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      Chapter 3: The Ashen Assassin


      Prologue


      I feel so gloomy, she thought, sighing inwardly.


      Light poured in through the large windows as a handmaiden guided the girl along a corridor with a high, decorated ceiling. Months had passed since the end of Princess Elena’s recuperation period; now it was Lady Clara Dandorl, daughter of Margrave Dandorl, who was visiting the royal capital.


      Elena’s recuperation hadn’t been without incident, and it had nearly caused trouble for House Dandorl. However, not wanting the abduction of an unmarried princess to become public knowledge, and since the kidnapping had been prevented, the royal family had used its political influence to sweep the whole incident under the rug.


      Still—though it was unrelated to this issue—an invisible rift had opened between Clara and Elena, who had once been as close as real sisters. Clara had regained her memories of her previous life, and with them came the knowledge that this was the world of an otome game called Silver Wings of Love. Clara knew she was a villainess in the game and had grown wary of Elena, whom she knew to be a villainess as well. The astute princess had picked up on something being wrong and begun to distance herself from Clara.


      The main cause, however, had likely been the maid with peach-tinted hair—the same color as that of the game’s protagonist. While there was no guarantee that this girl was the main character, she nevertheless bore a strong resemblance, and Clara, wanting to avoid the heroine, had a powerful aversion to her. Whether this outcome had been a result of Clara’s feelings was unclear, but the girl had been sent from the Margravate of Dandorl to the even more remote Barony of Sayles, where she’d then gone missing after a run-in with the infamous “mysterious figure” that had plagued the area.


      While Clara did feel sorry for the maid, inwardly she’d been relieved when the girl disappeared. Perhaps because of this, the Dandorl princess had let her guard down. At a later occasion, she’d had the opportunity to meet with Elena again and had casually extended her condolences to the royal princess for the death of her favorite maid; Elena, in turn, had suddenly erupted in fury.


      “Alia would never break our promise!” she’d exclaimed. Elena had been ignoring Clara since then, and the young margravine, after a harsh scolding by her mother, had been instructed to mend her relationship with the princess.


      This wasn’t the reason for Clara’s visit to the royal palace, however. Out of all the candidates for engagement to the crown prince, three had been officially selected as his fiancées; Clara was one of them and had come to the capital to be formally introduced to the other two.


      So why was she feeling so gloomy over what was a simple first meeting?


      ***


      “Lady Clara Dandorl, daughter of Margrave Dandorl, has arrived,” announced the steward who had escorted her.


      The heavy doors opened, and she stepped into one of the reception rooms in the royal palace. It seemed Clara was the last to arrive, as the other two fiancées were already there and had made themselves comfortable.


      A girl with pale silver hair was relaxing at the nearest table with a cup of tea. Upon noticing Clara, she nodded with a gentle smile. Clara was familiar with the girl’s temperament; the two had spoken many times before during noble gatherings. This was Patricia Hoodale, daughter of Duke Hoodale, born to the man’s second wife and two years older than Clara and the prince. House Hoodale, not having any suitable daughters by the duke’s first wife, had submitted Patricia’s name at the last minute.


      All three fiancées were to maintain equal status until the crown prince graduated from the Sorcerers’ Academy, at which point their merits would be evaluated and their ranks determined. The positions of second and third queen had been promised to the two not chosen as first queen.


      The three were expected to maintain cordial relations with one another. This was because the current king had chosen a viscountess, who hadn’t even been one of his fiancées, as his first queen; he’d then only taken one fiancée as the second queen. The others would not have been queens but rather consorts; they wouldn’t have been involved in politics, and their children would’ve been last in the line of succession. The other candidates had thus declined the arrangement entirely.


      This situation had made cooperation between the queens impossible and, in retrospect, was the primary reason for the current scarcity of royal heirs. History could repeat itself if the crown prince were to fall in love with the heroine at first sight, which would likely lead to Clara being found guilty down the line. Still, thinking that far ahead would’ve just paralyzed her.


      Cooperating with Lady Hoodale would be easy. She wasn’t mentioned in the game and was a second wife’s daughter herself, meaning it was unlikely she’d been raised to be a proper queen. The other fiancée, however...


      The girl was a member of House Leicester, a countdom that had produced generations of chief court sorcerers. She was a year younger than Clara and, in the game, was in the same grade as the heroine. According to the plot, she possessed an affinity for all six elements and immense aether; she always emerged as the main character’s greatest enemy toward the end of the story.


      That’s...Karla Leicester! The worst of the three villainesses! Clara thought, eyeing the other girl.


      Karla’s undulating jet-black hair almost seemed to swallow the sunlight. The girl was morbidly pale, with dark circles under her sunken eyes. Her violet eyes, gleaming fiercely from their hollows, shifted to look back at Clara.


      This was the game’s “final boss”—as infamous as the demon king himself.


      The Mage’s Unsociable Apprentice


      In the depths of the dimly lit forest, under a light drizzle, a giant spider let out a threatening cry at an enemy. The spider had made its nest in a rocky area sheltered from the rain. Its body alone was a meter long; its total length including its legs was nearly three meters. The thing was huge, and while its biology wasn’t much different from that of ordinary spiders, it possessed exceptionally developed muscles and a strong exoskeleton to support its massive body. Its powerfully sticky web could capture even goblins and kobolds.


      A thin-walled earthen jar, solidified with the practical spell Harden, shattered upon the rocky surface with a loud crash, spilling its contents onto the spider’s web. Enraged, the giant spider let out a shrill cry and shot out its web, but its enemy pulled off a tricky evasive maneuver, then threw several more jars, further soaking the spider’s web and causing the arachnid to slip.


      The spider’s enemy was aware of this trick thanks to her unusual knowledge. Normally, creatures like spiders and insects didn’t grow this large, but this one was a monster, its sticky web and massive body enhanced by aether in order to support its weight. Nevertheless, it seemed unnatural that a thin web could keep the creature’s massive frame aloft. Ordinary spiders used nonsticky string for mobility and a sticky version for catching prey, but giant spiders only produced sticky string.


      Upon discovering the giant spider, its foe had observed that it didn’t hunt outside on rainy days. Deducing the reason, she had filled the jars with water—and the sticky web’s adhesive strength decreased drastically when wet. Unable to support its enormous form, the giant spider fell from its web onto the rain-soaked ground with a shriek.


      Seizing the opportunity, the enemy launched a strange throwing knife, consisting of a diamond-shaped blade at the tip of a small ring, at the monster. Struck, the giant spider realized it was under attack and swung its legs in a threatening manner, but given how heavy its appendages were compared to those of an ordinary spider, they’d bent oddly from the impact of its fall.


      Noticing this, the spider’s foe drew closer, entering melee range. The giant spider responded by shooting out more of its sticky web, but from its half-flattened position on the ground, it aimed poorly, and most of the string flew off in the wrong direction; the enemy caught the rest in her wet cloak and quickly tossed it aside. As she dived in, her peach-colored hair, coated in ash and wet with sweat and rain, shimmered like a pair of silver wings.
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      The spider’s enemy plunged a black knife deep into its head, drawing another shriek from the massive creature. Despite its wound, the giant arachnid turned its venomous fangs toward its opponent, who, without a hint of panic, pulled out her knife, put distance between them, and chanted, “Thrust!”


      The moment the combat technique was unleashed, the territorial spider was decapitated and its life ebbed away.


      “Phew,” the girl exhaled. Now that the fight was over, she stood in the light rain, cooling her body.


      She’d successfully dispatched the giant spider as planned. It’d taken her time to prepare for her first battle against this specific type of monster, but the results had been excellent, especially considering she’d managed to defeat a Rank 3 monster without sustaining any major injuries.


      “Flow,” she chanted, using the water produced by the spell to wash her cloak and peel off the sticky web stuck to it. She gathered the remainder of the string, which had stuck to a tree branch, then placed it in a specially prepared bag. The sticky web, when processed through alchemy, became a high-quality adhesive for binding books and such. What she’d been after, however, were the spider’s head and torso.


      A giant spider’s fangs contained a dangerous paralyzing poison; even small amounts were capable of incapacitating someone within minutes. With minor processing, it could be directly applied to a weapon. She packed the spider’s head into another bag, tied the creature’s torso with rough rope, then wrapped it in her wet cloak and hoisted it onto her back. The torso weighed over twenty kilograms, but with Level 2 Boost, it wasn’t too heavy to carry.


      After an hour of carefully navigating the forest’s familiar ups and downs, the girl saw a small house come into view between the trees. Its walls were made of mud, and a small field could be seen beside it. She placed the spider’s torso outside the entrance, washed her cloak with water from a well and hung it up to dry, then opened the door and brought the two bags inside.


      She was greeted by the faint smell of chemicals, along with a young woman’s voice. “Alia, my unsocial apprentice, I thought I told you not to track mud into the house!”


      “I’m back, Mistress Cere’zhula,” the girl said.




      ▼ Alia (Alicia)


      Species: Human♀ (Rank 2)


      Aether Points: 158/160 △ +25


      Health Points: 92/105 △ +25


      Strength: 5 (6)


      Endurance: 6 (7)


      Agility: 7 (8)


      Dexterity: 7


      [Dagger Mastery Lv. 1]


      [Martial Mastery Lv. 2]


      [Throwing Lv. 2] △ +1


      [String Manipulation Lv. 1]


      [Light Magic Lv. 2] △ +1 NEW!


      [Shadow Magic Lv. 2]


      [Non-Elemental Magic Lv. 2]


      [Practical Magic x6]


      [Aether Manipulation Lv. 2]


      [Intimidation Lv. 2]


      [Stealth Lv. 2] △ +1


      [Night Vision Lv. 2] △ +1


      [Detection Lv. 2] △ +1


      [Poison Resistance Lv. 1]


      [Basic Scan Lv. 1]


      Overall Combat Power: 128 (Boosted: 144) △ +30


      The Witch in the Woods


      “Looks like you haven’t been bitten anywhere, my unsocial apprentice. Did you take the body apart correctly?” my new mentor asked.


      “I did it the way you taught me,” I replied, showing her the bags containing the spider’s head and silk.


      Her expression shifted into a small frown. “One of the eyeballs is crushed. The kill could’ve been cleaner.”


      “I’ll do better next time,” I said earnestly.


      With a grin, she ruffled my hair. “Well, it’s already an achievement for a Rank 2 like you to defeat a Rank 3 monster. We’ll work on the torso first, so bring it to the processing area in the backyard after you wash the mud off your feet.”


      “Understood, mistress.”


      My mentor took the two bags deeper inside, and I went back to the entrance to wash my dirty feet before hoisting the spider’s torso onto my shoulders. Four months had passed since my arrival here, and I was now eight years old and had grown a little taller.


      Who was this woman, my new mentor, whom I called “mistress”? The answer lay after the battle four months ago.


      ***


      To escape Graves’s pursuit, I’d jumped into the rapids of a swollen river. Just as I was about to hit the water, I’d used Harden to turn my mud-covered maid’s uniform into a makeshift life buoy. That had afforded me little relief, however. Not wanting to fight the rapids, I’d curled up and dived deep, desperately trying to conceal my presence until I could put distance between myself and my pursuer.


      My chances of survival had been slim. While I had turned my clothes into a life buoy, the dark of night had made it difficult to discern up from down; my small form had swirled about in the rapids as they relentlessly drained my strength.


      Not only that, the waters were likely teeming with lower-ranked monsters, though only a few higher-ranked monsters would approach the shore and attack people. I wasn’t sure if they could be active given how turbulent the current was, but I’d have been helpless if attacked in my current state.


      Sharpening my mind and focusing, I used Stealth. To orient myself, I relied heavily on Night Vision and Detection. Using Night Vision to “see” the reflection of mana particles was difficult in the rapids, and using it to see their color was equally tricky, given all I could see was the color of water. So, using Night Vision and Detection in tandem, I kept staring into the dark water, and just as I reached the brink of suffocation and found myself between life and death, my view suddenly cleared and I could identify which way was which.


      I surfaced briefly to breathe. If I could see color even underwater, then I should be able to identify creatures swimming in the river. As I focused on that objective, my Detection range and accuracy expanded, and I could sense the presence of a serpentine creature approaching me from the direction of a school of fish at the bottom of the river. Instinctively, I used the combat technique Thrust and cut it down.


      Being underwater didn’t mean I couldn’t still fight. Being able to orient myself meant I could draw breath as needed. The only issue, then, was holding out until the current calmed. Fortunately, the effects of the healing potion were still active in my body. I squeezed out light-aspected aether from the aethercrystal in my heart, minimizing physical exhaustion and the drop in body temperature as much as possible.


      I wasn’t going to give up. I couldn’t die yet. As long as there was a possibility that Graves might harm Elena someday, I had to endure, grow stronger than him, and take him down.


      As I used light mana to rejuvenate my body, I used Aether Manipulation to coat my form in water mana in an attempt to be as stealthy as possible. How long have I been drifting in the current? I wondered. My consciousness was growing hazy, and just as the sun began to rise and I was on the verge of losing focus, the current finally eased. After cutting down one final serpent, I emerged from the water, several hours after jumping in.


      My body was chilled to the bone, and both my health and aether points were almost fully depleted. If I was attacked by a monster or beast in this state, I wouldn’t stand a chance. I dragged my weakened self to some nearby bushes and waited, keeping up Stealth, for my health and aether points to recover. In the meantime, I kept what little aether I had left circulating in my body to strengthen my internal organs—otherwise I would most likely freeze to death.


      Hours later, with my aether having recovered somewhat, I used Cure on myself, lit a fire, and wolfed down the roasted carcass of the water serpent, focused solely on recovery.


      ***


      It was a full day before my battered body could move properly again. My aether had recovered before my health points, so I used Restore to fully heal the plethora of wounds I’d suffered. Someone told me not to leave any scars on my body, I mused. Was it Sera?


      Speaking of Sera, had I been targeted for assassination by the Order of Shadows, or had Graves been acting of his own accord? Whichever it was, since Graves was a part of the organization, it was all the same to me. I decided to break away from them.


      I would grow strong and kill Graves. And if anyone else stood in my way—even Sera or Viro—I was prepared to turn my blade on them too.


      But what to do now? The Order had ties to nobility, so approaching large towns seemed risky. My best options would be a village or a smaller town, but...it was probably safest to avoid urban areas altogether. The Adventurers’ Guild was also out of the question until the dust settled, so I had to find a new way to live. I was near the border at the moment, so heading north to another country was an option.


      But I did have one specific prospect.


      Before doing anything, however, I checked my stats. Thanks to the fight with Graves and my struggles in the water, my skills Throwing, Stealth, Night Vision, and Detection had all leveled up to 2.


      Throwing had probably increased in level due to my fight with the water spirit and my recent focus on throwing weapons. The increase in Stealth and Detection wasn’t surprising, but since humans could typically only learn Night Vision up to Level 1, reaching Level 2 was unexpected. Perhaps it was a result of combining the traditional method of Night Vision with my unique color sight.


      I’d nearly died, but it hadn’t all been bad; in the end, the whole ordeal had been fodder for my growth.


      I used my stronger Stealth and Detection skills to remain hidden as I ran through the forest along the river, heading toward the simple base I’d previously made in the woods. Upon reaching it, I took off my ragged maid uniform and wiped away the remaining mud. Then I changed into my traveling jacket and trousers and wrapped a shawl around my neck to conceal my face.


      I’d lost all of my weapons except for my black knife, but at the makeshift base, I had another knife that Sera had given me as well as Feld’s steel knife, which I attached to my belt and boot respectively. Though I had no more throwing knives left, I figured I could manage with ordinary knives now that I had Throwing at Level 2. I did a test throw using the steel knife, and it stabbed into the trunk of a nearby tree without any issues.


      My destination was about a two-day trek through the forest. I packed the money I’d hidden away, along with salt, small food items, and dried herbs, into the bag where I’d stuffed my clothes, then slung it over my shoulder. Lastly, I used a clay vessel solidified with Harden to boil salted water, which I then drank to replenish my fluids and electrolytes. As the forest began to grow dark, I started running silently through it.


      With my levels in Stealth, Night Vision, Detection, and Practical Magic, the woods posed no threat. There would be goblins and wolves along the way, but no higher-ranked monsters that could detect me under Stealth.


      ***


      Two days later, I arrived at a hut made of wood and stone with mud walls. I knew the place thanks to that woman’s memories. The garden was a little bigger and more full of weeds than she remembered, but it was unmistakably the right place. My knowledge told me the front door was trapped; after disarming it, I walked inside.


      A split second later, an oddly shaped knife stuck into the door frame next to me with a thud.


      “Who are you?” asked a woman in a robe, looking like a witch from a children’s book. “Rude brat, walking into someone’s home without permission.” She was fiddling with a second oddly shaped knife and emanated a powerful, intimidating aura.


      She was strong. I couldn’t see her face, hidden under a hood, so I couldn’t Scan her properly, but just based on the tingling sensation from her Intimidation, I could tell it was at least Level 3.


      “I came to return this,” I said. With small movements, so as to not provoke her, I shook the handwritten herbal almanac in my hand.


      At this, the intimidating aura vanished, and that woman’s mentor let out a half-amused, half-angry snort. “Hah! An acquaintance of my foolish apprentice, are you? What happened to the fool after she stole away with my coin and potions? Did she finally die in a ditch somewhere?”


      “I killed her,” I said quietly and flatly.


      The robed woman fell silent for a moment, her anger seemingly dissipating. “I see. Sounds like she died a stupid death, then. You can have that notebook; it’ll probably fetch a tidy sum. Now go on, get out.”


      Even that woman had appreciated her mentor to an extent. Originally, my plan had been to simply return her notebook, but now I had more important business here.


      “I want to study sorcery under you,” I said.


      “I told you to leave,” she replied. “Nothing good will come from associating with an old hag living in this remote place—one whose apprentices all turn out foolish.” Despite calling herself a “hag,” she still sounded young. That woman had often taken note of this too.


      “Because you’re a demon?”


      She fell silent at my question, and a moment later, I could sense overwhelming malice coming from her, freezing me in place.


      “Who told you?” she demanded. “Did that foolish disciple of mine blab? I didn’t think she’d turned out to be that much of a fool. What do you think I should do with you now that you know that, hmm?”


      If I hadn’t felt this level of danger from high-rankers like Feld, Viro, and Graves, I might’ve fainted or lost my fighting spirit entirely. But although she made me shiver, I wasn’t scared. I could feel the threat but not the terror.


      “I want to study sorcery under you,” I repeated calmly, staring straight at her.


      “Who are you?” she asked, the malice softening, replaced by an air of slight exasperation.


      “It’s a long story. A lot has happened since your apprentice attacked me,” I said, hinting at the fact that I’d been the victim, not the aggressor.


      That woman’s mentor seemed to accept this and let out a long sigh as she stood up. “Come here. Tell me everything. I’ll at least make you some tea.” She removed her hood, revealing elegant obsidian-black skin and long ears extending through her silver hair. Based on her features, one would have assumed her to be in her thirties.


      A dark elf... The color of dark elves’ skin was said to be a result of selling their souls to the evil dark god. They lived on the western coast of the continent and were part of what was known as the demon race.


      “Call me Cere’zhula,” she said. “What’s your name?”


      “Alia.”


      Although the great war had ended, demons were still in conflict with the southwestern human nations. Why she, a dark elf, was in Claydale in the southeastern corner of the continent, that woman’s knowledge couldn’t say. But that didn’t matter to me; all I wanted was to expand my own knowledge and strength so I could defy my fate.


      I told Cere’zhula about the day that woman attacked me and nearly took over my body, and about the knowledge I’d incidentally obtained from the aethercrystal that woman had imprinted her mind onto. Honestly, I didn’t quite understand the whole “otome game” thing myself, and so I couldn’t explain it, but when I revealed my inner desire to avoid my strange destiny as a noble, she nodded deeply, as though she’d suddenly understood that woman’s actions.


      She then leaned back in her chair and pointed with her thumb to a corridor behind her. “You can use the room in the back for now. It used to belong to that foolish apprentice, and now it’s a storeroom of sorts. You understand, don’t you?”


      “Hmm?” I tilted my head, not grasping her meaning.


      Cere’zhula grinned mischievously. “I’m saying I’ll train you. Make you stronger, as you desire. So you’d best be ready, my new, unsocial apprentice.”
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      Training Routine


      When I stepped out the door, the rain had stopped.


      I carried the spider’s torso through the small field, where a handful of vegetables and a variety of herbs grew, and headed toward the processing area.


      “Put that on the table, unsocial apprentice,” my mentor told me. “You’ll be doing the processing. I’ll show you how.”


      “Yes, mistress,” I replied, placing the torso on the table.


      “Start with the legs.”


      I began to detach the legs with a dressing knife. After I finished with the first leg and received a nod of approval from my mentor, she left me to work on the remaining seven, took the spider’s head out of its bag, and began to extract its eyes. They could be fermented into a powerful neurotoxin, but she hadn’t taught me the method yet, so I couldn’t participate.


      My mentor was a sorceress, but she’d told me her main trade was actually alchemy. I’d been distilling my own medicinal and poisonous herbs based on what I’d seen thus far, but now I was slowly learning how to make potions as well. I’d mistakenly thought there existed skills for alchemy, but apparently that wasn’t the case; though a certain level of Aether Manipulation was necessary to refine chemicals with high concentrations of aether, knowledge and precision were much more important, she’d told me.


      Cooking was similar: there were skills that helped with cutting ingredients and discerning raw materials, but all they did was make one more likely to succeed at the cooking process. Cere’zhula had told me that the taste of the dish was determined by the ingredients and by the cook’s sense.


      “Are you done?” she asked.


      “I am,” I confirmed with a nod.


      My mentor split the spider’s abdomen open with a cleaver and added a chemical mixture to the mucus that the spider’s body used to produce webbing. This mucus would rapidly turn into thread when exposed to air, so we had to act quickly from here on.


      “Now,” she said.


      At her signal, I made a small cut on my palm with a knife and let the blood drip into the spider’s body. My blood reacted with the chemical mixture, and the yellowish-white mucus turned red. I patiently stirred it with a wooden stick, and eventually, a clump of red-black fibers formed at the tip.


      “Not bad,” my mentor said, inspecting the clump. “The materials are fresh, so the end result seems to be of good quality.”


      I let out a relieved breath in response.


      In addition to telling her about my circumstances, I’d also spoken to her about my fighting style. My mentor, as a result of her demonic heritage, looked to be in her early thirties but was actually over three hundred years old. She hadn’t told me why she was living in this country, but she’d mentioned she was skilled not only in sorcery and alchemy but scout-style combat.


      The odd knife I’d been using, which consisted of a diamond-shaped blade attached to a ring, was an old piece of equipment that had once belonged to her; she’d let me borrow about ten of them. They were similar to a type of dagger called “kunai” that I’d learned about from that woman’s knowledge. These, however, barely had handles and seemed to be meant for use as concealed weapons; one would put a finger through the ring and hide the blade in one’s palm.


      Either way, with respect to combat, my mentor specialized in spellcasting, not melee combat. She had Level 4 in both Light and Shadow, and even Level 5 in Fire and Wind. Moreover, she was a natural at magic rather than sorcery.


      I’d thought sorcery was the standard and magic was an old, obsolete technique, but according to my mentor, any student of sorcery would eventually arrive at magic. Though rare, mages did exist, albeit at a likely rate of one mage for every several hundred sorcerers. And it was a good thing I’d learned this now; without that knowledge, facing a spellcaster could’ve been a fatal endeavor.


      With how much she’d taught me, I couldn’t have just stubbornly refused to reveal my hand. On the contrary, the correct course of action had been to disclose all of my tricks and ask her for guidance. My mentor had shown interest in my arsenal, especially the illusion spells and my pendulum. In particular, she’d taken great interest in my manipulation of string mixed with my own blood and advised me to be more conscious of my choice of thread.


      I’d decided to use spider’s silk from monsters as the material for my string. The highest-grade materials would be from arachnes, however, and such items were rarely sold on the market. For that reason, I’d chosen the web from the giant spiders that inhabited this area. It was above average in quality, but when processing silk from monsters, freshness was more important than what monster it came from, according to my mentor.


      Giant spiders only produced sticky web, but while still inside the body, the substance could be chemically processed to become a strong, nonsticky thread. However, the toughness of monster-produced thread came from what remained of the monster’s inherent aether, which would interfere with my attempts at manipulating the thread with my own aether. In theory, dyeing it red with my blood would allow some level of control, but this much thread would’ve required a pot’s worth of blood, which wasn’t feasible.


      So my mentor had come up with an alternative method: mix my blood with the monster’s body fluid during the processing stage to make it compatible with my aether; this had to be done within a few hours of the monster’s death. It’d taken me over a month to finally track and take down a giant spider.


      “Now you have to loosen that fiber by beating it with a stick and gradually make it into thread yourself,” my mentor explained. “If you channel your aether during this process, it’ll further improve the flow of aether through the fiber, so no slacking!”


      “Got it,” I replied.


      “When the thread is ready, bring it to me. I’ll process it with alchemy to make it fire-resistant.”


      “Okay.”


      “But before that, dinner. As an apprentice, it’s your job to cook. Now get to it.”


      My mentor was on the captious side, but I didn’t mind. On the contrary—she’d taken in people as shady as that woman and myself as apprentices, so I actually considered her kindhearted.


      I didn’t make a habit of trusting others, but...I thought I could trust my mentor as much as I trusted Elena.


      ***


      “Cleanse.”


      After cleaning up the processing area, I’d gone to the kitchen to begin meal prep. Over the last four months, I’d finally mastered the Level 2 light-elemental spells Cleanse and Detoxify. My master, a researcher of sorcery, knew many magical words. She’d taught me the words for light and shadow spells up to Level 3, and by stitching them together myself, I’d finally managed to cast those two.


      Composing incantations was akin to being taught only isolated words and their meanings in a language one didn’t speak, then being asked to write complete sentences. Just changing the order of the words could alter the meaning, so to create a new spell, one had to either make short sentences using only a few words or take the time to do methodical research beforehand. In this particular instance, however, I’d managed because I’d had the original sentence to work off of.


      My master, however, wasn’t satisfied with simple memorization. She’d given me an additional task: if I grasped the meaning of an incantation, I was to shorten it. After a month, I could shorten both of the light-elemental spells a little, even if just by one or two words. As a result, my skill in Light Mastery had leveled up and transformed into Light Magic. In all likelihood, however, that wasn’t simply the result of shortening incantations; it’d possibly had more to do with my newfound grasp of the spells’ meanings.


      In contrast, my skills in physical combat had remained the same except for Throwing. This wasn’t solely because of my overreliance on throwing weapons; my physical growth was also lacking. My aether had increased, and my body had grown thanks to that, but it wasn’t yet at an appropriate stage for high-level combat skills.


      I still had much to iron out in both spellcasting and physical combat, but for now, my focus was on prepping dinner.


      “Detoxify,” I chanted. In that woman’s world, it was common knowledge that invisible microorganisms caused disease. While the people of this world had no such belief, we did believe that invisible toxins arose from impurities, and those led to illness. The Holy Church had spread this notion several generations ago, and now even the common man knew that personal hygiene and washing food kept disease at bay.


      Once I’d cast both Cleanse and Detoxify, I picked up a large cleaver-like knife and began to take apart my “ingredients”—that is, the spider’s legs. I cracked open the hard exoskeleton to extract the muscle tissue, which I then chopped into bite-size pieces. I cooked the chunks with ginger and other herbal roots over high heat. I repeatedly added more water to prevent the mixture from boiling over, easing the meat’s foul smell, then added more herbs and let it simmer for about an hour. I discarded the liquid, replaced it, poured in a sweet liquor made from medicinal herbs, and added roughly chopped root vegetables, letting them cook until tender. Finally, I seasoned the stew with salt and pepper and added a small amount of lard. The spider stew was complete.


      “Alia,” my mentor muttered in a grave tone upon seeing the finished stew. “Did we not have venison? Why did you use spider meat?”


      “It would be wasteful not to,” I replied. “It’s just as nutritious, isn’t it?”


      “I suppose I’ll need to teach you common sense,” she said. “My other apprentice was a fool, but at least she made decent meals.”


      “I prepared it just as my knowledge taught me, but maybe it didn’t stew long enough?” Either way, I wasn’t about to waste precious protein.


      My mentor sighed deeply as she watched me tear into the tough, sinewy meat. “We’ll practice light magic once you’re done eating. Finish up soon.”


      “Understood.”


      ***


      My mentor had recently taught me two unique types of spells: light spells equivalent to Level 2, and shadow spells equivalent to Level 3.


      The shadow spells were the ones I’d thought up myself, reconfigured with my mentor’s help. With my current skill level and aether, however, I couldn’t yet use Level 3 spells properly. Conversely, the light spells had been easy to learn, since I could just apply the same principles as with shadow spells, but using them was a different story.


      “Here it goes. Try to defend yourself,” Cere’zhula said as she stood opposite me in the garden. “Fire Arrow!”


      Fire Arrow was a Level 1 sorcery spell, but since fire spells had high damage output, it could still be lethal if it hit the wrong spot. I wasn’t allowed to move out of the way, however. The moment my mentor released the arrow, I held out a palm, focusing on the composition of the spell I cast. “Shield.”


      The principle behind this spell was similar to that of shadow magic: it bound light particles together, forming a circular shield. This was a unique spell, passed down to my mentor by her own mentor. Shield could defend against offensive spells, but it had a weakness: given that it was formed out of light particles, it was only as resistant as glass. Therefore, if hit by spells from elements that dealt physical damage, like earth or ice, it could shatter.


      A sharp sound rang out as my shield repelled Cere’zhula’s Fire Arrow. “You’re using too much aether!” she scolded me. “Feel the magnitude of the spell and adjust accordingly!”


      She cast a second Fire Arrow, and once again, it collided with my Shield. This time, the circle emitted a sound like shattering glass and disappeared.


      “If you sense you didn’t use enough aether, divert and parry!” she yelled.


      “Understood,” I replied.


      The sound of breaking glass wasn’t an actual sound but rather an auditory hallucination only I could hear, indicating I hadn’t infused my shield with enough aether. Shield was equivalent to a Level 2 spell and theoretically could block any non-physical offensive spell, provided enough aether had been infused into it. However, with my current ability and aether, I could only defend against Level 1 spells; a Level 2 spell would dissipate the shield and hit me.


      If I couldn’t block a spell, I had to divert it. Since the shield had the physical resistance of glass, I could in theory use it to protect myself from something like a knife. What I needed it for, however, was parrying magic itself, similar to how one would parry using a physical shield or sword.


      Three things were necessary to that end: concentrating on the composition of my spell, discerning the type and amount of aether used by my opponent, and infusing the appropriate amount of my own aether into the shield to adjust the defense accordingly. Each of these was challenging on its own, so doing all three together was extremely difficult. Moreover, maintaining the shield consumed aether, so I needed to train even more if I was to use it on the fly.


      Still, mastering this technique would be an incredible boon in combat against practitioners of sorcery.


      “Now practice on your own,” Cere’zhula said. “Dealing with kids tires me out.”


      “Are you all right?” I asked.


      My health and aether points had dipped to below half, but that wasn’t why my mentor had ended the training session. Her own health points were high, but her expenditure had also been significant. “A kid shouldn’t be worrying about an adult. Also, the spell you applied to your hair is fading. Remember to concentrate on the feeling of the effect’s duration.”


      “Okay.”


      I was still dusting my peach-tinged hair with ash, but now the ash was actually an illusion, created through a shadow spell. Viro had mentioned once that my hair’s sheen would grow with my aether and that ordinary ash would no longer be sufficient to conceal it, and he’d been right. I’d asked my mentor for advice, and she’d taught me a number of magical words and tasked me with changing my hair color through illusion sorcery.
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