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            RETURNING TO THE NORTHERN PLAINS

          

        

      

    

    
      The Northern Plains was just as I remembered it. Unlike the arid Endless Desert, with its unbearable heat, the Northern Plains possessed a much milder climate. Temperatures didn’t get very high anywhere within this region unless it was near one of the active volcanoes, but those were located either much further north or toward the archipelago on the opposite side of the continent.

      We had just left the Endless Desert behind not ten days ago. It still felt strange not seeing anything but sand dunes everywhere I looked, but that was to be expected. We had taken our time traversing the Endless Desert, checking out locales, discovering unexplored ruins buried beneath the sand’s depths. We must have spent close to two years in that desert. Now, however, I could no longer see any sign of it when I turned around. Most of what I saw behind me was either grassy plains or copses of trees.

      I was sitting in the driver’s seat with Kari and Raul. My now two-year-old son was sitting on my lap and looking at everything in awe. He’d grown quite a bit bigger during our time in the Endless Desert and his hair had grown out more. His vibrant red hair had an unusual silvery tint to it, making it sparkle when it caught the sunlight.

      “Wassat?”

      “That’s a tree.”

      “Wassat?”

      “That’s grass.”

      “Wassat?”

      “… The sky.”

      Raul’s new favorite word was “wassat,” which I guessed was because there were a lot of things that he wanted to know about. He would always point at objects and exclaim “wassat?” before waiting for either myself or one of his moms to answer him. That said, I had no idea where he’d learned this word since it wasn’t one we said often.

      “Raul’s pretty inquisitive,” Kari said with a fond look in her eyes. Raul might not have been born from her, but he was just as much her son as he was Fay’s. “Kayli was like that, too, once she reached that age. I wonder if that means all your children will be like this, or if this is just how all children are in general.”

      Kari tucked a stray strand of blonde hair behind her ear, smiling at me and Raul with those beautiful blue eyes of hers. She wasn’t wearing armor at the moment, nor did she have breast bindings keeping her chest in place. Her large breasts strained against the blue and white blouse. It looked like her clothing might rip at the seams, though the fabric thankfully held itself together admirably. We had spare clothes, but they were all the same size. Had her breasts grown this past year? No, I would have known if they had since I fondled them almost every day.

      “I think most children are like this at two.” I shrugged at her words before changing the subject. “How does it feel being back in the Northern Plains?”

      “Nostalgic,” was Kari’s immediate answer. “So much happened here that I can’t help but feel a little overwhelmed. We spent more than a quarter of our lives in this place. This is where we had our daughter, where we faced off against the Sekbeists, and where we learned many things about this world that most people have forgotten.”

      The look in Kari’s eyes changed as she glanced up at the sky. It became glazed over as if she was remembering the past we had shared together.

      In our previous lives, before I had gone back in time, Kari and I traveled to the Northern Plains, where we experienced many hardships, joys, life, and death together. We met Erica, joined a guild, explored ancient ruins, fought against the Sekbeists, traveled to another realm, met the Dweorg… so much happened here. The Northern Plains was a place that I could never forget.

      It was also the place where Kari and Kayli died in my first life.

      Being here now acutely reminded me of my failure to protect the woman I loved and my beloved daughter, and so I renewed my promise to make sure that didn’t happen this time. I would not let the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm take anyone from me ever again.

      “I also can’t wait to meet our friends,” Kari added.

      “You mean Erica and Tungsten?” I asked.

      Kari nodded. “Not just Erica and Tungsten, but all our friends in the Explorers Guild too.”

      I frowned as a thought crossed my mind. “Do you think we should meet them?” I tried my best to explain as my wife tilted her head and looked at me like she didn’t understand. “What I mean is, we initially joined the Explorers Guild because of your desire to explore ruins. However, I’m not sure we’ll be joining the Explorers Guild this time since our goals are different. What’s more, we might know them, but they don’t know us. It would be strange if we decided to randomly drop by for a visit, wouldn’t it?”

      Kari did not say anything for the longest time, but I could tell from the way her face scrunched up that she realized what I meant and wasn’t sure she liked what I was saying. Even now, Kari was a free spirit, someone who didn’t like to be constrained and wanted to explore the world, but she was also practical and wise. She knew that with our goals of stopping the Sekbeists and defeating the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, we would have neither the time nor the reason to meet with Felicia, Markus, Donivan, or Axel.

      “I guess… it would be odd if a couple of random strangers came by to visit,” she finally admitted with a sigh.

      I smiled and reached over to place my hand on her thigh. I would have grabbed her hand, but she was currently holding onto the reins, which were attached to the massive lizard pulling our wagon.

      The Giga Monster was a Demon Beast our people had captured in the Demon Beast Mountain Range and subjugated with a modified version of the Sekbeists’ control collar. It was something that Kari had created by reverse engineering the Sekbeist’s language and converting it into runes. It moved forward on four massive legs two times the size of regular tree trunks, each step creating a low rumble that made the earth vibrate. Yellow and black scales covered every inch of its body. It had yellow reptilian eyes and a mouth full of sharp fangs hidden behind its muzzle.

      “Well…” I continued, scratching my chin, “We might need to hire them for their expertise on ruins at some point, so maybe we will see them in the future.”

      “I hope so.”

      At that moment, a butterfly fluttered past Raul’s face, causing him to reach out in an attempt to grab it. He missed, but that didn’t stop him. He stretched out both his hands and body as he tried to grab the small creature before it disappeared. I ended up having to grab hold of him so he wouldn’t fall off.

      “Butterfwy! Butterfwy!”

      He called out to the butterfly as it vanished from his sight, then turned to me with teary eyes. He looked two seconds away from crying.

      “Butterfwy gone!”

      “It’s okay. There are a lot of butterflies out here.” I placed a hand on Raul’s head and began ruffling his hair. “Tell you what. Next time a butterfly comes by, I’ll catch it for you.”

      My son was an intelligent child. He already knew around 200 words and could string them together to form basic sentences. Since he was our only child, myself and all of his moms pampered him a lot. I once heard someone say that children learn language by imitating their parents, so we often spoke with Raul and read him stories every chance we had.

      His favorite stories were the adventure stories Kari told him. I believed it was because she was the best orator of us all. She had a habit of overexaggerating her voice to draw out the tension of her words and would even enact scenes while narrating. Raul would always pay rapt attention to her whenever she was telling a story.

      “Weally?” Raul asked, his eyes glittering.

      “Really,” I said with a nod.

      That seemed to settle Raul down, which was something I felt grateful for. I loved my son dearly, but I could not deal with a crying toddler, no matter how many times it happened. Raul was a lot more rambunctious than his sister had been, too. While he was still a good child, he would cry and scream a lot more than Kayli had… and that could sometimes have very, uh, disastrous results.

      He had quite a lot of Spiritual Power for a child.

      I still remembered the first time he threw a tantrum, which resulted in our room almost burning down. He had wanted to stick a quill in his mouth. I took it from him because quills had ink on them and that wasn’t healthy to eat. He had wailed and thrown a fit, and his Spiritual Power had created several fires.

      Fortunately, he was not the type to throw tantrums. We’d only had to deal with a handful of those since he’d been born.

      “Look at you acting like a dad,” Kari teased. “You know, I still remember a time when you thought you’d make a terrible father.”

      Now that I had placated him, Raul settled down again, leaning against me as he pointed at different objects and asked “Wassat?”

      “That’s a bird,” I said to Raul before addressing Kari. “That was all in the past. Given my background, it was reasonable to think I would never make a good father.”

      Of course, I was referring to how I didn’t have parents. I was an orphan who had no knowledge of his background or the circumstances of his birth. All I knew was that I probably wasn’t human, or maybe I was only half-human. My ability to manipulate the elements without dances before reaching the Third State of Spiritualism was proof of that. The Sekbeists’ reaction to me was further proof. Beyond that, however, I knew nothing about who I was or where I came from.

      “Whether or not you were raised by loving parents has nothing to do with whether you’d make a good father,” Kari said softly.

      “I know that now, but I didn’t know that back then.”

      Kari grew silent and contemplative, which gave me a chance to answer Raul when he pointed at something and asked “wassat?” in his adorable voice. He would mostly point at things I’d already told him about. I patiently answered him anyway. A nursemaid that Empress Hilda hired once told me that children learned best through repetition.

      During that time, a shadow suddenly flew over our heads. I looked up to see a young-looking girl dressed in a simple sundress flying past us. The dragon wings on her back flapped several times to keep her aloft. She had a long tail protruding from the bottom of her dress, silvery green hair, and vibrant green eyes that glowed with a reptilian glimmer.

      Out of all my wives, Siv was definitely the cutest. Her skin was so white it reminded me of freshly fallen snow. There were no blemishes to be found anywhere. Covering her skin in certain areas like her legs, feet, hands, and her longer than average ears were silvery green scales that sparkled in the sunlight. A long tail at least two meters in length jutted from her tailbone, covered in silvery green scales, and a pair of horns twisted around her head like an elegant crown.

      A lot of people would often stare at Siv, though it wasn’t because of her beauty so much as her exotic features.

      “Siv! Siv!” Raul exclaimed when he saw her.

      Whether it was because she heard Raul or another reason, Siv turned after flying over the wagon and drifted down. I shifted until I was sitting in the middle of the driver’s seat. Kari was also forced to adjust a little as our thighs and shoulders touched, the warmth of her skin reaching me through our clothes. Siv gently set her feet on the floor where I’d been, adjusted her tail, folded in her wings, and sat herself down on my left.

      “We’re coming up on a city,” she said without preamble.

      “Is it a big city?” asked Kari.

      “Mmm.”

      “How far out is it?” I asked.

      Siv tilted her head as her eyes scrunched up. Her eyes were a bit wider and more innocent than Kari’s, Fay’s, or Lin’s. She had a cute nose that wiggled a little when she was thinking. Her soft, pink lips pursed. I resisted the urge to lean down and kiss them, but I still couldn’t stop myself from staring at them.

      “About… 100 kilometers,” she said at last.

      Siv’s vision was the best among us. Perhaps it was because she was a Drakvarian—a race of humanoid dragon-like beings belonging to a higher realm—but she could see a couple hundred kilometers out and accurately judge the distance.

      “How big would you say the city is?” asked Kari.

      “Bigger than Nevaria.”

      Even in the Northern Plains, there were not many cities bigger than Nevaria. In fact, there were only maybe five or six cities that size. Most of those cities were not in the path that went from the Endless Desert to Midgard, which could be considered the capital of the Northern Plains, meaning we could accurately determine which city we were close to.

      “It’s definitely Vahn,” Kari said.

      Vahn was the first large city that Kari and I visited after reaching the Northern Plains in our previous life. It was a stopping point for many people traveling across the Northern Plains. Several sects had made the city their base of operations. If I remembered right, Vahn’s population was a bit larger than Nevaria’s.

      It was getting to be midday, so Kari directed the Giga Monster off the road and parked our wagon close to a copse of trees. A gentle wind stirred the leaves and grass as she went about feeding the Demon Beast large quantities of raw meat, which she summoned from one of the many storage rings in her possession.

      After getting off the wagon, I set Raul on my shoulders and headed for the back, opening the door and peering inside.

      My last two wives were inside of the wagon. Fay was standing over the table where I had set up our advanced alchemy set. Her long red hair had been tied into a ponytail that sat high on her head, allowing me a glimpse of her slender and elegant neck. Fay’s skin was a little tanner than Kari’s and Siv’s, but it was still very fair like most people from Nevaria. Unlike Kari, who was going without breast bindings, Fay had wrapped her chest, so it looked smaller than it really was.

      At the moment, it looked like she was grinding some ingredients with a mortar and pestle. Several of the flasks and beakers also had bubbling liquid inside.

      Because Fay was wearing a sleeveless shirt and shorts that only covered a little of her thighs, I could see how her toned muscles from years of intense training flexed. I would never in a million years say my wife looked masculine. Her muscles contained the perfect combination of hardness and softness. She looked like a warrior princess, feminine and powerful. You could even say that Fay was the best of both worlds. And while her chest was not as large as Kari’s, it was still bigger than Lin’s and Siv’s.

      While Fay worked on her alchemy, Lin was reclining on the bed. The end of her six-meter-long snake tail moved back and forth across the ground. She wasn’t asleep, which surprised me. There was a book in her hand, and she was slowly turning the pages as her golden eyes scanned whatever had been written inside. I glanced at the title. It was an adventure book about a young man who sets off on a journey to save his home. That must have been something she had stored in her storage ring.

      While Kari, Fay, and Siv all had fair skin, Lin had dark skin that made her look exotic. She was not as busty as Kari or Fay, but there was something elegant about her more modest chest—and I wasn’t saying that because she was always half-naked. Her hips were the widest of my wives due to her lower half being that of a snake. Her sinuous curves were incredibly deadly, something I could only reaffirm as I trailed the lines of her body with my eyes, from her beautiful neck and slender shoulders, to her taut stomach, wide hips, and snake tail. She had black hair that descended to the middle of her back, long and straight, with bangs that stopped just above her golden eyes.

      Her clothing was a bra with shiny rhinestones and sequins. The beaded tassels hanging down the bra hid only a small portion of her flat stomach, which I had spent many days and nights licking and kissing. A belt with the same rhinestones and sequins glittered as it wrapped around her waist, holding up the long white skirt that covered her genitals.

      “Hey, you two,” I called in. “We’ve stopped for lunch. Come out whenever you’re ready.”

      “Mom. Food is ready,” Raul added.

      At the sound of mine and Raul’s voice, Fay and Lin looked up from their respective tasks to gaze at me and my son.

      Lin was the first to react. I had said the magic words, after all. She used a bookmark to mark the page she had been reading, closed the book, and set it to the side before slithering off the bed.

      “This princess is coming right now, Darling. She would not miss lunch for anything.”

      “I’ll be out in just a minute,” Fay added, though she did not travel over to me like Lin did. “I just need to finish refining these alchemy pills.”

      I nodded and didn’t argue with Fay as she continued her work. Refining alchemy pills was a task that required all of a person’s concentration, especially once you began refining original pills like Fay was. It was also not something you could stop midway and start up again. Stopping meant you had to dispose of whatever you’d been refining and start over from scratch.

      Since it looked like Fay was busy, only Lin joined us outside. I stepped back as she used her long tail to leap down from the wagon. She leaned in and gave me a soft kiss before grabbing my free hand and dragging me over to where Kari and Siv were.

      Human and Drakvarian were in the process of setting everything up. Siv had brought a long table and several chairs out of a storage ring, along with some silverware and plates. She was currently in the process of arranging everything. Meanwhile, Kari had summoned a large grill. It was made of black steel. Beneath the grill was a hole that Kari had apparently dug out and filled with charcoal, which was already burning.

      Kari had already summoned several slabs of marbled meat and a variety of vegetables, which she was in the process of rubbing spices into. It looked like we were having venison for lunch.

      “Big Sister, this princess will help you cook! Let this princess help!”

      “Sure. Help me rub these spices into the meat, Lin.”

      “Leave it all to this princess!”

      Since it looked like Kari and Lin had the cooking aspect well in hand, I traveled over to Siv and helped her set the table. We placed a sheet over the table, set up the chairs, and placed the plates and silverware on top. While we were doing this, I made sure to keep an eye on Raul, who mimicked the hopping actions of a frog he was following.

      Raul had been walking for about a year now, but he still had trouble keeping his balance. That said, he was pretty strong. I didn’t know any toddlers who could hop like that. Not that I knew many toddlers to begin with. Thinking about it, I didn’t actually know anyone with babies around Raul’s age.

      It wasn’t long before the delicious scent of meat wafted through the air. The smoke from our fire drifted into the sky and carried the scent on the wind. I would have normally been worried about Demon Beasts attacking us (and ruining our meal), but there were no Demon Beasts in this part of the Northern Plains. Even if there were, our wagon had several Demon Beast Repellent Pellets stashed inside of pouches that dangled from the eaves.

      Fay finally emerged from the wagon just as the food finished grilling, and our group sat around the table to eat dinner.

      Perhaps because he hadn’t seen his mom since this morning, or maybe because Fay was still his favorite no matter how hard I tried, Raul chose to sit on her lap. At two years old, he was at the age where he could now eat solid food, so she fed him small slices of meat and vegetables.

      He liked the meat.

      The vegetables… not so much.

      “Blegh! Taste gross.”

      “Don’t say that. Vegetables are important. How can you grow to be as big as your daddy if you don’t eat them? Come on now. Open up.”

      “Mmm mmm.”

      On that note, Fay’s breasts were no longer producing milk. Her nipples, which had come out of hiding while her body was producing milk, had gone back to being inverted. I thought it was a nice change. Fay’s inverted nipples were like treasure troves waiting to be dug up. Before Raul was born, I used to have a lot of fun coaxing them out.

      We took our time eating. While we did have several important missions to accomplish, we were not in a rush. The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm wouldn’t be released for at least a decade and everything else was, while important, not of such immediate importance that we couldn’t enjoy life.

      “This slice could use a bit more salt. Siv, pass this princess the salt.”

      “Here.”

      “Make sure you chew before swallowing, Raul. You don’t want to choke again, do you?” said Fay.

      “Raul won’t choke. Raul safe.”

      Kari watched Raul and Fay with a smile. “I hope the meat isn’t too spicy. I remember the last time we cooked the spices were too much for Raul’s sensitive palate.”

      “It seems fine,” Fay said as she watched Raul take a thin sliver of meat into his mouth and chew. “He doesn’t seem to have any problems eating this time. I suspect it was the chili powder that he couldn’t handle.”

      Meals were always lively in this family, perhaps because we had so many members. I didn’t talk as much as the others, preferring to listen as I ate, though I did speak whenever my son or one of my wives spoke to me. After we all had our fill, I felt like it was time for a serious discussion.

      “We’ll be coming up on Vahn soon,” I began. “Siv did some reconnaissance and said it’s about 100 kilometers away. If we maintain our current speed, we should reach Vahn by tomorrow.”

      “Vahn is the second largest city in the Northern Plains, right?” asked Fay.

      “That is correct,” I said.

      “Didn’t the Sekbeist invade Vahn in your previous life?” Fay questioned me further.

      “They did.” Kari was the one who answered. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as I tugged on my bangs, recalling what happened in our past life. “However, the invasion didn’t happen until Eric and I were in our thirties or forties, so we won’t have to worry about that happening for a while. Actually, when we arrived in the Northern Plains in our past life, we were a lot older than we are now.”

      In our previous life, the Demon Beast Invasion did not happen until I was twenty years old, we spent another several years training in the forests surrounding Nevaria, and then another several years gathering people together. When the Demon Beasts attacked our safe haven and we were forced to flee into the Endless Desert, I believe Kari and I were at least in our late twenties if not our early thirties, though it was hard to know since we stopped counting our age after the Demon Beast Invasion. It didn’t help that Kari and I aged far more slowly than normal people thanks to our Spiritualism. At twenty-six, Kari had barely looked old enough to be twenty, and at thirty, she had only physically aged by about one year.

      At the moment, I was twenty-two years old. We had arrived in the Northern Plains more than a decade before the Sekbeist Invasion was supposed to happen. It was enough leeway that we could treat this journey as a family vacation while still accomplishing our goals.

      Of course, I knew that my past could not be used as an accurate means to determine the present, but assuming all of the changes that happened in Nevaria were directly related to me, I felt it was logical to assume nothing in the Northern Plains had been affected by my going back in time. That being the case, I could at least use my knowledge of the past until I began affecting changes myself. My only concern was whether the changes I made impacted this world for the better… or the worst.

      “So what should we do then?” asked Fay.

      “We came early because we wanted to establish ourselves before the Sekbeist Invasion began,” I started to explain. “If we can build a strong reputation now, we can create a powerful fighting force and shift supplies and troops between Nevaria and the Northern Plains, so that when the Sekbeists finally show themselves, we will be able to mount a proper defense.”

      “When the Sekbeists invaded last time, half the reason we ended up in such a miserable position was because we were caught unprepared,” Kari added. “Everyone thought the Sekbeists were cultists who worshipped the Great Overlords. We didn’t even realize they were not human until they forcibly opened a Warp Gate and began invading our realm. By then it was too late and we had no choice but to fight defensively as our forces were pushed back by their overwhelming numbers.”

      “So we need to establish a reputation here as powerful Spiritualists and authority figures is what you two are saying?” When Kari and I both nodded, Fay crossed her arms and leaned back. “I get what you two want and are hoping to achieve, but how should we establish ourselves?”

      “There are two ways to build your reputation in the Northern Plains.” Kari held up a hand and extended one finger. “The first is to join a sect and take on quests. Back then, Eryk and I joined the Explorers Guild and took on many quests that involved exploring ruins. Unfortunately, we didn’t gain much of a reputation because the Explorers Guild wasn’t involved in quests like Demon Beast subjugations.”

      The quickest way to earn a strong reputation was to slay Demon Beasts, who often caused problems for the citizens of the Northern Plains. Subjugation quests earned you the gratitude of those who were affected by the Demon Beasts in question and further increased your reputation within your sect.

      “Since we’re already part of a sect, I don’t think we can do that,” Fay said.

      “Right, which means we have to register our current sect and establish ourselves by completing quests to increase our sect’s reputation. That is the second option, and the one we’ll be doing here.” Kari raised her second finger.

      “How do we register our sect?” Fay continued questioning us.

      “We need to travel to Midgard,” I answered. “Midgard is the center of the Northern Plains, and it’s where all the sects go to register themselves. Once we’re registered, we can build a branch office with a Warp Gate inside the city. The Warp Gate will allow us to travel to our main base in Nevaria. Of course, getting registered takes time. There’s a long process involved, so we could be waiting for months.”

      When Kari and I first established Brave Vesparia, the process had been expedited thanks to Erica and Tungsten, but we couldn’t rely on them this time since neither of them knew we even existed.

      Thinking about it, I wasn’t even sure if they were in a position to help this time. Erica had been the sect leader of the Battling Valkyries when Kari and I first arrived here, but we had been much older back then. She was just a few years younger than us, so she wouldn’t be older than nineteen or twenty years at present. I didn’t think she would have a very high position within her sect right now.

      “That’s why you wanted to come here a few years before the Sekbeists invaded!” Fay suddenly realized.

      Her loud exclamation startled Siv and Lin, who were still in the process of scarfing down their food. Both of my non-human wives had eaten nearly four times more than the rest of us combined. Raul was also startled. He looked up at Fay with concerned eyes.

      “Mom, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing is wrong.” Fay smiled and rubbed her son’s head.

      “That’s right.” Nodding several times, Kari pushed her plate away and placed her hands on the table. “The process of building a sect and getting a Warp Gate to connect Midgard to Nevaria could take several years, so we wanted to travel here now, more than a decade before the Sekbeists will invade. That way, we can establish ourselves early and prepare for the coming invasion. If we can get a Warp Gate to Nevaria before the invasion happens, we can begin transferring people here to build our forces.”

      While no one in the Northern Plains was even aware of our existence, the Nevarian Braves sect was easily the most powerful sect currently in existence. All of our members were at least at the Second State of Spiritualism, and a few like Catalyna, Geirolf, and Earland were even close to reaching the Third State of Spiritualism. I could have included Sigrid Drage, who had already reached the Third State of Spiritualism, but I didn’t trust her.

      And, of course, there was us. Everyone except Kari had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism, something no one else in this world had.

      “I understand,” Fay said at last.

      “It’s a good plan. This princess approves,” Lin added.

      Siv said nothing, but I expected as much from the quietest among my wives.

      After lunch, we cleaned off our utensils, plates, and the grill before storing everything back into our storage rings. Then our group set off again.

      Since Kari had been driving all morning, Fay took over the task. She sat in the driver’s seat and confidently steered the Giga Monster back onto the road. Raul and I sat with her and listened to her talk about the new alchemy pill she was working on, which would cleanse the body of impurities. She called it the Body Cleansing Pill. It was not even in the experimental phase yet. Her latest pill, the one she had been refining when I informed her that lunch was ready, had not been successful.

      Everything seemed so peaceful. So normal. None of us knew we would eventually become embroiled in a series of gruesome murders during a tournament. We simply had no way of knowing what was in store for us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            SEEING ERICA AGAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Vahn looked the same as I remembered it. The massive city built around an inactive volcano was just as crowded as the last time I visited, with people from all walks of life traveling through it. Sights, sounds, and smells that couldn’t be found in Nevaria or the Endless Desert invaded my senses from every direction. The spices used in the Northern Plains weren’t nearly as strong as those used in the Endless Desert, but the people here were much more interested in perfume than people from the desert.

      “Such a large city! Darling! Darling! This city is so big!”

      To my right, Lin was grabbing my arm with one hand while pointing at the massive structures with the other. Her eyes were sparkling. While she didn’t have the same vibrancy as, say, Kari after she discovered a new ancient ruin to explore, the look on her face was still enough to make me smile.

      “The city is pretty impressive,” Kari said with a nostalgic smile. “It’s even more populous than Nevaria. I think the last population census said something like ten million people lived here.”

      “Wow!” Lin’s eyes went wide.

      Because Vahn was built around a volcano, the city itself looked like a many-tiered cake. The first tier was the largest, and it spread out around the mountain at ground level, with the second, third, and fourth tiers each becoming smaller than the last as they traveled up the volcano’s slope. At the very top of the volcano was a building that looked like an ancient temple, though Kari and I knew it was actually a place where troops were transported through a multi-dimensional Warp Gate during the war with the Sekbeist Overlord and his army.

      “The buildings are packed quite closely together,” Fay murmured as she and Siv looked around. The two young women walked hand in hand next to me. They turned their heads in every direction as if trying to capture everything they possibly could in their memories.

      Well… Fay was. Siv was hiding behind her.

      “Momma! Look! Big building!” Raul said as he rode atop Fay’s shoulders.

      Fay tenderly smiled at her son’s words. She glanced up, though it was doubtful she could see him. “That’s right. There are a lot of big buildings here.”

      The buildings were all packed closely together and made from geometric shapes like squares and rectangles. Most of them had flat roofs where people could relax when they didn’t want to be stuck in the bustling streets below. While some of the buildings were made of wood and stone, most of them were created from a substance called stucco. Many of these buildings had unique motifs dedicated to one of the Great Overlords.

      “It’s pretty magnificent,” I agreed with everyone’s assessment. “After we find an inn to stay at and get some food, how about we walk around the city? Aside from Kari and myself, this is everyone else’s first time coming here, so we should make the most of it.”

      Everyone agreed with my decision. Even Siv agreed after Kari somehow convinced her.

      I decided to take the lead since only Kari and I knew where everything was around here, and Kari was content to simply remain by my side. Had this been her first time visiting, I was sure she’d have been rushing off to explore like she’d tried to do in my previous life. I still remembered how I had been forced to keep a firm grip on her hand because she kept trying to wander off. She’d even entered another person’s house uninvited.

      “You were thinking something rude just now,” Kari said from my left.

      “Was not,” I denied it. “I was fondly remembering our first time here.”

      “Hmph. Don’t think I don’t know what you’re thinking. See if I don’t bite your dick off the next time it’s my turn to bed you.”

      “You can’t do that!” Lin suddenly shouted in protest. “Darling has not given this princess any children yet! I still need that!”

      “Is the only reason you’re concerned about my genitals because you want kids?” I muttered.

      “O-o-of course not! Th-this princess was just… you know… she was just saying…”

      While Lin tried to sputter out an excuse, the rest of us laughed at her, even Raul (I was sure he didn’t know why we were all laughing though), which caused Lin’s cheeks to swell like someone had filled them with hot air. She reminded me of a small animal with acorns stuffed into her cheeks. To offset her anger, I leaned over and kissed her mouth. Lin almost froze. Before she could kiss back, however, I leaned away and smiled at her.

      “Don’t be mad, okay? We were just teasing,” I said.

      “This princess knows that.” Lin’s tail thumped against the ground as her cheeks lit up. “She… doesn’t mind it when you tease her like that.”

      “Mmm. I’m glad.”

      We continued walking and enjoying the sights—or trying to.

      “Wow! Check out those babes!”

      “Man. I’ve never seen so many cuties in one place before!”

      “Mhmm. That blonde woman is smoking!”

      “Ha! Who cares about her? Look at that redhead. Damn, she is so fine. I’d happily die just to bed her once!”

      “You people have no taste! That Lamia is the most exotic beauty I’ve ever seen in my life! I’d gladly mate with her all night long!”

      “I like the one with wings. She’s just like a doll!”

      “Dude. I didn’t know your strike zone went that low.”

      Perhaps I had grown slightly desensitized to people talking about us after all this time, but the only comment among the peanut gallery that really bothered me was the one about Siv being below someone’s strike zone. She was smaller than the average adult woman, I’ll admit, but that in no way meant she was childish or looked like a kid. And while I didn’t know her exact age, I knew from our conversations that my wife was at least a decade older than me.

      The little shit who said that better pray I never find him, or I was going to kick his ass so hard he would never be able to sit again without experiencing intense pain.

      “Speaking of beauties… do you think they’re with that man in the front?”

      “Is that a man?! I thought that was a really manly woman!”

      I almost tripped when I heard that. Behind me, Kari’s snickering caused my ears to burn red. Only my immense willpower, which had been cultivated through the fires of war, death, and despair, kept me from crying. Did I really look that girly?! It wasn’t true, was it? Say it wasn’t so!

      “Looks like Eryk’s confusing people with his beauty again,” she teased.

      “Ugh…” I felt like I’d been struck by a bolt of lightning.

      “It’s okay, Darling. This princess loves how pretty you are.”

      I twitched. “Not helping, Lin.”

      Siv tilted her head and looked at Fay. “Do you think Eryk looks like a girl?”

      “Not really,” Fay answered as Raul placed his chin on the crown of her head. “But he does have some very feminine features.”

      “Let’s… let’s just hurry up and go. I’d like to reach our destination soon,” I said with a tired sigh.

      Since we were in Vahn, there was only one place where I was willing to rent out rooms.

      The Warrior’s Refuge was a three-story building that was longer than it was wide, had the same flat roof as every other building, and featured many impressive motifs decorating the outside. Most of the motifs depicted a variety of male and female warriors. The men had burly bodies and bushy beards, while the women were manlier and more muscular than your average woman.

      We passed through the double doors, and Fay, Lin, and Siv all gawked as we found ourselves standing inside of a room that was half bar and half restaurant. Raul did not gawk like them, but his curious eyes wandered over all the new faces. Numerous monster core lamps hung from chandeliers, illuminating the room. Groups of armored men and women laughed, drank, and ate at the round tables arrayed randomly around the room, their faces red from too much alcohol. Meanwhile, bustling between them were the waitresses who worked there.

      “It’s just the same as I remember,” I said with a small smile.

      At that very moment, one particularly grabby customer groped the bottom of a young waitress who’d been passing by. Kari and I quickly grabbed Lin, Fay, and Siv before moving out of the way. They looked at me, confused, but I just smiled.

      We were just in time. The man who didn’t know the words “hands off” was quickly hauled out of his seat by the woman he grabbed. He tried to struggle, but the woman was stronger than her petite frame suggested, and she didn’t hesitate to lift him up and throw him outside like he weighed less than a feather.

      “It’s definitely just as I remember.” Kari giggled at the dumbfounded looks on my other wives’ faces.

      “Big man flew far!” Raul exclaimed.

      “Indeed, he did,” I said with a nod.

      “She’s quite strong,” Fay added with an admiring glance at the waitress, who I could tell was at the First State of Spiritualism thanks to liberal use of Spiritual Perception.

      The waitress, now smiling in relief, suddenly seemed to realize we were present. She blushed, coughed into her hand, and presented us with a professional smile.

      “Hello, honored guests! Welcome to the Warriors Refuge. Are you here to eat or rent out rooms for the night?”

      “Both,” I said, stepping forward. “We’d like to rent out… three rooms please.”

      I had quickly made the calculations in my head. There were five of us—six if I included Raul. All the rooms in the Warriors Refuge were at most two-beds, and the beds were not large enough for more than two people. It was impractical to get one room. I would also admit that I had ulterior motives for doing this.

      “Three rooms. Very well. We do have three rooms available. I assume you want the rooms to be close together?”

      “Yes, please,” the five of us said in unison.

      “Yes, pwease,” Raul added after us.

      “Awwww! He’s so adorable!” Completely forgetting herself, the waitress gushed over Raul. “I’m guessing you’re the father? Which one of these lucky ladies is the mother?”

      “I gave birth to him,” Fay said as she took Raul off her shoulder and held him against her hip. “However, all four of us have decided to have an equal hand in raising him.”

      “That so?” Fay’s words seemed to have made the waitress realize something because she looked at me again, this time with a speculative gleam in her eyes. I wondered if she was going to say something, but then she shrugged like it wasn’t any of her business and continued. “That’s nice. Anyway, I’ll talk with the boss and arrange some rooms for you, but before that, let’s find you all a place to sit.”

      We followed the waitress to an empty table, catching every eye along the way. Of course, none of them were looking at me.

      Our waitress must have noticed how much attention we were attracting. She directed us toward an empty table near the back, far enough away from the main floor that nobody would bother us—unless that was their intent. We sat down. I was next to Kari and Fay, while Siv and Lin sat on the other side. Raul took his rightful place on his mom’s lap.

      The waitress informed us that someone would soon come by to take our order and that we should look at the menu. We did that while talking. It was mostly Kari and I answering whatever questions Fay and Lin had about Vahn and the Northern Plains. Siv didn’t ask us any questions, but I assumed she was too nervous to ask them even if she did. Fay was interested in the strength of the many sects, while Lin wanted to know about the Lamia we had seen in the streets.

      “This princess has never seen a Lamia with different colored skin than her!” she exclaimed.

      “Their skin color is different because you grew up in different environments, I assume,” I said with a small shrug. “It’s hot in the desert and the sun is a constant threat. I think people from the Endless Desert have darker skin to protect them from the sun. Something like that.”

      “Mm. Mm. That makes sense.” Lin nodded several times. “That explains why the humans in the Endless Desert also have dark skin, while people in Nevaria do not.”

      Another waitress soon wandered up to our table. She was taller than the previous woman who directed us to sit, with a broader chest and thicker arms. I could tell at just a single glance that she still actively took quests, which meant she belonged to a sect and this was just a side job.

      “Good evening, everyone. Let me know what you would like to eat,” she said.

      Kari, Fay, and I placed our orders after looking at the menu, and then it was Lin’s turn.

      “This princess would like six servings of your braised Wooloo, ten servings of Cockatrice Soup, eight servings of Minotaur Tenderloin, and your finest wine.”

      I didn’t think the waitress was prepared for how much food Lin wanted. Her eyes became the size of dinner plates as Lin continued to list off all the food she wanted, and the situation was only made worse when Fay ordered the same amount of food for Siv, but she still dutifully jotted down everything and said she’d do her best to get our orders ready. She added that it would probably take some time for them to prepare everything.

      Just as she said, not all the food we ordered arrived right away since there was a lot that had to be cooked. The dishes for Lin and Siv came out in portions instead of all at once. I assumed the chefs were working overtime to prepare it all.

      “This looks so delicious,” Lin muttered as she eyed the massive slab of tenderloin on her plate. Siv did not speak, but she was also drooling.

      A lot of food from the Northern Plains was made from Demon Beasts. There were many farmers who raised F and E-Rank Demon Beasts like Wooloos, which were F-Rank Demon Beasts covered in white wool. They were praised for both their wool and meat, which was incredibly tender.

      Just as we were about to eat, the crowd grew oddly silent. Siv and Lin weren’t paying much attention, but Fay and Kari had noticed the silence.

      “Eryk!” Kari suddenly exclaimed as she tugged on my sleeve. “Isn’t that…?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded once. “That’s Erica all right.”

      A group of four women had walked in through the door. The one leading them was a hard-looking woman who was about middle-aged. Despite having a few gray hairs and some crow’s feet around the eyes, she didn’t look that old. On either side of her were two much younger women who many would have considered beautiful, though I felt their looks were average. On the left was a blonde and on the right was a brunette. All three of them were wearing heavy plate armor and carrying weapons.

      However, it was the one behind them who caught our attention.

      The person behind the first three was an enchanting woman with bewitching locks of hair the color of raven’s feathers. Her pure black hair contrasted with her pale skin. She had a small nose, full lips, and gorgeous purples eyes, which turned quite a few of the men in this room into wolf whistling beasts. While my wives were far more impressive, she was certainly an earth-shattering beauty in her own right.

      “Holy shit! It’s the Battling Valkyries! The Battling Valkyries are here!”

      “Damn. I never expected to see members from one of the first-rate sects capable of fighting for the position of the Sixth Great Sect here.”

      The words coming from the people in the room confused me a little. Weren’t the Battling Valkyries already a member of the Six Great Sects? That was how I remembered it.

      “Erica looks a lot younger than I remember,” Kari murmured.

      I shrugged. “Well, we did arrive here several decades earlier than last time. Hmm… come to think of it, she’s also a lot weaker. When we met the first time, I believe Erica was at the Second State of Spiritualism, but right now, she’s only at the Second State.”

      “Should we talk to her?”

      “Not right now. Remember, Erica has no idea who we are.”

      “Right. I keep forgetting that.”

      While Kari and I spoke about Erica, Fay and Lin seemed resigned.

      “This princess knows Darling and Big Sister were in love in their previous lives and share a very strong bond, but she wishes they wouldn’t leave her out of the conversation.”

      “Agreed. It is not very pleasant to be ignored like this.”

      Upon realizing that we were talking about something my other wives had no knowledge of, Kari and I apologized profusely for leaving them out of the conversation. They forgave us… eventually.
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        * * *

      

      After eating and renting out three rooms for one night, the six of us—I was including Raul—traveled into Vahn and explored the city.

      Because Kari and I had been here before, we acted as tour guides for Fay, Lin, Siv, and Raul. We went to a park close to the market square where many companies made business transactions, bought food from stall vendors for Siv and Lin—they were still hungry—watched a play that took place in one of the city’s many amphitheaters, and shopped for jewelry and clothes.

      By the time we were finished with our day, Raul had fallen asleep and everyone else was exhausted. The last I’d seen of them, Fay and Raul were traveling into one room, while Siv and Lin headed into another. Kari and I got our own room as well.

      It was late in the evening now, and the sky was dark. Through the window, I could see the myriad of stars covering the night sky, along with our world’s two moons. I stood before it and observed the city. Memories from my previous life overlapped the city I saw now, showing me what could be if I didn’t do anything to stop it. I didn’t want this city to end up a burnt-out ruin like last time.

      The sound of footsteps reached my ears. Seconds later, a pair of arms wrapped around me from behind and someone rested their cheek against my back.

      “It’s been a long time since we’ve been alone like this,” Kari whispered.

      “It has.” I placed my hands over hers and continued to look out the window. This city never really seemed to sleep. The lights from the city mixed with the stars in the sky, making it hard to tell where the city ended and the heavens began. “Ever since we started traveling, it’s been hard to spend time alone with any of you.” I paused here as a wry smile twisted my lips. “Of course, had you not been adamant on bringing the others into our bed when it was your turn, we could have had a bit of time alone.”

      I could feel Kari shrug against my back. “I couldn’t help it. The others are too cute and love you so much. I wanted all of them to have as much time with you as possible.”

      I said nothing, not because I had nothing to say, but because I understood Kari’s line of thinking.

      In our previous life, Kari had died in my arms after being struck by the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm. Her death had been the cause of many nightmares for me, and turned me into the kind of monster who only cared about acquiring power and nothing else. Kari had not seen the depths that I had gone to after her death. That said, she understood better than me how precious the time we had together was. She didn’t want the others going through something even remotely similar. She wanted all of us to be together for as long as possible because she knew there was a chance something would happen to eventually tear us apart.

      I turned around in Kari’s grasp and wrapped my arms around her thin waist. Out of all the women I was married to, Kari’s proportions were the most incredible. Her waist was small and thin, but her breasts were large and her hips wide. She had a plump butt that was firm and each cheek was perfectly shaped as they molded to my hands.

      Kari stared up at me with those bright blue eyes of hers. I was much taller than her. My wife only came up to about my chest. As we gazed into each other’s eyes, I saw a mischievous glint appear in hers before she stood on her toes.

      With a grin, I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers. Kari whimpered as I tightened my arms around her waist. Her breasts smashed against my chest. The heat from her body and the scent of her hair and skin made me dizzy.

      Our kiss heated up as I pushed my tongue past her lips and teeth. Kari released a nasally gasp as she breathed through her nose. Her taste was intoxicating. The way our tongues intertwined and hooked together, slippery and wet, sent a thrill of pleasure through my body.

      One of her hands became tangled in my hair, but the other landed smack on my butt.

      I wasn’t sure when I moved, but at some point, I found myself pressing Kari against the wall of our room. Her legs had become locked around my waist as I pinned her between me and the wall. My hands were on her ass, groping them to my heart’s content. The saliva from our kiss mixed together as we caressed each other with our tongues. However, eventually, inevitably, that simple interaction was no longer enough.

      “Eryk!” Kari gasped. “I want it. I want you to pound me. I want you to take me right now.”

      “What a coincidence. I was thinking about how much I wanted to take you.”

      Kari was wearing one of her nightgowns. It was a long dress made of silk that descended to her bare feet. It wasn’t sheer, but the gown was thin enough that I could feel her nipples rubbing against my chest, letting me know she was not wearing any breast bindings.

      I set Kari back on her feet and peeled the gown away, sliding it off her shoulders and letting it pool around her feet. She kicked it away. Now completely nude, I was finally able to glimpse her perfection.

      Kari’s silky-smooth skin was more fair than anything I’d ever seen. Unblemished and perfect, her skin looked and felt softer than the finest fabrics in all nine realms. The two large hills on her chest were capped with light pink nipples and areola, jiggling with even the slightest movement. As I looked further down, I found myself mesmerized by the flawless curves of her body. The smooth lines of her hips as they shifted into a pair of magnificent legs and small feet that took my breath away. Her hairless nether lips were already drooling. Clear liquid ran down her inner thighs.

      “It’s not fair that I’m the only one without clothes on,” Kari said, her eyes half-lidded as she stared at me.

      “Mmm. You bring up a good point. Guess I don’t need these anymore.”

      I removed my clothes one by one under Kari’s watchful gaze, smiling as the woman’s face became heavy with anticipation. She was staring at me like a hungry tigress. Once I had discarded all my clothes, I walked forward, pressed my entire body against Kari, and smiled as she released a subtle gasp.

      I was sure some gentleman would not have put so much weight on their woman for fear of breaking them; however, Kari was a Spiritualist whose powers exceeded those of nearly everyone else. Only myself, Lin, Fay, and Siv were stronger than her, and that was only because we couldn’t find an S-rank Demon Beast with a light element. The light element was rare enough, nevermind finding a rare S-rank Demon Beast with one. In either event, Kari’s body was strong to the point where I doubted she felt even the slightest pain. Looking into her eyes, which were hooded with desire, I knew this to be true.

      “Should we take this to the bed or just do it here?” I asked with a smile.

      “Bed!” Kari gasped when I ground my pelvis against her. “Let’s do this on the bed!”

      “Mm. Bed it is.”

      I scooped Kari into my arms and swiftly strode to the bed. I didn’t deposit her on the bed but climbed on first and lay down with her on top of me.

      Kari already knew what I wanted, for she shifted around until she was straddling my face. Her drenched pussy lips were glistening in the moonlight streaming in through the window. I rubbed those wet lips and listened to her panting grow louder and heavier. With a smile, I spread her lips apart and peered at the beautiful pink flesh inside.

      “I just realized something,” I said suddenly.

      “W-what have you realized?” asked Kari, stuttering as I breathed on her pussy.

      My smile widened. “We spent all that time wandering the city and eating, but I haven’t had dessert yet.”

      I didn’t give her a chance to respond as I leaned up and licked her snatch. I dragged my tongue from the top to the bottom, then pressed my tongue into her folds and tasted her essence. Kari bit her lip and released a strangled gasp as I began eating her out, but then, as if she had decided to have some dessert too, Kari grabbed my dick in her delicate hands and began licking my shaft.

      I groaned into her pussy as she covered my dick in her saliva. Her soft tongue felt like heaven on my hot cock, cooling it down and causing a shiver to travel from my tailbone to my brain. Once she had finished coating it in her natural lubrication, Kari grabbed her tits in both hands, engulfed my dick between them, and used them to rub my shaft as she sucked on my head.

      Gritting my teeth to keep myself from crying out or bucking my hips, I decided there was no way I’d let myself cum before Kari did. As she flicked her tongue across my piss slit, I began eating out her pussy in earnest, gently stimulating it with the lightning element. At the same time, I found her clit and began applying a light amount of pressure with my thumb. Kari’s hips shook as she released a startled moan that was muffled by my cock in her mouth.

      The only sounds in our room at that moment were the muffled moans and groans we released, along with the odd slurping sounds as we dined on each other. Sweat formed along our bodies. The scent of Kari’s pussy drove me wild and made me all the more enthusiastic. I buried my face in her smooth nether lips, my nose pressed against her ass, and continued to thoroughly explore her insides until, at last, I felt her entire body grow tense and a flood of nectar fill my mouth. After Kari had cum, I allowed myself to orgasm, shooting load after load inside of Kari, who didn’t spill a single drop.

      With her orgasm over, Kari’s body slumped on top of me while my mind went blank for several seconds. We remained like that until we recovered. Then I slid out from underneath Kari and sat up.

      Kari was still lying on her stomach, her bare ass right in my face. Droplets of sweat had formed along her skin, creating trails that glistened in the light. I watched as one adventurous little droplet traveled into her butt crack. Seeing that made me hungry and caused my semi-flaccid cock to spring back up.

      I crawled over to Kari, grabbed her hips, and raised her ass into the air. Kari, who had just recovered, turned her head to look at me, her eyes filled with the same wanton lust that I felt pulsing through my veins.

      “Are you going to pound me from behind?” she asked.

      “That’s right. I thought it might be interesting if I filled both of these cute little holes.” I reached out and fingered both her pussy and her ass.

      “Um… I don’t mind you taking me from behind, but I’d rather you not stick anything in my backside.”

      Kari did not like anal. I hadn’t done that in a while, so I thought maybe she’d change her mind, but I guess that wasn’t the case.

      “All right. I’ll avoid sticking anything in your ass.”

      “Thank you.”

      Grabbing my dick in one hand and placing the other on her ass, I guided myself to her entrance. Her lips were slightly engorged with arousal. They looked puffy. I rubbed my cock against her pussy, watching with a smile as Kari shuddered, then pushed myself inside of her.

      “Ooohh! Haaaah… haaaaah… Eryk… have you… grown bigger?”

      “Doubtful,” I grunted as I bottomed out inside of her. The walls convulsing around my cock expanded to accommodate my girth, but Kari was still pretty tight. I could have described it as my dick being gripped by a vice, but that wouldn’t have done this sensation any justice. Kari’s insides were soft, warm, and wet, but they also gripped me tightly like her pussy was trying to milk me of my seed.

      “Oooooh… mmm… this feeling… I feel… fuller than usual for some reason…”

      “Hmm… maybe it’s because we haven’t had sex in over a month.”

      “Maybe. Ahn! Eryk! I-if you thrust so suddenly like that, I’m gonna—!”

      The sound of my hips smacking against Kari’s ass echoed around the room as I thrust myself inside of her. I used the muscles in my stomach to help increase the speed of my thrusts, carefully timing each one to maximize the sensations Kari was experiencing. My balls slapped against her thighs. The sound was drowned out by Kari’s ecstatic moans and screams, though she eventually buried her face into the bed sheets in an attempt to muffle the sound.

      “Mmph! Mmm! Mmm! Mrrrrnnnn!”

      I could feel the juices Kari was releasing flow around my cock. She hadn’t orgasmed yet, but she had become incredibly wet. As a result, my dick was also well lubricated, which was good since I needed that for what I planned on doing next.

      Taking a deep breath, I coated my dick in lightning. Small arcs of blue electricity traveled along my shaft, which I then inserted inside of her, causing the blonde woman to squeal. Her eyes went wide, her back arched off the bed, breasts bouncing upward as if defying gravity, and her mouth opened to form a round O-shape. Her butt muscles and thighs clenched and even her toes curled up and spasmed.

      I had to be careful. While lightning could be used to stimulate a person’s nerves, it could also damage them. Fortunately, I was at the Fourth State of Spiritualism. My control over the element was second to none.

      I relentlessly pounded her with my rod sheathed in electricity, making the entire bed shake. Kari’s moans had turned to screams. It would not surprise me if the people beneath us heard the noise. Come to think of it, I didn’t know how well these walls blocked off sound either.

      Oh, well.

      Just as Kari looked like she was about to cum, I pulled out. She moaned in complaint. The woman turned her head to glare at me with teary eyes, but just as she opened her mouth to ask why I’d stopped, I began pounding her again.

      Kari buried her face in the bedsheets and bit them.

      “Mmm! Hmmm! Hrrrnnn! Mmm!”

      The muffled moans echoing around the room mixed with the slapping of flesh as I took Kari from behind. I always loved the sounds she made during sex. They were hot and only served to further increase my arousal.

      My breathing had grown ragged by this point. Sweat dripped down my torso and arms as I worked hard to keep this pace, but I could feel my balls contracting and knew my end was coming soon.

      “Mmm! S-so big! Ahn! So fast! Eryk! Ahn! I-I… I feel like I’m… losing… my mind! Ahn! Hyan!”

      I was surprised Kari had regained her speech, but then I realized she had lifted her head, her back arching to an incredible degree. Her hips were pressed firmly against the bed now. Her ass was shaking and her legs were twitching. Each of her cute little toes spasmed as she pressed them into the bed, clutching the sheets between them.

      With a grunt, I pulled out, waited for one second, then shoved myself back into her pussy, and then reached my hands around her hips to find her clit. The little nub was also twitching. That must have been from the lightning. I applied a light pressure to her clit, stroking it like I was gently coaxing a flower to bloom. Once her moans reached a crescendo, I applied even more pressure and sent just a small bit of lightning through her body.

      Kari released the loudest scream I’d heard from her in a while. Drool leaked from her lips as she cried out and her eyes went crossed. Because I was afraid someone might complain about the noise, I leaned down and placed my ring finger in her mouth, which she immediately began sucking on like it was a chocolate-covered banana. This at least somewhat muffled her moans as she orgasmed.

      Her orgasm was quite something. I’d been keeping her on the brink, pulling out every time she was close, so it was no surprise to me when she began squirting. Liquid sprayed all over my hips and thighs as she came harder than she had in a while.

      I couldn’t hold back anymore either, and as I thrust myself as far inside of Kari as I could, I released several shots of my seed. It felt like something had exploded inside of my mind. Then, with a great sigh, I lay down on top of Kari. I was spent. It was a satisfying exhaustion that only came after making love to one of my wives, an irreplaceable feeling that I wouldn’t trade an entire realm for. Pressing my face against Kari’s sweaty shoulder blades, I took several heaving gasps for breath and tried to recover.

      Oh, boy. It had been a while since Kari and I let ourselves go like that. I was certain she and I would be sore tomorrow morning.

      I smiled.

      Totally worth it.
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            THE REUNION WITH ERICA

          

        

      

    

    
      I found myself waking up and eating breakfast with my family early the next morning. A basket of freshly baked bread sat in the center of our round table, and three bowls of light soup sat in front of me, Fay, and Kari respectively. Siv and Lin did not have soup. Instead, they were devouring several racks of ribs, which I had requested the chef of the Warrior’s Refuge make. They should be coming out with the next serving of ribs soon…

      “I wish you two could be a little more quiet when you’re making love,” Fay said as she frowned at me and Kari. Her cheeks were pink as she sternly stared at us. “Do you not realize that practically everyone in the inn was able to hear you last night? The only reason we weren’t kicked out is because I promised the inn’s manager that I would talk to you today.”

      “Ah. I guess the walls in this place are pretty thin. My bad.” Kari smiled at Fay as she placed her hands together in front of her as if she was praying. “I promise to not be that loud from now on.”

      “You would be so much more convincing if you didn’t wink like that.”

      “Tee-hee.”

      “And don’t laugh like that! This is serious! You two need to stop being so loud when you make love!”

      “Okay. Okay. I promise not to be so loud. Happy?”

      “Loud! Loud!” Raul cheered from his place on my lap.

      “Come on, Raul. Are you hungry? Have some bread.”

      “Bread. Raul likes bread.”

      While I was giving Raul small chunks of bread that he could eat, Fay sent Kari an exasperated look. “No, I’m not happy. You’ve made that promise before, and not once have you ever kept it.”

      Kari’s response to those words was to giggle, which only served to further Fay’s exasperation.

      As we continued to talk—and Siv and Lin continued to chow down on their food with single-minded determination—a group of four women dressed in gleaming armor walked down the stairs. I immediately zeroed in on Erica. She looked almost exactly the same as I remembered, though she appeared quite a bit younger.

      She wore the same battle gown as before. The blue shoulder pauldrons were outlined with gold and shifted as she walked. Wrapped around her torso was a corset made of blue steel. I remembered her once saying her armor was made from a B-rank Demon Beast with a metallic hide. Her breasts were not covered by armor but clad in a white top with frills that traveled around her body. The top covered very little, so a good portion of her cleavage spilled out. She also wore gauntlets that stopped at the elbow and grieves that went up to her knees.

      Perhaps Erica was able to sense my stare because she stopped walking and turned in my direction, but I had already gone back to my food. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see her frowning at me, until the woman up front called for her. Then she turned and followed who I guessed was her leader.

      “Erica’s intuition is as sharp as ever,” Kari said as she blew on her soup. “Though she seems a bit inexperienced right now.”

      “It does appear that way.” I also scooped up a spoonful of soup and blew on it, though I fed it to Raul. He seemed to enjoy it a lot from the way he gobbled it up and demanded I continue.

      “Mow soap pwease.”

      “More soup coming right up.”

      “Do you think that woman leading her is the leader of the Battling Valkyries?” asked Kari.

      In my previous life, Kari and I never met the former Battling Valkyries sect leader. Erica had rarely ever talked about her, and the few times she mentioned the previous leader, her face would take on this pinched quality, like she was barely containing her tears. I wasn’t sure what to make of that, but I assumed something tragic happened to the woman our friend so admired.

      Perhaps she had already died.

      “I don’t think so.” I shook my head. “That woman is only at the Second State of Spiritualism. The previous sect leader was said to have reached the Third State of Spiritualism at a very young age.”

      “Hmmm…”

      Kari didn’t say anything more as her expression became contemplative. She continued to slowly eat her soup and studied the group now sitting several tables away. In the meantime, a waitress pushing a cart and wearing a dismayed expression came to our table and set down several larger racks of ribs for Lin and Siv. She then watched in shock as the two devoured the food in less time than it took to blink.

      “Ahhhhh! This princess is full now.” Lin leaned back in her chair and rubbed her belly, which was still flat and didn’t look at all like she had just gorged herself on twenty racks of ribs. She let out a low belch, then looked at us. “So what is the plan now?”

      “First, you should say ‘excuse me’ for burping like that in public. Do you want to set a bad example for Raul?” Fay asked, eyes narrowed in consternation.

      Lin looked like she wanted to argue, but that became impossible the moment Fay brought up Raul, who was now staring at Lin like she was the center of the universe.

      “E-excuse me,” Lin mumbled, her dark cheeks glowing like vibrant beacons in the desert.

      Burp.

      At that exact moment, Siv, who had been dabbing her mouth with a napkin, suddenly burped as well. We all turned to her. The girl flushed bright red all the way to the tips of her ears and tried to hide herself.

      “E-excuse me…” she mumbled.

      Silence.

      “Our next destination is Midgard,” Kari said into the awkward silence. “Midgard is about two months from here on foot. By carriage, it shouldn’t take more than a month.”

      “How are our supplies looking?” I asked Lin.

      Lin was in charge of managing our supplies. Back in Nevaria, she had played a similar role while helping me manage the sect, so I knew she could be trusted with this. While she seemed frivolous at times, she also worked hard, enjoyed being useful, and had a knack for numbers.

      “We’ll need to restock on food and water,” Lin said. “We’re pretty much out. I think we only have enough to last for a few days.”

      “We’ll restock on supplies here,” Kari said. “Vahn has one of the largest markets in the Northern Plains, so it would be best to buy what we need now rather than wait until we reach the next town.”

      Everyone agreed with Kari, so after we finished and paid for our meal, the six of us left to begin stocking up.
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        * * *

      

      Erica watched with a frown as the group of five left. Oh, no. Wait. It was a group of six, wasn’t it?

      She eyed the child now sitting on the Lamia’s shoulders, then looked at the others. They were an odd mix. There was a blonde beauty with an extraordinary figure, a gorgeous redhead with hair reminiscent of fire, a dark-skinned Lamia from the Endless Desert, a beautiful man with green hair and a feminine appearance, and a strange but adorable girl with wings on her back, horns like a crown around her head, and a long tail.

      It was the winged girl who caught her attention the most. Of course, it wasn’t her adorable, doll-like appearance, petite figure, or anything else that caught Erica’s attention. It was the wings, horns, tail, and scales. She had never seen anyone like that in her entire life. Just what race did she belong to, Erica wondered.

      “Is everything okay, Erica?” asked her group leader. She was an older woman with a lot more experience than Erica. Slightly graying hair framed a masculine face. The broad shoulders visible beneath her chestplate and shoulder pads didn’t help make the woman more feminine, nor the fact that she was lacking in the chest department. This woman had the opposite problem that young man did. Everyone mistook her for a man the first time they met.

      Her name was Emalee.

      “Everything is fine,” Erica said with a smile. “I was just thinking.”

      While Emalee frowned, the two girls with them giggled a little.

      “We noticed you looking at that group of women who were sitting a few tables away,” Karen said. “Was there something about them that caught your eye?”

      Karen was several years younger than Erica. She was thin and possessed a bearing that made her feel older than her true age suggested. Sitting by her side was their final companion, Janet, a redhead who was around the same age as Erica.

      “Nothing in particular.” Erica shook her head. “And the group isn’t entirely made up of women. The young child and green-haired man who were with them were both male.”

      “Huh?! You mean to tell me that beautiful person with the powerful muscles wasn’t a woman?!” Karen was so shocked by Erica’s words that she stood up, slammed her hands on the table, and leaned over with wide eyes.

      Erica frowned. “I thought that was obvious. His face might be a bit feminine, but he still had some masculine features. And did you not notice that he had an Adam’s apple?”

      “I didn’t! I didn’t notice at all!”

      “That’s because you were too busy admiring his beauty,” Janet teased.

      “Sh-shut up!”

      “Settle down, Karen,” Emalee said. Karen blushed as she sat back down. Emalee continued. “In any case, we’ve finished our job, so we should hurry up and return to Midgard. The Six Great Sects Selection Tournament is coming up. I’m sure Lady Alexis will want our best and brightest member present to take part.” She looked at Erica. “You are our sect master’s private disciple. She will definitely be relying on you.”

      “I’ll do my best not to let Master down,” Erica said with a determined nod.

      They left after eating their breakfast and paying their tab. On the way out, Erica caught a group of men at another table staring at her and the others. They were wearing grimy armor, held rusted weapons at their waist, and wore disgusting leers that made her skin crawl. She shivered, utterly repulsed, as she looked forward again. People like that were not worth her time.

      It was not long after leaving the Warrior’s Refuge that she and her group found themselves traveling by carriage along the paved road.

      She leaned against the window and looked outside, but her mind was not on the passing scenery. It was on the group of six who had left before them. Something about them jolted her mind. She thought it might be wariness at first, but that wasn’t quite it. She bit her lip and thought harder, but no matter how hard she thought, she just couldn’t figure out what it was about them that made her feel this way.

      A jolt startled Erica out of her thoughts. She realized with some surprise that their carriage had stopped.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “Look alive, you three,” Emalee said from outside. “It seems some ruffians have decided to halt our carriage.”

      At those words, she, Karen, and Janet grabbed their weapons and exited the carriage. While Karen and Janet both used a simple broadsword, Erica wielded a large claymore that was even taller than she was by about thirty centimeters. She carried the weapon over her shoulder as she moved to the carriage’s front and eyed the people who had stopped them.

      It was the group of disgusting men who had been leering at them at the Warrior’s Refuge.

      Erica narrowed her eyes as she studied these people in closer detail. All of them had mismatched armor. The one in front wore a steel chestplate and wielded a broadsword. The four behind him wore a combination of leather armor and what she thought might be iron. It was hard to tell since there were so many stains on their clothes. Not only were their clothing and armor covered in stains and rust, but the smell of unwashed filth wafted from them, proving that these men were not members of any sect.

      “What do you people want?” Emalee demanded as she hopped down from the carriage and stood in front of Erica, Karen, and Janet.

      “Isn’t that obvious?” The man in front grinned as he waved the broadsword in his hand. “We noticed you gals was alone and, being the gentlemen that we are, decided we couldn’t in good conscience let you go off by yourselves. This road is pretty dangerous, ya see. You never know when you might run into some people who wish to do… shall we say, less than savory things to you.”

      It was obvious by the way this man licked his lips and the men behind him snickered that they were one of those groups who wanted to commit those unsavory acts he alluded to. Erica sneered as she got ready for combat. If these people thought she and the others were easy pickings, they were dead wrong.

      “Do you really think we’ll just let you do as you please?” Erica asked as she shifted her feet against the ground and held her claymore in a powerful two-handed grip.

      The leader of these bandits grinned. “Of course, we do. After all, you ain’t gonna be able to fight back soon.”

      Erica frowned at his words, but just as she was about to attack them, the sound of something clattering to the ground caused her head to turn. Her eyes widened in shock when she saw both Karen and Janet falling face-first onto the ground. There didn’t appear to be any wounds on their bodies. Yet they were both laid out and unmoving. What was going on?

      Just as an unpleasant thought crossed her mind, a wave of dizziness suddenly swept over her and Erica fell to her knees. Her claymore dropped to the ground as her body became weak. Her arms shook as she struggled to keep herself upright.

      “Damn, I thought that drug would never kick in,” someone said from above her, though it sounded like the words were coming from a great distance. What really shocked her, however, was who said those words.

      Lifting her head was a struggle, but she eventually managed it. She eyed Emalee, who now stood facing her, a nasty grin plastered all over her face.

      “Emalee… what… what is… going on?” she asked, her voice weak even to her own ears.

      “I thought that would be obvious.” Emalee sneered at her. “I’ve decided to get rid of you.”

      Erica thought she heard a shattering sound inside of her mind. It was as if her mind had broken.

      Emalee was the squad leader for their group, a woman who had nearly a decade worth of experience and someone she greatly admired, almost as much as the sect master herself. She had always thought of this woman as an older sister. They had laughed together, shared drinks together, and fought together.

      So why?

      “Why are you… doing this?” asked Erica.

      “Hmph! The reason should be obvious. It’s because that damn sect master no longer pays any more attention to me.” Emalee’s eyes became dark and filled with anger. “Ever since you showed up, you’ve been hogging the spotlight. She’s placed all her hopes on you. She even said she’ll be counting on you during the upcoming tournament to decide which sect will earn a place among the Six Great Sects. I refuse to abide by this! There are many of us who have been in the Battling Valkyries for far longer! We have put in more time, effort, blood, sweat, and tears into this sect than you! So why?! Why are you the one our sect master is relying on?!”

      Erica could do nothing but listen in shock as the woman ranted and raved at her. Was this really how Emalee felt? Did she truly believe that Erica was stealing the “spotlight” from her and the other sect members? That had never been her intention at all! The only thing Erica wanted to do was repay her debt to the woman who took her in!

      She tried to tell Emalee that, but it was no use. Her mouth wasn’t working properly anymore. Even if it was, she didn’t think this woman would listen.

      “It doesn’t matter anymore,” Emalee said. “Once you are dead, I’ll be able to regain my standing with the sect master. Maybe I’ll even be able to succeed her position when she finally decides to step down.”

      While Emalee was talking, the bandits—and it was now clear to Erica that Emalee had hired them—walked up until they were just behind the ranting woman. The dark grins they wore chilled Erica’s heart. She tried to warn Emalee, but her mouth had gone numb and could no longer form words.

      “Hurk!” Emalee released a startled grunt as a broadsword covered in lightning pierced her armor, went straight through her back, and emerged out her chest. She stared at the blade tip sticking out of her chest, then turned her head to glare at the bandits. “You… what are you…?”

      “Sorry,” the bandit leader said with a grin as he pulled the broadsword out, “but we’re only interested in those three cuties over there. A hag like you can just die.”

      Erica could only watch in horror as Emalee fell to her knees, swayed, then toppled onto her side. Blood oozed out of the seams in her chestplate and formed a puddle underneath her. Emalee’s eyes were wide open, but they were sightless now. The last expression on her face was one of shock and anger.

      Although it was now clear that Emalee had wanted to kill her, a part of Erica still felt regret that this woman had died. It was hard to rid herself of the pristine image she previously had of this woman.

      “Hmph. Damn hag. Good riddance.” The man kicked Emalee’s corpse before turning to her, Karen, and Janet. He licked his lips and stepped forward with the other four. “Now that she’s gone, it’s onto the main course. Don’t worry, girly. We’re all gentleman here. We’ll be sure to treat you right.”

      Erica gritted her teeth as she struggled to channel Spiritual Power through her body. It felt sluggish and weak, but she somehow managed to activate her Spiritual Aura. Fire flared around her body. The feeling of her Spiritual Power running through her also helped partially clear the fog caused by whatever poison she had ingested, though it still felt like her body was wading through muck.

      “Oho. It seems you’ve got quite a bit of Spiritual Power. However, you ain’t the only Spiritualist here.”

      As he spoke, the man in front of her activated his Spiritual Aura, though he was the only one. It was clear that he had only reached the First State of Spiritualism as well. Otherwise, he would have activated the Second State already.

      The man’s leering and confident grin disgusted her, but she couldn’t say anything because doing so might cause her concentration to slip.

      On any other occasion, Erica would have been certain in her ability to defeat these lecherous fools. She had already reached the Second State of Spiritualism. What’s more, she had been personally trained in combat by the sect master and was hailed by her peers as a prodigy. However, with her body weakened by poison, she knew it would be difficult to defeat this man, nevermind the people behind him.

      The man suddenly dashed forward and swung the broadsword in his hand. It was a sloppy swing. He clearly didn’t have any real training in how to use a weapon. Despite this, Erica’s arms shook when she raised her claymore to block his attack. She bit back a yelp as she staggered backward.

      Laughing, the bandit swung his sword again and again. Each time he attacked, Erica would block it, only to stumble back as though his attacks were too powerful. She knew he was just toying with her. The fact that she was being toyed with by such a weak fool galled her.

      “Hey, hey! Come on! Why don’t you put up a better fight? Ain’t you supposed to be some hot shot from a powerful sect?!”

      “A little girly like you shouldn’t be swinging around such a heavy weapon. Why don’t you just stop fighting and let me teach you about a woman’s place?”

      As the fight continued, the bandit leader taunted her as he continuously knocked aside her weapon. She gritted her teeth in frustration, unable to believe she was letting such a simpleminded fool play with her like this. The worst thing about this situation was that she knew she could have beaten him if she hadn’t been poisoned.

      The bandit leader seemed to get tired of toying with her. With a swing of his sword, he knocked Erica’s weapon out of her hand and kicked her in the chest. The loud clang of her battle corset being struck echoed across the grassy plain as she fell onto her backside. She winced as pain flared in her tailbone, then looked up when a sword appeared in front of her face. Despite the situation, she glared at the man holding the weapon to her.

      “Heh heh. I like that look in your eyes. Breaking you is gonna be a blast.” He licked his lips. “You probably don’t know this, but breaking strong women is something of a hobby. I love finding strong women and destroying all their self-worth and confidence. Ain’t nothing better than watching a woman like that become filled with despair.”

      “Hey, boss! Make sure you give us a turn,” one of the men behind him said.

      “Tch! Shut up! Go play with those other two if you want to have fun! This one is mine!”

      Erica gnashed her teeth together as the men streamed around her and their leader and moved toward Karen and Janet, who were in no condition to put up a fight. What could she do? Surely there was something she could do in a situation like this! She couldn’t just let these disgusting men have their way!
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Just as she was thinking this, the man stabbed his sword into the ground and began fumbling with his belt. She felt a moment of despair. However, it only lasted for a moment before it was replaced by shock.

      A beam of pale blue lightning raced over her head and slammed into the man’s chest, blasting a hole clean through his torso and lifting him off his feet. He flew through the air, struck the ground, and twitched several times before going still. It was obvious he was dead.

      “What the hell?!”

      “Leader!”

      The shouts of shock caused Erica to turn her head. The bandits looked just as stupefied as her. No, perhaps they were even more surprised.

      A shadow passed overhead in that moment, and Erica looked up to see a man slowly descending to the ground like he had been flying. He was a very pretty man with long green hair tied together in the back with a leather band, green eyes, and a lithe but muscular build. The predominantly blue and white outfit he wore was a bit unusual. It didn’t look like something you could find in the Northern Plains. What really struck her like a bolt of lightning was not his clothes, however, but the fact that she remembered him from this morning.

      It was the man who had been sitting with those women.

      The bandits also noticed him. However, their reaction was to become belligerent.

      “Who the hell are you?! You’d better leave now if you know what’s—”

      The man who was speaking was unable to say anything else. The green-haired man raised his hand, sparks skittered and lightning gathered along his skin. Then it was launched forward like a lance. It struck the man in the face, blowing his head clean off, though there wasn’t any blood because the lightning destroyed everything it touched and cauterized the stump that was his neck.

      Erica gazed in shock as the man this green-haired stranger killed swayed, tilted, and fell to the ground. She had fought plenty of Demon Beasts before now, and she had seen blood and gore before, but this was her first time seeing a headless human corpse. She wanted to vomit. However, the drug running through her system was barely letting her move.

      “Shut up,” the man said coldly.

      The other bandits became scared. They looked like they were seconds away from bolting.

      The man did not let them leave.

      Erica could do nothing but gaze in awe as the man sent arcs of water and lightning at the three remaining bandits. One of them had his head removed from his shoulders when a blade of water sliced clean through his neck. Another was struck by a bolt of lightning, his screams echoing across the plain as his insides were fried. The last one had turned around and tried to run, but the green-haired man stomped on the ground, which caused several earth spikes to shoot upward and impale him. The bandit twitched several times as blood ran down the spikes. He let out one last gasp, and then his head, arms, and legs all went limp.

      Three elements?! He can use three different elements?!

      Erica gawked at this man. She wasn’t shocked that he had beaten these five. Any Spiritualist who had been trained in combat could have done it, but the speed at which he had defeated these bandits was something very few people could accomplish. Even the vice commander of the Paladin Sect, Tungsten, could not have beaten these bandits so quickly. What’s more, this man had used three different elements, and had used all of them without needing to dance.

      Everyone was born with at least one elemental affinity. Some lucky individuals had two. Erica never heard of someone with three elemental affinities before. It was unheard of. And this man looked so young! She had thought he wasn’t much older than her, but it was clear to her now that he was probably ancient. His youth must have been the result of reaching the Third State of Spiritualism.

      Once the men were all dead, the green-haired man turned to her. She felt herself freeze for a moment as he gazed at her, but there was no hostility or ill intention in his eyes. If anything, he seemed curious.

      “Are you three okay? It looks like you have been poisoned. Hold on a moment. I’ve got some alchemy pills that can cure poisons.”

      The man held out his hand, and Erica blinked in shock when three green pills suddenly appeared on his palm. It was like they had magically appeared out of thin air. He walked over to her, knelt down, and pressed one of the pills to her mouth.

      “Take this,” he said.

      Erica didn’t quite trust this man, but it wasn’t like she was in a position to fight him either. He had just destroyed five bandits in less than three seconds. If he wanted to kill her, he could easily do so, even if she had been at full fighting strength.

      She let him push the pill into her mouth and broke through the outer shell. She only grimaced a little at the taste as the liquid gushed down her throat.

      Barely a few seconds passed, but Erica could already feel the pill taking effect, clearing out the poison in her body. She nearly gasped in surprise. What effective medicine! She wondered who made this miraculous pill. They must be an incredible Master Alchemist!

      While she was marveling at the pill’s effectiveness, the green-haired man was administering the other two pills to Karen and Janet. The poison had affected them far more than it had Erica. They were not as strong. Those who were at the Second State had a lot more resilience toward foreign substances than those at the First State. However, after consuming the pill, both of them recovered quickly.

      Far in the distance, Erica could see a large wagon coming up on the road. It was being pulled by some massive, lizard-like Demon Beast. She was quite shocked, but most of her attention was still on the man. Standing to her feet, she marveled at how her legs no longer felt so weak. The poison had been completely cleared from her body in only a few seconds.

      “Thank you for your help,” Erica said, bowing to the man.

      “There’s no need for that. I just did what anyone should do in that situation.” The man gave her an easygoing grin that put her at ease. She had no idea who this man was, but he seemed very kind.

      Oh. That’s right. She didn’t even know who he was.

      “Excuse me, but do you mind if I ask for your name?” asked Erica.

      At that moment, another shadow passed overhead. Janet and Karen had moved to her side, and they gawked along with her as a petite figure with giant leathery wings descended from the sky and landed next to the man. The petite young girl hugged his arm as her wings retracted.

      “My name is Eryk Veiger. It’s very nice to meet you,” the man said.

      And that was the first meeting between Erica and Eryk in this other life.
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      Seeing Erica so close like this caused nostalgia to wash over me. This woman had always been one of mine and Kari’s closest friends. The two of us had gone on so many adventures with her, faced life and death with her, and even traveled to another realm with her. It would not be a stretch to say she was like a sister to us.

      Of course, the current Erica did not even know us.

      That made me a little sad.

      “Eryk? What an unusual coincidence. Your name is quite close to mine.” Despite the situation she found herself in, what almost happened to her, Erica proved her mettle by smiling at me. “My name is Erica Kjærlighet. I am a member of the Battling Valkyries.” She paused to eye Siv, then smiled when the girl hid behind me. “Can you introduce me to your young friend?”

      “Of course.” I gently coaxed Siv to stand beside me and placed an arm around her waist. Siv seemed overly eager to snuggle as I drew her close, but I knew that was from nerves. She was not good with new people. “This is my wife, Siv.”

      “Your wife? You two… are married?” Erica asked in shock.

      “I know what you are thinking, but Siv is actually older than me,” I said with a frown.

      “What? Oh, no. I wasn’t about to harp on you over her appearance or age.” Erica waved her hand in front of her face as if warding away the accusation in my tone. “I was merely surprised because she reminds me of a legend I heard a long time ago about a race that’s related to the dragons. It said something about how a dragon and human mated to create a humanoid dragon… I think. It was a very old legend. Anyway, I’m just surprised to see that a member of a legendary race is married to a human.”

      “Well, you are close. Siv here is related to dragons. However, she’s a bit… higher in the pecking order than a dragon. Also, the legend you are thinking of is incorrect. Siv’s race existed long before the dragons did.” Erica tilted her head and furrowed her brow, befuddled by my words, but I decided discussing the Drakvar was something we should save for another day. “Anyway, my companions are coming. Let’s get your other two members inside my wagon so they can rest. We’ll travel with you to Midgard. I have business there anyway.”

      Erica pondered my suggestion for a moment before agreeing. It wasn’t long after she agreed that the wagon being pulled along by the Giga Monster came up with Kari at the reins. She had the same reaction to Erica that I did. The nostalgia on her face as she gently smiled at the confused woman made me almost smirk. However, when I informed her of what happened, she quickly helped carry the woman’s two companions into our wagon.

      When Erica stepped into the wagon and found the other two beauties inside, she became stunned. Lin was still lounging on the bed like an indolent queen waiting for her manservant to feed her grapes. Her skimpy outfit revealed so much skin it might have been better if she was naked. I’ll be honest. Seeing her dressed like this was, in some ways, sexier than not seeing her in clothes at all. Fay was sitting on the couch with our son, who stared at this newcomer with curious eyes.

      “Mom. Who’s that?” he asked, pointing at Erica.

      “That’s a friend of your daddy’s,” Fay answered with a soft smile.

      “Daddy’s friend?”

      “That’s right.”

      Siv took a seat next to Fay and Raul as Kari and I set Janet and Karen on the bed. I was glad we had the foresight to clean our bed sheets. Lin sighed as she scooted over and allowed the two to take her spot. As for Kari and I, we just grabbed some pillows and found a spot on the floor to sit.

      Erica did not sit down. She remained standing and eyed the women now surrounding her with an off put expression. I had the sense that she was disappointed or perhaps angry at something.

      “This is quite the group of beautiful women you have, Eryk,” she said, frowning at me. “I remember seeing them from a distance at the Warrior’s Refuge but thought nothing of it at the time. I had not realized you were such an indulgent and lecherous man. To think you would sink your claws into so many women when you already have such a cute wife. I cannot believe I thought so highly of you after you rescued me.”

      “Huh?”

      I was incredibly confused for a moment—until I realized Erica didn’t know that I was married to everyone here. She thought Siv was my only wife and that these women were people I had cheated on her with, or perhaps she assumed I had enslaved them all? I didn’t know what she thought, exactly, but I knew I needed to say something so she wouldn’t misunderstand.

      “I believe you have misunderstood our relationship,” Kari said before I could. “Eryk is married to all of us.”

      “… What?”

      I don’t think I’d ever seen such a blank look on Erica’s face before.

      Since Kari was the one who said it, we let her explain how the five of us came to be married. Erica at first listened with only a half-hearted expression. As time wore on, the look on her face became more intense and passionate, until Kari finally finished explaining how our relationship came to be. By that point, she had placed her hands on her cheeks and released a dreamy sigh.

      “I understand the situation now. I apologize for jumping to conclusions. It is just that whenever I see a man who appears to be playing with women, I get a little defensive.” I would say she was more than just a “little defensive,” but I knew it would be better to keep my mouth shut about such matters. “However, now that I am looking at you five, I can tell you all have a deep bond with each other. The fact that you have been together for so long and traveled so far is proof of your strong love for each other.” She gave me a discerning gaze. “And you are quite the lucky man to have so many beautiful and strong women in your life.”

      “You don’t need to tell me twice,” I said as I let my gaze travel to the women around me, first Kari, then Siv and Fay, and finally Lin who had slithered over to lay her head on my lap. I placed a hand on her head and began stroking her hair, which caused Lin to hiss in pleasure and lightly thump her tail against the floor. “I’ve been incredibly blessed to find four amazing women who love me despite my faults. You could say I’m four times luckier than most men in this world.”

      Erica seemed to find my response amusing. Well, I was just casting judgement by the smile on her face.

      After the situation settled down and we had properly explained ourselves, Erica finally felt comfortable enough to sit on some pillows and tell us about what happened. Kari and I were pretty shocked when we heard about how Erica’s squadron leader attempted to kill her. This was not something we knew about from our past life. Granted, neither of us had delved too deeply into Erica’s past, so we did not know whether this had happened before or not, but if it had, then I now had to wonder whether my interference had even been necessary.

      It has often been said that human growth is determined by adversity. Those who face and overcome strong obstacles grow stronger, while those who do not never grow. I had just rescued Erica from an obstacle she might have moved past without my aid. Had I inadvertently weakened her? I didn’t know, but the idea scared me.

      During her explanation, Karen and Janet woke up, and my wives and I had to re-introduce ourselves. While Janet seemed accepting of our polyamorous relationship, Karen expressed quite a bit of disgust.

      “You disgusting lecher,” she accused. “You sit here and claim to be better than those men who tried to take advantage of us, but how are you any different? Look at all the women you’ve enslaved to your whims!”

      While I understood there were some people who didn’t accept polyamory, and I would never deign to tell someone how to live their life, hearing someone so openly scorn my relationship and insult both me and my wives pissed me off.

      I was just about to lay into this woman, but someone beat me to it.

      “How dare you!” Fay hissed as anger surged in her eyes, making them look like a bonfire. “My husband saved your life, offered you safe passage back to Midgard, and this is how you repay him? By accusing him of being a lecherous fiend who enslaved me and the others?! Who do you think you are? You know nothing about the hardships and struggles the five of us have been through and overcome together. Do not think I will just sit here and allow you to accuse Eryk of enslaving us when you don’t even know the first thing about him or us!”

      “What… but I… that’s…”

      Karen stared at Fay in shock, unable to form a proper sentence. I didn’t blame her. Fay was slow to anger, but once angry, may the Overlords have mercy on your soul. I only remember her getting this angry one time. Someone had insulted me at a party, maliciously bringing up the fact that I looked like a girl. She had challenged him to a duel, broken both his legs, his arms, and beaten him to a bloody pulp. Nobody in Nevaria who knew about what happened ever commented on my appearance again.

      Erica sighed as she placed a hand on Karen’s shoulder. “Please forgive Karen. She means well. It is just that she has seen the darker side of polyamory. I am not at liberty to share what happened to her, but because of what she has experienced in the past, she is leery of people who have entered a relationship like yours.”

      While Fay did not look convinced, Raul began crying when he felt the tension in the air, and bad things happened when he cried. Fay became startled when several of her beakers suddenly cracked, so she had no choice but to settle down. She sat back on the couch and placed Raul on her lap. As she began rocking our son, I continued running a hand through Lin’s hair and sighed.

      “Let’s just calm down. In the end, it doesn’t really matter to me whether someone outside of my wives approves or disapproves of us. Instead, would you mind if I ask some questions? We just arrived in the Northern Plains a few days ago and aren’t aware of the current situation here.”

      “I do not have a problem with this,” Erica said with a nod. “You did save us from those men. I shudder to think about what would have happened if they had managed to capture us.”

      Janet and Karen, who were now sitting behind Erica, both shuddered as if they were imagining what might have befallen them if I hadn’t arrived.

      “What is it, exactly, that you would like to know about?” asked Erica.

      “We want to know about the situation with the Six Great Sects of Midgard,” Kari said for me.

      “Six Great Sects?” Erica smiled as though amused. “I believe you are mistaken about something. There are currently only five Great Sects. They are the Alchemist Association, the Poison Sect, the Paladin Sect, the Healers Sect, and the Spiritualism Research Sect. At present, there is one spot open for one of the other sects to become the last of the Six Great Sects and take the remaining seat on the Council of Six. It has caused a lot of upheaval recently.”

      This was something that Kari and I had never heard about before. I only realized now, at this very moment, that we didn’t know a lot about what happened in the Northern Plains before we arrived. In our previous lives, we had come quite a bit later. The situation with the Six Great Sects had already been resolved by then.

      Kari and I shared a look. We needed more information.

      “How is the last of the Six Great Sects being determined?” I asked.

      “It was decided through a majority vote that the Sixth Great Sect would be determined by martial prowess,” Erica explained. “There is a tournament coming up two months from now called The Six Great Sects Selection Tournament. Any sect can register up to five people. The sect that emerges from the tournament victorious will be chosen as the last of the Six Great Sects.”
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        * * *

      

      It was decided unanimously that we would all travel to Midgard with Erica, Janet, and Karen. There was a lot we wanted to ask our now reacquainted friend as well. Kari and I, especially, wanted to understand what the situation in the Northern Plains was like since we had arrived ahead of schedule by at least a decade if not two. I didn’t want to go into this situation blind.

      Since we couldn’t leave Erica’s carriage on the road, I used some sturdy ropes to tie the harness of the carriage to the end of our wagon. It would be pulled along from behind. I once again had to thank our foresight in choosing a Giga Monster as our beast of burden. Anything weaker would not have been able to pull a several-ton wagon and a carriage.

      While our wagon was quite large, it was not big enough to let three extra guests sleep inside, and it wasn’t like we had any bedding for them anyway. All we had was the couch and a futon. The girls had also decided they didn’t want the three women now traveling with us to sleep in the same space. I think they had become a little hostile toward Karen thanks to her callous remarks.

      During the day, Erica, Janet, and Karen would spend time in our wagon. Erica had grown especially close to Kari and Lin. Of course, Kari and Erica had been best friends back in our previous life, and so my wife knew a lot about this woman, her likes, her dislikes, and even her sexual preferences. I was certain Kari was using all that knowledge to her advantage.

      I wondered if she planned to try and seduce Erica into our bed, but I dismissed the possibility. Erica had always been like a sister to us. She might not have been related by blood, but our feelings were mostly familial. At the very least, I never had any romantic thoughts for the woman, though I didn’t know if I could say the same for Kari. That said, I didn’t think she had any either. She would have mentioned them if she had.

      Janet and Karen seemed to become fond of Fay despite how she had rebuked one of them. I think it was because they caught us sparring one day and became enamored with Fay’s martial prowess… well, though I say they caught us like we’d been sparring in secret, the truth was they’d been woken up by the explosions caused by our early morning spar. Janet, Karen, and Erica had rushed outside in their undergarments, expecting an enemy attack, only to discover the heated spar between me and Fay.

      I’ll never forget the hearts I saw in Janet’s and Karen’s eyes that morning.

      They had taken to calling Fay “Big Sister” and been badgering her to teach them ever since.

      Poor Fay looked like she didn’t know what to do.

      At present, our group had stopped for the night. We’d driven off the road and found a nice clearing with relatively flat land. The evening sun dipping below the horizon looked like it was reluctant to leave. The sky was painted in multiple hues of color, like a master painter had liberally used large brush strokes of red, yellow, orange, and purple across a canvas.

      We were making dinner. The scent of grilled food filled the air. While all the meat was made from the same animal, each type was being cooked with a different seasoning based on the taste preferences of my wives. The meat seasoned with cumin powder and garlic powder and the ones seasoned with thyme, sage, and celery were the most numerous. They were for Lin and Siv, our heaviest eaters.

      I was fortunately not cooking alone, which would have taken several hours. Fay was standing beside me and helping season and grill the meat. Our hands were covered in meat juice as we rubbed the spices onto each slab before placing the meat on the grills we had set up.

      A little ways over, Janet and Karen were watching Fay like a pair of creepy stalkers.

      “Ahhhh. I can’t believe we’re going to get to try Big Sister’s cooking!”

      “Mmm! Mmm! I can’t wait!”

      “If only that stupid man wasn’t in the picture, I could have Big Sister all to myself!”

      “I know how you feel! That man should die!”

      “You sure are popular,” I muttered with a sigh.

      Fay gave me a pained smile. “I really don’t know how that happened.”

      “Janet and Karen love strength,” I said, withholding a second sigh as I finished adding mustard to Kari’s serving. “Strong women are people they respect and want to follow. In my previous life, that was Kari and Erica. Hmph. They were very fond of my wife back then, and it looks like they’ve grown fond of my Second Wife in this life as well. I should have realized this would happen.”

      While I had gotten along with Janet just fine, Karen had never liked me, whether it was in this life or my previous one. I always got the sense that she was jealous.

      “You know them very well,” Fay murmured.

      “They were almost always by Erica’s side back then, and we went on a lot of adventures with them.”

      I thought back to everything we had experienced alongside those girls. They were present during quite a few of our life and death struggles. I think the only reason they hadn’t traveled to Niðavellir with us was because Erica refused to let them follow her during the reclaiming of Vahn. By then, myself and Kari had cemented ourselves as some of the Northern Plain’s strongest Spiritualists, which was why Erica had asked for our help, but those two hadn’t been strong enough to keep up.

      At present, Janet was only sixteen years old and Karen was nineteen. They were quite young, but I heard both of them were skilled and ranked highly amongst the Battling Valkyries. They were both close to reaching the Second State, which was good for people their age.

      While Karen and Janet were watching their new “big sister” cook, Erica was sitting with Kari and Lin. Siv was in the air with Raul. She held the young boy in her arms and flew through the sky. I could hear his peals of laughter whenever they passed overhead.

      I didn’t know whether to call my son fearless or if he lacked fear because he didn’t understand how dangerous flying through the air like that was. Well, it was fine. I trusted Siv not to drop him.

      Dinner was soon cooked and eaten. Fay and I received many compliments from Erica, Janet, and Karen. I didn’t think our cooking was that great. Even so, we accepted their complements because there was no point in being humble. As the night wore on, those three eventually disappeared into their carriage, and I called for a “family meeting.”

      “I’ve been thinking about what we should do ever since learning about the situation here in the Northern Plains,” I began.

      The five of us were lounging on the bed. I was sitting with my legs crossed, a pillow on my lap as I played with Siv’s hair. Kari and Lin shared almost half a dozen pillows between them as they leaned against the wall. Lin’s long snake tail curled about as it moved across the bed and extended over the side. Siv was resting her head on my lap as she lay on her side. The sound of her tail thumping against the bed echoed in my ears. On my other side was Fay, who had also crossed her legs as she leaned forward.

      Raul was asleep in his crib.

      “The way I see it, we have two options here.” I held up a finger. “The first is that we support the Battling Valkyries in the tournament as they climb to the top and take their place as the Sixth Great Sect. They were the sixth member in our previous lives, and I trust that Erica would be willing to help us once her sect cements their position.” I held up a second finger. “The second is that we create our own sect and take part in the tournament ourselves. There’s not a person alive who can defeat us, so becoming the Sixth Great Sect would be very easy.”

      I had been waffling between these two decisions ever since learning about the tournament. In my previous life, the Battling Valkyries had been the Sixth Great Sect, last member for the Council of Six. We had a close relationship with them back then, and so the idea of pitting myself against them nagged at my conscience. On the other hand, if the Nevarian Braves became the Sixth Great Sect, the benefits we would receive would be astounding. We would also be able to directly influence policies and prepare a stronger defense against the Sekbeists. That sort of influence would be invaluable in the future.

      “Hmmm… I’m not sure the second option is viable,” Fay muttered. “Didn’t you say it took several months or even a year for a sect to become established? There’s a lot of red tape involved, right? And with the upcoming tournament being only two months away, it might take even longer to properly register our sect because of how busy they are likely to be.”

      “That is true, and I have thought about that,” I admitted with a shrug. On my lap, Siv’s soft breathing as I rubbed her head let me know she’d fallen asleep. I looked down and chuckled when I saw the drool leaking from her lips. She didn’t much care for politics.

      “What do you think, Big Sister?” asked Lin.

      “Hmmm…” Kari crossed her arms and adopted an expression of deep thought. “I think… we should help the Battling Valkyries get the position of the Sixth Great Sect.”

      “Can you explain your reasons?” I asked.

      “There are several reasons.” Stretching her legs out in front of her, Kari hooked her big toes together like she was playing footsie with herself and proceeded to explain her thoughts. “The first is that we are not an established presence. If we suddenly established our own sect, took part in the tournament, and won, I’m sure many people would get excited over the ‘dark horse’ that suddenly appeared, but it would also cause friction amongst the already established sects who wanted the position of Sixth Great Sect. It could harm our purpose for coming here, which is to establish friendly relations with the various sects of the Northern Plains.”

      “That is a very good point,” I said. It was also something I hadn’t thought of. While I knew a lot about managing a sect now thanks to the years I’d spent on Brave Vesparia and the Nevarian Braves, I still did not have Kari’s political acumen.

      “What are your other points?” asked Fay who, like me, had next to no real interest in politics.

      “My second reason for not wanting us to take part in the tournament is because becoming the Sixth Great Sect would greatly hinder our freedom.” Kari cupped her chin. “We’ll be restricted by many layers of bureaucracy if we gain such an exalted position. We wouldn’t be able to move freely. And what we really want to do aside from establish friendly relations is build up the strength of the other sects, so when the Sekbeist come to invade, we will be able to establish a strong defensive line and beat them back. If we become the Sixth Great Sect and attempt to help the other sects grow stronger, it will be seen as undue interference in the affairs of the other sects. It could also make the other sects suspicious of us since we couldn’t explain the reason we’re helping them without sounding insane.”

      Yet another thing I had not thought of. Kari was on a roll now. I could only sigh in admiration as the woman I had loved in both lives proved her strong political prowess and cunning.

      “What is your last reason?” asked Fay.

      Kari wore an expression so serious as she looked at us that we could only gulp in anticipation. A trickle of sweat ran down my scalp as her eyes narrowed. I could feel my heart pounding, waiting in anticipation for what she wanted to say.

      “If we become the Sixth Great Sect, our workload will increase, and I won’t be able to explore all the ruins I want,” she said.

      I was sure all of us would have fallen flat on our faces had we been standing up when Kari made this proclamation.

      “That’s not a good reason!” Fay snapped.

      “I’m just kidding.”

      “You don’t sound like you’re kidding!”

      “Actually, my third reason is because I believe Erica deserves to hold a strong position within the Northern Plains.” Shrugging at what she deemed the least important of her three reasons, Kari continued. “Erica might not remember me, but I remember her. She was my dearest friend after we came here. She helped Eryk and I many times, from helping us join our first sect to establishing our own sect. We owe her a lot, so even though this happened in a previous life, we cannot take this glory from her.”

      I could not stop myself from nodding in agreement on this point.

      Erica had helped Kari and I so much in our previous life that the idea of stealing her glory by entering the tournament and becoming the Sixth Great Sect instead of allowing the Battling Valkyries to take their rightful place felt wrong. It was ultimately these feelings that kept me from being able to make a decision.

      “In that case, what do you think we should do?” I asked.

      Kari grinned. “I think we should help Erica, Janet, and Karen grow stronger. Fay, Lin, and I will spar with them from this point on until it’s time for the tournament. We should also begin preparing alchemy pills that can increase their physical strength, widen their Spiritual Pathways, and give them a more stable foundation.”

      “I guess that means I’ll be making more Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills, Body Forging Pills, and Spiritual Foundation Pills.” I tugged on my long hair. “Well, I have plenty of ingredients, so that won’t be a problem. Should I also make Erica an Elemental Enlightenment Pill? I have the ingredients.”

      The Elemental Enlightenment Pill was a high-tier alchemy pill thought to have been lost according to the Northern Plains’ Alchemist Association. Fay had discovered the recipe for this pill in my past life and taught it to me before she died of Spiritual Poisoning.

      “Let’s make her as strong as possible with middle-tier pills first,” Fay suggested. “She will need to have a stronger foundation before we give her a pill like that. If we give her the Elemental Enlightenment Pill before the other pills can truly take effect, it could cause her cultivation to weaken later on. I’m assuming you two want her to reach the Fourth State of Spiritualism eventually?”

      “It would certainly help our cause,” Kari said. “She would also feel indebted to us if we helped her reach the peak of cultivation. That would make it a lot easier on us when we need to ask her for a favor. I think she’d be more willing to use her influence to help further our goals.”

      There was Kari’s devious side again. It usually only came out when she was planning on seducing Fay, Lin, and Siv into our bed, but I guessed now that our situation was becoming more serious, she was using it for more than just kinky shenanigans.

      “I have no problem with this plan,” Fay said.

      “This princess will also help you,” Lin added her own two valis.

      “In that case, let’s start this plan tomorrow,” I said. “You three will go to Erica, Janet, and Karen with an offer to spar with them in preparation for the tournament. We can use the excuse that you’d like to see how strong people in the Northern Plains are if they ask why. I’m sure they will be more interested in sparring regularly if you show them your overwhelming power. Meanwhile, I’ll make the alchemy pills we need. We’ll make them as strong as possible before the tournament begins.”

      I looked at my wives, who all nodded at me—except for Siv, who was still fast asleep. Everyone was in agreement. It looked like we had a new goal set, and all that was left to do was see it through to completion.
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      For the first time in a long time, Kari woke up bright and early.

      Kari did not like getting up early. She preferred sleeping in for as long as possible, until it was her turn to drive the wagon (exceptions were made for this rule like when Eryk woke her up with an orgasm) or something important was happening. However, on this day, she woke up at the same time as Fay and Eryk, just as the sun began to rise.

      Sitting up in bed, she stretched her body, lifting her arms above her head and listening to her back crack. The sound was quite horrendous, but it felt good. A groan escaped unbidden as her spine decompressed. She brought her hands back down and rubbed her eyes, hoping to rid them of sleep.

      Eryk and Fay were already getting dressed. She frowned at the two who appeared perfectly content to get up at the crack of dawn, running her fingers through her hair as though to make her messy bed head somewhat more presentable. Kari just couldn’t understand how these two enjoyed getting up so early. She had, of course, done the same many times in the past, but that was only when the situation demanded it. Why wake up at the crack of dawn if you didn’t have to?

      These thoughts and more eventually disappeared as she finally, fully woke up.

      “Looks like someone has finally decided to join us.” Eryk grabbed the clothes she had discarded the night before and began helping her get dressed. Kari held out her arms so her man could put her clothes on her. “Feeling a little more awake?”

      “Just a little,” Kari said with a wry smile.

      The outfit that Eryk helped her get dressed in was her usual battle gown. It was a white and blue blouse that stopped halfway above her knees. Black stockings covered her legs and her feet were clad in leather boots. A small chest plate that only covered her breasts sat against her torso. Some people would have said such a small piece of armor could never protect someone since it didn’t cover an adequate area. However, this chest plate had runes etched into the surface, which would protect her from anything short of an A-rank Spiritual Technique.

      Kari loved it when Eryk dressed her like this. There was something deeply intimate about the way he so carefully and gently clothed her. Was it the way he kissed her knees as he slowly slid her stockings up her legs? Or maybe it was the way he looked at her with such tenderness as he pulled the blouse over her head. Whatever the case, it was something they both derived great pleasure from.

      “Are you two ready?” asked Eryk.

      “You know I’m ready,” Fay said.

      “So am I,” Kari added, then glanced longingly at the bed. Only Lin and Siv were still sleeping on it. “But what about Lin? She is also going to be taking part in this, right? Should we not wake her as well?”

      “There is no need. This princess is already awake.”

      Everyone turned to see Lin rising out of the covers, her mouth opening in a wide yawn. Her droopy eyes were half-closed. She was clearly still sleepy, but she trudged out of bed and put on her wraparound skirt and a shirt that showed off all of her stomach and most of her breasts.

      “Well? What are we waiting for? Let’s go see those three. This princess would like to kick their—erm, she would like to get started on their training.”

      “While I don’t mind if you’re a bit rough, please refrain from kicking anyone’s ass,” Eryk said dryly.

      “This princess does not know what you are talking about. She never said anything about kicking someone’s ass.”

      “Must have been my imagination then.”

      “It was definitely your imagination, Darling. This princess thinks you might be sick. Perhaps you should stay in bed. Then maybe this princess could also get a few extra minutes of sleep as she gains warmth from—erm, I mean as she nurses your body back to health.”

      “I think you just want to use me as your personal heater.”

      “That’s not it at all. This princess would never use you like that.”

      “Okay. That is enough joking around. Let’s go,” Fay said as she led them out of the wagon. A fire was blazing in her eyes at the thought of training. It looked like she was ready to get things started.

      Fay seemed pretty gung-ho as they walked toward the carriage that Erica, Janet, and Karen were sleeping in. Kari didn’t think the idea of training someone was all that exciting. She would much rather be exploring ruins or unlocking the mysteries of runes. Even so, she did think the idea of helping her friend was a nice one. If she could make Erica strong enough to dominate this upcoming tournament, it would go a long way toward repaying the favor she had shown her and Eryk in their past life.

      As they arrived at the carriage, Fay raised her hand to knock on the door—

      “Are you sure it is okay for us to trust them, Erica?”

      —When Karen’s voice from the other side caused her to pause. Fay turned her head to look at Eryk, Kari, and Lin. Her expression seemed to be questioning what they should do. Should she knock on the door now and interrupt this conversation or should they listen in and glean some insights into what those three thought of their little group?

      Eryk shook his head and motioned for her to lower her hand.

      Fay did so.

      “You think they are untrustworthy?” asked Erica. “We have been traveling with them for nearly five days now and they have not once attempted to do anything untoward to us.”

      “You mean they have not done anything yet, but they could,” Karen argued. “What if they are waiting for us to drop our guard before slipping something into our drinks? For all we know, that man could be plotting against us. What if those women he claims to have married are actually slaves who have been brainwashed into believing they love him.”

      Kari closed her eyes as she felt a swift and fierce surge of anger permeate her heart. This red-hot rage was not something she felt often, and it quickly caused her body to heat up. Was this really how Karen saw her husband? It looked like she would not be going easy on this little girl during their sparring session today.

      “I hope you realize how foolish you sound right now,” Erica said.

      “E-excuse me?!” Karen screamed in shock.

      “You obviously have yet to realize how powerful those people are, so let me spell it out for you. Eryk Veiger is strong enough that he doesn’t need to use tricks like waiting for us to drop our guard. If he wanted us, he could have taken us whenever he pleases, and there is not a single thing we would be able to do about it. His wives are equally powerful. They would not allow themselves to be brainwashed by anyone.”

      Kari placed a hand on her chest as a relieved smile lit up her face. The words of her friend did wonders to offset the rude distrust her companion had shown her husband. She also remembered that Karen had been just as abrasive back in their previous life as she was now.

      She still wouldn’t be getting off easy.

      Kari was the type to hold a grudge.

      “Well… I mean… maybe this is just some kind of twisted hobby he has,” Karen tried to defend her position even though there no longer was any ground left for her to stand on.

      “Give it up, Karen,” Janet said in what sounded like a tired voice. “Not everyone who has entered a polyamorous relationship is evil.”

      “But they are! Anyone who sleeps around with women is obviously a bad person!”

      The words spoken by Karen made Kari frown again, but she did not have time to dwell on them. At that moment, Fay decided they had heard enough, raised her hand, and knocked several times.

      A loud squawk came from inside. This was followed by several thuds like someone had fallen off something and crashed to the floor.

      “Just a moment,” Erica said before the door opened to reveal the woman in question. She gave them a surprised smile, though a hint of paleness appeared as though the blood was draining from her face. She knew they had heard their conversation just now. “Eryk, Fay, Kari, Lin. Good morning. It’s a little early, isn’t it? Do you mind if I ask what you are doing here?”

      “We’ve been talking,” Eryk said, gesturing to himself and the others. “And we realized that we don’t really know what kind of strength we can expect from people living in the Northern Plains. We were hoping to rectify this situation by having you three spar against my wives.” A smile appeared on Eryk’s face. “We hope you would be willing to oblige us.”

      Erica hesitated, but then her smile returned. “Of course. I’ll let Karen and Janet know. I’m sure they’ll be happy to test themselves against such strong Spiritualists.”

      You say that now, but I plan to make sure Karen regrets what she said about my husband. Kari hid her dark thoughts behind a brilliant smile.
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        * * *

      

      Kari was adamant about being the one who sparred with Erica. She honestly wanted to beat the snot out of Karen, but this was a woman who had become one of her closest confidants in her previous life, so it was only natural that she would want to be the one who oversaw Erica’s training. She would leave avenging her husband to Lin and Fay.

      At least, for now.

      “Are you ready?” Kari asked Erica as they stood several meters apart in an empty clearing. Fay and Lin had taken Janet and Karen further away to spar. She didn’t know where they were, but she was sure she’d be hearing explosions soon enough.

      “I am ready…” Erica began with an odd look in her eyes. “But… well, I do not mean to be rude, but do you intend to not use a weapon?”

      “Huh?” Kari didn’t understand what the woman meant at first, but she realized after a second passed and pressed a hand to her forehead. “Oh. Right. A weapon. Yeah, don’t worry. I have one.”

      Holding out her hand with her storage ring on it, Kari summoned her weapon from the storage space inside. The ring flashed. Then the weapon, a ranseur that was two meters long, appeared in her hand.

      The ranseur was made primarily from a lustrous black material. It gleamed darkly in the sunlight. However, while the shaft was black, the two spear points on either end were blood red. The spear point facing away from her front was jagged and gave the appearance as though being skewered with it would tear apart someone’s flesh. The point facing her front was composed of two spear points that appeared reminiscent to a tuning fork. Kari often used that end to impale her enemies, lift them off the ground, and throw them.

      “I’m sorry,” Kari said, gracefully twirling the ranseur around before adopting a basic fighting stance. “I barely use a weapon to fight these days, so I almost forgot to summon it.”

      “Summon? What… what just happened?” Erica looked astonished as she gawked at the weapon now in Kari’s hands. “Where did that weapon come from?”

      “I can tell you after this spar.” Kari slid her feet along the ground. “In fact, why don’t we do this? If you can land one hit on me, I’ll tell you how I summoned this weapon. Please, feel free to attack me whenever you are ready.”

      Erica looked like she was still uncertain about this, but then she nodded and adopted a wide stance with her claymore held in both hands. Yet even after adopting her stance, she did not move, remaining rooted in place as though held there by external forces. A trickle of sweat ran down her brow.

      Kari waited patiently for Erica to attack her. She counted down to three inside of her mind. If Erica didn’t attack after three seconds, she would initiate this spar.

      Her countdown became unnecessary when Erica launched herself into a full powered sprint after Kari reached two. The ground underneath the woman’s feet cracked when she began running. Yet even though she was fast for a normal person, to Kari, Erica looked like she was moving in slow motion. It was like the woman was wading through sludge.

      Upon reaching Kari, Erica swung her claymore from the ground upward in a diagonal slash. Such an attack would have cut a normal person from their left hip to their right shoulder. Kari merely moved back two steps and to the left, avoiding the attack entirely.

      Erica twitched as she slammed her left foot into the ground, once more cracking the earth as the muscles in her arms bulged with the strain. The claymore ceased moving, then reversed course, swinging down toward Kari’s head—or where Kari’s head had been before she lowered herself into a crouch. The claymore passed over with room to spare.

      “Hmmm… your swings are a bit slow,” Kari murmured as she agilely danced several steps back, now out of Erica’s reach. “You have not been training to use a claymore for very long, have you?”

      Frowning at the first comment, Erica nodded. “Claymores have been my primary weapon for the past year. I used a broadsword before that.”

      “I thought as much.”

      Nodding, Kari realized her friend was currently nowhere near the talent and strength she had possessed when they first met. That made sense. In her previous life, she and Erica would not meet for at least another ten or fifteen years. That was plenty of time to become more experienced with a weapon. Her strength would also be much greater than it was now.

      “When you are using a weapon that weighs nearly as much as you do, it is important to not fight against the weight,” Kari told her. “I saw how your muscles were straining while you were swinging that thing. You will tear your muscles if you do that, so please be careful.”

      Erica frowned as she listened to Kari’s advice, and Kari was happy to see that she was not dismissing it out of hand. Perhaps she realized that Kari was only trying to help. She nodded once, which caused Kari to break out into a smile.

      “Okay. Feel free to come at me again,” Kari said.

      This time, when Erica attacked, she took Kari’s advice under consideration, and instead of just swinging her weapon around, she used the weight itself to increase the speed and power of her attacks. This, of course, required her to move with the weight rather than against it. That required sometimes spinning her body a full 360 degrees. However, not only did her attack speed increase, so too did the power of each swing.

      Of course, it was all pointless.

      She still couldn’t hit Kari.

      Like a graceful butterfly, Kari danced away from every one of Erica’s attacks with complete ease. She would then give some basic pointers to Erica. This was less of a spar and more like an instructor giving her pupil a lesson on combat. Despite this, Erica did not complain as she took Kari’s words under advisement and continuously adjusted her fighting based on the advice given.

      “Haaaah… haaaaaah… you…” Erica breathed heavily after nearly an hour into their spar. Her shoulders were slumped and the claymore’s blade dug into the soft earth as she stared incredulously at Kari. “I can’t… can’t hit you… at all! How… are you… so strong…?”

      “I am strong by necessity,” Kari said with a gentle but sad smile. When Erica frowned, she giggled. “Do not worry. If you wish to be this strong as well, I can help you.”

      “You can…?” Erica asked, shocked.

      “I can.” Nodding, Kari impaled her weapon into the ground and walked over. Erica frowned at the ranseur, which Kari hadn’t used at all during their spar. As she placed her hand on the raven-haired woman’s shoulders, Kari said, “We were discussing this the other night after learning about the tournament. I’m assuming the Battling Valkyries will be participating and that you will be one of the five selected?”

      “That is right.” Erica nodded slowly as if unsure where this conversation was going.

      Kari’s smile widened. “We were wondering what we should do about the tournament. At first, we thought about participating ourselves, but we haven’t established our sect in the Northern Plains yet, and we probably won’t be able to cut through the bureaucratic red tape in time for the tournament. That’s why we decided to help you out. Fay, Lin, and I are going to train you three like this every morning to help you improve until it’s time for the tournament.”

      Erica’s eyes widened. “Y-you are?! I mean, that’s great… but why?”

      “Why? Well…” Kari crossed her arms and frowned as she tried to think of a good excuse that Erica would believe. She certainly couldn’t say it was because they were friends in a past life. “I guess you could say it’s to establish friendly relations with your sect. If we help you out, you’ll feel grateful and might help us when we need it, like when we are trying to establish our own sect.”

      “I understand. You wish to have the Battling Valkyries owe you a favor.” Erica nodded and cupped a hand to her chin.

      Kari shrugged. “You could think of it that way.”

      Erica looked like she was considering something. Kari didn’t interrupt her and instead quietly waited for the woman to speak again.

      “If we do train like this every day… how strong do you think I can become?”

      Of course, sparring was important for gaining experience and learning new attack strategies, but at the end of the day, it was still just sparring. All it could do was refine their tactics and combat style. Erica and her companions would not gain any extra strength this way.

      “We won’t just be training like this,” Kari assured. “I have an entire regiment planned out for you. This was just a spar so I would know what level you are at. Speaking of levels, I’d like to see your Spiritual Techniques and strength. From this point on, I’d like it if you could use only Spiritual Techniques during our spar.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Erica.

      “I am,” Kari answered.

      Erica still appeared reluctant, but she nodded once and moved a little further away. She readjusted her stance. However, just as she took a step forward, a massive explosion about one or two kilometers out suddenly caused the ground to shake. Erica screamed in surprise as she was knocked off balance. Kari bent her knees to absorb the impact as a shock wave swept over them and looked in the direction of the explosion.

      A massive cone of fire bloomed in the sky like a mushroom. It was like the ground had ruptured and all the lava flowing underneath the world’s crust had erupted forth. Not only was the cone of fire gigantic, but Kari and Erica could feel the heat from where they stood. Erica was shocked as a wave of heat and wind blasted her across the face, sending her raven locks flying behind her like streamers.

      “What… what just…?” she couldn’t even finish her sentence she was so shocked.

      “Hmm… looks like Fay is getting worked up,” Kari mumbled.

      Erica gawked. “That was caused by Fay?!”

      “Yeah. Didn’t you—oh, right. You don’t know that Fay has a fire element.” Kari walked back over to her ranseur, pulled it from the ground, and turned to face Erica. “Fay is probably the strongest of our group after Eryk. Well, I say that, but I really just mean this in terms of combat, not actual power. That title goes to the littlest of Eryk’s wives. Now, I don’t want you thinking about what is happening over there. Come, show me your Spiritual Techniques.”

      Erica looked back at the explosion, which was only now beginning to disappear. A shudder traveled through her body. With great effort, she lifted herself off the ground, picked up her claymore once more, and faced Kari again.

      Thus, the spar continued.
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        * * *

      

      I stood in front of the advanced alchemy kit that Fay and I used when refining pills. Resting on the couch was Siv, who was leaning back as she held the sleeping Raul to her chest, her leather wings folded against her shoulder blades, long tail hanging off the edge. She was stroking Raul’s hair as he slept.

      Part of me wished I was the one whose hair she was stroking right now.

      My son was so lucky.

      At present, I was creating three different pills at the same time. I was sure a normal alchemist would have flipped if they saw this. Thanks to constantly helping Fay with her own alchemy, my abilities had greatly improved from what they used to be. While I still could not make original pills, and didn’t think I ever would, refining three separate pills at the same time was relatively simple.

      It just took a lot of concentration.

      I’d been working on refining these pills since early this morning after Kari, Fay, and Lin took Erica, Janet, and Karen out to spar with them. A good portion of the refining process was already complete for each pill. I only needed to pour the contents into the cauldron and will them into the shape of a pill with my Spiritual Power.

      I refined the pills necessary using the mass refinement method instead of refining individual pills. This would make their quality a little worse, but it saved time, which was what I needed right now. I was also confident that one of my pills would still be two times better than something produced by a simple Master Alchemist. By the end of the refining process, I had three bags worth of pills. They were the Body Forging Pills, Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills, and Spiritual Foundation Pills.

      “I’m heading outside,” I said to Siv. “Wanna join me?”

      “Yes.”

      Siv’s response was immediate. She stood up, careful not to wake Raul, and followed me as I grabbed the bags and left the wagon.

      The sun had risen quite a bit while I was inside, and it was no longer early morning but probably somewhere around mid-afternoon. Kari and the others would be finishing their spar soon.

      The clearing we had chosen to park our wagon in was about one kilometer away from the road leading to Midgard. The grass came up to our knees and swayed in the breeze. I traveled several meters away from our wagon with Siv by my side and stopped.

      “I think this is far enough,” I declared.

      Siv tilted her head. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m building a bathtub large enough for several people,” I answered as I placed my hands on the ground.

      The first thing I did was slice all the grass in front of me for about two square meters. A swift breeze blew through the clearing before an arc of wind erupted from my hands and swept over the grass, severing it in the shape of a perfect circle. The wind picked up the grass and blew it away, but I was no longer paying attention as I had already moved onto the second step.

      Closing my eyes, I sent my Spiritual Power deep into the earth, feeling the ground beneath us, then willed the ground to shift. A large bowl approximately two meters wide, two meters across, and a half a meter deep formed in the ground. A trickle of sweat formed on my brow as I further controlled the earth, compressing the dirt until it was all packed tightly together. Then I used the fire element to glass the whole thing.

      The earth and fire elements were not the affinities I had been naturally born with. I had gained earth through my connection to Lin and fire from Fay, but I could only use it to the Second State of Spiritualism. Because of my inhuman origins and abilities, I was able to use both elements without dances, but I wouldn’t say my control over them was very good.

      “Done. Now for step three,” I muttered.

      Shifting gears, I switched from using the earth element to the water element. I pulled the moisture from the air and used my Spiritual Power to create water, which I filled the hole with. Now it looked like a small pond.

      Several explosions rocked the wagon from far away. Siv and I turned to the cone of fire that rose into the sky.

      “Looks like Fay is getting into it,” I said. Siv didn’t say anything, but she did nod once.

      It was at this point that Raul woke up, having been roused by the sound of explosions. He blinked and rubbed his eyes with his tiny hands. Then he looked in the direction of the fire.

      “Wassat?” he asked.

      “That is… it is a Spiritual Technique your mother created,” Siv answered.

      “Spiwitual Tegneek?”

      “That’s right. A Spiritual Technique.”

      Raul looked like he was pondering this for a moment. It was during this period of thinking that he noticed the manmade bathtub.

      “Pool! Water!” He looked at the Drakvar holding him and pointed. “Look! Pool! Water!”

      Siv smiled. “Yes, that is a pool with water.”

      Raul had Siv set him on the ground and tottered over to the pool, waddling with the ungraceful movements of a child who had just recently learned to walk. He had not been walking like this for very long, and I thought he was better at it than most kids his age.

      He and Kayli were both fast learners.

      Siv and I kept an eye on Raul to make sure he didn’t fall in as he tottered around the edge of the manmade bath. About ten minutes later, Kari appeared in the distance, holding an exhausted Erica in her arms. The blonde woman did not look the least bit winded as she smiled at us. On the other hand, Erica’s hair was in disarray, her face was covered in dirt, and she looked ten seconds from passing out as Kari carried her like a princess. I almost shook my head in amusement.
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“How was the spar?” I asked.

      “Fine,” Kari said. “I think I have a good idea of Erica’s strength. Unfortunately, it’s nowhere near good enough to compete in a tournament, especially not one that will determine who will join the Six Great Sects.”

      “I’m… quite strong, I’ll have you know. It’s just that… your strength is ridiculous,” Erica muttered bitterly.

      “Maybe compared to some people, but I do not believe it is enough to earn you victory in the tournament,” Kari said with a shrug.

      About five minutes after Kari arrived with Erica, Fay and Lin arrived with their respective sparring partners.

      While Janet seemed uninjured but exhausted, Karen looked like she had seen better days. Her clothes were black and some areas had been burned away. There was soot on her face, chest, and arms. I also noticed several burn marks covering her arms and shoulders. Fortunately, it seemed Fay had avoided burning the girl’s face. I could heal injuries so not even a scar remained, but no one enjoyed having their face even temporarily ruined.

      “It looks like your sparring was productive,” I said.

      “Productive, he says,” Karen snarked as she was half-dragged to the pool. “I practically died, and he calls it productive.”

      “Don’t complain or I’ll give you more training,” Fay said.

      “I’m sorry, Big Sister!” Karen flinched.

      “Your wives are very strong,” Erica said as Kari set the woman on her feet. She swayed for a moment, but Kari placed a hand on her shoulder to help steady her.

      “Of course, they are. My wives are the strongest,” I said with a grin, puffing out my chest in pride. Erica wore an amused smile, but I decided to ignore that look and move this along. “Anyway, now that you ladies have worked so hard, feel free to take a dip in this bath. I’ll grab some sheets or something to create a partition so you can bathe in privacy.”

      “Oh? Thank you,” Erica said, appearing surprised.

      I smiled before taking the Body Forging Pills from the bag and dropping four into the bath. The shells melted within the water and the medicinal contents were released, causing the dark red color to spread through the water. Steam began rising from the surface as well.

      When she saw this, Erica became uncertain.

      “What did he just drop into the water?”

      “Body Forging Pills,” Kari answered.

      As she began to explain the concept of Body Forging Pills, which made Erica excited, I summoned the extra sheets from my storage ring and used some poles to create a makeshift partition so they could have privacy during their bath. I wondered how strong these three would grow by the time we reached Midgard.
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      The days passed as we traveled toward Midgard. During this time, I took the role of driving the carriage since Kari, Lin, and Fay were training with Erica, Karen, and Janet every day.

      They only trained in the morning, but the rest of their time was spent teaching the three women what they knew of Spiritualism.

      Fay had also taken over my role as their alchemist. After I refined the first batch of pills, she had decided to refine the rest from now on. That must have been her desire to be helpful kicking in. She liked it when she was useful. I didn’t know if that desire stemmed from her insecurities, or if it was just a part of who she was, but I was more than happy to let her do this task. Though with her now refining all their alchemy pills, I was more or less out of a job.

      Kari was the most knowledgeable of my wives, even though she was the weakest. It wasn’t her fault, though. We still hadn’t found an S-Rank Demon Beast with a light affinity. That was the only reason she hadn’t reached the fourth state like the rest of us. In either event, she taught the three Battling Valkyries after they were finished getting their butts kicked.

      Lin also had a hand in training them, and she had more experience with training than the other two. She was the one who had the biggest hand in training members of the Nevarian Braves. Of course, she could only train them in combat. Spiritualism was another matter entirely. Lin, for all her intelligence, was a horrible teacher when it came to anything that involved explaining theory.

      It was early in the morning on what was our tenth day of travel, and I was sitting on the grass with Siv and Raul. Several dozen meters from our location were Kari and Erica. The two of them were sparring, and it looked like the battle was heating up.

      “Erica’s reached her limit,” I said as I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye, though I kept most of my attention on Raul as he tottered over to me. Every time he came over, I would catch him in a hug, he would giggle, and then I’d let him go back over to Siv.

      Siv tilted her head. “She has?”

      “Yup. She’ll last maybe one more move, but she’s finished.”

      At that moment, Erica was breathing so heavily that her breath came out in rasping pants. Sweat poured down her face in rivulets so thick they were like streams, dripping off her jaw, down her neck, and soaking into her shirt. Her claymore was buried in the ground, and her arms shook as she struggled to lift it. The way her legs wobbled was further evidence of her exhaustion.

      On the other hand, Kari was fine. She didn’t look the least bit winded. Even her hair remained perfectly in place.

      “Are you done?” asked Kari.

      “H… hardly,” Erica gasped as the muscles in her arms strained. With a grunt, she lifted her claymore and held it in a two-handed grip. “I still have… still have some fight left in me…”

      Every day they battled, Erica would grow just a little bit stronger and Kari would increase the strength she used to match, fighting at a level that was just above Erica’s. In this way, Erica seemed to never catch up to Kari, whose strength kept seemingly increasing day by day. I wondered what our friend would think if she learned that Kari wasn’t even using a quarter of her actual strength?

      Knowing Erica, she would probably laugh it off, but I was sure she’d also be shocked.

      “If you still have energy left, then come at me whenever you’re ready.”

      After speaking, Kari twirled the ranseur in her hands. The movements were elegant and refined.

      Erica took a deep breath, then she took two steps forward, spun on the balls of her feet, and swung her claymore. As she did this, the claymore caught fire. It was like the friction from her swing had caused the blade to become molten orange. A spark ignited and the fire that blazed around her weapon went from a deep orange to a bright blue.

      “Pwetty fire,” Raul said, having stopped walking back and forth between Siv and me to stare at the technique.

      “Oh. She’s using a B-rank Spiritual Fire Technique,” I murmured as Erica completed her swing.

      What emerged from Erica’s claymore after she swung it downward like she was chopping firewood was a massive crescent of blue and orange flames. It was shaped like a crescent moon. The fire attack tore through the air and the ground, leaving black burn marks in its wake.

      While the distance between me and the flames was several dozen meters, I still felt it was prudent to erect a water barrier around us in case it exploded. A thin wall of semi-transparent blue water appeared. It was several meters long and about two meters high. If something happened, it would be enough to protect us.

      Though I was mostly doing this for Raul. Siv and I would never be injured by an attack of this caliber.

      The crescent flame reached Kari, who wore a light and beautiful smile as she slid her left foot back, bent her right knee, and thrust the ranseur forward. She didn’t use any fancy moves. Her attack was simple and straightforward. However, the crescent flames, when struck, exploded with a ferocious and bestial roar. They flew everywhere, striking the grass and igniting it. Yet not a single flame touched Kari. Her appearance remained as unblemished as before.

      When Erica saw this, she sighed and collapsed onto her rear end, then fell further onto her back. She lay on the grass with her arms and legs spread wide, her chest rising and falling with each heavy breath.

      “I cannot… get over… how strong… you are,” she said as Kari walked over to her.

      Kari just smiled. “I’m the weakest one of my family, so if you think I’m strong, you should see the others when they’re using their full strength.”

      “A part of me shudders at the thought of seeing that,” Erica admitted.

      Since it looked like the spar was over, I lifted Raul into my arms and grabbed Siv’s hand to pull the Drakvarian to her feet. Kari helped Erica stand up and even allowed the woman to lean on her as we made our way back to the wagon.

      Fay was already there when we arrived. I could not find Karen, but I saw Fay setting up a small grill, and the bath I had created this morning was already set up, a partition separating the bath from the outside. Splashing sounds echoed from behind the partition. I imagined Karen was already soaking in the nutrients from the Body Forging Pills.

      “Mom! Mom!” Raul called out to his mother the moment we arrived.

      Fay looked up and smiled at us as we walked over to her. “I see Kari and Erica have finished training. All that’s left is to wait for Lin and Janet.”

      “Speaking of, do you know where they went to train?” I asked as I handed Raul off to Fay. She took the boy and held him against her hip.

      Fay nodded and pointed in the distance. “I believe they are about a kilometer out that way.”

      I nodded but didn’t follow my first instinct, which was to travel over and see how the training session was going. I trusted Lin to do a good job.

      Since Fay had already set up the grill, I summoned all the ingredients I would need to make breakfast. While meat was, of course, something we always cooked for our meals, I was also planning to grill honeyed bread. We learned in the last town we passed that you could grill dough to create a unique type of flatbread. I wanted to try that since it would be different. While Siv and Lin were perfectly content eating meat, I could tell that Kari, Fay, Erica, Karen, and Janet were getting tired of eating the same thing every day.

      While I cooked, Kari helped Erica into the bath. I could hear the splashing sounds grow louder. Then there was their conversation.

      “I really am envious of your figure,” Kari said.

      “Why? You are far more beautiful than I am. You have flawless skin, gorgeous hair, and the kind of figure that I would kill for. You must drive your husband crazy.”

      “Hmm. I do indeed drive him crazy, but I’ve always admired women who have both muscles and curves. Fay has a similar body shape to you. No matter how hard I try, I’ve never been able to gain abs like you two. Look at that! You even have a six pack!”

      “Do you need them?”

      “It’s not that I need them. I just admire people who have them.”

      I didn’t know how their conversation had turned to abs, but it was always amusing to listen to Kari complain. In my admittedly biased opinion, Kari was perfect. She might not have six-pack abs like Fay did, but her stomach was flat and toned from years of exercise, and what’s more, her hips and breasts were bigger than Fay’s. When combined with her thin waist, which was even thinner than Fay’s, it gave her goddess-like proportions that were the envy of women everywhere.

      I was halfway finished with cooking breakfast when Lin and Janet finally appeared. While Lin looked perfectly fine, Janet looked like she had been trampled on by a horde of Demon Beasts. Her clothes were ruined, her hair was a mess, and she was covered in blood, sweat, and dirt.

      She was also glaring at Lin.

      “I get the feeling you’re not training me so much as punishing me.”

      “This princess does not know what you are talking about. All this princess is doing is helping you become as strong as possible within the shortest amount of time.”

      Of course, Lin being Lin, she had absolutely no intention of admitting that she’d been bullying the other girl.

      “Don’t play dumb with me!” Janet snapped. “Last time I trained with you, I nearly died! And this time, you buried me alive! If that isn’t punishment, then I don’t know what is!”

      “If you believe this princess is punishing you, then there is nothing she can do to make you think otherwise. It is such a shame. This princess has been doing her very best to help you grow stronger. She buried you in the ground because you have an earth element like this princess. She wanted you to learn how to use your element more efficiently. It is disheartening that you seem to think she had ulterior motives.”

      I had the impression that Lin enjoyed teasing Janet. As the youngest of my wives and Kari’s official “little sister,” she was often the recipient to Kari’s merciless teasing. It must have been nice to finally be the one who did the teasing rather than the one who got teased.

      “Be nice, Lin,” I said.

      “Darling!” Lin exclaimed jubilantly as she raced over to me while I was cooking. She didn’t pounce, thank the Nine Realms, but she did lean over and begin whispering into my ear in an exaggeratedly loud voice. “Can you believe that girl? This princess has been doing her best to train her, and yet she is constantly complaining. This princess has never met such a rude child in her entire life.”

      “Who are you calling a child?!” Janet screamed.

      Now that she was close to me, I could easily see the mischievous glint in Lin’s eyes and knew for a fact that she was teasing Janet. This was definitely Kari’s fault. My poor Lin must have been teased by Kari so much in the past that she had picked up my first wife’s habits. Whether that was a bad thing or a good thing was something I had yet to determine.

      Janet got in the bath while I finished preparing breakfast. She, Karen, and Erica emerged from behind the partition about twenty minutes later, all of them looking refreshed in the new clothes they had donned.

      Body Forging Pills didn’t just heal the body and make it stronger than before. The medicinal nutrients within the pill gave people energy and rejuvenated their skin, making them look younger and more beautiful than before. Erica, Karen, and Janet had been taking these medicinal baths for the past ten days, and the effects were finally beginning to show.

      They still had a long way to go before they could match up to my wives, but that couldn’t be helped.

      Breakfast was a fairly lively affair. We now had nine mouths to feed—two of whom could eat enough for ten people. With that many people, it was inevitable that we would have several different conversations taking place at the same time.

      “Those storage rings of yours are marvelous,” Erica was telling Kari. “If you were to sell those on the market, you would make a killing. I judge each ring could be sold for no less than one million valis.”

      “I have been thinking of selling them,” Kari admitted with a pensive frown. “But there are some issues. My mentor and I are the only ones who can make these, and making them does require forging tools meant for jewelers and craftsmen. It also takes a long time to inscribe the appropriate runes into the surface.”

      “In that case, why not broker a deal with the Craftsmen’s Guild? They are the undisputed number 1 guild in the Northern Plains when it comes to crafting items and appliances. They also understand runes better than most. You might not know this since you have not been here long, but they are the ones who created the showers we use.”

      “It’s definitely something to consider…”

      Kari’s expression became sharp and thoughtful. I knew she was considering the idea of brokering a deal with the Craftsmen’s Guild. If we sold the rights to create and sell storage rings to the Craftsmen’s Guild for 40% of all profit made from the storage rings, we could increase our revenue by a lot. That would allow me to increase our sect’s budget for when we expanded our territory into the Northern Plains.

      While Erica was discussing the storage rings with Kari, two other conversations were taking place.

      “I’m really impressed by how powerful your flames are,” Karen said to Fay. “Even our leader cannot use the fire element like you can.”

      Fay only had a slight blush as she smiled at the woman. “Thank you. Unlike Kari and Lin, I do not have that many talents, so I have trained hard to make sure that I am at least powerful enough to stand beside Eryk when he is in danger.”

      “Your love for him must be strong. I’m envious.”

      “Of me?”

      “Of Eryk. I wish I had such a beautiful woman who was that dedicated to ensuring my safety.”

      “…”

      On the other side of the long table was the conversation between Lin and Janet.

      “This princess is really disappointed in your lack of progress.”

      “And who’s fault is it that I haven’t made any progress?!”

      “Yours, obviously. This princess has been helping you out every day, and yet you haven’t improved at all. It really makes this princess wonder how someone so untalented managed to join a combat-oriented guild like the Battling Valkyries.”

      “Don’t say that like you’ve been doing me a favor! The reason I haven’t improved at all is because you haven’t trained me! All you’re doing is beating me and calling it training!”

      “The best way for a Spiritualist to learn how to fight is to fight against people stronger than them. This princess has been fighting you so you can gain experience. That you cannot even understand this princess’ intentions is just sad.”

      “!!!!”

      I felt like I was going to need to have a conversation with Lin at some point in the future. I understood that she didn’t like Janet and Karen because of the conversation they had about me several days ago, but we had agreed to help them grow stronger. I wanted to make sure Lin was earnestly training Janet and not bullying her.

      Breakfast soon ended, and Siv and I began cleaning up since we were the only two people not responsible for training Erica, Karen, and Janet. Actually, I had been adamant on at least doing this much. I felt pretty useless not being allowed to help out with the women’s training, so I wanted to be somewhat useful by at least taking care of the chores. That was also why I had begun driving the wagon. Well, that, and it gave Kari and the others a chance to bond with the three Battling Valkyries.

      While I was cleaning up, a bird appeared in the distance. I didn’t pay much attention to it. Birds were always flying around, though they normally flew in flocks. However, as I finished washing the grill and stored it away in my storage ring, the bird I had been ignoring flew over to Erica and landed on her outstretched hand.

      It was a messenger bird. Tied to its left leg with a steel wire was a scroll.

      Karen and Janet crowded around Erica as she undid the steel wire, set the messenger bird free, and unfurled the scroll. Her brow furrowed as she read the contents.

      Kari, Fay, Siv, and Lin were busy getting ready to continue our journey (they were taking a bath with Raul), so I was left as the only member of our group present. I walked up to Erica and inferred that something had happened from her expression.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      Erica looked up, startled, but then she gave me a strained smile. “Yes, there is indeed a problem. It seems there is an A-Rank Demon Beast, the Silver Ice Emperor Ape, who has come down from a mountain in the north and is destroying the surrounding villages. Two villages have already fallen. I have been requested to deal with it, but…”

      “By the north, do you mean close to Vesperia?” I asked.

      I only realized my slip when Erica gave me a strange look. She fortunately did not pursue the matter of how I knew about a city I had no right to know existed.

      “Yes. The Silver Ice Emperor Ape’s last known location was in a village located two days from Vesperia. We do not know if it is headed there, but I was asked to deal with it. However, it will take far too long for me to arrive there from my current location…”

      I didn’t bother asking why they had decided to send Erica when she was so far away and instead thought about how we could deal with the situation.

      “I can help you out,” I said at last.

      “You can?” Erica blinked in shock.

      Nodding, I turned to look at the partition. “Siv! Can you please get dressed? I need your help!”

      Siv emerged from behind the partition, dressed in her regular sundress. Her hair glistened with water. She was barefoot like always as she walked up to me.

      “It looks like something has happened north of here. I’d like to travel there with Erica, but she cannot fly.”

      Siv’s eyes widened as she realized what I was asking of her. She didn’t hesitate, though, and took several dozen steps away from us before removing her clothes and transforming. Her body grew larger and larger. The scales covering her arms, feet, and face spread across her skin, covering her in glistening silvery green scales. Her face became a reptilian muzzle, the wings on her back grew longer, her legs and arms turned into powerful limbs rippling with muscles, and her torso, neck, and tail elongated. What appeared in front of us no longer resembled anything remotely human.

      Siv had transformed into a dragon.

      Karen, Janet, and Erica paled as they stared in astonishment at the majestic and powerful creature before them. I didn’t blame them for reacting this way. Siv’s dragon form was impressive. However, we didn’t have time to let them gawk like that.

      I turned to Karen. “Erica, Siv, and I are going to deal with the situation in the north. I’d like you to tell Kari, Fay, and Lin to continue traveling toward Midgard. We will meet you all there once we finish our task.”

      “Er… yeah, okay,” Karen said, though I felt like she wasn’t listening to me at all. Her eyes had not left Siv.

      “Erica, come on.”

      “Huh?!”

      Erica’s state of mind was no different from her friends, so I didn’t bother with words and lifted the woman into my arms. She was so surprised that she released a shocked squeal. However, she did not have time to struggle as I leapt into the sky and landed on Siv’s back. I placed Erica down and moved to sit near Siv’s neck, gently caressing her scales.

      “I’ll give you directions. Just go where I tell you to.”

      Siv moved her long neck in a bobbing nod before, with a mighty flap of her wings, she took off.

      Erica’s screams were drowned out by the wind howling around us.
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        * * *

      

      I think Erica had grown used to riding on the back of a dragon, or maybe she had just grown tired of screaming. When I looked back, it was to find the woman clinging to the spines protruding from Siv’s back with an abnormally calm look on her face. She appeared resigned? Maybe she was in shock?

      “We’ll be near Vesperia in less than an hour,” I shouted to her.

      Erica looked up at me, her face pale. She didn’t say anything. I sighed. Maybe my decision to have her fly on Siv’s back had been a rash one, but it wasn’t like we had time to figure out another method of traveling. This was the fastest travel method I could think of.

      I stared down at the ground below, watching as the grassy plains of the Northern Plains began growing more desolate the further north we traveled. This area was at a much higher elevation than the plains surrounding Midgard. The harsher environment made it hard for plants to grow. Only the hardiest of plants could survive in this infertile terrain.

      We flew over a mountain pass, and I knew we would reach Vesperia soon. It was during this period of time that Erica finally seemed to regain her bearings enough to speak. She still had to shout to be heard over the wind.

      “I knew Siv was a dragon, but actually seeing her transform like this is still very shocking!”

      “You aren’t the only one who was surprised by her transformation,” I shouted back. “Kari, Fay, Lin, and everyone in Nevaria had a similar reaction to you. They might have even been worse.”

      I still remembered how everyone had thought she was a Demon Beast when we first flew into Nevaria. We were lucky most of them were too shocked to try shooting us out of the sky.

      Vesperia finally came into view. It was a large city with a size comparable to Vahn. Located at a major cross section between Midgard and several smaller towns meant many people who went up north to trade needed to pass through it. Reaching Vesperia normally meant traveling through a mountainous region, but we simply flew over it and were soon flying high above the city.

      The last time I had seen Vesperia was when it had been destroyed by the Sekbeists, but now, all the buildings were back to their pristine condition. Several tall buildings towered over the others. Among the taller buildings, the largest was the clocktower, which I’d estimate was at least forty meters in height. Of course, Siv was about 100 meters above the ground, so it still looked tiny to us.

      “I’m sure the people are panicking right now,” Erica muttered with a sigh, though I still heard her.

      I shrugged. “There’s not much we can do about that. Where did you say the Silver Ice Emperor Ape was last located?”

      “It should be at a small village several kilometers north of here, but…”

      “Nevermind. I found it.”

      Erica didn’t seem to catch my meaning at first, but then she looked at where I was looking, and her face instantly drained of blood.

      About ten kilometers or so from Vesperia was a massive ape with bristling silver fur, blood red eyes, and a frame so big it towered over the tallest building in the city. That also explained why I could see it from here. This thing was huge. As I watched it, the ape beat its muscular chest and unleashed a roar so loud even I could hear it from so high up. Ice blasted from its mouth. Frost appeared along the ground, expanding quickly. This creature was so powerful that its presence alone was enough to affect the environment.

      “That’s not an A-rank Demon Beast,” I said at last.

      “No, it is not.” Erica bit her lip. “That is definitely an S-rank.”

      The Silver Ice Emperor Ape took a step forward, ice blasting out from beneath its foot and freezing the area around it for several meters. Some of the trees that grew in this harsh climate froze. The transformation from normal tree to popsicle was near instantaneous. The ground turned slick with ice. I realized this creature had a powerful water element. If that thing came close to Vesperia…

      “All right,” I said, standing up. “Leave this to me.”

      “Huh?” Erica looked shocked. “Leave this to you? Are you going to fight that thing?”

      “Of course. I’m the only one present who can fight something that powerful.”

      Siv could too, but she hated fighting.

      “But…” Erica bit her lip.

      “I know what you are thinking, but relax. This isn’t the first S-rank Demon Beast I’ve killed.”

      Erica’s eyes bulged. She opened her mouth to say something, only to become stunned when I walked off Siv’s back and began floating beside my wife. Her shock was understandable. I had not shown her my ability to fly yet.

      “Siv, please maintain this position. If it looks like Vesperia is about to receive damage, do what you can to defend it.”

      Siv could not speak when she was in her dragon form, so she just roared her acknowledgment, which caused Erica to cover her ears and clench her eyes shut.

      I turned away from Siv and shot off toward the Silver Ice Emperor Ape, which was still traveling toward Vesperia. It would reach the city in less than ten minutes if something wasn’t done. Fortunately, I could move pretty fast.

      When the Silver Ice Emperor Ape was about half a kilometer from Vesperia, I arrived, though I didn’t stop moving and instead coated my body in lightning and slammed head first into the creature. The Silver Ice Emperor Ape roared in agony as lightning skittered over its body. The Demon Beast stumbled several steps back, though it did not do anything else. The damage it received was minimal.

      After righting itself, the Silver Ice Emperor Ape roared at me. I was floating right in front of its face, making sure I was the target for its rage and aggression instead of the city. To further antagonize it, I flicked my hand and sent a cyclone of water that slammed into its face.

      The Silver Ice Emperor Ape screamed in rage as it threw a punch. From the punch came a large cone-shaped cylinder of ice. Since the city was behind me, I could not dodge. I channeled lightning and water through my arm, causing skittering arcs of energy and water to swirl around it before I threw it out in a punch.

      Because I was floating on air and didn’t have any traction, I flew backward as I punched the cone of ice, but at the same time, my attack caused the cone to explode. A lance of lightning and water shot from my fist, pierced through the cone, and struck the Silver Ice Emperor Ape.

      The Silver Ice Emperor Ape had a powerful layer of ice covering its body. It acted like armor. To destroy the ice armor, a Spiritualist needed to launch a piercing attack that was stronger than the ice.

      While my attack did not use all my power, I made sure to push enough Spiritual Power into my attack that it pierced the armor. It punched through the armor, the Silver Ice Emperor Ape’s chest, and blew a hole clean through its back.

      Now gravely injured, the Silver Ice Emperor Ape stumbled back and placed a hand against its chest. I narrowed my eyes before Spiritual Power surged inside of me like a hurricane. My body suddenly felt lighter, but I knew that was merely an illusion as I transformed from flesh and blood into the lightning element. If someone looked at me now, all they would have seen was a human-shaped lightning bolt. Like this, I flew toward the Silver Ice Emperor Ape.

      And then it was over.

      My attack had punched a gaping hole clean through the Demon Beast. Unlike the previous hole, which was only about the size of my head, this hole was so big I was certain anyone in Vesperia who was looking at our battle could see through it. My attack had destroyed the Silver Ice Emperor Ape’s heart and monster core as well, which meant it no longer had any life.

      That was a bit unfortunate. The monster core of an S-rank Demon Beast made a great ingredient for alchemy. In fact, every part of this Demon Beast’s body was valuable. If I wasn’t in such a hurry, I would have taken my time and killed this thing without damaging it.

      The Silver Ice Emperor Ape’s shoulders and body slumped forward, but then it tottered and fell backward. A loud crashing sound echoed around the mountainous region as the massive Demon Beast crashed into the ground. The earth rumbled. When I looked at Vesperia, I saw that the buildings were shaking, though they fortunately did not break.

      I sealed the Silver Ice Emperor Ape inside of a storage ring and flew back over to Siv and Erica. This was an S-rank Demon Beast, after all. Every part of its body was valuable, so I planned to harvest it and use whatever I could before selling what I couldn’t.

      Erica was staring at me like this was the first time she had seen me as I landed on Siv’s back. Her eyes were wide and bulging. It had been a while since I’d gotten this reaction. Not that I blamed her. I had just single-handedly defeated an S-rank Demon Beast in less than a minute. Even an army of Spiritualists who had reached the Second State of Spiritualism could not accomplish that. It would have taken at least four Spiritualists at the third state to do what I had just done, and several of them would have likely died in the process.

      “Siv, let’s go,” I said, patting Siv’s back.

      Siv roared before flapping her wings, turning around, and flying off. Like that, we left Vesperia as quickly as we had come.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you see that?”

      “I did. So that’s a dragon, huh?”

      “Not the dragon! The person who killed the Silver Ice Emperor Ape!”

      “Oh. Yeah, I saw that too. Damn, that person was strong. I didn’t know there was anyone in the Northern Plains who was that strong. I bet he’s even stronger than the leaders of the Battling Valkyries and the Paladin Sect.”

      Standing on a building not far from the border of Vesperia were two people. One of them was a slight woman with a lithe body and delicate appearance. Some people would even say she looked childish, though they would regret it after she beat them to a pulp. Felicia never let any slight against her height or young appearance go unavenged. Not ever. The other person was an attractive man with cat ears, green eyes, and a muscular figure.

      “That person was so cool! Did you see how he turned into lightning?!” Felicia asked.

      “Of course, I did.” Axel scratched at his cat ears. “But I’m really curious now. I know people who can transform into their element are those who have reached the Third State of Spiritualism, but he seemed even more powerful than most.”

      When the Silver Ice Emperor Ape had suddenly appeared in the distance, it sent the city into a panic. As the guild stationed in Vesperia, the Explorers Guild had been in the process of evacuating the civilians, but then the dragon had appeared, and that man had flown down and pulverized the S-rank Demon Beast before it could reach the city.

      “Did you get a good look at his features?” asked Felicia. She was a human and had only reached the First State of Spiritualism, so her eyes were nowhere near as good as his.

      “Of course, I did, but why do you ask?” asked Axel.

      “I’d like you to tell me what he looked like so I can write a story about him.”

      “… I’m not going to help you write that dirty smut of yours.”

      “Stingy.”
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            MIDGARD

          

        

      

    

    
      As the largest city located in the very center of the Northern Plains, Midgard not only possessed the highest population, but there were more people coming and going than in any other city. That explained why there was a massive line of carriages, wagons, and groups standing around outside the gate. Every person present needed to be inspected by the Midgard Spiritual Knights before they could be let in.

      Kari was driving the wagon the day they arrived in Midgard. It had taken around five days after myself, Erica, and Siv had gone to defeat the Silver Ice Emperor Ape to arrive in Midgard. Of course, it had only taken five hours for Siv and I to fly from Vesperia to Midgard. We had actually flown to the closest town over and waited for the others to arrive before proceeding to Midgard together.

      Karen and Janet had been shocked.

      While her two companions were rather astounded, Erica had become surprisingly calm about the whole situation after I defeated the Silver Ice Emperor Ape. I didn’t think she was calm, however. Not really. I think the most appropriate term to describe how she felt was numb. It was hard to blame her. I mean, she had seen Siv transform into a dragon, then watched me fly and defeat an S-rank Demon Beast on my own without any trouble. Anyone would be shocked after that.

      “We finally made it to Midgard,” I said with a smile as I observed the large crowd of people.

      Our wagon was not the only one being carried by a Demon Beast, though our Giga Beast was the largest Demon Beast present. A few carriages in front of ours was an ornately crafted carriage made of gold being pulled by a pair of Qilins. The majestic Demon Beasts were normally used as flying mounts, but it looked like whoever owned that carriage had turned them into decorations. There was another wagon even further up front that was being pulled by a Land Dragon. It was a C-rank Demon Beast that resembled a Giga Monster in that they were both reptilian in nature, but it was much smaller and had a longer neck and stubbier legs.

      “We have indeed.” Kari wore the same smile on her face that I was sure I was wearing. Midgard was where the two of us had started our new life together before I’d gone back in time. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen those beautiful gates.”

      The gates Kari was talking about were the majestic gates the protected Midgard. They were about three times larger than the gates leading out of Nevaria. At present, the obsidian gates were open, but everyone had to stop at the front of them so they and their cargo could be inspected. On either side of the gates were two massive watchtowers, which had ballistae sitting at the very top.

      “Fay, Lin, Siv,” I called out. “You three should come outside so you can see this.”

      “Have we arrived?!” Lin asked, peeking her head out of the small glassless window near the front. When she saw that we had indeed arrived in Midgard, she disappeared from view, though it was not long before she climbed onto the roof and slithered over to us. She was also joined by Fay, Siv, and even Raul came up, held in the arms of his mother.

      “So this is Midgard,” Fay murmured in surprise, cupping a hand to her forehead as though blocking out the sun to get a better look. “You two have often described it to me, but hearing about it second hand really does the city no justice.”

      “Big,” Siv added.

      “Big,” Raul mimicked Siv.

      “There are so many people!” Lin exclaimed in excitement. “Look, Darling! Look! There are Lamia over there!”

      Indeed, there were several Lamia up ahead. Judging by the matching uniforms they wore, I believed they were members of the same sect. Actually, come to think of it…

      “Is it just me, or are a lot of the people here from a sect?” I asked of no one in particular.

      “It is not just you,” a voice said to my left.

      I turned my head to find Erica climbing up the driver’s seat, so I moved aside and allowed the woman some space. She cast me a grateful smile as she folded her skirt and sat down.

      “So all these groups are from the various sects scattered throughout the Northern Plains?” asked Kari.

      “I’m sure not all of them belong to a sect, but certainly, most of these caravans are from the numerous sects who wish to participate in the upcoming Six Great Sects Selection Tournament,” Erica said.

      “This princess is confused,” Lin tilted her head. “Couldn’t they just use one of those Warp Gates that Darling told us about?”

      “Maybe if they were only sending over a few people, but they cannot use Warp Gates constantly like that,” Kari was the one who explained the matter to Lin. “Warp Gates are incredibly useful, but they are also quite delicate and require a lot of power to maintain. One monster core from an A-rank Demon Beast can allow a Warp Gate to be used 1,000 times before it must be replaced. A-rank Demon Beasts are rare, so their cores are expensive. Also, Warp Gates require maintenance the more they are used, and that is even more costly than the monster cores since very few people understand how a Warp Gate works.”

      “You know an awful lot about Warp Gates,” Erica observed.

      “Of course!” Kari puffed out her chest in pride. “Runes are my specialty!”

      The line moved slowly but efficiently. It seemed the Midgard Spiritual Knights had been prepared to receive a great many people that day because there were almost twice as many of them guarding the gate. They would come up to a carriage and inspect their cargo, then allow the carriage or caravan to pass through. In only an hour, it was our turn.

      The person who had come up to inspect our carriage was a man with a confident swagger that bordered on arrogant. His demeanor did not surprise me in the least. The Midgard Spiritual Knights were, after all, the largest force within Midgard. Even if you combined all the Six Great Sects together, they would not have the same number of forces inside the city as the Midgard Spiritual Knights.

      A hungry leer appeared on the man’s face as he came up to our group. I could tell from that expression of his that his intention for coming to us was anything but benign. However, he was still on duty and still had a job to do. I trusted he wouldn’t try anything untoward, though I was ready if he did.

      Not that I needed to be.

      Really.

      I was prepared to save this man from my wives, who would destroy him if he tried something.

      “Sorry for the intrusion, ladies, but I will need to inspect you and your cargo before I can let your group through.”

      “Please feel free,” Kari said with a gesture toward the wagon.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” the Spiritualist said.

      I glared at the man as he swaggered around to the back of our wagon, no doubt already entering to “inspect it.” I was sure he’d inspect it good, the bloody bastard.

      “You don’t seem pleased with our inspector,” Erica said.

      “Why should I be pleased that some man is snooping around our wagon?” I asked.

      “Eryk is very territorial,” Fay said with a blush. “He dislikes it whenever another man intrudes on our, um, private space.”

      “Is that so?” Erica gave me an amused smile, lips curling in a way that I could only describe as sinful. “I suppose it is a good thing I’m a woman, then.”

      “It is,” I agreed. “Had you been a man, I would have never let you stay with us.”

      Erica blinked as if surprised that I straight up admitted she only got a pass because she didn’t have a dick.

      It wasn’t necessarily true that I wouldn’t let another man into our wagon. I had allowed Zane to travel alongside us while we trained him, but he was also a special exception. He had done so much for Kari and me in our previous life that I felt like I owed him. There were only a few other people who I had the same level of trust and respect in.

      But I had also learned something from letting Zane stay in our carriage. It wasn’t a good idea to let another man in there. Not only did having another man live with us hamper my ability to have sex with my wives, but there was always a possibility he would catch one of them in a compromising situation. I didn’t like the idea of another man seeing my wives in a state of undress.

      The inspector came back around, and I noticed that he was sporting a new black eye. Janet and Karen were currently sitting in Erica’s carriage. My guess was the man had run afoul of those two, tried to take advantage of them, and received a fist to the face courtesy of Janet. That girl was a firebrand.

      “All of your cargo checks out. You are free to enter,” the man said stiffly before moving on his way.

      “Huh?” I mumbled.

      “What is it?” asked Kari.

      “I didn’t even have to do anything.” I scratched the back of my head. “I had prepared a number of measures to deal with that man in case he decided to try and use his authority to sexually harass any of you, but they ended up not being needed.”

      Kari’s lips curved into an amused smile. “Are you disappointed?”

      “Well… maybe a little,” I admitted, which caused everyone else to laugh at me.

      Since we had been permitted to enter, we did so without delay, driving past the massive gates and into the city.

      Lin, Fay, Siv, and Raul remained on the wagon’s roof as we traveled past the gates, which allowed them to fully experience the wonder that was Midgard. The buildings were two and even three times larger than the ones in Nevaria. While the architecture here was similar to other cities like Vahn, it was many times more majestic. There was simply no comparison.

      “Wassat?” asked Raul, pointing at something.

      “That’s a building,” Fay answered.

      “Wassat?” Raul pointed at something else.

      Fay answered again. “That’s a window.”

      “Wassat?”

      “A street sign.”

      “Street sign? Wassat?”

      “It’s a sign used to help direct traffic.”

      “Traffic? Wassat?”

      “Um… it’s…”

      Erica looked back at the little boy nestled within his mother’s arms and lap, smiled, and then turned to me again. Ever since I defeated the Silver Ice Emperor Ape, she had shown me a lot more respect—no, I suppose reverence would be a better word to describe her feelings toward me. Up until now, she had been polite and respectful, but after that battle, she had begun looking at me like I was one of the Great Overlords.

      It was a little disturbing to be honest.

      “What are you all going to do now?” she asked.

      “First, we are going to drop you, Karen, and Janet off at your sect’s branch office here,” I said. “After that? I guess we’ll get a room at the Antiquity Inn.”

      “Just one?” Erica didn’t look too surprised.

      I nodded as Kari said, “We’ve all been sleeping together for a long time now. It would feel weird if we suddenly slept in separate beds.”

      “Wassat?” Raul asked as he pointed at something.

      “That’s a beastman,” Fay answered.

      “I suppose it would at that,” Erica agreed with a nod. “However, there is no need to travel to the Antiquity Inn. After all the help you have given us, the least we can do is let you and your family stay with us for a few days.”

      “Are you sure there’s room?” I asked.

      Before I’d gone back in time, the Battling Valkyries had become one of the Six Great Sects, but that was not the case now, which meant their branch office was one of the smaller ones located within Midgard.

      “Do you really think so poorly of my sect?” Erica pouted at me. “We might not be one of the Six Great Sects, but we are still a vast and powerful sect with over 5,000 members. The only combat-oriented sect with more members than ours is the Paladin Sect. And that’s only because they accept members of both sexes, whereas we only accept women. In either event, just follow my directions. I will help you get to my sect’s branch office. My sect leader is probably there, and she will want to speak with you anyway.”

      “I do appreciate the offer, but I think we would still like to have our own room and board for the sake of privacy,” I said at last. “However, I would like to meet your leader.”

      I never got to meet the infamous Alexis in my previous life. She had vanished before I arrived in the Northern Plains, and Erica had never talked about her. I assumed something terrible happened, so I never asked about her, for fear of opening old wounds. It also hadn’t seemed important at the time.

      Erica sighed as if she was disappointed but nodded anyway. “Very well. Please follow my directions. I will lead you to my sect’s branch office.”

      Since it sounded like Erica was adamant on having us accompany her, we had no reason to refuse. Kari cracked the reigns, which got the Giga Monster moving, and she listened to Erica’s directions as we traveled toward the Battling Valkyries branch office.

      I was curious to see what kind of branch office they had before becoming one of the Six Great Sects.
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        * * *

      

      Midgard was shaped like a giant circle. While similar in some ways to Nevaria, Midgard was about ten times bigger. I had never been able to explore this city in its entirety in my past life, and even the residents who lived there had probably never seen all there was to see of this massive metropolis.

      As a city with a population of somewhere around 20.5 million people, Midgard could not divide itself into districts like Nevaria. My old home had a merchant district, an entertainment district, a noble district, a peasants’ quarters, and even an education district. It was impossible to divide a large city like Midgard in this manner since it would take too long to travel from one district to the other. For that reason, Midgard was like a mishmash, where shops and vendors mingled with residential buildings and government offices. Bazaars were located all across the city. I think there were something like 2,000 different bazaars located within Midgard’s borders.

      The Battling Valkyries branch office was located on the main road leading to the gate, situated between a housing unit for commoners and a mercantile sect called Geschäftsleute Company. It was a five-story building that was longer than it was wide. There wasn’t much in the way of decoration, but the sturdy pillars carved from granite contained motifs of women dressed in armor. A sign hanging over the front door with a young woman decked in heavy plate mail and wielding a giant battleaxe signified what sect this place belonged to.

      “We have our own stables,” Erica said. “It’s just two buildings down. That way.”

      Erica directed Kari toward another large building, but this one was a stable that contained several types of Demon Beasts, including Mares, Land Dragons, Struts, and even a Qilin. I glanced at the Qilin, who seemed to notice my presence. It looked at me with haughty arrogance in its eyes. Then it lowered its head.

      I was nonplussed.

      “That Qilin is Alexis Mutig’s mount,” Erica told me with a strange look in her eyes. “Rumor has it our leader managed to subdue this mount in single combat and made it submit to her. It has never lowered its head to someone else like this.”

      This was something I had never heard before. I was also shocked. Subduing a Qilin was a difficult task and something that normally required an entire squadron of Spiritualists. Even our Giga Monster was only under our control because of the collar we had wrapped around its neck. It would have gone crazy were it not for that.

      “Your leader sounds pretty strong,” Fay said, a gleam in her eyes. Raul was still in her arms, but he was looking at the many different beasts of burden in the stable.

      “She has reached the Third State of Spiritualism like all of you,” Erica said proudly.

      Fay deflated. “So it’s just the Third State, then?”

      “Why do you sound so disappointed?!” Erica shouted.

      We hadn’t told Erica that all of us except for Kari had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism, and I wasn’t sure she’d believe us even if we did. Well, maybe she would. Even someone who had reached the Third State would not be able to defeat an S-rank Demon Beast on their own so quickly. She might believe me if I told her, but I didn’t know what would happen yet if that information got out.

      I frowned for a moment. The fact that an S-rank Demon Beast had entered human territory bothered me. Demons Beasts of that caliber never strayed far from their territory, so I was curious to know why this one had been on the move. I wondered if I should head up north some time to investigate, but those were thoughts for another time.

      Our Giga Monster was massive, and the stable did not have an area large enough to fit it. Erica told us to just leave it in the back outside of the stable. After unhooking all the harnesses from the Demon Beast’s body, it curled up like an overgrown cat and fell asleep.

      “I guess we have been working it pretty hard,” Kari said as she patted the giant lizard’s nose. “It’s been with us since we left Nevaria two years ago, traveled through the Endless Desert with us, and now it’s finally got a nice place to rest. I’d want to be lazy too.”

      “This princess wishes she could curl up around Darling and sleep like that,” Lin added, which caused Erica to choke on her laughter. Janet did not look as amused.

      “We’ll be able to curl up like that soon,” I said. “But first, we have to meet with Alexis Mutig.”

      I was kind of excited by the idea of meeting such a legendary figure. She and the previous leader of the Paladin Sect had been so famous that people often spoke of them in awed whispers. Many stories surrounded them, and I was finally going to meet one of those figures.

      We were led back to the Battling Valkyries’ branch office and entered through the wooden double doors. The spacious entrance hall reminded me of a reception room. There was a counter all the way in the back, next to a set of double stairs leading further into the branch office. Numerous support pillars composed of wood and stone lined this room. I looked up at the vaulted ceiling, then back down at the many people currently bustling about inside.

      This place was packed with individuals from many walks of life. There was a young man dressed in the ostentatious outfit of a powerful merchant, a pair of commoners waiting nervously for their turn to file a quest, and several women dressed in armor similar to Janet and Karen standing over by the quest board. As we walked through this group and toward the stairs, the scent of several different perfumes and body odors pervaded my nose.

      “Erica!” someone called out before we could reach the stairs.

      Our group turned around to find a young woman walking toward us with a bright smile. She looked vaguely familiar… but I couldn’t quite place her. I was certain she was one of the many young women Kari and I had dealt with in our previous life.

      “Rinne,” Erica said with a warm smile. “I had not realized you were also here. Is Alexis letting you take part in the tournament?”

      “Of course!” Rinne blushed under Erica’s smile. Oh, boy. I’d seen that reaction before. “I may not be as strong as you, but I won’t let myself be a burden. Lady Alexis has been carefully selecting the remaining participants.” She paused, then, her eyes lighting up. “By the way, did you hear about the Silver Ice Emperor Ape that attacked Vesperia just a little while ago? They say someone with incredibly strong Spiritual Powers swooped in and killed it with a single blow!”

      “You don’t say…” Erica muttered while glancing in my direction.

      “I’d love to meet whoever this strong person is.” Rinne clasped her hands together.

      Erica’s smile became fixed. “I’m sure you’ll meet him eventually.”

      Rinne tilted her head. “Do you know who he is?”

      “I couldn’t say. In any case, is Lady Alexis in?” Erica quickly changed the topic.

      “Yes. She’s been at the branch office for the last seven days. I actually arrived in the caravan with her. Everyone is very excited for the upcoming tournament.”

      This tournament really was a huge deal. I mean, it would be the tournament that decided which sect became the latest member of the Six Great Sects and earned a seat on the Council of Six, so of course it was a big deal, but seeing how excited everyone was really hammered this fact home.

      After Erica said goodbye to the still excited Rinne, she led our group up the set of stairs. Karen and Janet parted ways with us. They both said they had things to do, and I had a feeling Karen did not want to remain by our side any longer than necessary. She still did not like how I was married to four women.

      We arrived at a door. It was simple and unadorned. However, Erica had an expression of the utmost respect on her face as she knocked.

      “You can come in, Erica.”

      The voice that came from the other side sounded younger than I’d expected, but I didn’t let that bother me as Erica opened the door and gestured for us to enter.

      As far as offices went, the one we stepped into was fairly standard. The interior wasn’t spacious, but I think that was mostly because this place was lined with numerous weapons. Battleaxes hung from racks; claymores rested against walls. Not only did I see many conventional weapons, but I even saw a few unconventional ones like the morning star and the chain-sickle that were hanging from the back wall.

      There was a desk in the center of the office, stacks of paper sitting on top of it, and sitting behind the desk was… a young girl. Well, she looked young. If I had to place her age, I’d say she looked like she was maybe fourteen or fifteen years old. Her hair was silver, her eyes were red, and she had the palest skin of anyone I’d ever seen. Albino. I’d heard of people like her. They were often considered cursed children, but it was really just a lack of pigmentation in the eyes, skin, and hair that caused their unique coloration.

      

  





        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

  




As we stepped into the office, the young-looking woman glanced up from her work.

      And then she froze.

      She did not look at Erica first, but instead turned to me. I felt a subtle pressure bearing down on my soul. Spiritual Pressure. It wasn’t enough to cause me discomfort, but the fact that I could feel it at all was a sign of this woman’s incredible might. She had definitely reached the Third State of Spiritualism, and she’d done so at a very young age, which explained why she had the appearance of a teenager. After looking at me, she glanced at Fay, Lin, Kari, and then Siv.

      Finally, she looked at Erica.

      “It seems you have been keeping some interesting company,” she said at last before turning back to me. “Tell me, boy. Are you the one who killed the Silver Ice Emperor Ape that was attacking Vesperia?”

      “I am,” I admitted, shrugging off her scrutinizing gaze. It wasn’t like I had a reason to hide it.

      The young woman gave me a hard stare like she was trying to see through me. Erica wore a somewhat fixed smile as she stepped forward.

      “Lady Alexis, these are some traveling companions I met during my journey. Karen, Janet, and I ran into a bit of trouble, and they helped us and agreed to escort us to Midgard. This is Eryk Veiger, and these are his four wives: Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv.” Erica then pointed at Raul. “And that is his son, Raul.”

      Alexis shifted to study us more thoroughly when the women in our group were introduced as my wives. Polygamy was generally accepted here in the Northern Plains, but it was not as big here as it was in Nevaria, where having multiple spouses was often seen as a symbol of power and status.

      “You four look impossibly content with your current situation,” Alexis said at last. “Does it not bother you that you have to share a man?”

      “Why would it bother this princess?” asked Lin, who looked genuinely confused. “Darling is amazing, so of course he would have more than one wife.”

      Alexis looked like she wasn’t sure whether she should be amused or appalled.

      Kari smiled and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as she stepped forward. “Eryk’s marriage to us was something I personally incited. There are reasons behind it that you do not need to know about or understand. That said, you should know that I will not tolerate you speaking poorly of him or my sisters.”

      At that moment, an incredible Spiritual Pressure pushed down on Alexis, who grunted in surprise at the sudden feeling of gravity increasing. She pushed out her own Spiritual Power to counteract the effects. However, while the two of them had comparable power, Kari was still a little stronger.

      “You don’t need to become so defensive.” Alexis waved Kari off as a small trickle of sweat left a trail down the right side of her face. “I was not badmouthing him or you. I was merely curious to know why four women of your power were willing to follow this man.”

      “Isn’t it obviously because we love him to death?” asked Lin. “This princess would not follow a man she did not love.”

      Even Fay decided to offer her two valis on the subject, though she was blushing as she spoke. “You might not understand, but Eryk has supported all of us through many hardships. We grew to love him because of how strong, reliable, and caring he is.”

      I really didn’t think this kind of conversation was necessary right now. I mean, I was grateful they all felt this way, truly, but it was causing my face to feel like someone had smashed it into a furnace.

      At least their words seemed to satisfy Alexis, who leaned back in her seat as the tension in her shoulders eased. “Well, I’ll not judge you all on your relationships. Everyone is different. You also have my gratitude for helping Erica during her time of need.”

      “If you are truly grateful, then do you mind if we asked you for a favor?” asked Kari, a cunning smile suddenly appearing on her face.

      Oh, boy. I wondered what sort of concessions Kari was going to try and wring from this woman whom we had only just met.
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      “A favor, you say?”

      Alexis frowned at Kari. Her narrowed eyes made her seem far more mature than her childish figure would suggest. The intelligence and wisdom hidden behind those eyes were the real deal. If I hadn’t been sure that this woman was an adult, then I was now. It really made me wonder how old she really was.

      “We have at least three favors we would like to ask of you,” Kari said, a benign smile on her lips. I knew that smile very well. It made me shudder, and I even felt a little bad for Alexis, now on the receiving end of that smile. “The first is that we would like your help establishing a sect here.”

      “Hmph! You think I can help you establish a sect?” Alexis crossed her arms and snorted. “The only sects that have the power to push a new sect’s application forward are the Six Great Sects. What makes you think my little Battling Valkyries sect has the reputation and prestige to help you?”

      “Come now.” Kari’s smile turned into a grin. “I might not have been in the Northern Plains for long, but I wasn’t born yesterday. I know how to gather information. The Battling Valkyries is currently the second largest combat-oriented sect after the Paladin Sect. Many people believe your sect will win the upcoming tournament and become the Sixth Great Sect. At that time, helping us quickly establish our sect will be a simple matter.”

      “Perhaps,” Alexis conceded. “But I fail to see what I stand to gain out of this.”

      “Oh? Can you not tell that Erica here is at least two times stronger now than she was when you last saw her?” Kari spread her arms wide as if to say “I’m sure you know what I’m talking about.” Alexis frowned but said nothing as my wife continued. “I’m sure someone like yourself, who has reached the Third State of Spiritualism, can easily sense that her Spiritual Power has received a significant boost.”

      Alexis remained silent, and I knew Kari had this woman right where she wanted her. Alexis might have been an incredibly talented Spiritualist, and she was obviously capable of controlling a sect, but when it came to outright cunning, nobody could beat my wife. Kari’s silver tongue was second to none, and she had the experience of two lifetimes at her disposal.

      “She’s at it again,” Fay whispered into my ear.

      I grinned at her.

      “At it again?” Raul asked. “What again?”

      We weren’t able to say anything to our son while these negotiations were taking place, so I asked Lin to distract him by making funny faces. Lin had this odd way of stretching her face that never ceased to make Raul laugh. While it was a little distracting, it was better than my son outright disrupting the negotiations.

      “Are you saying her increased strength is thanks to you?” asked Alexis.

      “Not just me.” Kari shook her head and gestured to myself, Fay, and Lin. “Me, Fay, and Lin have been constantly sparring with Erica, Karen, and Janet during our travels to Midgard. And Eryk and Fay were responsible for refining several alchemy pills that increase a person’s Spiritual Power, widen their Spiritual Pathways, and enhance their physical abilities.”

      Alexis sucked in a breath before her eyes locked onto me and Fay. “You two are alchemists?”

      “I am only a middle-ranked alchemist. I can at most be considered an Adept.” I paused before glancing at Fay, whose eyes suddenly widened as a blush stained her cheeks. She shook her head, telling me not to continue, but I grinned and looked back at Alexis as if I hadn’t seen it. “However, my wife, Fay, is already at the level of an Alchemist Master. If she had someone to study under, I believe she could become a Grandmaster within the next year.”

      Grandmaster Alchemists were the highest rank a person could achieve. There were very few Grandmasters even in the Alchemist Association, which was famous across the entire Northern Plains as the greatest alchemy sect ever. In fact, I think the only Grandmaster right now was the Alchemist Association’s current head.

      “This little girl is an expert level alchemist?” Alexis did not look like she believed me.

      “If you wish to test her, Fay will gladly show you how talented she is later,” I said as Fay’s entire face turned the same color as her hair.

      I was not joking at all here, and I was certain Alexis could tell how serious I was, so she didn’t pursue this subject any further. Instead, she looked back at Kari and returned to their previous conversation.

      “Naturally, I am thankful for your aid in helping Erica, Janet, and Karen grow stronger, but we did not ask for your help, so we have no obligation to you.”

      Kari retained her calm and placid smile as she spoke. “Perhaps not right now, but what if we could guarantee your victory in the upcoming tournament? The Battling Valkyries are indeed powerful and many people think there is no way you will lose, but isn’t there one sect you are not certain you can beat?”

      At that moment, Alexis’ already narrowed eyes became thin slits. “I see you really have done your research.”

      I, of course, did not have a single clue as to what Kari was talking about, but that was because Kari had likely been gathering this information on her own. We would occasionally stop at various towns and cities during our travels. It would not surprise me if she had snuck into those cities while I wasn’t looking and acquired this information while my other wives kept me occupied. That was definitely something she would do.

      “Thor’s Hammer is a well-known warrior sect that only accepts men, and they are currently ranked as the third strongest sect,” Kari said with a smile. “However, the reason they are ranked third is due to a combination of factors. One.” She held up a single finger. “They do not have a very good reputation. There are many rumors about how they treat people poorly and some of their members have been accused of sexually assaulting women. Two.” She extended a second finger. “They do not have as many members as you or the Paladin Sect. And three.” She held up one more finger. “Because they do not have as many members, they cannot take on as many jobs, so their reputation has not spread as far. However, while they are ranked as the third largest combat sect, they have three people who have reached the Third State of Spiritualism among them.”

      The room went completely silent at Kari’s words, which resounded through the minds of myself and everyone else like a clocktower’s bell. I could tell from Alexis’ pursed lips that made her look like she had swallowed a lemon that everything my wife said was true.

      This information was all completely new to me. I wondered when Kari had acquired it.

      “Even if they have three members who have reached the Third State of Spiritualism, so what? Their sect leader and his vice-leader are two of the people who have reached the Third State of Spiritualism, and there is a rule for this tournament that states the leader and vice-leader cannot take part in the competition,” Alexis said.

      “This is true,” Kari admitted, and here, her smile widened further. “But that still leaves one member among them who has reached the Third State and can compete. How many members of the Battling Valkyries can you confidently state have the ability to defeat him?”

      When Alexis went completely silent, Kari turned to Fay. There was a glimmer in her eyes that said she knew she had already gained the victory she wanted. Seeing that expression in her eyes turned me on. My wife was at her sexiest when she was being cunning like this.

      “Fay? Can you bring out that pill you made?”

      With a sigh, Fay stepped forward and held out her hand, summoning a pill about the size of a palm from inside of her storage ring. The moment this pill appeared, a spicy scent filled the air. The pill was a dark crimson color. While its outer shell looked like blood, a bright orange and blue fire seemed to be burning inside of it.

      “Is that…?!” Alexis’ eyes went wide.

      “An Elemental Enlightenment Pill,” Kari said, eyes glittering dangerously. “You seem to know what this is, as well as the fact that no one in the Northern Plains, including the Alchemist Association, can make it. With this pill, we can help Erica reach the Third State of Spiritualism in time for the tournament.”

      “And in exchange, you want us to help you establish your sect when we take our place as the Sixth Great Sect.” Alexis sighed and relaxed her shoulders. “Very well. In exchange for helping us, we will also help you. However.” She sent Kari a fierce glare. “We will only help you on the condition that we win the tournament.”

      “I’m glad we could come to an agreement.” Kari smiled, but Alexis just snorted. “Of course, we still have two more favors to ask.”

      Alexis pinched the bridge of her nose like she was about to get a headache. I almost chuckled. I might have snorted a little because Alexis glared at me.

      “The second favor is that we would like you to write a letter of recommendation for Fay to join the Alchemist Association.” At this, even my eyes widened, though Kari continued speaking before I could comment. “She will not be an official member, but more like an apprentice. At the moment, her talent is something she gained through her own incredible labors without any help. I’m sure she can become a Grandmaster even without the Alchemist Association, but she would learn so much more if she had access to their knowledge.”

      What she said was something none of us could deny. Fay was incredibly talented at alchemy. I’d say she was even more talented at alchemy than she was at combat. However, she’d never had a teacher before. She had taught herself in my previous life and become extremely proficient at refining ancient and powerful pills, and in this life, she had already begun refining her own original pills. I could only imagine how much she would grow if she had access to the Alchemist Association’s vast wealth and knowledge.

      “I can write her a letter of recommendation,” Alexis said after a moment’s thought. Her eyes suddenly sharpened. “However, whatever happens after that will have nothing to do with me.”

      “That is fine. We only need the letter,” Kari said.

      Alexis ran a hand through her hair and gave Kari an even look. While she appeared exasperated, I thought I saw a hint of respect in the woman’s eyes. They glimmered like rubies.

      “What is the last favor you want?”

      “We want your help searching for two S-rank Demon Beasts. One needs to have a light element and the other needs to have a darkness element,” Kari said, giving Alexis what would be her final and most difficult request to complete.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alexis and Erica watched as Eryk, Kari, Lin, Siv, and Fay, with Raul in her arms, left the office. While Erica wore a stunned look on her face like she couldn’t understand what had just happened, Alexis slumped backwards in her seat. A bit of sweat ran down her pale face. Running a hand through her soft hair, she realized she had actually worked up a slight cold sweat as well.

      “Lady Alexis?” Erica asked in a concerned tone.

      “Erica… I want you to get closer to those people,” Alexis said.

      “Closer to them? How do you mean?” asked Erica, her expression carefully neutral.

      “It would be nice if you could befriend them… but it would be better if you could get that man named Eryk to fall for you,” Alexis admitted.

      “Ah?” Erica looked like she’d been struck across the face with a lightning bolt. Her entire face turned bright red.

      “That man and his wives are incredibly powerful. They are so powerful that even I cannot see the depths of their strength.” Alexis glanced at the now closed door. “A group of people like that are sure to shake up the entire Northern Plains. Having a close relationship with them can only benefit us in the long run.”

      Erica said nothing, but looked like she was thinking. Then…

      “I’m not sure it will be possible to make Eryk fall in love with me,” she admitted at last.

      “Why not? You are every bit as beautiful as his wives,” Alexis said.

      Erica wore a strained smile as she answered. “If it was just a matter of my appearance, I would feel very confident about my chances, but the bond those five share is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. It is not something an outsider like myself can tread upon lightly.”

      Unlike her other two companions, Erica had watched Eryk and his wives carefully, and so she had seen the depths of their bonds. She spent a great deal of time detailing the little things they did for each other as if to emphasize their bond. Eryk had a firm grasp on his wives’ personalities and did things for them that he knew they appreciated, like when he combed Siv’s hair, when he massaged Lin’s tail, when he complimented Fay, and when he snuggled with Kari. Similarly, those women knew what made Eryk tick, and they helped each other as well. Their bond was something that had been cultivated for years. Even though she was hearing all this information secondhand, Alexis could tell how unbreakable their bond was.

      “Hmm…” Alexis hummed as she rifled through the papers on her desk, using the time she spent going over them to think. Finally, she said, “In that case, I suppose befriending them is the most you can do. Well, in either event, it seems we’ve been given some interesting tasks. I can write the letter of recommendation to the Alchemist Association today. After the tournament, we will begin working on their other two requests.” Alexis paused to look at Erica. “You should take that pill in your hand and head into seclusion so you can enter the Third State of Spiritualism. You need to reach the Third State at least a week before the tournament begins so you can adjust to the increased power.”

      “Yes, Lady Alexis,” Erica said, seemingly glad to have been given a task she could accomplish.

      She watched Erica turn around and leave the office, a bright red pill clasped firmly in her left hand.
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        * * *

      

      The Antiquity Inn looked the same as I remembered. I was glad to see the familiar five-story building with its numerous windows, large columns, and the various statues of mystical creatures near the entrance. So much about the Northern Plains was different from how I remembered it that seeing a building I could recognize made me feel abnormally happy.

      “So this is where we will be staying?” asked Lin.

      “For now,” I said.

      “Do they have a room that will fit all of us?” asked Fay as she adjusted Raul in her grasp. Our son was nodding off and resting his head on her chest. So much had happened that our son had exhausted himself from all the excitement.

      “They should,” Kari said. “But even if they do not, we will make do.”

      I kept a firm grip on Siv’s hand as Kari led the way inside. We walked through the spacious lobby, which had a large gathering of humans and non-humans like Beastmen and Lamia. The receptionist at the front saw our large party coming toward her and offered us a polite smile.

      “Hello. Welcome to the Antiquity Inn. Would you and your group like to book rooms with us?”

      “If possible, we would like to book one room,” Kari said. “Do you have anything that can fit six people?”

      The woman nibbled on her lower lip as she looked at us. Her gaze drifted toward me quite suddenly, and I could tell she was wondering about my relationship with these women. Her curiosity was evident in the way she studied me with such seriously furrowed brows. The fact that there was a child among us probably gave her imagination quite the kick start. She was already beginning to blush before she looked away.

      “We… we do have the King’s Suite. It has two bedrooms, a bathroom with a shower, a living room, and even a kitchen,” she said at last. “However, it is very expensive at 6,000 valis a night.”

      “We’ll stay there,” Kari decided as I summoned a bag of valis from my storage ring and placed it on the desk.

      “There should be 72,000 valis in there. Enough for twelve nights. Can you please check to confirm?” I asked.

      “Th-these are platinum coins! I’ve never seen so many platinum coins before in my life!”

      The receptionist became shocked out of her mind when she let the contents out of the bag and saw the platinum coins tumble onto the counter. She quickly blushed when everyone in the lobby looked in our direction. Coughing into her hand, she began stacking the platinum coins, which were equal to 1,000 valis. There were a total of seventy-two platinum coins in total.

      “It looks like everything is in order.” The now pale receptionist gave us a fixed smile. I think it was only her sense of professionalism that kept her from panicking. “I will grab the keys for you. Also, please wait for just a moment while I summon someone to escort you to your suite.”

      The woman turned around and went to where the keys for each room dangled, grabbed one set, and came back. She gave the keys to me. Then she summoned a servant from a room behind the receptionist counter and asked him to escort our group. When I saw the way he looked at my wives, however, I immediately rejected him and asked that she have a woman escort us. I didn’t want to deal with some lecherous man stripping my wives with his eyes.

      We were soon escorted to our room. The moment we entered, Lin raced forward on her tail and spread her arms wide as she spun around. I was worried about her getting dizzy, but then she turned to us with a beaming smile on her face.

      “Look at how big this room is! Darling! Darling! This room is even bigger than the one we used in Muqadas!”

      “It’s a beautiful room,” Fay agreed with Lin as she moved over to the bed and sat down. She shifted Raul around to a more comfortable position. “It’s very refined and tasteful.”

      “I don’t think we ever stayed in the King’s Suite before,” Kari added. She placed her hands on her hips and nodded with approval as she looked around. “Well, it’s not as fun as camping under the stars, but being able to sleep in such luxury like this is nice too.”

      The rest of us gave Kari an amused smile.

      We decided to have everyone take a quick rinse in the shower. Fay, Siv, and Lin knew how to use the showers now since Kari and I taught them during our stay in Vahn. The shower in the King’s Suite was quite big—big enough to accommodate a Lamia and her six-meter-long tail. After all of us had showered, we sat down on the couches in the living room to hold a family meeting.

      “Kari, are you sure it was a good idea to have Lady Alexis write me a letter of recommendation to the Alchemist Association?” asked Fay.

      “Of course, I’m sure. Why do you ask?” asked Kari.

      “Well… you know, if I become part of the Alchemist Association…”

      “You don’t have to worry about that.” Kari could see where Fay’s concerns lay and quickly headed her off. “The Alchemist Association is an officially recognized sect and one of the Six Great Sects, but they are also only a loose affiliation of individuals. While they do have some people who work purely for the sect, the truth is that many alchemists end up working for another sect. It’s actually for this reason that the Alchemist Association became a member of the Six Great Sects. Their influence extends far, not only because of their knowledge on alchemy, but also because they have ingratiated themselves to so many other sects. Nobody wants to offend them since doing so would mean offending these large sects. I remember some of their best alchemists are currently working for the Paladin Sect and the Midgard Spiritual Knights.”

      Fay grew silent for a moment as she absorbed this new knowledge. She nibbled on her lower lip and absently stroked her son’s hair. I thought she looked beautiful as she sat there, more enchanting and picturesque than a portrait made by a famous painter. Fortunately, the sight wasn’t enough to make me horny. That would have been bad. We were having a serious discussion and I needed to be in top form. It was hard to think when your blood flowed in reverse.

      “I understand. So you want me to enter the Alchemist Association and acquire all the knowledge I can?” she asked.

      Kari smiled gently at her best friend. “I want you to learn everything you can. You have always been trying hard to be useful to Eryk, and this will help you greatly increase your alchemy skills, which we will definitely need in the future.”

      “If I do this… will we have to part ways for a long time?” asked Fay.

      “Of course not,” I said before Kari could. “The Alchemist Association lets you come and go as you please. The only thing you’ll need to do for them is refine a certain number of pills every year. I think there’s a quota of 1,000 pills that you must refine for them. So long as you do that, they won’t bother keeping you there.” A relieved look appeared on Fay’s face as I continued. “You will still be traveling with us. If you couldn’t, then I wouldn’t let you enter the Alchemist Association.”

      My words reassured Fay, who smiled as she leaned back, letting Raul rest his head against her ample chest. I kind of wished that was me, but I digress.

      Lin and Siv were sitting on the couch across from me, Kari, and Fay. They squirmed restlessly as we finished this part of the conversation.

      “What should we do, Darling? Is there anything this princess and Siv can do?”

      I considered the Drakvarian and the Lamia for a moment before glancing at Kari. There honestly wasn’t anything I could imagine Lin doing right now, but I knew she didn’t want to be the only one not helping. She hated it when she couldn’t be useful.

      “At the moment, there isn’t anything I can think of,” Kari said with a frown. Lin’s shoulders slumped, but the blonde woman continued. “However, once the tournament ends and our sect becomes officially recognized, we are going to need someone who can help manage our finances, budget, and train new members. Things will get even more hectic once we get a Warp Gate over to Nevaria and people begin transmigrating back and forth between here and there. Can we leave you in charge when that happens?”

      “Of course!” Lin thumped her chest several times, her eyes sparkling like yellow moons. “When the time comes, you can leave those matters to this princess!”

      “As for Siv,” I began. “After the tournament, I am planning to visit the dragons. I think it would be a good idea if you came with me.” I looked at the small Drakvarian as she sat on the couch. She was so tiny her feet couldn’t even reach the floor. “The dragons are like branch members of the Drakvar race. They were born from your kind, but they cannot transform into humans like you can. They were originally from your realm but became trapped here after the first war against the Sekbeists.”

      I had met the dragons back in my previous life. At the time, Kari had just died and I was seeking power, so I ended up stealing one of their treasures. It was not my proudest moment.

      Siv did not look very interested in coming with me, but after hesitating for a moment, she gave me a slow nod. “I will travel with you.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “I will be going as well,” Kari said with a smile. “It will be interesting to meet the dragons.”

      “This princess will go too! Don’t even think of leaving this princess out!” Lin added.

      Fay smiled at me. “I hope you will allow me to accompany you as well.”

      Since we all had so much to do, I had originally been intending to go with just myself and Siv, but it looked like everyone wanted to accompany us. I couldn’t say no.

      “All right. We’ll all go together,” I said.

      The tournament would take place in a little under one month, which meant we had about a month of free time. I figured we could spend that time sightseeing around Midgard. There was not much else we could do within a month, and this was Fay, Lin, and Siv’s first time here. It would be a good idea for them to familiarize themselves with the place we’d be staying for the next few years.

      I woke up later that night when I felt the bed shifting. Blinking, I turned to find the spot on my left empty. Fay had been sleeping there. Lifting my head to look around, I noticed the dark shadow departing from the room. After debating with myself for a moment, I extricated my body from the tail, legs, and arms of my other wives and snuck out of the room as well.

      The dark night was illuminated by the twin moons and city. Fay stood by the window when I entered, staring out at the city of Midgard, which was twinkling much like the night sky. The lights came from the millions of monster core lamps that were activated at night. It caused the sky and city to blend together, creating a seamless transition between heaven and earth.

      Her current nightgown was semi-translucent and allowed me to see the outline of her glorious figure. Her pert butt and wide hips were adorned with some underwear we had bought in Vahn. She was not wearing any breast bindings, so her chest was on full display, inverted nipples hidden behind folds of skin.

      “Can’t sleep?” I asked, coming to stand beside her.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you,” Fay said, then sighed and shook her head. “I was just thinking about everything that’s happening.” She bit her lip again. “Do you really think I should join the Alchemist Association?”

      “Do you not want to?” I asked.

      “It isn’t that I don’t want to… but I am a member of the Nevarian Braves. I feel like this is betraying you,” Fay admitted.

      I think I understood her conflict. She wanted to learn alchemy, to improve herself so she could be even more useful to our family, but she felt like joining another sect would be the same as betraying me, her husband. It was easy to see why she would think that. In most cases, joining another sect would be seen as a betrayal since you could normally only join one sect at any given time.

      “Fay…” I turned the woman around and placed my hands on her shoulders. “You and I both know that couldn’t be further from the truth. If you join the Alchemist Association, it will give the Nevarian Braves a connection to them, which can only be a good thing. With that connection, we will be able to introduce Nevaria’s Alchemist Association to them and maybe even merge the two together. It would help us establish an even greater bond with the Northern Plains.”

      Having lived with Kari for so long, I knew very well what she was thinking when she asked Alexis to write that letter of recommendation. She was planning on helping Nevaria expand. This was her duty as the princess of Nevaria and one of its strongest Spiritualists.

      Fay didn’t say anything as she looked at the floor.

      “What else are you worrying about?” I asked.

      “Ah!” Fay became startled, then her ears flushed red as she realized I’d seen right through her. “I’m also worried… about whether or not I’m good enough. What if I join the Alchemist Association and mess up? I might embarrass myself and you in the process…”

      “That would never happen,” I said adamantly. “I don’t think you realize how talented you are, Fay. There are very few Alchemists who have your talent. In fact, when you head to the Alchemist Association next month and take their initiating test, if you don’t shock the entire sect with your abilities, I will eat my own shoes.”

      “Please don’t do that,” Fay bluntly stated. “You’ll get a stomach ache.”

      “I won’t have to since you’re not going to fail. I understand why you’re worried. I’d probably be worried too if I was in your position… but I also have confidence in you. If anything, I believe the current Head of the Alchemist Association will take you on as an apprentice after seeing your talent.”

      Fay’s red hair fell forward, covering her eyes from view as she looked at the floor. I also looked down to see her rubbing the top of her left foot with the small toes of her right foot. The nervous gesture was pretty cute.

      “Do you really think so?” Fay asked in a soft, uncertain voice.

      I placed a hand under Fay’s chin and lifted her head. Her emerald eyes shone with a brilliant luminescent like sparkling gemstones. There was a soft blush on her cheeks that enhanced the fairness of her skin, making her appear more enchanting than a fairy.

      I leaned down and pressed our lips together, then pulled back just as Fay closed her eyes and pressed my forehead to hers.

      “I don’t think so. I know so. You are going to be brilliant,” I said with such confidence that even Fay, who still had something of an inferiority complex, could not help but believe me.

      “Thank you, Eryk. I feel much better now,” Fay whispered.

      “Anything for my wife.”

      Under the light of the moon, stars, and Midgard’s monster core lamps, I held Fay in my arms and kissed her again.
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      “Want candy!”

      “Nope.”

      “Want candy!”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “WANT CANDY NOW!”

      I remembered hearing once that children went through a phase called the Terrible Twos. I couldn’t remember who told this to me (I think it was Empress Hilda’s head maid?), but I had not believed them at the time when they said that. My child was the best, after all. How could he possibly be anything but adorable? We’d never had a problem with him before and we never would.

      Now I understood what they meant.

      “CANDY NOW!!”

      Raul and I were in the middle of the street, drawing a crowd of people, all because my son wanted some candy that I was not going to buy for him. Just the other day, my wives had spoiled this child with the same candy he was craving now. It was a type of soft candy made from gelatin and flavored with a lot of sugar and fruit extracts.

      Raul had strong Spiritual Power despite being so young. Candy would not hurt him. Still, it was not good to indulge Raul whenever he wanted. I didn’t want him to become an arrogant, spoiled brat like Grant Leucht. Parents who always gave their kids what they wanted were setting their children up for failure. Sometimes, letting your son know he can’t always have his way was a good thing.

      “No, and now that you’ve decided to scream, we’re leaving.”

      “NOT LEAVING! NOT LEAVING!!!”

      My son glared at me like I was his greatest enemy as his Spiritual Power flared. Fire wafted from his body when his Spiritual Aura erupted, but I quickly wrapped his body in a thin layer of water and doused his flames. This wasn’t the first time his Spiritual Power had gotten out of control, though it was the first time he’d thrown a temper tantrum so bad that it caused his powers to spiral like this. Even a small sneeze used to cause flames to gush from his nose. He once almost burnt the head off of a poor bartender in the Endless Desert when he sniffed some dust.

      I didn’t listen to my son’s screams as I lifted him over my shoulder like he was a sack of flour. He kicked and screamed and struggled, but I was not going to let him dictate my actions. It was important to let him know that being a brat would not get him anywhere.

      A number of people gave me sympathetic stares as I walked down the street with my inconsolable son. I would bet a million valis those people were parents. They had the kind of understanding expressions only someone who had already been in my shoes could wear.

      Their sympathy was appreciated.

      I sighed as I walked down the street, tuning out my son’s screaming. He would eventually scream himself hoarse, but there was nothing I could do about that. Kids never let up once they got like this. Damn. He had a set of lungs on him, too.

      It was just the two of us right now. I rarely ever got to spend time with my son, and I thought this would be a good opportunity for some father-son bonding. We had gone out early that morning, enjoyed a nice breakfast, traveled to a park, and played for several hours. It had been fun.

      Sadly, our good time had been ruined.

      Blasted candy.

      I traveled to the Antiquity Inn, journeyed through the lobby, ignoring the looks I was getting, and went up to the King’s Suite where my wives and I had been staying for the past month.

      My wives were surprisingly all present when I arrived. I had expected them to be out doing their own thing. They were already looking at the door by the time I opened it, meaning they likely heard Raul’s screams long before I arrived.

      I wouldn’t be surprised if everyone at the inn heard his screams.

      Fay, dressed in a simple pair of black shorts and a red sleeveless shirt that revealed her cleavage and stomach, walked over to us with a strained smile. She took one look at our son, then looked at me. The look in her eyes was telling.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “He wanted candy, but I didn’t buy him some because you already gave him candy yesterday,” I said with a sigh. “Can you deal with him? I’m not sure what to do right now…”

      “I’ll take him,” Fay said with a patient smile.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      I handed the still screaming Raul off to Fay, and nearly gagged when the boy instantly stopped crying the moment he was in his mother’s arms. Was there really such a large difference between us? Why was Raul being such a brat with me? Kayli had never been like that to me before. Fay walked off with the now quietly sniffling Raul. I stared after them as she walked into another room and shut the door behind her.

      I was sure my right eye was twitching.

      After silently contemplating what just happened for a few more minutes, I walked over to the couch where Kari and Lin were sitting, then sat between the two. The Lamia and the human glanced at each other. Then they looked at me as I slumped forward, placed my elbows on my knees, and buried my face in my hands.

      “Are you okay, Darling?” Lin asked as Kari began rubbing my back. It was a soothing gesture and helped settle the turmoil in my heart, but it only helped a little.

      “Not particularly.” I sighed and dragged my hands down my face. “I really thought Raul and I were having a good time, but the moment I told him he couldn’t have candy, he kicked up a storm and began screaming like that. He was so angry that he even lost control of his Spiritual Aura. I can’t help but wonder if I’m doing something wrong.”

      “You aren’t doing anything wrong,” Kari assured me gently as she leaned into my side. “This is just how children are.”

      “Kayli wasn’t like that,” I pointed out.

      Kari snorted like I’d said something stupid. “Kayli was even worse than Raul. You were just too blind to see it.”

      I frowned. “I don’t remember her ever throwing a tantrum.”

      “That’s because you spoiled her rotten. Anything she wanted, you gave her. I was always the one telling her ‘no,’ so I ended up receiving her tantrums.” Kari’s smile became both nostalgic and sad. “You were her entire world. Her life revolved around you. On the other hand, whenever she was with me, it was always ‘why can’t you be more like Daddy?’ or ‘Daddy always let me do this.’ I cannot tell you the number of times I had to ground her.”

      “So now I’m dealing with what you had to deal with.” I blew out a breath like I was exhaling a world of worries. “I’m sorry. I hadn’t realized Kayli gave you so much trouble.”

      Kari shook her head. “It is okay. I know how much she meant to you.”

      Thinking back on my first child in my previous life, I could recognize that I doted on Kayli a lot more than I did Raul. Maybe it was because Raul had four mothers who all doted on him. If he only grew up surrounded by doting adults, then he would grow up to become arrogant, and I didn’t want that for my child. I wanted him to become a strong, capable, and reliable young man in the future. Wasn’t that what all parents wanted? For their children to become the best people they could?

      Or maybe I was harder on him because he was a boy? Society expected different things from men. A man who was unreliable was a failure as a man. If they could not protect, provide, and support their spouse, they weren’t even considered a man. I wanted my son to be the kind of man that everyone would look up to.

      “When we have children, this princess will not let them act like that,” Lin assured me.

      “How many children are you thinking of having?” I asked.

      “This princess wants at least two, one girl and one boy. She wants the girl to be born first since she will eventually go on to inherit the powers of Queen Medusa. The boy will become a strong bodyguard for his sister. Of course, three would be ideal. We would have a girl, then a boy, and then another girl.”

      “Why do you want a second girl?”

      “In case something happens to our first child, obviously.”

      I could not stop myself from giving Lin a bemused smile. Maybe it was because I simply couldn’t fathom the thoughts of a Lamia, but the fact that she had already thought of her children’s future to such an extent left me baffled. Was this something all Lamia did? Or was this purely Lin’s own eccentricities at work here?

      It was probably better if I didn’t think about it.

      While I listened to Lin tell me exactly what our future children would be like, Siv came over from the other couch and sat down on the floor. Her wings flapped and her tail created a soft thudding noise as it hit the carpet. She leaned forward and rested her head against my thigh. I smiled before reaching out and gently brushing her long, emerald hair. At that moment, she was wearing a white backless dress, which showed some of her sideboob.

      Lin and Kari were dressed in their usual outfits.

      Lin’s tight and tanned stomach was on full display. Her bare shoulders tantalized my vision, while a red wraparound skirt and a simple sleeveless top of the same color hid only her breasts from view. Kari wore her typical white and blue blouse, but she wasn’t wearing her stockings, boots, or armor at the moment. Her bare legs were a beautiful white color like fresh snow. Even her feet were adorable. She had very small feet with lovely arches and cute toes that made me think of delicate sakura petals.

      A very strong debate took place in my mind about whether or not I should take advantage of this moment. Three of my wives were present, and I was in serious need of consoling. Surely they wouldn’t mind if I took advantage of them?

      Before my lecherous thoughts could go further than mere thoughts, a knock sounded at the door.

      With a sigh, I stood up and made my way to the door. I already knew who I’d find. Her Spiritual Signature was fairly distinctive, though it was much stronger and more stable now than it had been last month.

      “Erica,” I greeted after opening the door.

      Erica didn’t seem to notice my exhaustion as she smiled at me. “Eryk, I’m glad you are here. Are your wives here, too?”

      “They are,” I said. I paused to really study the woman. She was dressed in her typical armor and was carrying a claymore over her shoulder. “I see you have reached the Third State of Spiritualism. Congratulations.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without your help,” she said.

      “I am glad we could help. Did you need us for something?”

      She nodded once as a serious look crossed her face. “Yes. I’m sure you can already figure out why I’m here. The tournament is beginning today. Myself, Janet, Karen, and two others will be competing in the tournament. I was asked by Lady Alexis to escort you all to the arena where the tournament will take place.”

      I nodded and asked Erica to give us a moment. Kari, Lin, and Siv had heard our conversation and were getting ready. Kari was in the process of pulling her black stockings over her gorgeous legs. Lin and Siv didn’t actually need to do anything since Lin didn’t have legs and Siv was always barefoot.

      As for me, I traveled over to the door Fay and Raul disappeared behind. Trepidation raced through my body as I thought about what to say. I wasn’t angry at Raul. I think, more than anything, I was disappointed with his actions and how I handled them, but I wanted to make up.

      Taking a deep breath to center myself, I knocked on the door.

      “Come in, Eryk,” Fay called.

      I opened the door, entered, and shut the door behind me. I wasn’t sure what sort of scene I would see inside this room. But when I walked in, I saw that Raul was standing in front of a gently smiling Fay. He was nervously clutching his shirt. His knuckles were white.

      “I’ll let you two have a moment alone,” Fay said. She walked over, kissed me on the cheek, and then exited the room.

      Now it was just us and boy did I feel awkward. I tugged at my bangs, at a complete loss. What was I supposed to say at moments like this? I thought I would be prepared for fatherhood after raising Kayli, but I was only now beginning to realize that nothing in this world, not even already raising one child, could prepare you for every variable.

      “Raul…” I began.

      “Daddy… you mad?” Raul asked in a low voice.

      “No, I’m not mad.” With a sigh, I knelt in front of my son so we were eye to eye. “But… do you know why I didn’t let you have candy?”

      “Raul had candy the other day?”

      I smiled. “That is part of it, but I also don’t want you to think you can have whatever you want, whenever you want. If you grew up thinking you could always get what you want, that you can always have your way, I am afraid you would turn into a bad person.”

      Children who grow up with parents that give them everything had a habit of becoming spoiled and maybe even evil. They are used to getting their way, and so they are unable to stand it when someone denies them. I was positive this was the reason Grant Leucht had turned into the man he was, the kind of man who couldn’t stand being told no, the kind of man who would gladly kidnap a woman and attempt to rape her simply because she denied him.

      If you don’t occasionally tell your child no, if you don’t punish them when they do something wrong, they will grow up thinking they can get away with whatever they want.

      Raul’s eyes went wide. “Raul will become bad?”

      “That’s right. You might become bad,” I said seriously.

      Raul seemed to consider this. “Raul doesn’t want to be bad.”

      “I don’t want you to be bad either. Of course, if Raul is good, then you might end up getting rewards.”

      “Candy?” Raul’s eyes widened.

      “If you’re good,” I said.

      “Raul will be good.”

      “Can I get a noggin?” I asked, leaning over. Raul came up and bumped heads with me, then gave me a hug. I felt a moment of indescribable warmth as I hugged my son back. After we hugged, I leaned back and looked at my son with a smile. “Are you ready to see something incredible?”

      “Want to see,” Raul said with a nod.

      “Good. Then let’s go.”

      I picked Raul up and left the bedroom. Fay had donned her armor, boots, shin guards, and gauntlets, and looked like she was ready to start a one-woman war. Kari was also fully dressed in her armor now. All four of my wives were looking at me and Raul with knowing smiles.

      “Did you two make up?” asked Fay.

      “We did,” I said before ruffling Raul’s hair.

      I didn’t know what the future held, but I hoped that in the years to come, Raul would grow up to be strong but also compassionate and kind.

      I also hoped he wouldn’t throw any tantrums in the future.
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        * * *

      

      After settling matters with my son, the six of us met up with Erica, who had been waiting in the lobby. She asked us if we had everything settled. From the smirk on her face, I assumed someone must have informed her about what happened in the market today.

      There was a carriage waiting for us outside. Painted a deep shade of red, lined with gold, and decorated with various motifs, it was easy to see that this was one of the Battling Valkyries’ most valuable carriages. It looked like something only the sect leader would get to ride in. However, when Erica led us inside, nobody else was there.

      “Lady Alexis asked me to escort you in style,” Erica said when she saw our befuddled expressions.

      “So we’re being treated like VIPs?” I asked.

      “More or less.”

      The carriage was large, but it wasn’t large enough to seat four humans, one Lamia, and a Drakvar comfortably. I was sitting by the window, Siv sat on top of my lap, and Lin’s long tail took up the entire floor as it curled around and around like a spiral.

      “This princess does not like this small space,” Lin complained. “It is very cramped.”

      “I can’t move my wings,” Siv added. Her own tail was resting on top of Lin’s.

      “Yes, well… I don’t think Lady Alexis thought about how a Lamia would fit in this carriage,” Erica admitted with a small blush.

      While the carriage ride wasn’t what I would call comfortable, it was certainly a novel experience to have so many beautiful women squished in close. I was certain any other man would have been in heaven… if they could breathe. I found it a bit stuffy, to be honest, but I was used to this since we had been sleeping together for several years now.

      Our destination was the arena. Given my experience with the Colosseum, my first thoughts on the arena were that it would have a similar aesthetic, but the Colosseum in Nevaria looked absolutely nothing like Midgard’s arena. The first big difference was that the arena was nearly two times bigger. Even from a distance, I could see how it loomed above us. Not only was it tall, but it was wide, too, taking up about twice as much space as the Colosseum.

      While the arena and the Colosseum were both made of stone, the primary difference lay in the architecture itself. The arena had a more modern aesthetic. Rather than looking like a bunch of parts that were created and then combined into an aesthetically pleasing manner, it looked more like the entire building had been carved from a single chunk of stone. It also was not shaped like a circle or oval, but a square.

      Unlike the Colosseum, the arena wasn’t open to allow sunlight in. The roof was closed and there were at least three separate eaves that wrapped around the structure to create multiple layers. At the very top was a roof with a statue of two people locked in combat. It was a man and a woman, one wielding an axe, the other a broadsword, their weapons clashing as they sought to overpower the other.

      After pulling up to the front, we were let out, with Lin going first. The poor Lamia couldn’t wait to get out of the wagon.

      “Free at last.” Lin stretched her arms above her head and smiled widely. “This princess will be walking back home after the tournament. She is not going to get in that stupid thing again.”

      “I guess that means you will get to walk home while the rest of us ride the carriage then,” Kari said, also stretching as she stepped outside.

      “Wha—no! Th-this princess was just kidding! Please don’t make her walk alone!”

      “Hee-hee. Relax. I am only teasing you.”

      I was the last one out. Fay and Raul would have gone out after me, but I had a Drakvarian on my lap and was located furthest from the door.

      Once we were all outside, Erica led us into the arena lobby—a large space that resembled an atrium—and stepped up to a counter situated between two large archways. There was a man standing behind the counter. He greeted us with a smile, though I could tell he was only smiling at the women in my entourage. Well, that was to be expected. The time or place didn’t matter, in the face of such irrepressible beauty, no man could help but stare.

      “I’m Erica with the Battling Valkyries. These six are guests of Lady Alexis. They will be accompanying Lady Alexis in her private viewing booth.”

      Erica’s voice contained all the majesty and authority I would expect from someone who had been selected to become the next leader of the Battling Valkyries. She wasn’t asking this man for anything. She was simply informing him of what was going to happen.

      “Of course. Of course.” The man rubbed his hands together and gave her a slimy smile. “Do you need us to escort them?”

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      It looked like the conversation between them was over. Erica turned around and traveled away, gesturing for us to follow her. We did not proceed through the archway. Instead, we traveled around the arena and found a set of stairs that were not being used, then walked up the stairs, through a hallway, and eventually into an extravagant room decorated in red carpet and furnishings.

      A fragrant scent wafted through my nose, making me realize there were several flower vases sitting on the four tables in the room. I did not know what kind of flowers they were. However, the scent coming from them was very strong and pleasant.

      Only one person was in this room when we arrived. Alexis sat on one of several chairs located near the viewing window, dressed in the chest plate, greaves, and shoulder pauldrons of a Battling Valkyrie. She did not have a weapon on hand. I wasn’t sure what kind of weapon she used, but she might have been a brawler.

      “Lady Alexis, I’ve brought Eryk Veiger and his companions,” Erica said with a bow.

      “Thank you,” Alexis said. “I appreciate you going out of your way to do that. Head on down to the competitor’s booth now. Janet, Karen, Rinne, and Lizbeth are already there.”

      “Yes.”

      Erica offered her sect leader another bow, gave us a smile, and left the viewing booth. We turned our attention back to Alexis. She had not moved from her seat, but she had turned around and was gesturing for us to join her.

      “What are you all doing? Come over and sit down.”

      We didn’t dare reject such an invitation and walked over to the chairs lined against the viewing window. I looked through the glass and saw the massive arena floor, which I estimated was considerably bigger than the arena floor in Nevaria’s Colosseum. I sat down with Kari on my left, next to Alexis, and Fay and Lin on my right. These chairs were not made for people with wings in mind. Siv could not sit in one, but she didn’t seem to care as she sat on my lap.

      I ignored the strange expression Alexis made when she saw this.

      “Thank you for letting us view the upcoming tournament with you,” Kari said, smiling as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Hmph. Considering the help you have given me, it would make me look very ungrateful if I didn’t at least give you a nice place to watch the tournament.” Alexis crossed her arms and furrowed her brow. “I also wanted to speak with you about those storage rings you mentioned during our last conversation. You said it was possible for you to make them for us, but that there were stipulations.”

      Kari had been speaking a lot more with Alexis than I had. As a cunning woman with a keen intuition, my wife was not one to lose out on an opportunity to make beneficial deals with a powerful sect like the Battling Valkyries.

      “That is correct.” Kari nodded. “Namely, we would like you to introduce us to craftsmen who can make the rings and Rune Masters who can engrave runes onto objects. I would prefer if that person was a member of the Merchants Guild, as they are considered more reputable than unaffiliated craftsmen.”

      While the Craftsmen Guild was the premiere crafting sect, the Merchants Guild was the largest and most industrious sect in the Northern Plains. They had stores in every city, sold everything from household appliances to weapons, and were responsible for the distribution and sales of showers. If someone wanted to partake in a large-scale business venture, then the Merchants Guild was the sect they turned to.

      Alexis clicked her tongue. “You certainly have a lot of demands.”

      Kari’s smile was as benign as it was sharp. “For what I am giving you, these demands are quite cheap. They don’t cost a single valis. Just connections.”

      I learned days ago that Kari and Alexis had been discussing the idea of creating storage rings for high-ranking members of the Battling Valkyries. It looked like Kari was trying to use Alexis’ connections to find people who she could sell the rights for the storage rings to. If she could sell the rights in exchange for even 15% of the profits earned, she’d earn enough capital that our entire family could live comfortably for generations to come.

      That said, it wasn’t like we were strapped for cash.

      While Kari was talking business, Lin and Fay were discussing the upcoming tournament as they played with Raul.

      “This princess wonders what kind of people are going to compete in this tournament. She never got to see the Spiritualist Grand Tournament when Darling was competing and didn’t care enough to watch the ones that came after, so she has no idea what to expect.”

      “I don’t know either, and I actually took part in that competition.” Fay paused as Raul scrambled off her lap and ran over to the glass window that made up the entire wall. “I imagine there will be a lot more variety in this competition, though. The sects found in the Northern Plains are far more varied in their combat styles than we are.”

      “Whatever the case is, this princess hopes it won’t be boring.” Lin turned to me. “What do you think, Darling?”

      “I think this competition will be much more exciting than the one in Nevaria,” I admitted, my eyes narrowed as I saw a man dressed in gaudy red clothes walk onto the arena floor. “There are a lot of combat-oriented sects in the Northern Plains, but there are also sects that use other means of combat aside from martial prowess like monster tamer sects or sects that rely on the creation and use of poison. Those are also considered viable combat options.”

      “There are sects that use poison?” Lin perked up.

      I nodded. “One of the Six Great Sects is called the Poison Sect. They are the foremost sect when it comes to using poison in combat.”

      I had on rare occasions met with a member of the Poison Sect. All of them were pretty creepy in my opinion. Most of them had deformities or discolored skin because of the poison in their bodies. I remembered seeing one person who wore a cloak because his figure had become so hideous he couldn’t bear to show it in public. Despite that, his passion for inserting poison into himself had not faded.

      I was pretty sure that guy died from the poisons inside of him at some point.

      “Ladies and gentlemen!” a voice suddenly reverberated around the room. I glanced at the speaker on the interior of this room. Then I looked at the man standing on the arena and talking into an oblong object. This speaker system was connected to the object in his hands via runes and used a wind-natured monster core to transmit sound. “Welcome one and all to the arena! My name is Silas Mattiades! Here Spiritualists from all walks of life come to hone their battle prowess, earn fame and glory, and line their pockets with valis! However, today, we have a special treat for all of you. The sixth seat on the Council of Six is open, and the Six Great Sects have decided to host this tournament in order to find a sect who is worthy of joining their ranks. That’s right. Whichever sect wins this tournament will become the sixth member of the Six Great Sects and earn their place on the Council of Six!”

      His announcement was met with loud cheering and lots of excitement. I turned away from the arena to look at the many hundreds of thousands of people sitting in the stands, but I couldn’t make out individual faces. It was all just a sea of different colored heads.

      “Before this competition begins, allow me to explain some of the rules for both the competitors and you viewers,” the man continued. “There is only one rule… and that is no killing. If you kill someone, you are automatically disqualified from the tournament, so be careful. Other than that, you can use any and every means available to win. The winner will be determined by knockout, forfeit, being booted out of the ring, or if I decide someone has lost. That’s it. Simple, right? And now, let the Six Great Sects Selection Tournament begin!”

      I leaned back in my chair as the tournament officially began. I wondered what kind of battles we would see during this time.
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            PRELIMINARY GROUP BATTLES

          

        

      

    

    
      After announcing the start of the tournament, Silas began speaking again. “Because there are over 100 sects in this tournament and there are five representatives from each sect, we will first be holding a series of preliminary rounds. These preliminaries will be used to cull the competition, as it were. Each preliminary round will consist of ten people from a different sect competing on this stage. The last person standing will be the winner.”

      If 100 sects were competing and there were five people for each sect, then it meant there were at least 500 people in the competition, which was a lot. It would take at least a week for this tournament to finish with at least 100 rounds each day. However, it would likely take even more time than that. By having a group of ten people compete in each preliminary match, they would be able to cut down the 500 competitors to just fifty by the first day.

      “There are a lot of sects competing,” I said. My hands were on Siv’s thighs as I looked at the arena from over her shoulder. The Drakvarian girl was leaning forward so her wings wouldn’t hinder my view. A soft growling sound like a purr escaped her mouth as I massaged her thighs. If we were in private, she would have been spreading her legs for me, but she would never have the guts to do that in public. Kari might if she was feeling adventurous, but not Siv.

      “There are a lot of sects in the Northern Plains.” Alexis shrugged. “Think about it this way. There are thousands of cities here in the Northern Plains, and of those thousands of cities, at least 900 of them will have a sect or two attached to it. Honestly, the announcer probably went with a nice round number to make it easier on the people watching. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were a lot more sects entering. I can name at least 200 combat-oriented sects off the top of my head.”

      “Yeah, but aren’t most of those small and mid-sized sects who are aware they won’t win the tournament?”

      “So? Even just being able to compete in front of so many people will be good for their reputation.”

      “That’s only if they can give a good showing though.”

      “Yes. You are correct there.”

      While Alexis and I spoke, the first ten competitors stepped onto the arena floor, but I didn’t recognize any of them. Erica was not in this group. Because of that, I didn’t pay too much attention to the battle. After using Spiritual Perception to confirm that most of the people competing down below were only at the First Stage of Spiritualism, I stopped watching and instead conversed with Kari, Fay, and Lin. Siv occasionally talked too, but she was never what I would call talkative. She would give, at most, one single-word comment here or there.

      While I was not interested in the fights, Raul was very interested. He pressed his face against the glass and watched the battles with rapt attention. That reminded me that I had not yet begun teaching Raul about Spiritualism because he was so young. Seeing him like this made me wonder if I should begin teaching him some basic meditation exercises to help him control his vast Spiritual Power.

      Raul had been born extremely strong. During the first few months of his life, his power would occasionally run amok when he was feeling strong emotions. This was especially the case when he was hungry or pooped himself. Sometimes when he started crying, flames would erupt from his body. We almost lost our bedroom once when it caught fire. Kari had fireproofed the room with seals, but those were only a temporary measure.

      “Dad! Dad!” Raul suddenly waddled up to me and Siv. “Wanna be like that!”

      “You want to be like that? A Spiritualist?” I asked.

      Raul nodded, his eyes sparkling. “Zap! Pow! Wanna be like that!”

      I glanced at Fay, who had just as much of a say in this as I did, and raised an eyebrow. There was an obvious question in my eyes. Should we begin training Raul in Spiritualism now or wait until he was older? He was only two right now. I didn’t know if he could even learn Spiritualism at this age, and we certainly couldn’t teach him to fight… could we? It seemed far-fetched to me. Even the most able Spiritualists didn’t start training until they were at least six or seven.

      “I don’t think it will be a problem if we start him off with some basic exercises,” Fay said with a gentle smile.

      “In that case, Raul, do you want to begin learning spiritual exercises after the tournament?” I asked.

      “Yeah! Wanna learn!”

      Thus, it was decided we would be teaching Raul how to become a Spiritualist at the tender age of two. I didn’t know what would happen to my son in the future, but if he could learn Spiritualism at a young age, then I could only imagine what kind of monster he’d become. His Spiritual Power was already so strong that it leaked out when he got emotional. If he could harness that power, he might reach the Second State by the age of four or five.

      The first round soon came to an end. The last man standing was a buff man wearing black pants, no shirt, and wielding a battleaxe. He had reached the Second State of Spiritualism. After the first group came the second group, which Janet was a part of. This preliminary match came to an end even faster than the previous one. Janet showed off how much stronger she had become by steamrolling the competition.

      “So even Janet has become much stronger.” Alexis glanced at us. “I take it this is also your doing?”

      “This princess is the one who trained her,” Lin said, thrusting out her modest chest with pride.

      “I’ve heard you’re quite the sadist.”

      “Wha—who is spouting such blatant lies!? This princess will set them straight right now!”

      The next preliminary match began, and as the group came out through the arena doors, I finally spotted the woman we were there to watch.
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        * * *

      

      Having never been in this kind of competition before, Erica could not deny that she had jitters about the idea of fighting in a tournament in front of so many people. Even so, she refused to let others see how nervous she was. Wearing a slight smile as she carried a large claymore over her shoulder, she marched onto the arena floor alongside the other hopefuls in this competition.

      All the competitors moved to stand in a circle with a five-meter distance from each other. This allowed everyone to see who they were fighting against.

      Erica noticed almost immediately how every eye locked on her, just like she had noticed how she was the only woman this round.

      She did not appreciate the leering looks sent her way. At the same time, it wasn’t like she could do anything about them. Beauty always drew attention. Erica recognized that her appearance was slightly above average, though her confidence had taken a recent hit after traveling alongside the likes of Fay, Kari, Lin, and Siv. Silently bearing with the stares, Erica promised herself that all these people would most definitely pay for looking at her like she was prime beef hanging in a display at a butcher’s shop.

      “This match will start in three, two, one… fight!”

      The moment Silas began the battle, Erica moved. She entered the First State of Spiritualism, then sucked in her Spiritual Aura to enter the Second State. She did not enter the Third State, which consumed Spiritual Power much too quickly, but she didn’t think she needed to.

      Her first opponent of the day was the man right next to her. He had been leering at her from the start, gazing up and down her body with those lecherous eyes. Having been in the presence of Eryk for so long, she was not used to this kind of leer anymore. She didn’t like it.

      So he was the first to go.

      She swung her claymore at the man before he could even think of dodging, smacked him with the flat end of her sword, and watched him go flying. He smashed into the arena wall. The wall was fortunately protected by a barrier, so it didn’t break. The man, however, bounced off the barrier hard, landed on the ground outside of the ring, and didn’t get back up.

      After taking care of the first person, Erica sought out a new opponent. She saw two people coming toward her. They were from different sects. One of them was wearing the sect uniform for the Black Sword Sect and the other one had a badge for the Serpent Sect on his left bicep. The Black Sword Sect member was wielding a massive broadsword that was nevertheless smaller than her claymore, while the Serpent Sect member gripped a pair of scimitars with poison dripping down his blades.

      “Are you two thinking of ganging up on me?” asked Erica. “A pair of grown men ganging up on a woman? That’s awfully pathetic, don’t you think?”

      “Can it, lady,” the Serpent Sect member said. He was a skinny man who looked like a snake. His face was gaunt, his eyes shallow, and his neck longer than the average human.

      “We know you’re Erica of the Battling Valkyries, the personal disciple of Alexis Mutig,” the Black Sword Sect member said. Unlike the snake man, he had rippling muscles. His arms were thicker than her head and covered in bulging veins. “Don’t take this personally. We’ve simply decided we don’t want to give your sect a chance to obtain victory, so we’re taking care of you now.”

      “Is that so?” Erica smiled at them, but it was a vicious smile. “Unfortunately for you, I am taking this very personally.”

      The two men shuddered as they looked at that smile, but they did not stop their advance. What neither of them expected, however, was that Erica would attack them first.

      Her first victim was the snake-like man, who she judged to be a larger threat because of the poison coating his blades. She rushed towards him and swung her claymore so fast it appeared as little more than a blur. Her attack cut through the man’s green Spiritual Aura like a scythe cutting through stalks of wheat. After she had cut through his Spiritual Aura, she came back in with a return swing, wielding her claymore like it weighed less than a feather, and smacked him away with the flat of her blade.

      The man screamed as he was lifted off the ground. Erica jumped after him. His scimitars flew in different directions, clattering to the arena floor as he landed on his back. A gasp escaped his mouth as the oxygen was expelled from his lungs. He was also not given the chance to regain his breath because Erica descended in that moment, planting her steel greaves into his soft stomach. She thought she heard a cracking sound echo from her opponent, but it could have been her imagination. In either event, the man’s eyes rolled up into the back of his head as he passed out.

      After getting off the man, Erica turned to her other opponent, who had become frozen solid like a block of ice, though he began quivering when she locked eyes with him.

      She smiled.

      He shuddered.

      Before the man could turn around and run, Erica rushed over. She did not strike this man with her claymore and instead shoulder rammed him in the chest. Her shoulder pauldrons slammed into his solar plexus. He had his Spiritual Aura and a steel chest plate protecting him, but the power Erica possessed while in the Second State of Spiritualism was far greater than both his aura and armor combined. The Spiritual Aura shattered, the armor cracked, and he stumbled back.

      “W-what the—how can you be so strong?!” the man screamed.

      Erica snorted. “How can you be so weak?”

      And then she knocked him out by smacking him in the face with the flat side of her claymore.
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        * * *

      

      “Perhaps I am just imagining things, but Erica is acting a lot more viciously now than she did in the past.” Alexis shifted her gaze from the arena floor to us. Her eyes were narrowed. “Do you people have something to do with this?”

      Since I hadn’t taken part in Erica’s training, I did not know what she had been put through. The one who trained Erica was Kari. Myself, Lin, Fay, and even Siv all glanced at the blonde woman, who didn’t seem to mind our stares in the least. She was smiling.

      “I taught her not to hold back when fighting,” Kari said with an indelicate shrug. “A lot of Spiritualists like to hold back during the first few minutes of combat to probe their opponents, but there’s really no need to probe your opponent when you’re so much stronger than them. Erica right now is stronger than just about everyone in this competition. Therefore, there is no need for her to hold back and try to find a weakness to exploit. Going all out at the very beginning and disposing of her opponents before they can find out her weakness is a much better strategy.”

      No one could deny her words, but I think Alexis was taken aback by how cunning and devious that strategy was. She eyed Kari with the same wariness she had portrayed when they were discussing the favors that Kari managed to wrangle from her during their first meeting.

      “You are quite devious, aren’t you?” she asked.

      “Kari’s cunning is something that never ceases to amaze me,” Fay said before Kari could answer Alexis. “I’m always shocked by how devious some of her ideas and schemes are.”

      “Thank you for the compliment,” Kari said with a wink.

      After disposing of her first three opponents, Erica went on to viciously beat three more into submission. She didn’t show even an ounce of mercy. Those men were honestly fortunate that Erica was not a mean person by nature. While her blows were heavy and merciless, she at least made sure they wouldn’t suffer serious damage or permanent injury.

      Two more preliminary matches took place after hers. None of the matches took more than twenty or thirty minutes to conclude. After those last two matches came an intermission for people to get up, buy food, and use the restroom.

      Alexis called in a servant and ordered food for us. Everyone was pretty hungry by this point, especially Lin and Siv, so when the food finally arrived, we didn’t stand on ceremony and began eating. All of it was finger food rather than a full course meal, but it was enough to satiate us. There was quite the combination of meats, cheeses, and bread. I enjoyed trying out the different combinations of meat and cheese, which I placed between two slices of flat bread to create a sandwich.

      “Hey, Alexis! I came to visit you! Hope you don’t mind!”

      A sudden shout caused our group—except Lin and Siv, who were busy stuffing their faces—to turn toward the door. We were just in time to see the door slam open and several people walk in.

      The first person to enter was someone I didn’t recognize. He was a big man with a head of short black hair, a masculine jaw, and a missing left eye. He wore an eyepatch over his eye socket. Gleaming silver armor adorned his torso, pauldrons sat on his shoulders, and a longsword was sheathed at his waist. The greaves he wore clicked together, metal against metal, as he walked into the room. His armor was pitch black and looked ominous, but the grin on his face was anything but.

      Behind him was someone I did know, though he looked much younger than I remembered. Standing at around the same height as me, the Tungsten in this timeline did not appear quite as muscular as the one from my past, though the head of sandy blond hair was the same. His biceps were bare. A steel chestplate adorned his torso, while gauntlets and greaves protected his hands and shins respectively. He wore a battleaxe strapped to his back, but it was not as large as the one he used in my past.

      He must have noticed me looking at him because he turned his head to face me, but I pretended to shift my gaze like I had merely been observing him. Tungsten did not know us at this point. It would be strange to act so familiar with him.

      The other people behind him were also people I recognized.

      There was Ming Shen of the Poison Sect, who I recognized because of his sinuous and snake-like body. He had long black hair, pale skin, and feminine features. The dark robes contrasted with his white skin as they flowed behind him. I could not see any weapons on his person, but I knew there were plenty of daggers hidden inside of those robes.

      While Ming Shen looked like a man in his late twenties, he was actually somewhere in his sixties. The reason he looked so young was because he had reached the Third State of Spiritualism at a relatively young age. On the other hand, the man with Tungsten, who I guessed was the current sect leader of the Paladin Sect, looked like he was in his early forties. He was also at the Third State, but he had obviously reached it at a more advanced age.

      Following Ming Shen was a young woman whom I knew by name but had never really spoken to. She was a beautiful girl with black hair tied into a ponytail, pale skin, and similar clothing to Ming Shen. Her youthful features matched her petite frame. She didn’t look much older than maybe thirteen or fourteen. This, I knew, was Àn Shen. She was Ming Shen’s daughter.

      “Tch! Rienhard Cohen.” Alexis glared at the man. “Why are you here? Don’t tell me you’ve come to bother me again?”

      “I came because I heard you were entertaining several beautiful guests and wanted to see them for myself.” The man I now knew as Rienhard gazed at me and my wives for a moment before locking eyes on me. In that moment, I felt an inexplicable desire to beat this man to a pulp. “I can see the rumors weren’t lying. You do indeed have some beautiful guests.”

      “I hate to break this to you, but I’m a guy,” I said in a bland voice.

      “I know,” Rienhard said.

      He knew? Then what was he staring at me for? Why would he… oh. I think I understood now. Well, far be it for me to question a person’s sexual preferences. I just hoped he realized I wasn’t interested and didn’t try something.

      “Hmph!” Alexis snorted. “I see your tastes haven’t changed in the last five years since we met.”

      Rienhard shrugged. “And neither have yours.”

      It looked like Rienhard and Alexis had some kind of shared history together. While I did wonder about their past, I didn’t care enough to ask, so I left them to their conversation and instead introduced myself to Tungsten. He was going to become the sect leader for the Paladin Sect someday, and he had been a decent companion in my past, so befriending him early couldn’t hurt.

      “You must be Tungsten, right?” I held out my hand. “I’m Eryk Veiger.”

      “A pleasure,” Tungsten said, clasping my hand in a firm grip. It wasn’t as strong as I remembered it, but then again, not only was this Tungsten weaker than the one from my past, I was also much stronger now than I had been in the past.

      I took this time to introduce Kari, Fay, Lin, Siv, and Raul as well. Tungsten seemed surprised when I introduced all of them as my wives, and he seemed even more shocked when I told him Raul was my son. I guess he didn’t expect someone who didn’t look a day over seventeen to have a kid. On the other hand, Àn Shen seemed less surprised and more disapproving.

      “You are polyamorous?” she asked, her lower lip curled in disgust.

      “I guess so.” I shrugged. “Is there a problem?”

      “Of course not. Far be it for me to lecture someone on their life choices.”

      While Àn Shen said she didn’t have a problem with it, I could already tell she didn’t approve of me having multiple spouses, though I didn’t know why. It wasn’t like it really mattered anyway. I had never had any contact with this woman before now, and I couldn’t see myself being in close proximity to her for any foreseeable reason in the future.

      “I apologize on my daughter’s behalf,” Ming Shen said with a benevolent smile. “She dislikes people who engage in polyamory because the man she loved went and married six women before making a move on her. She was so upset that she castrated him. Ever since then, she has hated people who engage in such relationships.”

      “You did not need to tell them that, Father,” Àn Shen scolded her dad.

      Her father merely retained his calm and patient expression. “I would suggest not antagonizing this young man, Àn. You do not see it because you are still weak, but the person before you is much stronger than anyone else in this room.”

      “This guy?” Àn Shen pointed at me in shock. “You’re saying he’s stronger than everyone here? Even Aunt Alexis and Uncle Rienhard?”

      “Yes. In fact, all of Eryk’s wives are stronger than them.”

      “No way!”

      Her eyes now bulging, Àn Shen looked at me, then at Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv. She did give Siv an odd look, though it was mostly because she was staring at the girl’s wings, horns, and tail. For her part, Siv was too busy eating to really pay attention to Àn Shen’s observation. If she had noticed the other girl’s staring, she would have immediately hidden behind either me or Fay.

      I could see where she was coming from. It was hard to believe anyone could be stronger than Alexis and Rienhard, who were easily the strongest people in this room after us. We were completely unknown. Only someone who had a keen sense would be able to tell at a glance that we were a threat. The only people with those senses were those who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism.

      Àn Shen was not one of those people.

      “Where are the other sect leaders?” asked Alexis. “Catherine? Dagan? Did they decide not to come?”

      “They are watching the tournament from their own booths.” Rienhard shrugged. “I already stopped by and asked if they wanted to see you, but you know how they are. Dagan only came because he wanted to be present in case someone receives a serious injury during the tournament, and Cathrine only showed up out of a sense of obligation.”

      I had not realized that Cathrine and Dagan were sect leaders this far back. This made me realize that both of them had likely reached the Third State of Spiritualism already. Well, they could not have become the leaders of a sect powerful enough to earn a place among the Six Great Sects if they weren’t at least that powerful. Erica and Tungsten only became the leaders of their respective sects because Alexis and Rienhard had disappeared a few years before the Sekbeist Invasion. That made me wonder if the same thing would happen this time around as well, and whether or not I should do something to stop it.

      Truthfully, I would like to prevent their disappearance. They were strong, and we would need that strength in the years to come. Keeping them around would be for the good of mankind, though I wondered if that would stifle Erica and Tungsten’s growth.

      “Hmph. That is just like them.” Alexis crossed her arms. “And here I was hoping to introduce a promising alchemist to Cathrine.”

      “Oh?” Rienhard raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s not something you need to concern yourself with.” Alexis dismissed his curiosity with a wave of her hand.

      Now that two sect leaders from the Six Great Sects had appeared alongside their apprentices, the viewing booth had become a lot more lively. Kari and Fay, being the two who attended the most social functions with me, took the greatest initiative in making connections. I also spoke with Tungsten and Rienhard. Meanwhile, Lin and Siv, after they finished eating, spent most of their time watching Raul as the preliminaries continued. We always needed at least one set of eyes on that child or he might do something reckless.

      It wasn’t until the preliminaries reached the end that I began paying attention to the tournament.

      “Oh. It looks like Fritz Anderson is up,” Rienhard said. “This should be a good fight.”

      “Which one is Fritz Anderson and why does he matter?” asked Lin, who was now suddenly a little more interested in the tournament since someone important was apparently battling.

      “He’s the big guy dressed in black,” Rienhard said, pointing his finger at the person in question. “He’s a member of Thor’s Hammer. He is also thought to be the strongest person in this tournament and is rumored to have reached the Third State of Spiritualism. While many people believe the Battling Valkyries will win, the few of us who are in the know understand that this man here will be the Battling Valkyries’ greatest enemy.”

      I looked at the man Rienhard was pointing at. Covered from head to toe in black, the man in question was tall and possessed a powerful body. His shoulders were broad, his chest thick, and his arms were packed with well-defined muscles. The black shirt he wore had long sleeves and was tight enough that it stretched across his chest. His pants were much the same. Strapped across his back were a pair of broadswords that looked a few dozen centimeters longer than normal.

      A frown quickly appeared on my face as I used Spiritual Perception to get a good look at him. His Spiritual Aura was… dark. There was something unnatural and chaotic about it. I’d never seen anything quite like it before. About the closest I could think of to compare what I felt from this man was when I faced off against the man called Ask—the Great Overlord of the First Realm. However, the feeling I got from this man was much more subdued.

      “Oh? He is quite strong,” Lin murmured. “Hmph. He really is quite powerful. Third State of Spiritualism, is it? However, even if he has reached the Third State, that man won’t be a match for Erica.”

      “Is that so? It sounds like Erica has grown pretty strong,” Rienhard said.

      “Of course, she has. This princess’ big sister has been training her.” Lin thrust out her chest in pride like she’d been the one who’d helped Erica grow more powerful.

      I didn’t listen to the rest of their conversation and instead watched as the match began. I used both my normal eyesight and Spiritual Perception to watch Fritz.

      My eyes narrowed.

      Fritz proved his strength by unleashing a powerful Spiritual Technique without the need for a dance. He unsheathed the broadswords, crossed them to form an X shape, and swung them down, unleashing two powerful crescent blades of darkness. The attacks struck two separate individuals while they were battling. I could not hear their screams from up here, but I could tell from the agony on their faces that they were in incredible pain.

      Fritz didn’t wait to see whether or not his attack worked and instead began attacking the others. He used a Spiritual Darkness Technique, Shadow Walking, to appear inside of someone else’s shadow. He emerged before the young woman knew he was there and attacked her quickly. Two slashes of his sword broke the woman’s red Spiritual Aura, and then he struck her with the flat end of his blade. He didn’t show mercy because she was a woman. The woman screamed in surprise and pain as she was sent sprawling to the ground. Fritz then walked up as she was trying to climb back onto her feet and viciously kicked her in the face. The woman’s head snapped up, her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she dropped like a sack of bricks.

      He could have snapped her neck with that attack…

      I stared hard at the laughing Fritz as he went on to attack the remaining participants, decimating them, beating them to a complete pulp until they were barely recognizable as human, but still alive. It was only because he didn’t kill them that he wasn’t disqualified, though I could tell from Silas’ disgusted expression that he wished he could kick Fritz out.

      There was something very wrong with this man, I concluded, but I could not quite figure out what.
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      Fritz was the first person I had seen aside from myself and Lin who could use the darkness element. However, my ability to use the darkness element came from my wife, not me. I could use it because Lin could use it and we were connected somehow through the mark on my hand and the one on her chest. I had never seen or even heard of a human who wielded this element. It was even more rare than people who could wield light.

      The preliminary rounds soon concluded. There had been a total of fifty-two rounds, meaning 520 people had been competing. It wasn’t just warrior sects either. The monster tamer sects that specialized in using Demon Beasts to fight had also taken part in the tournament. Then there were the poison sects, a few exploration sects, and even a sect that mixed philosophy with combat. Many different sects had joined.

      Karen, Janet, and Erica had all survived their preliminaries and would be participating in the next round tomorrow. The other two women who competed had also emerged victorious, but one of them was injured and would not be able to participate. Most injuries could be healed with alchemy, but in this case, the woman in question had been injured against a weak opponent. It was better for her to be sidelined than continue to fight.

      Our group was invited by Alexis to join the Battling Valkyries for dinner. Since we didn’t have anything else to do, we decided to join them. It would be nice to have someone else paying for Siv and Lin’s meals.

      We were escorted to their branch office and led into a large tavern-like room where several dozen women in armor cheered for the four women who would be moving on to the next round. While Janet and Karen seemed a bit embarrassed by all the attention, Erica proved how well she handled publicity by simply smiling and acknowledging the people’s jubilation.

      Our group was a curiosity among the Battling Valkyries, who didn’t seem to understand why we had been invited, but then Alexis revealed to them that our group was responsible for helping train Erica, Janet, and Karen. She didn’t reveal that Erica had reached the Third State of Spiritualism. However, just knowing we had helped them was enough for the Battling Valkyries to accept us.

      I soon discovered that the Battling Valkyries could drink.

      A lot.

      “Hahahahahaha! Darling! Darling! Look! Dish Prinshess ish a chandelier!”

      Lin was shit-face wasted and currently hanging from the ceiling by her tail. Her face was beet red as she hung upside down, long hair nearly touching the ground, swinging back and forth while laughing like a lunatic. The women around her were cheering and egging her on. I wanted to stop them and tell her to get down, but… well, I was sure she would regret this tomorrow, but I just didn’t have the heart to say anything right now. Let the woman have her fun.
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“Wassamatter, Eryk! Hic! You… you look derpreshed,” Fay said as she leaned into my side. Her cheeks were red, her eyes were droopy, she smelled of alcohol, and she was holding a gigantic mug of what I was fairly certain was hard liquor. I had no idea how many drinks she’d had, but she was as wasted as Lin.

      “I’m not depressed,” I said with a straight face. “This is how I always look. You, however, are drunk.”

      “Nu-uh!” Fay denied being drunk, even as she lifted the mug to take a drink… and ended up spilling more than half of it on her shirt. This caused her shirt to become see through, but all that meant was I could now see her chest bindings. Her bright pink areola were poking through the fabric, though, so that was nice.

      I had never seen Fay get drunk like this before. It was kind of novel, but at the same time, I really had to wonder just what in the nine realms was in that alcohol. I had tried some myself, but I wasn’t able to get drunk for whatever reason. On the other hand, Fay had become fairly inebriated after one drink, so I was certain it had an abnormally high alcohol content. She drank at parties with nobles and never got so much as buzzed even after multiple drinks.

      “Wah hahahahahaha! Wahahaha—urk! I think I’m gonna be sick!”

      I looked up at Lin, who was now holding a green-faced Janet by the hands as she swung the woman back and forth. The poor girl looked seconds away from spewing all the food she had eaten tonight.

      “Your wife certainly knows how to party,” Alexis said from my side. She’d been sitting next to me this whole time, watching her sectmates drink themselves stupid.

      I had to be honest here. There was something really awkward about watching an adult woman who looked like she was still a teenager drink alcohol, especially with such a mature look in her eyes. The girl looked like she could be my kid sister. Nevaria didn’t have any drinking laws, but we did understand that drinking while you were young was not necessarily good for the body.

      Of course, a strong Spiritualist could negate all the negative side effects. I was sure none of the women here would even wake up with a hangover.

      “Lin is definitely a party animal,” I said with a sigh.

      “She is indeed, but I was talking about that one,” Alexis said, pointing to Fay, who I only now realized was fumbling with my pants.

      “Back off.” I swatted Fay’s hands away. “Bad Fay.”

      “I’m not bad… hic…” Fay blinked at me with her bleary eyes. “I’m… good… you… hic… you looked derpreshed… sho I… I thought we shood make… another baby.”

      “I’d ask if you could even hear yourself talking, but it’s very obvious that you can’t.” I sighed, set the mug I had been drinking from down, and lifted Fay into my arms. Fay squealed, but then she began laughing as she hugged me tightly. I sent Alexis a strained smile. “I’m putting this one to bed.”

      Alexis shrugged. “Sure thing. Your other two wives already left anyway.”

      Kari and Siv took off several hours ago. Siv did not enjoy rowdy parties like this due to her innate shyness, and Kari simply wasn’t a fan of getting drunk or partying. She only attended parties as social functions when she absolutely had to.

      Fay fell asleep not long after we left the tavern, which I found myself thankful for. A drunk Fay might have been funny, but it was also dangerous. I was very certain on this.

      I walked down a long corridor and eventually arrived at the room Alexis told us to stay in. Kari, Siv, and Raul were already inside of the room. They were all on the couch, though Kari was the only one still awake. She was sitting with a book in one hand. Siv was resting on her side with her head on Kari’s lap, light snores emitting from her mouth, and wrapped in her arms was the sleeping Raul. It was a very cute and picturesque scene.

      “I figured it wouldn’t be long before you left.” Kari smiled at me as she closed the book, her eyes going to Fay. “Looks like someone had a little too much to drink.”

      “She’s normally a lot more careful, but whatever was in those drinks was strong,” I said.

      “She’s gonna be embarrassed when she wakes up.” Kari giggled as if she could imagine what kind of face Fay would make after she woke up tomorrow. “Where is Lin?”

      “Hanging from the ceiling.”

      “Huh?”

      “I meant that literally. Last I saw her, she was hanging upside down by the rafters and calling herself a chandelier.”

      “That girl… I am going to tease her so much tomorrow.”

      The room we had been given was a simple guest room with one large bed, a small sitting area, and nothing else. Rich carpet covered the floor, the walls were made of stucco and wood, and the ceiling was paneled and decorated with simple motifs, diamonds and triangle patterns.

      I tucked Fay into bed, then went over to the couch and sat next to Kari. She had already set the book on the small table before her. The moment I sat down, she leaned into me, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath.

      “It feels so odd being back here,” she muttered. “Everything is different from how I remember it. There was never any tournament, Alexis had already disappeared by the time we arrived, and Erica was like our mentor. Now it’s the other way around. Also… that man… Fritz… there is something odd about him.”

      “You felt it too?” I wasn’t surprised. Kari had strong perceptions. “There is definitely something off about his powers. We might have to do a little investigating.”

      “I was thinking the same thing, but let’s save that for later.” Kari opened her eyes again and glanced down at the Drakvarian girl drooling on her lap. “For now, let’s get everyone to bed.”

      “Right.”

      Kari took Raul from Siv, and I lifted Siv into my arms. Together, we tucked the two into bed. Raul ended up sleeping between Siv and Fay, who turned onto their sides and cuddled with our son. There wasn’t enough room for me and Kari. This bed was technically only made for one person. If Siv and Raul weren’t so small, they wouldn’t have been able to fit either. Since we couldn’t fit on the bed, I lay down on the couch, and Kari climbed on top of me.

      We spent several hours talking until sleep eventually claimed us.

      Lin never showed up.
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        * * *

      

      We found out why Lin did not join us in bed last night after arriving at the cafeteria the next morning, where she and several other women were sprawled out on the floor, completely comatose. As the “tallest” one there, Lin’s long tail wound across the floor like a long rope. She must have knocked over several tables during her drunken partying. There was a large space straight down the middle of the room where all the tables had been knocked aside.

      We woke Lin up, and it was the first time I’d ever seen her get so embarrassed. This was even worse than those times where she and I had sex and she punched a hole through the floor with her tail. The girl had gone so red her entire body was blushing. She had bolted out of the cafeteria and into the bathing room, where she ended up taking a very long shower.

      Fay was just as if not more embarrassed when she woke up.

      “I-I am so sorry!” she apologized to me profusely, her face, neck, and some of her chest bright red. “I don’t know what came over me, o-or why I drank so much!”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I shrugged. “Seeing you get so drunk was actually kinda cute. I will consider this a treasured memory and cherish it for all time.”

      “Please forget it ever happened!” Fay snapped.

      We were back in the cafeteria after cleaning it up. Our group consisting of myself, Kari, Siv, Fay, and Raul, who was sitting on Kari’s lap this morning, allowing the beautiful blonde to pamper him. She was feeding him food that had been prepared for us. It was a simple breakfast of soft-boiled eggs, bread, and some kind of refreshing tea blend. I didn’t know what it was called, but it had a bold flavor and woke me right up.

      “The booze you drank is the strongest drink we have,” Alexis said, sounding quite proud.

      Of course, Alexis and Erica were with us this morning, too. Unlike everyone else, Erica had not gotten herself wasted, while Alexis seemed as if she’d been drinking all night. She was still drinking when we arrived in the tavern that morning. I didn’t know if she’d slept and come back down, or if she’d been there the whole time.

      Spiritualists like us didn’t actually need that much sleep. We could go weeks without before the need took us. My wives and I slept because we liked to.

      “You got drunk after only a single glass,” I added.

      Fay just buried her face in her hands and released a strangled groan. I imagine she would be like this for a while.

      Lin came into the tavern nearly half an hour later, dressed in an oddly conservative outfit. Her shirt hid her shoulders and most of her stomach, though I could still see a hint of her bellybutton, and the wraparound skirt was longer than usual. She was still blushing as she slithered over to our table and sat down.

      “Aunty Lin! Good food! Eat!” Raul said as he munched on an egg.

      Lin smiled at the child and began relaxing, but just when it looked like she was about to calm down completely, Kari decided it was time to tease her.

      “I was very shocked when we came in and saw you lying naked amongst the Battling Valkyries.” A sad sigh escaped Kari’s lips. She looked truly heartbroken. “I cannot believe you would allow so many women other than me to touch you. Lin, I thought we were the only ones you would let do those things to you.”

      “W-what are you talking about?!” Lin shouted, her face somehow both red and pale. “Th-this princess didn’t let anyone touch her! She doesn’t even know how her clothes came off! This princess swears! She would never let anyone but Big Sister, Fay, and Siv lay their hands on her!”

      “You say that, but you were naked and practically cuddling with all those women… uwu… uwu… your Big Sister is so sad…”

      “P-p-please don’t cry, Big Sister! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

      Lin was so flustered she had even stopped speaking in third person. She never noticed the somewhat sadistic gleam in Kari’s eyes as the woman cried crocodile tears and mercilessly teased the poor Lamia.

      “I’ll let you off if you become a chandelier again.”

      “Urk! I-I do not know what you’re talking about!”

      “Now now. I know you got drunk, but it wouldn’t affect your memory. Come on. I wanna see.”

      “Who told you about that?!”

      “It was Darling, of course.”

      “Darling, how could you?!”

      “Leave me out of this.” I shook my head and continued to eat breakfast.

      While we were eating, someone rushed into the room, gasping for breath. It was… Janet if I was not mistaken. Her face was pale, sweat was pouring down her forehead, and her shoulders were hunched.

      Alexis frowned. “What is wrong, Janet? Don’t tell me you are hungover.”

      Janet shook her head. “It’s… it’s Rinne! She’s… she’s dead!”

      Rinne was, if I was not mistaken, the fourth participate from the Battling Valkyries who would be moving on to the next round. I didn’t know much about her. She and I had never interacted, and I couldn’t remember anyone named Rinne in my previous life’s memories.

      Alexis stood abruptly from her seat. “Bring me to her!”

      Since this was a pretty serious issue, I asked Kari, Lin, and Siv to remain in the cafeteria and look after Raul. Meanwhile, Fay and I went with Alexis to see Rinne.

      Janet led us to an alley across the street. There was already a huge crowd gathered around the alley, but Janet shoved her way through. At the end of the alley were two other members of the Battling Valkyries and a squadron of Midgard Spiritual Knights. They were doing their best to cordon off the area so the curious crowd of onlookers could not get too close.

      “I am Alexis Mutig of the Battling Valkyries. These two are with me. Let us through.”

      The Midgard Spiritual Knight she spoke to wore a crimson shoulder cape over his armor, signifying his position as a captain. He frowned at Alexis, then looked at us. I sensed an automatic dislike from this man. There was a disdainfulness in his expression like we were beneath him.

      “Hmph. Very well. You three can pass.”

      The man fortunately didn’t give us any grief and let us pass. We walked into the alley, but we stopped when our gaze landed on the sight before us.

      “Eryk…”

      “Don’t look if it’s too gruesome.”

      Fay looked away from the scene we found, but I merely narrowed my eyes. On the other hand, Alexis was clenching her fists so tightly her arms were shaking. I glanced down to see blood dripping from her fingers.

      Rinne was on the ground, lying on her side, completely bereft of clothes. There was cum spilling from her vagina. It was easy to tell that she was dead. Not only were her eyes staring sightlessly at the opposite wall, but her entire body looked like all the moisture had been sucked out. I might not have known much about her, but I do remember seeing her, and she had been a beautiful and vivacious young woman with a full figure. Now she looked like a mummified corpse.

      “Who… who did this?” Alexis asked in a harsh whisper as she slowly walked over to Rinne, knelt before the woman, and stared at the sightless eyes.

      I walked closer, but I didn’t let myself get too close. Fay also followed me. However, she was not looking at the scene anymore. She might have seen plenty of gruesome things before, but this was likely the first time she had seen something like this.

      “I don’t know who did this, but I recognize this technique,” I said at last.

      Alexis turned her sharp gaze on me. “You know what happened?”

      “I at least have a guess.” I looked at Rinne again, studying how her body had become like a dried-out corpse. “It’s a Spiritual Darkness Technique called Spiritual Drain. It’s not a very threatening name, but it’s easily one of the most evil Spiritual Darkness Techniques you can find.”

      “What does it do?” asked Fay, suddenly curious now that I had mentioned Spiritual Techniques.

      “It drains a person of all their Spiritual Power,” I said. “It drains them completely dry, and when their Spiritual Power has been all sucked away, it drains their life, causing their bodies to whither and look like a mummified corpse.”

      “Like Rinne here,” Alexis murmured, the frown on her face growing. “And you’re certain this was caused by a Spiritual Darkness Technique?”

      I nodded, then shrugged. “Fairly certain, but it’s not like I have anything beyond guess work. This sort of effect could have also been caused by a very strong poison. There are plenty of poisons that can do the same thing. It could also be a Spiritual Water Technique that sucks all the moisture from a human body. The reason I assume Spiritual Drain was used to kill her is because she has no Spiritual Power. Even a dead body will leave behind some Spiritual Residue, but I can’t sense anything inside of her.”

      “But why would someone do this?” asked Fay.

      “I know why.” Alexis scowled. “It’s obviously to remove her from the competition. Don’t forget that our Battling Valkyries are currently the ones most people believe will win the tournament. We currently have a lot of enemies because of that. It would not surprise me if one of those enemies decided to get rid of us outside of the arena.”

      I didn’t say anything, but I did remember Fritz and his very strong darkness element. What happened to Rinne was something that could easily have been done by him, and what’s more, I’d already heard about how violent and disgusting the men in Thor’s Hammer were. Not only had Rinne been drained of her Spiritual Power, she had also been raped. This sounded exactly like something they would do.

      The only thing I was concerned about was the timing and the location. This place was right next to the Battling Valkyries’ branch office, which was located on one of the busiest streets in Midgard. I just couldn’t imagine why someone would commit a crime like this so close to danger… unless this was their way of gloating? Maybe they were making a statement? Something like, “We can kill you wherever you are. Even if you’re in your own home, you aren’t safe from us.”

      Well, it wasn’t like I could understand the motivations of a killer.

      We traveled back into the branch office and began questioning the other members of the Battling Valkyries, asking them if they had seen Rinne leaving. None of them had. However, there was someone who had noticed.

      “This princess saw her leave,” Lin admitted. “She left the tavern in something of a hurry, but this princess was… er… preoccupied, so she didn’t think anything of it at the time.”

      “Come to think of it, Rinne had been periodically leaving the Battling Valkyries’ branch office for the last two months or so,” Janet said. As the person who discovered Rinne, she was also with us.

      “Now that you mention it, I remember hearing a rumor that Rinne began dating someone,” Karen added. “We never saw him, and she never introduced us, so I thought they were just rumors made up by some of the girls who secretly enjoy that kind of thing. Do you think there could be some truth to it?”

      “I do not know.” Alexis placed her hands firmly on the table, the wood denting underneath her fingers. “But I intend to find out. As for the rest of you. None of you are allowed to go anywhere on your own until the culprit is found.”

      She stared at Erica, Janet, and Karen as she said this. The three women looked reluctant to agree. They all had confidence in their own strength, but it was also easy to tell they were shaken by what happened. One of their own had been gruesomely killed practically right outside their door.

      Because the tournament was beginning soon, we could not afford to remain there. Myself, along with Alexis, Erica, Janet, Karen, Kari, Lin, Fay, Siv, and Raul traveled to the arena. Erica, Janet, and Karen parted ways with us and made their way to the competitors’ booth. The rest of us headed up to our private viewing booth. The other sects who had come to visit us last time were not present. I imagine they would not come until after the first half of round one was over.

      “Eryk, you seem to have experience with the darkness element,” Alexis said.

      Our group was now sitting on the same chairs as yesterday. Siv was not sitting on my lap this time, but pressing her hand against the glass window as she stood with Raul. Alexis had taken my right, while Kari was sitting on my left. My right would have normally been occupied by one of my wives, but at present, Alexis and I were having a serious discussion.

      “Lin and I can both use the darkness element.” To prove my point, I raised my hand and gathered my Spiritual Power, causing a ball of darkness to appear on my palm. “I’m not very good at using it, but Lin has reached the Third State of Spiritualism with it.”

      Alexis stared at the ball of darkness hovering over my palm. Her eyes flickered to my face, then back to my palm.

      “Is this how you know about the Spiritual Darkness Technique you were talking about?”

      “Partly.”

      I couldn’t tell Alexis the reason I knew about this technique was because it had been used by the Sekbeist in my past life. This was the Spiritual Darkness Technique they had been using to drain the lives of many Northern Plains citizens to enact their ritual of forcing the Warp Gates open. Spiritual Drain was the name I came up with because of how the technique worked and what it did.

      Of course, this technique did not require physical contact to use, meaning whoever had used it on Rinne, had violated her for fun.

      “Could you use Spiritual Drain?” asked Alexis suddenly.

      “I can’t… at least, not without a lot of preparation,” I confessed. “However, my wife can.”

      I looked over at Lin, currently lounging on a chair between Kari and Fay. She looked like she was deep in thought. I wondered if she was thinking about what happened to Rinne.

      “Hmmm…”

      Alexis didn’t say anything, which made me wonder if she perhaps suspected us, though I didn’t think that was the case. After all, why would I tell her all this if I was guilty? It would have been easier to keep my crime a secret if she didn’t know I could use the darkness element.

      At that moment, the announcer in the gaudy outfit named Silas emerged from a side entrance and stepped onto the grand stage of the arena amidst the cheers of many people. This room was supposed to be soundproof. The fact that I could hear them screaming was impressive.

      The speakers in the room activated as the man began speaking into the microphone. “Ladies and gentleman! The preliminaries are over, leaving only the best of the best! I hope you are all ready for the Six Great Sects Selection Tournament to officially begin! Are you ready?!”

      When the announcer asked this question, the crowd went into an uproar, cheering so loud Siv stumbled away from the glass in shock and held her hands to her ears. Raul saw this and tugged on her sundress.

      “Sissy hurt?”

      “I am fine.” Siv smiled at the child as she reached down and began stroking Raul’s hair.

      “We saw some intense free-for-alls yesterday, but today, all of the fights will be one-on-one,” Silas explained. “Here is how it’s going to work. There will be a total of ten matches today, five matches tomorrow, and then the semi-finals and finals will be on the last day. This means the tournament will last a total of three days. The same rules that were in the preliminaries apply here as well. Winners will be decided by forfeit, knockout, ring out, or if I decide a battle is over. Don’t forget that killing is not allowed.” Once he finished explaining how the matches would work, he began speaking in a much louder and more rambunctious voice. “And now that all the rules are out of the way, it is time to bring out the first two competitors! The competitors were decided via a random drawing. For the first match, the two people fighting are…”

      The man trailed off to draw out the suspense, causing many of the people in the stands to scream at him to hurry up, but he just grinned and waited for several more seconds before finally making the announcement.

      “Erica Kjærlighet of the Battling Valkyries and Jonatan Gardner of the Divine Sword Sect!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 12

          

          
            PEERLESS STRENGTH, TYRANNICAL MIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Jonatan Gardner was a swordsman from the renowned Divine Sword Sect. They were not a large sect, but a small group of elites who trained only in sword techniques. Everything, from their Spiritualism to their Spiritual Techniques, dealt specifically with the sword and nothing else. Erica even heard a rumor once stating that none of the swordsman within the Divine Sword Sect were below the Second State of Spiritualism. According to rumor, being at the Second State was a requirement just to join.

      Erica held her claymore in front of her, gripping it with both hands as she spread her feet shoulder width apart, placed her dominant foot forward, and squared her shoulders. Her battle corset was tight. She felt it press against her chest as she breathed in, but fortunately, she was wearing breast bindings that kept herself from spilling out of the top.

      “I’ve always wanted to fight you,” Jonatan said as the battle started. It looked like he wanted to have some pre-battle banter before they began. That was fine with Erica. This wasn’t a life-or-death struggle, so a little banter was par for the course.

      “Have you now?” asked Erica, raising a delicate eyebrow.

      “You are the personal disciple of Alexis Mutig, the youngest person to ever reach the Third State of Spiritualism. You have been trained in how to use the claymore from a young age. What’s more, you are incomparably beautiful. Why wouldn’t I wish to do battle with such a woman?”

      Erica pulled her lips into a smile. “You flatter me.”

      “What do you say we make this competition more exciting?” asked Jonatan.

      “Oh?”

      Erica would admit that she was curious to know what this man wanted, but really, there were only a few things men like this wanted from her. They could be counted on one hand. In fact, she only needed two fingers to count them.

      “A wager. If I win, I want you to become my woman,” Jonatan spoke in a loud voice—loud enough that everyone could hear him.

      The arena stands became silent at this declaration. Erica could not quite see the faces of everyone since they all tended to blur when they were pressed together like that, but she could well imagine the kinds of faces those people were making. Some might be expressing admiration at his audacity, others disgust for the same reason, and a few might even be confused as to why a man was trying to court a woman, his opponent no less, in the middle of a tournament.

      Erica pretended to silently deliberate, but she already knew what her response would be. There was only one response she could make to such an outrageous wager.

      “I apologize, but when you make a wager, both parties must be giving up something of equal value,” Erica said in a voice that was soft but nevertheless carried throughout the entire arena. “You wish me to give up my freedom and become your woman, but you have nothing of value that is equal to my freedom. I’m afraid this wager is something I will have to decline.”

      While her words weren’t unreasonable, men like Jonatan were not the kind who understood logic and reason. The swordsman’s once glittering eyes became hard and cold. Erica was unbothered by his expression, which was the kind men wore when someone trampled upon their pride. Really, if his pride was so easily destroyed, he should have never opened his mouth.

      “Fine,” he spat. “In that case, I will simply subdue you and make you my woman!”

      With a shout, Jonatan drew his longsword from his waist. It was a single-edged sword that was maybe ten centimeters away from being the same length as Erica’s claymore. His longer sword must have something to do with whatever techniques he used. The hilt was made to look like a dragon’s mouth. It was a very intricate weapon, but Erica thought all those gaudy decorations were wasteful. A weapon was a device for killing, not for looking pretty.

      A powerful Spiritual Aura erupted from Jonatan, lightning skittering across his body in arcs before, like his body had become a whirlpool, all the lightning was sucked back in. A soft blue glow covered the surface of his skin as he entered the Second State of Spiritualism. The weapon in his hand also began glowing. Several bolts of lightning shot from the weapon as if it couldn’t contain all that power inside of it.

      Jonatan finally moved after all of his preparations were complete. His feet shuffled along the ground in an odd pattern, a dance that was both rhythmic and offbeat. Every time he took a step, the ground beneath him turned pale blue with lightning. The speed of his movements increased, until it looked like his legs had become invisible.

      Then he vanished.

      At least, he did to most of the people watching in the stands.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh?”

      I perked up when I saw the Spiritual Lightning Technique that Jonatan was using. To most people in the stands, it probably looked like he had disappeared, but I could follow his movements easily enough. Watching with keen eyes, I leaned forward and studied Jonatan’s movements as he danced around Erica like a flash of lightning.

      “Lightning Movement,” I said at last.

      “Excuse me?” asked Alexis.

      “It’s the name of his Spiritual Lightning Technique,” I continued.

      “How does it work?” asked Fay, more interested now than she was before. Fay was a sucker for Spiritual Techniques of any kind. She studied all kinds of them even if she couldn’t use them. I once asked her about that, and she told me that knowing how a technique worked would allow her to properly counter it. She wasn’t wrong either. Understanding a technique was the key to unraveling it.

      “It’s all in the movements of his feet,” I explained. “That strange dance he did before that channeled lightning to the bottom of his feet allows him to skate across the ground as though he were walking on air. This exponentially increases his speed because it reduces the friction coefficient between his feet and the ground to absolute zero. It’s a great technique for a swordsman who relies on speed to attack, but it’s very hard to control. He must have practiced a lot to be able to move like that.”

      At this point, Jonatan had not attacked. He was merely moving around Erica in a constant circle, his movement now so fast that he created a series of afterimages. Most people would have been confused by such an intense technique. They would have looked at all his afterimages and wondered which was the real one. However, when I looked at Erica’s calm expression, a smile crossed my face.

      “Of course, a Spiritual Technique like this is only useful if the person you are using it against cannot keep up with you,” I finished.
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        * * *

      

      Erica remained calm as Jonatan continued trying to confuse her with afterimages. Even though she was used to fighting people moving at high speed thanks to Kari, she did not know what to do when faced with all these afterimages. She closed her eyes since they were useless and reached out with Spiritual Perception, tracking the man as he traveled around her in a constant circle. Like that, she remained still and waited for him to attack.

      She didn’t have to wait long. Jonatan must have been getting frustrated by how she wasn’t moving, or maybe he was simply impatient. With a roar that could shatter a person’s eardrums, he appeared behind her and swung his sword. The movement was so quick it looked like his blade was a mere flicker of lightning.

      Erica spun around on the balls of her feet, her own weapon igniting with flames so intense they turned white. She compressed the flames along her blade. They didn’t even look like flames because of how much she had compressed them. Like that, she slammed her own weapon into Jonatan’s, but there was no clang of metal, no clashing of steel. Jonatan’s sword was sliced straight through.

      Jonatan didn’t even have time to be surprised. As the upper portion of his sword spun through the air, Erica twisted her wrists and struck him with the flat end of her blade. Jonatan was wearing armor. However, the steel cuirass shattered the moment her weapon struck it. A scream of agony escaped from Jonatan’s mouth as he found himself being lifted off the ground, sent flying backwards, and striking the arena stage so hard the tiles cracked underneath him. He didn’t stop, however. He kept rolling until he reached the edge, stopping just before he could fall off.

      The crowd went silent as everyone saw what happened. Erica did not say a word as she waited to see if Jonatan would get back up. Meanwhile, the sword portion that had been lazily spinning through the air struck the ground with a clatter.

      Jonatan didn’t move for the longest time, making Erica wonder if maybe he’d passed out from pain when she’d shattered his armor, but then, as if to disprove her theory, he struggled to sit up. It took a lot of effort. His face was red and he was gasping for breath as he placed a hand against his chest. Erica was certain that her attack had cracked at least one of his ribs.

      After sitting up, Jonatan began looking for his sword, which he had dropped. It was several meters away from him. However, even if he could stand up and grab it, it wouldn’t matter since the sword had been cut clean through.

      Erica walked forward with slow, leisurely steps, causing Jonatan to look up, his pale face growing even paler. She walked until she was standing right in front of him. Then, using only one hand to hold the massive claymore, she pointed the weapon at his face.

      “This battle is over,” she declared. “You have lost.”

      No one spoke, which made the words she said reverberate across the entire arena. Everyone held their breaths. They were all waiting to see how Jonatan would react.

      Jonatan’s face twisted with reluctance, but as he stared at the sword being pointed at his face, which caused his eyes to cross, he found himself at a loss. His expression soon relaxed. With a sigh, his shoulders slumped as if all the fight had gone out of him.

      “I surrender,” he said at last.

      One moment passed. Then two. Finally, the announcer who had been watching from the sidelines shouted into his microphone.

      “Ladies and gentleman! The winner of the first round of the Six Great Sects Selection Tournament is Erica Kjærlighet!”
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        * * *

      

      “That was a good fight,” Fay said as the battle concluded. Jonatan was having trouble standing up, so a pair of medics had come onto the stage and were helping him walk off. Meanwhile, Erica walked off herself, presenting an imposing and noble image as she hopped off the stage and walked to the exit with her claymore resting over her shoulder.

      “It ended too quickly,” Lin said with a huff and crossed arms. “That Jonatan fellow was pathetic. This princess cannot believe someone so weak was allowed to participate in this tournament.”

      “Actually, Jonatan is ranked as one of the top 100 strongest Spiritualists in the Northern Plains,” Alexis informed them.

      “What?! Seriously?!” Lin squawked.

      “Seriously.”

      Lin looked shocked, but the rest of us understood the simple truth of Alexis’ words. We were an anomaly among people. You couldn’t judge the Spiritualists of the Northern Plains by our standards because that simply wasn’t fair to them. Of course, Lin, as the person who had spent the most time training the Nevarian Braves’ forces, had even stricter standards than everyone else, so it wasn’t like I blamed her for having such skewed perceptions.

      “It looks like Erica won’t have any trouble taking first place,” Kari said as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “That is assuming Fritz doesn’t have a good grasp of his element,” Alexis said with a shake of her head. “Both of them have reached the Third State of Spiritualism, which means neither has the advantage when it comes to raw power. However, Fritz entered the Third State at least half a year ago. Erica only entered a month ago. If he has a more solid grasp over the darkness element than she does fire, the victory will go to him.”

      “Hmmm…”

      I hummed a bit as I thought about Fritz and his abnormal power. I still sensed there was something off about his Spiritual Powers, but I couldn’t figure out what…

      “Ladies and gentlemen! It is time for the second match!” the announcer suddenly shouted, bringing my focus back onto the stage. “Will the competitors Karen Airelight and Fritz Anderson come up?! Your battle begins now!”

      The announcement of who was fighting sent a slight chill down my spine. Alexis also seemed worried for she leaned forward and penetrated the arena floor with an intense gaze.

      At that moment, Karen and Fritz both walked onto the arena stage and stood on opposite sides of each other. The feeling of wrongness I had been sensing became even worse when I saw Fritz. There was a cocky smirk plastered on his face, twisting it into something truly unpleasant. His expression reminded me of a Demon Beast instead of a human.

      I glanced at Karen. Her face was pretty pale, like it had been drained of blood. Her shoulders were also shaking a little. She knew of the rumors regarding this man, so I wasn’t surprised by the worry I sensed coming from her. Karen had yet to reach the Third State of Spiritualism, too, which meant she was at a severe disadvantage.

      The announcer either didn’t feel the tension hanging in the air, or maybe he just didn’t care. Silas came onto the stage and raised the microphone to his mouth.

      “All right, you two! Get ready! Your battle begins in three, two, one, and… fight!”
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        * * *

      

      Karen did not want to admit that she was nervous, not even to herself, because she knew all of her nerves would leave her if she did that.

      Fritz was standing in front of her. He was just a few meters away. She could see his face perfectly. He wore an arrogant smirk on his ugly face. He looked like he was already anticipating his victory in this tournament, which pissed her off, but that anger was offset by terror. She couldn’t explain why she was so afraid, however. There was just something wrong about this man. It was like the very vibes he gave off inspired fear in all who looked at him.

      Something about him seems so inhuman.

      “Are you ready to lose?” asked Fritz.

      Karen bit her lip, but she gripped her broadsword and slid into a combat ready stance as she said, “I am ready to win.”

      “Ha ha ha! Good! Good! I like confident women like you!” Fritz reached behind him and unsheathed the broadswords from his back. “One of the greatest pleasures in life is breaking confident women and turning them into my meat toilets! Ah ha ha ha ha!”

      Karen curled her lips in disgust, not only at his vulgar words, but also at his grating laugh. She had never met a more unpleasant individual in her entire life. Just being near this man was enough to make her skin crawl. However, listening to him talk about how he liked breaking women made her mad enough that she overcame her fear with anger.

      Without hesitation, she unleashed her Spiritual Aura. Water bubbled around her skin. Swirling motes appeared in the air, sparkling in the sunlight. The motes did not remain there for long, however, as Karen quickly sucked in her Spiritual Aura to enter the Second State of Spiritualism.

      Fritz did not make any move to stop her. He wore the same amused smirk on his face that he had since before the fight began. It was clear to Karen that this man was looking down on her.

      “Are you finally ready?” asked Fritz. “You humans are all the same. It takes you soooo long just to get anything done. Make me wait any longer and I might fall asleep.”

      Karen gritted her teeth, but she did her best to remain calm. She could not let herself get heated. If she lost herself to anger, she wouldn’t be able to think clearly.

      “Here I come!” she shouted before bursting off the ground and sprinting forward.

      She closed the distance between her and Fritz within a few seconds, swung her sword, and watched without surprise as Fritz merely stepped aside to dodge it. This did not deter her. She swung again, spinning around and attacking from the other side. It was dodged again. However, Karen continued to attack, her movements never ceasing even once. She flowed from one attack into another like water.

      As she attacked, her blade began glowing a bright blue. Water swirled around the edge, creating what appeared to be a miniature tornado. The water moved faster and faster, increasing her blade’s cutting power. If she struck Fritz or anyone with this weapon, it would tear through their flesh, muscles, and bones with ease.

      Not that it mattered right now.

      After all, that was only if her attack hit.

      Fritz proved how talented he was by avoiding all of her attacks like he had precognition. His movements were fast and precise as he stepped around her swinging sword, laughing all the while.

      “Ah ha ha ha! Is this all you have?! I heard the Battling Valkyries were one of the strongest sects in the Northern Plains! How could they have such a weakling in their ranks?! Ah ha ha ha ha!”

      Not only was he speaking casually as if he wasn’t in combat, but his words were insulting to both Karen and her sect, causing the woman’s anger to grow. A red haze fell over her eyes as she found herself wanting to do nothing more than beat this man until he was a bloody pulp.

      But desires were just that. Desires. They could not be achieved unless someone had the strength to achieve them, and Karen was beginning to realize that she did not have the strength to fight against this man. This fact became more and more clear as the battle continued. Thus far, it had been Karen doing all the attacking, and Fritz had merely dodged each attack with ease.

      Since it looked like her sword arts were doing nothing, she tried something else, spinning around in a circle and drawing patterns in the air with her sword. Water left a sparkling trail through the air. The streamer of water separated and transformed into many droplets. On her return swing, the droplets shot forward faster than the human eye could blink. This was one of her Spiritual Water Techniques: One Hundred Water Bullets.

      Fritz merely snorted and remained standing in place. The water bullets slammed into his body and disappeared. Karen gawked when she saw each bullet vanish. What… what just happened?

      “Is that all you’ve got?” asked Fritz.

      Karen snarled as she tried to push back her fear and began dancing in place, water swirling around her, moving faster and faster until it turned into a fierce tornado. She held out her sword and the water moved toward it, coating her blade in cyclone-like water currents, before she thrust it forward.

      A massive tornado of water erupted from her sword and raced toward Fritz. Once again, he did nothing, letting the attack slam into him, only for it to disappear. However, this time, Karen was able to see what happened. Small distortions of darkness swirled around his body and devoured her technique.

      It was the darkness element.

      Or was it?

      Could darkness… do that?

      “Hmph. How boring. If this is all you have, then I think I’ll attack now,” Fritz said, finally getting ready to attack.

      Karen did her best to prepare herself to receive his attack. She didn’t know what he was going to do, but she knew that he had reached the Third State of Spiritualism and possessed the darkness element. Surely that meant he would attack using the shadows. So long as she kept cool, she should at least be able to avoid serious injury.

      Yet no matter how prepared Karen thought she was, no amount of preparation could get her ready for what came next.

      She leapt back to protect herself from whatever Fritz wanted to do, but the moment she backed off, a sharp pain pierced her back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I stood up from my seat the moment I saw what happened. A black orb had appeared behind Karen, turned into a bolt of black lightning, and pierced straight through her back. It had been such a quick and vicious attack that I was certain no one but the people in this room and the other VIPs like Rienhard had seen what happened.

      “How could he unleash such a vicious attack?!” Alexis shouted as she also stood up, her eyes wide in horror. “Is he trying to kill the members of my sect?!”

      My wives were also watching the arena with rapt attention, lips drawn into a thin line. It was easy to see what all of them were thinking. This man, Fritz, had clearly attacked Karen using this method knowing how much damage it could do. If that attack pierced her vitals, it could kill her, and if it pierced her Spiritual Pathways…

      “That man is truly vicious,” Lin said. “This princess does not like him.”

      Kari nodded. “He reminds me of Grant Leucht, but unlike that man, Fritz actually has the power to do whatever he wants. Few people in the Northern Plains could stop him.”

      “I hate people like that,” Fay said, biting her lower lip.

      While the women were talking, I decided to slip out of the room. Only Siv, who stood quietly by the window, seemed to notice me leaving. Yet she did not say a thing as she watched me walk out through the reflection in the window.
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        * * *

      

      A gasp escaped Karen’s lips as she stumbled forward. She was so shocked that the pain actually didn’t hit her at first. All she felt was a sense of deep confusion. She just couldn’t figure out what had hit her.

      On the ground barely half a meter from her was a small hole, which had not been there before. As she stared at this hole, she finally noticed the wetness leaking down her chest, staining her torso. She raised a hand to her chest and felt the wetness. When she pulled her hand away, she saw that it was covered in blood.

      There was a hole that went through both her chest and back. It had missed her heart. She could tell that much because she was still alive. She still felt mostly confusion. How had this… when did he…?

      That was when the pain hit her.

      “Ah! Ahhh!”

      Karen’s blood-curdling scream echoed around the arena, but before she could really start, something powerful slammed into her chest with the force of a ten-ton boulder. Her scream was abruptly cut off. She couldn’t even gasp as she was lifted off her feet. The world around her flew by, and then she nearly swallowed her tongue as her back hit the arena floor.

      As she lay there, gasping, Karen attempted to curl her body around her wound. She never got the chance. Fritz appeared in that moment and stomped on her chest. He had stomped right where the hole was, which caused more blood to gush from the wound, while at the same time, the pain she had been feeling increased several-fold.

      “AAAAHHHH!!!”

      Fritz wore a smile as though he was enjoying her screams. He looked like a connoisseur sipping in her anguish as though it were a fine wine.

      “That’s right! Scream for me! Let me hear it! I want to hear your tortured cries! Ah ha ha ha ha!”

      Everyone else in the arena was dead silent. No one spoke as this terrifying scene played out. Many had swallowed their tongues. Quite a few of them had grown pale, and some even looked green as they watched this woman get tortured by Fritz.

      “AHH! AHHHHH!!!”

      “Ah ha ha ha ha! This is a sound that I never get tired of hearing.” Fritz revealed his ugly yellow teeth as he grinned at the screaming Karen. “You might not know this, but when I was younger, I used to listen to my mom screaming like this whenever my dad came home drunk. At the time, I didn’t understand why my old man enjoyed torturing my mom so much, but once I tried it for myself, I understood. It’s power. The power you hold over someone else. Knowing you have the power to do whatever you want to someone, knowing they can do nothing against you, is the greatest feeling in the entire world.”

      He spoke with incredible nonchalance, even as he ground his heel into Karen’s wound, even as her screams reached a crescendo. He was speaking like he wasn’t torturing her at all. Many people gulped as they listened to him, their tongues dry and swollen.

      Silas should have made the announcement to end the fight. It was clear that Karen was finished, but he stood several meters away, gaping instead. He was simply so shocked by this turn of events that he couldn’t even speak.

      “Ku hu hu hu! Ha ha ha ha! Well, this has been fun, but I think it’s about time I end things.” He gazed at the screaming Karen with reluctance, like he wanted to keep torturing her. “Don’t worry. I won’t kill you, but… heheheh… I’m afraid you won’t be able to practice Spiritualism once I’m done with you. See, I need that Spiritual Power of yours, so I’m gonna take it. Hope you don’t mind.”

      Fritz stepped off Karen’s chest, but the woman didn’t seem to even notice, such was the pain she felt. Fritz licked his lips.

      “It’s such a shame. You’re a beautiful woman. I would have preferred having my way with you as I did this. It’s so much more fun that way, but I can’t do that when everyone is watching. Don’t wanna get disqualified.”

      Reaching out with his hand, Fritz was barely ten centimeters from grabbing the woman by the head—when something powerful slammed into him.

      Fritz screamed as he was sent hurtling backwards. His entire body was covered in arcs of blue lightning. He moved so fast that all most people saw was a blue streak as he slammed into the arena wall. The barrier that had been set up to prevent the viewers in the stands from being injured shattered like fragile glass, the wall broke like it was made of paper instead of several meter thick stone. Cracks spread from the point of impact as the arena shook like it had been struck by a meteor. Everyone was screaming at the sudden rumbling. Some people crouched on the ground and covered their ears, while others trampled on each other as they ran like headless chickens.

      Karen, who was still lying on the ground, gasped and panted for breath as she looked at the figure in front of her. She couldn’t figure out who it was. Her vision was blurry. However, she thought she recognized the blue and white outfit. She lifted her hand with monumental effort, but then sighed and let the hand fall back to the arena floor as the world around her became dark.
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      The arena had gone more silent than a grave. The people in the stands were all staring at me as I stood on the platform, my eyes narrowed in anger. I was glaring into the now destroyed wall, through which Fritz had disappeared. His legs were currently sticking out of the rubble, but I knew he wasn’t dead.

      “Wha… what is going on here?” Silas suddenly asked into his microphone. Judging by the look on his face, he seemed to have forgotten he was even holding it.

      “Why did you not call the match?” I turned to the man, who suddenly gulped as he found himself the center of attention. I narrowed my eyes. “The battle had clearly been won, yet you let it continue, and as a result, Karen almost had her cultivation crippled.”

      “I… uh… that is…”

      Silas was having a hard time breathing, which I realized was because I was unleashing my Spiritual Pressure on him. I hadn’t noticed it was subconsciously leaking out. Once I discovered this, I reigned my Spiritual Pressure in, causing the announcer to sigh in relief as his shoulders sagged like they were boneless.

      “Announce the victor,” I demanded.

      “Right… erm… right…” Silas coughed several times, cleared his throat, and then said, “Th-the victor of this match goes to—”

      “WHO THE FUCK DO YOU THINK YOU ARE?” a shout suddenly erupted from the rubble, which exploded in every direction as a figure darted forward. Several people close to where the explosion took place screamed in shock. They scrambled away from the falling debris. It was fortunate no one was injured.

      Fritz landed back on the arena platform. His body was a mess. Blood ran down the side of his face, cuts littered his arms, legs, neck, and torso, his clothing had been completely ruined, and he was covered in powder. That powder was actually dust created from the destroyed remains of the wall.

      “Oh? You’re still alive?” I asked in a cold voice.

      “I asked you a question, you little shit!” Fritz’s eyes had gone bloodshot as he glared at me. “Who the fuck do you think you are?!”

      “Who I am shouldn’t matter to you,” I said, my voice still cold. “You won. Now get off the stage.”

      “Don’t fuck with me, fucker!”

      Fritz roared as he stomped on the ground. His shadow stretched out across the arena floor and turned into a stake that tried to impale me, but I erupted with a bright light as I used Kari’s light element. No matter how powerful someone was with the darkness element, light would always remain their weakness, and so the shadow stake was burned away before it could even reach me.

      The golden light being released from my body was blinding, forcing everyone to close their eyes. Fritz and Silas, who were the closest, received the full brunt of my powerful technique. Their surprised screams echoed around the arena. However, while the announcer was merely surprised, Fritz began screaming in pain as the light seared into him.

      I didn’t sustain the light element. The light eventually died down, and I used the Flash Step to close the distance between me and Fritz. He didn’t even notice that I was right in front of him until I had raised my hand.

      Pah!

      A sound echoed through the arena, heard even over the surprised screams of the crowd. It was the sound of me backhanding Fritz. I didn’t hold back either. My attack was so strong the man’s body spun like a top. He stumbled backwards several steps to keep himself from falling to the arena floor, raised a hand to his face, and felt his now swollen cheek. There was a large red mark on his left cheek.

      His bloodshot eyes became filled with even more rage.

      “You little chicken shit!! I’m gonna—

      Pah!

      Fritz tried to attack me again, but I once more slapped him before he could move more than two steps. This time he could not right himself. His body fell heavily to the arena floor like a sack of bricks. Now there were two large red marks on his face, one on each cheek, and the swelling had increased to twice its previous size, making it look like someone had shoved balloons into his cheeks.

      He didn’t move to stand up, and once I was sure he wasn’t going to bother me, I went over to Karen and scooped her into my arms. The woman was unconscious. Her left arm hung down and her legs swung limply as I turned to gaze at Silas, silently demanding that he announce the winner as he should have done before Fritz had the chance to torture Karen. He seemed to understand because he held the shaky microphone to his mouth.

      “Th-the winner of this match is Fritz Anderson,” he said in a squeaky voice.

      No one cheered. No one said anything. I took a moment to gaze at the crowd and saw that all of them were staring at me with bulging eyes and gaping mouths. Seeing this reaction caused me to snort. I normally wasn’t the sort to get upset at people, and I knew, logically, that none of them were to blame for what happened, but it still pissed me off that no one had called out what was happening in the arena.

      I turned my back on Fritz and began walking toward the arena doors, but I didn’t get very far before the man screamed.

      “YOU FUCKER!! I’LL FUCKING KILL YOU!!!”

      I stopped walking and turned my head toward Fritz, who was screaming incoherently as he ran toward me, traveling faster than most people. That was someone in the Third State of Spiritualism for you. He moved very quickly. However, he was still far weaker than any of my wives, and he was far weaker than me.

      Since this man wasn’t giving up, I’d let him know the difference between us.

      Silas was screaming at Fritz to stop, that he’d already won, but Fritz was not listening. There was a madness in his eyes, which had become the color of blood. He must have popped a blood vessel. Either way, he looked like a madman now. Gone was the arrogance. Gone was the cockiness. All that remained was an inconsolable rage.

      That rage would soon turn into fear.

      I would make sure of it.

      With a simple thought, I unsealed the restraints on my Spiritual Power and let them run amok, and then I went a step further and unleashed my killing intent. Power erupted from my body. Cracks spread across the ground beneath my feet as lightning and water gushed all around me, creating a tornado with me in the very center. Arcs of pale lightning struck the arena floor, gouging out several chunks. Water swirled around my body like a whirlpool. I had not moved after unleashing this power, but the arena still took damage merely from my residual power output.

      Fritz stumbled back as I glared at him. While a good portion of my Spiritual Pressure and killing intent was simply leaking out everywhere, I had focused most of it on this man. Fritz was unable to withstand the pressure. He fell onto his hands and knees, unable to remain standing, and his entire body started shaking. Sweat formed along his brow and drenched his back. His pupils became dilated.

      I was not holding back as I released my killing intent, and I had directed most of it onto Fritz. It would not have surprised me if he was seeing himself being killed over and over again in a variety of ways at my hands. Killing intent could induce hallucinations of death. Though it was also possible his mind had completely blanked. If that was the case, he might become a vegetable. Oops.

      “You are very lucky you technically did not violate any of the tournament’s rules,” I said. I spoke softly, but my voice carried to everyone since the arena was so quiet. “Right now, the only thing that’s stopping me from killing you is the fact that I would be the one committing a crime instead of you. Consider yourself incredibly fortunate that this is the case.”

      I didn’t know if Fritz could even hear me. His eyes were sightless. I curled my lower lip, then wrinkled my nose in disgust when a sharp scent filled it. I watched as a puddle formed underneath Fritz. With a shake of my head, I reigned my Spiritual Pressure and killing intent back in, then floated off the arena floor and began flying toward Alexis’ private viewing booth—much to the shock of the crowd.

      Alexis’ viewing booth did not have an entrance on the outside, so I landed on the arena viewing platform. The person I landed next to stared at me with wide eyes. I ignored him and walked toward the nearest archway, passed through it, and found the set of stairs I remembered Alexis leading us to earlier. It wasn’t long after that I returned to her private viewing booth.

      Alexis did not speak as I entered the viewing booth. Her eyes were hard like diamonds, but her face was pale and her fists were shaking. It looked like she was just barely holding onto her anger. The way her eyes trailed after me as I walked in was more telling than anything. My wives, by contrast, did not look bothered by the sudden killing intent I had released at all. Even Raul seemed fine.

      “Karen got booboo?” asked my son after waddling up to me.

      “Yeah, a big booboo,” I said.

      His eyes watered. “Hurt bad?”

      “Yeah, but don’t worry.” I gave Raul a reassuring smile. “Your daddy is gonna make her all better.”

      Raul gave a reassured nod and watched me as I walked further into the room and set Karen on the soft carpet. Once she was lying down, I placed my hands over her body, sending the water element into her and using it to see what kind of damage had been done.

      The most dangerous wound was definitely the hole in her body. It wasn’t large, but it did travel through her chest and back. Karen was fortunate Fritz had missed her vitals or she’d have already been dead. I didn’t know if Fritz had purposefully missed to torture her or if this was a lucky accident… but I was leaning toward lucky accident since that man didn’t seem like the type to care about whether or not he killed someone in the heat of the moment.

      As I began channeling the water element to heal her, my wives came up and surrounded us.

      “That was quite the display,” Kari said with an amused smile. “You realize, of course, that you basically just shocked everyone in the audience.”

      “I know,” I said.

      “People are going to be talking about this for a long time,” Fay added. “I wouldn’t be surprised if everyone who owns a guild is already scrambling to try and figure out who you are.”

      “That wouldn’t surprise me either,” I admitted.

      “Darling… what was your purpose in doing this?” asked Lin. She crossed her arms and stared at me with a small frown. “This princess knows you would never do something so spectacular and outrageous without a reason.”

      As we spoke, I continued healing Karen’s injury. It wasn’t very hard, but it did take time. I wasn’t just healing a superficial cut. The darkness element had pierced her lung. To make matters worse, the darkness element had infected her organ and was spreading through her body, causing more damage the longer it remained inside. Had I been even a second slower, Karen’s lung would have become useless.

      That Fritz was truly insidious.

      And there was something else, too. It was just a hint, a small kernel, but I felt a power very similar to the one Ask used during our fight. It was not the darkness element. Stronger than any element I knew of, this kernel of power infected Karen and caused my own healing technique to stall, forcing me to use more Spiritual Power than I normally would to heal her.

      Was this the so-called Void that was described in the book Empress Hilda let me read?

      “My purpose for putting on such a display was because—” I began, only to be interrupted when the viewing booth doors opened and several people walked in.

      Rienhard, Tungsten, Ming Shen, and Àn Shen had entered the room, but they were not the only ones. With them was an older woman with wrinkles around her eyes and mouth, gray hair, loose flowing but intricate robes, and a badge of the Alchemist Association pinned to her chest. She was standing next to three other people. One was a middle-aged man decked out in golden armor, another was an older gentleman with a compassionate demeanor, and the last was a woman with messy hair and dark robes covering her body.

      These people were Cathrine Hildre of the Alchemist Association, Commander Ashten of the Midgard Spiritual Knights, Dagan Fauste of the Healers Sect, and Morrigan Arsland of the Spiritualism Research Sect. They were the remaining members of the Council of Six Sects, though the Midgard Spiritual Knights was technically not considered a member but the council’s overseer.

      All of them were looking at me.

      “Can I help you?” I asked. I had just finished healing Karen, so she would be fine. She only remained unconscious because she had exhausted all of her Spiritual Power.

      “Brat, do you know how much trouble you caused with that display just now?” asked Rienhard.

      “Of course, I do,” I said. “Why do you think I caused it?”

      I stood up underneath the stunned silence my response had caused. No one seemed to quite know what they should do, how they should respond, and Rienhard, who had asked the question first, shifted uncomfortably as I met the stares of all these people, whose power in the Northern Plains was undisputed, with an even gaze.

      “Then you should realize you caused a lot of damage,” Commander Ashten said with a stern frown. “It isn’t just the damage to the arena either. Your Spiritual Pressure and killing intent caused damage to many citizens’ psyche.”

      Were these people really coming to grill me? I suppose after seeing what happened, they understood I was a dangerous factor none of them knew about. Maybe I had been too heavy handed in my approach. On the other hand, I certainly was not willing to let myself be bullied by anyone.

      “Then take these and distribute them to the citizens.”

      I summoned a bag of alchemy pills from my storage ring and tossed them to Cathrine, who was so stunned she almost dropped them. She opened the bag and looked inside. Her eyes, which had already been quite wide, widened further.

      “Th-these are Mind Healing Pills!” she exclaimed in shock.

      “My wife made them,” I said to her.

      “Your wife?”

      Cathrine furrowed her brow and looked at the women surrounding me, trying to figure out which one was my wife. I wondered what she would say if I told her all of them were my wives.

      “This is Fay.” I grabbed Fay’s hand, pulled her forward, and introduced her to Cathrine. “She is the one who refined those pills in your hands.”

      From the moment I introduced her, Fay’s cheeks turned a healthy shade of red. I knew being the center of so much attention bothered her. It was one thing to fight in a tournament, but all she was doing was standing there right now, and the look in Cathrine’s eyes was admittedly disconcerting.

      “Fay? Your name is Fay? Do you have any interest in joining the Alchemist Association?” asked Cathrine. “If you do, I can—”

      “Have you forgotten why we came here?” asked Commander Ashten. It was good to see he was just as uncompromising now as he had been in my previous life.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I will also pay for the damages.”

      Commander Ashten frowned, and it was easy to see that he was not pleased with my flippant response.

      “There is more to it than having you just pay for the damage caused. I do not know where you come from, but you are clearly dangerous.”

      “Aren’t most Spiritualists dangerous?” I asked.

      “Not as dangerous as you.”

      “Hmph. That is true. Then what are you going to do? Take me into custody? Arrest me?” I stepped forward and narrowed my eyes at Commander Ashten, who suddenly became tense. In a soft voice, I asked, “Do you think you have what it takes to arrest me?”

      I had never been this confrontational in my past life, but I needed these people to know that I was not someone they could contend with. One of my goals in coming here was establishing friendly relations. However, that was only one of them. I also wanted to establish myself as the leading figure in the Northern Plains. The more people who knew about me and my power, the greater my authority would become even if the Nevarian Braves wasn’t one of the Six Great Sects. That was also the reason I had put on such a dramatic display down in the arena.

      Everyone here except for Tungsten and Àn Shen had reached the Third State of Spiritualism, so they were all considered pinnacle existences within the Northern Plains, but they must have noticed how much more Spiritual Power I possessed than them. I think they were aware on some level that I had reached a higher state than they had. Perhaps that was why none of them spoke. Even Commander Ashten looked uncertain now.

      I was about to reassure them and state that I had no intention of causing them trouble, but Alexis finally seemed to recover at that moment.

      “Eryk and his wives are my guests. You might be members on the Council of Six, but you cannot just take him away as you please.”

      She walked over to where all of us were standing. At this point, Kari and the others had also moved to stand behind me. Raul was being held in Lin’s firm grasp, quiet as a mouse. I think he understood the situation in this room was serious. He had always been fairly sensitive to the mood. Meanwhile, Alexis stood beside me and looked at the people who had gathered with a hard expression.

      “Perhaps it would be best if we all calmed down,” Dagan intervened with a smile. “It is true that this young man caused some problems just now, but it is also true that he saved someone from becoming a cripple. I believe all of you noticed the same thing I did. Fritz was about to use an incredibly insidious Spiritual Technique that would have destroyed Karen’s cultivation. He was only acting to protect her.”

      That was not quite true, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. I wanted these people to both recognize my power and believe I was a good person who wouldn’t irresponsibly use it. Of course, I would have protected Karen regardless, but I would not have been so flashy if that was my only goal.

      “I suppose… you have a point,” Commander Ashten acceded. “Perhaps I was hasty in my judgment.”

      Now that calmer heads had prevailed, the situation had taken a slight turn for the better. Commander Ashten decided I would get off with just paying a fine. I was also able to introduce Fay to Cathrine, which I had not imagined I’d be able to do for at least another few weeks. It meant we could move at least some of our plans ahead of schedule.

      Unfortunately, the tournament’s schedule had been messed up. With the damage done to the arena, the tournament was put on temporary hold until the repairs were done. I ended up paying a two million valis fine. I suppose it was a good thing I had become so rich. Actually, I’d been wondering how I would spend all these valis. It was nice to see that I was finally able to use some of it.
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        * * *

      

      “DAMN HIM! DAMN THAT FUCKING BASTARD! I’LL FUCKING KILL HIM!!”

      A loud crashing sound echoed around the large room as Fritz slammed his fist into a column, shattering it as though it were made of glass. This wasn’t enough. With his rage-fueled strength, he punched and kicked the falling fragments, blasting them into even smaller fragments. His limbs were like blurs as he destroyed everything in sight. Then, as if to finish unleashing all the rage he felt, Fritz slammed his hands into the ground, causing a wellspring of black stakes to erupt from the floor and pierce the remaining shards.

      Fritz’s once swollen face had gone back to normal. The two slaps to the face had only caused cosmetic damage and nothing more, but more than the wounds to his face, the injury to his pride was what really pissed him off. His pride had been hurt so badly that the moment he came back, he began destroying everything in sight.

      This included several unfortunate sect mates.

      The room Fritz was destroying contained a foreboding elegance. This might have been due to its size, but it also had something to do with the darkness that seemed to lurk in every corner. As an entrance hall, it was so imposing that even the members of Thor’s Hammer disliked going inside.

      Of course, this could also be due to the people who occupied it.

      The three men inside this room were the most powerful members of Thor’s Hammer. They were so powerful not even members of the Six Great Sects would dare mess with them, which allowed this sect to take a drastic rise in prominence. None of the other sect members knew much about these three. They only knew that all of them had enough Spiritual Power to rival the greatest sect leaders in the Northern Plains.

      “Must you destroy everything? You’re acting like a child.”

      The man who asked this question in such a bland tone had the appearance of a handsome male in his early twenties. His pale skin and androgynous features gave him a feminine charm. He had dark eyes, a sharp chin, and thin eyebrows. These features may have been somewhat wasted on him since he rarely went outside, but he was at least aware of his own attractiveness.

      He was sitting on a chair near the back of the entrance hall. The imposing chair was made from obsidian, blacker than even the dark surroundings that shrouded him in shadows.

      “Gya ha ha ha ha! I can’t believe you got your ass handed to you by a human! That’s why you’re the most pathetic between the three of us!”

      A second man laughed at Fritz. Unlike the pretty boy beside him, this man was large and imposing, masculine in every sense of the word. His square jaw was covered in pale scars. While the younger looking man wore black clothes that appeared soft and elegant, this man wore dark armor made from a substance that seemed metallic and at the same time not. Strange symbols of a non-geometric design covered the armor, giving it a truly ominous vibe.

      “You shut your fucking mouth!” Fritz snapped. “There’s no way that fucker is human! How many humans do you know who have reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism, huh?! Fuck that cunt! He’s only a single step away from learning how to manipulate concepts!”

      “The Fourth State of Spiritualism,” the youngest looking of the group muttered with an unusual glimmer in his eyes. “You are sure he reached it?”

      “Do you think I would fucking lie about something like this?! Fuck! That little dipshit’s power was so surprising, I didn’t even have time to put up a proper defense!” Fritz’s angry expression became even angrier, lips peeling back as he looked down at himself. “This weak ass body doesn’t help. I can’t even use half my fucking power like this. Hey, Dunherr. Why did we have to possess these humans anyway?”

      “It can’t be helped,” the young one, Dunherr, replied with a shrug. “If our goal was simply to slaughter the humans, we wouldn’t have a need for such disguises… but our goals are different. We need the humans alive… for now.”

      “Gya ha ha ha ha! Speaking of, I hope you were doing your job and not just fooling around with women!” the imposing man said.

      “Of course, I was doing my fucking job, Unglück. Unlike you, I’m a hard worker,” Fritz snapped at the man in armor. Of course, Unglück didn’t seem to be bothered at all by how vitriolic Fritz sounded.

      “How many more sacrifices do you need to complete the ritual?” asked Dunherr.

      Fritz went quiet for several long seconds. The other two looked at him expectantly as he considered the question.

      “Probably about 100,” he admitted at last. “Absorbing the Spiritual Power of humans isn’t an easy task. I have to find humans who have enough Spiritual Power to actually be fucking useful, which of course means I can only go after Spiritualists. It’s a good thing the tournament is underway. Lots of Spiritualists are in Midgard, which makes gathering Spiritual Power easier.”

      Fritz went over and picked up an object that had been left sitting against the wall. It looked like a simple scepter, something royalty from the Endless Desert might possess, but this object contained an indelible darkness. The gem near the top teemed with Spiritual Power. Strange wisps of miasma seemed to writhe inside the orb, and every so often, an agonized face would appear on the surface as if the souls he ripped the Spiritual Power from were still being tortured even now.

      “Still… it seems like such a waste to gather all that Spiritual Power and not refine it,” Fritz continued. “Think of how fucking strong I could become if I refined all the Spiritual Power I’ve been gathering.”

      “Gya ha ha ha! Even if you refined all that Spiritual Power, you’d still be weaker than me.”

      “Shut the fuck up!”

      Dunherr stopped paying attention to Fritz and Unglück as they argued. He placed his right leg on his left thigh, leaned to the side, and rested his head on the palm of his left hand.

      His thoughts turned toward the young man who had injured Fritz so much that his face had become swollen. Dunherr had felt the Spiritual Power and killing intent from here, which meant Fritz’s words about the young man reaching the Fourth State of Spiritualism were probably true. He had never expected to find someone in Miðgarðr who possessed that kind of power.

      “Perhaps he possesses the blood of the Ljósálfar. I wonder if we can absorb his Spiritual Power?” Dunherr asked in a soft voice, though the two with him were not paying the least bit of attention. He shook his head. “No, a man with that much power would never let us absorb it. We will definitely have to remove him as a threat before enacting the ritual.”

      Affirming this knowledge in his heart, Dunherr turned his thoughts toward their plans. Very soon, the gate would be open, and then, they could finally complete the task they had been assigned so many thousands of years ago.
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      It was late at night and our group was back in our room at the Antiquity Inn. Alexis had offered us a room at her branch office, but I didn’t think any of us wanted to mooch off her kindness. Plus, we wanted to enjoy time to ourselves.

      “Eryk,” Fay suddenly said. “Can I ask why you acted so violently when you interfered with the battle today? I understand why Fritz’s actions would make you angry because I felt the same way, but I feel like there’s more to what happened than you simply releasing your anger on him.”

      I was sitting on a couch made of soft cushions and the fur of some kind of Demon Beast. The fur was silver, so I suspected it might be a Demon Beast with a water or ice elemental nature. Sitting with me were Fay and Siv. Kari and Lin were currently at the Battling Valkyries’ branch office discussing some matter with Alexis.

      Siv had placed her head on my lap, and I was currently stroking her hair and also rubbing her horns. Fay was leaning into my shoulder. Her hair was still wet from her shower, and the gentle fragrance of her shampoo made me distinctly aware of her presence.

      “You’re right. There is a bit more to it than that,” I admitted. “I’m sure you noticed what Fritz was doing. Spiritual Drain is the Spiritual Darkness Technique he had been about to use on Karen. It is the same technique that was used on Rinne.”

      “You suspect Fritz might be the person who killed Rinne?” Fay nibbled on her lower lip for a moment, pondering my words. “But why would he do that? To get rid of the competition? Isn’t he supposed to be at the Third State of Spiritualism? In that case…”

      “In that case, there isn’t much point in him getting rid of Rinne,” I finished when Fay trailed off. “I don’t think this is about getting rid of the competition. Fritz wouldn’t want to do that anyway. From what I saw the other day, he is a showoff. He’d want to show everyone how powerful he is. I believe there is another reason he’s doing this, but I don’t know what that reason is. That’s why I decided to make him angry.”

      Fay did not have Kari’s cunning mind. Unlike my first wife, who was ten times more devious than me, Fay was straightforward and honest, but that didn’t mean she was a fool. None of my wives were. Give any of them a bit of time and I knew they would be able to see what I was hoping to accomplish.

      “You are hoping that by making him angry, he will reveal his hand earlier than intended,” she said at last.

      I smiled to show her that she was right, then said, “When people get angry, they are unable to think logically. They act on their emotions and rarely consider the consequences of their actions. I am hoping that by so blatantly antagonizing him, I can draw him out and get him to attack me. At the very least, I am hoping his anger will make him sloppier and reveal his true intentions.”

      There was something off about Fritz. I couldn’t say what it was, but I always trusted my instincts, and they were telling me that I needed to keep an eye on that man, that he was dangerous.

      Fay didn’t speak as she considered my words, leaning her head on my shoulder. I could feel her breasts pressing against my arm. That reminded me that we hadn’t had sex in a good while. Maybe I could take this opportunity to have some alone time with her…

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      Or maybe not.

      I sighed and looked at the door as someone knocked on it, wondering who it could be as Siv and Fay sat up and also stared at the door. It wasn’t Kari or Lin. If it had been them, they would have just entered, meaning whoever was on the other side was an uninvited guest.

      With a soft sigh, I stood up, walked over to the door, and reached out with Spiritual Perception. The person on the other side appeared before me like a bright, shining flame. The flame was a vibrant, but pale blue. Whoever they were, they had a lightning affinity, and they had reached the Third State of Spiritualism, which narrowed down my prospects.

      I opened the door, curious to know who was on the other side.

      I blinked.

      “Eryk Veiger, Alexis told me I could find you here,” said Commander Ashten of the Midgard Spiritual Knights.

      I wouldn’t say his appearance was completely unexpected after the display I put on, but I would admit that I did not expect him to meet with me so soon. Now he was standing in the doorway. What should I do? If I was being honest, I wanted him to leave, but… well, it wasn’t like I could just turn away one of the most powerful people in Midgard—at least, not if I wanted to form connections. I guess there was nothing I could do except see what he wanted.

      “Commander Ashten,” I said in a polite tone. “I assume you are here to speak with me about what happened. Please, come in.”

      “Thank you.”

      Commander Ashten was quite polite, but he always came across as hard and gruff. His demeanor and bearing gave him the intimidating air of a man who would not brook any form of nonsense from other people.

      He walked into the room and looked around. I shut the door behind us, then walked further into the room, gesturing for him to follow me.

      Fay left the couch and went into the small kitchenette attached to the living room. It wasn’t much, but it did have a small stove that she could use to boil a pot of tea. On the other hand, Siv remained on the couch, warily eyeing Commander Ashten like he was a dangerous predator as he sat on a chair next to the couch. The moment I sat down, she pressed herself against me. Feeling her warm and soft body would normally make me want to pull the petite Drakvarian onto my lap, but I didn’t dare do that right now.

      “Would you like some tea, Commander?” Fay asked as she set a teacup filled with steaming liquid on the coffee table, which was made of crystal instead of wood or glass.

      “I would. Thank you,” Commander Ashten reached out and took the teacup. His actions were surprisingly delicate for a man clad in armor. The joints of his gauntlets clicked together as he raised the cup to his lips and took a sip.

      Fay set three more cups of tea on the coffee table, then sat down next to me.

      I reached out and took a sip of tea. The hot liquid warmed my insides, while the slight bitterness was offset by the milk and single cube of sugar that Fay had placed inside of it. She knew my tastes quite well.

      I did not speak. Since this man had come to me, I decided to wait for him to say something. This caused a slight but disquieting silence to settle upon us. Siv and Fay looked a little tense by this, but I was not bothered.

      Finally, Commander Ashten sighed. “I believe I owe you an apology.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “The situation in Midgard has been rather hectic since the tournament was first announced,” he continued to explain himself. “Security has tightened and my workload has increased. To make matters worse, there have been a string of murders happening inside the city and we have no idea who is behind them. I have been rather tense, so when I saw your power, I decided you must be dangerous and might even be related to the murders.”

      “And so you wanted to try to apprehend me for questioning,” I deduced.

      “Precisely.”

      So that was the situation. I believe I understood now, but his words also brought a new issue to light.

      “You mentioned a string of murders,” I began. “Were the people who were murdered drained of all their Spiritual Power?”

      “They were. How did you know?” he asked, frowning at me.

      I could only smile at the suspicion in his voice. This was definitely the Commander Ashten I remembered from my past.

      “The other night, we discovered one of the Battling Valkyries who had been slated to participate in the tournament murdered. Someone had used a Spiritual Darkness Technique called Spiritual Drain, which drains a person of all their Spiritual Power and turns them into a dried-out corpse,” I answered.

      “So that’s how it is.” Commander Ashten sighed, but then his gaze sharpened as he looked at me in a new light. “Do you suspect Fritz is the one responsible for what happened to that Battling Valkyrie member?”

      I had to give Commander Ashten his due; the man was sharp.

      “I do,” I said with a nod.

      Commander Ashten went silent and his brow furrowed as though he was thinking about something. I didn’t interrupt him.

      Fay and Siv also remained silent for the entire conversation. Siv was always silent around new people anyway, but I think Fay remained silent simply to let us talk. Unlike Kari, who would interrupt with her own speculations and hypothesis, Fay preferred to leave matters like this to others. She was the type of woman who liked to be pointed at an enemy and let loose.

      During this time, the door to our bedroom opened, interrupting the conversation and causing everyone to turn their heads. A young boy walked into the room. He was wearing blue pajamas that rustled as he walked. Rubbing his eyes, he made his way over to us.

      An endearing and tender smile appeared on Fay’s face. “What’s wrong, Raul?”

      “Raul has to go potty,” Raul said.

      “All right. Come with me. Let’s go to the potty.”

      Fay stood up and held Raul’s hand as she led him to the bathroom. I watched my wife and son for a moment, but then noticed out of the corner of my eye, Commander Ashten also staring at the two. His expression was not lecherous, so I didn’t let him bother me. Still, I wondered what he was thinking about…

      “I am going to tell you something confidential,” Commander Ashten suddenly said, turning back to me after Fay and Raul closed the bathroom door. “I normally wouldn’t tell this to someone I just met, but you are abnormally powerful and seem perceptive, so maybe you’ll be able to see something I am missing.”

      I could feel my back straighten a little as I focused more fully on the man sitting in the chair. Commander Ashten had great instincts. It was how he had been able to rise to such a prominent position. This man was the leader of the Midgard Spiritual Knights. You don’t reach such lofty heights by being stupid.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I knew Fritz from several years ago,” he confessed. “At the time, he was a member of the Midgard Spiritual Knights, but he quit about two months after joining. He was dissatisfied with the status quo and left to eventually form Thor’s Hammer with two other people. Do you know about the legend of Thor?”

      I shook my head.

      “Thor was a powerful Spiritualist from before the Great Catastrophe. Legend states he had godlike powers over lightning, that with a single swing of his hammer, he could invoke the wrath of the heavens and create powerful thunderstorms that were capable of destroying mountains.” Commander Ashten paused here. “The legends themselves are not important, however. What is important is that Thor was stated to be a powerful Spiritualist with an affinity for lightning. Do you know why Fritz’s sect is called Thor’s Hammer?” I said nothing as the man smiled. “It is because Fritz is a lightning user, or he was. He did not have an affinity for the darkness element back when he was a member of the Midgard Spiritual Knights.”

      As the man hit me with this surprising information, I suddenly realized that the situation here in Midgard was a lot more complex and mysterious than I thought.
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        * * *

      

      I was still thinking about what Commander Ashten told me the next morning as our group made its way toward the arena. Fritz originally had an affinity for the lightning element, not the darkness element.

      It was certainly possible to gain an affinity for a second element. Some people were naturally born with two affinities, though a dual affinity Spiritualist was rarer than a dragon. Myself and Lin were the only people I knew who had a dual affinity. The second method for gaining a second affinity was training your Spiritual Powers into accepting that affinity, usually by meditating and refining your Spiritual Power near a place where that affinity was strong.

      For example, if someone wanted to gain an affinity for water, they could meditate under a lake or a waterfall. Being surrounded by the element would allow them to touch and understand that element. If a Spiritualist trained hard enough, they would eventually gain a second affinity.

      But no one ever bothered doing this because it was impractical. Training a second affinity required years if not decades just to reach the point where a Spiritualist could use that second affinity. Forget the First State of Spiritualism. They would be lucky if they could do basic F-rank Spiritual Techniques. Reaching the First State of Spiritualism would require another few decades of training. It was better to focus on practicing the affinity you were born with instead of trying to gain a second one.

      And yet Fritz had gained a darkness element and was not only proficient in its use, he had reached the Third State of Spiritualism with it. I also realized that I hadn’t seen him use a single lightning technique during his battle.

      Something was very wrong with this scenario.

      When our group arrived in Alexis’ private viewing booth, we were shocked to discover that not only was Commander Ashten present, but the other leaders of the Six Great Sects—technically five right now—were also there.

      “Eryk,” Rienhard said with a broad smile as he stood next to an annoyed-looking Alexis. “So good of you to come. We have been waiting for you.”

      “Have you now?” I asked as I walked into the room alongside Kari, Fay, Lin, Siv, and Raul. “Did you have something you wished to talk to me about?”

      “No. No.” Rienhard laughed as though I’d said something funny. “We just wanted to get to know you and your wives better. That is all. I heard from Alexis here that you five—excuse me—that you six are not from the Northern Plains. I’m rather curious to know about where you come from and what your home is like.”

      I glanced at Alexis, who refused to look me in the eye, and suddenly realized these people had probably barged into this viewing booth earlier and strong-armed her into giving them information on me.

      Alexis was, of course, aware that we were not from the Northern Plains. I was certain Erica told her any and all pertinent information about us. She didn’t seem like the kind of woman to kiss and tell, but it was another story if the leaders who sat on the Council of Six demanded the information. As of right now, the Battling Valkyries were not a part of the Six Great Sects. She didn’t have the authority to refuse them.

      Fortunately, telling them about where we came from wouldn’t matter. In fact, I would have to do that at some point anyway since I wanted to establish friendly relations with the Northern Plains. Alexis didn’t know it right now, but she’d actually done me a favor.

      My wives all began doing their own thing.

      Lin, being a Lamia who could use incredibly strong poison, slithered on over to Àn Shen and Ming Shen to discuss poison with them. Poison was a combination of the darkness and earth element, so I was sure she felt curious to know how those within the Poison Sect could use poison.

      Siv was watching our son. She had no interest in these people and did not even want to be near them, so she took it upon herself to look after Raul, who was a bundle of energy and running all over the private viewing booth. I loved the smile she wore as she chased the happily squealing toddler.

      While Siv watched our son, poor Fay was dragged into a conversation with the mistress of the Alchemist Association. Cathrine Hildre was very interested in the alchemy pill that Fay had refined, the Mind Healing Pill, and began asking if she knew any other alchemy pills. Being the straightforward woman that she was, Fay didn’t even hesitate to list all the pills she could create. While several were originals, more than half of them were legendary pills whose recipes had been lost to history.

      “Y-y-you can refine a Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill?!”

      “Er… yes. Eryk and I have made several before—”

      “W-what is the recipe?! How do you refine it?! Are there any secret techniques or—oh, my. I cannot believe there is someone who knows how to refine such a legendary pill!”

      Poor Fay. Cathrine was literally getting in my wife’s face, completely ignoring any and all personal boundaries. I couldn’t remember ever seeing this woman get so excited. Then again, I didn’t really know much about Cathrine since she and I never really interacted in my previous life—and we were in the middle of a war the few times I had seen her.

      Among my wives, the only one who remained by my side was Kari. She wore a polite and refined smile as Rienhard talked to me about our home. When I mentioned that Kari was actually a princess, he ended up asking her questions regarding Nevarian customs, which fortunately weren’t much different from the customs found here. The only real difference was that Nevaria was a monarchy, while the Northern Plains was an oligarchy.

      It might not seem like a huge difference, but when you considered how these two nations’ policies and laws were affected by the difference in government, it really was quite large. Hilda controlled everything in Nevaria. Her word was law. While she still had to maintain amicable relations with the various noble families, if she decided to do something, the others could do naught but follow her. Such was not the case here.

      “It sounds like nobles in your home have more power than nobles here,” Rienhard said.

      “I had not realized the Northern Plains had nobles,” Kari said, her voice polite despite lying through her teeth.

      Rienhard nodded once. “We do. They rose to prominence as powerful Spiritualist families. At some point within the last 100 years, they began calling themselves nobles. There are quite a few noble families, but while they are powerful, they do not have any real authority.”

      Kari listened with a smile on her face and continued asking questions. Rienhard didn’t even seem to realize she had completely flipped the conversation around.

      During our conversation, our group was interrupted by Morrigan. I didn’t know much about her. Morrigan Arsland was the sect leader of the Spiritualism Research Sect. They were a group who were dedicated to the study and preservation of Spiritualism. In other words, they researched Spiritualism in all its aspects, from the studying of ancient text to experimenting on new ideas and creating hypotheses to expand their knowledge. They were also responsible for the creation of many Spiritual Techniques. It was their creation of Spiritual Techniques that led to them becoming one of the Six Great Sects.

      After all, every sect needed Spiritual Techniques to survive.

      “You and your wives seem to have a great deal of power,” Morrigan stated in her somewhat cool voice. “Would I be correct in assuming you have reached a state above the Third State of Spiritualism?”

      “You would,” I answered. “My wives and I have all reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism.”

      A few of the people like Commander Ashten and Rienhard stiffened, but Morrigan’s eyes became luminous at my admittance. She was practically sparkling.

      “It has long been hypothesized that there was a Fourth State of Spiritualism, but neither I nor my predecessors have ever been able to prove it,” Morrigan said. “I would be most interested in discussing this with you further.”

      “I would not mind telling you what I know when we have the time,” I told her.

      While all these conversations were taking place, the person this viewing booth belonged to silently stewed in her chair. Alexis’ face had turned bright red. She looked seconds away from blowing her top, and the longer everyone continued talking, the angrier she seemed to become. It soon reached a point where I was certain I saw steam rising from her head.

      “All right! That’s it! All of you! Get the hell out of my viewing booth! The tournament is about to start!” she finally shouted, standing up and glaring at the sect leaders invading her booth.

      “Come on now, Alexis,” Rienhard said, raising his hands in a placating gesture. “We just wish to speak with our new friends some more. Surely you could—”

      “Do that on your own damn time! Get out! Out!”

      I was a little surprised to see this woman acting like such a spitfire. I was certain she was more of the calm and composed type from our first meeting, but it seemed she could become quite excitable when enraged. Not that I blamed her. I’d be annoyed, too, if a bunch of bigwigs decided to barge in on me when I was entertaining guests.

      The five sect leaders and Commander Ashten, who had been with her since before we arrived, all looked at each other before deciding to leave. That was also a little surprising. After all, these people were the leaders who were in charge of all policies and laws set down in the Northern Plains. Their authority was far higher than Alexis’. It wasn’t like they had to listen to her, but they did anyway.

      “It’s because Alexis is the youngest person to ever reach the Third State of Spiritualism,” Kari said, accurately reading my thoughts from my expression. She smiled.

      “That does make sense,” I said with a nod.

      Power was everything, regardless of whether you came from Nevaria, the Endless Desert, or the Northern Plains. Those who had power were respected and revered.

      Alexis was powerful. Not only was her strength comparable to those great leaders, but she had reached that level of strength at the tender age of fourteen years old, which was why she looked so young. People who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism had a lifespan of about 500 years, give or take. They aged much more slowly than regular humans because of this.

      After everyone left, Alexis ran a hand through her hair, released a weary sigh, and gestured for all of us to sit down.

      “I apologize for letting you see me like that,” she said as we took our seats. “I generally do not let myself become so angry… but those rude people were insistent on invading my private viewing booth.”

      “It’s fine,” I said with a shrug. “I would like to speak with them more at some point, but I don’t think now is the time.”

      “This princess wanted to talk about poisons with Àn more,” Lin harrumphed.

      “You can travel to their sect after the tournament is over,” I suggested. “I’m sure they will welcome you with open arms.”

      “They had better,” she muttered.

      Now that all those people had left, the viewing booth was a lot quieter. About the only thing that hadn’t changed was Siv and Raul. They were no longer running around. Siv had caught Raul and was sitting on the floor, her legs crossed as the boy sat on her lap and stared at the arena floor. Silas was already there. It looked like they were about to begin.

      “Ladies and gentlemen! We apologize for the other day’s, erm, inconvenience and hope all of you will forgive us for what happened. The arena has been repaired and we are now ready resume the tournament! I hope all of you are excited to see the next round of matches! The next match for Round One will be between…”

      I stopped paying attention after the man began speaking. Whoever they brought up to battle would only be at the Second State of Spiritualism, which meant they simply weren’t worth my time. Only Fay and Lin were actually interested in the battles.

      “Kari spoke to me last night,” Alexis suddenly said.

      “Oh? What did you two talk about?” I asked, looking between Kari and Alexis.

      “The matter regarding what happened to Rinne.” A hard look appeared in Alexis’ eyes. “Every woman in my sect is like my own daughter. I found them, brought them up, and made them strong. And now someone has violated and killed one of my daughters. I will not let this stand.”

      I studied Alexis, then looked at Kari.

      “We were discussing how to catch the man responsible for what happened,” she said with a wave of her hand. “This sort of task would normally be left to the Midgard Spiritual Knights. They are responsible for internal security and dealing with criminal activity in Midgard, but they are currently swamped with other responsibilities right now.”

      “I am also not the type of woman who would let something like this go unpunished, nor am I the type of woman who would leave my revenge in someone else’s hands,” Alexis added.

      “Right.” Kari nodded. “That is why I came to her the other night with a proposal to let us help her catch the person responsible.”

      These words did not surprise me in the least. I knew Kari wanted to discuss something with Alexis last night, and though I hadn’t known what, hearing about the contents of their conversation now only left me feeling resolute.

      “In that case, I believe I have some information that you will want to know,” I said before explaining my conversation with Commander Ashten the previous night. The two women listened as I explained what he had told me. Their expressions became grave, especially when I informed them about the string of murders that had been happening, all of which were identical to how Rinne had been killed.

      “I have not heard anything regarding this,” Alexis mumbled. “Ashten must be keeping this matter confidential to avoid causing a panic among the citizens. It would not be a big deal if it was just a single murder, but a string of murders? And all the people who have been killed were Spiritualists… that is quite ominous.”

      Kari did not say anything, but I could tell what she was thinking. There was a lot more to this than someone simply murdering Spiritualists.

      “I plan to see Commander Ashten after today’s tournament is over,” I said. “I am going to get more information on these murders. Can I ask you to hold off on making any plans until I am finished?”

      Alexis closed her eyes, then nodded. “Yes. I will refrain from doing anything until you come to me. However—” she opened her eyes and gazed at me with a look that was sharper than a sword “—once you have spoken with Ashten, you will come to me. I refuse to let what happened to Rinne go unpunished.”

      “I understand,” I said.

      We agreed that I would talk to her after speaking with Commander Ashten, then turned our attention toward the tournament. Just as I suspected, the only match worth watching had been between Janet and someone from the Brawlers Sect.

      Janet had won, of course.
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            DARK TIDINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Darling, do you really believe this commander guy will be willing to divulge the information on these killings to you?”

      “I think he will. When you and Kari were talking with Alexis, he came to the Antiquity Inn and apologized to me. That’s when I learned about Fritz and how he originally possessed the lightning element.”

      It was after the end of the first round of the tournament, and I was on my way with Lin to visit Commander Ashten, who I was told had left the arena immediately after due to an emergency situation.

      Kari, Fay, Siv, and Raul were currently with Erica and Alexis. Since I didn’t think all of us were needed for this, it was just me and Lin right now. I honestly would have gone alone. Lin, however, had been adamant in coming with me, and I didn’t have a reason to refuse her. Knowing my wife, she probably thought this would be a nice time to get me alone.

      The seven towers located within the center of Midgard were the most prominent features of this massive city. The closer we got, the larger they became, until they looked like goliaths towering over everything else. Lin could not help but let out a loud exclamation when we reached them.

      “How can humans make something so big?!” she asked.

      “I don’t think humans made these,” I said as I walked into the central tower. Lin scrambled after me.

      “If humans didn’t make these, then who did?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Who knows. Perhaps the gods.”

      There were many races other than humans that existed. Most of them were trapped in other realms, but all realms had been connected at one point, and these races used to travel freely between them. The Sekbeist changed that. In either event, I imagined one of those races was responsible for the creation of these towers. They had been standing tall since long before the Great Catastrophe.

      Every tower looked relatively similar. The very first floor was dedicated to what could be considered a lobby. While the Midgard Spiritual Knights were not a sect, they were in charge of Midgard’s safety and security, so whenever someone had something they wanted to report, they did so on this floor. Even now, I could see several people sitting on benches and chairs as they spoke with Spiritualists dressed in the symbolic armor typical of the Midgard Spiritual Knights.

      “Excuse me? Did you need to file a report with us?” a man asked as he walked up to me and Lin.

      “Actually, I was hoping to speak with Commander Ashten,” I said.

      The man’s smile became fixed. “I am terribly sorry, sir, but Commander Ashten is busy at the moment. Unless you have a high amount of authority or you are the leader of one of the Six Great Sects, you cannot see him.”

      While I couldn’t say this man’s answer surprised me, I almost sighed when he gave it. Had Ashten not told anyone I was coming? The biggest issue with people in powerful groups is that they always acted like arrogant snobs. This would pose a problem.

      Lin’s tail bristled as she hissed at the man. “Listen here, you pompous snotwad! This princess’ husband is the strongest person in the entire world, and he has already spoken with your commander several times! Let us see him now!”

      I almost snorted at Lin’s insult. Snotwad. That was probably the most original insult I had ever heard. I only managed to restrain myself with an effort of sheer will. On the other hand, the man who had just been insulted had several veins throbbing on his forehead and looked ten seconds away from exploding.

      “Listen here, snake. This is the headquarters for the Midgard Spiritual Knights. Do not go thinking you can just casually insult one of its members without receiving punishment!”

      Lin drew herself up on her tail and stared down at the man. Her tail was seven meters in total, so even just drawing herself up a little added an extra meter in height. It was, in truth, pretty intimidating.

      “And just who is going to punish this princess? You? A pathetic little Spiritualist who has only reached the Second State of Spiritualism two weeks ago? Ha! Do not make this princess laugh. Now hurry up and get your commander, or this princess will crush you like a pancake beneath her tail.”

      The Midgard Spiritual Knight’s entire face burned with anger and shame as Lin tore into him, speaking in a voice so loud every person present could hear it. I glanced around. Several of the other Midgard Spiritual Knights were pointing and laughing at the man, and even some of the people filing reports were snickering behind their hands. A few bristled, angry as though they had been the ones insulted, but most seemed to think this was funny. He must not be well liked. I myself wished I could laugh, but that wouldn’t have been very appropriate.

      By this point, the Midgard Spiritual Knight’s entire body was shaking with rage, and I could tell he was seconds away from attacking Lin. I decided to stop this from getting out of hand. If this man did attack Lin, then she would retaliate, and if she retaliated, this man would probably be accidentally killed. Lin was great at controlling her strength normally, but may the gods have mercy on your soul if you angered her.

      “What is going on here?”

      And yet, just before I could say something, a calm and cool voice spoke up. The Midgard Spiritual Knight froze like someone had used a Spiritual Ice Technique on him. Lin and I looked in the direction of the voice to find Commander Ashten walking over to us.

      “Uh… Sir—no! Commander, these two were—”

      “Commander Ashten,” I said, turning to face the man. “I wanted to speak with you about the matter we discussed the other day. Someone said you had already left the arena after the first round ended, so I came here.”

      “I understand,” Commander Ashten said after a moment. He hesitated and looked at Lin.

      “Don’t worry. Lin is my wife. You can trust her,” I said.

      Commander Ashten’s face took on an odd quality that I couldn’t figure out the meaning of, but then he gestured for us to follow him before he turned around and headed toward the elevator. Lin and I followed after him. Behind us, the flabbergasted Midgard Spiritual Knight we’d been arguing with watched with wide eyes and a gaping mouth.

      “Waaa! This thing moves?!”

      The moment we entered the elevator, Commander Ashten pressed a button that closed the doors and made the elevator move. Lin squawked in shock and latched onto me. The blood was already in the process of draining from her face.

      “D-D-Darling! This chamber is moving! W-we’re no longer on the ground!”

      I chuckled at how panicked Lin sounded right now. Because of how powerful her earth element was, she was always connected to the earth. This also meant she was practically invincible on the ground. However, if you could get her off the ground, she lost nearly half of her power. Subsequently, because she was so intimate with her element, she disliked not being in contact with it.

      “These elevators were made by the Dweorgs,” I told her. “They utilize over seven million runes to operate.”

      “This princess does not know anything about that, but she knows she does not like this one bit!”

      “Just hold on to me the entire time. Don’t let go.”

      “She has no intention of ever letting go!”

      I felt a little bad for Commander Ashten, who looked really uncomfortable as he shifted on his feet while listening to our conversation. It wasn’t like our conversation was intimate or anything. Even so, I could tell he was a man who generally did not concern himself with relationships or intimacy. Matters weren’t helped by Lin’s tail, which coiled around most of the elevator floor, leaving little room for us. We were actually lucky the Dweorgs liked to build their structures so big or we’d be in even more trouble.

      The elevator eventually stopped and we exited. Lin was the first. She rushed out of the elevator and dragged me along behind her. After that, the still bemused commander took the lead, walking to a private meeting chamber with several chairs arranged around a round table. There were also a number of bookshelves and cabinets lining the walls. That said, this chamber was very sparse and had nearly no decorations to speak of.

      “You said you wanted to discuss the matter we talked about yesterday,” Commander Ashten prompted.

      “That’s right.” I nodded. “I’ve been giving what you told me a lot of thought. There is no way someone can gain a second element so quickly. It is especially impossible for someone to reach the Third State of Spiritualism for an element they were not born with in less than twenty or even thirty years, and yet this man apparently has.”

      It took me close to fifteen years to reach the Third State of Spiritualism with Kari’s light element in my previous life, and that was with the help of multiple pills and years of dedicated meditation. You could almost say I was cheating, too. I didn’t gain my element through training but through Kari. Even then, I had never fully mastered it.

      “I suspect he gained this element through artificial means, though I do not know what those means were,” Commander Ashten confessed.

      “There is a ritual among the Lamia that can absorb a person’s Spiritual Power and turn it into nourishment for an unborn child,” Lin said, divulging one of the Lamia’s greatest secrets like it was no big deal. “Maybe his ritual is like that?”

      If Commander Ashten was disturbed by this new information, he did not say anything. Cupping a hand to his chin, he pondered what she told him, then sighed.

      “That might be it, but without solid proof or knowledge of this ritual, I cannot say whether that is the case with any certainty.”

      “We can ask Morrigan if she might know something,” I said, then pressed on. “Regardless of how this man acquired his darkness element, I have reason to believe he is the one responsible for all the killings you mentioned.”

      Commander Ashten sighed and ran a hand through his hair. The fact that he would give such a gesture told me how tired he was.

      “I believe you are right. In fact, I already suspected him myself. However, we have no proof, and without proof, we cannot do anything.”

      All arrests had to be made with due process to avoid prejudicial or unequal treatment. Failing to do this would cause the citizens of Midgard to grow suspicious and wary of authority figures. Nations had been toppled this way in the past. I was reminded of a story I once read about the kingdom of Britanica, a once prosperous nation that crumbled when its monarch succumbed to power and began killing his citizens because he could. A rebellion had formed to cast him out. Then the rebellion was destroyed by infighting as its members fought over the scraps.

      “But what if we caught him in the act?” I asked.

      Commander Ashten frowned. “How do you plan to do that?”

      “These murders aren’t random. Whoever is killing people, they are targeting Spiritualists. What’s more, this person is sick. When Rinne of the Battling Valkyries was killed, the person who used Spiritual Drain on her also violated her. Right now, Alexis and her Battling Valkyries are enraged and seeking blood. She has agreed to help us draw out the perpetrator by using the members of her sect as bait,” I quickly explained what Alexis and I had discussed during the tournament.

      Commander Ashten did not say anything as he listened to me with narrowed eyes. I could tell he was considering what I’d said seriously.

      Lin was also silent, but I think that was because she was still shaken. While she could feel the earth through this tower, it was not as strong as when she was on the ground floor. She probably couldn’t wait to go back down.

      After several seconds of silence, Commander Ashten took a deep breath. “I normally would never ask an outsider for help, but my Midgard Spiritual Knights are baffled by this case. We have not been able to find the killer, and more people are dying the longer we leave this unresolved. I just got back from another murder not long ago. You are right about this man being sick. The victim was a female Spiritualist who belonged to the Divine Sword Sect. She had been thoroughly violated. Forensics determined she was violated both before and after her Spiritual Power was drained from her.”

      That was nasty, but I shoved aside my disgust and thought this through. The reason the Midgard Spiritual Knights couldn’t find the perpetrator was likely because he used Shadow Walking or something similar to escape. Spiritual Sense was also useless since the killer was good at removing his presence. Even I was unable to determine who it was based on what I could detect.

      “In that case, can I see a map of Midgard? And if possible, please mark the map to show where all of the victims were killed,” I requested.

      Commander Ashten nodded before heading toward one of the cabinets. I realized when he opened it that there were dozens of scrolls inside. Each one appeared to be a map of Midgard, one of which the Midgard Spiritual Knight Commander unrolled on the table before taking a feathered quill and marking 200 spots on the map with an X pattern.

      “These are all the areas where the victims were killed,” he said.

      Looking at the markings revealed absolutely nothing. The victims were all over the place. It looked like whoever was killing these people did so at random, like they were an opportunist who merely killed whenever the chance presented itself. No matter what angle I looked at this map from, nothing changed.

      “It doesn’t look like there’s any pattern to the killings or their location,” I said at last.

      Commander Ashten gave me a grim smile. “This is another reason we have been so baffled. If this killer had some kind of pattern, we could use it to predict where he would kill his next victim and track him. However, look at this mess. He’s killing people completely at random. This makes it impossible for us to know where he will appear next, and since we don’t even know what he looks like…”

      I understood. It was impossible to find a person when you didn’t even know what he looked like. Of course, their suspect was Fritz, but that didn’t mean they could track him. Observing him would likely reveal nothing. He was easily angered, but I didn’t think he was stupid enough to let himself get caught or it would have already happened. The other issue was caused by the tournament. They were searching for a single Spiritualist within a sea of Spiritualists. Even someone who could use Spiritual Perception would have trouble locating one person with so little information to go on.

      “In that case, it looks like baiting them really is the only option.” I sighed and tugged on my bangs. “I’m heading to the Battling Valkyries’ branch office. My other wives are there with Alexis. I’ll let her know what I found out, come up with a plan, and contact you again.”

      “That sounds fine.” Commander Ashten nodded, then paused. “Wait. Did you just say wives?”

      “Come on, Lin. Let’s go.”

      I took Lin’s hand, ignored the flabbergasted expression on Commander Ashten’s face, and left for the elevator.

      Poor Lin screamed on the way down the elevator.

      My ears were ringing by the time we got off.
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        * * *

      

      Lin and I went back to the Battling Valkyries’ branch office after our meeting with Commander Ashten ended. We found the rest of my wives sitting in a lounge with Alexis and Erica. Kari was sipping some kind of lime green beverage, while Siv was sleeping with her head resting on Fay’s shoulder. Raul was also there. Like Siv, he was sleeping on Fay. The redhead looked like she had become a sandwich.

      “You are back,” Alexis said. “How did it go?”

      I sighed and shook my head as I walked hand in hand with Lin into the room. “I was able to speak with Commander Ashten and learn what he knows, but I’m afraid the knowledge won’t help us catch this killer. On the plus side, he has agreed to not stop you and the Battling Valkyries. I think he’s willing to accept any help he can get at this point.”

      Lin sat down next to Kari, who scooted over slightly to accommodate the Lamia. She became rather surprised when her younger sister grabbed her arm in a fierce hold and began shivering.

      “What’s wrong, Lin?” she asked.

      “C-can’t… no ground… moving floor,” Lin mumbled.

      Kari raised an eyebrow, her face expressing how befuddled she was quite clearly, and then sent that same questioning gaze to me.

      “We found out she doesn’t like elevators,” I said.

      “Ah.”

      Kari nodded as though everything now made sense. Lin shivered again at the mere mention of that dreadful word.

      Alexis and Erica frowned at me as they sipped their own drinks. The one in Alexis’ hand was bright red like blood and seemed to be glowing. I could tell it was alcoholic because of the strong scent wafting from it. On the other hand, Erica appeared to only be drinking naturally carbonated water. It was sparkling and bubbly.

      “Why won’t the knowledge he knows help us?” asked Erica.

      “Because it hasn’t helped them.” I shrugged, then looked at Alexis. “Do you have a map of Midgard?”

      Alexis nodded, set her glass on the table, and stood up. She made her way over to a desk before coming back seconds later with a scroll in her hand. I noticed once the scroll unfurled that it was a highly detailed map of Midgard, just like the one that Commander Ashten used.

      Once she set the map on the table, I summoned an ink bottle and a feathered quill from my storage ring. Dipping the quill in the ink, I began marking the places on the map where people had been killed, using the memory from my meeting with Commander Ashten. Each area was marked by an X. Alexis, Erica, and Kari leaned in with frowns on their faces. I was sure Fay would have leaned forward as well, but she currently couldn’t move without waking the two using her as a pillow.

      “What can you tell me about the killer and his patterns?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” Kari was the first to notice it. She sighed and leaned back. “I can’t tell a single thing about him from this. It looks like he was killing people at random.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “This man has no real pattern for killing people. I think when he finds a strong Spiritualist, he just follows them and kills them once they are alone.”

      “That would make finding him difficult,” Alexis said as she, too, discovered what the issue was.

      Erica discovered the problem seconds later. “It will be impossible to find out where he’ll strike when there’s so many Spiritualists here for the tournament. What are we supposed to do? How do we catch this person?”

      That was indeed the problem. How were we supposed to find the killer when he didn’t seem to be staying in one area but randomly appearing wherever he pleased? The answer was that we couldn’t.

      “How big would you say Midgard is?” asked Kari.

      Alexis frowned at the question but answered nonetheless. “Midgard is about… I want to say it’s around 436 square kilometers, give or take.”

      That was a lot of ground to cover. Thinking about it, even if Alexis mobilized the entire Battling Valkyries, there still wouldn’t be enough people to cover all that ground. There weren’t even enough people to cover a third of that.

      “Hmm… I don’t think we need to worry about searching the whole city,” Kari murmured at last. “Our goal isn’t to search for him, but to make him come to us. The only issue I’m seeing is that none of the Battling Valkyries except maybe you two can fight against this man, meaning they will be in danger unless we have some means of getting to them quickly.”

      Kari studied the map again, tapping her index finger on the coffee table. Lin was watching the blonde woman with her golden eyes. Alexis and Erica were also focused on Kari as she thought long and hard about this problem.

      “If it is just getting to them, couldn’t Lin do that using the earth element?” Fay asked.

      It seemed like an inane question rather than a suggestion, but it caused all of us to look over at Fay, who didn’t appear to realize how genius her idea was.

      Of course. Lin, as someone who had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism for the earth element, could travel instantly through the ground to reach any location—provided the distance wasn’t too far. There were, of course, limits to how fast she could move. For example, she could not instantly travel from Midgard to the Endless Desert. That said, she could probably make the trip in under an hour. That was how incredible her ability was.

      “Fay, you are amazing!” Kari suddenly shouted.

      Fay looked startled. “I-I am?”

      “I could kiss you right now!”

      “Please don’t.”

      Kari’s eyes were sparkling, and she looked so excited, like she normally did when she was getting ready to explore a new ruin. I’d seen this look enough times to know what it meant.

      “You have an idea?” I asked.

      “I do.” Kari beamed at me. “It will take a day or so to implement, however. I need to make some items we can use for this, but if I work through the night and tomorrow’s tournament, I should be able to finish them in time.”

      It sounded like Kari was planning to work overnight without sleeping, which was something Spiritualists like us could do.

      “Alexis, do you have an empty room I can use?” Kari asked.

      Alexis blinked. That was the only sign she gave that she was surprised by the seemingly random question. Even so, she answered with a nod.

      “We have several empty rooms you can use.” She looked at the woman by her side. “Erica?”

      “Yes, Lady Alexis,” Erica said, standing smoothly to her feet and smiling at Kari. “Follow me please.”

      Kari bounded to her feet with an energy I hadn’t seen from her in a while. After saying goodbye to all of us, she left the room with Erica.

      “Do you have any idea what your wife is planning?” asked Alexis.

      “Not a one,” I said with a smile. “But whatever her plan is, I imagine it will work. I’ve never seen one of Kari’s plans go awry.”
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        * * *

      

      I did not see Kari at all the next day. After Erica escorted her to an unused room, my wife locked herself inside and didn’t come out for any reason. While that did worry me a little, I had confidence that she wouldn’t do anything to harm herself like not eating in favor of working nonstop.

      My other wives and I had spent the night at the Battling Valkyries’ branch office, and so when the sun rose in the sky, our group ate breakfast with Alexis, Erica, and Janet before we all left for the arena.

      Even though it was early in the morning, there were many people heading into the arena. Different people of different species were all congregating here. I could see groups of Lamia, Beastmen, and humans. They were the main races found in the Northern Plains, though there were also some people who looked like lizards. They were nothing like Siv, who appeared almost entirely human if you discounted her wings, tail, and the scales along her skin. These people were like bipedal reptiles. Lizardfolk was what I believed they were called.

      Erica and Janet parted ways with us and traveled toward the competitors’ booth. Meanwhile, we traveled upstairs and entered Alexis’ private viewing booth.

      Someone was waiting for us. Multiple someones.

      “Commander Ashten, Rienhard,” I said with a slight frown. “What can we do for you?”

      “Come now,” Rienhard began with a friendly smile. “Can we not just be here to visit you some more? We never got to finish our conversation from the other day.”

      “If you wish to converse with Eryk, do so on your own time,” Alexis said with a huff as she walked over to a chair and sat herself down. She then gestured toward the spot next to her and glared at me.

      I gave Rienhard an apologetic smile before sitting down. Rienhard didn’t seem to take offense as he chuckled. It seemed he was well-acquainted with Alexis. Actually, now that was I thinking about it, he seemed to be the only person who could truly get under this young-looking woman’s skin.

      Rienhard didn’t stand on ceremony as he walked over and tried to take the chair on my right, but he soon found himself blocked by Lin, who unceremoniously plopped down beside me, curling her tail so that it wrapped around the chair. She didn’t seem to realize the sect leader’s intentions. Rienhard looked putout as he stalked over to an empty chair and sat himself down. On the other hand, Alexis was smiling like she’d just won first place in a stall vendor’s lottery.

      Commander Ashten came up to me. “About the matter we were discussing yesterday. If you come up with a plan, be sure to let me know. I will mobilize my forces to assist you.”

      I glanced at Alexis very briefly before nodding. “We will do that. Actually, my wife Kari is currently in the process of creating a plan to deal with this. I’m sure she will be done by the time we get back from the second-round matches.”

      At the mention of my wife, Commander Ashten frowned and glanced at Lin. I could tell what he was thinking. The other day, I had introduced Fay as my wife during the tournament, and then when we met at the Midgard Spiritual Knights’ headquarters, I had introduced Lin as my wife. There were four women traveling with me. It was pretty obvious from this that all of them were, in fact, married to me.

      With a shake of his head, Commander Ashten pardoned himself and left the room, leaving Rienhard with our group.

      “Daddy!” Raul suddenly waddled up to me. “Tournament start soon?”

      I nodded and reached out to ruffle his hair. “It will probably start in a bit.”

      “Watch with me?”

      “Sure, I’ll watch with you.”

      With a grin, I let the boy grab my hand and pull me out of the seat. Fay was with us, and she smiled tenderly as Raul also grabbed her hand and pulled us to the large viewing window.

      “It looks like he is going to take after you,” I said to Fay.

      “You think so?” she asked, twirling a strand of fiery hair between her fingers.

      “Definitely. Just look at how excited he’s getting about this tournament.”

      I remembered how, years ago, when Fay was trying to become strong enough to take control of her life, she and I had entered the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. During that time, Fay had fought against many opponents and realized how exhilarating combat was.

      Outside of spending time with her family, there were only two activities Fay loved beyond anything else: alchemy and combat. She enjoyed pushing her body to its limits by fighting strong opponents. Sadly, now that she was at the Fourth State of Spiritualism, the only people who posed a threat to her were myself and Lin.

      That made me wonder whether or not I should talk to Fay about refining more Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pills so Alexis, Rienhard, Erica, Tungsten, and Commander Ashten could reach the Fourth State of Spiritualism. It would certainly help us out a lot if we had more people with that kind of strength. If we’d had people at the Fourth State of Spiritualism in my previous life, we would not have suffered so many losses when the Sekbeist invaded our realm.

      “Daddy! Tournament start!”

      At the sound of Raul’s voice, I shook those thoughts off and decided to focus on the tournament. I could always talk to Fay about this later.
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      “Ladies and gentlemen! It is now time for the second-round matches to start! I hope you are all excited! These fighters who have proven themselves are the best of the best, the greatest Spiritualists the Northern Plains has to offer, and they are here to fight for the right to claim the sixth seat on the Council of Six and join the Six Great Sects. If you’re all ready, then let’s get this showdown started!”

      Erica had to admit, Silas was pretty talented at stirring up the crowd. This man had been the announcer for many tournaments, some of which she had participated in back when she was even younger than she was now. He hadn’t been as good back then. Now he was incredible. The crowd was going wild after listening to him speak. Their cheers were ear-shattering as they stamped their feet and screamed.

      Erica stood in the competitors’ booth alongside Janet, doing her best to ignore the eyes on them. They were not the only women in this booth. However, and while this might sound vain, Erica did believe they were the best-looking women present. Of the other two women, one of them was rail thin and looked sickly, while the other had incredibly thick muscles and masculine features that made it hard to judge her gender.

      “It is now time for the first match to begin! Today’s first battle is between… Erica and Fritz!!!”

      A jolt traveled through Erica’s spine as she heard who she was battling. Her spine straightened as she felt eyes on her. Turning her head, she looked at Fritz, who licked his lips when he noticed she was looking his way.

      Disgust welled up inside of her.

      “Good luck, Erica,” Janet said softly.

      Erica smiled at her. “Thank you.”

      Squaring her shoulders, Erica walked out of the competitors’ booth after Fritz left and emerged onto the arena. The competitors’ booth was blocked off by soundproof glass, which kept the noise from the screaming crowd muffled, but now she could hear the raucous cheers blasting her eardrums. It hurt. Even so, all she did was smile and wave at the crowd before lightly jumping onto the arena platform.

      She and Fritz stood several meters apart. In between them but also about twenty meters away was Silas, holding a microphone to his mouth. A trickle of sweat ran down his face as he eyed Fritz. He licked his lips, which looked a touch dry, then put on a brave face and began.

      “Are both contestants ready?!” Erica nodded. Fritz just grinned. Sila saw this and raised his free hand. “Then let the match… begin!!”

      When the match started, neither Erica or Fritz moved. They stared at each other, gauging each other, sizing each other up. This only lasted for a moment before Fritz gave her a leering grin.

      “I am going to enjoy breaking you. You don’t know how fucking long I’ve wanted to place that little neck of yours between my hands and squeeze the life out of you as I fuck that hot body of yours.”

      Erica’s lips were a thin line as she resisted the urge to grind her teeth. While she reigned in her anger, she could not stop the shiver of disgust from running through her body.

      “You will not get the chance,” Erica said. “I am going to make you regret killing Rinne.”

      “Rinne? Rinne…” Fritz tilted his head left and right, eyes growing glazed with confusion. “I’m afraid I don’t know anyone by that—oh! Is that the name of the little bitch I killed awhile back? Heheheh… now she was a great fuck. You should have seen the way her body squirmed as I drained her dry. The way her eyes widened in horror as her life slowly left her body… ah… that’s something I’ll never forget.”

      Alexis had always taught Erica to act with calm, to analyze every situation and plan her next move before acting, but in that moment, all she felt was an inexplicable rage. It cast a red haze over her mind. The world looked as if it had been stained with blood.

      “I’ll kill you!”

      Without hesitation, Erica released her Spiritual Power, which erupted from her body like a star going nova. Flames, red and pure, exploded from her body and created several shock waves as the hot air was blasted away from her. Her hair was whipped up into a frenzy as she removed her claymore from her shoulder and launched herself off the ground.

      She shot forward like a comet, a fiery streak that left a trail in its wake. This intense speed allowed her to reach Fritz in record time. Once more acting without an ounce of hesitation, she raised her claymore wreathed in flames and swung it down with all the force she could muster.

      In response to her powerful attack, Fritz crossed his two swords above his head, his body exploding with dark energy. The darkness congealed around his swords seconds before Erica’s claymore struck it. An explosion rang out. The powerful shockwave unleashed from their colliding weapons caused the arena floor to fracture, and even Erica and Fritz stumbled away from each other as the fierce winds pushed them back.

      By this point, the crowd had grown incredibly shocked. They did not speak anymore. They did not scream or cheer. All anyone could do was stare into the arena below with wide eyes and astonishment etched clear on their faces.

      As he stabilized himself, Fritz could not help but gawk at Erica. “Since when did you reach the Third State of Spiritualism?!”

      “Since none of your damn business! Now shut up and die!”

      There was no one in this entire world who Erica hated more than this man right now. One of her cherished sectmates was dead, her Spiritual Power drained from her, her body violated, and he had just admitted to being the perpetrator who had done it. This normally would have been a violation. Silas should have technically ended the match, but the man was too busy gawking to say anything, which suited Erica. She wanted this man dead. She didn’t even care about the tournament anymore.

      Even now, that sight replayed itself in her mind over and over again. Although she had done her best not to let it affect her daily life, the truth was she harbored intense and overwhelming hatred for the person who had done it. Now that this man admitted he was responsible, that hatred sprang forth like a geyser.

      Erica once more unleashed her anger as she channeled Spiritual Power into her weapon and charged forward. Fritz cursed as he raised his twin swords. Once more, Erica’s claymore clashed against his weapons in an explosion of power, flames, and darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Because we were safely ensconced behind a window made from incredibly thick and durable glass, none of us were subjected to the incredible forces being displayed in the center of the arena. Even so, I could see the effects. The barrier that kept the viewers safe from harm rippled and undulated like it was going to break. The people near the front were screaming and covering their heads as if that would protect them. A few had even run out of their seats to get further away.

      “This battle is really heating up,” I exclaimed, standing beside the window and holding Raul’s hand as we watched.

      “Big fight! Boom!” Raul shouted excitedly.

      Fay was holding Raul’s other hand. She narrowed her eyes as she studied Erica and Fritz as they were launched away from each other. The two stumbled across the platform, which was cracking under the pressure of their assault, then launched themselves at one another again. Another clash took place. Another explosion echoed from the center of the arena, followed by a shockwave of powerful and fierce winds.

      “They seem to be evenly matched right now,” Fay muttered, though she was frowning. “But Erica is using a lot more Spiritual Power than Fritz.”

      I nodded. “I noticed that as well. I suppose we should have expected this. Erica just entered the Third State of Spiritualism, so she still doesn’t have a complete grasp on her newfound power yet.”

      “Don’t you think there is also something strange about Fritz?” asked Fay.

      “You noticed it too, huh?”

      I tried not to tighten my grip on Raul’s hand as I looked down into the arena. Erica was swinging her claymore at Fritz with what appeared to be reckless abandon at first glance, but each swing was precise and controlled. She wielded the claymore like it was an extension of her arm. A downward slash would flow into a controlled spin as she brought the blade back up and tried to bisect her opponent from his hips to his shoulders. Her diagonal swing was followed by a lightning-fast rising slash, which then flowed into another slash that created an X-pattern in the air.

      Her claymore was covered in bright red flames that sparked, flared, and burned everything in their path. The ground beneath Erica’s weapon had turned blistering red from the heat. It looked like the platform was melting.

      Lin and Siv came up to the viewing window with us and stared down at the fight. All of them with the exception of Siv were well versed in combat, so they could see and understand what was happening down below. Siv bit her lip as she watched the raven-haired young woman get sent flying backward when Erica’s latest clash against Fritz ended in another stalemate.

      “Can Erica win?” asked Siv.

      “It’s hard to say,” I said. “Erica and Fritz are both at the Third State of Spiritualism, so they should be more or less evenly matched, but…”

      “But?” Siv glanced at me.

      “But Fritz has a lot more Spiritual Power than Erica,” Lin stated, arms crossed and golden eyes narrowed. “There are some odd fluctuations surrounding him. It’s almost like… like…”

      “It’s like he has a lot more Spiritual Power than he’s letting on,” Fay finished the Lamia’s thoughts.

      “Yes! Like he has a lot of Spiritual Power, but more than half of it is being suppressed,” Lin said. “Thank you, Fay.”

      “You are welcome.”

      Another explosion occurred down below. As Erica was sent back once more, she began swinging her claymore from a distance, unleashing several powerful crescent blades of burning red flames. In response, Fritz stomped on the ground. The shadows beneath his feet rose up and encased him in a dome. The flames slammed into the dome, dispersed like something had snuffed them out, and then the dome shot hundreds of thousands of black needles at Erica. She swung her sword again, unleashing a torrent of fire that burned the needles before they could reach her.

      “What does that mean?” asked Alexis. She had been sitting in her chair, but now that all of us were standing by the window, she had joined us.

      “It means Fritz is a lot more powerful than he’s letting on,” I said. “If this becomes a battle of attrition, Erica will lose simply because she has less Spiritual Power than he does. He can outlast her.”

      “In short,” Fay finished for me, “If Erica does not want to lose, she needs to fight smart and conserve her Spiritual Power until an opportunity to strike presents itself.”

      Alexis did not say anything, but the way she clenched her fists was very telling.

      I looked back at the battle. Erica looked like she was beginning to tire. Her shoulders were heaving, sweat dripped down her face, and she was gasping for air. I was worried she would run out of energy soon.

      A hand slipped into my free one. It was Siv’s hand. She hadn’t looked my way, eyes still locked on the battle down below, but she was now clutching my hand in a fierce grip. Unlike the rest of us, Siv did not enjoy fighting, though she would still spar with the rest of us whenever we requested. Still, I couldn’t imagine she was having fun here.

      I gripped her hand back and continued to watch the battle.
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        * * *

      

      Erica felt a tight pain in her chest as she gasped for breath. It felt like it was getting harder and harder to breathe, like there was something constricting her chest, compressing her lungs and forcing her to put more effort into what should have been a simple act.

      Her arms felt heavy. She had been swinging her claymore around for what felt like hours now. Before this moment, the claymore in her hand had felt light, like it was just an extension of herself, but now it felt like a simple hunk of heavy metal.

      If that wasn’t enough, to make matters worse, the man before her did not seem to be having any of the problems that she was. His breathing was light and even. The swords in his hands were not drooping. The only sign that he had exerted himself at all was the sweat on his face.

      She didn’t understand it. They were both at the Third State of Spiritualism, so why was she having so much trouble, while this man seemed to have energy to spare?

      “You look like you’re about ready to give up,” Fritz said. There was a dark grin on his face. That mocking, patronizing smile incensed her even more. “You can feel free to stop fighting me if you want. Just stand there and let me have my way with you.”

      “In your dreams!” Erica snapped. However, she didn’t launch herself at him this time.

      Erica was beginning to understand that while she and Fritz had comparable strength, he was still at least a level or two above her. He must have possessed a lot more Spiritual Power than she did. Was this because he had reached the Third State of Spiritualism before her? She didn’t know, but even so, she now understood that she couldn’t afford to act careless.

      Reigning in her Spiritual Power, the blaze surrounding Erica lessened, going from an out-of-control conflagration to simple wisps of flame. The amount of Spiritual Power pouring from her body decreased as well. Like this, she would be able to last longer.

      “Tch. Seems like you’ve gotten smart.” Fritz clicked his tongue. “Not that being smart is gonna do you any good!”

      Fritz crossed his swords and swung them outward, launching a dark crescent blade from his weapons, which formed an X-shape as they sailed toward her.

      Erica felt like she could have blocked them with her own attack, but she knew that wouldn’t help her. It would just waste Spiritual Power. She raced across the ground and avoided the crescent blades. They sailed past her previous location and struck the barrier. A loud tearing noise echoed through the arena as the barrier shattered, finally unable to withstand the incredible power of their fight. She was surprised it had lasted this long.

      “Uh-oh! Looks like the barrier can’t withstand this power! We might have to call for an intermission while our people repair it!” Silas said.

      “Ha ha ha ha! There’s no fucking need for that! It doesn’t matter if the barrier is down or not! Let’s continue!” Fritz raised his swords once again and began swinging them. Each swing unleashed a powerful crescent attack that flew toward Erica with implacable accuracy.

      Erica realized what he was doing immediately.

      Right now, the barrier was gone, and all of his attacks were powerful enough to rip that barrier to shreds again. If the barrier could not withstand his attacks, then how could the arena walls or the people sitting in the stands? They would be torn apart! Fritz was attacking like this because he knew Erica could not stand by and let these people be harmed during their fight.

      “What are you doing, Fritz?! Stop this now or I’ll disqualify you!” Silas shouted.

      Fritz just cackled. “Naw. I don’t think I will! Ha ha ha ha!”

      Gritting her teeth, Erica encased her claymore in fire, compressed the fire until it appeared as a simple layer of red energy over her blade, and then began swinging. Her first swing was a downward slash. It sliced an incoming black crescent blade in half, causing the attack to disperse. She shuffled along the ground, spinning around like a dancer as she lifted her claymore and slashed diagonally, once more cutting through a crescent blade attack. She did this over and over and over, all the while listening to Fritz as he laughed at her.

      This was so frustrating. She was losing Spiritual Power faster than Fritz, who seemed to have an endless wellspring of energy. If the situation continued like this, she would no doubt lose simply by virtue of not having enough Spiritual Power to continue.

      What should she do? What could she do?

      Erica continued to defend the people in the stands and looked around to try and find something she could use to help her get out of this situation. However, all she saw was the ruined platform she and Fritz were fighting on. The platform was cracked in some places, dented in others, and had some spots that were molten red. She found herself staring at the red areas. Those had been caused by her fire.

      Fire… melting…

      Erica’s eyes narrowed as an idea sprang to mind. It was probably a stupid idea, but she didn’t have many other options right now.

      While cutting through the crescent attacks that Fritz launched, she sent her Spiritual Power into the platform, though she didn’t let it indiscriminately burn everything. Controlling that energy, she willed it to move across the platform. It traveled through the stone until it was underneath Fritz. Erica gritted her teeth as she finally forced the Spiritual Power to heat up.

      Controlling her Spiritual Power after it had left her body was not something Erica was used to doing. It was a talent she gained only after reaching the Third State of Spiritualism. Thanks to her increased power, she was able to externalize it like this, but it required an incredible amount of focus, which put stress on her mind.

      “Ha ha ha ha ha! Why are you just standing there?! Could it be that you want to take my attacks?! Do you enjoy being abused like this, you fucking slut?! You’re a masochist, ain’t ya?! Ha ha ha ha! Good! That’s very good! You’d make an obedient slave! Maybe I won’t kill you and instead enslave you and break your mind and body so you can only feel good when you obey me! Ah ha ha ha ha ha ha!”

      Fritz was continuing to rant and laugh as he swung the swords in his hands. He sounded like a madman, like a disgusting criminal confessing all of his desires. He didn’t seem to care about how much power he was using as the crescent attacks were fired from his weapons and traveled toward her. Erica wondered how much Spiritual Power this man had, but she tried to focus on her own plans instead of that.

      It didn’t take long for the area underneath Fritz’s feet to turn red, and it began bubbling not long after it turned red. Fritz noticed the heat the moment this happened. He looked down and saw the area beneath his feet turning into magma. Squawking, he tried to leap back, but his left foot suddenly sank into the now molten platform.

      A scream of intense pain echoed around the arena as Fritz’s left foot, ankle, and calf became trapped within the lava. He pulled his leg out, but the damage had already been done. His leg from the calf down was no longer there. It had been completely melted off.

      Erica was not going to let this chance go. She slammed her right foot into the ground and used the kinetic force to launch herself forward. She was swinging the claymore in her hand even before she reached him. Of course, she had adjusted her claymore’s angle so that when she struck him, he would be hit with the flat end of her blade. Much as she wanted to kill this man, she wanted to win the tournament even more.

      The loud clang as her sword struck Fritz in the face echoed across the arena. Fritz was blasted off his feet and slammed into the arena wall, which cracked around him and caused the people in the stands to scream in terror. Erica let her claymore fall from her grip and took several deep breaths as she glared at the man who was now lying on the ground, his eyes impossibly wide.
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        * * *

      

      “She knocked him out of the ring!” Lin exclaimed. “That means she won, right?!”

      “It does.” Fay smiled and nodded. “It looks like she realized she couldn’t overpower him with her current abilities and used a more roundabout method to win. She heated up the platform underneath him and turned it into lava. Once he was distracted by the pain of his leg melting off, she attacked. It was a sound plan. She has an incredible battle sense.”

      “It’s too bad Big Sister wasn’t here to see this,” Lin said, crossing her arms. “This princess would bet you anything she’ll be jealous when we tell her about how we watched Erica kick Fritz’s ass.”

      “Ass? What’s ass?” Raul asked, looking at us curiously.

      “Watch your language, Lin,” I warned the Lamia.

      “R-right. Sorry, Darling.” Lin rubbed the back of her neck and gave me a nervous smile.

      I looked back at the arena and watched Erica. The battle was over now. Erica had won, and Fritz had confessed his crimes like an idiot. He would no doubt be tried and sentenced. Given the nature of his crimes, he would most likely be killed and his sect disbanded since they had allowed him to roam free for so long.

      And yet…

      And yet…

      Why did I feel so uneasy?

      “It looks like the battle is over.” Alexis sighed as the tension in her shoulders eased. A smile appeared on the woman’s young face. “That girl has really come a long way thanks to you people. You have my gratitude.”

      “It’s fine,” I said with a smile. “We were happy to—”

      I stopped talking when a powerful Spiritual Pressure erupted all around me. A shiver ran down my spine as the intense feeling threatened to send me to my knees, though I was able to resist because I had already reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism. Fay, Lin, and Siv were also able to resist, though Siv’s legs were shaking as she moved closer to me.

      We were not the only ones affected by this incredible Spiritual Pressure; Alexis had already been sent down to her knees and was struggling to lift her head. Her breathing had grown heavy and her pupils were dilated. She looked like she was on the verge of having a panic attack.

      Raul had it even worse. He was lying on the floor, drool and piss leaking from him as his body went into cardiac arrest. Fay grabbed our son and used her own Spiritual Powers to protect him. That caused his shaking to stop. However, he was still unconscious, his eyes rolled into the back of his head and his mouth hanging open.

      For just a moment, I wondered where this Spiritual Pressure was coming from. The power I felt was comparable to Ask. He had been the strongest person I had ever fought since coming back to the past, a man who had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism with the darkness element and used a power that I had never heard of before. I never thought I would meet anyone outside of the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm who could possess a Spiritual Power comparable to this.

      It looked like I had guessed wrong.

      “Eryk… look down there… it’s Fritz… he’s…” Fay tried to speak, but she seemed incapable of saying what she wanted to say, so instead, she pointed at the arena floor with her free hand.

      Feeling an unusual sense of dread welling up inside of me, I looked down at the arena floor.

      What I saw shocked me.
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        * * *

      

      A stunned silence filled the arena. Erica looked at the sea of faces. She felt a little bit of smug satisfaction at seeing so many people looking at her in shock. None of these people had believed she could win after Fritz unleashed his power. Now all these people were dealing with the fact that she had defeated someone considered undefeatable.

      “Are you going to call it?” Erica asked the announcer.

      “Call it? Huh?” Silas also looked like he didn’t know what to make of this question, but then, like he’d been struck with a Spiritual Lightning Technique, he hurriedly nodded. “Right. So, uh, the winner of this match is—”

      “Ha… ha… ha…”

      Before the man could announce her as the winner, a low and hollow laugh echoed across the arena.

      “Ha ha ha ha…”

      The laughter increased in volume. It caused a hair-rising chill to spread among the crowd as everyone looked for the source of that laughter. Erica, of course, had already discovered it.

      “Ha ha ha ha.”

      The person laughing was Fritz.

      “Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!”

      He climbed to his feet, dark miasma swirling around his body, creating shadows where before there were none. His left calf was still missing. Even he could not regrow lost limbs. However, he didn’t appear to be hampered even with a missing limb.

      Fritz leapt onto the platform and landed on his single remaining leg. Erica tensed, the muscles in her body tightening, but he didn’t seem to be paying attention to her. He laughed, cackling like a madman as the dark Spiritual Power surrounding him like a thick fog increased. Cracks suddenly appeared on his skin. She didn’t know what that meant, but then the Spiritual Power grew more potent still, and an incredible Spiritual Pressure swept across the arena.

      Being the closest to this Spiritual Pressure, Erica found herself being affected the most. The impossible to resist pressure pushed down on her body like it was attempting to crush her. Erica fell to her knees, her entire body shaking as she futilely attempted to resist this feeling, which caused incomprehensible terror to rise up within her. She would have been ashamed to admit that she felt her bladder release, but she was too frightened by this suffocating sensation to do more than notice it.

      At that moment, the cracks on Fritz’s body began flaking off, skin falling like it was hard and brittle. Beneath the shedding flesh was dark gray skin. More skin flaked off, and Fritz’s eyes suddenly became a gleaming red like the color of fresh blood. His leg was still missing, but motes of darkness gathered around the missing limb and recreated his foot, though this one looked clawed and deadly. Finally, as the seconds ticked by, what stood before her was no longer the Fritz she had been fighting against.

      It was a humanoid monster with skin the color of ash and eyes like blood.

      “This battle is far from over.” A twisted grin appeared on Fritz’s lips. “It is now time for round two. I hope you are ready, you fucking cumslut. I am going to have so much fucking fun breaking you.”
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      The moment I sensed the indescribable Spiritual Power emanating from the inhuman figure, I realized why something about Fritz felt off.

      At the moment, Fritz was releasing an indomitable power that was terrifyingly familiar to me. It was the same power that Ask had been using when he led those Sekbeists to invade Nevaria. It was the same power the Sekbeist Warlords used in my previous life. It was the same power the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm used to kill Kari and my daughter. This was a power I could never in a million years forget.

      I was not the only one who felt his power. Raul had woken up and was bawling his eyes out. Because he had the genes of two powerful Spiritualists—one of whom was not fully human—he was highly sensitive to Spiritual Power. Fay was doing her best to calm him down, but she also had her eyes locked onto the figure down on the arena floor. Siv and Lin were similarly pale as if the blood had been drained from their faces.

      “What is this… terrible power I’m feeling?” whispered a shocked Alexis. Out of all the people present, she was suffering the worst because, unlike the rest of us, she was only at the Third State of Spiritualism.

      “That is a type of power that belongs to an enemy so terrifying, you cannot possibly imagine it.” I didn’t say anything more to Alexis as I looked at my wives. “Fay, stay here with Raul. Siv, come with me. Lin, meet up with Commander Ashten and have him begin a wide-scale evacuation of the arena and the surrounding area.”

      Fay, Lin, and Siv already knew what kind of roles I needed them to play, so none of them hesitated after I handed them orders like a sect leader commanding his subordinates. It was a role I had grown into within the last few years thanks to the Nevarian Braves.

      I leapt out the window, the glass shattering around me as I transformed into a bolt of lightning and zipped toward Fritz. At that moment, Fritz was standing in front of a terrified Erica, who was so frightened by the man in front of her that she couldn’t move. Her body had already frozen solid in horror. She was like a block of ice.

      There was a leering grin on Fritz’s face as he reached out for Erica, but I arrived in that moment. Spiritual Power coalesced. A ruler-shaped weapon made of water and lightning appeared within my grip. I swung it and sliced straight through the hand, which fell off Fritz’s body with a plop. The dark-skinned creature roared in anger and agony as he stumbled backward, but his eyes still retained their clarity as he glared at me.

      “E-Eryk…” Erica muttered in a daze, eyes glazed over as if in shock.

      I had no idea what thoughts were going through this woman’s head as she stared at me like I had descended from the heavens. It wasn’t like it mattered.

      “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “You’re going to be all right. Siv!”

      At that moment, Siv swooped down with a flap of her wings, grabbed onto Erica, and lifted her off the ground. Erica released a surprised shriek. However, Siv chose that moment to unleash her powers over wind, which allowed her to break through the sound barrier and travel at speeds few creatures in this world could match. They were nothing but a speck in the distance seconds later.

      “You… this is the second time you have interrupted me!” Fritz roared in anger. “I’LL FUCKING KILL YOU! I’LL MURDER YOU FUCKING DEAD! YOU HEAR ME! DEAD!!!”

      Fritz had obviously lost whatever was left of his sanity, so I didn’t bother listening to him. The only thing I could do right now was beat the snot out of this man.

      That was why I attacked without mercy.

      Lightning gathered along the tip of my hands, becoming compressed into a small sphere, which I launched at Fritz. The lightning moved extremely fast. Any normal human would have only seen a flash of light before my attack blew a hole clean through their body. However, Fritz appeared capable of tracking and reacting to my attack, for a powerful dome of darkness sprang up around him and absorbed my lightning. I frowned when my Spiritual Power scattered and disappeared.

      “It’s just as I thought.” I sighed. “That is not the darkness element. You are using the Void. You are a Sekbeist.”

      Perhaps it was my words that caused him to regain his rationality. Fritz snarled at me in shock.

      “How do you know about the Void?! How do you know about Sekbeist?! There’s not a person alive who should know about us right now!”

      I snorted. “I have no obligation to tell you how I know these things. If you want to find out, then why don’t you come here and try beating it out of me?”

      “GLADLY!”

      Fritz went on the attack this time, raising his hands above his head and created several spinning discs of darkness. They reminded me of blades as they rotated at extreme speeds. I had no idea how powerful these things were, but I could tell they would likely be able to cut through this arena like it was made of jelly. There were still hundreds of thousands of people inside of this arena. I could not let these attacks hit anything.

      With a ferocious roar like a rabid beast, Fritz threw the discs at me. They did not move incredibly fast. Even so, they were faster than most attacks launched by normal humans.

      I held the sword made of water and lightning aloft, my two strongest elements, and then added a single layer of the light element. Veins bulged on my forehead from the strain of using three elements at once, but I didn’t let myself become overwhelmed. I raised the sword above my head and roared as I swung it down, slicing the first rotating black disc in half, causing the attack to disperse before it could hit the arena.

      Fritz gawked at me like I’d done something shocking, but then he let loose a frightening scream and flung the remaining discs at me. There was one, two, three, four, five more discs. Each one was flying my way at a slightly different angle.

      I did my best to remain calm and channeled unholy amounts of Spiritual Power into my ruler-shaped weapon. Lightning crackled. Water swirled. Light coalesced together like tiny particles combining to form a single beam. Unleashing a roar of my own, I swung my weapon down and began slicing through Fritz’s attacks. The power he unleashed was impressive, and I was sent skidding backward, but I gritted my teeth and fought back.

      I needed to hang on until everyone was evacuated.
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        * * *

      

      “Stop pushing! Don’t run, people! Everyone, calmly and quickly leave the arena!”

      Lin shouted at the groups of people who were trying to shove and trample others in their path to escape the battle between Darling and Fritz. The battle had reached a feverish pitch. Fritz was launching hundreds of black discs that looked like spinning saws made of vile energy, while Darling was cutting them down with his massive sword made of several elements.

      While watching the battle with a frown, Lin decided half the reason these people were panicking was because they could see the battle. She also noticed that Darling could not expend his full strength because he was busy keeping those black discs from hitting the people.

      Lin merged suddenly with the ground, her body turning the color of earth. Because of how in-tune she was with the earth element, she always felt connected to the earth so long as she was on it, but when merged like this, she could feel everything. The footsteps of people running upon it. The animals hiding beneath the surface. The magma boiling far, far below. Lin felt it all.

      With this power in her grasp, Lin let her will surge, causing the ground before her to rise up around the fight taking place. It rose high into the sky, blocking the arena floor from the stands. Several muffled explosions echoed from beyond this wall. Lin flinched when one of those disc attacks sliced a hole through her wall. What ferocious power! She absorbed Spiritual Power from the earth and quickly repaired the wall.

      Lin was not the only person helping with the evacuation. Commander Ashten and his Midgard Spiritual Knights were everywhere, ordering the citizens to evacuate quickly, helping protect children who’d gotten separated from their families in the panic, and doing everything they possibly could to get everyone out of this arena before it was destroyed. They were rather impressive.

      When the Midgard Spiritual Knights saw what she had done, many of them gawked at her. Even their commander looked like he’d been struck dumb. Lin wanted to puff up her chest, laugh, and proclaim herself the best earth user in the entire world. It really was unfortunate the situation wouldn’t allow for that. She kept working her hardest to help with the evacuation of the people in the stands, and then she traveled out of the arena with the others.

      Because she was connected to the earth, she could still feel the battle taking place, still sense the thundering footsteps of Darling and Fritz. The battle was becoming more intense. The wall she had erected was already broken. Lightning, water, light, and darkness shot into the sky like vast arcs of ancient and infernal power.

      “Commander! All the citizens have been evacuated!”

      A Midgard Spiritual Knight came up to Commander Ashten and saluted him. The commander nodded, but his eyes weren’t on the man. They were locked onto the arena, which was rumbling and shaking fiercely. Even though they were so far away, they could still feel the earth shaking, making it unknown as to whether they had retreated far enough.

      Lin only paid them a modicum of attention. At that moment, two familiar faces appeared next to her.

      “Lin!” Fay said as she and Alexis ran up to her.

      “Is Raul safe?” asked Lin.

      With a smile at hearing the concern in Lin’s voice, Fay nodded once and said, “He is at the Battling Valkyries’ headquarters with Kari. She finished her project just a little while ago. Although…” She glanced at the arena. “I’m not sure it matters much now.”

      Lin and Alexis also looked at the arena, which looked like it was in the process of crumbling, with large chunks breaking off the wall and falling to the ground. The entire arena was shaking. Several bolts of lightning flew out and penetrated the thick walls. Dark flames consumed more of the surface, creating large gaps in the arena’s main structure.

      “We don’t know what will happen yet,” Lin said at last. “We should stay here in case Darling needs help.”

      Fay nodded in agreement, though Alexis looked like she wanted to say something about that. She would never get the chance. At that moment, the bigwigs who had introduced themselves the other day arrived. Tungsten was next to Rienhard, Àn Shen stood with her father Ming Shen, and Dagan and Cathrine were also present. All of them looked quite serious.

      “What in the Nine Realms is going on here?” demanded Rienhard, his eyes hard. “Do any of you know?”

      He was looking at Lin and Fay. So, it seemed he understood they probably knew something because Darling was battling against Fritz. Hmph. Lin crossed her arms and gave this man an unwavering gaze.

      “This princess knows absolutely nothing.”

      “Now isn’t the time for jokes!” Rienhard shouted.

      “She is not joking,” Fay said in a soft murmur. “None of us know what is going on right now. All we know is that the man you call Fritz is very unusual and incredibly strong. That power he is using also feels… familiar, but I can’t quite figure out where I’ve felt it before.”

      “That guy who attacked Nevaria used the same power, but his was a bit stronger,” Lin said at last. “That said, I do not know what kind of power that is. It looks like the darkness element, but…”

      The power erupting from within the arena reminded Lin so much of that man they had all fought that she could not help but shiver. Back then, it had taken their entire army and every Spiritualist above the Third State of Spiritualism to defeat him. Even Darling had not been able to win on his own.

      Of course, she now had confidence that Darling could defeat this fool. He was much stronger now than he was back then. This person was also a little weaker than that man. Darling would definitely kick this Fritz person’s ass.

      At that moment, a massive explosion of darkness, lightning, light, and water crashed into the arena, tearing it asunder. A shockwave so powerful it tore apart the ground as it moved raced toward them. Many people screamed. Rienhard, Ming Shen, Cathrine, Dagan, and their apprentices all tensed as looks of despair crossed their faces. This power would overtake them long before they could flee.

      “Hup!”

      Lin responded quickly. She merged with the earth, her body sinking into the ground. Like this, she could take in all the power of the earth because she was the earth and the earth was now her. She willed and manipulated the earth to create a massive wall several dozen meters thick, then condensed the wall several times. Amongst all the elements, the earth element had the greatest defense.

      The four separate elements crashed into the wall, causing it to shake and rumble. The people behind the wall screamed as they crouched down and covered their hands with their heads. If Lin had lips at the moment, she would have been biting them as she continuously pumped Spiritual Power into her fortifications, repairing the damage done by the backlash of the combined elements attacking her.

      Finally, after what felt like hours but was really only a few seconds, the shockwave died down. Lin let the wall crumble and emerged from the earth. Because she was using the powers of the earth, she was not tired in the least, but she did have a really bad headache. Merging with her element so thoroughly required a lot of concentration. She was mentally exhausted.

      “Is everyone okay?!” asked Fay.

      “We are fine,” Rienhard said for the group he’d come with, though his eyes were locked onto Lin. “You saved us.”

      “All in a day’s work,” Lin said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “We should move further away from the arena.”

      Reinhard’s hard and cynical laugh made her raise an eyebrow.

      “What arena?” he asked.

      Lin would have said something to the effect of asking if Rienhard was blind, but then she turned to look at the arena—or rather, she turned to look at where the arena used to be. There was no arena anymore. All that was left was a massive crater at least 100 meters across and who knew how many meters deep.

      The sounds of battle echoed from within the crater.
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        * * *

      

      It had been a very long time since I had been forced to use everything within my power to fight an opponent. The last time I fought this hard was when Ask led the Sekbeists in an attack on Nevaria. That had been an intense battle, one that required everything I had and then some, and even then, I had come close to losing.

      I was confident I wouldn’t lose this time, but it was still a fierce battle.

      Fritz roared in rage as he slammed his hands into the ground, penetrating the surface like the earth was made of tofu. His Spiritual Power surged. I leapt back when my instincts warned me of danger and was rewarded when the ground was ripped apart by something surging up underneath it. It was a tentacle. Well, I called it that, but it looked more like the black root of an evil tree. This was Fritz’s Spiritual Power made manifest. A “root” made entirely of the darkness element but overlayed with that strange power all Sekbeist seemed to possess.

      The Void… whatever that was.

      It wasn’t just one root either. Several dozen erupted from the ground, rising high above my head as though to intimidate me before surging forward to strike me down.

      I narrowed my eyes and created my ruler-shaped Spiritual Power sword again as I danced across the ground, using the Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step to constantly avoid being struck down. A tentacle slammed into where I’d been standing. I appeared next to it, swinging my sword and hacking right through the tentacle, which dispersed into writhing shadows upon being cut. Several more tentacles rushed in from the left, right, and behind me, their spear tips pointed at my body. I disappeared in a bolt of lightning. The tentacles slammed into each other as I reappeared above them.

      With a battle cry, I unleashed a powerful crescent-shaped blade made from a combination of three elements. Lightning crackled as the water increased its power, and Kari’s light element encased the whole thing to increase its effectiveness against the darkness element, or the Void, or whatever this power was. The crescent blade slammed into the three tentacles and sliced into them. It also sliced into the ground.

      I didn’t land back on the ground and instead began floating in place. I surveyed the crater my enemy and I were now fighting in before looking for Fritz. I didn’t find him at first. That was because I couldn’t find him with my eyes. It wasn’t until I used Spiritual Perception that I realized he had merged with the shadows.

      “That won’t do,” I muttered before erupting with Spiritual Power.

      The light element was not mine. I did not have complete control over it, and I couldn’t seem to take it beyond the Third State of Spiritualism no matter how hard I trained or how many pills I took. That said, I did not need to reach a high level of power with the light element to project it outward.

      My body emitted light like it was the sun, causing all the shadows inside of the crater to burn away. The man who was hiding within them screamed as the light burned into him. He emerged from the now dissipating shadows, holding his face as steam rose from it like his body was being cooked.

      Those who wielded darkness and the Void were weak against light. I still didn’t know much about the Void, but I knew that light was the antithesis to darkness. In the elemental spectrum, each element was strong against and weak against another element. Fire was weak against water but strong against wind. Wind was weak against fire but strong against lightning. Lightning was weak against wind but strong against earth. Earth was weak against lightning but strong against water. Meanwhile, the elements of light and darkness were strong and weak against each other. They essentially canceled each other out.

      I didn’t wait for Fritz to recover before raising my hands above my head and gathering Spiritual Power. Swirling water and crackling lightning surged above my hands, swirling around in a spiral before gathering in the center, where the Spiritual Power condensed into a tiny sphere. The sphere was small at first, no bigger than my palm. That was only at first. As the seconds ticked by, the sphere grew until it was about the size of my head. When it grew bigger, I condensed it and gathered even more power. I did this several times, until the sphere looked like a ball of white energy.

      By the time I was finished gathering all that power, Fritz had recovered. He stood up and glared at me. His gray face was burned. It looked like cracks were forming on his skin, giving him a truly hideous appearance.

      Fritz saw what I was doing and glared viciously as he raised his own hands and created a sphere of darkness. Darkness emerged from his hands and expanded to encompass everything around him. The ground began disappearing as the darkness—no, as the Void ate into it. Darkness did not have the power to consume matter. It was not long before more than half the crater had been eaten away, creating an even larger crater. The sphere in Fritz’s hand had also become far blacker.

      Fritz and I glared at each other before we released our respective techniques. I flung the crackling sphere of water and lightning, while he tossed the ball of blackness. The two attacks created a pair of sonic booms as they broke the sound barrier and slammed into each other.

      There was no explosion when the attacks crashed together, no eruption of sound and energy. Both attacks congealed together and distorted the area around them. The world turned black and white, distortions appeared in the air, and numerous strange cracks formed and began spreading across the sky to create a spiderweb as the two powers silently collided. It was like the area we were in had become a vacuum.

      Whether our attacks had created a vacuum in which nothing could exist or not, something had to happen. The two attacks soon erupted into massive waves of energy. My eyes widened as a thrill ran down my spine. Without hesitating, I erected a barrier composed of my two main elements. It appeared before me like a shimmering shield seconds before the intense Spiritual Power wave slammed into me.

      The shield shattered like it wasn’t even there.

      I was struck with the full fury of our combined attacks.

      I’m pretty sure a loud scream tore through my throat as the powerful forces ripped into my body, but that scream was lost to the wind. It felt like someone was tearing me apart from the inside out. I was tossed about inside of the massive storm of Spiritual Power, my body being torn asunder, my soul being burned with spiritual fire. The world around me went black, then white, then became a multitude of colors like a rainbow shooting in every direction.

      It felt like hours had passed within that swirling storm of pain. I might have blacked out at some point. When I came to, I was lying inside of that crater… only the crater now looked even bigger than I remembered.

      I stood up, grunting as pain filled my insides. The interior of my body felt like it had been overcooked. Blood seeped out of my flesh. My left arm was broken. Searing pain traveled up my sides as I took a step forward, then another, and another.

      Because there was no lightning element near me and the water element was thin, I was left with no choice but to slowly absorb the moisture in the air to replenish my Spiritual Power. It was a slow-going process. It wasn’t like I had a choice, though. That last attack had used up all the Spiritual Power I possessed.

      I made my way over to where Fritz was lying on his back. He looked like he had seen better days. His body was broken; he was missing an arm, a leg, and blood seeped from several cracks in his skin, but he was still alive. He had enough vitality to glare at me defiantly and with a hatred that seared my soul.

      “Don’t think… you’ve won,” he rasped. “You might have… beaten me… but you’ll never beat… them…”

      I did not know who “them” was, but I could only assume he was talking about his two compatriots. I wanted to ask him more, to ask him about that power he used, to ask if he was a Sekbeist, perhaps a species I had never seen before. But I never got the chance. Fritz’s breathing had already stopped, his eyes had become sightless, and his chest no longer rose and fell.

      He was dead.

      With an exhausted sigh, I fell backward. I expected to fall onto the ground, but unexpectedly, what I fell into was a soft body as a pair of arms wrapped around my torso. Both arms were dark. What’s more, the body I was laying against was one I had become intimately familiar with.

      “Lin,” I mumbled.

      “You worked very hard, Darling,” Lin said in a soft and loving voice. “You can rest now.”

      “M’kay.”
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It felt like I was falling backward, like I was descending into a pool of murky water. Lin held me against her body as I closed my eyes and slowly slipped into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Dunherr sat against his throne and stared into the empty hall. His black eyes were like pools of darkness, their depths unfathomable. Standing beside him was Unglück, who, for once, remained quiet. Down below, trembling as he knelt before them was a man who had just delivered some really bad news.

      “So… Fritz is dead?” Dunherr inquired again in a soft voice.

      “Y-yes, My Lord,” the trembling sack of flesh said. “We… that is… the news was just released a little while ago. They say he went berserk and transformed into some kind of monster. A man called Eryk Veiger fought against him and managed to kill him.”

      “Hmmm…”

      Dunherr didn’t say anything for a long time, which caused the man below to tremble even more. He was frightened. He had a good reason to be. Dunherr was aware of his own faults better than most. There had been messengers before him, ones who had delivered news less bad than this that had been killed simply because he felt like it. If he wanted to, snuffing out this man’s life would be as simple as snapping his fingers.

      “Who could have imagined there’d be a human out there capable of killing Fritz,” Unglück muttered as he crossed his arms. “He might not have been as strong as us, but he wasn’t weak.”

      Shifting in his seat, Dunherr stroked his chin in thought.

      Fritz was indeed a powerful individual. There should not have been a single human capable of defeating him once he released his true power, and yet from what this man said, the person who defeated Fritz was indeed a human. It was incomprehensible. Dunherr knew he would need to investigate this matter thoroughly before making a move.

      He looked back at the trembling human down below. This one would live… for now.

      “Tell me more about this Eryk Veiger,” he demanded.

      
        
        To Be Continued…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior: Volume 17! I hope you enjoyed immensely!

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review. Books live and die by their reviews. A book without a lot of reviews will not reach a lot of readers. I hope if you enjoyed this book, you will help it reach many more readers.

      If you’d like to learn when a new book from me is out, your best bet is to sign up for my mailing list.

      Join my mailing list!

      Don’t worry. I hate spam as much as the next guy. I’ll only send out newsletters to announce the release of my next book, when I’m hosting giveaways, or when something that is actually news worthy happens.

      If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and hot takes on anime, manga, and light novels, head over to my Twitter. I am fairly active on there. I also show off cover reveals, artwork, and RT some cool art I see online.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I tend to post less often here than I do Twitter, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and nude artwork, but you’ll get important stuff like cover reveals, light novel illustrations, WIPs, and the occasional glimpse into what I am writing.

      And finally, you can find me on the Original English Light Novel Group, Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit, and GameLit Society Facebook groups. If you are a fan of harem/gamelit stories in general, I highly recommend joining these groups as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AFTERWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      We are now at Act V of WIEDERGEBURT, which means we’re more than halfway through Eryk’s story. I think I mentioned before this series will end in seven acts.

      Act V is all about Eryk’s return to the Northern Plains and his efforts to establish friendly relations with the sects located there. However, there is a lot more that’s going to happen. Act V will be three volumes total, and the volumes will be longer than normal because that’s just how the story fell. I hope you all enjoy the slightly longer reads.

      In other news, it’s October at the time of me writing this. I’ll be traveling to Vietnam in November to visit my artist who does the art for A Most Unlikely Hero. She and I have been talking a lot more and decided to see each other. I’m actually a little late in getting this ready. I’m rushing to properly have this formatted for publication so you guys can read this on the allotted publication date.

      I’m sure many of you noticed that I’ve introduced several characters who were not in the previous timeline. Of course, we know that’s not quite true. If you’ve been paying attention, you’ll know I don’t do things half-assed here. All these new characters had at one point existed in the previous timeline. However, they were not around by the time Eryk and Kari arrived in the Northern Plains. I think I’ve left enough clues for most of you to figure out what happened. Can you guess? Honestly, I’d love to hear your theories in the reviews if you’ve got any. I actually do read every review you guys write.

      I don’t want to make this too long, so it’s about time I ended this afterword with some thanks.

      Thank you, Crystal, for spotting my mistakes and continuity errors. I would have been embarrassed if those slipped through into my manuscript.

      Thank you, Mykel. Your art is super stunning this volume. I especially like the art of Lin hanging from the ceiling and the cover was sexy AF.

      And finally, thank you readers. I’m really happy you’re all still supporting this bum of an author as he tries to keep writing stories. To my patrons, thank you so much. You guys rule. I hope you’ll all join me for the next volume, which should be hot in the sexy sense.

      Until next time.

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell
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