar terms.


  “Iron with a bit of charcoal mixed in gives you something called Wootz steel, and once that’s forged into a blade, it becomes Damascus steel. If you channel your mana during synthesis, it will be stronger than regular iron and won’t rust, either. Hang on a second.”


  She headed off into the kitchen and came back with a small chunk of black charcoal. “All right, let’s bring them all together.”


  She placed the black molten ore, the iron ingot, and the charcoal side by side on the table.


   


  Black Molten Ore


  Classification: Mineral, Material


  Quality: High


  Rarity: B


  Status: Grants 15 percent fire elemental damage when crafted into equipment.


  Feelings: That’s it! If you get the ratio just right, this will make one heck of a magic sword!


   


  “Oh come on, why didn’t you tell me that in the first place?” I couldn’t help but grumble at Appraisal, which had a retort, of course.


  “The way you grow is through solving problems and asking for help, right?”


  Appraisal had been a lot stricter with me lately.


  This time, I would be making weapons for Mark, Letia, and, the trickiest one of all, Lynn, who used a hammer. Ariel could create fire arrows with magic and I had my Azoth Staff, so we didn’t need new weapons.


  I’d need a large amount of material to fill the Alchemy cauldron due to the hammer’s sheer size. I just hoped my mana would be enough for the process. To make matters worse, there were two separate stages. First, I had to create the base material—Wootz steel. Then, if that went well and I got the ratio right, I’d mix in the black molten ore. 


  Since I’d need a lot of iron, I decided to buy a whole bunch of ingots at a shop on the way back from Ana’s before heading home to the workshop. Once I got back, I started unloading and stacking them next to the cauldron, each with a dull thud! 


  Marcus finished his batch of potions and wandered over. “Are you really planning to process all of that?” he asked, his eyes wide with disbelief.


  “Lynn’s hammer is huge, so, yeah. I’ve got to have enough material to make it.” I let out a long sigh, and he gave me a sympathetic nod. 


  “I see… I guess you would need a lot.”


  I started by adding small chunks of charcoal into a ceramic mortar and grinding them down into a fine powder.


  “This recipe is going to be a little different from usual. Wanna stick around and watch?” I asked Marcus, who nodded eagerly.


  “I’d love to!”


  “First, I’m making Wootz steel, the material that will form the base for the weapon. It’s iron mixed with charcoal, but the key is adding it gradually while monitoring the reaction.”


  I put half of the iron ingots into the Alchemy cauldron, inserted the stirring rod, and began channeling my mana to melt the metal. I only used half, just in case—if I ran out of mana partway through and collapsed, it would be a disaster. I decided to take things slow.


  The pile of solid iron gradually turned into a thick, viscous liquid. I held a spoon by the tip of the handle, carefully scooped up a tiny pinch of powdered charcoal, and sprinkled it into the cauldron.


  Wow, that was precise! I’ve really improved, haven’t I? Heh heh! 


  “Hmm, but it feels like it’s needing less mana than usual to melt down.” I cocked my head, puzzled by how smoothly things were going.


  Now that I thought about it, the Nature Spirit King said I’d received a blessing from the god of skills. Maybe that had something to do with it?


  Focus, Daisy! You’re still mid-synthesis. This isn’t the time to daydream.


   


  Wootz Steel?


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Low


  Rarity: B


  Status: Iron mixed with charcoal. Becomes incredibly tough Damascus steel when forged into a weapon.


  Feelings: Hmm, not quite there yet.


   


  Well, yeah. I’ve barely added any charcoal.


  I kept stirring, mixing, and checking, little by little, repeating the process for a while before checking again.


   


  Wootz Steel


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: High


  Rarity: B


  Status: Iron mixed with charcoal. Becomes incredibly tough Damascus steel when forged into a weapon.


  Feelings: The mixture is looking good! You’ve got quite the delicate touch, don’t you?


   


  I couldn’t tell whether that was a compliment or an insult.


  “Okay, looks like this batch is good to go. The quality is high, too,” Marcus said, who was watching beside me.


  “Next up is the black molten ore,” I said.


  “Got it!” He looked absolutely fascinated as he watched me work.


  I picked up a chunk of black molten ore about the size of my fist and dropped it into the cauldron, watching carefully as it melted and blended into the Wootz steel.


   


  Blackflame Steel?


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Low


  Rarity: A


  Status: Wootz steel infused with fire elemental properties. Becomes incredibly tough Damascus steel with fire elemental ­properties when forged into a weapon.


  Feelings: You need to add more fire attribute to bring out its full potential!


   


  “Hmm, it’s not quite ready yet. The quality is still low.” Marcus squinted at it with his Appraisal skill, echoing my own result.


  I followed Appraisal’s guidance and slowly added more black molten ore, adjusting the mixture carefully.


   


  Blackflame Steel


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Good


  Rarity: A


  Status: Wootz steel infused with fire elemental properties. Becomes incredibly tough Damascus steel with fire elemental properties when forged into a weapon.


  Feelings: You still need more fire attribute. Keep it up!


   


  “Do we have any smaller pieces of black molten ore? I think we’re just about there.”


  “How about this one?” Marcus picked out a piece from the container about the size of his thumb and held it out in his palm.


  “That’s perfect! I’ll try it. Thanks, Marcus!” I took it and dropped it into the cauldron. The final piece melted into mixture, and the dark viscous metal began to glow. A deep black steel emerged, so dark it almost looked cursed.


   


  Blackflame Steel


  Classification: Alloy, Material


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: A


  Status: Wootz steel infused with fire elemental properties. Becomes incredibly tough Damascus steel with fire elemental properties when forged into a weapon.


  Feelings: Yeah, this is perfect!


   


  Now I was certain. Despite the delicate process, it hadn’t used up nearly as much mana as it should have.


  I still had half of the materials left, so no sense in stopping now.


  Since I’d learned that synthesis with the cauldron could be a surprising mana drain, I’d had Marcus practice using mana control to empty his reserves before bed and boost his maximum mana levels. Now that he was on his own mana-increasing regimen, he should be able to handle this amount of material, and he could use the practice, to boot.


  “Wanna try making the other half yourself, Marcus?” I asked.


  His eyes lit up and he nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, please! I’d love to!”


  I supervised while he crafted the second batch, and before long, he had successfully poured a cauldron full of molten blackflame steel into the ingot molds.


  A few days later, the weapons forged by Lynn with the steel were finally ready. 


   


  Blackflame King Hammer


  Classification: Weapon


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: A


  Status: An incredibly tough magical hammer made from Damascus steel with fire elemental properties. Adds 15 percent fire damage to its base attack.


  Feelings: Isn’t that Damascus pattern on the black steel just gorgeous?


   


  Blackflame King Halberd


  Classification: Weapon


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: A


  Status: An incredibly tough magical halberd made from Damascus steel with fire elemental properties. Adds 15 percent fire damage to its base attack.


  Feelings: C’mon, now. I’m the best-looking one here!


   


  Blackflame King Katana


  Classification: Weapon


  Quality: Best


  Rarity: A


  Status: An incredibly tough magical katana made from Damascus steel with fire elemental properties. Adds 15 percent fire damage to its base attack.


  Feelings: Excuse me, but I’m clearly the most beautiful of all.


   


  All right, all right, enough peacocking. I expect all of you to do your jobs, okay?


  A few days after that, I had Lynn, Mark, and Letia all gather at the workshop so we could hand out the Blackflame King weapons in person. 


  “This magical sword is gorgeous,” Letia said, unsheathing her new katana. She narrowed her eyes as she admired the unique Damascus pattern etched across the pitch-black blade. She had beautiful black hair herself, so I could ­easily imagine how striking it would be to see her black hair flowing as she cut down her enemies, black flames trailing from her dark sword. It would be a gorgeous sight.


  Lynn’s hammer was just huge—so giant it was honestly a little terrifying, with an intimidating presence. Mark’s halberd had the same ominous edge to it. 


  Once I distributed the weapons, Mark moved on to our next mission. “Our next destination is a frozen cave at the top of a mountain. Are you all prepared for the cold?”


  On the subject, we’d been in an icy cave that turned out to be an ice golem in disguise before, but we hadn’t been ready at all for it at the time. I was concerned about our preparations, so I decided to call over Ariel to include her in the discussion.


  “I don’t have any cold gear,” Lynn responded imme-diately; Ariel and I were in the same boat.


  “First off, you’ll need spiked boots. They’re good for mountain climbing and will keep you steady on ice. Last time, you relied on Leaf and Leon’s claws, but if you fall, you need to be able to pull yourselves up, so definitely get some of those.”


  We all nodded in unison at Mark’s advice.


  “It’s autumn, so it’ll get much colder the higher we climb. Plus, we’ll be going somewhere even colder later, so it would be smart to invest in some proper winter cloaks now.”


  The three of us nodded again; none of us had anything like that yet.


  The trees around the workshop were already changing colors, some even starting to shed their leaves. The dry, crisp breeze in the air told me that winter wasn’t too far away. Our kingdom had a mild climate even in winter, and it didn’t snow in the valley; you would have to go way up into the mountains to find any. Still, warm gear was going to be a necessity.


  Just as I was considering Mark’s point, Letia waved the three of us over. As we leaned in, she whispered to us, “Girls, it’s important not to let your lower body get cold. You’ll need woolen underwear—if possible, get the high-waisted kind so it doubles as a stomach warmer.”


  We all stood there completely blank-faced. She was right, but hearing something so practical from Letia, the cool beauty, of all people… I mean, woolen underwear and stomach warmers?


  Mark, who had been left out of the huddle, now tried to butt in, looking confused.


  Letia shut him down immediately. “Girl talk. You’re not invited.”


  “If the shop can manage without us, should we all go out and buy everything now?” Lynn asked.


  She had a good point—it was unusual for all three of us to be free at the same time, and trying to arrange another day would be a pain.


  “Hang on a minute.” I ran off to check in with Marcus and Miina if it was okay to go out shopping for the next trip, and they both happily waved us off.


  “All right, let’s go!”


  I rushed to my room, grabbed my satchel, slung it over my shoulder, and ran back to meet up with the others. After saying goodbye to Letia and Mark, the three of us set out into the city. 


   


  ***


   


  We walked along the stone-paved sidewalks toward the central shopping district. The road on the other side of the sidewalk was for carriages, and since it was near the northwest exit, it was bustling with people trying to get in and out of the city. Merchant wagons hauling goods to the neighboring dungeon city were lined up waiting for inspection.


  On the corner, we caught the delicious smell of grilled meat wafting down the street, just a few buildings past Ana’s shop. There was a stand there selling meat skewers. 


  “Wow, street food! I’ve never had that before!” I blurted out.


  “Hey there, young ladies! Our skewers are special! The sauce is what makes ’em so delicious! You’ll love it!” The man running the stall spotted us right away and wasted no time pitching his food.


  “I don’t even know which one to get.”


  The savory smell of grilled meat and the sweet scent of the sauce hit my nose and my stomach immediately started rumbling. My will to resist was crumbling fast.


  “We’ve got three kinds today! Orc meat, mad chicken, and just for today, beef from a wild rampaging bull. That’s my personal recommendation! It’s a bit pricey, but totally worth it!”


  I glanced at the menu. Sure enough, the beef skewer was the most expensive at five copper coins, or five hundred lira. Orc meat was only one copper coin, and the mad chicken was three. The difference was stark.


  Hmm, street food… Eating while walking…


  But it looked so good!


  “We’ll take the beef skewers!” All three of us caved instantly and forked over the money.


  I took a bite from the end, the fat mingling with the sweetness of the sauce as the meat hit my tongue.


  “Mmm!” I couldn’t help but make a noise. I devoured two chunks of the meat before stopping to breathe. “Wait, won’t the skewer stab me in the throat if I eat it like this?” I asked Lynn, who burst into laughter.


  “Is this really your first time eating street food, Daisy?”


  “Hey, don’t laugh at me! Ariel doesn’t know how to eat it either, right?”


  I turned to Ariel with a pout, only to see her expertly biting the meat from the side and pulling it off the skewer.


  “Oh, um… I used to sneak out of the village a lot…” she said between chews, as if to say I was on my own here. 


  Sulking, I copied her method and finished the rest from the side. It was annoying to be the only one who didn’t know how to eat it properly, but my first skewer was amazing.


  “Nice job, skewer girl! You’ve got sauce on the corner of your mouth, though!” Lynn grinned, wiping my mouth with a handkerchief. Messy eating was totally unbecoming of a noble’s daughter—or a noblewoman, which I technically was now. I felt my face flush with embarrassment. 


  “It’s not my fault; I just didn’t know how to eat it right the first time,” I huffed, turning away.


  We tossed the leftover skewers into the trash. Thanks to the kindness of shopkeepers, there were designated trash cans for street food all over, which mostly kept the roads clean. 


  As we kept walking, the shops around us shifted toward adventuring gear, including clothing and other equipment. It made sense, considering the adventurers’ guild was just up ahead.


  “Okay, so we need winter coats, mountain boots with spikes, and woolen underwear…” I muttered the list as we walked, glancing into store windows along the way.


  We’re probably not going to find the woolen stuff with the boots…


  We peeked into various stores, but most of the gear available was for men, with not much for women. The ratio of male to female adventurers was probably quite skewed.


  Wait, this shop…


  I spotted a shop selling gear catered to women tucked in between the others. The sign read: “MARILYN’S ATELIER. For women and petite adventurers! Look cute while exploring!”


  The display showed a number of cute boots with knitted laces in all different colors. The whole vibe of the store caught my attention.


  Just then, someone stepped out of the front door, and we made eye contact. They were tall, with a face full of makeup and a strong build, and wore a tight frilly blouse and sleek leather plants.


  “Welcome, darlings!” Their voice was naturally deep, but canted at an oddly high pitch.


  I guess the shop owner is a man who likes to dress in women’s clothing?


  “H-hello…” I smiled awkwardly.


  Don’t be rude, Daisy, if this is how they want to express themselves, then it’s none of your business!


  Meanwhile, Lynn and Ariel looked totally startled.


  “Sorry, sorry. You’re not used to people like me, huh?” Suddenly, the owner’s voice dropped to its normal deep male pitch.


  “We’re the ones who should apologize for our rudeness.” All three of us bowed our heads quickly. He chuckled and gently patted each of us on the head.


  “No worries. Honestly, I just like pretty things and cute stuff. I’m a totally normal guy with a wife and everything!” He gave us a wink, and from inside the store I saw a sweet, petite woman waving cheerfully at us. I assumed she was his wife.


  “Oh…”


  Despite all the awkwardness, the shop offered different gear than the others, and the shopkeeper seemed like a genuinely kind guy.


  “So, what can I do for ya?” he replied in his normal tone.


  We all looked at each other, nodding.


  “Your gear is so much cuter than the other shops. Um, we were hoping to pick up a few things. Would you mind helping us?” I clenched my fists, gathering the courage to speak up.


  His face lit up with a smile. “Why thank you! I used to be an adventurer myself, and back in the day, all the girls—my wife included—were always complaining how there was never any cute gear. So I figured, why not make it myself?” He introduced himself as Marilyn, the shop’s owner. 


  “Come on in, cuties!” He smiled brightly, welcoming us inside. “As you can see, I’m a man, but I love seeing girls dressed up all cute. I modify off-the-rack items and design original pieces from scratch. I’d be honored if girls like you wore my stuff!”


  “Um, would it be possible to bring our own materials and work with you on a custom piece?” I asked.


  “Huh?” Marilyn tipped his head to the side.


  I explained that I wanted to create a custom outfit using fire-resistant fabric that I planned to create. If we could design something cute, that would be even better.


  “Ooh, you mean a custom order! I’d love to! Come to me anytime, honey! My wife handles all the measurements, so don’t you worry! You’ll be in good hands!” He seemed genuinely excited about the idea. 


  “For today, though, we’re looking for winter cloaks and spiked boots for mountain climbing,” I said, steering back to the topic at hand.


  “Say no more! This way!” He led us to a section of the shop with cold-weather coats and sturdy boots. They were all adorable, but still fully functional, equipped with proper climbing spikes. 


  “Whoa! These are so cute!” we all cried in unison.


  Marilyn beamed with pride. “Aren’t they, though?”


  The boots even came with interchangeable knitted laces in any color you wanted. On the sides, where the boot was woven, were little lace accents. Some pairs had more frills and some less, so you could choose from a range of fanciness.


  And the coats! The long ones were sized to match the robes, with flared cuffs at the sleeves trimmed in lace. Even the short coats had pretty details, like braided ribbon decorations along the arms, or in some cases, a huge ribbon right across the back! It was all just unbelievably cute. If this couldn’t make a girl’s heart flutter, what would?


  “Oh, I’d highly recommend silk rabbit fur for the coat lining, for girls with lovely skin like yours! If you’ve got a little wiggle room in your budget, it’s lightweight, soft, and just perfect for sensitive skin!” Marilyn kept talking as he brought out a bunch of sample linings for us to compare for ourselves. He had wolf fur, sheep wool, rabbit, fox, and so on, but as soon as we touched them it was obvious that Marilyn’s recommendation, the silk rabbit fur, was the softest by far.


  In the end, we all chose matching boots in different lace colors. I picked out a long coat to match my robe while Lynn and Ariel bought short ones. 


  Then it was time for the final item. Since it felt so embarrassing, the three of us started pushing each other, whispering, “You ask. No, you ask!”


  Marilyn tipped his head at our suspicious behavior. “What is it?”


  And then they betrayed me: Lynn and Ariel teamed up and shoved me one step forward together.


  “U-um! Do you have any…woolen…underwear?!” I clenched my eyes shut as I forced out the words, my face burning.


  I mean, asking a man about woolen underwear was humiliating! 


  “Of course I do,” Marilyn said, chuckling softly at how flustered I was. He headed to the back of the shop and came back with a whole armful of options. “Girls need to keep their tummies warm! For very cold areas, I recommend the high-waisted ones with built-in stomach warmers!”


  Phew! Thanks to Marilyn’s perfect commentary, I didn’t have to ask about stomach warmers myself. Bless you, Marilyn!


  The woolen underwear he brought out were surprisingly cute. They came in all kinds of pastel colors, and each pair had an adorable little design like an animal or cute pattern stitched into the waistband. Some had patterns on the back instead of the front.


  There were bunnies, cats, puppies, chicks, hearts, ribbons…


  We each chose our favorite pair and bought them. I may have grabbed a couple extra for Dahlia and Lily while I was at it!


  Incidentally, since the subject is underwear, I’m not telling you which pattern I chose—that’s a secret. 


  Chapter 8:
A Young Girl’s Dilemma


   


  THE IDEA POPPED IN MY HEAD ONE DAY THAT IT was time to add something new to the shop’s lineup.


  I just added those hi-mana potions recently, so I want to come up with something that serves a different purpose. That way, maybe we can attract a whole new kind of customer.


  I rested my cheek against my hand, deep in thought, when I noticed something odd: My skin felt a little rough.


  “Oh, it’s almost winter. My skin’s drying out… I wonder if other people have that problem too?”


  I decided to ask the girls at the workshop, so I invited them up for a little tea break. As we sipped our tea and chatted, I said to Miina and Ariel, “My skin gets so dry when it starts getting cold outside. How about you two?”


  “Yeah, it sure does!”


  “So does mine.”


  They were having the same issue, just like I thought.


  In winter, cold, dry winds came blowing down from the mountain ranges north of the capital, and that kind of air always dried out your skin and lips. 


  “My cheeks get all tight and flaky. It’s the worst.” Miina puffed out her cheeks and rubbed them with both hands.


  “Maybe I should try making a hydrating toner…” I smiled at Miina, remembering I had just the right ingredients for it.


  “Really? My skin’s been driving me crazy! I’d be so grateful if you did that!” Miina’s face lit up immediately.


  “Toner?” Ariel tipped her head to the side. It probably wasn’t something they had in her elven village.


  “I’ll borrow the kitchen, but first we need to pick some herbs. Ariel, wanna help me?”


  Miina gave me permission to use the kitchen, so I grabbed a basket and headed out to the garden with Ariel.


  “Wow! The pearl herb from back home is in full bloom!” Her violet eyes went wide as she took in the familiar sight, letting out a small gasp of wonder.


  We filled the basket full of the blooming elven pearl herbs I had brought back from the Sun Elf village. I had been hoping I could show them to Ariel once they bloomed, so I was glad to see her so excited. According to Appraisal, the flowers from this herb could be distilled into an incredibly moisturizing toner, also known as floral water.


  We headed back to the kitchen with the basket full of blossoms.


  Oh, right. I bet you’re wondering why we were using the kitchen and not the lab!


  It was simple: The beakers I used in the lab were way too small and could only produce a little at a time. Plus, the necks of the beakers were narrow, making it hard to put the petals in. While we were still technically distilling, I was going to use a steamer like the kind used for making custard instead.


  Apparently, there had been female Alchemists in the past who specialized in cosmetics and beauty ­products, and they had passed down methods like this one. In particular, floral water was made by distilling herbs or flowers with medicinal properties along with water.


  This was how it worked: First, you needed a large pot with a rounded lid to serve as a steamer. Placing a metal rack or steaming tray inside the pot kept the water separate from the ingredients. Then, you poured a generous amount of water into the pot, placed the rack inside, and then set a sturdy cup right in the middle of the rack. Next, you scattered the freshly picked flowers around the cup. 


  The next step was the most important. The reason the lid of the steamer should be rounded with a curved handle at the top was to flip it upside-down and cover the pot with it. When the pot was heated, the water would boil and produce steam, which would rise through the flower petals, pulling their essence with it. Ice was then piled on top of the lid to cool it down. As the steam touched the cold surface, it would condense and become liquid again. Finally, the shape of the lid would guide the droplets to the center, right above the cup, so that they dripped down neatly inside.


  Once I had everything set up, I turned on the stove and brought the water to a boil. As the steam rose and time passed, tiny droplets began to gather at the center of the lid and drip into the cup: pure floral water, infused with the essence of flowers.


  “We can add honey to give it antibacterial properties and extra moisturization.”


  “Honey… Oh, I found some! Here you go, Miss Daisy!” Miina brought over a small jar, and I added just a little into the floral water we’d collected. With that, our toner was finished!


  After it cooled, I poured it into four cute glass bottles: one each for me, Miina, Ariel, and Katya.


  “All done!”


  See? Easy, right?


  “Wait, really? A cosmetic toner is that easy to make?” Miina said, her eyes as round as saucers.


   


  Elven Pearldew


  Classification: Cosmetic


  Quality: High


  Rarity: A


  Status: A luxurious toner excellent for hydrating and tightening skin.


  Feelings: Get ready for soft, plump cheeks!


   


  I handed everyone a bottle as they watched the whole process with wide-eyed anticipation.


  “Okay, that’s one for each of us!”


  “Wow! These bottles are adorable! Can I try it right now?” Miina looked like she was about to burst if I said no, her eyes sparkling with excitement. 


  Ariel peered curiously into her bottle, still unsure what toner even was.


  “Go ahead! Let’s all try it together. Just be sure to shake it well before applying.”


  We sat down facing each other, shook our bottles, then opened the caps and poured a bit of toner onto our palms. We rubbed our hands together lightly, then gently pressed the toner onto our face.


  “My dry cheeks feel so moisturized now! And it smells amazing!” Miina’s tail wagged happily.


  “It’s true! It makes your hands stick right to your face!” Ariel was just as impressed, carefully patting the toner across every inch of her face. Even I was shocked by how effective it was.


  “We have to make sure every woman in the kingdom gets her hands on this!” Miina said. She was practically bouncing with excitement.


  But then I paused, frowning in thought.


  Does pearl herb even grow outside the elven village or my garden?


  “Hey, Ariel? Can that flower grow anywhere besides the elven village or my backyard?” I whispered so Miina wouldn’t overhear. 


  “No, it won’t grow anywhere without a World Tree,” she whispered back.


  Then we would need a substitute. I thought that roses might have similar properties, because they were moisturizing and astringent. I asked the girls to wait and ran upstairs to the second-floor bookshelves, flipping through my plant encyclopedia until I confirmed it: roses had cosmetic effects too. 


  In any case, we needed to talk to Katya. If we were going to mass-produce this, we needed a merchant. I’d give her the bottle I set aside for her and ask her to bring a bunch of dried roses next time she visited the workshop.


   


  ***


   


  A few days later, Katya was completely sold on the elven pearl herb toner. 


  “This is wonderful! We need to make this available to more women!” she said, eager to start working on the product. She moved fast, just as I expected, securing a supply of dried rose petals in no time. Of course, they had to be dried because winter was almost here; rose season had come and gone. 


  We made another batch of floral water, this time using the rose petals. Katya stayed to watch the whole process, and I let her try it out once it was finished.


  “Daisy, this rose version smells amazing, and it feels just as moisturizing! If we used a bigger pot, we could probably make a lot at once… No, wait. We should just get a dedicated larger distiller!”


  “If we’re upscaling, we could collect a decent amount of essential oil while we’re at it,” I said. “It might be a good idea to design the distiller so that we can separate the oil during the extraction process.”


  A tiny bit of essential oil always floated to the top of the floral water with a basic steamer set up, which could be used for something else entirely. In fact, it was far more difficult to extract than water. Since oils were often used in perfume and other cosmetics, it would be useful to Katya and her business.


  “It’ll reach more people if your company mass-produces it. I’d love for you to make it an official Katya Trading Company product!” I said.


  “Thanks, Daisy!” said Katya. “I’ll have one of our craftsmen make a prototype distiller that can extract the essential oil and toner separately!”


  We agreed to settle the matter of compensation for the idea later, and I set aside a few bottles from today’s batch so I could give them to Mother and Dahlia.


   


  ***


   


  A few days later…


  “Miss Daisy, the toner you gave me works great on my skin, but my lips are still chapped.” Miina’s cute tail drooped as she spoke.


  When I thought about it, back when I lived at home, I used to treat Kate’s cracked hands with the cloth that I used to strain the potions. Chapped lips and cracked skin were basically the same thing, right?


  I went to the supply shelf, grabbed a potion bottle, opened the lid, and poured a few drops onto a dish. Then I dipped my finger into it.


  “Stay still for a second and close your lips.” I gently tapped my damp fingertip against her lips, little by little.


  The rough, flaky skin began to smooth over almost instantly, a glossy sheen returning to her mouth.


  “I knew it,” I said.


  Meanwhile, Miina had gone into full panic mode because I’d used a potion on her.


  “Miina.”


  “Y-yes?”


  “Your chapped lips just healed with a tiny bit of potion, which means if we added a bit to the toner…”


  “It might help people with dry skin, sensitive skin, or even acne!” Miina said.


  We high-fived each other. “Exactly!”


  Our potions were double strength, so just a drop or two should’ve been enough for each bottle. There was no need to go overboard, since it wasn’t something you’d want to slather on every day. With that in mind, we made a new test batch.


  Then we formed a test group of the three girls from the workshop, including myself, and a few regular customers with skin concerns. We called the product “potion-infused toner.”
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  The results were extremely promising. Of course, we’d need to tailor the floral base to the person’s skin type—some had oily skin, while others had sensitive skin—but the foundation was solid.


  In the end, Katya succeeded in mass-producing the basic toner per my recipe, and soon it became a skincare trend among women in the capital. At the workshop, we quietly began offering a specialty version: the potion-infused medicinal toner.


   


  ***


   


  One quiet morning a few days later…


  “Hey, Daisy. What’s this here?” One of the female adventurers who had stopped by to restock on potions spotted the new notice for “Potion-Infused Toner” posted on the wall and pointed at it curiously.


  “Oh, yes! You might’ve seen Katya Trading Company’s toner on the market already, but this is a version developed here at the workshop with potions mixed in, for those who still need a little extra help with their skin.”


  “Is that so? I’ve never had time for skincare while I’m out adventuring! Honestly, the store-bought stuff hasn’t been much help.” She ended up buying a bottle, and a few days later, she came back to tell me it worked like a charm. 


  Word of mouth started spreading from there, and soon the potion toner was in high demand. We even started seeing non-adventurer women come to the workshop just for skincare.


  Then, something unexpected happened. Not long after the buzz began to pick up about the product, we received a private inquiry from the royal family. Apparently, the queen had heard about the toner and wanted to try it out for herself. From that point on, it was officially added to our delivery list.


  Chapter 9:
A New Charge


   


  A‌BOUT TWO WEEKS HAD PASSED SINCE WE’D finished all the preparations for the next step in slaying the drake. The season was shifting, and winter was nearly here.


  We were currently riding up the road that led to the Sage’s Tower in the northwestern part of the capital. From one of the side paths, we would head up the mountains toward the frozen cave where sylfrost ore could be mined. 


  We stuck to the main road like the last time we visited the tower. There was apparently a small stopover town near the fork leading up to the mountain where travelers could rest before climbing it. Our goal for the day was to reach that town.


  The last time we’d been in the area, the mountains were lush and green. Now, leaves had fallen, branches were bare, and the trees were painted yellow and red. The wind was dry and sharp, brushing coldly against our cheeks.


  Above us, wispy clouds streaked across a pale blue sky. 


  “It feels kind of lonely, doesn’t it?” I murmured aloud.


  “Winter’s almost here,” Lynn said, nodding.


  “Oh, right. Ariel?”


  “Yes?” she responded.


  “What’s the situation with the two remaining sickly World Trees?” I asked.


  It had been a while since I’d heard anything about the task I’d been assigned, so I decided to ask. Her answer wasn’t one I expected.


  The Moon Elves had just lost their king, so they didn’t have anyone in power to authorize letting outsiders into the village. The Star Elves’ village was under constant attack by troublesome monsters and was struggling just to survive. In fact, they’d even asked the Sun Elves for help. 


  In other words, they both had way bigger problems right now than withering World Trees.


  Wait a second… I thought that if World Trees withered, the world would, you know, collapse?


  “Since both elves and World Trees live for so long, they don’t feel much sense of urgency,” Ariel said with a sigh, sharing what her mother told her. Even she seemed a little exasperated by it as she shrugged.


  “Well, if the elves who watch over the World Trees aren’t worried about it yet, do you think we shouldn’t worry either?” I asked, still unconvinced.


  “Elves can live for over a thousand years. It wouldn’t surprise me if they plan to leave it for the beloved children of the next generation to handle.”


  I couldn’t tell if she was joking or serious. Either way, I was too stunned by the idea to ask for clarification. 


  The journey had been smooth so far. Ariel flew slightly above us on Tyrion, scouting the area with her sharp hunter’s eyes and picking off any monsters she saw with her bow before they got too close. Because of her, even travelers going in the opposite direction were spared unnecessary trouble and thanked us as they passed by.


  By the time evening began to fall, we made it to the stopover town. We showed our identification to one of the young guards and asked for directions to an inn to put up our horses.


  Mark and Letia went ahead to the stables while Leaf, Leon, and Tyrion all shrank into their smaller forms. Apparently, Tyrion could grow small enough to perch on top of Ariel’s head. 


  We came to a simple wooden structure that was the inn and booked five separate rooms at the front desk. At that moment, I heard incessant coughing coming from the back of the inn.


  “Is somebody sick?” I asked, calling toward the back room.


  The old man behind the counter answered for ­whoever was struggling to breathe back there. “Yes, since the temperature has dropped, there’s been a bad cold going around. I’d love to help the children and the elderly or anyone who’s having breathing problems, but unfortunately, I’ve completely run out of potions and the next merchant caravan is still a few days out.”


  He explained that it wasn’t easy for them to go buy more from the capital, either: They would have to hire an adventurer for protection on the roads, but even then traveling was still dangerous. Most normal townsfolk had no choice but to wait for merchants to bring supplies in.


  The five of us looked at each other.


  “How much potion does your staff hold, Daisy?” Mark asked.


  “I think I’d still have plenty left even if I gave a dose to everyone in town,” I said.


  The moment I said that, the innkeeper leaned across the counter and grabbed my arm. “I’ll figure out how to pay you somehow! Please, just help the people of this town!”


  In the end, the innkeeper took the matter straight to the mayor, who asked that I visit and treat every household with an ill resident.


  “All right, open up wide!” Every patient I spoke to blinked at me in confusion. I suppose it would be a little strange to see a tiny girl holding a staff, telling them to open their mouths. But with a little encouragement from the mayor, they hesitantly opened up.


  I raised my staff, and a small bubble of potion floated out from the tip. I used magic to flick the bubble into their mouths.


  “It’s just a regular potion,” I told them. “Don’t worry, you can go ahead and drink it.”


  Well, it’s not really a regular potion. It’s twice as effective! But I kept that part to myself.


  The patients all gulped down their potions. 


  “Huh? I feel better already!”


  One after the other, they looked surprised as the effects kicked in. And so, I continued going house to house along with the mayor to heal the sick people throughout town.


  Normally, a standard potion went for one large copper coin, equivalent to 1,000 lira. A traveling merchant would charge even more than that as overhead. I didn’t tell anyone that my potions were stronger, so I priced them the same as a standard potion; I didn’t want to price-gouge people who were already suffering.


  A room with two meals a day cost three large copper coins at this inn. If we valued each potion dose at 1,000 lira, the total for my potions and our party’s lodging fees essentially balanced out. The mayor agreed to cover our lodging for free in exchange for the potions. 


  The townspeople called me the savior of the town and kept thanking me, which I thought was going a little overboard. Yet, for some reason, it didn’t make me feel good. I’d expected helping people to feel satisfying, but instead, I’d learned for the first time that there were those out there who couldn’t be treated so easily. I’d led a blessed life in the capital and was completely ignorant of that reality, which left me feeling very conflicted.


  I went to sleep that night curled up with Leaf, trying to quiet the restless thoughts in my mind. 


  Isn’t there anything I can do about this?


   


  ***


   


  The next morning, we ate breakfast at the inn. Mark and Letia left their horses in the stable and we all changed into our boots and headed toward the mountain trail. 


  Ariel would be flying on Tyrion again to scout for us overhead. It would be dangerous to be caught in a fight on a narrow trail, so having her intel was a big help.


  Lynn and I went on foot. It would be a disaster if we ended up falling off a cliff because we slipped off our divine beasts, so Mark told us to walk. Besides, it was a good way to build stamina. 


  The trail wasn’t very steep, but it was rocky, and not very well maintained. The ground was uneven with loose stones and jutting rocks. We made sure to take frequent breaks, so we wouldn’t get too worn out.


  “Whoa, what is that?” I shouted, seeing something up ahead. There was a massive formation of rocks stacked in front of us, blocking the path ahead save for the natural tunnel it formed.


  “Do we go over it or under it?” Lynn said as she and I peered into the tunnel. It was big enough for someone to crawl through, but it would be tough for Lynn and me to climb over it, since we were so small.


  Mark laughed as he observed us. “Everyone hesitates on their first time here—that’s why they call it the Bewildering Rock. It’s a landmark on this trail.” He scooped me up and placed me on top of the rock. “Either way is fine, but the view from the top is something special. It’s worth seeing it at least once.”


  I peeked down nervously from atop the rock. I could see the winding path we’d just hiked below me, the ­stopover town from the previous night nestled at the foot of the mountain, and farmlands, forests, and stretches of countryside far beyond that, spreading out in all directions.


  “I wanna go up too!” Lynn said, begging to be lifted up so she could check out the view with me. Once we were satisfied, we climbed down the other side and met up with the rest of our party, who’d gone through the tunnel. Mark helped us back down onto the path.


  For a while, we walked along at a comfortable pace and eventually reached a cave entrance that went down into the ground, opening like a gaping maw in the earth.


  “We’ll be descending now. I’ll anchor a rope here, so make sure you hook your boot spikes into the ground as you go down,” Mark said. He hammered a stake into the rocky wall and tightly secured a rope to it, then tossed the other end down into the darkness of the cave.


  Ariel tipped her head to the side as she watched. “Wouldn’t it be easier to have Tyrion fly everyone down one at a time?” she asked. Tyrion gave a loud flap of his wings as if to agree with her.


  “Why didn’t you say that earlier?!” Mark looked completely defeated standing there all geared up. He let out a resigned sigh, then began gathering up the rope and stake.


  Poor guy… I feel kind of bad for him. But we did end up taking turns riding Tyrion down into the cave. Leaf and Leon descended on their own, skillfully pushing off the rocks with their paws.


  “There aren’t any icicles in this one,” I said, looking around. The walls were frozen, but only as bare stone. I felt like I could relax a little, because the last cave we were in turned out to be an ice golem in disguise.


  “It depends on the season,” said Mark. “Monsters in here will be ice and water elementals, so make sure you have the right weapons.”


  The three with the Blackflame King weapons switched to them right away. Then, we heard a dragging noise from deeper within the cave, like something heavy scraping across the ground. It was getting closer.


  It was an ice lizard—a huge lizard about the size of a grown man with jagged icy spikes protruding from its back.


  “Stone Wedge!” I raised my staff and summoned a spike from the earth, aiming it straight for the lizard’s open mouth.


  The lizard snarled, twisting its body and bracing its hind legs against the floor. Its spiky back turned toward me, preparing to fire, when Ariel sprinted over.


  “Flame Wall!” She cast a wall of fire between me and the lizard, melting the icy spikes in midair.


  “Thanks!”


  “Leave it to me!” she called, and before I knew it, she had incinerated every shard before a single one could touch me. “Take this! Flame Arrows!” She shot three blazing arrows, one after the other, striking the lizard cleanly through its shoulders and torso.


  “Now’s our chance!” As the lizard turned its attention toward Ariel, Lynn rushed in from the side and swung down her hammer. The lizard’s head caved in, and the power of the Blackflame King Hammer burnt it to a crisp, ending the fight.


  “Let’s get going,” Mark said, leading the way as Letia took the rear. We headed deeper into the ice cave.


  “Stop! It’s a trap!” Leaf had been walking beside me, but he suddenly darted forward, a small stone in his mouth. He ran up to Mark and dropped the stone at his feet.


  An ice spike trap shot up from the floor. Mark barely managed to jump backward just in time.


  “Great, now there are traps? There aren’t any handy sticks lying around down here, either. What should we do?” Mark stepped back cautiously, regaining his balance, and wiped a cold bead of sweat from his brow.


  “I can walk ahead and probe for more traps,” Leaf offered.


  Thanks to him, we safely made it all the way to the deepest part of the ice cave.


  “There it is!” I cheered, seeing our goal.


  “Wow, it’s incredible,” Mark said with a whistle.


  It was a massive, one-hundred-percent pure chunk of sylfrost ore, shaped like a tree branch. Light poured in through a crack in the cave’s ceiling, making the ore shimmer a brilliant silver. It almost looked like a sculpture made from light.


  We harvested one of the larger sylfrost branches, then left the cave and started descending the mountain. Mark told us to keep a steady pace so that we could reach the stopover town before sunset. We’d rest there for the night, then return to the capital the next day.


  As the sun dipped lower in the sky, bathing us in warm orange light, we finally caught a glimpse of the town ahead.


   


  ***


   


  At that moment, we saw a boy who looked slightly younger than me running toward us from the direction of the town. He had bright red hair and was waving both arms frantically, like he was looking for one of us. 


  “Hey!” As he got closer, we could finally make out what he was shouting. “Potion girl!”


  He’s talking to me?


  He kept his eyes on me and kept running until he came to a breathless stop, panting hard. We paused and waited for him to catch his breath. Mark handed him a bottle of water, and his breathing finally returned to normal. 


  “Phew!”


  “You look like you’ve been desperate to find me. What’s the matter?” I asked him.


  “My family have been the Alchemists of this town for generations, and I just received the Alchemist Occupation too. But then my dad passed away… I’m supposed to become this town’s Alchemist and help heal people, but… Well, there’s no one left to teach me.”


  He went on to explain that his father used to be this town’s Alchemist, but ever since he passed, they’d had to rely on buying potions from elsewhere.


  “I-I want to be your apprentice. I wanna become a real Alchemist and make potions so the people in my town can live without worry!” He gripped the hem of my cloak, his eyes pleading. 


  I didn’t know what to say. I glanced around at the others, silently asking for help. Of course, I wanted to take him in and teach him; he looked so determined. But I had no idea what to do in a situation like this, and Father wasn’t here. He was the person I usually went to for advice.


  “First of all, who’s looking after you now? I can tell you’re serious, and that’s a good thing. But we’d need your guardian’s permission first, don’t we?” Mark asked, stepping in for me.


  The boy nodded, his face earnest. “I’ve been staying with the town mayor.”


  “All right. Let’s go talk to him together,” Mark said and patted the boy lightly on the back before starting off down the road. The rest of us followed, making our way toward the mayor’s house in the little town.


  As we walked, we all introduced ourselves. It turned out the boy’s name was Rook. He said he’d grown up close friends with the mayor’s granddaughter, but she’d fallen ill during the recent outbreak. Rook felt powerless to help her, even though he’d just become Alchemist, and he hated that feeling.


  And that’s when I showed up. 


  From his point of view, I probably looked like some kind of magician, walking around with my staff and healing people all over town—until he realized I was using potions. He said when he saw me going from house to house to heal people, he felt deeply moved.


  Does he maybe have a crush on the granddaughter? Since I saved her life, I guess I’m like his hero. Setting that hunch aside for now, though…


  First, he needed to learn the basics of making potions, hi-potions, and antidotes, and I should teach him how to plant a proper garden for his herbs. I could share some of the seeds I had on hand and show him how to cultivate them so he’d be able to grow ingredients locally and have a safe, stable supply.
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  As I mulled that over, we arrived at the mayor’s home, a modest wooden building.


  Rook stepped forward and knocked on the door.


  “It’s Rook,” he announced. “May I speak with you, sir? I’ve brought some guests. May we come in?”


  A moment later, the door opened and the mayor appeared. “How many times do I have to tell you that this is your home too, Rook? You don’t need to be so formal. Oh, it’s Miss Daisy and her companions!”


  The mayor already knew us well, since he’d gone around with us while I healed the townspeople. He gave me a warm smile as he welcomed us inside. It seemed he was accustomed to having company. He led us into a spacious parlor that had clearly seen a lot of use over the years but contained a large, well-maintained set of furniture. We each found a seat we liked and settled in.


  “So then, Rook. What’s this all about?” the mayor asked, turning toward him. 


  A girl who might have been his granddaughter came around to serve tea to everyone. I asked the mayor about her, and he confirmed that she was. 


  “I’m supposed to be this town’s Alchemist, but after my dad passed away, there was no one left to teach me,” Rook said. “So I asked Miss Daisy if I could become her apprentice, but Mark said I needed to talk it over with my guardian first.”


  “Ah, so that’s why you came to consult me, since I’m acting as your guardian,” the mayor said.


  Rook nodded, then turned to me. “I-I’m happy you saved our town, Miss Daisy… But it should’ve been me. I should’ve been the one to help everyone, but I don’t know how. That’s why I want to study, so I can become a real Alchemist and help people, just like my dad did!” He slammed his fist down on his knee. I could feel his frustration at his helplessness.


  “I understand how you feel. The answer will be up to Miss Daisy, but it’s important we know your position,” the mayor said. With that, he turned to me. “Rook has expressed how he feels, Miss Daisy, but what do you think? Of course, you would expect some kind of compensation to take him on as an apprentice…”


  I shook my head. “I won’t ask for any payment. I may be only ten years old, but I’ve been granted the title of baronetess by His Majesty for my accomplishments in Alchemy. Training a young Alchemist in need, to become someone who can serve his town, is part of my duties as a noble. I will personally bear any costs that come with fulfilling that duty. That is part of a noble’s obligation to society.”


  The mayor’s eyes grew wide hearing I received a peerage at just ten years old. 


  I was discussing the concept of noblesse oblige, which meant a noble’s responsibility to the community and was one of the first things a noble child was taught. Essentially, it meant those of noble status had a moral duty to uphold the responsibilities that came with it, which included societal and communal obligations. After all, nobles lived much more comfortably than commoners, and the taxes paid by those commoners funded their lives, so I believed that nobles should serve the people whenever given the opportunity.


  When I, a ten-year-old girl, offered to train this town’s Alchemist free of charge, the mayor bowed his head deeply.


  “But I’m still young and have a lot to learn myself,” I continued. “Are you really willing to entrust someone as important as this young Alchemist to someone like me? If so, then I promise I’ll train him into someone your town can depend on and return him when he’s ready.”


  I could give him all the knowledge he needed, but I was also painfully aware of my own age and limitations.


  “Miss Daisy, I would be honored if you would do that. Please, teach Rook,” the mayor said. He bowed his head again, this time joined by Rook.


  And so, it was decided that Rook would become my apprentice and return to the capital with me. But before we returned, I wanted to check on the state of his home and his father’s old Alchemy workshop. After all, I might need to supply him with a new set of equipment for his return.


  Oh, that’s right—I’ll need to make sure he has land to grow his garden too.


  Since the conversation was going so smoothly, I decided to bring it up to the mayor right then. “Mr. Mayor, I’d like to ask one favor from you in exchange for taking Rook into my care,” I said.


  “Of course. I’ll do whatever I can, as long as it’s within my power.” Even though Alchemists had long been viewed as an undesirable Occupation among nobles, they were essential to a town like this. Since I was offering to train one at no cost, the mayor didn’t hesitate to show his support.


  “I will also teach Rook how to grow his own medicinal herbs. He’ll need to plant a proper garden so that he can have a stable supply of high-quality ingredients right here in town.”


  “A garden, you say?” The mayor looked puzzled at first, but once I explained the need, he nodded thoughtfully. “I see… Rook’s parents…they went missing while out gathering herbs. They lost their lives looking for them. If we’d had a proper garden here instead, that tragedy might’ve been avoided.”


  “If only Mom and Dad had thought of something like that…” said Rook.


  I could hear the weight in their voices as they reflected on the past.


  “That is why I ask you to secure land for him before he returns to town.” 


  The mayor immediately agreed. 


  With that out of the way, it was time to check the condition of the workshop.


  “All right, let’s go take a look at the—” I started to say, but just as everyone began to stand, the girl who’d served us tea earlier came running straight toward Rook.


  “Rook!”


  “Rina!” As she threw herself at him, he caught her in his arms, gripping her shoulders in surprise.


  “Rook, you’re coming back, aren’t you? You won’t forget our promise?” Rina said.


  So that’s what their relationship is like? She looks younger than me.


  “I care about this town because you’re here, Rina. I’ll come back to you, I swear.” The two of them locked eyes. 


  Rina’s grandfather must have approved of their bond, because he silently watched over them.


  “Phew, things are heating up in here!” Lynn said jokingly.


  The two of them jolted, snapping back to reality. Their faces flushed a deep crimson, making them resemble boiled octopuses.


  After saying our goodbyes to the mayor, we made our way to Rook’s home. 


  A crooked and dust-coated sign reading “ALCHEMY WORKSHOP” hung above the door. Opening the door, we stepped inside. 


  We pulled the drop cloths off the furniture, sending thick clouds of dust swirling through the air as we revealed the old Alchemy equipment beneath it.


  “A distiller, beakers, mortar and pestle, heater… All these seem fine,” I said. I did a quick Appraisal of everything just in case to make sure nothing was broken. If we kept them in their current condition, they should still be perfectly usable once Rook returned.


  “We’ll be staying at the inn tonight, Rook. Could you get your things ready so we can leave first thing tomorrow morning?” I glanced over at Rina, who’d tagged along with us from the mayor’s house, then turned back toward Rook, silently reminding him that this meant saying goodbye to someone important.


  “Got it.” He gave Rina’s hand a tight squeeze and nodded, his expression quiet and serious.


  Morning came, and so did the time to depart.


  Rook packed his belongings in a simple rucksack. He was going to ride on Letia’s horse with her, so she tucked his sack away in her magic bag.


  Rina and the mayor had come to see him off. Rook and Rina took a step toward each other. She reached up and took off the silver pendant she wore, likely still warm from resting on her skin, and gently placed it around Rook’s neck. 


  “This is a good luck charm to protect you. Take it. You’d better return it to me when you come back safe!” she said with a trembling smile. She looked like she was about to burst into tears at any moment. “Make sure you study hard!” she added, giving him a firm whack on the chest.


  “Thanks. I’ll be back,” he said, clasping the pendant hanging from his neck tightly in his hand. Then he turned around and walked over to Letia, who lifted him up onto the horse.


  We waved goodbye to the townsfolk and set off down the road toward the capital. The path stayed straight for a while, and each time we looked back, the town had grown even smaller in the distance. 


  The crowd of people seeing us off thinned little by little until only Rina was left, standing alone at the town’s gate until the very end. Rook and Rina kept waving to each other until they were both out of sight.


  Riding double and constantly having Rook turn around must have made for an unsteady ride for Letia, but she didn’t utter a single complaint, not when it was a boy and girl parting with a dear friend for who knew how long.


   


  ***


   


  And so, I arrived back home in the capital with Rook in tow. 


  “I’m home!” I called as I made the rounds greeting Miina and Marcus.


  “Welcome back!”


  “Oh, do we have a guest?” Marcus asked when he noticed Rook.


  “It’s nice to meet you!” he said. “I’m Rook, from the stopover town near Mt. Axt! Miss Daisy has taken me on as her apprentice. I’m seven years old. Please take care of me from now on!” He cheerfully bowed his head, brimming with energy. I explained to him that Marcus was my assistant and Miina ran the bakery.


  “An apprentice?” Marcus and Miina both looked puzzled, and I couldn’t blame them; I had left to gather materials and came back with an apprentice. It was only natural that they’d be surprised.


  I explained how his father had passed away before he could pass on his Alchemy skills, and that we’d met when Rook was searching for a teacher.


  “That must’ve been tough. There’s an empty room across from mine on the second floor that he can use, right?” Marcus asked, immediately thinking about where Rook might stay.


  “Yeah, that was the plan! Miina, could you tidy up that room for us?” I asked.


  “Sure! It’s still morning, so if I have Ariel help me, it can be ready before tonight!” Miina looked over at Ariel, who nodded in agreement.


  “We’ll need to air it out and hang the bedding in the sun! Oh, and we need fresh sheets…” Miina bowed and dashed off toward the stairs to get started.


  “Rook is a commoner, isn’t he? I’m concerned about his reading, writing, and arithmetic skills,” Marcus said. 


  “I can write my name and a few other words…and I can do simple math, but I don’t really know much else,” Rook admitted, looking down at the floor.


  “We can’t keep relying on my family every time this happens. What should we do?” I wondered aloud. My family had adopted Lily, but we couldn’t do that with Rook; it would just make Rook feel out of place to stay at the family estate. 


  “In that case, the church’s orphanage runs a small school for commoners. My younger siblings went there. Families usually offer donations or alms in return,” Marcus explained. As usual, he was well-versed in city life, and since he had younger siblings, he regularly visited home on his days off. He supported his mother and helped raise the children since his household didn’t have a father. It made sense that he knew so much about commoner education.


  “Once things settle down a bit, let’s go pay our respects to the church and ask about it. After that, the first thing we need to do is get him some proper clothes—his are too worn out for life in the capital. We can go to a secondhand shop and pick up some new outfits, so he won’t feel embarrassed,” Marcus said, already laying out a plan for Rook’s new life.


  Meanwhile, Rook could only fidget nervously as he stood beside me.


  “I’m sorry to cause so much trouble,” he muttered.


  Marcus patted him lightly on the back. “Don’t worry about it! Oh, Miss Daisy, I think it’s best I go along with him to buy clothes since we’re both boys! Would you mind covering the costs?”


  His meddlesome, caring side had made itself immediately known.


  I gratefully accepted his offer and handed him some money to cover Rook’s necessities for life in the capital.


   


  ***


   


  A few days later, Marcus, Rook, and I headed to the church together as Ariel minded the shop for us.


  It was already winter. The trees lining the streets had shed their leaves, leaving the path bare and cold. The wind bit at my cheeks, making it clear that autumn was long gone.


  Since this was Rook’s first time in the capital, he was bursting with excitement, turning his head this way and that as he took in all the sights. Our walk should only have taken twenty minutes, but he added another ten by stopping to ask me “What’s that?” and “What’s this?” every few steps.


  Incidentally, Marcus had told me that during the shopping trip the day before, Rook had apparently never seen a sidewalk before and wandered out into the street, nearly getting run over by a carriage. Marcus had to yank him back and scold him to be careful.


  Eventually we arrived at the church, as impressive and solemn as ever. The colorful leaves that I’d seen during the autumn Baptism ceremony had all fallen now, leaving the churchyard looking lonely.


  “Should we head to the orphanage?” I asked, remembering the nun I encountered when I first met Lily. Marcus had mentioned the orphanage was running the school, after all.


  “Yes, it’s this way,” he said, taking the lead like he knew the place well.


  An old stone building stood next to the church, simple but surprisingly large. I could hear children chattering away inside.


  “This is the entrance. Excuse me, might one of the nuns from the orphanage be available?” Marcus called out as he knocked on the wooden door.


  It opened with a soft creak, and standing there was the very nun who’d helped me when I met Lily.


  “Oh, Miss Daisy! And Marcus too! Welcome.” Her face lit up with a smile as she saw us. Marcus explained that we were there to enroll Rook in school, and she quickly invited us inside.


  She led us to the parlor, and once we explained Rook’s background and the circumstances that led to me taking him in, she looked both sympathetic and moved. She told us they’d be happy to have him and that he could start as early as tomorrow.


  However, there was just one thing.


  “Miss Daisy, you’re going to train Rook as your apprentice and teach him the basics of Alchemy, right?” she asked thoughtfully.


  “That’s right. Is something the matter?” I asked. There was something in her tone of voice that concerned me.


  “Well, would it be too much to ask if you could also teach the children from the orphanage who have been given the Alchemist Occupation?”


  Ultimately, she asked me if I could take on more apprentices. There were two children at the capital’s orphanage who were Alchemists, and many more scattered across the kingdom.


  “There’s no way our workshop can accommodate so many children,” I said.


  “That’s true,” she agreed.


  It was quite the predicament. I wanted to teach them, but there was no way I could manage that many children.


  Marcus and I exchanged troubled looks. On one hand, we knew there were children given the Alchemist Occupation who were stuck in orphanages and unable to get the education they needed. On the other, there were villages and towns where even basic potions were difficult to obtain. It felt like there was something fundamentally wrong here.


  Basic potions, at the very least, were everyday necessities, essential for healing injuries and illnesses. I assumed that was why the god of Occupations gave children the role of Alchemist, to help provide those essentials. But here in the human realm, the children who were given that gift weren’t being trained properly, and potions weren’t getting to where they were needed—especially not to the outskirts of the kingdom.


  I couldn’t accept that. We needed a new solution—a real one that would actually work.


  Before diving into solving the problem, I politely asked about the orphanage’s financial state. The nun had told me things were tough back when I first met Lily, and I couldn’t help but notice on our way in that many of the children looked thin and their clothing was worn out. None of them were wearing proper winter clothing, even though it had already gotten so chilly.


  As I expected, she confirmed that things had gotten quite dire. Apparently, churches in this kingdom relied entirely on donations and offerings to cover expenses.


  Come to think of it, I’d heard that the church’s priests traveled to every single town and village during Baptism season, no matter how remote. And if the orphanage ran a school…


  Hmm, I think I have an idea…


  “What if we used the orphanage’s existing school structure to train Alchemists? We can serve as the teachers ourselves at first, but once the children learn and grow up, they’ll be able to make potions and teach others themselves.”


  “Use the orphanage’s school system?” the nun echoed, tipping her head to the side.


  “That’s right! You’d use that system as a base to educate young Alchemists. Then, the potions they make could be delivered to towns and villages. That could become a source of income to help support the orphanage and the school.”


  “But when and how would the potions be delivered? And by who?” she asked.


  “During the Baptism season. The priests already travel to each village and town twice a year, right?” I said.


  “Ohhh!” Marcus and the nun both exclaimed, nodding enthusiastically.


  I’d read a story once about a church in another country that had something called a monastic estate. It was church-owned land where they grew grapes and raised dairy cows, making wine and cheese for profit. This was a church too, so why not make something that helped people instead of luxury goods only the wealthy could enjoy? What was wrong with the church turning that into a source of income?


  The king had told me that I could go to him if I ever needed land for Alchemy, and I wanted to work with the church to start a new kind of public service that helped people. If I told the king about it, surely he would be willing to negotiate. Even if the land grant didn’t go directly to me, it could go to the church itself.


  I explained my idea to the nun. If this charity project allowed more people to have access to potions, then surely they’d be grateful to the church, and that gratitude could turn into faith. And that would all bring joy to the gods. In addition, the income from the work could help ease the orphanage’s financial burdens. That meant no more children suffering from hunger or freezing through harsh winters, with nothing to keep them warm.


  “That’s a wonderful idea!” the nun exclaimed. “But I’m just a humble nun. I don’t have the authority to make decisions like this. Please wait here a moment!” she said, then hurried out of the room.


  When she returned, she had brought back none other than the cardinal and my sister, Dahlia.


  “I heard someone had come up with a completely outrageous idea…I should have known it was you,” Dahlia said with a look of exasperation.


  I was pretty sure the nun knew that Dahlia and I were sisters, but it seemed she forgot to mention whose idea this was.


  Dahlia had taken the academy’s entrance exams earlier this autumn and earned the right to skip the entire curriculum and graduate immediately. Starting next spring, she would begin her training as both a court Mage apprentice and as a Saint, studying here at the church to prepare for both roles. She was here today to discuss the details with the cardinal.


  We shifted our seating so that the cardinal sat at the head of the table, then began our discussion in earnest.


  “I’ve heard all about your proposal, Miss Daisy,” said the cardinal. “I’d expect nothing less from a renowned Alchemist and a favorite of His Majesty’s. After all, you’ve already received a peerage at the tender age of ten. You’ve not only come up with something that cannot be accomplished alone, but also determined the most ideal setting for it and considered how it may resolve several existing problems at once. It’s truly remarkable.”


  He clearly seemed quite pleased with my idea. He smiled, then placed a hand over his chest, lowering his gaze solemnly.


  “But most importantly, you’ve offered this suggestion with no selfish motivations. You have no desire for personal profit, nor to use us for your gain. Your only concern is how to help those in need in our kingdom, including the children at the orphanage. You have a kind and compassionate heart, and I feel truly moved. It’s no wonder you’re beloved by the gods,” he said.


  His words seemed to imply he knew that I was a beloved child, but no one else in the room caught on.


  Hang on, though… I never told the cardinal that I was the Spirit King’s beloved child! I wondered if the king told him, or if he just knew somehow.


  Well, this wasn’t the time to think about that.


  “Your Eminence, to carry out this plan through the church, we’ll eventually need a large garden, or perhaps even a monastic estate to sustain it. And if an outbreak of illness occurs somewhere, we might need help from the Knights to deliver the supplies quickly. May I suggest speaking to the king about making this a national undertaking?” Dahlia asked on my behalf.


  “That’s wise counsel, Saint Dahlia. I’ll bring it to His Majesty’s attention right away,” he said.


  With that, it was decided that the cardinal and the king would discuss the proposal directly.


  Meanwhile, agreeing that it would be best for Rook to learn reading and arithmetic before beginning his Alchemy training, it was decided that Rook would attend the orphanage school connected to the church while commuting from our workshop.


   


  ***


   


  After we visited the church, I thought about making a donation since Rook would be in their care, but somehow, giving money didn’t feel quite right. Sure, it could be used for anything, and that’s what made it useful, but if I was going to give something, I wanted to make sure it directly improved the children’s lives.


  Seeing the children there with my own eyes made it clear what I had to do.


  So first, I went to a secondhand clothing shop and bought a large batch of used clothes to donate. Clothing was expensive in our kingdom, so most commoners bought theirs at secondhand stores. Even growing up in a noble family, I wore my sister’s hand-me-downs when I was little.


  When I had visited the orphanage, I noticed lots of the children were wearing old, heavily patched clothing. It was winter, so I wanted to make sure they had warm, knitted clothes for the season.


  I also learned from the nun that the children didn’t have proper baths and instead just used cold water to wipe themselves down. That had to be miserable in this weather, so I also donated a bathtub with a magical heating function. Hopefully, bath time could be something the children would look forward to, now that they had warm water.


  Next was food. These were growing children, so I arranged for a local grocer to deliver regular shipments of meat and beans to the orphanage. Of course, I would pay the bill. 


  Still, I wondered for a moment if I should just donate money like most nobles. In the end, the nun was thankful for gifts that directly improved the children’s lives. She even sent me a thank-you letter, which eased my doubts.


   


  ***


   


  The day of the meeting between the cardinal and the king came. Since we were also involved, Dahlia and I were invited to attend. The nun from the orphanage joined us as well since she was overseeing the children’s education. The prime minister, the minister of finance, and the royal chamberlain were also present.


  “Essentially, we’re here to discuss the expansion of the church orphanage school to include Alchemy instruction. The goal is that the church would eventually run Alchemy workshops and distribute potions to remote towns and villages without access to proper medical treatment. Is that correct?” the prime minister asked.


  The cardinal nodded.


  “And the students who learn Alchemy will be free to choose their own paths afterward?” the king asked.


  “Yes. For example, a child who lost their teacher like Rook might return home and then run the workshop left behind by their parents. Those without workshops may choose to stay with the church and assist us there. They’d be paid for their work, of course, and have the freedom to become independent in the future if they so wish,” the cardinal explained. 


  The king nodded, looking satisfied. “Daisy, what exactly do you plan to teach these students in the church’s new program?” he asked, turning toward me.


  “First of all, I’d like to teach them how to cultivate an herb garden. That includes making nutrient solutions and enriched soil to support the plants. If Alchemists grow their own ingredients, they won’t have to risk running into monsters while gathering them elsewhere.”


  He nodded, motioning for me to continue.


  “Then, I plan to teach them how to make four basic potions, including the standard healing potion, the antidote, the mana potion, and the hi-potion. In addition, I’ll provide them with seeds to take back to their home villages once they finish their training.”


  The king and the cardinal nodded with approval.


  “Your Eminence, I don’t mean to reject the proposal, but I had already been considering the creation of a school system run by the kingdom that commoners could attend freely,” the king said.


  I gave him a puzzled look. He noticed, chuckling softly before explaining. 


  “Daisy, this kingdom follows the Galius faith as its state religion. Officially, everyone follows it, but in practice, that’s not always the case. Some people were forced to flee their homelands and have different beliefs, and in more remote villages, some still worship local deities,” the king said.


  “I see,” I said. “So a church-run school won’t reach everyone.”


  “Precisely,” he said with a nod. 


  Just like that, I had learned something new about the world.


  “My goal is to raise the kingdom’s literacy rate, but to do that, education needs to be made separate from religion. Otherwise, it won’t truly be accessible to everyone. That’s my opinion, anyway,” said the king. “What do you think, Cardinal?”


  “You are absolutely right, Your Majesty. We run schools that teach reading, writing, and arithmetic alongside our faith, but if the kingdom establishes its own secular schools, the two can coexist without conflict. We should let the students choose freely,” the cardinal replied.


  Next, the king began to share his vision for what a national school system would look like. “I’d like to include Alchemy in the curriculum as an elective subject, or even something that can be taken independently.”


  “Oh?” the cardinal replied.


  “However, for those intending to work in regions without Alchemists, or those who choose to serve under the church and help distribute medicine to rural areas, I plan to implement a scholarship program which would allow them to study for free. That would be open to the children in your church’s orphanages as well. They would be able to receive their education at no cost if they agree to work for the church for a certain period,” the king said.


  “That’s an excellent idea! Truly wonderful,” the cardinal said with a pleased smile.


  Just like that, it was decided that a new national school system would be established, with an Alchemy department included.


  “By the way, Daisy, is leaving your workshop and becoming a teacher what you want?” the king asked suddenly.


  The idea of a school did come from me, but…


  “This may sound selfish, since I was the one who suggested all this, but my dream is to freely run my workshop,” I said. “I truly love doing it. And I’m still only ten years old; I don’t know if parents would even be willing to entrust their children to someone like me.”


  Feeling guilty, I looked down as I spoke, unable to meet the king’s gaze.


  I thought about my garden protected by sprites and fairies, the workshop I ran with Miina, Marcus, and Ariel… Honestly speaking, I didn’t want to let any of it go. 


  His Majesty let out a chuckle. “I understand. I’ve known you since you were five, after all. It’s all right; please lift your head,” he said with a warm smile.


  I lifted my face but gave him a puzzled look. What does that mean?


  He looked over to the prime minister, prompting him to explain.


  “The kingdom will appoint appropriate instructors for the Alchemy department,” the prime minister began. “Despite your talents, a ten-year-old girl could be underestimated or mistreated by others. The king believes you should remain free to pursue your own research, rather than be confined to the role of a teacher. However, we do have one favor to ask you, Miss Daisy.”


  A favor?


  “We’d like you to write a draft for a textbook,” he said. 


  A textbook?


  I’d never attended a real school. All my education was from home tutoring, so I didn’t really know how schools worked to begin with.


  “The textbook we’ll use at the school, that is,” the prime minister clarified gently.


  Oh, of course.


  “Couldn’t you use the beginner-level Alchemy books written by past Alchemists?” I asked. “Oh, wait… Right. Those books are hard to find anything in, and they’re vague about instructions and ingredient quantities. Each book says something different, too.”


  That’s why I had such a hard time learning in the first place… Especially with the nutrient solution. The explanations were awful!


  “Exactly,” said the prime minister. “That’s why we’d like to give you this. It’s called a pan balance scale. We plan to standardize a unit of weight using this, which we’ll call an ‘eite’.” He gestured to one of the attendants at his side, who handed something to me.


  I’d always used hanging scales before, so I was immediately intrigued by this new design.


  “You place the item to be weighed on one of the flat plates, like this,” the prime minister explained as I placed the scale down on the table. The royal chamberlain was prepared, and set a single gold coin on the plate.


  “And on the other side, you place a counterweight called a standard weight, newly crafted per the king’s orders. These should not be handled with bare hands—you should use gloves or tweezers to avoid rust or weight discrepancies.”


  The chamberlain opened a wooden box filled with cylin­drical metal pieces. He used tweezers to select one and placed it gently onto the other plate. It had the number “30” etched on it.


  I suddenly remembered that when I was little, I had wanted tweezers so badly that I screamed, “Tweezers!” at the top of my lungs. It was a little embarrassing to think about now…


  “A freshly minted gold coin weighs 30 eite, our standard measurement. Each coin features slight differences from the minting process, so we select one as a reference and store it securely,” the chamberlain explained, putting away the gold coin and weights before stepping back behind the prime minister. 


  “That’s amazing! If textbooks can include precise quantities like that, anyone could recreate the same formulas using identical amounts!”


  It was such a breakthrough! I placed a hand over my heart in my excitement.


  The king smiled kindly as he watched me admire the counterweight from every angle.


  “There are more surprises, Daisy. Here’s something else I want to show you.” He nodded to the chamberlain, who brought over a book and set it down next to the scale.


  “A book?” I asked.


  “Open it and see for yourself,” the king said with a grin.


  I flipped it open and was shocked to see text printed uniformly across the page in ink, rather than handwritten script.


  “What is this, Your Majesty?”


  “It’s something I had our craftsmen develop called movable type printing. Each letter of our language has been carved out and cast individually, then arranged to print full pages of text. With this method, books can be mass-produced much more efficiently than when copied by hand. We can finally make books more affordable and accessible to the public.”


  “You mean, even commoners might be able to afford books like this? Including the textbooks?” I asked.


  “That’s what I’m hoping,” he said with another smile.


  Amazing! This is just incredible! Even nobles have to think twice before buying new books, and now they could be something everyone can own. What a dream come true!


  “Oh, Daisy? Please make sure the products described in the textbook are recipes for standard-quality items,” the king said.


  Hm? Why standard potions specifically? I wondered.


  “Your double-potency potions are incredible, but the average person can’t afford them. Most people have different needs. You understand, don’t you?” he said.


  “Oh, of course… This initiative is meant to help rural towns with little or no access to potions. For things like colds or minor injuries, standard quality potions are more than enough,” I reasoned aloud.


  That’s right… I usually end up making potions that are better than standard potions just by default, but that won’t be affordable for most people.


  In the end, I agreed to draft a textbook for the Alchemy department.


   


  ***


   


  Once the meeting was over, I went back to the workshop. I set the box containing the new scale and weights I’d been given on the shelf in the lab, where we kept the rest of our equipment. I planned to start on the Alchemy textbook right away, but I had to ask Marcus something first.


  “Hey, Marcus? The king asked me to write a textbook for the new national school’s Alchemy course, but how do you make sure a potion is normal quality?”


  “Hm, come to think of it, all your potions are at least good quality by default. I’ve never actually seen you finish a normal one,” Marcus said after a pause, tipping his head in confusion like I was, though he’d only just realized it himself. “What is this, anyway? What’s this say on the box—‘eite’? What’s that mean?”


  “It’s a pan balance scale,” I said. “You use it to weigh things. The eite is the new national standard unit of mass.”


  I picked up a brand-new gold coin, then used the tweezers to place a weight on the scale, pointing to the one marked with the number thirty.


  “One brand-new gold coin weighs thirty eite. You can use this to describe the exact proportions of materials to use,” I explained.


  “Wow…” Marcus leaned forward, examining the scale from all angles, looking fascinated.


  “Oh, and you shouldn’t touch the weights with your bare hands because they’ll rust and then change weight. Use the tweezers instead.” I held them up proudly for him to see. 


  “Remember that time you screamed at the top of your lungs about tweezers, Miss Daisy?”


  Ugh, don’t bring up such embarrassments…


  I pretended not to hear him. He gave a wry smile and politely changed the subject for me.


  “By the way, Miss Daisy, how much are you planning to cover in the textbook?” he asked.


  Oh, right. I haven’t explained that part yet.


  “Probably up to planting a proper garden with fertile soil, then using those ingredients to brew potions, antidotes, mana potions, and hi-potions. I’ll need to gather herbs from the back garden and do some experiments to figure out the quantities, though.”


  Marcus crossed his arms over his chest and made a thoughtful noise.


  What? Did I say something odd?


  “Miss Daisy, why don’t we look at the garden together? Maybe that will help you figure out the problem,” he said.


  So I went with him to check the garden, and what I saw was something most people would find unbe­lievable.


  Fairies fluttered around, busily tending to the herbs. Sprites channeled their mana into the plants and wilted leaves instantly regained their color. Mandrake roots sang happily while the World Tree swayed in rhythm with their voices. Even though it was winter elsewhere, in my garden, it was eternal spring.


  “Oh…”


  “Now do you see, Miss Daisy? You can’t use your garden as the textbook standard,” Marcus said.


  I slumped in defeat. I’d have to start everything from scratch, starting with the soil. And at the very least, I’d need one full cycle to replant with that soil.


  Well, it would take a while to build the school anyway, so I had time, but still…


  Just then, I noticed my family’s carriage pulling up in front of the workshop. The door opened and Lily called out for me. “Daisy!”


  Hm? What brings her here?


  Lily had settled down a lot recently. The shed in the backyard was being used as a lab, just like when I’d lived at home. She and Dan had even made a little herb garden that he taught her how to tend. She practiced Alchemy whenever she felt like it, experimenting on her own—­under Kate’s supervision, of course, just like when I was little. That was why Lily rarely visited me now; she couldn’t just rely on me if she wanted to become an independent Alchemist one day. She would have to go through her own trial and error, which was better for her future in the long run.


  That meant she must have had a reason for coming here now.


  Did something happen?


  Lily found us in the garden and ran over.


  “Hi, Lily. What’s the matter?” I asked.


  “Welcome, Miss Lily,” Marcus said, greeting her with a smile. 


  Lily pulled a potion bottle from her satchel.


  Hm?


  I gave it a quick Appraisal and saw that the potion’s potency was 1.3 times that of a normal one. In other words, it was just barely above standard quality.


  “You brewed this potion from the herbs you grew from the seeds I gave you, right?” I asked, tipping my head.


  “Yes, I replanted them once. But the leaves didn’t grow like they do here. They were just…normally healthy, I guess,” she said.


  “So this is the quality you got when you brewed potions with those ingredients?”


  Lily nodded.


  The little sprite girl came floating over. “Of course! Lily doesn’t have the blessing of the Nature Spirit King. I already checked. Her garden doesn’t have fairies, a World Tree, or mandrake roots! So naturally, the quality of her herbs is different,” she explained.


  Marcus and I exchanged looks. “That’s it!” we said in unison.


  Lily’s garden was an ordinary one built with fertile soil—the perfect reference for the textbook!


  “Wait… Did I do something helpful, Daisy?” Lily had come to ask why her potions weren’t the same quality as mine, and was puzzled by Marcus’s and my thrilled reaction.


  “Yes, Lily; you’re able to grow herbs normally. I have a favor to ask. Could I borrow your herbs and lab sometime?” I crouched down, patting her head.


  “Of course, Daisy!”


  Just like that, we’d found a perfectly ordinary garden we could use: Lily’s.


  “Maybe we should give it a try?” I said, and suggested that Lily, Marcus, and I head back to my family’s estate. We stopped by the herb garden and then went inside the lab. 


  I calculated the amount of materials we would need by dividing by 1.3 to get closer to a standard potion and used the scale to measure out the correct weights of healing herbs and mana herbs. I jotted down the weight of the distilled water, the healing herbs, and the mana herbs in my notes for the textbook. Then I prepped the herbs so the potion wouldn’t turn bitter and followed my usual steps for brewing.


   


  Potion


  Classification: Medicine


  Quality: Normal (-1)


  Rarity: D


  Status: A slightly lower-quality standard potion. Slightly sweet.


  Feeling: I’d be disappointed if I paid full price for this.


   


  “Hmm, that didn’t work,” I said.


  “I guess lessening the ingredients proportionally by quality doesn’t work,” Marcus said as we examined the potion together. “We might need to factor in the condition of the ingredients depending on the season, unlike in our workshop’s garden.” 


  “That’s true. The leaves we used today weren’t wilted, but they didn’t look too lively, either.”


  “But what exactly does the Appraisal mean when it says ‘standard potion,’ anyway?” Marcus said, like the question had just struck him. “What standard is it comparing to?”


  There was no way it could collect statistics throughout the kingdom, right? And if we were talking about wild herbs growing in the fields, the quality would change year to year with the weather, which meant Appraisal probably had its own baseline. Not that Appraisal ever gave me a straight answer, but still.


  “Hmm, what should I do?” I said. “I guess we might as well use Appraisal results as the standard since that’s how our deliveries get checked, anyway.”


  If the ingredient quality shifted with seasons, I’d need to note that in the textbook. That meant this would be at least a year-long project. The actual writing of the textbook wouldn’t take very long, but I needed a lot more data before I could begin. Also, I secretly decided to slip a wish of mine into the textbook—at the very end, I’d write that if you increased the concentration of the ingredients using this method, you could make higher-quality potions.


  If this textbook circulated far and wide, surely some people would figure out how to make better potions. Maybe if that happened, the baseline of a “standard” potion would rise. And if even the big merchants began following that standard, maybe the whole kingdom would be able to buy better potions for the same price.


  It was all a faraway dream right now, but that was fine. I was still a child, and it was my job to dream.


  Chapter 10:
New Routine at the Workshop


   


  I HAD BEEN BUSY LATELY, BETWEEN RUNNING the workshop, gathering materials for our next battle with the drake, forging magical swords and enchanted gear, and now writing the textbook for the national school system—including a year of data collection to support it.


  But I was full of energy and excitement about everything I had going on.


  “I’m home!” came Rook’s cheerful voice.


  He was attending school at the church until the national school opened. Every morning, he had breakfast with everyone at the workshop, cooked by Miina, and then went off to school. Thanks to my support, the church’s school had begun providing lunch for the children, so Rook ate with his classmates there and came back to the workshop in early afternoon, while the sun was still high in the sky.


  “Welcome back, Rook. We’re about to make some potions; want to watch?” Marcus offered, greeting him at the door.


  “Sure!”


  Since we were funding Rook’s Alchemist training, I’d done a quick Appraisal of him, but he had no special skills or blessings. Marcus and I discussed it and agreed he should focus on the basics for now—reading, writing, and arithmetic. But even if he wasn’t doing experiments himself, we made a point of inviting him to observe. Watching and helping with our work would benefit him later.


  “Marcus, let me get the equipment ready for you!” Rook said, rushing to help.


  As usual, we had many customers in the bakery dining in or ordering to-go.


  “Just these two items? Can I get anything else for you?” Ariel asked with a bright smile as she served up a customer’s takeaway order. “One strawberry jam Danish and one sausage roll, and two cups of hot tea?”


  “Yes, that’s right!” 


  “Here you are.”


  Meanwhile, Miina was taking an order from a pair of customers dining in. She bowed politely, her skirt swishing lightly as she headed into the back.


  I went to check on the garden. I figured I might as well water the plants while I was out there, so I stepped out the front door of the shop and walked around to the back.


  “Daisy!” The little girl sprite greeted me with a bright smile.


  “Hi, there. I came to do the evening watering,” I said. I walked over to the shelf where we kept the watering cans, filled one up using water magic, and took it with me.


  “How are you doing, World Tree?” I said as I watered it.


  “This garden is such a comfortable place!” the World Tree’s leaves whispered. A warm breeze drifted through the garden, even though it was winter.


  Next were the mandrake roots. Fairies flitted around me as I walked across the garden.


  “And how are you doing, mandrakes? Staying healthy?”


  “The garden’s become so much more pleasant ever since the World Tree arrived!”


  “Tra-la-la!” Red and blue mandrakes sang together in harmony.


  I watered the whole garden as I moved along.


  “Thanks, Daisy!” The sprite, who had been watching with the fairies, flew in close and gave me a kiss on the cheek.


  “And thank you for always watching over the garden,” I said, kissing her back. 


  The sun had already dipped low in the sky by the time I finished watering the garden, casting a warm orange glow across the plants. I squinted up at the sky for a moment, then turned to put the watering can away.


  “See you tomorrow, Daisy!”


  “See you tomorrow.” I waved to the sprite and the fairies. It was just about time to close shop for the day.


  “See you tomorrow, Daisy!” The craftsmen working on the fourth-floor expansion were just packing up as well as I headed back around to the front of the shop. They all waved goodbye as they left.


  I watched them all disappear down the road.


  “I hope tomorrow’s just as great as today was,” I said to myself, then headed back inside.


  Epilogue:
The Fugitives’ Path of Atonement and Salvation


   


  A‌DOLPH AND FIDES’S TITLES OF SAGE AND SAINT had been stripped from them by the gods, but in their minds, those titles had been stolen by Daisy’s older siblings Remus and Dahlia. Refusing to accept it, they had challenged them to duels…and lost. They had used Adolph’s teleportation magic to escape from the capital of Saltenburg and been on the run ever since.


  They made their way across the allied territory of the Heimstatt duchy, bordering the kingdom of Saltenburg, hoping to start a new life in the Schwarzritter Empire. But life on the run was anything but easy for two naive children.


  They’d fled the capital with hardly anything except for the clothes on their backs, and that expensive clothing quickly grew dingy and worn. To make matters worse, it was the end of autumn when they vanished, and the weather grew colder with each passing day.


  As sheltered noble children, they were woefully prepared. They had no way to get proper winter clothing—who knew if they would even survive the coming season. Their only sources of warmth were the small flames Adolph conjured with his fire magic. 


  They managed to hunt animals and roast the meat over the fire for food, but without salt it had a foul odor and tasted gamey, and they could hardly keep it down. To add insult to injury, neither of them knew how to clean or prepare meat properly, so when they roasted fish or poultry, they did so with the guts still inside, with completely inedible results. They’d always had hot meals on the table waiting for them back in their estate at the capital, like it was the most natural thing in the world, without a thought as to how any of it had even come before them.


  And now that they were fugitives, they couldn’t ­exactly stroll up to the adventurer or merchant guilds to trade the animals they’d hunted. The only people willing to do business with them were black market traders, shady people who saw right through their desperation. Everyone took advantage of them, claiming fees or processing costs, leaving them barely enough money to survive.


  It was in the middle of those harsh days on the run that Fides finally snapped.


  “I’m done!” She refused to go any further. “Must we keep running, Adolph? This isn’t solving anything. Let’s just go back and apologize to the gods and the kingdom. We need to repent. I really think we should.”


  “Fides!”


  They were so close to the Schwarzritter Empire, and now she was saying she wanted to turn back? Adolph shoved her hard and she collapsed where she stood, her worn-out clothes and hands now covered in dirt.


  “What was that for?!” She looked up at him, anger and hurt in her eyes.


  Just a little while earlier, they’d seen something for the first time that had changed everything: slaves at the border between Heimstatt and the Schwarzritter Empire. The slaves were gaunt, wearing shackles connecting their wrists and feet, and were being loaded onto a battered wagon. They were unable to escape, and their eyes were totally vacant.


  Slavery was illegal in the kingdom of Saltenburg and in the Heimstatt duchy. But since the duchy bordered a country where slavery was legal, underground trade flourished in this area. Slaves were taken by debt collectors, or children were stolen under the pretense of population control. People with nowhere else to go were trafficked into Schwarzritter via illegal routes.


  Adolph and Fides had never seen such a thing before.


  Slavery was something that had no place in their kingdom, but out here, it existed. That was what pushed Fides to want to return home.


  “I was ignorant,” she said. “I was born to kind parents, raised by servants who waited on me hand and foot, and always got what I wanted. I never imagined there were people who couldn’t even afford food or clothing. I never even tried to imagine it. I had no idea how cruel the world really was.”


  “Fides, what are you talking about?” Adolph looked shaken by her outburst.


  “The gods blessed me with a miracle, but I never once used that power for anyone else. I never even thought about it! I can’t keep living like this, not when I haven’t faced what I’ve done! You’ll just say there’s no point now, won’t you? But even so, even now…I want to do something to help people!” Fides was desperate to reach him and say something that would stir his heart. “You still have power, don’t you, Adolph? Let’s go back and pay our dues together! We can apologize!”


  She reached out to him, but he had already made up his mind.


  “You can go back if you want, Fides. All you did was challenge the new Saint. But not me. I summoned a demon right in front of the king and the cardinal. Do you honestly think there’s anywhere else for me but Schwarzritter?!” he shouted, as if he was hurling the words straight at her.


  Fides gasped.


  “You can still be saved. If you want to go, then you’ll have to go alone,” Adolph said, shoving her shoulder again before turning away.


  “Adolph…” She called his name, but he only turned his back—rejecting her. “Adolph, I’ll apologize on your behalf! Please!” She begged him again, but all she received in return was that same stinging pain.


  There was no saving him in their homeland. Adolph knew that better than anyone. 


  “You can still live peacefully, in a normal country.” He had dragged Fides down with him this far, but there was no need for her to fall any further. Letting her go was the last kind thing he could think to do.


  “Adolph!”


  Fides’s voice had become nothing more than noise to him now.


  “I told you, I’m letting you go! So leave already!” It was all his remaining decency could do for her.


  The sky swirled with thick, dark clouds overhead. Thunder cracked through the darkness and lightning flashed in the sky with increasing urgency. It was like the universe itself was declaring where Adolph’s path led. He bit his lip, forcing himself to accept the path he’d chosen. 


  She didn’t need to be part of it, he told himself over and over as he shook his head.


  “Just go. I can’t stand the sight of you! Get out of my face!”


  It was all the care he had left to give.


  I have no choice but to fall.


  He’d already made up his mind. But if there was one thing he still wished for, it was for Fides to live a decent life. So he shouted at her and hit her, again and again, until she would finally decide to leave.


  Eventually, after Adolph’s repeated blows, Fides collapsed to the ground.


  “Live.” That was the last thing he said before he vanished with a Teleportation spell.


  “You idiot! Adolph, you complete moron!” Fides sobbed as she sprawled on the ground, her face buried in the dry earth as bitter tears spilled down her cheeks. The cold wind whipped through her hair as tears stained the dust beneath her.


  Fides cried for him and for the path he’d chosen. It seemed her tears would never end.


  But end they did, and she eventually pushed herself upright, feeling sluggish and dazed. Then she heard a sound nearby: an animal growling.


  It was a werewolf, a monster twice the size of a normal wolf. Its eyes were locked on her, ready to pounce. She knew it was going to attack.


  “Adolph saved my life, and I’m not letting you have it! Lightning Arrow!” 


  She attacked just like the girl who had defeated her, without any wasted movement or fancy tricks—only basic spells, cast as efficiently as possible to overwhelm the enemy with numbers.


  “I’m going to live!”


  But even as she cast repeatedly, the werewolf lunged through the arrows and came charging at her.


  Fides was only fourteen; she lacked the reflexes to avoid an attack from such a monster. She tried to dodge, but she wasn’t fast enough.


  “Oh, it hurts…”


  The beast’s fangs tore through her skirt, crimson blood running down her exposed thigh and staining the fabric red. But she could still move. She could heal herself later; first, she needed to take down the monster. 


  Decision made, she raised her hand toward the werewolf again.


  “Lightning Arrow! Lightning Arrow! Lightning Arrow!”


  A few of the countless glowing arrows finally found their mark, tearing into the werewolf’s forelegs. The monster crashed to the ground.


  “Wow… I did it… I can fight like that after all…” Fides gasped. Approaching carefully, she cast one last spell aimed at the artery in the wolf’s throat. 


  The monster finally stopped moving.


  Before, Fides had only ever cared to learn flashy, high-tier magic, but that wouldn’t keep her alive out here. She knew that now. Adolph was gone, and she couldn’t even start a fire without him. She couldn’t even cook those awful meals anymore. 


  “Heal!” She cast a healing spell on the wound on her thigh. For now, her best bet was to find a place with a lot of traffic. Maybe she could sell the werewolf or trade it for food. 


  She gripped the monster’s corpse with both arms, lifting it. She couldn’t stay here, because night would come soon—she squinted at the sinking sun at the edge of the horizon. This place would soon become a ­hunting ground for monsters. With that thought, she began walking, dragging the werewolf’s body behind her.


  The wind was cold, but she kept moving, until she spotted an old, weathered church up ahead. She wanted to pray and ask for forgiveness, to admit her sins to the gods. The sun had already set; she wanted to ask for shelter, too, if possible. For just one night. She headed for the church, holding that hope.


  She released the werewolf’s body at the entrance, then slowly pushed the heavy door open with a creak.


  “Is anyone here?” Her voice echoed through the small, empty chapel.


  Footsteps echoed from the back, lightly thudding against the wooden floorboards.


  “You’re out late. You look exhausted.” A man in his mid-twenties in worn priest robes appeared. His voice was calm as he asked what brought her here.


  “I’d like to pray to the gods,” Fides said. “I have a werewolf carcass outside that I’m hoping to trade for food. I’d like somewhere to stay, just for tonight if possible. I don’t need much, just somewhere dry to sleep.” She bowed her head.


  The fact that she, someone who once enjoyed such high status, was bowing her head to someone now—even if just to survive—brought a chagrined smile to her face. 


  “I’m sure you have your reasons for traveling by yourself in such tattered clothing. By the way… This isn’t my church, so no need to be so formal. It seems this place was abandoned long ago.”


  Fides looked down at herself, finally realizing that the tear in her skirt exposed her thighs, and blushed. A flicker of fear crossed her mind when he said it wasn’t his church. Was it safe to let her guard down around a strange man?


  “It’s okay, I won’t hurt you. A girl shouldn’t be out there dressed like that at this hour. I’ll see if I can find something for you to wear. Just sit down and rest,” he said.


  He disappeared and then returned with a simple dress, the kind a commoner might wear. She changed in a separate room.


  Afterward, she stood before the small stone statue of the god of creation at the center of the chapel. She clasped her hands, closed her eyes, and offered a simple prayer of apology and of hope, filled with doubt. 


  It was a conversation with herself, and it was a long prayer.


  When it was finally over, she turned to the man, who had been silently watching over her. 


  “Do you think a sin can truly be erased?” she asked.


  The man’s expression turned soft with both pity and compassion, but he shook his head.


  Fides lowered her eyes as a heavy silence fell between them. Only the small statue of the god of creation watched over them.


  “Do you know what the word ‘atonement’ means?” he asked.


  “No, I don’t,” she said and shook her head, her eyes still downcast.


  “Sins don’t disappear. And not just sin—every action we make carries responsibility. And that doesn’t just go away.”


  “Responsibility…”


  No one had ever taught her that. She was raised the spoiled daughter of nobles, so it had never mattered before. Or maybe it had, and she’d never paid attention.


  “Atonement is an old word which means to make amends for a sin or a mistake. You can’t erase what you’ve done, but you can try to make it right. At least, that’s what I believe. Of course, for some sins, atonement means paying with your life.”


  “Atonement…”


  The man was teaching her things she’d never even thought to learn. She slowly lifted her face to meet his gaze.


  He gave her a small, crooked smile and continued. “I apologize for the sermon. Like I said, this isn’t my church, and I’m not a priest. I’m just a man trying to atone.”


  Fides was startled by his confession.


  “I can use a bit of healing magic, that’s all. I travel to remote places with no real access to medicine and try to help. I’m just a former criminal trying to make something of his life.”


  She let out a small gasp, her eyes going wide.


  “I didn’t mean to deceive you. I was attacked by a monster myself. It ruined my clothes, so I borrowed this old robe I found here,” he said with a shrug. “I stole a loaf of bread. My family was very poor, and the little ones were starving; we never would’ve survived the winter. But by the time I served my sentence and got out, everyone was gone. And since I’d done time, no one would hire me. I was branded a criminal, and the world didn’t care why I’d done it.” He let out a quiet sigh.


  “Not long after that, I stumbled across a small village near the border in the middle of a flu outbreak,” he continued. “I went around healing people with what little magic I had. The villagers were grateful, and for the first time I felt like maybe I was worth something again. I decided that’s how I’d live, just a man walking the frontier, helping where he can.” Not a trace of pride could be found in his words. 


  “You speak so gently compared to me. Your manners imply you must be from a good family in the city,” he said with a smile, then began to tell her more about the stark reality faced by those who lived in remote regions. He told her how they couldn’t afford potions, how there was no way to restore lost limbs in mining accidents or monster attacks.


  “But then they can’t work, right? Wh-what happens to them?” Fides asked, her voice trembling. The thought terrified her; losing a limb sounded almost as bad as dying.


  “They usually end up in slums if they live in the cities. In smaller towns, a relative might take them in. But out here in the middle of nowhere, a lot of them don’t even survive the winter. And unfortunately, I don’t have the power to save them all.”


  “But I could do it! I can use Perfect Heal!” Fides blurted out in a trembling voice, unable to keep quiet. She took both of his hands as he stared at her, stunned.


  “You can use Perfect Heal? Who are you?”


  Fides told him the story of how she’d been raised in the royal capital of Saltenburg and trained to become a Saint. She had basked in the praise and attention that came from her status, and because of that arrogance, the gods had stripped her of her title. She told him she’d let bitterness fester inside her and challenged the girl who replaced her to a duel, and then lost.


  It all happened right in front of the king and the cardinal, and now she had nowhere left to turn. 


  “So you made a mistake, huh?” That was all he said, smiling gently. He didn’t judge her.


  Perhaps that was where Fides found the courage to say what she said next. “Please let me come with you on your journey of atonement. I want to make amends too. I want to use my power for the sake of others. Even now, I want to help people!”


  The man’s eyes widened in surprise when he heard her plea. “It’s a thankless road, and a life of poverty. No one’s going to offer you forgiveness. You may not even find peace yourself. Some nights you won’t even have a roof over your head. Plus, you’ve only just met me. Are you sure you can trust me?” He sounded bewildered by her request. It wasn’t a path anyone should undertake lightly, especially not someone so naïve to the world’s cruelty.


  “The gods didn’t take my powers away, so I want to believe that means they haven’t completely abandoned me and I can still atone for my sins. I want to believe that’s why I still have these abilities.” She hesitated, then added, “Besides, I may not be a Saint anymore, but I was one once. I’m strong enough to kick some creep’s butt if I have to!”


  “Some creep? That’s harsh,” he said with a laugh. Her awkward, slightly brash declaration softened his defenses, and he held out a hand to her. “Shall we go together, then? On a journey of endless atonement?”


  Fides reached out and took his hand. 


   


  Meanwhile, a woman in black lurked on the roof of the church.


  She’s found her own path, has she? she thought to herself. Her name was Bird, and she had been monitoring Adolph and Fides under orders from the king of Saltenburg. 


  I should report what happened with Fides to His Majesty right away.


  But first, there was someone else she should check on.


  A single bird flew past overhead. Bird’s presence on the roof vanished entirely, as if she’d traded places with it.


   


  ***


   


  Adolph was still in the Heimstatt duchy. Although it was night, there were no stars or moon in the black sky. Thick clouds stretched overhead, obscuring everything from view. Nothing from the heavens shone down upon him.


  He kept a campfire going to ward off the biting cold and to keep wild animals away. He thought about Fides, whom he’d utterly rejected. “I wonder if she’ll manage to survive,” he muttered to himself.


  She still had a shot at redemption compared to him and the crimes he’d committed. Even if someone from the kingdom caught her, she wouldn’t face punishment as severe as he would. That was why he’d pushed her away.


  Have I changed, or was it a moment of weakness? Maybe just some fleeting whim…


  Fides was once a Saint who had spent much of her time immersed in life at the church, so she often spouted platitudes like “The gods will forgive you if you just repent.”


  Adolph ate some fish he’d roasted as he sat by the fire. Afterward, he simply sank down where he was, letting the flames warm him.


  The freezing winter winds made the flames flicker. Every so often, a sharp crack rang out as the dry twigs burning in the fire snapped and burst. Other than that, the only sounds were the occasional howling of animals echoing in the distance.


  “I wonder if Fides is managing to eat properly.” He realized he was the one who’d made all their meals during their time on the run. He was the only one who could use fire magic, so it had been up to him to start campfires and cook for the both of them. 


  Even if she was able to hunt, she wouldn’t be able to cook the meat, which was a serious problem. Could she really feed herself? Could she really survive? Adolph had been the one to abandon her, but those questions wouldn’t stop circling his mind. 


  “Are you worried about her?” Suddenly, a voice came from beside him and he jumped. 


  He whirled around to see a woman wearing a solid black cloak that covered her entire body. Her face was hidden behind a mask, so he couldn’t read her expression.


  Yet she was seated right next to him, close enough to touch. He hadn’t noticed her approach; she hadn’t made a single sound or left any hint about her presence.


  It was all extremely suspicious.


  Unbeknownst to him, the woman’s identity was Bird, an agent of the king of Saltenburg.


  He could feel the difference in strength between them, and a shiver ran down his spine. She was so suspicious, but she knew about his relationship with Fides, so it seemed wise to answer her question.


  “Yes,” he said. “I’m worried she can’t make a fire. I basically abandoned her out there all alone. Of course I’m worried.” The words came flowing out, heavy with the guilt that weighed on his chest.


  “You’ve changed,” said the woman. “Before, you were just a child, arrogant and self-righteous. You flaunted your power and trampled over others.”


  Her words made his breath catch in his throat, because she was right. He’d led a pampered life in the capital, his future all but guaranteed. He’d been a complete fool.


  “I learned what happens when you act recklessly. Not that regretting it now does any good,” he said, laughing bitterly. 


  Who was she, anyway? She knew too much about him. Had the king finally sent someone to end him? 


  Adolph laughed again, mocking the hopeless state of his life.


  Silence fell between them once again. 


  “I can give you a choice. A way to atone for your crimes,” she said.


  “Atone?” He froze, his guard going up. What was she talking about?


  “Yes. To atone means to make amends for your sins and wrongdoings. His Majesty has given you two options. One is to atone through death. In other words, execution. If that is your wish, then I shall kill you myself.” Her voice was calm and straight to the point.


  Adolph lowered his head and gave another dry laugh. Of course that would be one of the options. He’d lost count of how many times he’d laughed like this since that day.


  “The second option is to serve the kingdom as a spy in the king’s secret service like me. But there is one condition: You must wear a magical device that can never be removed, which will detect and suppress any use of forbidden magic.”


  The unexpected offer stunned Adolph. He took a deep, shaky breath. 


  “However, the work is not clean. Right and wrong aren’t absolutes. You may be ordered to ‘clean up messes’ behind the scenes as I do. You shall atone by serving the kingdom from the shadows, unseen by the world; that is your only other option.”


  His eyes widened. “You mean, there’s a choice besides death?”


  He was being offered a chance to atone without dying? He hugged himself, and before he realized, something warm slid down his cheek.


  It was a tear. 


  Tears began falling from his eyes, running down his chilled skin. 


  He’d accepted long ago that he wouldn’t be allowed to live no matter what he did. He convinced himself that was his only fate, so he’d driven himself into a corner.


  The life this woman offered would not be easy. Perhaps he would even come to regret not choosing death. But he could still repent and dedicate his life to others. 


  The king’s mercy had granted him this chance, and the tears wouldn’t stop.


  A gust of wind blew, parting the clouds overhead. The moon peeked through them, shining light on his face, making his tears sparkle silver.


  “Adolph, do you choose death? Or will you live in the shadows, like me? This path won’t bring you comfort, and you may never feel rewarded by it,” said Bird.


  “I…” He trailed off, the words escaping him as he simply reached out toward Bird.


  She took his hand in her own. With the other, she nudged her mask slightly to the side to let him see her eyes.


  Adolph nodded firmly, his gaze filled with resolve. Bird saw it for herself.


  The next instant, they vanished from the forest. Bird used her Teleportation ability to transfer them to a small, enclosed room that had the curtains drawn tightly; two men were already inside.


  But Adolph sensed countless other people stationed nearby, and knew instantly that if he made one wrong move, he would be dead on the spot. He gulped.


  The two men standing before him were none other than the king of Saltenburg and the cardinal—the highest points of authority in the kingdom, and both witnesses to Adolph’s greatest sin.


  “So you have chosen to become one of the shadows and walk the path of atonement?” the king asked calmly.


  For a moment, Adolph stood frozen in place, but then quickly dropped to one knee and bowed his head.


  “I swear I won’t stray again if Your Majesty grants me the chance to walk this path. I shall devote myself to the kingdom.”


  The cardinal gave a small, satisfied nod and reached into his robes, taking out a dull silver ring.


  “You’ve acquired the ability to use forbidden magic. This ring will seal that power. If you act with treasonous intent and attempt to use that magic again for any purpose, those protecting this room will eliminate you immediately. If you mean the vow you just made, put on the ring.” 


  The ring felt icy cold in Adolph’s hand, and heavier than any shackle he could imagine.


  But he was no longer the same foolish boy ignorant to the world. He slid the ring onto his finger with resolve.


  The king watched, his face softening in approval. “Now, then, what shall we call you?” he asked, thinking aloud.


  “How about Raven?” suggested the cardinal. “It’s a bird said to be a messenger of the gods. I think it’s a fitting name for someone repentant who devotes himself to the kingdom in atonement.”


  “Yes, I like that. You shall no longer be known as Adolph. From this day forth, you are Raven.” And just like that, the king gave him a new name.


  Raven.


  A servant of the kingdom, bound by repentance. That was who he’d become.


  Raven lowered his eyes for a moment, then lifted his face. 


  “I, Raven, pledge my strength to Your Majesty and Your Eminence, and to the kingdom,” he said, bowing his head low.


   


  ***


   


  “Now, then. Where did Fides run off to?” 


  A boy cloaked in all black crouched on the branch of a tall tree, surveying a small village on the outskirts of the kingdom. It was the first assignment he’d been given on a break between training sessions: He was to monitor and watch over Fides, who’d begun walking her own path.


  “Saint!” He heard the sound of a child’s voice. 


  He turned and saw Fides being swarmed by two small children.


  “I am not a Saint. Calling me that is rude to the real Saint,” she scolded them gently.


  Nearby, a young man, who had helped guide her onto this new path, watched with a smile. 


  The children pouted, clearly not happy with her answer.


  “But Saint, you healed Dad’s leg! He can walk again now! Yesterday he even caught a rabbit, so we got to eat meat for the first time in forever!”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” Fides said, patting the child’s head.


  They quickly left Raven’s view.


  She’s probably going to end up known as the Saint of the Frontier someday, he thought as he squinted his eyes at the bright, sunlit scene below.


  Their paths had diverged, but they had both chosen atonement. 


  Their dawn wasn’t far off now—they were both young. Young enough to make mistakes. But they were also young enough to recognize them and to start over again, their hearts open to change.


  Bonus Story:
Ariel’s First Day in the Bakery


   


  THIS STORY HAPPENED BACK WHEN ARIEL HAD just moved into the workshop.


  “Miina! Please let me help in the bakery!” Ever since Ariel had first eaten Miina’s bread while we traveled together, she’d been completely in love with it. As soon as we got back, she very enthusiastically volunteered to help out whenever she was at the workshop.


  Marcus and I ran the Alchemy workshop together, but Miina handled both baking and waiting on the customers at the bakery by herself, so Ariel’s offer was a relief for all of us. Eventually Ariel officially became Miina’s helper at the bakery, just like she’d hoped.


  “My very own apron?”


  One day before breakfast, Miina gave Ariel an apron. Ariel blinked in surprise, unfolding the apron and staring at it.


  “Cleanliness is important in a bakery. I had this made for you while you were staying with Miss Daisy’s family,” Miina said, smiling. She wore a matching one, white with soft frills.


  “It’s so cute! And it’s mine? Just for me?” Ariel smiled brightly.


  “That’s right, go ahead and put it on. You’ll be shadowing me today so I can show you the ropes.” Miina stepped behind her to tie the apron strings into a neat ribbon at Ariel’s back, snapping her back to reality.


  Now that Ariel had on the matching apron, Miina took her by the hand and led her to the oven.


  “It smells so good!” Ariel sniffed the air eagerly, her eyes sparkling as she peeked inside.


  Miina leaned down beside her to check on the bread. “Looks like it’s just about done! I’ve got a pair of oven mitts for you, Ariel. Will you help me pull out the trays?”


  “Of course!”


  Miina and Ariel wore matching oven mitts in different colors as they took turns pulling the bakery pans from the oven to set them on cooling racks.


  “What’s this wrinkly looking one?” Ariel asked curiously, pointing to a Danish. 


  “We make two kinds of breads at the bakery: fluffy bread and pastries,” Miina explained. “What you’re looking at now is called a Danish!”


  [image: ]


  “It looks amazing, and smells even better!” Ariel hadn’t touched it, but the rich, buttery aroma wafting from the freshly baked Danish pulled her in, and she impulsively leaned in close to stare at it with sparkling eyes.


  “Have you never had a Danish before, Ariel?” 


  “Never!” she replied, not taking her eyes off it for a second.


  Miina giggled softly at how completely entranced Ariel was. “How about we make today’s breakfast a little special and have Danishes, then?”


  “Really? Can we?!” Ariel’s whole face lit up as she clenched her fists in excitement.


  “They’re rich and buttery, so not something you can eat every day. But it’s part of the job to taste the products, right? If you’ve never had one yourself, how can you describe it to the customers?”


  “Yay! Thanks, Miina!” Ariel threw her arms around her.


  “Eek! I’m still getting the Danishes ready for breakfast, so don’t jump on me like that!” Miina scolded her lightly, but Ariel was too happy to let go.


  And so, that morning’s breakfast was Danishes served with scrambled eggs, thinly sliced ham, and fresh tomato on the side. Each tray came with a damp washcloth for wiping hands, since the Danishes tended to be sticky.


  “Let’s eat!” Marcus, Miina, Ariel, and I all dug into our meal.


  “Wow, it’s so crunchy! But the inside is soft, and the pastry is just right!” 


  Ariel bit into her first bite of Danish. “Mmm!” she exclaimed, savoring the buttery flavor.


  “Now you’ll be able to tell the customers all about it,” Miina said.


  The two of us exchanged a knowing smile.


   


  “Oh? Is there a new girl working at the bakery?”


  Later, two of our regulars—a male-female pair of adventurers—stopped in to see Miina and Ariel standing behind the counter in matching aprons.


  Ariel took a step forward and bowed her head. “Yes! My name is Ariel, and I look forward to serving you!”


  She had such an adorable, childlike demeanor that the adventurers and Miina all couldn’t help but smile.


  “Today we’ll have whatever Ariel recommends!” one of them said.


  Ariel looked over at Miina, panicking about what to do. Miina gave her an encouraging smile, as if to say “You can do it!” 


  Ariel clutched her apron, then looked up with a determined smile. “Of course! We have four kinds of bread today and…” She led the two adventurers to the display case where the freshly baked bread was neatly arranged.


  Miina watched her go, smiling fondly at the sight of our brand-new bakery assistant taking her first customers.


  Afterword


   


  THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR BUYING VOLUME 3 OF A Tale of a Little Alchemist Blessed by the Spirits. I sincerely believe it’s because of all your support that I’ve been able to keep this series going. For that I’m truly grateful.


  Things got even more exciting in this volume, with Lily becoming Daisy’s adopted sister, all sorts of family chaos, and Rook, a new Alchemist apprentice from the country, joining the workshop. Daisy’s world just keeps getting bigger!


  At the start of Volume 3, it’s been just under a year since Daisy’s workshop opened. She’s growing not only as an Alchemist, but as a shopkeeper too. I wanted to add more scenes with her interacting with customers to show how much her creations were truly helping people and even coming up with new skincare items.


  She also began forging a magic sword for the rematch with the drake, the monster who’d bested her party in the previous volume. Then she experimented with cross-fertilizing the seeds she picked up during that adventure. Since Alchemy was once considered the foundation of modern science, Daisy doesn’t stop at potion-making—she’s always exploring new possibilities. On top of that, she’s becoming more aware of her status as a noble and thinking about ways to contribute to the kingdom, by helping to establish a new school and improving life for the children at the orphanage.


  I hope you’ll continue to cheer Daisy on as she grows and faces new challenges. 


  Now, regarding the manga adaptation—Volume 1 will be releasing soon! The manga is being drawn by the incredibly talented Asanaya-sensei, whose version of Daisy and her friends is full of energy and charm. I’m really excited for you all to see it.


  I believe light novels and manga both have their own strengths in how they convey a story. Of course, every reader has their own preferences, but I hope you’ll find something to enjoy in both versions.


  And if you’re the kind of person who can’t choose, I’d be thrilled if you tried both! Just putting that out there, ha ha!


  Thank you again for your continued support!


  Finally, I’d like to express my deepest gratitude to everyone at Kadokawa Books. Once again, I’m deeply indebted to you all. Your help and guidance behind the scenes mean more to me than I can say. Thank you so much.


  To Junsui-sensei, thanks so much for bringing Daisy and the new character, Lily, to life with your beautiful and expressive artwork, just like you always have. The cover is beautiful, of course, but I was especially moved by the color illustration of the girls trying on their gear! It was so adorable!


  Ultimately, this book was only made possible through the tireless efforts of more people than I can name here. I am truly grateful to everyone involved in making this story come to life. This book only exists because of all of you.


  Thank you so much.


  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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