
​Chapter 1: The Bastard's Burden

The midday sun beat down mercilessly on the lush gardens of the avin family estate, casting long shadows across the wel -manicured lawns. Yet, within the opulent manor, a dark cloud of tension hung thick in the air, a palpable discomfort that seemed to seep through the very wal s. 

Jonathan Grey, the bastard son of Count Marcus avin, stood before his father and siblings, his head bowed in a show of deference, though his heart raced with a mixture of dread and resentment. At just fourteen years of age, he had endured a lifetime of mistreatment and neglect after his mothers death, his every step dogged by the scornful glares of his trueborn siblings and the cold indifference of his stepmother, Countess Elise.his father was no different he showed no care for him he didn't even let him use his family name of avin , Jonathan was cal ed by his mother daina Grey's family name. 

Daina was a fal en noblewoman from the fal en zennor empire who had gotten away during the Civil War as child. 

At the estate manor trouble was brewing…

"You have disgraced this family, boy," Count Marcus deep voice rumbled, each word dripping with disdain. "The Princess maria has lost a priceless family heirloom, and you are the only one unaccounted for when it went missing." 

Jonathan's head snapped up, his eyes wide with shock and disbelief. "But, Father, I would never—" 

"Silence!" The count's fist slammed against the ornate desk, the sound echoing through the cavernous study. "Your word means nothing, you wretched bastard. You've brought shame upon this household, and I wil not have it." 

Beside the count, Countess Elise pursed her lips, her brow furrowed in a display of feigned concern. "Marcus, surely there must be some mistake. Jonathan has always been a troublesome child, but to accuse him of theft—" 

"There is no mistake," the count interrupted, his gaze fixed upon Jonathan with unwavering contempt. "The Princess herself has identified him as the culprit. And I wil not have my family's name dragged through the mud because of his actions." 

. 

​Jonathan's heart sank, his stomach twisting with a familiar sense of helplessness. Time and time again, he had been the scapegoat for his siblings' misdeeds, his protests fal ing on deaf ears. But this time, the stakes were higher, and he knew his fate was sealed. 

"Father, please," he pleaded, his voice trembling. "I swear to you, I had nothing to do with this. You must believe me!" 

Count Marcus expression hardened, his jaw set with an unyielding resolve. "I've heard enough. As punishment for your crime, you are hereby banished from this estate, effective immediately. You are no longer welcome on the avin county, and should you ever return, you wil be met with the ful force of the law." 

Jonathan's blood ran cold, the weight of his father's words crushing him like a physical blow. 

Banished? Exiled from the only home he had ever known, cast out into the unforgiving world with nothing but the clothes on his back? The injustice of it al threatened to overwhelm him, and he struggled to find the words to plead his case. 

"But, Father, I—" 

"Guards!" the count bel owed, cutting him off. "Escort this _criminal_ from my sight and see to it that he is removed from the my land by nightfal ." 

Two burly guards stepped forward, their hands gripping Jonathan's arms with a vice-like hold. He thrashed against their grip, his desperation fueling a last-ditch effort to sway his father's decision. 

"Please, I'm begging you! I'm innocent, I swear it! Father, you can't do this!" 

But his cries fel on deaf ears, drowned out by the cold, indifferent stares of his half-siblings, who watched with a mix of triumph and disdain. Countess Elise, for her part, feigned a look of sorrow, though the glint in her eye betrayed her true emotions. 

As the guards dragged him from the study, his younger brother Jacob avin smiling a the site,, Jonathan's gaze locked with that of his younger sister, Emilia. For a fleeting moment, he thought he saw a flicker of remorse in her eyes, but it was quickly extinguished, replaced by the smal smile fol owed by the same cold detachment that had become the hal mark of his family's treatment. 

. 

​The journey from the estate to the borders passed in a blur, Jonathan's mind reeling from the sudden upheaval of his life. The once-familiar sights and sounds of the Avi county – the bustling marketplace, the towering spires of the estateAs the sun began to dip below the horizon, the guards unceremoniously shoved Jonathan through the gates, casting him a final, contemptuous glance before turning and disappearing back into the kingdom. Alone and destitute, Jonathan stood at the edge of the Ares Kingdom, his heart heavy with the weight of his banishment. 

In the distance, the silhouette of the avin These were the feelings that consumed him, a tempestuous storm raging within his young heart. How could his own father, the man he had revered and sought to please, cast him aside so cal ously? And his siblings, his own flesh and blood, who had always regarded him with disdain – they had done nothing to defend him, content to watch as he was stripped of his home and his future. 

Jonathan's vision blurred with tears, but he refused to let them fal . He would not give his tormentors the satisfaction of seeing his weakness. Instead, he steeled his resolve, his jaw set with a determination that belied his tender years. 

He would not give up. He would not surrender to the cruel hand that fate had dealt him. 

Somehow, someway, he would find a way to rise above his humble origins, to prove his worth and reclaim the life that had been so cruel y stolen from him. 

family's estate loomed, a constant reminder of the life he had once known – a life that now felt hopelessly out of reach. Jonathan's hands clenched into fists, his nails biting into the flesh of his palms as a surge of emotions threatened to overwhelm Anger. Betrayal. Despair. 

These were the feelings that consumed him, a tempestuous storm raging within his young heart. How could his own father, the man he had revered and sought to please, cast him aside so cal ously? And his siblings, his own flesh and blood, who had always regarded him with disdain – they had done nothing to defend him, content to watch as he was stripped of his home and his future. 

Jonathan's vision blurred with tears, but he refused to let them fal . He would not give his tormentors the satisfaction of seeing his weakness. Instead, he steeled his resolve, his jaw set with a determination that belied his tender years. 

He would not give up. He would not surrender to the cruel hand that fate had dealt him. 

Somehow, someway, he would find a way to rise above his humble origins, to prove his worth and reclaim the life that had been so cruel y stolen from him

. 

​With a final, lingering glance at the fading silhouette of the avin estate, Jonathan turned and began to walk, his steps uncertain but his spirit unyielding. The path ahead was shrouded in uncertainty, but one thing was clear: this was not the end, but rather the beginning of a new chapter in his life – a chapter that would test the limits of his resilience and forge him into the man he was destined to become. 




Chapter 2: The Mercenary's Gamble

The sun had long since set over the Ares Kingdom, its golden rays replaced by the inky darkness of night. For Jonathan Grey, however, the world had never felt more bleak and foreboding. 

Alone and adrift, the young man trudged through the winding roads that led away from the kingdom's borders, his steps heavy with the weight of his banishment. The familiar sights and sounds that had once comforted him now felt like a distant memory, replaced by the eerie silence of the open countryside. 

As he walked, Jonathan's mind raced with a maelstrom of emotions – anger, fear, and a deep sense of utter hopelessness. How could his own family, the ones he had trusted and loved, have turned on him so cal ously? The memory of his father's cruel decree, his siblings' 

indifferent stares, stil burned in his mind, a constant reminder of the injustice he had suffered. 

With a heavy sigh, Jonathan paused, his gaze sweeping across the rol ing hil s and dense forests that stretched out before him. He had no destination in mind, no plan to guide his steps – he was simply a lost soul, adrift in a world that had so cruel y cast him aside. 

A sudden rustling in the nearby bushes caused Jonathan to tense, his hand instinctively reaching for the smal dagger he had managed to conceal during his banishment. His heart pounded in his chest as he scanned the darkness, every muscle poised for the slightest sign of danger. 

But the threat did not come from the forest. Instead, a group of figures emerged from the shadows, their movements cloaked in an air of secrecy and purpose. Jonathan's eyes widened as he recognized the distinctive garb and weapons of a mercenary band – a sight that both intrigued and terrified him. 

"Wel , wel , what do we have here?" a gruff voice cal ed out, the speaker stepping forward into the faint moonlight. "A lost little lamb, wandering al alone in the wilderness." 

. 

​Jonathan swal owed hard, his grip tightening on the dagger as he eyed the group warily. "I-I mean no harm," he stammered, cursing himself inwardly for the tremor in his voice. "I'm just passing through." 

The mercenary leader, a burly man with a scarred face, let out a harsh laugh. "Passing through, eh? Wel , you're a long way from home, boy. And out here, near the border, a man can't afford to be too trusting." 

He stepped closer, his dark eyes boring into Jonathan's, and the young man couldn't help but shrink back slightly. "Tel me, what's a scrawny little thing like you doing al by your lonesome? Shouldn't you be back home, tucked safely in your bed?" 

Jonathan's jaw tightened, his pride bristling at the mercenary's taunting words. "I... I've been kicked out of my home ," he admitted, his voice barely above a whisper. "I have nowhere else to go." 

The mercenary's expression shifted, a glimmer of something akin to understanding flashing across his features seeing a boy with dirty clothes who looked like he had not eaten anything for days. "Ah, I see. Wel , that's a sorry tale if I ever heard one." He paused, stroking his chin thoughtful y. "Tel you what, boy – how'd you like to earn yourself a few coins? We could use an extra pair of hands on our next job." 

Jonathan's eyes widened, his heart racing with a mixture of trepidation and cautious hope. 

"A job?" he echoed, his mind whirring with the implications. "What kind of job?" 

"Nothing too complicated," the mercenary replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. "We have been hired by baron Orrin to aid him in his campaign against a warrior clan in the neighboring Free Lands the baron wants to claim some of the land as he hopesit wil be enough to raise his family status to vicount.whith a nobles knights with us it Should be a cakewalk, and the pay from these spoiled nobles lords When they final y arrived at the warrior clan's encampment, the mercenaries sprung into action, their weapons drawn and their voices raised in a battle cry. Jonathan, his dagger clutched tightly in his hand, fol owed suit, his limbs trembling with a combination of adrenaline and trepidation. 

The ensuing battle was a blur of clashing steel and agonized cries, the air thick with the acrid scent of smoke and the tang of spil ed blood. Jonathan fought with a desperation born of his desire to survive, his blows wild and untrained, but fueled by a determination to prove his worth. 

. 

​wil be more than enough to get you back on your feet." 

Jonathan's brow furrowed as he considered the offer. The Free Lands were known for their fierce and formidable warriors, and the thought of facing them in battle sent a shiver of apprehension down his spine. But it wasn't like they were gona fight al the clans just one and the prospect of a warm meal and a roof over his head, even if it was only temporary, was a temptation he couldn't ignore. 

"I... I'l do it," he said, his voice steadier than he had expected. "When do we leave?" 

The mercenary leader grinned, clapping a massive hand on Jonathan's shoulder. "That's the spirit, lad! We depart at first light, so I'd suggest you get some rest. It's going to be a long and arduous journey."meet us near the town road ahead With that, the mercenary group dispersed, leaving Jonathan alone once more. He stood there, his mind racing, trying to comprehend the gravity of the decision he had just made. 

Was he truly prepared to put his life on the line, to face the dangers of the Free Lands, al for the sake of a few meager coins? 

The answer, he realized, was a resounding yes. Anything was better than the bleak and hopeless future that awaited him if he remained in the Ares Kingdom, a pariah among his own people. At least with















