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      Aston stepped into the mayor's office, his boots silent against the polished wooden floor. The pristine room held one dominant feature - a massive table anchoring the center, while plush cushion chairs had been hastily pushed into the corners, leaving circular indents in the carpet where they normally rested. It seemed like someone wanted to make a place for the urgent meeting.

      As he approached the table, his fingers traced along along the edge of a chair, collecting a fine film of dust that spoke of recent neglect. A detailed map commanded the entire ten-foot long dark wood surface, its corners weighted down with smooth stones. The usual scattered teacups and wine glasses were notably absent - sensible, given how easily an errant spill could ruin such an important document.

      Elara looked up from where she leaned over the map, her brows drawing together as she tracked his casual inspection. Her white shirt and brown trousers were practical yet elegant, suitable for long hours of strategic planning. However, they fit her perfect curves, giving her an elegance the common work clothes would normally hide. When their eyes met, the depth of concern in her ocean-blue gaze made his breath catch.

      "Prince, thank you for coming." Gosta's gravelly voice cut through the moment, his weathered hand resting on his sword hilt as he gave a slight bow. The old guard's timing saved Aston from what would become an uncomfortably long stare once Elara noticed his attention.

      That would put a bad taste in his mouth, which he didn't need after enjoying a pleasant morning tea from Katalina. After a week of nothing but yuck and smelly bone broth, he relished the change.

      "Thank you for inviting me, Gosta," Aston said, nodding lightly as he wove his way into the six people standing around the table. Along with Elara and Gosta, there were Nadia, Sage Lorethea, healer Sirus, and a short, heavy man with thick brows and thin legs, all peering intently at an unusual-looking map.

      As Aston joined them, the sharp scent of old parchment filled his nostrils, overpowering the delicate fragrance of the orchids in a vase by the window. Threads of mana wove through the air, emanating from the map laid out on the table.

      The map pulsed with magic, waves of mana radiating from its surface. Interesting.

      "What are we looking at?" he asked, glancing at the map. The ink, black on a pale yellow background, depicted landscapes in shades of brown, green, and blue while the town of Valtoria was painted in dark gray with shades of light blue around it. To its north a mountain, which he remembered from the geography classes the original prince went through in his early years.

      It was the mountain of the Black Wing, a formidable range that separated the human world from regions inhabited by beasts and demons. Its jagged peaks stretched like the elongated wing of a bird, marking half of the kingdom's northern boundary. The remainder of the border was cloaked by the dense, foreboding expanse of the Dark Forest, from which no beast or demon ever ventured.

      "Are we so close to the Black Wing? I never thought it would be so troublesome," Aston remarked, his voice tinged with concern.

      "It's still a thousand miles away," Elara reassured him, her tone calm but firm.

      Aston leaned over the table, the rough wood cool against his palms. "Why are we looking at such a huge map? Are we expecting an attack from far away?" he asked, trying to lighten the mood with a joking tone.

      "How do you know?" the large man asked, his thick brows knitting together as he scrutinized the map, eyes narrowing.

      Aston's playful expression shifted into a frown. "Are we really? Why are we getting attacked? What would they want from this run-down town?"

      Gosta growled low in his throat, a sound that made the air feel heavier.

      "Prince, please. Mind your language," Elara snapped, her voice carrying a sharp edge of hurt.

      Aston rubbed the back of his neck, feeling the tension in the room.

      "I'm sorry, but we really don't have anything to offer any attacker. We don't have any mines nearby that produce precious minerals, or mana stones, nor do we have commodities." He sighed, his thumb moving over the worn edges of the map. "I've researched this town, and it's little more than a forgotten mill in a corner of the kingdom. I'm being blunt here."

      Elara's eyes hardened, but she spoke no more. The truth was truth.

      "He is right. Gosta, tell us why you suspect we will face the demon raid in the upcoming winters." Sage Lorethea placed her arms down, the gray robe she wore rustling softly with the movement. She looked the same as a few days ago when Aston had visited her to learn about magic. While lying in bed after the attack, he had read through the book many times, itching to try out the techniques himself. But with his mana channels already bruised, he kept his magic in check, fearing further damage.

      Gosta stepped forward, his weathered face showing signs of exhaustion. He tapped the hilt of his broken sword, a habit that conveyed both his experience and his underlying tension.

      "I've received a summon from the governor," he began, his voice steady but with a hint of gravity. "He has asked us to be prepared for a demon wave this winter."

      Aston frowned, his fingers still tracing the worn edges of the map. Something seemed off. In the last two hundred years, the town had not suffered a single demon wave, despite such events generally occurring every winter. Demons were clever, targeting places of value. Although the Black Wing mountain range seemed close on the map, its natural roads led toward more prosperous towns with populations exceeding a hundred thousand.

      Elara's eyes shifted from Gosta to Aston, noticing his deepening frown. The room fell silent, the weight of the news heavy in the air. The faint clinking of Gosta's belt buckle broke the tension momentarily, a reminder of the urgency and seriousness of their situation.

      "I know it doesn't make sense, but we have to do something," Gosta said, his hand instinctively tapping the hilt of his broken sword. The subtle twitch in his left eye betrayed his anxiety.

      Aston cleared his throat, his hand gripping the edge of the table.

      "We only have two choices: die or run away. And I think the second one is a better choice. We still have three months, and we can settle in the nearest city, which can provide us shelter."

      Elara slapped the table hard, the sound echoing through the room.

      "Prince, even if I have to die, I won't leave this town." Her face flushed red with anger.

      The short, bulky man standing nearby followed suit, slapping the table with his palm.

      "I thought highly of you after you healed and helped us, but you look more cowardly than I thought."
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      The air in the room grew tense like the atmosphere of a prison cell, where the air always felt thick and suffocating, filled with an unshakeable sense of danger. It was the kind of tension that clung to the skin, an uncomfortable itch that persisted, no matter how hard you scratched. Even when your nails dug deep enough to draw blood, the sensation remained, a haunting reminder that some discomforts refuse to release their grip.

      "So what options do you have, Mr. Doesn't-Even-Introduce-Himself?" Aston's voice cut through the silence, sharp and unyielding. "Do you want to lead thousands of people to their deaths just because you lack the courage to choose another path? Have you ever witnessed a demon raid firsthand? Do you truly grasp its magnitude?"

      As he spoke, Aston's fingers drummed against his thigh, a subtle sign of his growing irritation. He cared for this town, but he wouldn't blindly defend it. The threat of a demon raid was not to be taken lightly.

      The bulky man's face darkened, his eyes narrowing to pinpricks. The muscles in his jaw clenched visibly, a vein pulsing at his temple.

      Aston let out a dry chuckle, the sound devoid of humor. "We struggle to repel twenty bandits, and you think we can fend off a thousand-strong demon wave?"

      The atmosphere grew heavier, almost palpable. Aston could almost taste the bitterness in the air, his tongue unconsciously running across his lips. The tension in the room was a living thing, coiling around them like an unseen serpent.

      "Gentlemen, calm down. We are not here to fight among ourselves," Sage Lorethea spoke, her voice a soothing balm against the thick tension hanging in the air.

      "It's not that bad, Prince," Gosta interjected, his weathered face remaining impassive. "The governor has promised five hundred militia for our aid, but he wants us to focus on fortifying the walls and other defenses over the next three months. He's even planning to send some enchanted materials along with an enchanter this week."

      Aston arched his brows. An enchanter. That was a rare talent he hadn't heard about for many months. The original prince had always kept his distance from anything magical, his inability to wield it, made him wary of magicians.

      "Then things might not be as grim as we think," Aston conceded, nodding at Elara, who was watching him with questioning eyes, her lips pressed into a thin line as if she had something to say. "But there seems to be a catch to this, isn't there?"

      "Of course," Elara sighed, releasing a breath she seemed to have been holding for too long. "Nadia, please serve the Prince some tea first." She waved her hand, and Nadia, the young guard with brown eyes, moved to the corner table. Her metal armor clinked with each step, making her movements appear stiff and clunky.

      Aston took a seat and thanked Nadia as she handed him the steaming cup. He took a sip, noting the overly sweet taste that turned the tea into sugary water. It couldn't compare to the tea Katalina made, which was always perfectly balanced. Nevertheless, the warmth spread through him, a small comfort in the charged atmosphere.

      He set the cup down, the sound of ceramic meeting wood echoing softly in the room. "So, what's the catch, Lady Elara?" he asked, his voice steady but curious.

      Elara glanced at Gosta, then back at Aston, her fingers tightening momentarily around the edge of the table. "The governor's help comes with strings attached. If you are unwilling to stay in the town, there would be no help. He expects us to go to his city and stay there permanently."

      Aston rubbed his stubble, the roughness a reminder of his seven days without a proper shave. He needed to find a good barber; doing it himself wasn't cutting it. The self-use tools of medieval times lacked the precision of modern ones. "What is he trying to do here?" he asked, his voice tinged with frustration.

      "He is protecting his own ass," came a gruff voice from the corner. The bulky man, who hadn't introduced himself yet, leaned forward, arms crossed over his chest. "He can't let a prince die in his influenced area, nor can he send more men when his own city could be in trouble."

      "And who are you, mister?" Aston asked, raising an eyebrow.

      "He is Mr. Vandell, the only blacksmith our town has," Gosta interjected, his tone carrying a hint of respect.
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